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                     יד ושם                    YAD VASHEM

רשות הזיכרון לשואה ולגבורה
  The Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority

Michael Tal – Yad Vashem Museum

Personal items that belonged to Professor Hermann Zondek

as a means of preserving his persona in the collective memory and as an example of changing historical and curatorial perspectives in Yad Vashem’s Holocaust History Museum.

The idea that artifacts- personal items -  are an important curatorial archival component was not part of the thinking that guided those that stood at the head of Yad Vashem in its first few years.
Artifacts came to be part of the collection in Yad Vashem when survivors came to give personal testimony, pages of testimony, documents or photographs and by the way, included an artifact of some kind or another that they had preserved as evidence of their experiences or as a memento of their family members that perished. But there was no separate collection room set aside for these items and indeed the Museums Division of Yad Vashem was only created thirty years after the establishment of Yad Vashem and then it comprised for the most part, a large art collection of paintings and sculptures.

In the early 1990’s when the plans for creating the new Holocaust History Museum were initiated and a team was put together for this purpose, the curatorial approach crystallized and a decision was taken to present the Holocaust from the viewpoint of the Jews and to emphasize the experiences of the individual.

An immediate result of this decision was the necessity of reducing the number of photographs taken by the Nazis that present the Holocaust from the point of view of the perpetrator. It became obvious that in order to tell the story of the Holocaust from an individual’s perspective, it was necessary to focus on the means that the survivors themselves used to preserve their memories. 

Many of them preserved small artifacts that came to symbolize for them all their trials and tribulations, their memories, the home that was destroyed, their lost childhood, their families who perished. For the most part, the survivors did not consider that their personal memories were of interest to wider circles than their immediate families, so they kept these things in their homes.

The new curatorial outlook produced active gathering of artifacts from individuals. that involved efforts to explain to them that their mementos not only tell their personal story, but they are important for telling the collective story. Moreover, artifacts that were “there” – that were physically present when the events of the Holocaust took place  - and are now in the Museum carry with them the burden of memory - a kind of transferal from there to here – a characteristic that doesn’t come through with a black and white photograph or an old document which necessarily create a barrier of time and place between the visitor and the subject of the Holocaust. 

In this manner the collection of artifacts in this period became a focus and the artifacts collection increased in size, with the artifacts team traveling throughout the country and to the newly accessible eastern European countries, meeting with willing survivors and collecting artifacts.

At this time, when deliberations on the substance of the museum began, a decision was made to allocate a large display to German Jewry under Nazi rule and to portray their dilemnas; this was considered a new display approach in Yad Vashem. Until then, the exhibition focused on the pogroms of the Nazis: Kristallnacht, boycotts, and so on, i.e. what the Nazis did to the Jews.

The new exhibition sought to express the feelings of the Jews of Germany, in particular those who had assimilated into their surroundings, in light of the violence and cries of the German street that insisted that they were not Germans, had never been Germans and could never hope to be.

The idea was to present two aspects in the hall depicting German Jewry. One feature was the German streets with the Nazi placards, the flags, the calls to boycott; the other was the interior of a Jewish home including furnishings and books that demonstrate how the German Jews were immersed in the local culture. The display of this dichotomy was intended to reflect and emphasize the confusion of the Jews at a time when they had to make crucial decisions about their future.

 (What you see now is the final result , but of course at that time we did not have an idea how it will be )

This was the concept, but the existing collection of Yad Vashem then., though suiting most of the chapters of the planned exhibition (deportation, ghettos, work camps and death camps, etc.), had few, if any artifacts connected to German Jewry. 

To a great extent, German Jewry had managed to escape on the eve of war and emigrate to Eretz Israel or to remote corners of the world, and thus was not included in the Holocaust narrative, because they had avoided the suffering and hardship of their fellow Jews in the ghettos and the camps and even they did not see themselves as “Holocaust survivors”.  Even the young children who were saved thanks to the Kindertransports that took them out of Germany to England were not considered part of the narrative. This in spite of their having suffered the trauma of children torn from their families at such a young age and placed with foster families in a strange, sometimes even threatening surrounding, without language and with strangers who often remained cold and distant. Most of these children never saw their families again. Though their parents and siblings were murdered in the camps, they were not considered “survivors” because they spent the war years in England.

The change in historical perspective effected change in the collection and brought about an urgent need to make contact with the community of ex-German Jews in Israel including the children of the Kindertransports. This was not a simple change, because they themselves were convinced that they were not part of the narrative and it was not clear to them what place their artifacts that were connected to life before the war, had in Yad Vashem.

Another central theme that the curators wished to display in the new exhibition was to present the life story of a key individual from the Weimar Republic period who was forced to leave Germany solely because of his Judaism in spite of his talents and contribution to German society.  In one of these curatorial discussions the figure of Professor Hermann Zondek was raised and a proposal was put forward to ask his family to donate artifacts that could present in the new museum, his personality, background and fate with the rise of Hitler.   
The following shows how contact was made with his widow Gerda Zondek, and how through this contact we were able to obtain assorted items from Herman Zondek’s home. The artifacts, now displayed in the Holocaust History Museum at Yad Vashem, highlight an outstanding personality whose character and major achievements sank into oblivion over time and only this display decision brought them to the forefront of the collective memory and awareness.  

As a young team of workers we had only a vague idea of this extraordinary man and his fascinating personality and life history only came to light fully through the many meetings that took place with his widow Gerda, at that time already 93, who was charming, warm and welcoming.  Later, we were able to complement all this with Professor’s Zondek memoirs. 

Professor Hermann Zondek was one of the most senior physicians in Germany in the Weimar Republic. He was born in 1887 in Posen and though he originally had plans to become a Rabbi, influenced by his uncle Dr. Max Zondek, he studied medicine. He studied first in Berlin and then continued in Freiburg and Göttingen. He was certified as a doctor in 1912 and during World War I served in the army. In 1921 he received a professorship in endocrinology and advanced quickly in the hospital hierarchy. Professor Zondek received many awards for his research and served as Professor of medicine at the Charité hospital in Berlin. In 1926 he was appointed head of the municipal hospital "am Urban” in Berlin. A long and respected list of renowned patients is further evidence of his outstanding stature. At the Paris conference of 1929 that culminated in the Kellogg-Briand Pact he served as the personal physician of the German Chancellor Streseman. Later, he was the physician of Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher.

In his autobiography, Hermann Zondek wrote about the circumstances surrounding the final hours of Chancellor Streseman:

“…I asked my colleague Friedrich Krauss to share the responsibility with me. Krauss, then a man of about 70 was a professor at the University of Berlin and director of the second clinic at the Charité hospital. Krauss saw how distressing it was for me to see Streseman’s failing condition. He touched my shoulder and said: “ I know how you feel, you’re losing a good friend. But I am still sorrier for Germany, and most of all for German Jewry. It is dying tonight.” Zondek continued: “Only after I left Germany was it clear to me that we, the Jews of Germany had been living until 1933 in a fools paradise. We only had a vague idea of what was happening around us. Many of our non-Jewish friends had a clearer understanding of the situation because they watched developments from a distance.
”

Professor Zondek‘s research brought him to the attention of various world leaders and Josef Stalin had him secretly brought to Moscow to attend to senior Politburo members.
His high standing in public medicine was a factor in his being among the elite among German Jews who was directly and immediately affected by the Nazi measures. In March of 1933 Nazi stormtroopers entered Prof. Zondek’s hospital, locked him and other doctors “Jews and Communists” in a room and proceeded to inform the Professor that he was relieved of his duties as Director of the hospital. Prof. Zondek left Germany for Zurich that same day, never to return. His wife and two children Birgit and Bernard remained in Berlin for a time.

His memoirs tell us something of his feelings at that time: 

“I cannot begin to describe the feelings that engulfed me in the following days and weeks. The past was behind me…clinical activity in hospitals, scientific research, many friendships, a wide circle of patients from all walks of life, from the pinnacle of political and cultural life – all of this dissolved in a moment into nothing… with no field of action, fearing for my family…thus I sat full of worries in my hotel room in Zurich.
”

A colleague who visited him in order to convince him to return to Berlin only served to strengthen Prof. Zondek’s resolve:

“…he shocked me when he produced precise figures of the number of Jewish doctors that were employed as senior medical practitioners…and he referred to the “Judaisation” of various medical institutions….”You must understand Prof. Zondek” he said to me “we see the Fuhrer as representing our national liberty”. It was specifically the polite and formal manner of this esteemed and learned physician that removed the last remaining doubts from my heart.
”
Friends and colleagues all attempted to convince Zondek to return to no avail. Among them was former Chancellor von Schleicher (whose failure to retain power paved the way for Hitler). In September 1933 Hermann Zondek received from Kurt von Schleicher the following letter (in the museum’s collection):

“My dear Herr Professor,

Glad as I was to have received a sign of life from you, I was deeply grieved that you want to bid us farewell for good. I had still nurtured the hope that your great knowledge and your medical genius might yet be retained for Germany but I realize now that I shall have to bury that hope… At this parting of our ways I feel it a duty and a desire to thank you with all my heart for the wonderful treatment I have received from you in your capacity both as a doctor and as a friend. I am aware that only your wise counsel has enabled me to withstand the superhuman strain and excitement of my last few years in office. It distresses me all the more that I am unable to be of help to you in your present predicament. All I can hope for is that one day we shall meet again.

In unchanging friendship and gratitude,

As ever

Yours sincerely,

Kurt von Schleicher.”

Chancellor von Schleicher and his wife were murdered in June 1934 on what came to be known as “the night of the long knives”.

After a short stay in Switzerland, Professor Zondek traveled to Manchester, England where he found employment in the local Jewish hospital and his family joined him there. While in Manchester, Zondek was approached by Chaim Weizmann to come to Jerusalem and so it happened that Prof. Zondek answered the call and took on the challenge of directing the Bikur Cholim hospital. Prof. Hermann Zondek was one of the masses of German immigrants who were crucial in the advance of science and culture in Jerusalem and Israel at large. 

Before the establishment of the State of Israel, the leaders of the neighboring Arab countries such as the Shah of Iran, members of the royal family of Jordan and Egypt, as well as Ben Gurion and other leaders of the Yishuv, attended the medical clinic in his home. 

Prof. Zondek’s parents and his brothers, both esteemed doctors in their own right, followed him to Israel. Dr. Bernard Zondek, whose specialty was gynecology is famous for his research in infertility. 

Professor Hermann Zondek died in Jerusalem in 1979.

When the artifacts collection team visited Gerda in her home in Rehavia, they had no idea what item they could hope to receive as a memento of Prof. Zondek. Their hope was to perhaps receive a stethoscope or some other medical implement of the late Professor. But when they entered the Zondek home what struck them was that the house was distinctively representative of the home of a German Jew. The furniture, the books, the objects displayed, all brought from Germany with the Zondeks in the 1930’s, exuded a particular atmosphere. The living room had served in the past as the Professor’s waiting room and Gerda had kept everything, as it had been when her husband was still alive. I thought to myself that we should take this house to be exhibited in the new museum and to present the life of German Jewry .
Though at first Geraz Zondek did not understand how Professor Zondek’s story could be of interest to Yad Vashem, as we explained the concept we were hoping to present, she told Professor Zondek’s story and agreed to donate Professor Zondek’s medical instruments and the small plaque that had been attached to the door of his clinic in Berlin. She also donated many photos and von Schleicher’s letter. Over a series of meetings, a sincere friendship developed between Gerda and representatives of the collection and she agreed to leave specific items to the Museum in her will. After her death in 2003, the executors of her estate contacted us and the items were transferred to the museum including four diplomas – three of Prof. Hermann Zondek and one of Dr. Gerda Zondek. Prof. Zondek’s personal belongings now make up the hall In the Yad Vashem museum, devoted to the crisis German Jewry experienced after the Nazis came to power.  
The medical career of Prof. Zondek in Germany before Hitler’s rise to power, is an example of the outstanding achievements of Germany Jewry, and his fate with the establishment of the Nazi regime typifies the calamity that overcame them. 

His endeavors as a doctor and director of a hospital here in Jerusalem are part of the story of the revival of the Jewish people in the land of Israel. The changes in historical and curatorial perceptions in Yad Vashem have enabled us to display Professor Zondek’s life in a manner that not only highlights his personality, but also makes this story part of the collective memory of the crisis of German Jewry caused by the rise of Nazi Germany, culminating in the Holocaust of European Germany as a whole. 
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