Book Review

Villa Russo. A Jewish Story by Julia Nelki
I first met systemic child psychiatrist, Julia Nelki in the spring of 2017 at a writing retreat for systemic practitioners at Brathay Hall. We were sitting on a bench in the late afternoon sunshine overlooking Lake Windermere. She was writing a book about a house. Not just any house but one that had belonged to her family and was taken from her family when Jews were no longer permitted to earn a living or own property in Germany in the 1930s. She told me some of the stories she had discovered about her family through researching the Villa Russo. 

She spoke as if in a stream of stories that she was following like tributaries - about professional lives lived, dramatic emigration and dangerous political backdrops. And all woven or overlayed with confluences of Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jewish relatives; separations of wives and husbands, parents and children by Nazi and British governments through imprisonment or death; improvised acts by individuals to avoid capture; slow strategic obfuscation by authorities to divert the course of justice.

​I realised I was listening to someone on a journey, an archaeologist of missing or hidden histories. Julia conveyed responsibility. She wanted to do justice to the complexity of people, place and politics and tell the story of a house which had a life of its own, a house that was eventually lost to the family, retrieved again and how the campaign for her family to secure it only succeeded despite the persistence of institutional and community-based antisemitism. Julia was part of bringing it back to life. Like many descendants of the Nazi genocide and persecution, there was a quiet sense of a need to unearth truths, to ensure stories live on where people and their lineages cannot. 

This book is a finely crafted work which generously offers the reader personal family history and important historical context with some surprising, if disturbing, socio-political background. Villa Russo. A Jewish Story is the story of a house and the lives of generations of a Jewish family that converged through it. The book covers open up to show family trees introducing the Russo, Nelki and Nelky families dating from 1700s to the present day. ​Photos and stories of Julia’s family members show how the backdrop of socio-political contexts created or withdrew entitlement to property, movement, livelihood, and ultimately, life. She comes from a very mixed professional lineage: cheese makers, circus people, dentist, teachers and more.
Julia subscribes to the systemic idea that without context it is not easy for readers to make sense of happenings and people’s responses. She explains many phenomena with a story from a family member and some historical information. There is a section on the requirements and significance of passports for Jews in 1930s Germany; another on what a “Stolpersteine” is and regional ambivalence about them; how Jews were dispossessed of their homes and businesses. Her chapter on her parents’ escapes to Britain were typical in that each refugee had to find their own unique solution in the absence of any formal systems for travel or achieving safety. The extensive and extended imprisonment of recently arrived German Jews by the British government from 1939 onwards as enemy aliens or communists, included her mother and other German Jewish relatives. 

The chapters bringing the story of her family to the present day had a particular resonance. Julia interweaves political and historic context setting with family stories from post-war visits to Germany, and accounts from people living in the Russian controlled German Democratic Republic (GDR) and the Federal Republic of Germany (FDR). This helps understand the impact of ideology on whether we can use history at all for learning to take ethically evasive action. To use history, we have to know what has happened and we have to agree accounts. 

For example, Julia speculates why there continues to be a lack of awareness and disbelief of the numbers of Jewish, disabled, LGBTQI, Romany, Black and autistic citizens who were murdered in the Nazi genocide. She asks why neither the German government nor the German people faced up to the crimes committed against these citizens. Julia suggests that in the years immediately following the war within Germany and across Europe, the influence of widespread starvation level hunger, loss of people, homes, belief, hope and leadership, and the degree of displacement and destruction meant that there was no owning or processing of the genocide by German people. In addition, what could be called processing as opposed to prosecution of Nazis after the end of the war with Germany, resulted in most Nazi officials becoming officials in the new West German federal government (FDR). This occurred seamlessly and went deliberately unrecognised across Europe except for a few activists and commentators. Julia quotes Theodore Adorno describing this as “the continued after-life of National Socialism within democracy.” The GDR under Russian communist control was anti-fascist and did not employ Nazi officials. But the Russian line was that they, the Russians, had not been responsible for what Germany did to the Jews so did not address the genocide that had occurred. In addition, the communist discouragement of religion meant that Jewish experience did not exist on government, educational or social and remaining Jewish communities were tiny and kept a low profile. 

The book is a form a literary activism. It’s not simply a lineal family history. It is a form of “archival mattering” (Pillow 2016) to research one’s own family and community histories, to learn, address and perhaps redress past injustices. From a systemic point of view, you could say it is a way of bringing relationships and people back to life by producing text and mapping history as a witnessing practice. 

This book is a tale of truths, encouraging us to persist in research to uncover the true detail of how and why things happened, and why they are subsequently storied in distorted narratives or subject to a silent death. It is also a tale of how the fight for public truthfulness and rightful materiality and material right to life are connected. So much to learn and understand in this world…
Gail Simon 
Villa Russo. A Jewish Story (2022) by Julia Nelki is published by Offizin.
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