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In recent weeks, we’ve witnessed men committing acts of senseless 
violence—beheadings by ISIL in Iraq, an airliner shot down over Ukraine, 
hundreds of children killed in the Israel-Gaza conflict. What do we do in the 
face of reckless brutality? 

On May 27, 1992, a man named Vedran Smailovic, a cellist with the 
Sarajevo Philharmonic Orchestra, was looking out the window of his flat in 
Bosnia’s capital city. Sarajevo was being besieged by the Serbian army, the 
longest siege of a capital city in the history of modern warfare. Ten thousand 
people would be killed by artillery fire, mortar rounds, and sniper attacks 
during the long months of the war.  

From his window, Smailovic watched people standing in line across the 
street at one of the few bakeries still open at the time. They were waiting for 
bread. Suddenly a mortar round hit the crowd, killing 22 of them and 
wounding many others. Horrified by what he’d seen, Smailovic vowed to play 
his cello for 22 days running in honor of those who had senselessly died 
there. Every day—in full concert dress, with tux and tails—he sat in the 
rubble where the bakery had stood and played Tomaso Albinoni’s Adagio in 
G Minor. Automatic weapons fire still echoed in the distance as he played. He 
called it his “musical defiance,” insisting on playing great classical music in 
the face of senseless bloodshed and terror. It was his way of resisting the 
war. “I played each and every day throughout the siege,” he said. “I never 
stopped playing music. My weapon was my cello.”  

What does the human spirit do when civilization itself is on the ropes—when 
senseless violence seems to triumph all around us? Vedran Smailovic said 
you practice your faith, you continue to perform, you let no one forget the 
dignity of the human person. Even little, symbolic things make a difference. 

Albinoni’s Adagio, by the way, had been recreated after World War II, as a 
music scholar found a fragment of the only extant copy in the ruins of the 
Dresden Music Library in Germany. This library had been firebombed by the 
Allies (the British and American Air Forces) in February of 1945. For three 
days Allied planes bombed the city of Dresden incessantly, creating a 



firestorm that destroyed fifteen square miles of the city and killed 25,000 
civilians.  

These are stories we need to tell as men. They remind us of our capacity for 
making war and our capacity for honoring the dignity of every human being. 
When violence seems to have the last word, God’s voice speaks loudly in the 
smallest choices we make…when we act with courage and with love. 

 

[To hear Albinoni’s Adagio in G Minor, click here] 


