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The dramatic story of the Semper Synagogue is a testament to the will of the Jewish people to “put the pieces back together” after the destruction of the Holocaust.  During the violence of Kristallnacht, hundreds of synagogues were destroyed, including the Semper Synagogue in Dresden, Germany.  A few days after the synagogue had been burned out, it was leveled with dynamite, while a crew of cameramen filmed the scene as an “’instructional’ documentary.”  In an act that would be remembered far beyond Kristallnacht, a local German firefighter named Alfred Neugebauer saved the crowning golden Star of David from the flames and buried it in a box full of sand to save it from being ravaged by the angry, anti-Semitic mob.  He hid it until the end of the war, when he returned it to the local Jewish community.  At the rededication of the New Synagogue building in 2001, on the 60th anniversary of Kristallnacht, the honor of placing the Star was given to Mr. Neugebauer as a way of thanking him for his courageous effort during the dreadful pogroms of November 1938.  
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The original Semper synagogue was commissioned by Gottfried Semper and was built in the mid 1840’s.  The style of the original building drew its inspiration from Romanesque, Byzantine and Moorish styles, creating impressive façades and interior spaces with traditional columns and arched vaults.  At the start of the 1900’s the congregation flourished, and at one point grew to around 6000 members.  There were two gold-plated stars adorning the towers of the first synagogue, only one of which could be saved during its destruction during the pogrom of November 1938.
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The New Synagogue has a streamlined look and was built on the original foundation to honor the destroyed synagogue.  Because of the surrounding structures in the mid-1800’s, the main entrance was built to face south, contradictory to traditional plans for Jewish houses of worship that generally face east-west so that the congregation prays facing Jerusalem.  An interesting feature of the modern synagogue is that the outer walls gradually curve so that the structure can honor Semper’s original design, while still allowing its worshippers to pray in a sanctuary that faces the Holy City. In addition to incorporating the original star in the new construction, the New Synagogue was built up from the ruins of the original, integrating stones from the destroyed walls into the new foundation.
Eleven years after its dedication the congregation faced its own tragedy when a group of neo-Nazis defaced the new building with graffiti on the 71st anniversary of the November pogrom. 
Resources:

http://www.cafe-schoschana.com/seite-eng-sempersyn.htm - History and photos of the Semper Synagogue in Dresden

http://www.dresden.de/en/05/036_synagoge.php - History and photos of the Semper Synagogue and New Synagogue in Dresden
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