Text for the New York City Opera Showcasing American Composers on May 10, 2001 in cooperation with American Opera Projects

Some reflections by Gottfried Wagner, stage director and music dramaturg for the panel on " The Lost Childhood " by Janice Hamer (composer ) and Mary Azrael ( librettist) on " producing world premieres featuring stage dirctor ":

The  autobiography of Yehuda Nir,  published in 1989,  tells the hair-raising six extraordinary years in his former  life of as a Polish Jewish boy Yehuda who, along with his mother and sister, survived World War II through cunning, deceit , and guile. In fall 1939, the outset of war interrupts the nine-year -old's idyll: with false identification papers, memorize Catholic prayers, after the murder of the father,  years of dodging hostile Poles, Germans , and Soviets - and Warshaw's crushed upspring, the Nirs were transported by cattle car to a German labour camp, where their fate once again lied in the balance. The book ends with a wry reversal as victors and victims exchange roles and the Nirs beginning of the long awaited journey back to their homeland.

How to create out of this story a new opera with its forms as a completely different medium ? 

The comparison between the autobiography with the boy Yehuda and the libretto by the poet Mary Azrael with the boy Julek reveals another  essential change  : there is a new frame story which presents the painful attempts of a dialogue between the old  Judah, once Julek,  and a young German , not Jewish , descendant of Nazi perpetrators  . How can Judah and the post war born German  find from monologues to a dialogue being aware of the following motto from Smauel Beckett's "Malone dies ", chosen by Yehuda Nir for his autobiography:

" Let me say before I go any further that I forgive nobody. I wish them all an atrocious life and then the fires and ice of hell and in the execrable generations to come ".

It's so not any longer only the discussion on how to put on stage the six years of hell within the life of Yehuda Nir' childhood but equally important is the confrontation with the after-effects of World War Two for all generations born after Hitler, especially the Germans and Jews.

Yehuda Nir and  Gottfried Wagner  with his work as cofounder of the Post-Holocaust Dialogue Group and writer of his own autobiography " The Wagner Legacy " (1999) , saw their dialogue in reality, - far away from the idea of a stage work - , one of the pre-conditions to start such a project with open end. The other decisive pre-requiste was the intensive open dialogue between Janice, Mary and Gottfried and their will for a new definition of Post-Shoah identity as generations born after but with the shadow of the Shoah.

The result is the attempt of an   artistic creation of the libretto by Mary Azrael and composition of Janice Hamer which is not at all re-creating the individual lives of Gottfried and Yehuda but creating visions for  dialogues with the former " other " ,  without any revenge and overcoming any concept of victimization, to finally rediscover and remember compassion as core value for future generations independent of nation, religion and any ethnical prejudice. Here is the major challenge also for staging this opera.       

This text was l also  presented with exerpts of the statues of the Post -Holocaust-Dialogue-Group of 1992 as well present the scene of Judah and Manfred on video  for the City Opera event on May 10 morning 2001  

The Opera Lost Childhood 

Some reflections by Gottfried Wagner 

expert of his autobiography “The Wagner Legacy” , 5.th German Edition , published by Kiepenheuer & Witsch , Cologne 2002

Before I present as third part of my lecture the opera project Lost Childhood by  the composer Janice Hamer  , based on Yehuda’ autobiography “ The Lost Childhood “ , I would like to share with you how I met both.
Janice Hamer

Jan sent  me a letter on November 17, 1992 in which she wrote, referring to a radio interview and a lecture at Hebrew College:

" Dear Dr. Wager,

I happened to turn on my radio last week-end, and was delighted to hear you speaking about Wagner and antisemitism.  […] I am a composer and choral conductor , Jewish, and born […] in 1947. I have strong and conflicting feelings on this controversial subject, and found your openess and fairmindness

heartening, given the usual polarization on the natter. Hearing you gave me a new sense of hope and understanding.

Given my sympathy for what you said, I decided to write to you with a strange request for advise concerning an " object " which has fallen into my hands, about which you may have some sensible ideas. The " object " is a record album - red and rather grandious, with elaborated hand-lettered numbers on the spine, containing four assorted ( not consecutive ) 78rpm Wagner records; several have a sticker on them, saying " Berghof ". 

Comment:  Berghof means Obersalzberg Berghof, the home of Hitler in the high mountains close to Berchtesgaden and Salzburg, Hitler's Bavarian home where he spent many days in the thirties and forties with Eva Braun, his lover and one day wife before they both committed suicide on April 1945 in his Berlin bunker.

Back to Jan's letter:

I acquired them recently from my uncle just before he died. He was the editor of the American newspaper [ Stars and Strips ] in Europe during the war,  and was in Austria immediately after the war when an American officer friend of his handed him the album , saying " Here , you love music - take this. " The officer explained that he was part of a small group of officers who went to the Berghof as the war ended and essential looted the place , taking whatever they could carry. My uncle gave the album to me when he got sick, since I am the musician in our family. 

I was given the name of an amateur historian and collector of Third Reich material in this country, who happens to know an old woman in Germany who was Hitler's secretary, Frau Traudl  Jung . She was able to authenticate in writing the album and its contents by looking at photographs. The collector suggested that if I wanted to sell the album, I should do it […] I would be very reluctant to see it bought as a trophy by some Hitler enthusiast,  of which we have too many here . Because it may be a rare or even a unique remaining example of Hitler's fascination with Wagner operas, it seems to me it could be of interest to historians and even to music historians. Any collection or exhibition which critically explores the connection between Wagner and the Third Reich might benefit from including this object. I would like to find the appropriate organization or individual to own this object…"

So far the quots from Jan's letter of November 1992. I immediately was very moved by her kind of approach to general world history and family history and wrote back one month letter, connecting her with my friend Abraham, specialized in this matter.   

Yehuda Nir

Equally extraordinary was my first direct contact with Yehuda Nir. It was on one of the common conferences with Abraham , at Rider University in Lawrenceville / New Jersey in March 1994 on which I met  finally Jan  personally and  also Yehuda Nir for the first time. He gave me a copy of his autobiography , " The Lost Childhood " , published in 1989, which had been translated into nine languages. Yehuda's memoires are very moving: a Polish Jew, he survived the six years of the Second World War with his mother and sister. I recall especially the sentence : " we were living in times when one had to be grateful to another human being for not exercising his option to kill. 

Despite of the horror of what he experienced , he tells his story without hatred or prejudice, which particularly impressed me. After I read the book I kept thinking of the epigraph of his memoirs , from Samuel Beckett's novel " Malone Dies " : 

"  Let me say before I go further that I forgive nobody. I wish them all an atricious life and then the fires and ice of hell and in the execrable generations to come an honoured name. "

This epigraph confused me a lot, as at the time I found it in contradiction to the humane tone of the book, our friendly meetings, and international events we both attended. So in November 1995 I wrote to Yehuda and asked: " How can you manage to be my friend in spite of the motto of your book … and my family history ? " 

Yehuda answered : " Yours isn't an easy question to answer, but I 'm happy that you asked, because it allows me to gain addtional insights into my feelings towards Germans: the murderers of my father when I was eleven years old. By quoting Beckett, I express what it means to have one's innocent father murdered when one is a child. I did not mean that I don't have hope, that I don't believe in the responsibility of creating a better, peaceful world. "

Refering to the Dutch edition of the book, with a special introduction for students, Yehuda continued his letter:

" My book intends to encourage young people not to be passive, to take charge of their lives as I did under German occupation. The Germans took away from em the ability to forgive, but I hope that my book will help young people create a world in which one can forgive. I see you, Gottfried. As a herald of that world. You are [… ] not hiding  the  past, and say " Please, Yehuda, ask me about what my parents did. " You describe yourself honestly as " a child of perpetrators", born as a " post-Holocaust German. "  You say that you have been crucified on the history of Germany, and I believe you. You don't even ask for forgiveness - all you want is to encourage in dialogue to understand what has happened , how it happened ,and to ask whether it is possible to prevent it from happening again.

You are a German who can help create a world in which we, the Jews, can contemplate forgiveness. " 

The stories of Jan and Yehuda did not only lead to our friendships but also to the common opera project Lost Childhood and to many burning questions on art and the Holocaust. 

PAGE  
3

