One Star, Two Triangles
Everyone can identify the sign of the cross.  To some it is a sign of Christianity, to others it is a symbol of a closed-minded religion.  Still others know it as a sign of life, resurrection, and salvation.  All these are correct symbolic representations, because symbols, like time, are dynamic. They stand still only in recollection.  However, to truly understand a symbol, it has to be understood in its historical and cultural context.  For instance, historically the cross was not a symbol of life.  Quite the opposite, it was a symbol of death, and not only death, a criminal’s death.  The Roman Empire used the cross as a way to impose punishment on those who disagreed with it, those that violated their often discriminatory laws.  Many Christians were crucified for their beliefs, and more importantly Jesus, their God incarnate, was martyred on the cross.  Because of the vivid emotions and trauma that the cross caused, it made a very vivid symbol, and Christians took that symbol of death, used the potency it had, and transformed it into a symbol of life.  The Romans still used the cross as a method of oppression, but the more they threatened with the cross, the stronger Christians united.  The cross was no longer a threat to them; it was no longer a formidable sign of punishment. It now stood for something entirely different.  It unified them; it gave them strength and purpose, because quite simply, for them, the symbol had changed. 

The cross is just one of many symbols that hold a deep historic meaning.  In Leslea Newman’s story “A Letter To Harvey Milk”, there are several symbols that add depth to the story when viewed in their historical context. While “A Letter To Harvey Milk” can be read with no knowledge of its background, the symbols and figures in the story will take on a much deeper meaning if their history is understood.  Consequently, Newman may have chosen Harvey Milk as a key figure in her story because of his well-known historical role.  Harvey Milk was first gay politician elected to office, but it was his assassination that made him such an icon.  Harvey Milk and George Moscone, the mayor of San Francisco, were killed by Dan White in 1977 for openly supporting gay civil rights (Cloud).   The population of San Francisco was appalled, and they showed their distraught at Harvey’s death by holding a candlelight ceremony for him, which Harry describes in his letter to Harvey Milk.  “…people walking in the street, quiet, each one with a candle, until the street look like the sky all lit up with a million stars” (Newman 35).

While most people who read “A Letter To Harvey Milk” wonder who Harvey Milk was, few stop to ponder what exactly the other symbols in the story were, such as the Star of David and the pink triangle.  The Star of David is first encountered in the story when Harry sees his writing teacher wearing it “around her neck, hanging from a purple string” (Newman 32).  The Star of David is a relatively modern Jewish symbol of two interlocking triangles pointed in opposite directions.  While the symbol has few ancient references, scholars of this century have attached a theological significance to it. Franz Rosenzweig relates the triangle that points up to God, and the triangle pointing down to the Jewish people, symbolically showing that God and the Jewish people are inseparable.   Yet the Star of David has more significance to it that just the theological.  It, like the cross, was a symbol that had duel meanings of both life and death.  The Nazi regime used the yellow star to mark Jews as a separate, inferior people, and by the 1940s, most Jews had learned to fear what the yellow Star of David had come to represent.  But this was not the end of the yellow star’s symbolism either.  By the time Harry had reached his old age, the Star of David had metamorphasized again, much like the cross had.  German powers had used it to dehumanize the Jewish people, and the Jews in turn took the star and turned it into a symbol of pride (Rich).  Harry shows this view of the star after he sees the teacher wearing it and thinks “that’s nice” (Newman 42).

The pink triangle, like the Star of David, also has historic symbolism, one that Harry experienced firsthand by living through the Holocaust. While the Star of David was forced on all Jewish people under Nazi domain, the pink triangle was an even worse symbol to have stitched across your garments.  Most guards took great care to set gays apart as despicable, like Izzy described in “A Letter To Harvey Milk”:
They had him on his knees with his hands tied behind his back.  His face was swollen so, you couldn’t even see his eyes.  His clothes were stained with blood.  And on his uniform they had sewn a pink triangle, big, twice the size of our yellow stars.  “Oh, did they beat him good” (Newman 45).

Because of the trauma associated with the Holocaust, symbols from the past mean a lot to Harry, as is shown by his casual approval of the star that the teacher wears around her neck and his incredible reaction to the pink triangle stitched on her book bag.  In fact, the pink triangles caused intense reactions in the story twice. The first sight triggered Harry’s emotions as follows:
. . . then I get mad. What, she thinks maybe I’m blind as well as old, I can’t see what’s right in front of my nose?  Or maybe we don’t remember such things?  What right does she have to walk in here with that, that thing on her bag, to remind us of what we been through?  Haven’t we seen enough? (Newman 42)

After his emotions calmed, his memories took over and he remembered other pink triangles, ones that brought the same negative feelings.  Pink triangles do not symbolize gay pride to Harry. For him they are forever tied to concentration camps, as Izzie relates when he tells Harry of the shock he felt at encountering a gay man on the street.  
I come outside, I see a young man, maybe twenty-five, a good-looking guy, walking toward me.  He’s wearing black pants, a white shirt, and on his shirt he’s got a pink triangle…. The gays are wearing pink triangles just like the war, just like the camps (Newman 43).
            Harry discussed the pink triangle with friends his own age, people that already understood the stigma attached to the symbol, but he never talked to his teacher about it even though he knew she was gay.  Discussion is a way of communication between generations, and a lot of discussion between Harry and the teacher came about because of a letter he wrote to a gay man.  Yet there was no discussion of the pink triangle or what it symbolized to either one of them.  Harry still held it in his mind as it was in the past, a symbol of oppression and dehumanization.  He did not see that it had changed like the cross and the Star of David had.  Young homosexuals, like his teacher, had taken the old symbol of hatred and turned it into something they could use, something they had pride in and something that unified them, but Harry still saw it as a form of torture and degradation, a part of his past that he would never be proud of. 

Throughout the whole story, there is a conflict of generations, a war between past and the present.  Harry desperately wants the past to be behind him, and in different ways throughout the story he keeps reiterating “What’s done is done, what’s past is past” (Newman 39). Yet in every aspect of his life the past keeps resurfacing to haunt him.  As he writes he thinks of his dead wife, friends, and relatives.  He talks to the teacher and she asks him for stories from the old days and tries to learn Yiddish.  His friends walk down the street and are confronted by pink triangles, signs that were the ultimate disgrace a mere forty years ago.  Harry cannot fathom why young people would blatantly display any sign of homosexuality; he does not understand that the meaning of the pink triangle has changed.  Jews wore the Star of David before the war, as a sign of their nationality.  After the war it was a sign of pride that they had survived, still Jewish. They were forced to wear stars because of the culture they were born into; they were forced to wear triangles because, in the Nazi’s eyes, they chose to be despicable.  Now matter how harsh the concentration camps were, they could not change the fact that Jews were obviously Jews, but they could change the fact that gays were openly gay.  Harry lived through the Holocaust and was still proud to be Jewish, but he would not associate with the pink triangle again, no matter what views he held on homosexuality.

In the traditional Jewish religion, homosexuality is not condoned.  The teacher’s parents expressed this by their reaction to her coming out of the closet:  “My parents haven’t spoken to me since I told them I was gay. ‘How could you do this to us’ they said” (Newman 39). And the teacher herself said so in one of her conversations with Harry: “I’m gay, too.  And there aren’t many Jewish people your age that are so open-minded” (Newman 36).  Like the teacher said, Harry was unique.  He did not hold the traditional Jewish views of his generation.  Time and time again he accepted gay people as any others.  He talked to the teacher, treated her as a daughter, befriended Harvey Milk, and held Izzie as he admitted his previous homosexual activities.  It is clear that homosexuality did not offend Harry, despite his age and the common views of his generation and culture.  It was the pink triangles that upset him, people branding themselves of their own free will with no respect for those that had been forced to wear them.  


One of the themes in “A Letter To Harvey Milk” is change, from the past to the present, from one generation to the next.  Time seems to be much more adaptable than people, especially when it comes to traumatic events.  Every twenty years there is an entirely new generation with few of the stigmas the previous generation had.  Each new generation sees the symbols of the past, but when people like Harry are unable to discuss what the symbols meant in the past, it is easy to see how symbols change so quickly. Just like the cross changed from a symbol of excruciating death to one of resurrected life, the pink triangle changed from one of degradation to one of pride.  Harry hated the symbol because it stood for the past, it stood for a time worse than the present, a present where his loved ones were all gone and he had to cook for himself.  Harry could not tell the teacher what the pink triangle was all about, because the story was “like a knife, twisting” in his heart (Newman 47).  But he did write to her.  He did more than tell her what the pink triangle was historically.  He showed her what it was to him.  He did this because he did not hate homosexuals; he saw them as people, as much a part of the downward triangle in the Star of David as everyone else.  After all, for Jews, half a star is a triangle.
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