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Preface


What does the word ‘wound’ mean? What does this book mean when it uses the word ‘wound’? A wound destroys what until its occurrence—be it on the physical or psychological level (or on both)—had been whole. The consequences are clear: a connection or relationship is torn apart. A wound can be cut wherever there is a living connection or relationship. It is pain that tells us that we have been wounded.


In hindsight we can reconstruct how a wound has come about, and which causes contributed to its occurrence. And when a wound has been healed, we can describe how this process came about, what we were able to do, what was in our power and what was not. But the mystery of the wound remains: are we, as humans, vulnerable by virtue of our being? Just because we are human? Is there a wound even before the first injury has occurred? A primordial wound? And if so, how might this be healed?


Exactly these questions were the subject at an international conference for biographical work that took place in Dresden in 2015—a city that had been severely wounded at the end of the Second World War. And the questions are more relevant than ever now. Today, there is war in Europe again, on a continent where a vision of peace had given rise to the hope that it is possible to solve conflicts by means other than violence.


Every war is different. The mere facts do not explain how wars start. Certainly, similarities can be seen. There are no wars that would be identical. But all wars are the same in the wound that is cut. War is the epitome of the destroyer. Every war tears connections and relationships apart. The resulting wound continues to expand in space and time; the pain can be felt across generations. Millions of people lose their lives and everyone loses their living—that which enables the creation of connections and relationships.




The wound of humanity and the question how contemporaries relate to their wound are the central themes of this book. We only become contemporaries when we acknowledge the pain of having been wounded in ourselves and our fellow human beings, independent of the era into which we have been born. Many have given testimony of how we can rise again from this utter hopelessness. Also, and especially, when our own life has been at stake.


Among such contemporaries was Rudolf Steiner. In August 1914, when the First World War was imminent, he gave three lectures titled The mystery of the wound.1 At this moment of global historic significance he repeatedly spoke about destruction and its painful consequence—about injury. But simultaneously he spoke about the power of healing that is connected to the wound. And during the final days of that war he expanded his perspective into the depth of the events at the time and into the question of the meaning of evil. It was understood by Steiner as one of the central questions of our era.


This question is discussed in the present volume. For if evil is to be healed and redeemed in the future, it is the wound that calls forth the power of healing. Without a wound, there is no power to heal. Without evil, no power of redemption toward the good.


Christine Gruwez


Antwerp, spring 2023






Prologue




We are all victims. We suffer living on Earth and to carry out the gargantuan task of suffusing this star with pain—with love—until it becomes translucent, shot through with our words, said and unsaid—this secret code with which we render an invisible universe visible for a divine eye. Everything is valid, everything is effective ferment. And we, smouldering with delusion—try, whether well or badly—we try again and again…2





In June 2015, the biannual worldwide biography conference took place in Dresden. Its motto was Wounds and Wonders. Among the many participants who had gathered from all over the world there was a quiet astonishment: what do wounds and wonders have in common? How can a wound become a wonder? The invitation said:




This year our theme is ‘Wounds and Wonders’ and we are looking forward to working with you on this. The conference will take place near Dresden and Wounds and Wonders also belong to this city and its history.


Everywhere in the world, and especially in working with biography, we are confronted with the soul wounds of our fellow human beings and our own wounds. When we see the pain, which we humans are causing each other everywhere in the world, a feeling of hopelessness and confusion can arise. But we also know that wonders can happen, that we ourselves can rediscover a sister or brother in a partner or conflict, that clients find the possibility to forgive, and that the wall between East and West Germany has fallen.3





Dresden


It was no coincidence that the conference with this unique topic was taking place in Dresden. In Dresden, a city that owes its renown among other things to the Sistine Madonna, the painting by Raphael. In Dresden, which entered world history as one of the cities most severely wounded by the ravages of war. In Dresden, that in February 1945 was the last intact major city on the eastern border of the crumbling Reich—and where during the night of 13 February 1945, almost as many incendiary bombs were dropped in two waves of attack as there were inhabitants (630,000). After the attacks of the night, the town was again bombed on 14 February. There were to follow further waves over the course of the following 48 hours.


It was a total fire storm. Glass and metal melted in the heat. Entire rows of floors and buildings imploded, only remnants of walls and rubble remained of the famous Frauenkirche (Church of Our Lady). Objects and people were whirled around or sucked into the fire by the strong suction of the air. They burned, died from heat shock and air pressure or suffocated from combustion gases in one of the air-raid shelters of which there were not nearly enough.


Philosopher and linguist Victor Klemperer (1881–1960) and his wife Eva (1882–1952) witnessed the inferno firsthand. Not least due to his work Language of the Third Reich: A Philologist’s Notebook, published in 1947, in which he examined the language of the Third Reich, Klemperer is regarded as an extraordinarily lucid observer of his era—a contemporary who was also a witness. In his diaries that he started in 1933—a harrowing document of the times—we can read how life during the Third Reich presented itself for him and his wife, but also for their fellow citizens.


On the evening of 13 February 1945—shortly before the air raid—the two were having a cup of coffee. Klemperer had just been informed that he and his wife, together with the last of the Jews remaining in Dresden—there were only about seventy left in the city—were on the list to be deported. He had learned ‘that those to be deported on Thursday were being sent to their death (“pushed on to a siding”), and that we who were left behind would be done away with in just the same way in a week’s time’.4


But as the two were sitting silently side by side, the great alarm sounded, completely unexpectedly. The horrible air raids saved their lives, because in this way they escaped the planned deportation. Even so, they now had to avoid the next fatal danger. When the second wave of attacks descended on the city, they decided to leave their flat. Because of the impending deportation, a rucksack filled with manuscripts had already been packed.


Along with thousands of others they fled towards the River Elbe. ‘Outside it was bright as day.’ Klemperer would emphasize this ‘bright as day’ again and again in his notes. ‘I could not make out any details; I saw only flames everywhere, heard the noise of the fire and the storm, felt terribly exhausted inside.’ As soon as they left the house, they lost sight of each other. It was not until 15 February that they accidentally met again on the Elbe terraces. Finally, they were able to sit down side by side, saved for a second time. What had started at the kitchen table now found a preliminary closure. What lay in between (‘I had no sense of time’) was a chasm5 that could never be bridged again. A chasm that even today is like an open wound.


The Sistine Madonna



The Fate of a Painting


Possibly the most famous altarpiece of the Renaissance, the Sistine Madonna by Raphael Santi (1483–1520), was created in 1512/13 for the convent church San Sisto in Piacenza where it remained until the middle of the eighteenth century. The artistically inclined Elector and Duke of Saxony, who was as August the III also King of Poland (1696–1763), acquired it and had it transported to Dresden for his collections. Shortly after its arrival on 1 March 1754, it had to be protected from the effects of the Seven Years War (1756–1763). Once returned, an examination of Raphael’s Sistina in art, literature, music and photography began that will never end. The image was copied and reproduced time and time again. For Goethe, the Madonna was ‘the archetype of all mothers, queen of women, a miracle of a paintbrush has expressed her’.6 During the Second World War it stayed in the Dresden Picture Gallery. It was not until 1944, when the air raids intensified, that the painting together with other ‘Old Masters’ was evacuated from the city into the Grosscotta tunnel. In this way, the Sistine Madonna escaped the flames and the annihilation of the city of Dresden.
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The Sistine Madonna by Raphael




In June 1945 Joseph Stalin ordered that the most valuable artworks from the Soviet Occupation Zone were to be brought to the USSR. He was planning a gigantic world museum of art. On 10 August, Raphael’s altarpiece arrived in Moscow. An entire hall in the Pushkin Museum was cleared that had been filled with all kinds of war materials until a few days prior. Also awaiting the arrival of the Sistine Madonna was a young woman, 22-yearold Irina Antonova. Until recently she had cared for soldiers in a military hospital as a nurse, now she had been hired as a research assistant by the director of the museum, Sergey Merkurov.


When the box with the altarpiece arrived, the soldiers who had brought the painting stood in a circle around it together with the staff of the Pushkin Museum. The Madonna was still covered, having been wrapped in a series of thin, white rags. These were now removed one by one by the chief conservator. A deep, charged silence reigned. ‘And suddenly she was there!’, reported the 90-year-old Irina Antonova in an interview with Adina Rieckmann in 2012 in the weekly Die Zeit. ‘On that summer’s day in 1944 I only saw this most beautiful woman with her child. It was the end of the war, I did not have any triumphant feelings. And then this painting—what a strong symbol for all the sacrifices we had made during the war! Maria was one of us, she had suffered with us.’7


In 1955 the painting was given back to the GDR, and since then it has been possible to see it in Dresden again. The Dresden State Art Collections celebrated the painting’s 500th anniversary with a special exhibition, The Sistine Madonna—Raphael’s cult image is 500.


A Mother with Her Child


A young woman carries her small boy. She carries the child in her arms in front of her while she steps towards us. Her bare feet walk across a floor that consists entirely of clouds, almost without touching it. Her walk betrays lightness and speed. Her veil billows as she walks. She fills the centre of the image in such a way that it would be possible to do without the other figures. We do not lose anything if we look only at her. Even the little angels at the lower rim of the image, with their eyes turned up, only look at her.8


However, her walking towards us is at the same time a descent. She comes down from a height. Her eyes look at that which reveals itself step by step in the depth below. Her gaze blazes a trail for itself. It is the path of the child which she carries with such apparent effortlessness, and therefore it is also her path. Soon they will both have arrived down there. A last moment of floating. Heaviness comes afterwards. And the wound.


Every wound presupposes a wholeness. What we call a wound can only emerge from something whole. That is why we say: to cut a wound. For the wound is like a cut into the core of something whole. Every human mother represents wholeness to her child. From it, from this wholeness, the child is born. A birth always cuts a wound. But not so with the Madonna of the Sistina. The child whom she bears is carrier of an all-encompassing wholeness. With each step, she, the mother, is banished from this wholeness. With rising, increasing consciousness. And with every step she is born anew from his wholeness.


‘Our Contemporary’


Ten years after the Sistine Madonna arrived in Moscow, it was taken back to Dresden following a decision made by the Soviet government. During the last three months of its sojourn in the Pushkin Museum, the altarpiece was exhibited publicly alongside the works of other masters. From the very first hour there were innumerable visitors. In great numbers they filed past these major works of art—among them also Raphael’s altarpiece that was still in the beautiful, spacious hall where it had arrived in 1945.


Just before the handing back, in the early morning hours of 30 May 1955, the writer and former war journalist Vasily Grossman (1905–1964) stood in front of the painting. The author, who was to write Life and Fate later, recorded how he experienced the painting at the time in a small but moving and at the same time unsettling pamphlet entitled The Sistine Madonna. In it, he writes: ‘Upon first seeing the painting one thing first and foremost becomes obvious—she is immortal.’9


Grossman, who had been at the centre of events at the battle of Stalingrad as a ‘witness of his times’, and had seen countless people die, is now struck as if by lightning himself. Unprepared and unable to defend himself, he has turned from observer to ‘struck’ victim. A work of art can cut a wound. From this moment, a neverending revelation occurs within him: ‘I saw a young mother who is holding a child on her arm. How can I describe the magic of a delicate, slight apple tree which has brought forth the first heavy, white-skinned apple; […] the motherhood and the vulnerability of a girl who is almost still a child herself?’10


Grossman’s The Sistine Madonna is at the same time a narrative of a gradual revelation that continues to unfold inwardly: ‘Their faces are gentle and sad. Perhaps they see the mountain of Golgotha and the dusty, rocky path that leads there and the horrific, short, heavy, coarse cross lying on this small shoulder that now feels the warmth of the maternal breast…’11


But then the questions arrive; burning, unsettling questions. Questions without answers that—at the very end of his novella—nevertheless will receive an answer: ‘Why is there no fear in the face of the mother, why does she not clasp her son’s body with her hands with such force that death cannot open her fingers, why does she not want to wrest her son from fate?’12


Earlier, he had realized that the painting creates something new that he cannot explain. He compares this new thing with an eighth, as yet unbeknownst, colour in addition to the seven spectral colours. It is this new aspect that captivates him even more than the sight of the Madonna: ‘[…] shocked and startled by the force of the unexpected impression’, he writes, he returned home, but even on the way, images of Treblinka met him in a ‘confusion of feelings’: ‘She holds the child up to fate, does not hide it. And the son does not hide his face in his mother’s bosom.’13


Grossman arrived in Treblinka in September 1944 after the two wards of the camp had been liberated in July. He spoke with survivors as well as camp wardens, and in November 1944 he published an article in the magazine Znamya. This result of his research-journalism must be read at the same time as a requiem for the victims. It is well known that Grossman hardly ever wanted to talk about his experiences in Treblinka afterwards; they seemed unfathomable to him.14 But precisely this ‘unfathomable’ aspect reappears within him when he sees the Sistine Madonna. It is her whom he had seen walking with light feet ‘across the trembling earth of Treblinka’.15


Countless times she had come towards him there, a walking mother with her child. Now she approaches him from the altarpiece. He sees his contemporary in her: ‘She did not come as a guest, not as a travelling foreigner, but together with the soldiers and drivers on the well-worn roads of the war, she is a part of our lives, our contemporary’.16


But it is the child who teaches him to see with the heart. Grossman sees in him how the ‘human in the human being […]’ faces ‘its fate’.17 It reveals itself to him as the whole of what is human as such—as the Whole. ‘We say that no time has been more difficult than ours, but we have not allowed to die what is human in the human being’, and there is ‘nothing greater […] than the human in the human being’.18



Angelus Novus: a New Angel Writes History


Between 1913 and 1940 Paul Klee (1879–1940) painted and drew around fifty angelic figures of which the Angelus Novus (1920) is the most famous. This oil transfer of a drawing now kept in the Israel Museum in Jerusalem has a miraculous backstory. It is as if this ‘new angel’ had managed to gather an extract of the current affairs of the twentieth century around it. But what is new about this angel in the first place?




The way Klee leads this angel into visibility is already a story itself. In its first phase it was, like Klee’s other angels, a drawing. They appear to have been born from a single line drawn with a nib or pencil. A single, continuous line—and there they are. They look at us shyly or mischievously, seriously or playfully.


But that is not all. Sometimes, Klee puts his drawing onto another sheet of paper and between the two he pushes a paper covered in black oil paint. The blackened side faces the lower sheet. Scratching, he traces the previously drawn lines with a sharp tool. In this way, an imprint emerges on the lower sheet. Klee calls this technique, which is partly his own invention, ‘the oil print process’. Using watercolours, he then colours in the imprint further. Finally, the picture is glued to a somewhat sturdier bottom layer. Over time, this leads to the development of brown blotches in the picture as the glue discolours. In this way, the Angelus Novus came together.


In 1921, the painting finds a buyer. It is the German philosopher, journalist and essayist Walter Benjamin (1892–1940) who had seen it together with his friend Gershom Scholem (1897– 1982) when visiting Klee. According to Jewish-kabbalistic tradition, new angels are continuously coming into being, who then disappear again into non-being. Their being called into existence at short notice has no other goal than their praising God. Walter Benjamin enjoys being introduced to these subjects by Scholem in their conversations and later in their correspondence. When Scholem has emigrated to Israel and Benjamin as a determined anti-Zionist does not follow him, this subject of Jewish mysticism returns regularly. In Walter Benjamin and his Angel Scholem characterizes his friend as a genius of metaphysics—maybe the only one in his generation in the true sense of the word, for he never wrote about metaphysics like a professional philosopher.19 The Angelus Novus occupies a prominent place in Walter Benjamin’s living room. Already hanging above the sofa are some reproductions of the Isenheim Altar by Matthias Gruenewald (around 1480–around 1530). The Angelus Novus receives its place among these. Perhaps the gestures of Christ rising from the dead and those of the angel signify an invitation and a challenge to Benjamin. Did he see a relationship between the two? The angel and Christ: both with their hands raised?20
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Angelus Novus by Paul Klee, 1920




An uninterrupted meditative relationship between Benjamin and this painting began with this acquisition. The Angelus Novus moved into the centre of his philosophical observations on history and art. Benjamin’s interpretation, like the work itself, attained the status of an icon and inspires artists from many different areas until the present day. We know that Benjamin, for whom the Angelus Novus became something of a personal guardian angel, took the work with him when he had to leave Germany for ever in 1933. Following his suicide in September 1940, only a few weeks after Klee’s death, the painting went into the possession of Gershom Scholem via Theodor Adorno. Scholem’s family in turn gave it to the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.


A Delicate Vulnerability


For conservation reasons, a copy of the Angelus Novus is now on exhibition in the Israel Museum. I had the opportunity to see the real version up close in a room reserved for this purpose in the museum in April 2012 thanks to a friend’s mediation. Due to the breathtakingly delicate nature of this angel, I hardly dared look at it. Here seemed to be tangible proof for Klee’s statement that during the creative process a moment occurs where the artist is no longer in charge of what will appear in the visible realm. Of their own accord my thoughts wandered to Benjamin who took a work of art to be the creation of a question which can only be answered subsequently. Here I was standing eye to eye with an angel who appeared like a never-ending question, and at the same time I was standing in the presence of the glory of its uniqueness that Benjamin called the ‘aura’ of a work of art.21


But is it actually an angel? There is nothing of the sublime, hieratic of the angels in early Christian art, no trace of the powerfully unearthly aspect of the angel figures in an icon. At the same time, the radiant beauty, the idealizing gracefulness of a Renaissance angel is missing.




The head is far too big for the slight body. The wings—or are they arms after all?—are not fully grown, the feet, evocative of a bird’s, hardly exist. The countenance is distorted, as if two faces have been merged into each other here: that of a child as yet unconscious, and that of a person who is tired of life. The mouth is open. Is there a cry ringing out?


But despite this, there is this gaze. The dark gaze that equally met Gershom Scholem: ‘My eye is very black and full / my gaze will never be empty’.22 Where is this gaze going? What holds it in its bounds? From what is the angel drawing back? For we are, in fact, dealing with a drawing back, a recoiling here. As if a power, invisible to us, is pushing the angel against something and it is no longer possible to avoid it. It is this in particular that inspired Benjamin to the famous passage in his last work:




A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking as though he is about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.23





Vulnerable in the Here and Now
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