| was bomn on | February 1939 in Augsburg, one of the three oldest cities in Germany and one
of the most beautifully preserved. it i situated in the south-western port of Bavaria, sxty
kilometres from Munich. | was the second child of Eika and Paul Zylla. My brother, Eckhard, is
two year older than me. We lived with my maternal grandparents on Kaiser Sfrasse, a long
and brood street with a tramiine down the centre and ined with chestrut frees on both sdes.
| can remember the City Theatre, an impressive old building with colossd columns, at the end
of the sireet.

My parents were ordinary working class people. My mother enjoyed painting as a hobby,
aspecidly with watercolours. My father was a tdented arlist - he enjpyed and excelled at
drawing and painfing. He was ako a qudiified lettepress retoucher and worked inan
Augsburg printing business, Graphische Kunsfanstaif Alffed Eckerf, his entre ife.

My parents were both deaf, but neither of them was born deaf. They both became deof after
infant ilinesses. My father was very involved with the locd Association for the Deaof, andit was
through this organisation that he met my mother, doughter of Christion and Bizabeth Merz,

Pau Iyla, pencil drawing on paper, 1940
Erka Iyla, watercdow on paper, undated

Living with grandparents in their lorge and comfortable ground floor apartment was a very
pracfical arangement. Mot only were they able to help my motherwith the demands of
raking two energefic young boys, but they could teach us how fo speak, something our
parents could not. Eckhard and | did nof learn sign language; we communicated with our
parents by ipreading. This was becouse Nazi Germany was notarious for the way it dealt with
disabled difirens. Obsessed by theirvision of racial purity, the Nazi fried fo get rid of anyone
locking, sounding o even behaving differently. Though my grandp arents did their utmast to
protect Bckhard and myself from discrimination, we always carried the sigma of being
children of deabled porents. Other children would joke about the way our parents sounded
when they spoke in public. These childhood memories have stayed with me forever. Many
decodes later, | mode a lorge fhree-panelled painfing enfitled Flefa (2008). It & a monument
to people with dsability and features a disabled mother holding adisabled child. My entire ife
I haove supporfed fhe recognition of disabled people’s ights and opposed decriminafion
against the deabled.

One of my earliest childhood memories k of the bombing of Augsburg during the Second
World War, | was five years old. Iremember the sound of the sirens and the ersuing panic, fear
and chaos as people nushed down info the cellar. There everyone, including the children,
would be fitte-d with gas masks. | still remember those moments of confusion and decomfart,
and my disiress o5 | heard myself breathing info the mask. Once down inthe cellar, we would
wait for the allclear sren. Most offen we would spend the enfire night there. | remember very
vividly coming out of the cellar on awiniry moming and seeing the ground covered in snow,
Afterbeing locked up in a crowded cellar for the night, linsfincively wanted torunand play in
it. Asl storfed running, Isoaw sticks, lots of them, sfuck in the snow. Then someone must have
shouted at me to come back, These were notsficks - they were unexploded phosphons
bombs, and they were everywhene,

We lived in Augsbung unfil 1244, By then the war had movedinto the air andindicriminate
bombing of civiion targets wos onthe increase. The Nazi outhordfies moved mofhers and small
chilldren info villoges up in the mouniains, My mother, Eckhord and | were sent fo Alfrang, a
small Alpine villoge about eighty klometres from Augsburg. Though my fatherwas not fif for
conscripfion, he was not dlowed fo move fo Alfrang with us. He stayed behind in Augsburg,
where he confinued fo work. We were also separated from our grandparents and from our
friends,



No one we knew was sent fo Aifrang. There i no mercy duing war. Many families were
separated. Duing the five years we lived there, my father would come and visit us every
three to four weeks, cycling the eighty kilometres from Augsburg on his bicycle. Eckhard
and | were sent to the local school in Aifrang. | think it was there, in Aifrang, atf the age of six,
that | learned how unreasonable and difficult ife can be. The local school was not very
welcoming and we, the two Zylla brothers, were subjected to exireme mockery because of
our mother's dsability. Even the teachers were mean to us. So | was miserable during school
houwrs, but after school | had no shorfage of childhood fun. | loved playing soccer on the big

field across the road from owr house.

Eckhard and | had lots of toys, all of which my parents made. We had a particularly good
selection of finger puppets. My father built a portable stage for our puppet shows. It was light
and easy to cany around. Our puppet characters included the Joker and his Grlifriend, a
Policeman, a Princess, a King, the Devil, the Devil's Grandmother, a Thief and some animais.
My mother’s great talent as a seamstress was evident in the impeccable outfits she made for
each puppet. We often had different outfits for each performance. We loved our puppet
shows, and eveniudlly
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took our porfable stage to the big field. The shows became increasingly popular. We
decided fo make some money and starfed charging a few pfennige for each performance.
Eckhaord wsed fo scribble the story on o piece of paper and we would sfick it onfo the back
of the stage before the show. This strikes me now o funny, becouse it was not really
necesary. We always fold fhe same basic story and always made sure that the Devil did not
get the Princess in the end. | am not sure what happened o those finger puppets of my
childhood, | remember them so well, each character.

A few years ago, in my studio in Munich, | started making popler maché pleces of these
characters. | did not make them info proper puppets. | made the heods and ploced them
on my cupboord fo contemplate the next step. They are sl there - | never finghed the
project. But the Devil character has remained a part of my life since childhood. A few
months ago, in 2011, when | repainted my house in Cbservatory, Cape Town, | added a lithe
painfing of a devil on the oukide wall,

Although my father was not part of my daily esdstence in Alfrang, he played an important
role in both my lfe and Eckhord's. As he was getfing ready o refurn fo Augsburg, he would
find objects for us fo drow. Offen he would group objects in sfill ife compaositions. It was only
a game, but during the three to four weels before his retumn, Eckhard and | would proctise
drawing each day. We would draw and re-draw the still ife composifions, making sure that
the object remained exactly os my father hod amanged them. The five years | spent in
Alfrang (1744 - 1949) were filed with drawing, painting, playing soccer, giving puppet shows
and reading. In the midst of war, | had a happy childhood.

During fhis fime my mother eamed a lifle bit of money working as a seamsiress, doing the
odd sewing job for people in fhe vilage. She was very good af making clofhes, buf her
greatest talent and mears of supporfing us was forfune-teling. She used ordinary playing
cardk for fhis purpose and became very good. Eckhard and | were regular customers,
queuing along with the locak fo hear about our destiny. These were serious sessions and we
were not allowed to misbehave or lough. She never charged any money for her services os
a seer; she asked only for food in exchange. Many of fhe locak in the vilage believed thot
my mother was a witch,

My grandparents came fo Altrang for regular visits, and these were always eagerly

anficipated. | used folove going for walks with my grandmother. | remember one dayin
parficular, when | was six years old. While walking in the viloge with Grossmuiter | looked up



into the sky and predicted that the war would end the next day. It was 1945. The following
mormning, American fanks arrived in the village. It must have been the middie of the year,

because the rees were green and there was no snow.

My memory of that day & as visual as a scene from a war film. Hundreds of tanks crawled out
of the forest making a huge noise, like a parade. These tanks were literally covered with
people.| did not know it then, but they were all prisoners of war. In the village people ran
around chaootically, looking for whife bed sheets to hang from ther windows as a sign of
surrender. As the tanks rolled into the village, the American soldiers tossed sweets info the

streets.

Years later, when | was living in Cape Town in the 1980s, | made a painting called Bullets and
Sweets (1985). It was a comment on the situafion in South Africa at the fime but,
subconsciously, | must have drawn inspiration from that day in Aifrang back in 1945: the day
the war ended.

1t was another four years before we could refurn o Augsbuwrg. The city, fike many others of ifs
kind in Germany, had suffered serious damage from bombing duing the war. | was ten years
old when we went back, but sfill many of the buildings on Kaiser Sirasse lay in ruin.

Bullefs & Sweefs, pencifwatercolour on paper, 120 x 180 cm 1984 ( museumn collection)

These ruins became our playground. We were now living in a second floor apartment in
Bahnhof Sirasse, where my grandparents and father hod moved fo escape the heawy
bombing in Kaiser Srasse.

By the time we refumed fo Augsburg | hod developed an inferest in reading and parficulary
enjoyed Westems and adventure stories. | read all the fime: books ke The Last of the
Mohicans, Robinson Crusoe and countless history bools about the acdventurer Hernando
Cortés who invoded Mexico. | ako leamed how to play the violin, But even bock in Augsburg
I hated school. The place became a battlefield where | hod fo deal with authority, bullies and
discriminafion. | enjoyed few subject apart from history and drama. $chool plays became
my escape. | remember one play in parficularn; Withelm Tel by Friedrich Schiller. | played the
part of Tell's young son,

When | fumed twelve, | was old enough fo perform on siage af the newlh-renovated City
Theatre during my school holidays. | was an exira in non-speaking roles in musicak, operas
and plays, | performed there every holiday until | was seventeen, it wos g comprehensive
education. During those five years, | learmed the music and the words of most of the greatest
compaoser's works. In refrospect, | developed my love for classical music on the stage of the
City Theatre.

Eckhord and | both opted for an early exodus from school. We prefemred the option of an
apprenficeship af fhe printing company where my father worked. The admission requirement
for Graphische Kunstanstall Alfred Eckerf was an ability fo draw, Of couwse this was nof a
problem o | had been drawing my whole Fe. | starled working in fhe Fhography
depariment, Eckhard, two years aheod of me, had chosen the letier press refouching
department, Eckhord completed his apprenticeship under our father, Poul Iylla, who was
fhan corsidered fhe bestin his field in Augsburg. At that fime the prinfing frode affracied
pre-dominantly young school leavers. | was seventeen yeors old and still iving at home when |
enrolled for my apprenticeship. It was a three-year programme and the monthly salary was
nominal. it was alko customary o hand over this monthly stipend fo my parents. Apprenfices
were expected fo attend the loca college for one day a week. This & where | met Fieder
Phister, fhe man who would become my ife-long friend. Fieder and | were both inferested in
art. We starfed painting fogether over weekends. We were joined by my brother Eckhard and
a few arlist friends. We were young, ambifious, determined and dedicated. We formed a
painfing club and decided to focus on painfing londecapes. After a while, Fieder and | were
unabile to imit our painting sessions fo weekends only. We started painfing at night too, then



every holiday, and then whenever we could find a spare moment, We fock ourselves very
seriously and decided it was time o acquire a studio. Another arlist friend, Otto Geiss, joined
ow group and the three of us rented the studio together. Now that we had the space we
started exploring other media including sculpfure, mosaic, ceramics and batiks. But we never
stopped painting. Over weekends we regularly visited the Schaezier Palais, our art museum in
Augsburg. We praciised our painfing by copying the works of our favouwrite Renaissance
arfists parficularly Hans Burgkmair and Hans Holbein the younger, both were bomin
Augsburg. | ako enjoyed making drawings of sculpiures, which developed my abilify to
capture movement. It was akso during this fime that we discovered Bertolt Brecht, whose
place of birth was very close to ouwr studio. Brechtf has been the single most important
influence on my life. | cannot imagine my life without Brecht as a source of insprafion, despite
the fact that my kst of influences had grown longer and longer over the years.

The three of us - Frieder, Otto and | - were dedicated artists and the cheapest and most
obvious way fo prove this was to wear berets. We used fo sit in the local coffee houses
debating Brecht and many ofher great writers and poets. Smoking cigars added fo the
mysfique. But | never really enjoyed smoking - | used fo just puff and play with the cigar. To this
day | love the smell of cigars and on a frip fo Cuba in 2009 | bought up huge reserves as gifis
for all my arfist friends.

In my kate feens | also discovered poefry and music. My favowite musicion af the time was
Kurt Weill. My childhood violin lessons stood me in good stead until | developed an interest in
jozz music: there was no place for a violin in jazz. | decided to leamn the trumpet instead and
the moment | could play the trumpet, | went looking for a Dixieland band. This was not a
difficult task in Augsburg at the fime.

Pastel drawings of sculplures, on paper, al Schaezerpalas, Augsburg, 1958
Manfred painting in nature 1959

Landscape painting, pastel on paper, 60x90cm, 1958 On the River Pacr, pastel on paper, 60 x %0cm, 1960
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