
Blossoms In Snow: Austrian Refugee Poets In
Manhattan
In the tumultuous aftermath of World War II, a vibrant and influential
community of Austrian refugee poets found refuge in the heart of
Manhattan. These poets, who had fled their homeland due to Nazi
persecution, brought with them a wealth of literary talent and a shared
experience of displacement and loss. In the artistic melting pot of New York
City, they forged new connections, inspired one another, and played a
significant role in shaping the post-war literary landscape.

The Journey to Manhattan

The influx of Austrian refugee poets to Manhattan began in the late 1930s,
as the threat of Nazi Germany loomed over Europe. Many of these poets
were Jewish and had faced increasing persecution and censorship under
the Nazi regime. Among the most prominent figures to arrive in New York
were Hilde Spiel, Erika Mitterer, and Ingeborg Bachmann.

The journey to Manhattan was often perilous and uncertain. Poets faced
the challenges of obtaining visas, finding safe passage, and leaving behind
their homes and loved ones. Hilde Spiel, who fled Vienna in 1938, recalled
the fear and desperation she felt as she crossed the border into Italy:
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> "I had only one suitcase, packed with a few clothes, some books, and a
few photographs. I didn't know where I was going or what would become of
me."

A Community of Exiles

Upon arriving in Manhattan, the Austrian poets found a warm welcome from
the city's thriving intellectual community. They quickly established
connections with other refugee artists, writers, and scholars, forming a
close-knit community of exiles.

One of the most important gathering places for the poets was the Hotel
Weylin, located on Central Park West. The hotel became a hub for literary
and intellectual exchange, where poets could share their work, discuss
ideas, and find solace in each other's company.

Literary Collaborations

The refugee poets in Manhattan were not only connected by their shared
experiences but also by their deep love of literature. They collaborated on
literary projects, founded literary journals, and organized readings and
lectures.
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One of the most significant collaborations was the anthology "Blossoms in
Snow," published in 1946. The anthology featured poems by Hilde Spiel,
Erika Mitterer, Ingeborg Bachmann, and other refugee poets. The title of
the anthology reflected the poets' resilience and their ability to find beauty
and hope amidst the devastation of war.

Influence on American Literature

The Austrian refugee poets in Manhattan had a profound influence on
American literature. Their work introduced new perspectives and styles to
the American literary scene, enriching and diversifying the American literary
landscape.

Poets such as Hilde Spiel and Erika Mitterer became known for their lyrical
and introspective verses, which explored themes of displacement, loss, and
the search for identity. Ingeborg Bachmann, who later became one of the
most celebrated poets of the 20th century, was known for her experimental
and modernist style.

A Legacy of Displacement

The experience of displacement and loss remained a central theme in the
work of the Austrian refugee poets. They wrote about the pain of leaving
their homeland, the challenges of adjusting to a new culture, and the
longing for the past.

In her poem "Departure," Hilde Spiel captures the emotions of a refugee
leaving behind her home:

> "We leave without turning back, > We take only our eyes with us, > And
the longing for what remains."



The Austrian refugee poets in Manhattan left behind a rich and enduring
legacy. Their work is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, the
power of literature to transcend borders, and the transformative power of
displacement.

Prominent Austrian Refugee Poets in Manhattan

Hilde Spiel (1911-1990)

Hilde Spiel was one of the most prominent Austrian refugee poets in
Manhattan. She was known for her lyrical and introspective verses, which
explored themes of displacement, loss, and the search for identity. Spiel
also wrote novels, short stories, and essays, and she translated the works
of many important writers, including Bertolt Brecht and Elias Canetti.

Erika Mitterer (1906-2001)

Erika Mitterer was a poet, novelist, and playwright who fled Vienna in 1938.
She was known for her sharp wit and her ability to find humor in even the
darkest of times. Mitterer's work often explored the experiences of women
and the challenges of living in exile.

Ingeborg Bachmann (1926-1973)

Ingeborg Bachmann was one of the most celebrated poets of the 20th
century. She was born in Austria and fled to Switzerland during World War
II. After the war, she moved to Manhattan, where she became a leading
figure in the Austrian refugee community. Bachmann's work is known for its
experimental and modernist style, and it often explores themes of love,
loss, and the search for meaning.



****

The Austrian refugee poets in Manhattan played a vital role in the literary
and cultural life of the city. They brought with them a wealth of literary talent
and a shared experience of displacement and loss. Through their
collaborations, literary journals, and readings, they created a vibrant and
influential community of exiles. Their work enriched and diversified the
American literary landscape and continues to inspire readers today.
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