Denkmal Am Ort
May 10th, 2026
Presentation at 53 Schlutterstrasse 
At Brilliant Eye Store; ground floor apartment 
directly across to the courtyard where we descended  into the space where the shelter once held Irene and other Jews during the bombardment of Berlin

May 10th, at Brilliant... ever so brilliant.
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Thanking you all here at Brilliant for the new eyes that you offer to all coming into this beautiful store of yours 

Spectacles in every color shape and size 

Also for allowing this voyage of learning and sharing in your store one story that once lived here at 53 Schlutterstrasse 

Proust reminds us about perception in having new eyes to think about what we see  perhaps changing  how we see 
With curiosity and vision to take in a new perspective that can challenge what we think 
discovering perhaps

what might have always been there 
But had been invisible to the eye 

Today:
 Honor and humbled to share Irenes story  here sitting within these walls of her house where she one we lived 
Will share some vignettes, I will pass around materials if you’re interested to browse through while I speak,
And open up for questions
And if interested at the end we could walk through the courtyard 
My focus 
 
Irene growing up during wartime in this very building in her childhood home, focusing  on 5 year old Irene, on Baerchen and Zirpine, her Father's forced labor, creative Mother and artist, the challenges of raising a child during wartime,  the trauma of  parents and  child during bombardment, seeking safety, Oma Rika deported, and how much trauma and survivor guilt 

12 years ago, in 2014 was the first time I came here to 53 Schlutterstrasse. Irene still alive 
Irene had asked me if I would come and visit her childhood home.
It had been a tough period in Irene’s  life , her leg had been amputated because of cancer, she was wheelchair bound, and she thought she could never again return to Berlin . 
Was here for Schaubude June 2023 premier in front of the house (since then there have been over 40 performances all over Germany) 
Baerchen, reliable narrator, the keeper of memory, tells Irene’s story
We came together before the premier, also in front of your building.
1937 she is born 
Two year old Irene, family fleeing
1939 family leaves koenigsberg for berlin
Oma Rika  joins the family in 1941
In the memoir, she wrote  about her Grandmother, Oma Rika
 

“In 1941 , Oma  left  East Prussia hoping to find safety in our home in Berlin
I loved the  special time with Oma, particularly reading books. 
I would jump into Omas lap everyday waiting for her to read to me.
One book we  read over and over again was Emil and the Detectives by Erich Kastner, a children's novel that somehow escaped Nazi censorship. 
A beloved book of Irene’s , at age four years old read to her. As you know  She was not allowed to go to school, had no friends, no adventures , never went outside to play.

Many  of you must have read the book— Emil arrives  in Berlin as an outsider – he came from out of town to  visit his grandmother, and had to learn how to navigate this big city. Emil, the young detective, sets out to return money that was stolen.

Feeling of being an outsider, adventure on the streets of Berlin that Irene souls experience vicariously through Emil , and Oma…

As you know  Irene as a Jew  was not allowed to go to school, had no friends  , no adventures outside

From the memoir:
listen to the voice of five
Year  old  Irene, …
as she recalled that day her Oma was deported  in front of her eyes  July of 1943 
To Terezenstadt and died three months later  in October.
 “ I remember playing in  the living room and hearing the voice of a man 
Here lives  Rika Grumach, born Mendelsohn; 
HER WE WANT.
DIE WOLLEN WIR HABEN
I knew that this was the end.
Oma came out  already in her coat, and we said goodbye. 
I remember no tears. 
I suppose my Mother took her to the truck standing outside, and I was left alone. 
Father was at the library. 
I tried to have a little mourning ceremony but found that either boring or did not know how to do it. So I left this idea and took my Teddy Bear, Baerchen, and went back to play
“ …and she went back to play”
Irene instinctively understood  the power of play with her beloved Baerchen; who softened the edges of her world as she was transported to the safety of imagination. 
That little girl grew up, survived the war, and ultimately left this home, (point again to the house)  moving   to Jerusalem, to create  a new home for herself. Irene’s Father- who was an acclaimed classical philologist -  had influenced Irene’s  academic path. Irene became  a well renowned Egyptologist; a true polyglot- she spoke nine languages including five ancient New Eastern languages. Yet, the secret language she coveted the most was the one she reserved for Baerchen.
She had grown up in a household that valued learning, especially the importance of Bildung. Education is not just about learning. It is what you do with the learning that matters and how to live a worthy life. 

Zirpine Zirpevitch
Irene writes in her Memoir.

My father and  mother invented an imaginary  mouse named tzirpine zirpevich
She lived below the floor of my room behind the floor board.
Every evening, I used to put a piece of bread by the hole in the floor board and by morning, the bread would be gone. In its place there was a thank you letter from Zirpine, addressed to me. I was delighted and answered the same day. 

We had a correspondence going which must have  lasted about a year and I learned much about Zirpine.
 She had a family, she liked fashionable clothes and to dress up. 

So sometimes, in my letter back to her, I would place a piece of fabric for her apron. Or fabric intended for a dress that she could make for herself. 

I remember once she was ill, or rather I was ill in my mother’s bed.
I prepared a drawer in my room with some bedding for her to come out so I could take care of her, but she never came out.

In her letters sometimes she  praised me  for not crying in the shelter during the bombings. 

And after about a year, when she might have been identified, she left Berlin because of the bombings. 

She had written to me that many people were fleeing Berlin for a safer place, and so she is sorry that she didn't get to say goodbye, but she had to go quickly

New partnership with Stadtsmuseum  new home for the collection

37 letters  in this collection written between 1942 and 1943. 
Irene was five years old, not allowed to go to school, bildung essential in their home, they were going to teach Irene how to read and write!
Most of these letters are authored by Zirpine. 
Zirpine writes her letters in the evening and signs off occasionally  with the night of the week, like  “Wednesday night”.

This one says:
My dear Irenchen !
Unfortunately I was so busy in the last days that I couldn't write to you.
I hope you were not sad because of that.
This can happen to a fully busy mouse.
Yesterday evening I couldn't hear you, where have you been ?
Many greetings
Yours, Zirpine
Wednesday night

Through daily letter writing, Irene’s parents set up a discipline for her to learn how to write, read, and express emotions. 
Writing in third person was so smart of them to come up with this  therapeutic device of self distancing to hope that Irene would share to the mouse. 
Both Mother and Father wrote, Ernst typed on typewriter , Grete would add illustrations 
They would encourage Irene to tell stories to Zirpine.


Irene’s Father
“ I think we the living are shadows and only the dead are really alive” 
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