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Inta Mišķe Ezergailis was born in Riga, Latvia on September 11, 1932. In 1944, along with millions of other 

Eastern Europeans, she and her family were caught up in the exodus of people fleeing the advancing Red Army. 

They reached Berlin in time to endure the Allied carpet bombings of the city, an experience that fuelled a life-long 

commitment to pacifism. After the war, she and her family were shunted from one refugee camp for displaced 

persons to another, from Lübeck to Ansbach to Bad Aiblingen, where Inta attended a Latvian high school and 

then a German Realschule. In 1950, her family immigrated to the United States and settled in Boston, where she 

completed her high school work and entered Simmons College, graduating in 1955 with a B.A. degree in Social 

Sciences. In 1957, a year after her family resettled in Cleveland, she married Andrew Ezergailis (now a retired 

professor of history at Ithaca College). In 1964, the couple moved to Ithaca.

In 1965, Inta began graduate study in German Literature at Cornell. Among the academic mentors who left a 

lasting influence on her were Eric Blackall, Matthijs Jolles, Burton Pike, and Paul de Man. Although she had not 

majored in German Literature as an undergraduate, she completed an M.A. degree in 1967 and the Ph.D. degree 

in 1969, when she was appointed Assistant Professor of German Literature. During the first years of her career, she 

concentrated on the writings of Thomas Mann. Her dissertation, written for Burton Pike and Herbert Deinert, 

became her first book, Male and Female: An Approach to Thomas Mann’s Dialectic (1975). Later, she edited a 

collection of articles, Critical Essays on Thomas Mann (1988). With the advent of feminist literary scholarship, 

Inta’s interests shifted in large part to women authors. Her Woman Writers – The Divided Self: Analysis of Novels by 

Christa Wolf, Ingeborg Bachmann, Doris Lessing and Others, appeared in 1982. Her last scholarly book, Nostalgia 

and Beyond: Eleven Latvian Women Writers (1988) marked a return to abiding interests in poetry and her native 

country. In addition, she published numerous articles, in English and Latvian, in scholarly and intellectual 

periodicals. In fact, she became the guardian of the Latvian poetic tradition and its most important exponent 

outside of Latvia, editing, translating, and interpreting it for an international audience.

Inta’s engaging personality made her a favorite of students, especially undergraduates. Her freshman writing 

seminars were popular throughout her entire career at Cornell; in fact, she taught a freshman seminar each 

semester for twenty-five years. Anyone who passed her classroom at 8 a.m. could see Inta laughing and smiling 

her wonderful smile and waving her arms as she walked about the room. Those who looked a few seconds longer 

could notice that those normally somnolent freshmen were also laughing and smiling, if not waving their arms, 
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and having almost as good a time as Inta, who was also enjoying getting more out of them intellectually than they 

realized. One of her freshmen summed up the experience succinctly, if not quite elegantly: “Professor Ezergailis 

was a wonderful teacher and a damn fine lady.”

During the last decade of her life, Inta’s interests shifted from scholarly analysis of German and Latvian literature 

to writing poetry in English. An active member of the Cascadilla Poets, she produced a number of poems, some of 

which her husband, Andy, has prepared for publication. Inta’s Poems I appeared shortly after her death; a second 

volume is scheduled for publication in late 2005. This final stage of Inta’s life project was vitally important to her 

for coming to terms with the often terrifying experiences in what one of her poems calls this “unwieldy ragged 

universe”—the loss of childhood and home, the trauma of war, the death of her mother, the ravages of cancer. But 

they also celebrate quiet insights gleaned from nature (especially from birds and a large family of dogs and cats), 

and the epiphany of food, family, and friendship, learning—again as one of her poems says—to “mend what can 

be mended.”

Inta’s husband of forty-seven years, Andrew Ezergailis of Ithaca, daughter, Anna (Toronto), and a sister, Gunta 

Vittands (North Andover, Massachusetts), survive her. We mourn the loss of her wonderful, deep laugh, her 

wisdom, and her warm humanity.

Bonnie Buettner, Arthur Groos
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