


Corriere della Sera  25 gennaio 2025 

Masters The German writer Michael Krüger, winner of the Nonino prize, exhorts us to cultivate 
the civil value of verses. 

Let us illuminate ourselves with immensity 

A modest proposal: Government leaders and bankers read a poem at the beginning of a meeting 

 
by Michael Krüger 
When I was 18 years old (or better: I was young) I bought a book of poems by an Italian author 
of whom I never had heard before. I bought it because of the name of the translator, who was a 
poet I started to admire: Ingeborg Bachmann. That was in Berlin in 1961. I just finished school, 
and during the painful oral exam, when I was asked about mathematical problems of which I had 
only a very vague idea, a wall was built in Berlin, and from one day to the other people from the 
East, who wanted to come to the West, were murdered. Before 1961 there was an invisible 
border, which was marked with huge information boards which said: You are leaving the 
American sector, now there was a fence of barbed wire and self-firing systems and a lot of 
Soldiers who tried to secure it. I was born in the East, fifty kilometers south-west of Leipzig, but 
came to West-Berlin to go to school. So I bought this small book called Poems/Gedichte by a 
certain Giuseppe Ungaretti, and when I turned it around, I found on the back of the book two 
short lines or rather two words, which - I can’t express it more realistic - changed my life: 
«M’illumino/d’immenso - in Bachmann’s translation it is a little longer, but still very short: Ich 
erleuchte mich/durch Unermessliches» (I enlighten myself/through the immeasurable). 

M’illumino/d’immenso - reading this it was like a blizzard, an epiphany, in the poor mind of 
a schoolboy, not knowing what to do in life, but I felt, that suddenly a window was opened, 
which showed me what I have to do in the future. I don’t want to compare me with Saulus who – 
on the road to Damascus - became Paulus (what, as you know, is doubted by the theological 
experts), but like Paulus, who, as a propagandist, devoted his life to Christianity, I wanted to 
devote my life to the spreading of literature. 

I know that you can translate “immenso” in very different ways, and if you look at the six or 
seven German translations only of this poem you can get an idea how difficult it is to translate 
poetry. But in nuce it always comes to the point, that there must be more than just desiderio or 
nostalgia for something bigger than reality, that there is a never satisfied “Sehnsucht” for 
something bigger than our existence. 

Well, I decided to go a more practical way to illuminate myself. Against the will and 
expectation of my father I did not study but started to learn bookselling and printing, and after 
two years I started with friends my first own magazine, “Die Diagonale”, than I went to England 
to sell books in a huge department-store, which brought me some fame, because in the beginning 
nobody in England was interested in the foreign literature I proposed ,and especially books like 
the “Strudelhof-steps” by Heimito von Doderer or “The Palace” by Claude Simon were touched 
with degout. 

Back in Germany I started with my friend Klaus Wagenbach, at that time a very leftist 
publisher, a new magazine, Tintenfisch, Calamari, to protect the idea of literature against the 
political and ideological supremacy, which was dominant at those days - as you will remember. It 
was especially the poetry I tried to save from becoming a maid of purposes or mere intentions. 
And then I worked as an editor for a small German publishing company, which became - by the 
way - one of the leading publishers of Italian literature in Germany: from Claudio Magris to 
Primo Levi, from Italo Calvino to Antonio Tabucchi, from Umberto Eco to Giuseppe Pontiggia 
and from Ungaretti to Montale, from Mario Luzi to Milo de Angelis, from Dino Campana to 
Patricia Cavalli, to name just a few. But I also edited and published the Polish poetry, from 
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Czeslaw Milosz to Tadeusz Rozewicz and Zbigniew Herbert and to Adam Zagajewski and many 
others, and I am proud to say that we published the poetry of Tomas Tranströmer, Derek 
Walcott, Seamus Heaney and Joseph Brodsky long before they were crowned with the Nobel 
Prize. And finally: For more than thirty years I was the only editor of the magazine “Akzente”, 
which was more or less concentrated on presenting the poetry of the world. 

And finally, I wrote a dozen of volumes of poetry myself: and everybody, who writes poetry, 
knows, that you need a lot of time, experience and failure, to have written at the end of your life a 
handful of poems, who have a chance to be considered as good, like Rilke has said in his “Malte”. 
Well, I don’t want to impress you with the enumeration of my “global activities” in the name of 
M’illumino/d’immenso, I only want to say that this occupation became the centre of my life. 
Why? Because I was and I am deeply convinced, that the idea and the use of poetry is one of the 
last ties which connects us with the past and the richness of our imagination. From the Psalms, 
the sacred songs of the Bible, over the important tradition of the Renaissance up to our times 
with its endless variety from the popular song to the hermetic experience, the idea of poetry is 
more or less still alive in our societies - but we don’t use it in an active way. 

Some years ago I made the proposition, that at the beginning of a conference, the opening of 
the parliament or even at the beginning of a meeting of a Bank or an Insurance Company, not to 
speak about the start of a week in School, one should read a poem. Imagine, that Signora Meloni 
reads a poem by Montale before opening the discussion on emigration, or Mme. Christina 
Lagarde reads, before announcing the reduce of the base rate, a poem by Rene Char, or Mr. Olaf 
Scholz, before stepping back, decides to read a poem by Ingeborg Bachmann - the atmosphere in 
the room would change immediately, the sharp rhetoric, which tries to hurt and violate the 
opponent - and, by the way, the language itself -, would become more civilized or at least 
acceptable. 
Europe - I think at least some of you will agree - is in a deplorable state. The insatiable desire for 
infinity, which is also the heart of poetry, has being replaced by a vulgar attempt to beat the other 
in order to get a little benefit. Literary prizes are an antidote to current behavior; international 
prizes even more. 

I want to thank the family Nonino and the honorable jury for the decision to have selected 
me for the prize. 
Thank you, all! 
 
«I discovered that short text by Ungaretti translated bi Ingeborg Bachmann: it changed my life» 
 
The event 
 
Beside we anticipate the text of Michael Krüger, winner of the Nonino International Prize 2025, 
which the writer will read today at 11:00 am during the ceremony. He will be delivered the prize 
by Claudio Magris, after his opening lecture at the Nonino Distillery in Ronchi di Percoto 
(Udine) 
 
In the photos, from top: Benito Nonino (1934-2024), who with his wife Giannola transformed the 
family company into a world famous brand; his daughter Antonella Nonino, responsible for the 
Prize; the German writer Michael Krüger (1943); the logo of the edition (award ceremony in 
streaming on grappanonino.it at 12:15) 
 
Four acknowledgements 
 
The 50th edition of the Prize is dedicated to Benito Nonino. Today the ceremony in Ronchi di 
Percoto. The jury, chaired by Antonio Damasio, is composed by Adonis, Suad Amiry, John 
Banville, Luca Cendali, Mauro Ceruti, Jorie Graham, Amin Maalouf, Claudio Magris, Norman 
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Manea and Edgar Morin. The Nonino International Prize 2025 has been awarded to Michael 
Krüger, whose most recent books have been published in Italy by La Nave di Teseo. «Reading 
what he writes – the motivation says - reading what he writes we discover that these are also our 
own feelings and thoughts. But we need him to discover them in his articles, in his novels and 
short stories, in his poems to make them our own and to discover that he is the one who brings 
them out of us and that, after reading him, we have become a little more ourselves». The other 
acknowledgements have been awarded to Ben Little (The Nonino Risit d’Aur – Gold vine-shoot 
Prize 2025) and to Germaine Acogny (Nonino «Master of our time» 2025). 
 
The trio 
Above, left: 
Germaine Acogny (1944), the mother of contemporary African dance; above, right: Dominique 
de Villepin (1953), former Prime minister of France and writer; aside, Ben Little sommelier and 
writer 
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