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Hanny Michaelis 

 

Hanny Michaelis (1922 – 2007) established a reputation as a poet of contained lyricism and 

epigrammatic conciseness. Her work is tempered by an almost wry awareness of limitation. As the 

daughter of Jewish parents who died in Sobibor, she was confronted with devastation at an early 

age.  

Her writing often addresses loss and trauma, but while many of her poems are dark, they 

never become maudlin. In her analytical love poems Michaelis frequently evokes the tensions in a 

relationship, homing in on the nature of a conflict or on tentative moments of equilibrium and 

tenderness. Her poetry is punctuated by striking imagery that tends to reflect an inner state. The 

setting is usually an urban one, where ‘elongated clouds/descend on the houses like panthers’; ‘The 

wind theatrically yanks/the window wide open’ or ‘Day stretches its zebra’s neck/towards a copper 

sun’.  

Michaelis was born in 1922 in Amsterdam, the only child of non-religious Jews. When the 

Occupation started in September 1939, she began to keep a diary, which was found among her 

papers after her death and published in 2016. In 1942 she went into hiding and was moved from one 

place to another until the Liberation. During that time she continued to keep her journal and write 

poetry about her experiences, such as the poem ‘Farewell to Amsterdam’, included here. 

In March 1943 her parents, with whom she had stayed in touch by letter, were deported to 

the Dutch transit camp of Westerbork. Michaelis received their poignant last letters, thrown across 

the barriers and forwarded by a student.  

When the war ended, Michaelis had nothing: no place to stay, no family. She got a job at 

Volksherstel, an aid organisation that helped people whose lives had been damaged by the war. 

Later, she worked for various Dutch publishers and began to meet other writers. In 1946 she met 

the famous novelist Gerard Reve, whom she married in 1948. The marriage was difficult from the 

start and they eventually separated.  

In 1949 Michaelis’ first collection, Klein voorspel (‘Short Prelude’), was published, which 

was well received by the press. Despite her busy daytime work she managed to write poetry in the 

evenings, as well as essays and reviews. In addition she translated a number of children’s books 

from French, German and English. She also sat on the board of various cultural organisations and 

was a jury member for various literary awards.  

1957 saw the publication of her second collection, Water uit de rots (‘Water out of the 

Rock’), which consolidated her reputation as a poet of note. Her fourth collection, Onvoorzien 

(‘Unforeseen’), published in 1966, was awarded the prestigious Jan Campert Prize, and in 1995 she 

won two oeuvre prizes, the Sjoerd Leikeprijs and the Anna Bijns Prijs. In total she published six 
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collections, and in 1989 Van Oorschot published a first Selected Poems, Het onkruid van de twijfel 

(‘The Weeds of Doubt’). In 1996 a Collected Poems was published, which saw five reprints, and in 

2005 the well-known Dutch novelist Voskuil published his own selection of her work.  

In her later years Michaelis produced a memoir, Verst verleden (‘Most Distant Past’), 

focusing on her youth and her time in hiding during the war. She also translated some Hebrew and 

Yiddish poetry late in life. Increasingly, however, she retreated from public life, as the demons of 

her past gradually took possession of her and she began to suffer from survivor’s guilt. She died on 

11th June 2007 and was buried at the Jewish cemetery of Muiderberg. 

Michaelis always made time for her writing. During the war she wrote: ‘I have something 

that no one can take away from me.’ In an interview she once said: ‘I seem to have been blessed 

with a kind of animal vitality that makes me sing against the wind, so to speak.’ 

Her early work consisted of traditional forms and metres, but she soon began to write free 

verse, partly under the influence of The Fifties movement, a group of poets who rejected traditional 

forms and lyrical ease in favour of greater freedom and experimentation. But unlike the poetry of 

that movement, with its associative sounds and hermetic tendencies, her highly personal work uses 

direct, sober and pared-down language. In an interview she explained: ‘I didn’t go as far as the 

Fifties poets, who wanted to “sing the word free of its meaning.”’   

To this day, Michaelis’ work continues to be widely read and discussed. Despite the 

mournful note of some of her poetry, with its sense that life inevitably brings losses, she 

nevertheless embraces the individual experience, in which the overriding logic is that of the 

emotions. It is perhaps her resilience, and her ability to re-inhabit an experience without 

sentimentality or self-pity, that lends her short, focused poems their strength. 

 

 

Some (Translated) Quotations from Reviews 

 

Janita Monna in Trouw: ‘Her voice can be recognised out of thousands: her poetry is both gentle 

and tough, uncompromising and wistful, with love and war fighting for ascendence, and humour 

lightening the darkness.’  

 

Gert Jan de Vries, in a review of the Dutch Collected Poems: ‘The poems convey traumatic 

memories, conjured by everyday occurrences, in an almost unbearably matter-of-fact tone. In her 

impressionistic city sketches the imagery is immediately converted into emotion, and threatening, 

heavy moments are presented sharply and clearly, without euphemisms.’ 
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Kester Freriks: ‘her poetry harmoniously combines big themes like death, guilt, disillusionment and 

love with a consciously modest, personal style. Her first collection portrays the experiences of a 

young woman growing up during the Occupation, and many of these poems end with a separation 

or a farewell. Her later work explores similar themes, but in a more colloquial, anecdotal fashion.’ 

 

Jan van der Vegt: ‘Michaelis’ poetry is not governed by passive resignation, but keeps opening the 

door to happiness, even if she is wary of having too many illusions.’  

 

Wies Roosenschoon in Tirade: ‘Her early, neo-romantic poetry gradually makes way for a clearer, 

cooler tone, and as her perspective widens, her poetry becomes more affirmative and engaged. In 

her later poetry memory and imagination can both complement and exclude each other, and reality 

must lie somewhere in between.’  

 

 

Translations 

 

Michaelis’ work has not been widely translated yet. There has been one earlier collection of English 

translations of her poetry, Against the Wind, Two Windows Press 1987, translated by Manfred Wolf 

and Paul Vincent, and a German collection. There are currently plans afoot for an English 

translation of her war diaries. 

 Poems translated by Judith Wilkinson, with a view to a collection, have appeared in the 

following journals and anthologies: Acumen, De Hofjeskrant, Oasis, Poetry Salzburg Review, The 

Enchanting Verses Literary Review, Staying Human (Bloodaxe, 2020), Poetry International Web and 

Languageandculture.net. 

 

 

In an Unguarded Moment 

 

The selection I am working on will contain about a hundred poems, divided into chapters 

corresponding with the six collections Michaelis published during her life – with each chapter 

bearing the title of the relevant collection. The book will be accompanied by a long introduction 

(some ten pages), as her life is both of literary and historical interest, especially now that her war 

diaries will be translated into English 
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TWENTY POEMS BY HANNY MICHAELIS, translated by Judith Wilkinson – in 

chronological order 

 

 

THE SUNKEN CATHEDRAL 

 

   Debussy 

 

Echoes awaken, murky and dampened, 

like bells ringing in cities of the dead. 

Somewhere in the depths of me, unfathomed, 

the ghosts of the past begin to rear their heads. 

 

The dreams I never dreamt to their conclusion 

and the contours of an ancient tale 

converge into the shape of a cathedral 

that rises up before me: an illusion  

straight from the drowned Land of Forgetfulness,  

enveloped by the pale light of memory, 

an otherworldly light enticing me, 

the smile of what was once lost... 

 

O Time, relentless metronome! 

The last notes sound – I’d hold them if I could – 

and then the image that rose like a dream 

sinks back into the depths again, for good. 
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FAREWELL TO AMSTERDAM 

 

The tram at Central screeches to a halt. 

We get out – now I feel the city’s call. 

Thank God: I’m sentimental after all. 

The civil sun is hiding in its vault. 

 

Once more my heavy eyes flutter 

like weary birds carried by the evening wind 

across the elegant stone labyrinth 

of domes, church spires, gables and gutters 

serrating a pale sky, across whose plain 

grey, fraying shreds of cloud are drifting along. 

 

How long will I be gone? 

Perhaps I will return again one day. 

But who can say... 

 

As I escape into the station hall, 

a drop falls on my cheek: it is the rain. 

 

 

 

   

  

Note: This poem was written during the war, shortly after Michaelis had to leave Amsterdam and go into hiding. 
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GHETTO CHILDREN 

 

Amsterdam, 1942 

 

Carefree and high-spirited their play, 

malnourished as they are, their fingers blue, 

they dart about the ghetto’s alleyways, 

not knowing what their folk are going through. 

 

They laugh, shout, bicker and get into scraps –  

sheer love of life makes them look for trouble. 

Even here, power falls into the fittest laps 

and no one minds enough to prick the bubble. 

 

Where adults gather, talking in muffled tones, 

muttering their sorrows, anxious and depressed, 

their children’s laughter bounces off the stones, 

undamaged as they are, their minds at rest. 

 

They’re given free reign, their doubts are put to bed, 

their ghetto is an earthly paradise,  

despite the sword that hangs above their heads, 

reflected in the deep pools of their eyes. 
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CHILDREN’S CORNER 

 

   For father 

 

Two hands over the keys, slender and swift, 

bringing to life a romance of their own, 

distilling music dreamlike and adrift,  

so tender it would soften hearts of stone.   

It is a dream in which my heart expands: 

I’m spirited away by Debussy, 

enchanted by the dance of ivory, 

and all at once I’m back in children’s land, 

where puppets serenade you in the moonshine, 

where shepherds slumber, garlanded with flowers, 

and lovestruck snow embraces mossy bowers. 

Here, melancholy and humour are entwined. 

An acrobatic teddybear does cartwheels. 

Then the piano closes with a smack 

and in the sober light of day I feel 

all grown-up – and I know there’s no road back. 
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You: a deposed tyrant, 

restlessly milling around 

in your comfortable house 

among your books and paintings 

and the silent life 

of plants. 

 

And I: your scoffing court jester, 

summoned for your entertainment, 

caressed and rebuked 

because I won’t submit 

to your reign, your fiction. 

 

Occasionally the two of us listen 

to the wind at the window 

as it calls us with the voice 

of the cosmos. 

 

How much longer 

will the fear in your eyes 

keep us imprisoned? 
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Years later 

one clear afternoon 

full of sober sounds 

and the hustle and bustle in a house 

that never knew you, 

I suddenly remember 

how gentle your eyes would become 

when you looked at me. 

 

And for a moment you appear before me, 

unmistakably you, suddenly stepping out 

from timelessness. 

So gentle are your eyes 

that they reconcile me 

with your departure, swifter, 

more unexpected than your arrival. 
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Ominously low 

the yellow sun hangs 

above the roofs. 

Trees wring their branches 

as the wind rises. 

 

Fear presses an ice-cold  

hand in my neck. Where 

are you? What is 

happening to you?  

 

I’d like to be  

softer than spume 

and yet strong as resin     

so I can cover you, shield you 

from the needle-sharp teeth 

of the night and the blight 

that threaten you. 
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In an unguarded moment, 

yearning, I stole in 

and have lost my way inside you. 

 

A barbaric landscape 

bears the sparse signs 

of your presence: 

the defoliated tree 

that casts no shadow, 

the blackened shrubbery, 

the dried-up creek 

between the rocks 

and deep beneath the grey 

thirsty crust of the earth 

the muffled rushing 

of murmuring water 

that can find no way out. 
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This evening when I’d fled 

to the window to escape the empty room 

that resented your absence, 

your warmth flooded me 

with sudden force. 

 

Motionlessly content, the trees 

leaned against the sky. 

A replete silence  

hovered over the earth. 

 

Then the first raindrops fell 

slowly and solemnly 

and tears suddenly welled 

from my eyes, warm and 

redemptive as the water 

Moses struck from the rocks. 
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If it isn't ours 

I don't want it, this spring 

with its spring tide of light, 

its splash of colours. 

 

The bronze clouds, luxuriantly 

stacked against flaming blue, 

the trees flecked with the  

finest green, motionless 

in the dove-grey evening, 

and the opal smile of  

world-embracing rainbows 

are wasted 

on me solo. 
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Tantalising uncertainty,  

breeding ground for fabulous 

misunderstandings, dazzling 

weeds of doubt 

to which hope clings 

until death. 
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Beneath restless clouds 

the wind slunk past 

like an animal with no lair. 

 

You hid your face against my neck 

as if there were no more hope 

of shelter for our happiness, 

which is as restless as the clouds 

and homeless as the wind. 
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Over the years 

a great deal has to be thrown out. 

The notion, for instance, 

that happiness is mild and enduring, 

something like a southern climate 

instead of a bolt of lightning 

that leaves scars 

cherished a lifetime. 
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This evening I learned 

that the moon isn't round 

but pear-shaped, 

with at least two 

bulges, maybe 

even three. Later, 

when I looked out,  

a round, incandescent 

disc climbed up 

above the roofs 

and I caught myself 

harbouring the same stubbornness 

with which I 

honour other 

dented illusions. 
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Sparrows twittering. 

Water shivering lasciviously 

in the wind.  

A suspicion of green 

steals up on the trees 

while I am stalked by 

visions of charred bodies 

among smoking rubble. 
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The body 

that contents itself with 

another body 

since the one 

became unavailable 

must from time to time 

turn a blind eye 

to its own consciousness 

as it escapes to a remote 

half overgrown 

corner of memory 

and so betrays 

the betrayal. 
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This is the hour when I don’t want to be alone. 

Shakily the sun scrawls 

orange signs on white walls – 

a horror I can’t fathom. 

Outside elongated clouds 

descend on the houses like panthers. 

Trails of blood float on the water 

and in the room where I’m standing, alone, 

the lead-grey twilight pushes in silently 

like doom. 

The dry ticking of the clock 

grows more and more emphatic, 

like the pecking of a beak 

on the yellow glass wall of the West 

that I’ll be headed for one day, 

unwillingly, with limbs like lead. 
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Reaching the bars of her cage, 

the beautiful dishevelled she-wolf 

interrupts her restless pacing. 

With baited breath 

I try to meet her gaze. 

She looks straight through me 

with her pale, translucent eyes 

that remind me of yours 

when, halfway through a sentence, 

you stop and stare ahead blankly. 

Sad. Despairing. Unapproachable. 
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Stretched out on your back 

with your feet in the present 

and your head connected to 

some irretrievably distant 

past it is no wonder 

the tension threatens to break you 

every night. 

But that you find the strength 

every morning afresh 

to raise yourself and get out of bed 

leaves me awestruck. 
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What it would have been like 

if I hadn't known you, except perhaps 

by hearsay or appearance – 

easier, I suppose: 

not those constant wasp-stings 

of fear and doubt. Nor 

those islands of tropical bliss 

in a polar sea of discontent. 
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A morning 

like any other. 

The cool light 

impassive, but without 

the old brusqueness. 

The day has shed  

its thorns, since the night 

was gentle and dark, 

since a gesture 

defeated the words 

and warmth could flow unhampered, in long 

waves of release, since 

peace – for years a fugitive –  

allowed itself to be found at last, 

blindfold. 
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Three floors up in the centre 

of Amsterdam I recall 

the Rock of Gibraltar, 

a sparkling pin cushion 

lifted up by the sea 

towards low-hanging stars 

while I recalled 

the picture of a bulge 

rising from a blue plain 

looked at frequently by a child 

filled with vague thoughts of a future 

that is now the past. 
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Slowly but surely 

day stretches its zebra's neck 

towards a copper sun. 

Wind ruffles the wet 

green hair of city parks, 

unrolls a stark blue flag 

over the roofs. Whoever sees this 

has survived the night, 

like it or not. 
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Indestructible. A word  

like a pennant  

waving beneath storm clouds. 

They used to say that 

about my mother. Many years 

younger than I am now, she wrote to me 

from a camp on the rural moorland 

near the village of Westerbork 

in a letter smuggled out: 

‘it’s quite doable here.’ 

My unworldly, lovable father, 

ripped from his piano, 

had added: ‘Don’t worry. 

We’ll meet again soon.’ 

By the time I read those lines ten days later, 

my parents, along with hundreds of others, 

had been transported in overcrowded, blacked-out 

cattle trains right through Germany to Sobibor, 

where they were gassed on arrival. 

This happened in March 1943. 

No matter for poetry. 

 

 

 


