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Library 

 

[Nora reads ‘Ursprungsalphabet’ from the letter ‘R’] 

 

1. Opening words 

[Intro music] 

You’re listening to a Scottish Poetry Library podcast. 

2. Introducing Nora Gomringer 

Jennifer Williams: Hello, this is Jennifer Williams, programme manager at the 

Scottish Poetry Library and I am recording this podcast at Scotland’s 

International Poetry Festival, StAnza - 2016, and it’s also in association with 

Literary Europe Live; the international poetry and literature platform that the 

Scottish Poetry Library is part of. I am super excited and very honoured to be in 

the room with the extraordinary Nora Gomringer who is an amazing – how do 

you like to describe yourself? Swiss and German? Swiss-German? Swiss…? 

Nora Gomringer: Mmh, Swiss and German, I have two passports. [laughs] 

Jennifer Williams: Ah, very nice! Swiss and German poet, who is also – you 

seem to have achieved an extraordinary amount in your, you haven’t been on 

this earth for that long, and yet you’ve won an extraordinary number of 

awards – 

Nora Gomringer: That’s sweet. [laughs] 

Jennifer Williams: - had many books published, you have work in translation, 

you‘re an amazing performer. So, I have just seen Nora do a mind-blowing, 

breath-taking performance on the main stage at StAnza, totally delicious and 

very exciting! And actually I think before I keep chattering away, I would love 

to give Nora the stage here and let her share some of her beautiful 

performance work with you and then we’ll talk a little bit more about her. 



Nora Gomringer: Thank you Jennifer. Thank you very, very much. I will share 

my poem ‘Ursprungsalphabet’ with you. 

[Nora reads ‘Ursprungsalphabet’ up to the letter ‘K’ ] 

 

3. The use of German language in designing poems 

Nora Gomringer: I’ll leave it at that. We’re stopping right in the middle of this 

‘Ursprungsalphabet’, the alphabet of origins, which I really wrote in order to 

have a piece that might introduce me to an audience that is not all German 

speakers, right? [Not] consisting of all German speakers because the Goethe-

Institut and Pro Helvetia (which is pretty much the Goethe-Institut of the 

Swiss, in a way) has been so kind to ask me to come to different places in the 

world and be their little ‘mascot’ in poetry; showing what’s going on in the 

developments of poetry and making me a certain ‘exempletory’ figure. [This] is 

very kind and on the other hand also demanding and I realised, okay, 

sometimes I find myself in a room filled with people who have a…’thing’ for the 

German language but there’s no direct connection, meaning that they only 

have a certain grasp of it. They’re not full German speakers, so I try to design….  

It’s really a question of designing rather than, you know, sitting somewhere 

and writing a piece of poetry. I try to design a text that features certain, or 

actually a wide variety of tones and tonality and when it comes to the German 

language, because I made a funny observation – at least I found it funny – that 

German is extremely well-known all over the world as the language of the 

Nazis, so you have a lot of harsh tones in it. People watch films and then they 

have this idea of “oh, ok, this is what ‘Deutsch’ sounds like!” There’s also this 

other group of people who have also quite a grasp on the language due to 

erotic films because the German porn market is also quite expansive and it’s 

importing and exporting a lot. 

Jennifer Williams: Wow! 

Nora Gomringer: Yeah. 

Jennifer Williams: I’m way too naïve. [laughs] 



Nora Gomringer: So you have the Nazi barking sound and you have this 

[moaning] sound and then in between there’s a lot going on when it comes to 

tonality in the German language and that’s why I really tried to write a piece 

that tells a bit about myself. I really come from this idea of hip hop; the 

concept of authenticity and directness and being real and all that…so this text 

is supposed to work on these levels as well as on these levels of tones and 

sounds, yeah. [laughs] 

4. Giving life to poems through performance 

Jennifer Williams: One of the themes of StAnza this year is ‘the body’ and 

something I think one can’t get away from (even listening - I’m sure, you could 

hear it!) but especially watching you on stage, and you were seated 

throughout the performance but your whole body is coming into the 

performance of these texts. It’s hard in a way to even call them texts because 

they’re so physicalized and so aural. 

Nora Gomringer: Some of them are, yeah. 

Jennifer Williams: You had pages in front of you and there was a sense that it 

was a reading. 

Nora Gomringer: Yes, and I thank you for acknowledging it because this is 

really part of this, kind of, “die Inszenierung”, putting this on stage. For me a 

text has three lives: the one life that is almost foetal, when it’s not visible, the 

text is almost growing within you and is developing. And then the first, the 

other life-stage is when the text is for the first time written down, so it all of a 

sudden gains a façon, (format), and that still might be a bit changeable, you 

can add things, you can deduct things, and rearrange on a page, but this is its 

written life, its life in writing. That becomes scripture in a way.  The third life, 

and not many texts actually can go on - it really greatly depends on the writer 

of these texts. If the text finds a mode to be lifted off the page either by or 

through recitation or declamation or making it into a film or adding music to it 

[then] it is a very different person also doing this kind of work in comparison to 

the person who simply calls herself a writer. Not ‘simply’! The person being a 

writer is the strongest and is the most vulnerable in a way too and this 

performing person is a very different persona within me too. I talked to a lot of 

people who have the same idea of writing and how to deal with it and then 



take it to another level and they pretty much say the same thing. I’m still this 

‘Indiana Jones’ person when it comes to finding out where texts go, what 

happens to them. Their lives beyond the pages are very mysterious. 

Jennifer Williams: I often think you give birth to these little poems and then 

you have to send them out one way or another, in print or with your voice— 

Nora Gomringer: I agree. 

Jennifer Williams: I mean you don’t have to, but I think it’s nice for them if you 

can find a way. Something that was interesting tonight was that you were 

performing, or reading, sharing some of your own poetry, which was 

wonderful, but also you were giving voice to other poets’ work as well which I 

think is really interesting and exciting. I was talking to a Scottish poet recently 

and he’s working on encouraging people to voice the poems of dead poets 

because of this acknowledgment that poetry deserves to have a life in sound 

and when the poet dies who’s looking after that part of the poem’s life? 

[laughs] 

Nora Gomringer: Very good. I think it’s the ‘poetic community’s’ job to really 

look out for the poets that are not with us anymore but their works are so 

lively and they’re still here. The voices are in these books, are on these pages, 

so it’s just a matter of using our voice boxes in those throats and making them 

come alive again. I really come from recitation actually. I financed my studies 

with being a…’reciter’? I had a full répertoire of poems by Heinrich Heine and 

Mascha Kaléko and a lot of German Jewish poets. I can still recite about a 

hundred poems by heart. It’s very important to me.  

Jennifer Williams: And would you travel around Germany, would there be 

audiences to listen to you? 

Nora Gomringer: Yes! I was asked to do funerals, births [and] weddings. Like a 

raconteur, or like a singer. 

Jennifer Williams: Was that unusual for you, or is that something people do? 

Nora Gomringer: No, but what people really do and what my ‘market’ was 

people [who] liked to hear a text well-spoken. Unfortunately in Germany we 

do not follow this tradition of singing a song to someone, even in community. 



Sometimes you stand around at a funeral and you wonder, there’s nothing 

people can say to each other except for those weird empty word shells, like 

‘condolences’ and all that, but sometimes I wonder that it would be such a 

communal and hopefully consolidating or consoling gesture to actually connect 

everyone in a piece well-spoken or a song. And the songs are completely out of 

the picture. But that was my experience from when I was sixteen years old. I 

learned all those poems and I created programmes with them. You could book 

me as a professional [laughs]. I still do that with great joy and try to learn a 

new poem every once in a while just to have something else to fall back on. 

Also for my own life. It is often that I said that texts saved my life in a way. I 

was a very awkward teenager, super-awkward. 

Jennifer Williams: [laughs] You seem so confident and relaxed that it’s hard to 

imagine! 

Nora Gomringer: Because I got to know the right people and I feel I am 

extremely driven in working. 

5. The German socio-cultural context 

Nora Gomringer: I have this TV show in Germany that’s all about reciting 

poetry.  

Jennifer Williams:  No, really? Wow!  

Nora Gomringer: They have a wonderful arts and culture programme in a TV 

station called ‘3Sat’ that is connecting all the German-speaking countries. So 

you have an Austrian influence, a Swiss influence and a German influence in 

this TV station. They have this programme where they allow me to give a 

poetic commentary every two or three shows, and so we just record and shoot 

me reciting poetry at the weirdest places, with the weirdest costumes on, or 

not. 

Jennifer Williams: Your own work, or a selection? 

Nora Gomringer: No, no, a selection. It’s lovely, they tell me a topic or what 

they want a commentary for and then I make a suggestion, normally, they take 

it. We shot Shakespeare, we shot Syrian poets—because it’s so important right 

now in Germany, we have such a high influx of people, of refugees that it’s 



important to realise these people are not just bringing problems, they’re 

bringing culture, languages. They’re bringing themselves, of course. I live in a 

town where we have 4,500 refugees and it’s really often that I walk at night 

and I see young men wearing headphones with their iPods and what not 

walking around and they sing their own songs, from their own country. 

Because they feel this fear of the night is giving them a break from being 

watched every day, and being measured for who they are and what they do. 

There’s such a weird frantic feeling towards each other in Germany, quite 

aggressive too, that I think they just enjoy it. They walk around and they sing 

[imitates singing] and it’s very good and I realised okay, this is a new era where 

poetry and song will be extremely important again, for some time. 

Jennifer Williams: When you’re writing your own work, are you thinking in any 

way how the poem will have that ‘other’ life in performance at the time of 

writing, or is that not what you’re thinking about? 

Nora Gomringer: With some I do, especially with works that are designed to be 

spoken by others. I write a lot for theatre so I write a lot of monologues for 

young theatre students and a lot of it is designed specially for them. It’s kind of 

funny, it’s an interesting margin within my oeuvre, but also for me financially. I 

write a lot of texts for other people in commission, so to speak, so of course 

whenever I write these texts I think acutely about how they will sound, what 

they can do with it, if they have a certain capacity in their voice, what will 

happen to the text if they speak it. I’m actually glad if I don’t speak all of it and 

if I don’t voice all of it. It’s really important that that goes on. With the more 

page-bound texts, they require more of a ‘Sherlock Holmes’ type of reader, 

someone to follow the traces I lay down and I hope someone is interested in 

following. 

Jennifer Williams: We certainly are! I’m excited to read more of your work—

unfortunately I don’t speak German—but at least in translation. 

Nora Gomringer: I’m very sad it hasn’t been translated into English fully. 

There’s no publication in English. Except for several poems— 

Jennifer Williams: There’s time! 



Nora Gomringer: I would hope so, I mean it’s really odd. Swedish, French, 

Ukrainian, Russian— 

Jennifer Williams: Persian, I think I saw. 

Nora Gomringer: Persian, some. Italian. And now Japanese. I’m heading to 

Japan for a sixteen city tour! In the fall. We’ll see how I do in Japan. 

6. Professional life and the poetry scene in Germany 

Jennifer Williams: You are the director of a big literary centre as well. 

Nora Gomringer: Yes. It’s not a literary centre, it’s really Germany’s one and 

only state-run artist residency. We have four writers, four composers and four 

visual artists. It’s a lot of work and I have a wonderful office with five…co-

workers? 

Jennifer Williams: Colleagues. 

Nora Gomringer: Colleagues! Mitarbieter, ja, who are so motivated and I’m 

very, very happy that I don’t have to be a missionary for the value or the 

prestige of a work. It’s a great honour to be a host to so many outstanding 

personalities. On the other hand, we’re also landlords. I’m a strange landlady 

sometimes and I have to say beautiful things like “Oh I love your writing, your 

composition was very, very elegant. It lifted my spirits and everyone else’s…but 

you have to take the trash out more often!” So really it’s high and it’s very low! 

[laughs] 

Jennifer Williams: But that’s probably something good to bring to poetry as 

well. I loved what you said about the different registers of German language—I 

think that’s so important with poetry is that it’s not stuck in a poetry voice, or 

the idea that there is one kind of language available to a poem. 

Nora Gomringer: I agree because in this respect you have to also always think 

of the audience, because the audience brings so many voices to the reading 

process themselves. The poem is only as good as the reader who reads it, 

really. Not by voicing it out loud, necessarily, but in his or her mind adding to it. 

I do a lot of freelance work for German prisons, so I go into prisons and—I hate 

to say “I teach writing” because it is so difficult to teach writing, it’s so 

complex. No one ever taught me writing and now I get a lot of schooling in it! 



Via audiences, critics, or my lecteur (reader) which is always very good and 

fruitful. But being with these young men and realising that so many times they 

are just stuck because the level of their knowledge doesn’t help them to 

complete the puzzle that these texts also offer. It’s lovely to see that they don’t 

feel discouraged but they start searching, they start educating themselves in 

order to be able to enjoy more of, first my texts and then other people’s texts, 

and then more of the world. It doesn’t work with everyone, but there are 

always one or two people in these groups that move me immensely, it’s great 

to meet them. 

Jennifer Williams: Do you think in Germany—I mean it’s very exciting to hear 

that there’s a regular poetry slot on a television programme—do you think it’s 

a rich part of everyday life, and are people open to experimentation in poetry 

there? 

Nora Gomringer: No, in general they are not. I feel that also the poetry 

festivals go for a rather strict format. On the other hand they’re happy if 

someone is a bit more flamboyant, or more extravagant, or is doing something 

with a musician, ‘funky stuff!’ But all in all it’s quite conservative and it feels 

like people are afraid. Even this TV station is like, [incredulous] ‘What, poetry? 

This will be so disturbing for the audience! It will be so strange, and will make 

people uneasy if they don’t understand it.’ And I say ‘Well…’ It seems to be a 

real decision. You have to decide for it and then you have to stay with it and 

give people time, too. It’s new and the language then of course is new too, but 

I have no intention of making people feel like they’re excluded from this idea 

or what’s going on. I really try to get people right in the middle of it. I’m the 

daughter of a teacher, so I feel that has its roots…. 

7. Closing remarks 

Jennifer Williams: Nora, I just can’t even tell you what a pleasure it is to get to 

speak with you and I could keep you here all night but you’ve been working 

hard and I want to let you go and celebrate your beautiful performance here. I 

hope we can talk again another time. But perhaps before we go you might 

grace us with one more of your extraordinary poems? 

Nora Gomringer: Let me see, I could actually finish ‘Ursprungsalphabet’ 

because we stopped at K… 



[Nora completes poem] 

[END] 


