
through the     eyes   of  rachel   marker
Part 1: Of Prague, Berlin, and London

April 23, 2005, Prague, Rachel and Moira Marker
She wrote each day at the same table by the far window—
the waiter always guarded this space for her. 

It was at this table on June 12, 1924, the day after Kafka’s 
funeral, that she began to write her daily letters to him. Each 
evening the waiter would collect these, storing them in a 
suitcase that had once belonged to Kafka. 

Years later she had sat by this window for the last time on the 
day after war was declared in September of 1939. 

I, Moira Marker, now sit at Rachel Marker’s table and write. 
Now I look out of the window of the café, instead of her. 

It is Saturday morning, April 23, 2005, and I have brought 
a small faded photograph to the café, together with a 
magnifying glass that once (I am told) had belonged to 
Rachel Marker.
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A fashionable couple, a young woman and an older man, are 
walking in a city. 

He is wearing a bowler hat, and his hands are in his 
pocket, and she is in a tightly fitting 1920s hat and fur-
collared, loose coat. On the back of the faded photo-
graph, in elegant handwriting, the caption reads, “Me 
and My Father, Berlin, 1929.” 

Two Czech Jews in Berlin in 1929. 

July 1, 1929, Berlin
Coming down to breakfast in the small hotel, near the 
Alexanderplatz, where Rachel Marker usually stayed, a 
young waiter thrust The Militant into her hands. 

In the German Communist Party’s newspaper, she read: 
“May first was a general test of the coming civil war both for 
the proletariat and the police. If we do not succeed in get-
ting hundreds of thousands into the streets, a fascist terror 
regime will shortly break out in Germany that will be much 
worse than in Bulgaria and Italy.”

By Moira Roth



The waiter told her, hovering agitatedly by her table, that a 
month ago the city government had forbidden a Communist 
May Day street demonstration with a resulting confrontation 
in which hundreds of workers had been injured and twenty-
seven killed. He showed her a handwritten note that he had 
picked up in a bar that he thought referred to the events: 
“All this time was anxiety at night / Shooting and barricades 
in the street.” Rachel Marker wondered idly if that might be 
by the young gay English poet she had met casually the day 
before at the bookstore, the one who had told her about 
Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz.

In the evening, she sat by herself in the almost deserted hotel 
reading Döblin’s novel.

April 24, 2005, Prague, Moira Marker
Yesterday, I bought Döblin’s sprawling novel—about a dis-
charged convict and his experiences of 1928 Berlin—in which 
are woven contemporary songs, news items, and all, and 
have been reading this today in the café. 

I wonder if Rachel was searching in this and other texts—for 
a possible model of how to portray fiction and history, and 
to create a loose structure to follow in her (and now my) daily 
practice of living and writing. 

In Rachel Marker’s last photo album, I find a photograph that 
I myself took. 

Labeled “March 14, 1999, London,” it is a portrait of two 
friends, Alice Sommer and Rose Hacker. 

Rose Hacker, my adopted mother, is an English-born, East 
European Jew, an ardent socialist and feminist, whom I have 
known since I was age seven, when she and my mother began 
their close friendship in World War II England. I always stay 
with her when I come to London. Alice Sommer is a Czech 
Jew who kept herself and her son alive during World War II 

by playing the piano for camp visitors in Theresienstadt in 
northwestern Czechoslovakia. 

At this meeting, in Rose’s London apartment, we talked about 
Alice’s literary and musical childhood in Prague. Age twenty 
when Franz Kafka died, she had known him in her teens (her 
brother-in-law was one of Max Brod’s closest friends, in turn 
one of Kafka’s). She remembered Kafka clearly—his over-
riding sense of guilt and impending disaster, and yet his 
humor, too.

She remembered his friends collapsing with laughter when 
he read from his texts.

The three of us went back and forth between the past, the 
present—and the ominous future. That day there had been 
increasingly ghastly talk in the newspapers, radio, and on 
television of the “ethnic cleansing” campaign in Kosovo.

Part 2: Of Zurich and Verdun

February 5, 1916, Zurich 
As a girl, Rachel Marker had originally come to Zurich to seek 
out Albert Einstein.

Yesterday, she found out that he had left for Germany (his 
birthplace) at the outbreak of the war.

She learned, too, that he had just published a whole book 
about his theory of relativity, and that he was now at work 
on another book about cosmology and the expanding uni-
verse.

Now Rachel Marker was at a loss for what to do in the city.

Sitting idly in a café the next morning, she saw a press re-
lease on a nearby table announcing the opening of a new 
cabaret, the Cabaret Voltaire.  

On February 5, 1916, for want of anything better to do, she 
went along to Spiegelgasse 1.

Many noticed her silent and intriguingly elegant presence 
that evening, among them Hugo Ball and Emmy Hennings.

“Isn’t she the young woman rumored to have an extraordi-
nary voice,” they asked, whisperingly, to their new Rumanian 
friend. 

“Will we be able to coax her to sing for us, do you sup-
pose?”

But Tristan Tzara’s response was discouraging, as he warned 
them: “I have been told that she never sings in public.”

Opposite page: Site of Cabaret Voltaire,
Spiegelgasse 1, Zurich, Switzerland.

Top left: Rose Hacker and her father,
Berlin, 1929. Image courtesy of Rose Hacker.

 
Top right: Alice Sommer at the piano,

Prague, 1922. Image courtesy of Alice Sommer.
 

Bottom: Alice Sommer at the piano,
London, 2004. Image courtesy of the author.
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That night,
Rachel Marker stumbled along the
cobbled streets of Zurich, 
Then righted herself,
And started to walk slowly,
Hour after hour. 

At dawn,
Rachel Marker began to sing
In that extraordinary voice of hers.

February–December 1916
Sixteen days later,
On February 21, 1916,
The famous battle of Verdun began
On the border of Germany and France
In which, over ten months,
Some 300,000 French and German soldiers died
And 700,000 were wounded.

Yet when it was all over,
In December of 1916, 
The battle lines
Remained the same
As they had at the beginning,
Months before.

During this time of the Cabaret Voltaire and Verdun, 
Rachel Marker and Hugo Ball often talked
About the alchemy of the word,
Both resolving never to accept, as he once said to her,
“Words that are not newly invented for our own use.”

She told him in return
About the Golem.
 
Ball listened, riveted,
As Rachel—
who had been brought up in Jewish Prague—
Evoked for him
In words and gestures
The life cycle of a golem.

She described how a golem is created 
Through the inscription of EMETH (truth) on its brow.

And how,
If a golem 
Becomes unruly or downright threatening, 
The removal of the “E” of this inscription
—so that it now reads METH (death)—
Turns the golem back into an inert harmless clay form. 



June 12, 1924, Prague
The day after Kafka’s funeral, Rachel Marker sat at the café to 
write her first letter to him.

A hundred or so people came—your family and your friends, 
including Max Brod, the writer, and Dora Diamant, your last 
love—and the Hebrew Prayer for the Dead, the Kaddish, was 
read. Dora cried out as they lowered your wooden coffin into 
the open grave, and then people ceremoniously threw earth 
upon it. I was told that “light, loamy earth mixed with crum-
bling pieces of stone and pebbles fell on the coffin with a 
loud rumbling,” and that finally, after the mourners dispersed 
silently, “rain began to fall from the murky sky.” 

I sit here in the café in Prague’s Old Town, which you knew 
so well, mourning your death. Thinking about the last few 
weeks of your life when you were in that sanitarium outside 
Vienna, where the tuberculosis had spread to your larynx 
so that you lost your voice and could only communicate by 
writing notes to Dora and your friend Robert Klopstock, who 
were nursing you.

You once said that “writing is a form of prayer. Even if no 
redemption comes, I still want to be worthy of it every mo-
ment.”

Redemption? 

Salvation?

Atonement?

I, too, brood on such things, and I know this is why I am so 
drawn to you, and why I have made the resolution to write to 
you every day until I die.

September 3, 1939, Prague
On this day, Rachel Maker wrote her last-but-one letter to 
Kafka from Prague as she sat in the café.

Dear Franz, Two days ago the Nazis invaded Poland, and 
today war has been declared on Germany by Britain and 
France.

What shall I do?

I remember Max Brod showing me your diary, before he left 
for Palestine. 

Max and I were talking about what choices there are for writ-
ers and artists during wartime, and he showed me the pas-
sage in your diary from August 1914.

You wrote:

“What will be my fate as a writer is very simple. My talent for 
portraying my dreamlike inner life has thrust all other matters 
into the background…nothing else will satisfy me. But the 
strength I can muster for that portrayal is not to be counted 
on; perhaps it has already vanished forever, perhaps it will 
come back to me although the circumstances of my life don’t 
favor its return.” 

I feel, like you, that my talent is for “portraying my dreamlike 
inner life,” yet I want in some metaphorical way, just as you 
did, to respond to the world outside, so I am trying my hand 
at a play. 

I am going to send you what I have written so far. 

By the way, they say a golem has begun to prowl around 
again at night—always a sign that Jews are in danger. 

The play begins with the Golem emerging from his grave 
and meeting the Angel of Death at the Old Town Square. 
The Golem and the Angel of Death sing a strange dirge to-
gether that only I can hear as I sit at the café. Then I hear a 
new voice, that of a woman, singing a lament, over and over 
again, and... [the letter is unfinished]

Part 3: Prague, 1939 and 2005

September 4, 1939, Prague, Rachel Marker
Dear Franz, I am still haunted by the sound of that singing. 
The words are indistinct, and I am not sure if the language is 
Czech or German, but I have a sense of great loss as well as 
longing—although I am uncertain if it comes from the singer 
or myself. 

Today I will leave the city. But the Golem, the Angel of Death, 
and the singer will stay for a while. I am not sure what part 
I myself will assume in the play, or how or where or when it 
will end, or...

May 27, 2005, Prague, Moira Marker
What do I know of Rachel Marker, having studied her photos 
and papers that are contained in Kafka’s old suitcase that is 
still here at the café? 

I have read all her daily letters to Kafka until 1939. I don’t 
know if her script of the play exists, nor whether it was ever 
produced. I know that she lost her memory (but not how) 
after World War II. That she regained it in Berlin (when? I 
don’t know) and took a photograph each day of the city’s 
shadows. I know that she disappeared after this, but that the 
photographs were found—and later published as The Book 
of Shadows. 

I know that my name is Moira Marker, but not how I am re-
lated to Rachel Marker—or indeed, if I am. 
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Is our shared last name merely a coincidence?  

I also know that my mother, a childhood friend of Rachel 
Marker, was blind for many years, but suddenly regained her 
sight after World War II. 

As I jot down these notes, I suddenly feel the urge to write 
a story. 

Part 4: Of the Lost Language of Rachel Marker

The Blind Woman
“They are all dead,“ the Blind Woman murmured to herself 
as she fingered the pages of her address book.

“What did she say?” one ghost asked the other anxiously. 
“Isn’t Rachel Marker’s name still in that address book?”

Then the ghosts—the woman’s only companions these 
days—fell silent again as they affectionately watched the 
woman as she got up from her bed, took a handwritten letter 
from her nightstand, and walked toward the window.  

There, holding the letter, she looked out at the night sky.

Staring out into the darkness, she began to remember her 
childhood in Prague, and her childhood friend, Rachel Marker. 

The Tower of Babel
She recalled Rachel telling her of her summer visits to her 
grandmother, who lived in Vienna’s Leopoldstadt, and how 
the two of them would make their annual pilgrimage to see 
Bruegel’s Tower of Babel in the Kunsthistorisches Museum. 

Opposite page top: Der Golem, 
still courtesy of The Ronald 
Grant Archive at the Cinema 
Museum, London. Special 
thanks to Martin Humphries.
 
Opposite page bottom: 
Kafka’s grave, Prague, May 2005.  
Image courtesy of Dr. Margaret H. 
Peaslee.

This page: French landscape 
during the First World War. 
Keystone View Co. (publisher), 
circa 1914–19, gelatin silver print 
stereograph. Courtesy of the 
collection of Michelle Blakeley.



For nights after such visits Rachel found herself in her dreams 
speaking fluently in a strange language. Still half-asleep, she 
would write down in her blue notebook that rested on her 
nightstand words from these dreams, but none made sense 
to her in her waking life. 

Back in Prague, Rachel and her friends, including the Blind 
Woman, would puzzle over the writings, but no one could 
understand the words.

Kafka’s Grave
As a young woman, Rachel Marker began regularly to visit 
Kafka’s grave in Prague’s New Jewish Cemetery. While stand-
ing by his grave one day, she re-read his definition of writing, 
one that always inspired her when despondent: “Writing is a 
form of prayer. Even if no redemption comes, I still want to 
be worthy of it every moment.”

After this, each time she came to the cemetery—if no one 
was within earshot—Rachel would read out loud to Kafka 
from her blue notebook.  

Surely if anyone understood this mysterious language, it 
would be Kafka, and he could help her decipher her note-
book’s utterances.  

But the grave was silent.

On the day before World War II broke out, Rachel went for 
the last time to the cemetery. 

By the gravestone, she found an envelope addressed to her. 

Inside was a long letter inscribed in the same strange lan-
guage of her childhood dreams and notebook. 

When she left Prague the next day, she gave this letter to the 
Blind Woman to keep for her.  

The Meeting
After the war, Rachel Marker decided to visit Vienna again, 
and obtained a visa to enter the divided city. 

Navigating through the various checkpoints, operated by 
Russian, French, English, and American soldiers, she made 
her way to the museum, and to the Tower of Babel.

A man, already standing in front of the painting, turned to 
her to ask, “Did you get my letter?”

She nodded.

Together they left the museum speaking in a tongue that 
they alone could understand. 

The Blind Woman
At this moment, standing by her window, with the ghosts 
peering over her shoulder, the Blind Woman recovered her 
eyesight and saw that all the constellation patterns of the 
stars had shifted to form—blazoning across the night sky—
the words from Rachel Marker’s notebook. 

Part 5: Prague, Moira Marker

May 27, 2005
I return for the last time to the café before leaving for the 
States.

I have brought along with me Rachel Marker’s last album of 
photos to study once more. 

It contains another photograph of Rose Hacker, labeled 
(again in my handwriting) “Highgate 1998.” 

Ghostlike, Rose is in a clearing in a wood, dressed in a white 
jacket and black pants, practicing tai chi, her arms out-
stretched. She has such a look of inward attentiveness that 
she might well be blind. t

Author’s note: The description of Kafka’s funeral in Rachel Marker’s 
June 12, 1924, entry is drawn from Johannes Urzidil, There Goes Kafka, 
cited in Harald Salfellner, Franz Kafka and Prague (Prague: Vitalis, 
1998), 181.
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I began these texts revolving around a fictional character, a 
Czech Jew named Rachel Marker, while staying in Berlin for 
three weeks in 2001 (see “Rachel Marker and Her Book of 
Shadows,” Art Journal, fall 2003). This text reveals that Mark-
er, who had lost her memory after the war, is living in Berlin, 
where she begins to regain her memory while visiting Ber-
tolt Brecht’s house and grave. She starts taking photographs 
each day of the city’s shadows. These photographs are found 
many years later in a room in Die Mitte, an area of what used 
to be East Berlin, and published. The setting for this story is in 
the room and neighborhood in which I lived during my Berlin 
visit. Then in early 2003 I visited Prague and began to “see” 
Rachel Marker’s earlier life in the city. While there, I began 
compiling fragments about her in my notebook. 

Intermittently woven into these and other unpublished Rachel 
Marker narratives there appear two women I know personally, 
both Jewish and both based in London: Rose Hacker, age 99, 
born in London; and Alice Sommer, age 101, born in Prague. 
In 2004, I wrote a script, “Rachel Marker, Franz Kafka and Al-
ice Sommer,” and this, my fourth play, was given a staged 
reading at the University of Hawaii, Manoa, on September 
17, 2005. The script was published in the January 2006 issue 
of n.paradoxa.

In April 2005 I began a novel, Through the Eyes of Rachel 
Marker, in which the character Moira Marker appears for the 
first time. On October 30, 2005, Anna Muza and I adapted and 
performed in Through the Eyes of Rachel Marker: A Piece for 
Two Voices (based on various texts, including this one), at the 
Judah L. Magnes Museum in Berkeley, California. This one-
time performance accompanied a panel in response to the 
exhibition titled The Danube Exodus: The Rippling Currents 
of the River by Péter Forgács & the Labyrinth Project.

I am deeply grateful to David Spalding for inviting me to be 
part of this issue of Camerawork, and to Chuck Mobley for his 
extraordinary photo research.
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