Introduction to Twilight of the Wagners, autobiography of Gottfried Wagners
by Abraham Peck – 1999 
Twilight of the Wagners is a book that Gottfried Wagner had to write, a book about his coming of age, in an age dominated by the shadow of Auschwitz. It is about family matters and family secrets: the secret of a father and uncle who smiled and walked with their "Uncle Wolf," known to the rest of the world as Adolf Hitler; the secret of a grandmother who worshiped "der Führer " and was a Holocaust denier until the day she died: the secret of a great-uncle whose writings laid the foundations for National Socialist racial thought, and the secret of a great-grandfather. a genius of the opera world, a pillar of modern German culture, whose personal and published views on Jews and Judaism anticipated the anti-Semitic direction of Adolf Hitler and National Socialism by more than eight decades.

And vet Gottfried Wagner could have taken his place amid the glitter and glory of the Festspielhügel, the Festival Hill in Bayreuth that is the monument to Gottfried's great-grandfather, Richard, outshining only the historic "grandeur" of the bust of the composer done by Hitler's favorite sculptor, Arno Breker.

For the first years of his life, Gottfried Wagner lived and breathed the air of the Wagner mystique, living in a corner of the Villa Wahnfried, the place where, befitting its name, Richard Wagner found peace from all of his manias.

But Gottfried did not find peace there, only the growing realization after his ninth year that great-grandpa's music had something  to do with the horrible newsreels of the liberation of the Buchenwald concentration camp in April 1945'and the thousands of dead  and dying bodies of its Jewish inmates. Indeed, the need to know the truth about this connection proved to be a mania that has been   a part of Gottfried ever since. Knowing that truth has indeed set him free, but not without the most dire consequences. Gottfried Wagner is an outcast, banned from his family home. He can hardly find work in his field of operatic artistic direction, and he has chosen to live outside of Germany in a kind of self-imposed exile.

That was the Gottfried Wagner I met at Stockton College, New  Jersey, in 1991, where he had been invited to address the Scholars'  Conference on the Church Struggle. It was quite an event to have the great-grandson of Richard Wagner speak to this group about Wagner, his music and his anti-Semitism.

Only written questions were allowed after the end of his talk.  And Gottfried, like the majority of Germans who deal with the question of German-Jewish relations in the present and in the future, ended by saying essentially that he hoped that his contribution would be a step toward reconciliation.

I asked in my written question whether it was the place of anyone but those murdered in the Holocaust to grant such reconciliation, something that was of course impossible.

I could see that Gottfried was taken aback by the question. Most Germans who have contact with Jews in any positive way turn the event into what they call "a step toward reconciliation." I believe my question made his view of what we were trying to do a very different one. He and I sat up till the early morning hours discussing this and many other subjects.

From that point on we have both examined ourselves in terms of what has been called the "black box" within the sons and daughters of Holocaust survivors. It is a phrase the author Helen Epstein coined in 1979 in a book called Children of the Holocaust, the first one to deal with the mostly American children of survivors. This black box contains all the emotions, all of the conflicts that make up the life of survivors and their children.

What Gottfried and I have found is that we both carry a kind of black box within us. And although over the years we have opened it slowly, our discussions have allowed us to really open this black box to a much greater degree than we could have ever imagined.

Like Pandora's box, it is uncertain what ultimately will emerge from this. But we continue to focus on the most important thing   that separates Jews and Germans: namely the question of family   history, what Germans call Familiengeschichte.

When it comes to talking about the family histories of Germans and Jews, especially during the Holocaust years, and listening to them and understanding them, every step is difficult and painful, especially for the German side. I believe that for Gottfried and me,  that part of the black box has been opened fully and honestly.

It is a step in a direction — not necessarily toward reconciliation —   because we both reject this term.

Yet, we seek to understand that we have separate, but nonetheless related, legacies that have been left to us by the event we call  the Holocaust, which in many respects has poisoned the psyches of  our parents and certainly affected our humanity. What we seek is the opportunity to prevent some of that poison from being passed  on to our children: to Eugenio, the orphan whom Gottfried saved  from the hellhole of post-Ceausescu Romania, to Abby and Joel, my two American-born children, who will soon be adults.

Family history is a special problem for the sons and daughters of Holocaust survivors. They have often grown up in the eve of a hurricane, surrounded by the shadows of the Holocaust. But many have asked next to nothing about the suffering of their parents or the absence of grandparents, uncles, and aunts. They fear the  trauma inherent in their parents" reply.

I am one of those sons. But unlike many, I did ask. I learned as a young boy that there was a reason for the absence of my uncles, aunts, and cousins. Indeed, because I had a father who was obsessed with his own experiences during the Holocaust years, from his time in the ghetto in Lodz, Poland, from 1940 to 1944 to his imprisonment at Buchenwald and Theresienstadt, I developed an unusual knowledge, at a very early age, of my father’s tormentors.

In a way, this macabre cast of Nazi guards, commandants, and physicians became more real to me than the shadows figures who had been the murdered members of my family.

All told, there were fourteen uncles and" aunts, six on my father's side and eight on my mother's. But for most of my life they have remained only names. I cannot identify them by facial features, idiosyncrasies, or any other characteristics that make up the, pleasures of the extended family.

Since Gottfried and I cofounded the Post-Holocaust Dialogue Group, it has become painfully clear to us on many occasions that we have not come as far as we had imagined at the beginning of our encounter. As Gottfried has stated, we have not yet reached the kind of "objectivity" necessary to free us from the shadows of the past. He continues to feel shame at the thought of what happened to my family and the role the Wagner family played in its suffering. He feels angry and powerless because of his inability to provide his family with the sense of mourning necessary to begin the steps toward understanding. This is a symptom that other thoughtful Germans of Gottfried's generation exhibit—the necessity of bemoaning how difficult it is for them to be Germans, to suffer under the burden of history and the sense of homelessness and rootlessness that accompanies such a state.

Our Post-Holocaust Dialogue Group has not yet left the harbor of neuroses that continues to keep it close to the shore of our deepest doubts and demons. Yet we feel it is necessary to go on, as do the other members of our group.

That there are no such things as heroes anymore is a sad lament of our time. But Gottfried and I believe there are heroes.

We both have found a hero in the German-Jewish writer Ralph Giordano. No postwar German publication has aroused so much controversy as his 1987 book The Second Guilt, or the Burden of Being German. The book is a clear, concise, and brilliant indictment of German history since 1871. But instead of simply detailing themes such as nationalism, the völkisch movement, Prussianism, or the stab-in-the-back legend as the primary forces giving rise to the Nazi state, Giordano focuses on a key issue that succinctly combines all of the above themes into one: the loss of a "humane orientation." This loss, according to Giordano,  comes from "the depth of the founding of the  German nation-state in 1871, and must be understood as the real indictment of the generation responsible for the creation of the Third Reich." The Nazi state must be seen as a continuation of the systematic dehumanization of the German nation and not its beginning.

"How can this generation breathe?" asks a young woman from Hamburg in a letter to Ralph Giordano. She wonders how the generation of the first guilt, the murderers, can continue to face each day,  but is no less concerned for the generation of the second guilt, the generation, including Gottfried's family, which suppressed and forgot the crimes of the first.

It is that part of the family history that is such an impediment to the creation of a meaningful dialogue between Germans and Jews.

But family history, in spite of its ability to keep Germans and Jews from dialogue, has at least in one case brought them closer together.

In 1923, Adolf Hitler's attempt at a Nazi revolution in Bavaria failed. A few months after the abortive coup, Hitler appeared before a court on trial for treason. He recalled in his testimony that "when I stood for (lie first time before Richard Wagner's grave, my heart swelled with pride. He was one of the three greatest Germans nearest to the Volk." Hitler had become close to the Wagner family and visited them just a few months earlier at Villa Wahnfried in Bavreuth. The town became for Hitler a kind of musical capital of the Nazi revolution. His showmanship was based on operatic devices from the Wagner opera house in Bavreuth. He used torchlight parades, mob choruses, ever-rising climaxes, and grand gestures of Nordic heroes to mesmerize his audiences.

Hitler was sentenced to five years in the fortress prison at Landsberg am Lech, near Munich. He spent only nine months there. Yet he managed to complete the greater part of a manuscript that he dictated to his faithful secretary Rudolf Hess. The manuscript was an account of his past, present, and future plans for Germany and its "great enemy," world Jewry. Hitler received the paper 

Upon which he dictated his manuscript from Winifred Wagner, Gottfried's grandmother, who visited him in prison.

Is it a coincidence that Gottfried was born in Bayreuth as the  great-grandson of Richard Wagner and I was born in Landsberg  am Lech as the son of Holocaust survivors? Whatever the circumstances, we have been drawn together because we share a common  desire to understand each other's burden as a result of who we are  and the consequences of our family history.

The starting point of our dialogue, Gottfried has written, "is the common tragic memory of our past, which will forever be a part of our children's existence." Is the possibility for dialogue worth the encounter? I was never certain of this until I met Gottfried. He represents for me the beginning of Germany's efforts to recapture its sense of a "humane orientation" as it is understood in the work of Ralph Giordano.

The beginning of Germany's misguided path into tyranny and inhumanity may be tied to the generation of Gottfried's great-grandfather, Richard, and to Richard Wagner himself. And what more appropriate representative of the need to reclaim for Germany its humane orientation than the great-grandson of the man who helped to lose it?

I tremble, as does Gottfried, at the thought of all the shadows that lurk over us. But we also know that our post-Holocaust world has not changed enough to allow us to withdraw from the challenge. We see the Holocaust all around us. We see it in the brutalities that occur in national and international conflict, in the apathy with which we can view the victims of war, both young and old, and in our lack of trust in law, religion, medicine, and technology as important and immutable foundations of our civilization.

The Holocaust is a German and Jewish nightmare that will not go away, because we will not let it. It must be on the agenda of Germans and Jews to confront the Holocaust with an intensity and ferocity of purpose that will keep it there for generations to come.

Gottfried Wagner did not have to write this book or lead the life he has led. But he has written it, and Twilight of the Wagners reflects the pain,  the torment, the intensity, the honesty and the hope that has made him who he is. The Holocaust has shaped us both. It is responsible in many ways for who we are and what we have become. But we are responsible for helping to shape the way it is remembered by future generations.  With the publication of this autobiography. Gottfried Wagner has assumed his responsibility. 
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