
Pondering in the Dark  
 

On Tour with Eva Schloss in South Africa  

The last performance at the Constitution Hill Women’s Gaol in 

Johannesburg is something I am never going to forget, not so much 

because of what happened on stage but what happened afterwards after 

the lights went off and the applause was over. It was the climax of a long 

journey that started for me way before then with an audition at a small 

theatre in Northwest London and was concluding for the time being with 

a hug in South Africa. But maybe it was just a new beginning… 

By Martha Van Der Bly, London, March 2013 

Translation from Dutch by Sheila Gogol (2018)        Martha van der Bly (as Eva), Eva Schloss, Meital Amar (as Mutti). Credit: David Aldwich 

 

 

On the way from London to Cape Town, Europe to Africa, 

rehearsals to performances, from Q&As to interviews, 

memories, talks, all the pieces of the puzzle were 

gradually falling into place. About the how and what and 

why only now… I was not only learning about the 

incredible power of the human spirit, the will to survive, 

the determination not to let evil emerge victorious, first 

and foremost I was learning about compassion, devoting 

a life to others, the wish to keep the same thing from 

ever happening to others, the hope for a better world by 

bearing witness to the evil that once was. This is what I 

learned from Eva Schloss in South Africa, the strength 

and power of the testimony of one woman. When Eva 

speaks… the world can change.  

 

 

Our play, And Then They Came For Me – 

Remembering the World of Eva Schloss and Anne Frank, 

written by James Still, was an educational play and 

almost all the performances, mainly at schools in 

London, were followed by a Q&A with Eva so the children 

could ask questions. In South Africa though, we were 

performing for adults. We rehearsed at the Cape Town 

Holocaust Centre in an auditorium with photographs of 

Anne Frank on the walls. Someone wrote a sign saying 

“Welcome Eva”. I looked at the sign next to a photograph 

of Anne Frank and thought of two young girls who once 

played together at Merwede Square in Amsterdam. 

   

 

ANNE FRANK 

Eva Schloss-Geiringer was born in 1929 in Vienna. She 

and her parents and her older brother Heinz fled to 

Belgium and then to Amsterdam, where they lived at 

Merwede Square, right near the Frank family. Heinz was 

an artist, Eva always says, and she was a tomboy, crazy 

about playing outdoors, sports and nature. And then to 

be kept indoors. To have to go into hiding. For such a 

long time. Such a terribly long time. Heinz paintings are 

on exhibit at the Resistance Museum in Amsterdam. 

Next to the paintings, there is a faded note written in 

pencil, “Property of Eric and Hein Geiringer from 

Amsterdam, who went into hiding and will come to pick 

up their things after the war is over”. Not a day passes, 

Eva says, when she doesn’t think of her brother or her  



father.  

 The fact that we were touring South Africa with 

our play And Then They Came For Me – Remembering the 

World of Eva Schloss and Anne Frank had to do with a 

comment made by Nelson Mandela. He read Anne 

Frank’s diary in prison on Robben Island, he said, and it 

was a source of inspiration. “If a young girl of thirteen 

can be so full of fighting spirit, it should serve as an 

example to us.” And the idea was born to have us come 

perform our play on Robben Island. “In South Africa, a 

minority was able to oppress a majority. That minority 

had the same ideas as the Nazis.  In our situation, that 

was the meaning of the Diary of Anne Frank,” said 

Mandela.  

Words can lead to 

actions. If you 

remain silent, 

nothing will change. 

But it is sometimes 

so hard to express 

yourself, to put your 

thoughts and 

feelings into words 

and share them with 

others. If you keep 

silent, you suffer in 

solitude. “I kept silent 

for forty years,” Eva 

said during the Q&A after the final performance at the 

Constitution Hill Women’s Gaol. “When we came back 

from Auschwitz, my mother and I wanted to talk about 

it, about what happened to us. But at the time, no one 

wanted to listen. There was a country to be rebuilt. Life 

went on. Later, many years later, when people wanted 

to know what it was like, I couldn’t talk about it anymore. 

I just couldn’t. And if you don’t talk about it, the 

nightmares come. At night the nightmares, and in the 

daytime the silence. I didn’t say anything. For forty 

years.” 

 

SOUTH AFRICA 

The rehearsals were over and it was just before our first 

show at a synagogue in Port Elizabeth. Eva had just 

arrived in South Africa and we all had supper together at 

an apartment in Sea Point. The sunset in the sea, it was 

dark out, a last flickering light above the blood red 

waves. Just before night set in.  

“It is dark and I can’t seem to fall asleep 

Outside the wind is howling, the trees groaning 

And I hide my face deep in the pillows 

To escape all the frightening sounds  

(…) And then it arrives, like every night 

And then it comes, like it comes every single night 

And keeps me awake until the morning 

The thought of death, that unholy thought”  

 

“He wrote this after he went into hiding,” Eva said, lost 

in thought. “It is as if he knew.”   She closed the blue book 

with a picture on the cover of a young man with black 

hair and a guitar. Eva is blonde and has blue eyes. It was 

a book of Heinz’s poems written in Dutch, the language 

of the country he fled to, not in German, his mother 

language. I remember that after one of our 

performances in London last year, where I played the 

role of Eva Schloss, Eva came over to me with a 

mysterious smile on her face and said, “Here, Martha, I 

have something for you.” She took the book of poetry 

out of her bag, it was published in London in 2012. 

“Poems! And 

you can read 

them!” she said 

to me, the only 

Dutch member 

of the cast.  

 

 

Now it was December and with the murmuring 

of the ocean in Cape Town in the background, we heard 

Eva’s voice reading her brother’s poems in a country 

where less than twenty years earlier, most of the people 

could not vote and where, on an island off the coast, a 

man imprisoned in darkness read Anne Frank’s diary 

before he liberated his country. Such a very short time 

ago. Now she was reading it here in South Africa where 

Dutch turned into Afrikaans, the language of the 

oppressed turned into the language of the oppressor.  

After the performance at the synagogue in Port 

Elizabeth with an audience of more than 500 people, 

someone asked Eva if she had ever been back to 

Germany. “Yes,” she said. “At first, right after I came 

back from Auschwitz, I was enraged at everyone, not just 

at the Germans but at the whole world. Where no one 

did anything. There were so many countries that refused 

to admit Jewish refugees. Boats filled with Jewish 

refugees were sent back. So much suffering could have 

been prevented. I have never forgiven the people who 

did that, and I don’t want to. Nowadays I receive a lot of 

letters from young Germans who have heard my story 

and ask what they can do. I don’t have anything against 

the German people.” 



Someone else spoke about the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, and Eva 

replied, “Of course the Commission is very good, but we 

did not have that. And of course, there was no therapy 

at the time.” When Eva said that, I thought of the 

nightmares, and the evening in Cape Town and her 

brother’s poem, Pondering in the Dark. As a poem or a 

diary or play, words can illuminate the darkness or dispel 

it or perhaps even prevent it altogether. Finding your 

voice is the beginning of changing the world.  

There were also other performances. One was 

at the District 6 Museum in Cape Town, a museum 

devoted to District 6, where all the blacks were gradually 

driven out. Another was at the Nelson Mandela 

Gateway, the entranceway to Robben Island. There was 

one at the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg, and the 

final one at the Constitution Hill Women’s Gaol. This was 

where female resistance fighters were imprisoned, 

white and black alike, but in separate spaces. The men 

went to Robben Island, the women to Constitution Hill. 

It was now an enormous oval-shaped space with a 

concrete floor, white pillars and upstairs the walkway 

where guards used to walk to do their checks. Outside it 

was starting to drizzle.  

 

HOLOCAUST-SURVIVORS 

Before the performance, I looked at the guest list and 

saw that it included twenty Holocaust survivors. Could I 

do this? In London, my last performances were as Eva 

Schloss, blond, like me, but here I was playing the role of 

a German woman, a Nazi. Behind every white pillar, I 

could imagine the dark shadow of a deceased prisoner 

and found myself suddenly wishing I could get out of 

there, rush off to the gardens, go on a safari, far away 

from there. I suddenly remembered how one of the 

South African actresses 

responded when I asked, 

“How can I say Heil Hitler in a 

synagogue?” It was a 

sacrilege. “It is not in the 

synagogue,” she said, “it is in 

a theatre next door... And 

the more convincing your 

role as a Nazi is, the stronger 

the whole play. If I were you, 

I would revel in it. We are 

telling a story. To change the 

world.” I thought of that just 

before I went on stage, with 

the rain thrumming in the 

courtyard of the women’s 

prison, loud and forceful and 

disciplined like the boots of 

marching soldiers. And then 

I was no longer in South 

Africa but in Berlin, 1938. 

After the performance there was resounding 

applause, and then there were questions. About Eva, 

about Anne Frank. Eva talked about how she went 

looking for her father and her brother after the liberation 

and how she met Otto Frank in Auschwitz, a thin 

silhouette in the freezing cold, looking for his daughters 

and his wife, and how they met again in Amsterdam, 

back at Merwede Square. How her mother and Otto 

Frank were able to give each other the support they both 

needed, he without his wife, she without her husband, 

and how they got married in 1953 and were happy 

together for another twenty-five years. That is how Eva 

became Anne Frank’s stepsister, and somewhere in her 

mother’s home, in the drawer of a cabinet, was Anne 

Frank’s diary. For years. Words, words that were to 

 

inspire and empower the future leader of South Africa… 

And Eva held her tongue. Surrounded by words.  

Until one day, when she saw shots of 

Vietnamese boat refugees on television, and in every 

refugee she saw herself and her mother and father and 

her brother. What happened to them was never going to 

happen to anyone else. She had to talk about it, but she 

couldn’t. Ever. Until Eva was asked to open the Anne 

Frank exhibition in London, and she wondered why... 

after all, she had never spoken in public. She did it 

anyway. Someone asked her a question and she spoke, 

it was in London in the 1980s. She had held her tongue 

for forty years, but once Eva started speaking, the words 

never stopped coming. A book, a play. A story from the 

past with a message for the future.  



The cast of our play was multi-racial and multi-

faith, Jewish, Hindu, Muslim, Lutheran, Catholic, 

Buddhist, Atheist. We were Nelson Mandela’s rainbow 

nation.  The role of Anne Frank was played by a dark-

skinned actress, the role of Heinz by a Hindu actor and 

the role of Ed by a young Muslim. Someone in the 

audience asked Eva what it was like to have her play put 

on by a multi-ethnic cast. “I don’t see that,” Eva said. “I 

only see people.” 

An elderly distinguished-looking lady in a 

beautiful tailored suit and lovely earrings stood up. She 

reminded me of my Viennese great grandmother. 

Articulating clearly, she thanked the cast and especially 

wanted to thank Eva for the informative and interesting 

Q&A. She said she admired Eva because … and her voice 

cracked, she faltered, and when she burst into tears we 

understood that she too had survived Auschwitz but had 

never ever been able to talk about it, not even now.  

We were all in tears, and when someone walked 

up to her, that is when I really panicked. This lovely Iady 

in the first row! She was the one I pointed to when I 

shouted a sentence in Nazi style, “Germany needs you!” 

I could remember it very clearly, I looked at her, the light 

was shining on her, she was so close by. Her of all people. 

Other people in the audience also stood up. Holocaust 

survivors who said 

the names of 

camps and then sat 

down. There was 

quite a commotion. 

Someone thanked 

us all for the show 

and for coming and 

then the evening 

was over. 

 In the silence afterwards, I walked around like 

a lost child, I tore off the swastika as soon as I could, the 

Nazi costume felt tight and heavy, I was right near Eva, 

who was signing books, and still deeply impressed by the 

elegant lady in the first row. How could I have known? If 

only there had been less light. If only the auditorium had 

been totally dark. Then someone suddenly tapped me on 

the shoulder. It was the distinguished-looking lady. “I 

want to thank you for the performance. It was excellent. 

You were a truly terrific German,” she said. I managed to 

say a polite thank you. “But I am not German!” I added. 

“Of course, you are not German,” she replied, and gave 

me a sad look. Her eyes reflected the pain never put into 

words in seventy years. “Maybe,” I said, “you can try... 

to talk about it... It is never too late.” She hugged me, 

and there we were in the women’s prison of Constitution 

Hill, me still in my Nazi costume, and she, the survivor 

who never spoke. Outside the rain was still beating a 

gentle tattoo that was never going to stop.  

And that was a moment I am never going to 

forget. To touch someone’s soul as an actress, someone 

looking for a way to accept what life has brought, that is 

what it is all about. To make a difference. To help 

someone express what is sometimes impossible to put 

into words. That is what I learned during the tour with 

Eva Schloss in South Africa and what will always motivate 

me to tell stories as an actress and as a filmmaker: the 

strength and power of the word and the testimony of a 

woman. No, art is not a left-wing hobby. Art is the 

essence of what it is to be a human being. Art can heal 

what politics destroys. A long time ago and now as well 

and sometimes in the very recent past like during 

Apartheid in South Africa. That is why we tell stories, 

make films, write books and poetry. To add some light as 

we ponder in the dark. To put some things into words 

and hopefully prevent other things…  

The next day we were all sunbathing in 

Johannesburg, recovering. Eva was up early that 

morning to fly back and forth to Cape Town and serve as 

a witness in a trial about Holocaust denial that had been 

going on there for quite some time. The South Africa 

Jewish Board of Deputies took Radio 786 to court. In her 

statement, Eva said she was “insulted” by Holocaust 

denial and referred specifically to the role of the media, 

the role of the word. The South Africa Jewish Board of 

Deputies summarized the importance of Eva’s testimony 

by saying, “Genocide does not begin with killing, it begins 

with words.” When we were back in London a couple of 

days later, I read about the outcome of the trial in the 

newspaper. After a trial that went on for fourteen years, 

there was finally a 

verdict. A new precedent 

was set in South Africa 

about what is freedom of 

opinion and what is hate 

speech. Determined, 

unyielding, invincible. 

Yes! When Eva speaks, 

the world can change! • 

Heinz Geiringer’s paintings are on exhibit at the Resistance 

Museum in Amsterdam (www.verzetsmuseum.org). The 

poem Pondering in the Dark was written by Heinz Felix 

Geiringer on 26 March 1944 and is on p. 41 in Poems by 

Heinz Felix Geiringer (12 July 1926 – May 1945), published 

by Eva Schloss. Eva’s Story and The Promise, both written by 

Eva Schloss, can be purchased at Amazon.com. The play And 

Then They Came For Me was written by James Still. More 

information: www.evaschloss.com, www.evasmission.com 

Martha Van Der Bly is a Dutch actress and filmmaker who 

lives in London and Amsterdam. For more information see 

www.marthavanderbly.com. 
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