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The Dresden Project is an on-going reflection on
my maternal family. The project explores a rich
family archive, combining this with contemporary
historical documents and my own experience,
through the fertile medium of print. 

The prints were made after long consideration, in
studios in Dresden and London. The working
process was enriched and clarified by a month
printing at the Grafikwerkstatt Dresden in early
2013. This visit included the annual
commemoration of the destruction of the city on
February 13th 1945. 

Dresden Project 1

There is tragedy at the heart of my relationship to
Dresden. The city provided my mother and her
parents with stability, prosperity and a
remarkable cultural life on their arrival in the
early 1920’s. From 1933 onwards it repressed and
excluded them, forcing their departure in mid-
1936.  It was subsequently destroyed by the
country which had offered them safe haven, and a
life free from persecution. 

Even in 2013, it is not comfortable to be British
and a Jew in Dresden, let alone one with a family
connection. In a city dominated by a culture of
remembrance, there is constant unease and the
always visible traces, not only of National

Socialism, and the destruction of the ‘Florence of
the Elbe’, but also of the harsh years under the
GDR and the continuing presence of the far right. 

Dresden’s status as a global icon of the
destructive power of war has been politically
manipulated to serve each and all of its post war
masters. Multiple idealisations of the city have
become fixed in the collective and cultural
memory, and make for ‘a city full of ghosts’.

My mother, Hannalore Isakowitz, was born in
1915 in Tilsit, a small town in Eastern Prussia now
within Russia. Her father, Erich Max Isakowitz,
had been born in Königsberg in 1891, and was a
Doctor and Dental surgeon.  His training at the
Universities of Königsberg and Munich had been
interrupted by extensive military service during
the Great War. My grandmother, Sofie Berlowitz,
born in Eydtkuhnen in 1893, was the daughter of
a prosperous businessman and brought a
considerable dowry to the marriage. Stylish and
well educated, she spoke English and had visited
England, a factor that would eventually help the
family leave Germany. 

Erich and Sofie, with their young daughter, always
known as Lore, left Tilsit in 1924 for Dresden,
where they had family. This was to advance
Erich’s practice, and to escape the growing anti-
Semitism in Eastern Prussia. Dresden was at that
time a thriving, highly sophisticated and
cosmopolitan city, a renowned centre for
academia, the visual arts, architecture and music. 

Erich and Sofie became part of the cultured and
creative Jewish bourgeoisie of Dresden, a
community of about 5000. Like their fellow Jews,
they attended the Semper synagogue, next to the
renowned Bruhl’s Terrace, but regarded
themselves as completely assimilated and, above
all, German. Their circle of friends included many
in the arts, and in particular the painter Conrad
Felixmüller, his wife Londa, and their sons.
Between 1930 and 1936 Erich bought, or took in
lieu of payment, work by Felixmüller, including an
oil portrait of Sofie, drawings of himself and Lore,
and a set of sixteen lithographs ‘Das Maler Leben’
– The Artist’s Life.

including all of Erich’s dental equipment, and ‘The
Artist’s Life’, were sent on by ship.

Erich and Sofie settled in North West London in
1936, and were never again to see Germany.
Sofie died in 1951, and Erich in 1979. Lore visited
Dresden with her husband Harry Petzal, and me
and my brother Peter in August 1985. It was a
traumatic visit in every way; highly anxious and
distressed, she never recovered her equilibrium,
and died the following year.

Dresden Project IV

The family had various initial addresses in
Dresden, both for Erich’s practice and for
apartments. From 1930 they lived in a spacious
first floor apartment at Werderstrasse 44, Dresden
Plauen. The house was on the corner of a square,
at the centre of which stood the Lukas Kirche, an
imposing late Victorian church and important
Dresden landmark. Erich practiced close by at
Königsberg Strasse 25. From 1926 Lore attended
the Deutsche Oberschule in Plauen, now known as
the Gymnasium Dresden Plauen. There is a
detailed record of her time at school including her
attendance, all her school reports, and her Abitur,
school leaving certificate, taken in spring 1933.
Lore also kept photo albums of school outings and
of her foreign travels with her parents.

On the 10th August 1933, Lore appears for the
first time in Victor Klemperer’s diaries, now
published in the UK as ‘I Shall Bear Witness;’
‘Stepun sent me a Fraulein Isakowitz for
vocational guidance. She took her school leaving
certificate at Easter, father a Jewish dentist. She
would like to become an interpreter. How? The
institute in Mannheim has been moved to
Heidelberg, Gutkin removed –who knows where-
non Aryans are not admitted. She wants to try
and study here for one or two semesters.
Questionable if she’ll be allowed to’.

At the time Klemperer was a Professor of
Literature, specialising in the French
Enlightenment, at the Technische Universität
Dresden. Despite his conversion to Protestantism
in 1912, his strong identification with German

culture and his marriage to an Aryan, Klemperer's
life deteriorated markedly after the Nazi rise to
power in 1933. His diaries, written from 1933 to
1959, have given us an invaluable historical and
social document of life as a Jew under National
Socialism, and later under the GDR. Initially my
mother’s professor, he and his wife later both
became my grandfather’s patients . The
Klemperer’s then became close friends of the
Isakowitz family, and the diaries reveal detail of
daily life and social encounters during the period
1933-1936.

Dresden Project V 

Apart from official documents and the Klemperer
diaries, I know little about the lives of my mother
and her parents between the rise of National
Socialism and their departure for London in 1936.
Many of their friends and family left in 1933,
including Sofie’s brother and his family who went
to Palestine. The family’s life became increasingly
constrained; Lore was not allowed to attend
university in Germany, and so travelled to the
University of Montpelier in France for several
months, where she took a diploma. Erich was not
allowed to treat Aryans, and was placed under
financial pressure to sell his thriving practice to a
non-Jew.  

In 1935 Sofie travelled to London and with
formidable skill petitioned that Erich be invited
and sponsored to come to England with his family,
and work as a Dental Surgeon. The German
regime then allowed the Isakowitz family to leave
for London, but at a considerable financial price.
The possessions they were allowed to take,

exemplary tragedy for the horrors of 20th century
warfare and a symbol of destruction’.

Blame was, and continues to be, apportioned,
with Prime Minister Churchill, Sir Charles Portal,
Chief of the Air Staff and Sir Arthur Harris, known
as Bomber Harris, leading the field. Harris refused
a peerage due to Bomber Command being denied
a campaign medal. Bomber Command had
suffered the highest casualty rate of any British
unit in WWII, losing 55,573 of its 125,000 men. 
A memorial to Bomber Command was erected in
2012 in St James Park despite many strenuous
objections.
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Destruction Print V

The high explosive and incendiary bombing of Dresden
by British and US forces on February 13th and 14th
1945, and the consequent firestorm, remains one of
the most controversial acts of World War II.
Undoubtedly, fewer civilians were killed and less
damage incurred than in raids on many other German
cities. However, the destruction of a city with such
unparalleled cultural status, and its questionable
strategic relevance to ending the war, later incurred
considerable unease on the part of the allies. As British
historian Frederick Taylor wrote of the attacks; ‘The
destruction of Dresden has an epically tragic quality to
it. It was a wonderfully beautiful city and a symbol of
baroque humanism and all that was best in Germany.
It also contained all of the worst from Germany during
the Nazi period. In that sense it is an absolutely

Blasted

Today, Dresden is a complex city. Dominated by
an impressively reconstructed centre of palaces,
museums and churches, it is a thriving centre for
technology, music and the arts. It is also a city of
soulless estates built under the GDR, housing an
increasingly disaffected and xenophobic
underclass. These desolate places are a fertile
environment for the neo Nazi movement which
has staged in Dresden some of the largest
demonstrations seen since German reunification.
The annual commemoration of the bombing
serves as a focus for the far right to demonstrate,
and for the Left and students to counter
demonstrate, leading to inevitable confrontation.
There is a terrible irony in watching baton-
wielding German police officers, dressed in full
riot gear, fighting black clad neo-Nazis on the
streets of Dresden in 2013.
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 I 
FIRST CAME to Dresden in 1985 as part of 
a family “restitution” visit to my father’s 
birthplace of West Berlin. It was before the 
re-unification, the “change” as they call it 
there, and we crossed the Berlin Wall into 
the German Democratic Republic at Frie-
drichstrasse. 

My mother was traumatised from her 
encounter with the border guards, so reminiscent 
of her flight from Germany in 1936. The brief visit to 
her beloved home city of Dresden, bombed by her 
“saviours” the British and at the time still largely unre-
constructed, was a disaster and she died the following 
year following a severe breakdown.

I returned briefly to the city after re-unification, 
and in 2001 started to consider the plethora of family 
photos, documents and artefacts in my possession. As 
a British citizen, a Jew, whose parents had fled from 
the Nazis, my father having lost his entire family in 
the Holocaust, I was more than apprehensive about 
exploring these issues. As an artist I found it difficult 
to transform this powerful material into meaningful 
pieces of art. It took another 12 years to find the clarity 
of mind to return to Dresden and make work there.

The former East Germany is the historical home of 
printmaking; the Dresden Grafikwerkstatt, owned by 
the city, is a remarkable example of how this tradition 
is sustained. The excellently equipped workshop is 
staffed by an exceptional group of men, all highly 
trained under the GDR as master printers. Radical in 
outlook, they are a fund of knowledge not only about 
printmaking but about the city and its history. 

I am working there for four weeks, making five 
large lithographs about my family and their lives 
up to the spring of 1936, when they left for London. I 
am working in a demanding, unorthodox and time 
consuming process on a large old offset litho press, 
initially making monoprints which are like paintings 
and superimposing photo-based images. 

Besides making prints, my project also includes 
visiting research archives and participating in the 
commemoration of the destruction of Dresden by 
Allied bombers on the February 13 1945. The anniver-
sary is Dresden’s diem horribilem, in which the horrors 
of the past are exacerbated by the neo-Nazis attempts 
to hijack the occasion. It is a tense day of demonstra-
tions by the right and counter-demonstrations and 
blockades, largely by young people. I will make this, 
as well as the destruction of the city, the subject of 
further work.

I am invited by the City of Dresden as their guest 
for the official commemorations. The group includes 
members of the Dresden Trust and John Witcombe, 

the new Dean of Coventry 
Cathedral. We are taken out 
of town to the wooded Hei-
defriedhof, the cemetery 
where many of the 25,000 
victims of the destruction 
are buried. Picturesque in 
the deep snow this is a state 
occasion, with uniforms, 
immaculate white roses, a 
sole violin player and a sig-
nificant police presence. 

The mayor Helma Orosz 
is fierce in her commit-

ment that the city reclaim this day from the neo–
Nazis. This is a divisive point, for the right-wing NPD 
party are allowed to attend the ceremony and so it is 
boycotted by members of the Left and of the Jewish 
community. Roses are laid at the memorial and at the 
Rondel, where 14 pillars commemorate sites of atrocity 
from Coventry to Auschwitz.

By 5pm Dresden is swarming and there are 3,500 
police on the streets. Orosz gives an upbeat speech 
and the crowds disperse to form the Menschen Kette, 
the symbolic human chain against extremism. I walk 
to the synagogue, where many of the 800-strong Jew-
ish community are standing, including the young 
rabbi, Alexander Nachama. At 6pm, for 10 minutes 
the entire city is silent and at a standstill, blockaded 
by a human chain of over 10,000 men, women and 
children with linked arms.

At 9.45pm I stand on the Neumarkt — the New Mar-
ket square — besides the rebuilt Frauenkirche, a giant 
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devastating Allied bombing of 1945  
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candle projected on the cathedral’s baroque facade. 
Then every church bell in the city tolls for 15 minutes. 
This was the time on a warm spring-like night in 1945 
when the first of 1,000 British Lancaster bombers 
appeared in the clear skies over the city. I feel strongly 
that I am not interested in apportioning blame or tak-
ing sides, only to join the vast majority of the citizens 
in the need to move peacefully forward.

Two days later I am invited by Rabbi Nachama for 
Friday evening service. The community, which had 
dwindled to 60 elderly members in 1989, has grown 
over tenfold, with most of the newcomers of Russian 
descent. For them, as for many Dresdners, the other 
significant date for commemoration is November 9 
1989, the day the wall came down.  

Their new synagogue is breathtakingly sparse and 
beautiful, the service largely sung and transliterated 
into German as few of the community read Hebrew. 
The lengthy kiddush reflects their roots, with borscht, 
baked potatoes, stuffed egg, herring and piroshki, a 
kind of Russian sandwich.

Dresden has numerous archives and quangos dedi-
cated to its recent history and I am doing the rounds. 
They were largely developed since re-unification and 
are increasingly digitised. At every encounter my hesi-
tant German is met with helpfulness and interest in 
my project. At the Saxon Memorial Foundation Gabi 

Atanassow, who works on the archive of Jews deported 
from Dresden, shows me our family files, and provides 
new pieces of the puzzle and leads to follow. She puts 
me in contact with my mother’s former school, the 
Gymnasium in Plauen, which would like to have cop-
ies of archive material I have to develop a project with 
its students. We also discuss the profound importance 
of I Shall Bear Witness, the three volumes of diaries by 
Victor Klemperer, the Jewish literature professor who 
chronicled events of the Nazi period in Dresden. The 
diaries reveal much about my grandparent’s and 
mother’s lives from 1933-36.

With Susanne Ritschel I discuss the Stolpersteine-
Project, a European-wide effort to place small com-
memorative stones in pavements to commemorate 
victims of the Nazis. I am interested to have a “stum-
bling block” — for that is what it means — in front of 
my grandparents’ and mother’s last home in Dres-
den. Neither the street nor the house exists, but the 
archives show where it stood.

Dresden is full of ghosts for me and a palpable sense 
of tragedy seems to permeate the city. It is my hope 
that the artwork which will emerge from this visit will 
help to exorcise some of those ghosts. 

The Dresden Project will be exhibited at Printroom, London 
N6 from June 25. See www.monicapetzal.com for details

Monica Petzal at work in Dresden on the project depicting the lives of her grandparents and mother before they  fled the Nazis

Making art to ease the 
pain in a city of sorrow‘MY MOTHER’S 

RETURN VISIT 
TO HER HOME 
CITY WAS A 
DISASTER — 
SHE DIED THE 
FOLLOWING  
YEAR ’


