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ABSTRACT

In Elie Wiesel’ s Night, when Moshe the Beadle returns from a mass grave to warn
the people of Sighet of the approaching storm, he cries out to them, “1 have cometto tell
you the story of my own death.” Such, indeed, isthe position of any Holocaust survivor:
like Moshe the Beadle, he rises from a continent that was transformed into a mass grave
to relate the tale of his own death. Asit unfolds in the Holocaust memoir, the process of
telling the tale is part of the process of recovering the soul, where recovery entails a
return to origins. And afundamental figure at the origin of any human being isthe
mother. The purpose of this paper isto examine the testimony on the murdered mothers
that we have from numerous Holocaust memoirsin order to attain a better understanding
of (1) the essence of the mother, (2) the murder of the mother, and (3) what the two have
to do with the essence of the Holocaust.

Exploring the symbolic and metaphysical dimensions of the assault on the Jewsin the
Holocaust, the paper will first explain the significance of the mother in Jewish teachings.
Hereit will be shown that the assault on the mother asthe origin of lifeis part of alarger,
calculated assault on the soul, and not just on the body, of Israel. Next the paper will
examine the implications of removing the mother and her maternal love from the world.
Here we shall see that the violation of this most intimate bond between two human
beings—the bond between mother and child—is a definitive aspect of creating the “anti-
world” of the “concentrationary universe,” which isaream void of human relation.
Finally, the paper will explain how the murder of the mother is connected to a general
assault on the home as a sanctuary and dwelling place for the family. To be sure, a
defining feature of the Holocaust is seen in this devastation of the home: living in acamp,
in a ghetto, or in hiding, every Jew in Nazi Europe was homeless.



Remembering the Murder of the Mother:
The Orphan’s Outcry in the Holocaust Memoir

by

David Patterson

AsElieWied tdlsthetdein Night, the Nazisrounded up theforeign Jews of Sghet
beforethey took thelocd Jews. Moshe the Beadle was among thesefirgt Jewsto be transported to
akilling field, where he and hundreds of otherswere shot and buried inamassgrave. Moshe,
however, crawled out from that abyss and returned to warn the people of Sghet. “1 wanted to come
back ;" hesays, “totdl you the story of my degth.”* And soit isthe casefor every Jew who
emerged from aEurope trandformed into amassgrave. Recording their memories, the survivors
relate the storiesnot of their livesbut of their deaths. More often than not, the survivor isan orphan
who returnsto an orphaned world to transmit amessage. Why an* orphaned world?’ Because
these are not orphanswhose mothers have passed avay—they are orphanswhose motherswere
murder in aredm whereit wasillegal to be aJewish mother. Inthe Holocaust Kingdom not a
sgngle Jawish mother died. No, they wereal murdered.

If, asit is often said, the Nazis destroyed souls before they destroyed bodies, akey
component of such an assault lies an assault on the mother. For our first sense of who we
are—our first inkling of substance and meaning—comes from the relation to the mother.
It is she who first intones our name with love and conveysto us the sense that we are a

something. When the mother islost, the word that bespeaks the dearness of the human



being islost; hence the self or the soul of the human imageislost. For the mother isour
first and most immediate tie to the Creator, to that absolutely Other who isrevealed in the
absolute non-indifference of love. Inasmuch as the Holocaust entails a radical assault
upon the soul, it entails aradical assault upon the mother and, through the mother, upon
the One in whose image the soul is created.

In the pages that follow we shall discover the waysin which the Nazis' calculated
murder of Jewish mothers wastied to a murder of the Supernal Mother. Similarly, we
shall see how a people and aworld are ontologically orphaned, with their essence
redefined as the essence of the orphan. Sara Zyskind's begins her memoir, for example,
with the memory of her mother’s last Mother’s Day before the destruction of all days:?
Before long she loses her mother to the slow death of ghetto life, and the memory of an
outcry rises to the surface of her page: “1 don't want to be an orphan, Mother!”® Her plea,
of course, meets only with silence. Similarly, while standing at the window of a Nazi
prison cell Paul Trepman looks out into a courtyard, where Jews stand naked, waiting to
be murdered, and from the silent suffering of that crowd aterrible vision comesto him.
“My mother,” he writes, “had probably perished in the same way in the Warsaw ghetto,
along with my sister, and the rest of my family. Now, for the first time, | felt truly
orphaned.” Now, for thefirst time, he belongs to no one’s memory.

Thecry of “I don't want to bean orphan” isacry of “I don't want to beforgotten.” The
orphan’smemory isthememory of theloss of the one by whom the human being isdways
remembered. The emptiness experienced by the orphanisthevoid of being forgotten—~by force,
by murder, not by an act of G-d, who remembers us even when He takes our mothersfrom us.

Losing those hands and that face, the child loses her own hands and face, her own deeds and words,



to become “the shadow of ancther shadow,” as AnaVinocur expressesit. “I felt aninfinite
emptinessinmy mind and heart,” sherecdls. “They’ vetaken my mother avay. I’'m nothing but
the shadow of another shadow.” When the mother isturned to ash, cregtion isreturned to thetohu
vevohu, the chaos and the void, antecedent to every origin. Significantly, thefirst word in'Vinocur's
Book without a Title ismother. From thisword arisedl other wordsin the memoir; form this
memory arisesalarge portion of the Jewish essence of the Holocaust memoir.

“Thegreatnessof Israd,” itiswritteninthe Midrash, “iscompared. . . to awoman bearing
child” (Shir HaShirimRabbah 8:19). If the Covenant that distinguishesthe Jewsis definitively
linked to the Crestion, as Nachmanides argues? then the murder of the mother isinextricably bound
to the extermination of the Covenant. When, upon their arrivd at Birkenau, mothersare sent tothe
left and their childrento theright, it isnot amply the divison of atrangport into two groups, one
condemned and the other yet to be condemned; what transpiresisarending of the Covenant itsdlf
and thetearing of awound into the heart of Cregtion.

|ssbdlaLetner’ smemory of the moment when her mother wastorn from her upon their
arivd in Birkenau, will drivethe point home: “Mamal If you don't turnaround I’ [l run after you.
But they won'tlet me. | must stay onthe'life sde. Mamal”’ No good-bye. Nolastlook. Such
exchanges belong only to theworld that comesfrom the hand of the Cregtor, only to theworld
where there are mothers, not to the anti-world where Mengel e orchestrates the annihilation of the
mother with awave of hisbaton. The memory of Auschwitz ismarked by the memory of this
essence of Auschwitz, by this obliteration of the mother who signifiesthe obliteration of sdf and
world, as Katzetnik demondratesin thelast of hisvigonsin Shivitti, ainwhich vison hefindly
beholdstheimage of Auschwitz itsdf: “It’'smy mother. . . going to begassed. | runafter her. . ..

‘Mama Ligentome Mama’ My mother naked. Going to begassed. | behold my mother’s



skull andin my mother’sskull | sseme. And | chaseafter meinside my mother’ sskull.”® The
mother isthe strength of Israel, Jewish tradition maintains. Inthat mass of Jews consigned to the
flamesitisshewhoison her way to the gas chambers, every Jewish mother in every Jew and every
Jew in every Jewish mother. For the mother isthe embodiment of the origin, of thelove, and of the

homethat condtitute |srad.

The Annihilation of the Origin

Certain teachings from the Jewish tradition enable us to see some of the metaphysica
implications of the murder of themoathersof Isragl.  Inthe Zohar, for example, Rabbi Shimon
teachesthat G-d the Mother, and not just G-d the Father, isthe One who brings heaven and earth
and humanity into being: “ The[Supernd] Mother sad: ‘et usmakemaninour image” (Zohar |,
22b). Thetradition dso teachesthat the Torah not only precedesthe Creetion, but it isthe soul and
ubstance of everything that comesinto being (see Bereshit Rabbah 1:1; Zohar 1, 59). Andthefirg
letter inthe Torah isbeit, aletter that is associated with the womb from which Cregtionisborn. Beit
isdso desgnatesa“house,” the place that amother transformsinto adwelling place. Becausethe
sanctity of the homeislinked to this presence of awife and mother in the home, “blessing,” saysthe
Tdmud, “isonly found in aman’ shouse on account of hiswife’ (Bava Metza 59a). And blessing
means Torah: it isthanksto the mothers of |srael that Torah enterstheworld. Thisbeingthe case,
we sethat, if the Torah isthe foundation of Creetion, the mother, through her tieto the beit in
which the Torah originates, isthe foundation of the Torah itsdlf; sheistheorigin of the origin.

Theseinterconnectionslinking Torah, Cregtion, and women explain why tradition holds
that a Sinal “the Torah had to be accepted first by the women (the * house of Jacob’) beforeit could

be accepted by themen (the*houseof Israd’).”® If the Torahisthe basisof Creation and the



mother liesat the origin of the Torah, then one undersandswhy the Torah entersthe world through
the mothersof Israd. Emmanud L évinas shedslight on these connectionswhen he says,
“Rachamim(Mercy). . . goesback to the word Rechem, which meansuterus. Rachamimisthe
revelaion of the uterusto the other, whose gestation takes place within it. Rachamimis maternity
itself. G-d asmerciful isG-d defined by maternity.”*° Onewill recall that the Divine Presence, or
the Shekhinah, isafeminine entity; it is, moreover, amaternd entity, aswe may gather upon
reading in the Tdmud that whenever he heard the sound of his mother’ sfootsteps, Rabbi Joseph
would say, “1 shdl rise before the Shekhinah that is gpproaching” (Kiddushin 31b). Examining the
Holocaust memoir’ s account of the loss of the mother, wetoo must rise before the onewho
goproachesinthememory of her loss. So rising, we may meet some small portion of our

respong bility for the recovery of the mother’ s connection with the origin.

Initidly aperson comesinto theworld asaJew because hismother isa Jew; then heis
reborn asaJew through the memory of his Jewish origin, amemory manifested through asense of
Jewish respongbility. Asit manifessitsdf in the Holocaust memair, thisremembrance entailsa
movement toward the womb of the origin that arises not afterward but from the depths of the
Horror itsdf, from thefirsd moment of the origin’ sobliteration. One example of the memory of that
moment isfound in Ka-tzetnik’ s Sar of Ashes, where he remembersthe children who * push againgt
their mother’ sbelly asif seeking to get ingde oncemore. Their scream, embryonic, unuttered,
howls out of themother’ seyes” ' That mother’ seyesboreinto our own eyes. And, seeking to
merge with thewomb of the origin, the mute scream of the children rises up from withinthe origin,
not inahowl of pain or despar butinacry for help, for our help. Itiswe—those of uswho have
lived to know our mothers and whose mothers have thus lived—uwe are the ones summoned to the

memory and thelife denied to thoselittle ones. Our relation to thisorigin isan essential avenue of



any relation that we may haveto oursalves. For oncethisreationtotheoriginislog, the human
imageisitsalf undone, as Nathan Shapell suggests when, upon the degth of hismother, helaments,
“Itwastheend. My lifehad no further meaning. | had no function asahuman being any more.”*2
A cry rose up from the ghetto. 1t wasthe Jewish children weeping for their mother Rachel. And
they would not be comforted. For shewasno more.

In the Jewish tradition, asin mogt traditions, the mother is associated with the earth. Planet
Auschwitz, however, rests not on the earth but on severd feet of Jewish remains, on the mothers
achesthat now vell the Mother Earth. Theloss of the human image of the sdlf thet Shapdl
experienced upon theloss of hismother isexpressed in other memoairsasan eclipse of theearth. It
isthe earth—and, symbalicaly, the mother—of which Agnes Sassoon speskswhen shesays, “My
memories are of darkness and doom; heaviness, depression, desolation. .. . | cannot remember
spring or summertime, or seeing flowersand greenery.”*® In short, she cannot remember thellife
that rises up from thewomb of the earth, since her every link to that origin hasbeen severed by a
darknessthat thelight cannot comprehend. In those daysof destruction, in that destruction of days,
the earth moved not with the gtirring of life but with the throes of deeth. DonnaRubingtein, for
ingtance, recollectsthe mass graves a Krasnogtav: “ They covered up the graves but the sol
heaved.”** And, asthoughin astate of ddlirium, Judith Dribben writes, “They bury them half-
dive. .. or hdf-dead. . . and the soil was moving. . . the soil wasmoving. . . they bury them haf-
dive. .. and thesoil wasmoving... .”**> Theearth that heavesis not an earth thet we can walk.
With the annihilation of the adam, theadamah churns; the originitself tosses and tumbles under the
weight of the children forced back into her womb. The ground itself crumblesinamute,

embryonic howl that reverberates throughout the pages of the Holocaust memair.



And yet within the memory of theloss of the earth asmother there prings atrace of the
recovery of that earth. At timesthisrecovery liesin the remembrance of agarden in aghetto where
there should be no garden, asowing of the soil with liferather than desth. AnaVinocur wasamong
those who planted such agarden and who remembers, “ That did oguein which the earth’ sanswer
was expressed 0 doquently and in such acomforting way, brought to my mind that expresson
which isnow so meaningful: Mother Earth.”1® Theact of sowing and thus affirming lifeat its
origin enables the human being to hear the € oquence of the origin and to thus determine adirection
toward the origin. One seesthissymboal, for example, in the Jewish tradition of planting atreeinthe
Promised Land and thus Sgnifying the remembrance of alife, aswell asin the observance of Tu
B’ shat, the 15th of Shevat, whichistheNew Y egr for trees. Vinocur's characterization of her
relation to the earth asadidogueisdso sgnificant: the divine agpect of the mother impartsto the
did ogue with the mother an aspect of prayer. Whilethefather seldom appearsin the Holocaust
memoir asan interlocutor in prayer, the mother frequently assumesthat role. EugeneHeimler, for
ingance, writes, “If | wasintrouble, dl | had to do wasto close my eyes, imagine my mother’ sface
hovering beforeme—and pray to her.”!” Herethe materna aspect of the divine presentsitsalf asan
intermediary or apathway to thedivine. G-d may have turned away, but the prayer ill find itsway
to the mother’ sear.

We seethiseven more dearly in Saul Friedlander’ sWhen Memory Comes. Hiddenina
Catholic school during the Shoah, hewasisolated from hismother and father. There, intheimage
of the Holy Virgin, he“ rediscovered something of the presence of amother.”*8 If it should be
objected that the Virgin isa Chrigtian figure, we may reply that it isa Jew who uttersthe prayer and
itisasaJew tha Friedlander invokesthe memory. Hisrediscovery of the presence of amother,

moreover, liesnot in the plastic image of the Virgin Mary but in the linkage to the divine opened up



by aprayer to the maternd. If, asLévinasindicates above, rachamimor mercy istied to amaternd
aspect of the Divine, then prayers of supplication include that aspect of G-d*°

For SaraZyskind, thislinkage isreveded in theform of intervention on the occasion of her
fathe’ sillnessinthe Lodz Ghetto. When hewasfindly alowed to enter the hospitd, she writes, “|
ran to the cemetery to tell Mother about what happened. Therewas no doubt in my mind that the
miracle had taken place thanksto Mother’ sintervention with the Divine Powers” *° Herethe
didoguewith amound of earth becomes a pathway to the Heaven of heavens, the onewho
ggnifiesthe human tieto the divine origin—yprecisdy because she Sgnifiesthat bond—hasthe
power to intervene with the Divine Powers. Donna Rubingtein also expresses this conviction when,
upon her liberation and return to her hometown of Krasnostav, she cries, “ O, my dear mama, did
you intervenefor me? Isit youwho helped me survivethewar? Please, mother dear, guidemein
my futuretheway you have until now.”?! Even asshelieson the other shore the mother whoisthe
origin of lifeisadso theorigin of thefuture. To be sure, according to the Jewish mystical tradition,
the Sfrah of Binah (Understanding), which isidentified with the Supernd Mother, signifiesthe
future®? Theannihilation of the origin, then, entailsnot only the destruction of the past but, in that
very destruction, it includesthe obliteration of thefuture. Therecovery of tradition, therefore, isa
recovery of thefuture, without which there can benolife. Just asthere can beno lifewithout the
mother.

Themother’ sintervention with the Cregtor isamanifestation of the compasson thet liesat
theroot of Creetion. But thisintervention did not dways occur; or, if it did occur, it did not dways
succeed. Inmany casesdl that was experienced was the terrible absence of the mother and an
infiniteisolation from her compasson. Whileimprisoned with agroup of orphaned womenin

Stutthof, for example, SaraNomberg-Przytyk recdls, “Wefdt that we. . . could not even succeed in
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rasing atrace of compasson. That washow it remained until Lizastarted Snging asong about a
Jewish mother, and we, who had lost our mothers so cruely, could not keep oursavesfrom
arying.” 23 Upon the annihilation of the origin that the mother represents, the void overtakesthe
origin and swalows up every word. The emptinessin which thewords of thesewomen fadeisthe
emptinessthat emergeswith theloss of the mother and of the love that makes the mother who she
is. The song about aJewish mother is, after dl, asong about loveinitsmost sacred form. The
recovery of tradition includes arecovery of the maternd lovethat isthebadsof dl creation. The

memory of thislove belongsto the essence of the Holocaust memoair.

TheLossof Maend Love

In the Sixteenth century Rabbi Yitzchak Luriaraised aquestion: “If Binah or
Understanding, which is associated with the Mother, isamental process, why isit saidtobeinthe
heart, and not inthehead?’ To which Aryeh Kgplan answers, “The heart isactudly the
Personification of ImmaMother, which is Bineh-Understanding, where Sherevedshersdlf.”?* In
theinjunction to love G-d, thefirst thing with which we are cdled upon to loveisthe heart, b’ kol
levavkhah (Deuteronomy 6:5). One dso recdlsthat thelamed and the beit of the Hebrew word for
“heart,” lev, arethelast and thefirdt letters of the Torah.  The heart, therefore, containsdl of the
Torah: it ison the heart, indeed, that the Teaching isto beinscribed (Deuteronomy 6:6). The
mother whom the beat Stuatesat the origin of the Torah thusincludesthe sum of the Torahin her
personification asthe heart, or thelev. Personified asthe heart, then, the mother Sgnifiesnot only
the origin of life but also the center of life. The heart bearsthis sgnificance becauseit isthe seet of

Torah, which isthelove and the teaching of G-d. And the lovingkindness shown by one human
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being toward another isthe highest expression of that love and teaching centered in the heart and
personified by themother.

Hence, Rabbi Yitzchak Gingburgh remindsus, “lovingkindnessisthe meansthrough
which G-d's presenceis ultimately revedled,” > and it is originally revedled through the mother. In
the Tanya, moreover, the Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Schneur Zalman, maintainsthat lovingkindnessin the
form of charity isfeminineand, by implication, maternd, for “it recaeivesaradiaion from thelight
of the En Sof [the Infinite One] that [like awomb)] encompassesal worlds”?® From aJewish
perspective, therefore, materna loveisnot just afeding or astate of mind but isthe manifestation
and revelation of theMaogt Highin our very mids. When that loveistargeted for extermination, the
light of dl thereisto hold deer, thelight that wasin the beginning, isassalled. Intheannihilation of
meaternd lovewefind once again that the ontological assault manifested in the assault on the mother
movesto ametgphysicd levd. Likethelight created upon thefirgt utterance of G-d, the mother’s
loveisthemaingay of life, even and especidly during thereign of desth.

Weseethisin Leon Wdls memoir when hesays, “1 began to observe to my disgust thet |,
too, was coming very near to developing the indifference and gpathy of so many others. | was
saved from succumbing to these fedings only by the thought of those a home, and the
determination that my mother should ssemedive”?’” And: “Nothing could disturb me. | had seen
my mother again. It had been the happiest day in my lifefor along, longtime”?® Representing
loveinits holiest agpect, the mother embodiesthe oppasite not only of human indifference but of
ontologicd indifference, the opposite of what Lévinascalsthe“thereis’ or “the phenomenon of
impersond being.”?® Maternd love, in short, represents aloving non-indifference that comes from
beyond the human being to awaken a non-indifference within the human being. If, asOlgaLengyd

dedlares, “inhumanity wasthe natura order of things at Birkenau,”*C it is because Birkenauisthe
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phenomenologica manifestation of an ontologica indifference. For in Birkenau motherly lovewas
carefully diminated from the order of being; in Birkenau motherly lovewasacapitd crime.

Maternd loveisnot part of the fabric of being—it isabreach of being. Through that love
the mother opensup asmal porta through which the Divine revedsitsdf from beyond the mute
neutrdity of dl thereis. “Mothers never thought of themsalves” writesVinocur. “They were
sublime, specia beings, divine!” 3 Only wherewe have aconnection to these“ specia beings’ do
we have aconnectionto life. Why? Because asthey love, so do they command usto love, asitis
writteninthe Torah: “And you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).
This does not mean, “1 know how much you love yourself, and that is how much | want
you to love your neighbor. Not, the kamokha, or “asyourself,” means “that is what you
are. Inother words. “Y ou shall love your neighbor, for that loving isyour self,” the soul
and substance of who you are. That love for the other is the meaning of our life. And
that commandment is what the mother conveys. Thememory of themother’ sloveisa
memory of thiscommandment to love, regardless of reward, regardless even of the presence of the
loved onewho might return thelook of love. Indeed, the act of remembrance characteristic of the
Holocaust memoair isan act of love.

If one of the amsin writing the memoir isto recover somelink with life, it should comeas
no surpriseto find that the orphan’ stie to the mother isan essentid aspect of hisor her memory. In
agatement reminiscent of Leon Wdlls remarks cited above, Kitty Hart writes, “ Onething | needed

very much: regular visitsto my mother.”%?

Why? Because every other image and entity she
encountered in the concentrationary universe declared to her that she was anon-entity, not achild or
aperson a dl but amere shadow about to be swallowed up by the Night. Through her mother’s

eyes, however, she could retrieve sometrace of hersdf as someonewhoisloved and whois



thereforedive. When shefdl ill with typhus, in fact, Kitty once again received lifefrom her
mother. “Mother taked tome,” shetdlsus, “though dl she got in return wasrambling nonsense. |
did not even recognize her. But she persevered, dowly and steadily drawing meback tolife” 32 In
theselineswe see tha maternd loveis as unconditiona asit is degp, absolutey unconditiond, and
therefore areflection of the Absolute.

“Mother talked to me’: the mother spesks, which isto say, the mother loves, without the
reinforcement of response or recognition. Sheloves, then, without ground or limitetion, infinitely
and eterndly, as G-d loves. And so she summonsfrom the child alove that o transcendsthe
boundaries of time and degath, as one may seefrom amemory recorded by SaraNomberg-Przytyk:
“A young girl whose mother was assigned to the gas did not want to be separated from her. She
wanted to diewith her mother. They tore her from her mother by force”* Herethe assault on
materna lovetakesthe form of an assault on thelovefor the mother, even unto degth. Not only are
the mother and child consigned to desth, but the love between them is d so condemned through the
elimination of the embrace that arisesbetween them. The space between thetwo, wherethislove
abides, isobliterated by forcing each to die separately, inisolation from one ancther: no morevists,
no morelooks, no more being together. Not even in the gas chamber.

Ant yet thememory of the mother re-establishes a certain between space, wherethe
vidtation of maternd love comesfrom beyond the grave, from the other Sde of the ky that became
her grave. For IsabelaL atner, thisvigtation assumesthe form of an epiphany of theface. “My
mother’ sface,” shewritesin the present tense, “ her eyes, cannot be described. . .. Sheknowsthat
for her thereisnothing beyond this. And shekegpsamilinga me, and | can't gandit. | anglently
pleading with her: *Stop smiling.’ | gaze a her tenderly and smileback.” %> Oneredsat thissilent

exchange. “Theface speeks” asLévinassays. “It peeks, itisinthisthat it renderspossble and
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beginsal discourse”*® But the mother’ sface does more than spesk. Themoather’ sfaceloves,
dlently and absolutely, transcending dl thelimits of discourse. * Her face has an otherworldly
look,” Letner continues her memory of her mother. “ Shewantsusto live, desperately. All these
years|'ve carried with me her face of resignation and hope and love”®” The commandment to love
that Sgnifiesthe divine here becomesacommandment tolive. Like the Good that chooses us
before we make any other choices, maternd love beckonsthe memory and recovery of lifeeven as
that lifeisabout to be consumed. If memory isableto traversetime, it isbecause maternd loveis
ableto transcend time. Morethan the remnant of alife, the survivor isthe bearer of alife. For she
bearstheloving gaze of the mother who bore her.

Because maternd loveis of such atranscendent nature, the image—no, the presence—of
the mother manifestsitsdf despite deeth. Eugene Heimler, for example, lost hismother just prior to
hisdeportation. Y et, whileriding thetrain to Auschwitz with hiswife Eva, he notes, “ Everybody to
whom | belonged was elther unconsciousor deaed. Eva, too, waslyinginacomaby my feet. And
then | saw my mother’ sface gpproaching from the distance.”*® Once more the epiphany of theface
announcesthe maternd lovethat overcomesdl londinessandisolation. Once morethe memory of
maternd loveinvokesamoment in life over which deeth has no power. Saul Friedldnder dso
recalsaningant of horror and panic during thetimewhen, asachild, hewas hiding from the Nazis.
It too hagppened on atrain; athough the train was not bound for the deeth camps, the incident took
place after hismother and father had been deported. “1 screamed interror,” hewrites. “But
suddenly, by amiracle, my mother, who had set out in search of me, gppeared. | ranto her, threw
mysdlf inher amssobbing, . . . | opened my eyes: it was Madame Chancel stroking my forehead

tocadmme”*® Heretoo wefind thelanguage of apparition and theimage of aloving caress



reaching across the chasm of deeth, asthough hismother moved the hands of his protector Madame
Chancdl.

Of course, Friedliander’ smother isdead, asin Hemler's. What, then, does memory
recover? Among other things, it recoversaword and, with theword, aworld in which the human
being may belong. Permeated with the sense of an abiding maternd love, the memory drawsthe
word out of exileand, if only for amoment, rgoinstheword with itsmeaning. Which word?
Thomas Gevetdlsusin hismemoir, where he recallsrecelving a certain message from the
women'scamp in Birkenau: “Newsof my luck spread quickly and soon | was surrounded by
dozens of roommateswho, claming to be my best friends, wanted to hear details—but abovedl to
seetheword ‘ mother.” Therewasadouble reason for rgjoicing: someone had found amother, the
being desrest todl of us”*° Here theword mother isitsdlf amessage, aconveyor of meaning and
of love, that gppearsin the midst of an anti-world dominated by everything thet isopposed to love
andthemeaning it fosters. Just asyoung Geve sfdlow inmates gather around thisword, so dowe
gather around this memory rendered through theword. Just asthey seein thismessage not only his
mother but the mother, so do we seek in the memoir atrace of materna love assuch. For if this
love succumbsto the annihilation amed &t it, then thisword losesits meaning and welose our lives.
But if thewordisthere, if alifeisrisked to tranamit thisword, if memory can smuggleit into the
present through the veils of the past—then the center of lifemight be recovered. Assoon asthis
word overflowing with meaning makesits gppearance in the prison block, the block isitself
transformed, if only for aningant. Suddenly these orphanslost in an orphaned world have a

mother. Suddenly theblock assumesthear of ahome. But only for aningant.

TheHarrowing of the Home
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If, according to Jewish tradition, theletter beit Stuatesthe mother & the origin of dl life, the
meaning of theletter beit (“houss’) placesthe mother at the center of thehome. “Thefeminine
aspect of the soul,” Rabbi Ginsburgh pointsout, “and, in generd, thewomanin Judasmis
symbolized by thehouse”*! Thereverseisaso the case: the home, which houseslifewithinits
wadlls, issymbolized by the woman, who aso houseslife within her womb. Other associationsand
explandions aso cometo mind; onerecals, for example, Rashi’ scommentary on the Torah, where
hewrites, “ The decree consegquent upon theincident of the spies had not been enacted upon the
women, because they held the Promised Land dear. The men had said, (Numbers X1V 4) ‘Let us
gppoint achief and return to Egypt,’ whilst thewomen said, (XX VI1.4) ‘Give usaposessoninthe
Land.”"*? It isthewomen, in other words, who seek out the home and who thus signify the home.
The House of Jacob, whose reception of the Torah made it possiblefor the Children of Isradl to
receivethe Torah, embracesthe promise of aplaceto dwell. Thesumof the Torah liesinthe
commandment to love, and the commandment to love opens up adwelling place, aplacewhere
children and familiesmay comeinto theworld. Aswe have seen, the mother istheincarnation of
that love; hence the mother isthe personification of thehome. AndtheNazi Reichisprecisdly the
opposite of the home.

Rendered motherless, the orphan is rendered homel ess, so that the Kingdom of Night
indtituted by the Nazisisthe Kingdom of Exile. If, asMartin Buber hassad, “* Good' isthe
movement in the direction of home,”*® then we seethat the Nazi evil manifest in the murder of the
mother isamovement away from homeand into exile. 1t was not for nothing that the language of
extermination included terms such as*“resettlement.” 1t was not enough to kill the Jews. Waging
an ontologica war againg the Jews, the Nazis had to annihilate their home and their concept of

home; they had to drive them from their homes and thus render them homelessprior tokilling
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them. Livinginacamp, inaghetto, or in hiding, every Jewin Naz Europewashomdess. Thefact
that al sx of themurder campswerelocated in Poland, therefore, had aparticularly devasteting
irony for thethree and ahaf million Jewswho lived there, as Harry Rabinowitz points out: “ So
closdy did the Jews associate themsalves with this homeland that its name was etymologically
interpreted in Hebrew ether as Polin (‘ Hereye shdl dwdl’) or Polaniah (*Here dwelsthe
Lord').”** Inthe Nazi assault on the mother we see the fundamental human problem of dwelling
manifested in itsmost extreme form: the murder of the maternd lovethat distinguishesthe origin of
lifeisengineered by the devadtation of thehome. Oncethe mother iseiminated, thereign of exile
and homeessnessisinaugurated. And the mother hersdf, the very onewho had symbolized the
home, becomesthe symbol of exile, an embodiment of “the Shekhinehinexile”* Yet the
orphan’ smemory of theloss of the mother isamemoary of exilethat initiates the movement of
returnfromexile. For, aswe have seen, inthe Holocaust memair it isvery often her children that
weep for Rachd.

TheNaz project amed at the devastation of the home assumed avariety of forms. There
weretimes, for example, when the houseinitidly lost the sanctity and sanctuary of ahome by the
mere gppearance of the Nazis, who would come and go asthey pleased. Such wasthecaseinthe
Polish town of Bidlitz, where prior to being forced out of her house, GerdaKlein recdlstheloss of
her home: “ The sanctity of our home was gone, the chain of tradition broken, the shrine built by
love and affection desecrated.”*® Injust afew wordsKlein articulates the scope of theloss: an
entire higtory, thetime of tradition, was destroyed by the violation of thissmall space. Epitomized
by the mother, the love that distinguishesthe family isthe lovethat condtitutesthe tradition. And

the center of thelife nurtured by tradition isthe home.
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What GerdaKlen invokeswith wordsLily Lerner conveysby meansof animage. After
being forced out of their home in the Hungarian town of Tolcsva, she and her family were forced to
find shdter in Miskolc. “Weno longer sat around the kitchentable” shewrites. “Thekitchenin
Miskolc wastoo smdl to haveone. In astrange sense, thefamily had logt alittle of its magnetic
corewhenit lost thet table”*” Thesense of thislossis not so strangewhen werrecdll that inthe
Tamud Rabbi Y ochanan and Rabbi Elazar both teach that * aslong asthe Templewasin existence,
the dtar was [the means of] atonement for Isradl, but now [9ncethereisno Temple], eechman’s
tableis[the means of] atonement” (see Menachot 97a; Chagigah 27a). Thusthe Code of
Jewish Law compiled by Rabbi Joseph Caro in the sixteenth century isknown asthe Shulchan
Arukh, or The St Table. Thetableiswherefamily members and guestsjoin with one another and
with Cregtionin the act of sharing apiece of bread. Thelife of thefamily hasitsorigininthe
mother, both literdly and symbolicaly; from her womb come the children and from her handsthe
bread on which theblessngissad a thetable. 1t isshewho setsand ordersthetable, she, then,
who crestesthe place of dwelling.

And s0 one undergandswhy Jeen Améry insgstha “thereisno ‘new home’” Homeisthe
land of one's childhood and youth. Whoever haslost it remainslost to himself.” 8 A man can have
no new home any more than he can have anew mother or anew identity. The“new” oneisaways
acounterfat and invariably leadsto the dienation experienced by Saul Friedl&nder when, asachild,
heand his parentstried to find anew homein Paris after they had fled from Prague. There, he
remembers, he could find aplace neither among the Chrigtian nor among the Jewish children: “I
wastied to atree and beaten. . . by Jewish children because they thought | was different from them.
So | belonged nowhere”*® The violence doneto the home trand atesinto violence doneto the

child. Herethe Jew becomesthe onewho, by definition, belongs nowhere, so that the begting
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imposed upon the soul. Thus, when Friedlénder recdls hismother’ swords, “we can no longer exist
legally,”*° he articulates the memory of being cast outside the parameters of lifeitsdlf. And that
memory isarticulated in the words of the mother: it is she who expressesthe child' sloss of being
and belonging, snceit is she who embodies the home that makes possible dl beonging—
something that the Nazis made impossible for the Jewsby law, or by akind of anti-lav. Herewe
discover amogt ingdious aspect of the ontologicd evil that Nationd Socidism represents: onceit
becomesacrimefor aJew to haveahome, itisacrimefor aJew tobe. Andthearch crimind in
thisscheme of thingsisthe mother.

I the concentrationary universe has been deemed an anti-world, it is because, among other
reasons, itisantitheticd to thehome. Likethe child whose“being” conssts of not belonging, the
home gppearsin this anti-world as the absence of the one thing needful, the absence of an entire
world. Charlotte Dellbo makesthis point when she rdates the story of how she and some of her
fellow prisonersfound shelter in the remains of ahouse while out on awork detall onerainy
Auschwitz day. Asthewomen dried themsdvesin the hdf-demolished structure, they imagined
how they might have madeit into ahome, complete with furniture, wallpaper, curtains, plants, and
aradio® Although thistalk bringsthem amoment of relief, it aso accentuatesthe redlization of
wherethey arenot. All thefixturesand furnishingsthat condtitute alifein theworld are aosent
from ther anti-world; indeed, the whole of that anti-world seemed to be gathered into thoseruins
that had once been ahome. Inthe case of Filip Mller the devastation of the homeissignified not
by the ruinsof ahouse but by the ruins of memory itsdf. “The memory of my parents,” hewrites,
“my family and my early youth in my hometown had faded.”®? If, as Elie Wiesd and Primo Levi

have said, > the Shoah was essenttialy awar against memory, it wasawar against the memory of
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home and al the home symbolizes. The human being has no being without the home; and he has
no home without the mother.

Thislinkage between home and maother isquite explicit in Kitty Hart’ sReturnto
Auschwitz. After sheand her mother were completdy shaved upon their arrivd at the camp, she
relates, “When | turned to look for my mother | couldn’t make her out at fird. . .. Had wecome
here straight from home? Home: theword had cessed to mean anything.”>* In Thomas Geve's
memoir wefind agmilar fallure of recognition; upon seeing hismother for thefirgt timein
Auschwitz-Birkenau, heasserts, “I hardly recognized mother. Still in her early thirties, shelooked
asharsh asher companions”™ In both instances the failure of the recognition of the mother is
directly tied to theloss of the meaning of theword home; itisin her face, overflowing with materna
love, that the meaning of homeisinscribed. Again, the mother isthe Sgn of the home; when the
ggnisdefaced to the point of non-recognition, thething it Sgnifies, the home, iserased from being.
And yet inthe act of remembrance the Sign isrecovered; to be sure, the Holocaust memoir is
characterized precisdly by thisrecovery of asgn, or of thetrace of asign. Hereremembrance
entails are-cognition that congtitutes the face of the one defaced and the word drained of its
meaning. While hisfamily may have faded from Mller’ smemory, the memory of thefading
regainsatrace of thefamily. While Hart and Geve may havefailed to recognizetheir mothers a
remnant of recognition—and with it atrace of the mother—isregained inthe memory of itsloss.
For thememory of thelossasaloss entails an affirmation of the dearness of what waslog.

The recondtitution of recognition effected by memory pointstoward areunion with the
family that was often impossible during thetime remembered. The harrowing of the homeincludes
the breakup of thefamily, so that thelonging for atrace of home frequently expressesitsdf asa

longing for thefamily. When Moshe Sandberg and his comrades, for example, were trangported
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from aHungarian labor crew to Dachau, thefirgt thing they asked theinmeates of Dachau was how
they might be rgoined with membersof ther families who had been sent there. They met only
with cynicd laughter, however, Sncethosein Dachau knew, says Sandberg, “that wewould so go
theway of our familieswith whom sooner or later wewould be reunited, yes, reunited in another
world, intheworld of thedead.”®® In the assault on the home the family becomesthe dien
humanity relegated to aream that iseterndly after, later, not yet. Thusthe memory of the
family—and, by implication, the memory of the mothe—becomesamemory of thefuture; inthe
act of remembrance what was hot then becomeswhat isyet to be. Why? Because once memory
affirmsthe dearness of what waslog, thething lost becomesthething sought. Wefindan
illugtration of thispoint in Zivia L ubetkin's memoir, where she remembersamemory thet cameto
her during the darkest hours of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising: “My imaginaion drew my thoughts
away to our ancestrd Homeland, to my many friendsthere”” Theancestrd homeland isthe home
where she has yet to arrive, ancestral not because she has dready come from there but becauseitis

the origin that summons her toward afuture, whereanew lifeforever awaits.

Not long after the Nazis established aghetto in Bidlitz, GerdaKlen's parentsarranged for
her to gointo hiding in another Polish town, in Sosnowitz. Recalling the moment of their parting,
shewrites, “ The picture of Pgpd sand Mama s mute farewells—those two faces suffering without
uttering acry—wasimprinted on my heart forever.”*® Theimprint of the memory of the mother—
and, inthiscasg, of thefather aswell—istheimprint of aface. Inthe movement of remembrancea
face speaks. And when the memory isthe memory of the murdered mother, it istheface of the
mother that spesks, the face of the origin, of love, and of home. Themother, who abidesat the

origin of life, ishersdlf theorigin of thismemory: in avery important sense, the mother writesthe



22

memory of the orphan’sloss. Inthat writing, then, atrace of the mother, who isantecedent to the
utterance, ispresent in the utterance. From GerdaKlein'sremark, we see that theimprint onthe
heart, on the center and core of her being, findsitsway into theimprint onthepage. Therethe mute
farewdlsbecomeasdlent summons. From the depths of the orphan’ s page the voice of the mother
summonsal who come before this pageto arecovery of the origin, thelove, and the home that
werelog.

Thereforethelittlegirl who criesout in Livia Jackson’ smemoir criesout tome. | anthe
one caled to listen, the one whom she addresses when she screams, “Oh, Mommy! Oh, G-d, they
arekilling my mother!”>® Can the heart endurethismemory? Canit endurethewordsand the
memory of IsabdlaLetner, when shesays, “ Theair wasfilled with the stench of deeth. Unnatura
desth. Thesmokewasthick. The sun couldn’t crack through. The scent wasthe smell of burning
flesh. Theburning flesh wasyour mother” ?° Note the shift from the third person to the second
person: “your mother,” she addressesme. My mother!? Suddenly | am the onewho must do the
work of re-cognition that characterizesmemory and recovery. Suddenly | amtheonewhois
orphaned. Becausethe mother isdefinitively linked to the origin, the love, and the home that
belong to atradition, the memory of her lossisamemory that becomes part of atradition and
therefore part of acommon memory. Thusl too am the onewho, in an act of response and

remembrance, mugt affirm the dearness of what waslost. Else| too am lost.
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