“Dunkelgold”  - life in the Shadow of the Shoah

Presenter: Isidor Kaminer (Germany)

Report by Debra Gill and Nancy Cromer Grayson (USA)

Anne-Marie Sandler introduced Isidor Kaminer, a second-generation Holocaust survivor, as both a sculptor and an analyst. The metaphor she used to describe his art form, ‘transforming dead stone into living object’, mirrors his life’s work as an analyst in Germany, in Frankfurt. 

Kaminer described his Yiddish roots, the warmth, love of children, vitality and richness of Yiddish culture, and he described Germans as having destroyed a part of themselves together with this culture whose language is an ancient form of German language and is so close to it. Having returned to Germany and once more practicing as an analyst, Kaminer alluded to the inability of a German analysand  to love herself having grown up in a cold atmosphere, despised through having a murderous Nazi father. She acquired her self-love through feeling Kaminer ’s love for himself. His clear connection to his childhood offered a real object of memory to his analysand, thus facilitating her capacity to mourn. He offered a similar gift to an auditorium of analysts, a narrative of his personal history and survivorship. His capacity to mourn for an entire lost ancestry of European Jewry – the murdered artists, poets, and a dying Yiddish language – was present throughout as Kaminer recalled Yiddish rhymes and poems from his childhood. He said: ‘my soul is thirsty for grandparents, aunts, uncles, and teachers who could have been role models’. He longed for the vital Yiddish world before its annihilation.

Kaminer recited a lullaby sung to children by German and Jewish parents alike: ‘Weisst du wieviel Sternlein stehen’. The words of the lullaby relate to a promise from God that the number of stars and clouds in the sky are counted, with the implied assurance that none are missing. However, many were missed; the Jewish children were not counted and God did not miss them. After Kaminer’s presentation, Marion Oliner, a Holocaust survivor, told the audience that she had considered using the name of this lullaby as the title of her presentation the day before, which she instead called ‘Excuse Me for Being Born’.

Born to parents who had both survived concentration camps, Isidor Kaminer and his generation represented hope for both the survivors of the Shoah and future generations. Oliner, speaking in the context of her own immeasurable losses, stated ‘survival is a disavowal of what was done to my life’. Personal survival was in itself a contradiction and one had the sense that Kaminer understood this deeply. He was born because his mother believed that “with children luck will come”. He conveyed the essence of his mother’s terrors; she worried about what she could transmit to him. ‘In my mother’s milk I drank love and the terrors of the Shoah … a sudden cold in the warm flow; I drank my mother’s love but also the terror of the Shoah.’ To take responsibility for an ongoing life brought a new sense into the life of survivors. that would offer meaning: ‘The light shining from the eye of the child became a spark in darkness.’ Kaminer reminded the audience that darkness was the metaphor for one of the Egyptian plagues and that it was ‘darkness of the soul’. That darkness prevents people from seeing the other, the core of the holocaust. 
Isidor Kaminer was born in 1947, in Germany, at home, delivered by a Dutch midwife because his mother did not trust German doctors. Yiddish was his native language - his mother hummed Yiddish songs to him, his family spoke Yiddish and continued to do even when they immigrated to Israel; having lived in the shadow of the Shoah they wished to move to a new place. ‘But the shadow of the Shoah also extended into Israel … and for the first time I consciously noticed that a dark shadow fell upon my mother’s love of life’, Kaminer stated. In Israel, Kaminer’s father drove children to the beach with his truck on Sunday, the man who had been thrown on a truck during the ‘Todesmarsch’ from Auschwitz and who had managed to save himself from being shot by letting himself fall off. But he never could realize his wish to become an entrepreneur in Israel. Nevertheless Kaminer felt Israel to be a light, warm and merry country. Poverty, however, became unbearable and the family returned to Germany in 1953. Kaminer found the new surroundings ‘eerie’. The German world was frighteningly harsh, and he was taken aback by the emphasis on order and submission, in contrast to the freedom of Israel. Scrutinized for cleanliness, children had to display their fingernails for inspection at school.

While attending German schools, Kaminer endured suffering – like many others – so that other schoolchildren could have a laugh. He recalled a school-yard game where children boxed one another in the genitals, laughing in response to the pain. While climbing a wall, Kaminer felt a cutting pain in his hands. Shards of glass were placed at the top of the wall. He questioned, ‘Who would do this?’ and he did not understand that people take into account the curiosity of children. Later he connected this experience with what his mother told him: the SS had offered bread to prisoners at the end of the war; there were splinters of glass hidden in the bread and many died. The splinters of glass had cut his hands, but the souls of his parents, and these wounds never healed up.
He described his family being ‘torn into fear’, which was an ongoing part of life. He and his family were sensitive towards all what reminded them of order, hierarchy and antisemitism. He experienced a period of tremendous rage, seeking retaliation for the shards of glass and his parents’ suffering. 
Kaminer spoke of his father, who was the only surviving member of his family of origin and relied on work to protect him from melancholia. But his view of human nature as a result of the Shoah caused him to ‘see the tail of a rat in a human being’. His father stopped singing Yiddish songs, seeming to have lost all faith, until the birth of his grand-daughter. Then he was able to take part in the Sabbath, once again. Having reconnected with his history, and perhaps his sense of self, Kaminer’s father was once again able to cite the entire Siddur, and on Yom Kippur commemorated the dead and the murdered. 

Kaminer discovered more and more the Yiddish history and culture, he bought old books and he found the “warm stream of understanding of pain” belonging to the Eastern European Jewry. In his eyes its aim is to help children to become “a Mentsch”, a human being with a capacity for compassion and empathy. He reflected upon the origins of psychoanalysis in the Yiddish culture, its kind of thinking und understanding, and he mentioned Freud’s parents who were members of Yiddish communities. Destroying this now lost Yiddish world the Germans destroyed a part of themselves, their humanity.  In his childhood and life Kaminer felt both parts: “Love and death, joy and pain, vitality and rigidity, light and darkness. Life in the shadow of the Shoah” . 
During the discussion period, Marion Oliner commented to a tearful and emotional audience how meaningful it was for her, and all of us in the auditorium, to be present on the day that a boy born in Germany in 1947 spoke at a psychoanalytic conference in Berlin.
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