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            BEACHCOMBERS ON THE NORTH SEA

         

         The first recorded lines of poetry written in Dutch – or Old Flemish – are from the late 11th century: Hebban olla vogala nestas hagunnan hinase hic enda thu wat unbidan we nu. (Do all of the birds have nests, but for you and me; well, what are we waiting for). They were composed in the Benedictine abbey of St Andrew’s in Rochester, and only discovered in the Bodleian in 1933 on a flyleaf of a manuscript of Anglo-Saxon sermons. The lines are a pen test and they appear beneath the Latin version Abent omnes volucres nidos inceptos nisi ego et tu quid expectamus nunc. So, which came first? Given the internal rhyme and double entendre of the Dutch, and the woodenness of the Latin, my vote would go to the demotic. This is the Netherlands’ Sumer is icumen in.

         The poet in question was likely to have been a Flemish monk, seconded from the Norman abbey of Notre Dame du Bec Hellouin, a pan-European publishing powerhouse, and centre for the training of scribes. England had recently been annexed by the Normans and our poet would have been a servant of the new European Raj. But, was our scribe merely regurgitating an extant verse by another hand? Or was this an original composition? And what might his motivation have been for doodling the poem on the sermons? Was this perhaps Auden’s bored clerk? Or was he, as I suspect, more in thrall to Eros? And what could the circumstances of this poem’s composition possibly tell us about modern Dutch poetry?

         By and large, the Dutch are pretty a-historical. There’s little kowtowing to the past, apart from the odd twinge of the phantom limb of the 17th century Golden Age. Literary-wise, 4you won’t get much of a nod and a wink these days to anything before the revolutionary neo-Impressionist movement of the 1880s with its L’art pour l’art, and ‘orgies / full of music and unspeakable joy’. Here, the spirit of Shelley looms large. The movement was a reaction against the so-called ‘preacher-poets’ of the mid-nineteenth century, when the diplomat and critic John Bowring commented: ‘never has a country been so inundated with poetasters and doggerellers’. Since the 1880s, the progress of Dutch poetry has more often been a reaction against the previous generation than an homage to it.

         But to return to our Flemish poet and his delayed influence. If Hebban olla were an arrow fired in the eleventh century and Dutch literature a train chugging towards the present, then this couplet from the late middle ages is an arrow of desire that landed in the Bodleian just as Anna Blaman was about to embark on her first lesbian novels, and twenty years before the artistic and social revolutions of the 1950s and ’60s. So how much may Hebban olla have contributed to a culture that is as instantly recognisable, uber-individualist, and permissive as the Dutch? We can speculate on the degree because the question is beyond the strictly quantifiable. However, Hebban olla’s timeless quality contains a quintessential Dutch yearning for hearth and home, as well as a frank sexual invitation, and reads like the building specs for the modern age, unfazed by war, holocaust and secularism.

         But to return to Eros: the gay cruising spot in our city is the Rose Garden in the Vondel Park, named after the seventeenth-century playwright, Joost van den Vondel. There, the spent tissues lie among the shrubs like decapitated carnations. One can reasonably expect that there will have been a similar grove close to the abbey in Rochester, which may have been the catalyst for the composition of Hebban olla – as a declaration of love, or the arrangement of an assignation. But what relevance does the proximity of these two co-existent worlds 5have? It is actually the essence of Dutchness: freedom within a box, within a strictly delineated framework. There’s even a noun for it: verzuiling (pillarization). It’s no coincidence that Mondriaan was a Dutchman: his brightly coloured, clearly defined rectangles encapsulate both the landscape and the world-view of the people.

         The home is often the theatre of experience for the Dutch, but can encompass a suffering akin to Rembrandt’s Slaughtered Ox, as we can see in the work of Esther Jansma and Hester Knibbe. But the reverie of the inner gaze is not stifling; the Dutch are generally tabooless, morally unshockable. And their innate self-conviction feeds nicely into their artistic clean-slatism that is everywhere evident in this anthology. These ten poets, with a handful of others, were to dominate Dutch poetry from the 1980s and ’90s into the 2000s, though with the exception of Jansma and Knibbe, none have yet had individual collections published in English.

         The poet and critic, Rob Schouten, has written that Dutch poetry is a sponge that has absorbed all major movements, but that these are rarely coloured in a specifically Dutch way, and the Dutch are beachcombers scouring the coast for the bits they like. I’m not sure that I entirely agree, although it is the case that the Dutch are eager internationalists, transacting between larger cultures – with translation at the heart of their literary practice. But to test Schouten’s hypothesis, let’s consider the history of Dutch Modernism. Yeats commented that pre-war poetry had been living in a Tristan and Isolde dream-world until being shaken awake by The Great War and Eliot’s sawdust restaurants. But where were these catalysts to Modernism in the Dutch-speaking world? The answer would give rise to a dual papacy on either side of ‘the death wire’ that separated neutral Holland from occupied Belgium.

         To the south, the young Flemish cultural nationalist, Paul van Ostaijen was in Antwerp, a little the worse for wear from 6cocaine, as the city was occupied by the Germans. Although Van Ostaijen would end up sentenced for collaboration as a Flemish ‘Flamigrant’ nationalist, he was nevertheless an integral cog in the revolutionary European arts scene. He was greatly influenced by Apollinaire, DADA and Bauhaus; his multi-lingual, typographically expressionistic, hyper-modern diction was unlike anything that had appeared in the Dutch-speaking world. This from Occupied City (1921):

         
            
               nihil                      in crux suastika

                       Nihil               in vagina

               Zut             building cathedrals and shelling them

                      blaming others

                                              naturally

                                                           citron nature

                                              others make babies

                                   vows of chastity are cheap

            

            
               buggered and

               blasted if we’ll give

               bishops generals statisticians the satisfaction

               of counting children

               Deo Gratias

                         amen

               (Translation David Colmer)

            

         

         In contrast, the enchantment north of the death wire remained intact – here, it wasn’t a case of fairy-tales or pastoralism, but a bourgeois self-contentment, maintained by neutrality in the unfolding apocalypse. And so, by 1917, we have the leading author, Nescio, writing ‘In the year of the war, Bellum transit, amor manet’ (war passes, love remains). Could Graves or Owen have written this in a stinking trench in 1917? It is reminiscent of Larkin’s Arundel Tomb, an emotional 7distance that would be more appropriate far after the event. Nescio here has the tone of an erudite pavement-café writer. His writing echoes Henry James, it is an intelligent and wry depiction of the manners and mores of Dutch society at the turn of the Twentieth century. And so, lacking a seismic paradigm shift, it would take until 1934, and the publication of Martinus Nijhoff’s New Poems, before we would witness a truly Modernist tone in Holland. In fact, many would maintain that the major revolution in Dutch literature was only brought about by the Second World War and the arrival of the new generation of experimentalist poets in the 1950s, although their work could be more accurately aligned with the Beats.

         As for Nijhoff, he was engaged in his own journey from ‘there is a captive animal beneath my skin’, in 1924, to ‘We were standing in the kitchen, you and me,’ by 1934. Nijhoff had always been a restrained character, averse to the excesses of the 1880s, and he would hone a mature tone by the time he wrote his masterpiece New Poems, which contains the classic Awater. By now, Nijhoff had been struck by the rise of Eliot, although he was not stylistically influenced by him as such. Nijhoff’s craft is more reminiscent of Yeats’s Responsibilities period, and is evidence of the striking duality among the Dutch for the appreciation of the well-made on the one hand, and a baby-with-the-bathwater experimentation on the other. To illustrate, the seminal event in modern Dutch theatre is the Tomato Action of 1969, when the young theatre-makers pelted the actors at the City Playhouse who were performing Vondel’s classic verse play, the Gijsbrecht: a debunking of the primary poet of the Golden Age that ushered in a theatre ruled by makers rather than writers.

         By 1939, Nijhoff was opining that if he’d been writing in English, his international reputation would have been far more secure, and so he set the Dutch translator, Daan van der Vat, to 8work to produce an English version of the long poem Awater. It portrays a recently bereaved figure traipsing the streets in the wake of a nondescript clerk, who is associated with John the Baptist, and turns out to be a feted figure outside the ‘office’. He finds himself called upon to perform a song at a restaurant (a translation of a sonnet by Petrarch). Rarely has a clerk enjoyed such celebrity. Nevertheless, Joseph Brodsky is correct in his estimation that this poem is a Modernist classic, although it is difficult to do it justice in English. In addition to existing translations, it may require a version with a music of abstraction similar to Four Quartets. (‘Come unto me almighty ghost / That floats over the waters of creation. / Turn your fine eye upon this work, / Like the world it is waste and empty. / Unlike the whole of a previous century, it will not / Gaze upon ruins and sing of fine weather, / For singing is the suppuration of an ulcer / And whatever else it may have been it has never been / Ruins. The cornerstone has scarcely been laid / And each word renews the silence that it breaks.’)

         By the outbreak of the Second World War, Nijhoff was leading a bicycle squadron against the SS panzers. Holland would surrender within five days, and Nijhoff would soon be doling out bread from his own house to those suffering the deprivations of the Hunger Winter of 1944, and also advising on explosives for the resistance attack on the Amsterdam Population Register, where they kept the names and addresses of Amsterdam’s 70,000 Jews. He also wrote for the underground paper Free Holland. In his own quiet way, he was as heroic as Camus at Combat.

         The Second World War was the single most important event in modern Dutch history and is reflected as such in its fiction, if not its poetry. By May 1940, Holland was an occupied country where morality, loyalty and negotiating everyday life were one great grey zone of expediency, or resistance. The proportion of Jews deported from the Netherlands, with the active 9collaboration of the police, was higher than anywhere else in Europe; and de-classified government documents reveal that one in five Dutch citizens was actively spying for the Nazis. In contrast, there is a beautiful chain of dunes running along the west coast where members of the resistance were executed and dumped into mass graves. It is because of their sacrifice that a feel-good myth was able to take root in the Netherlands, in the absence of Truth and Reconciliation Committees. And so, by 1945, we have the poet J.C. Bloem writing After Liberation; this in Seamus Heaney’s version:

         
            
               To have lived it through and now be free to give

               Utterance, body and soul – to wake and know

               Every time that it’s gone and gone for good, the thing

               That nearly broke you –

            

            
               Is worth it all, the five years on the rack,

               The fighting back, the being resigned, and not

               One of the unborn will appreciate

               Freedom like this ever.

            

         

         The mood of the post-war population was to return Holland to the pre-war status quo, including the poetry of the 1930s. But the younger generation were having none of it. There were two ‘movements’ afoot that would transform art, literature and society. These were the internationalist, experimentalist group of painters and writers, Cobra, (based in Copenhagen-Brussels-Amsterdam), and the loosely-affiliated ‘Fifties’ group of Dutch and Flemish poets. The painters were aiming for spontaneity, primitivism and bright colours, à la Joan Miró. Holland had scarcely been touched by Expressionism, Surrealism, etc., and the painters were looking for something beyond the limited Dutch palette. The poets, too, acknowledged no antecedence in the Dutch canon, but 10were more influenced by Michaux, Eluard and Artaud. They did, however, draw on the example of Van Ostaijen. They asserted Holland was dominated by the proponents of craft-for-craft’s-sake and the ‘completely dead sonnet’. There would be no more artificial separation between form and content, content would dictate form and punctuation was passé.

         The ‘Fifties’ movement rapidly established itself as the only game in town. The group would produce three poets who would be influential over the next five decades – Lucebert, Campert and Kouwenaar. Lucebert was the self-styled ‘emperor’, a charismatic leader, a poet and painter. In the early days, he bridged the gap between the ‘Fifties’ poets and the Cobra movement. Many of his better-known poems have an in-built manifesto-like braggadocio (‘I strive by poetic means/ that is to say / simplicity’s luminous waters / to express the abundance / of life in its entirety’. Translation David Colmer), but his more interesting work has the inaccessibility and portentous musicality of Thomas’s Altarwise by Owl-light. Lucebert would remain a central figure beyond his death in 1994. In 2018, it emerged that he’d been a Nazi volunteer and written anti-Semitic letters in his youth, which many of his admirers are still having difficulty coming to terms with.

         After the early 1950s, Gerrit Kouwenaar developed from a socially-engaged experimentalist into the hermetic éminence grise of Dutch poetry. The poem was a ‘thing’ that possessed its own internal linguistic imperative. Sensory experience was still central – there are a lot of eating metaphors, for example – but the subjective ‘I’ was removed from the poems, to be replaced by the Dutch word ‘men’, which is halfway between ‘you’ and ‘one’, as he pursued the extinction of personality. This from his late collection Total White Room after the death of his wife: 11

         
            
               One Still

            

            
               One still needs to count the summers, to tender

               a verdict, to render winter to blizzard…

            

            
               …one still needs to disclose the blood stains to the

               photographer

               to untether from home, to change the ribbon in the

               typewriter

            

            
               one still needs to dig a grave for a butterfly

               to switch father’s watch for the blink of an eye –

               (Translation P.C. Evans)

            

         

         The 1960s would see a countermovement against the experimentalists. The principal poets to emerge were Rutger Kopland and Judith Herzberg. They gained wide readerships among the general public, and critical plaudits. It would be simplistic to describe them as anecdotal poets, but they did deliberately root their work in accessible speech and everyday experience – sitting out in the garden, studying a fly on the window – but they invest the observed moment with great pregnancy. Herzberg tends to strip the imagery and metaphor out of her poetry, and replaces it with a musicality that occasionally touches the Steinian (‘…But the kiss / found a caress / without hand / without cheek / …A screech / of no gull… / …such a beach-combing / kiss will survive / by the ebbing sea…’ Translation Rina Vergano). Rutger Kopland, too, had a gift for turning a simple parlando into philosophically resonant ambiguity. The poetry often has a wistful yearning for something apparently lost, but it is actually more an unexpressed anthropomorphism of the present. Consider this from his poem Belvedere: 12

         
            
               I know those are woods, rivers,

               meadows, villages, and that

               I love them, I know it.

               But more and more as now, as

               a bird loves its nest:

               not for ever. I see your withered

               fingers on the rail, the small, grey

               feathers fluttering at your temples,

               the crowsfeet near your eyes…

               (Translation James Brockway)

            

         

         It may be surprising that a poet who is so evocative of nature considered the non-human to be soulless. When Kopland returned from hospital, he was surprised to realise how indifferent his beloved garden had been to him, where a number of his best poems had been set. It is clear that his suggestive ambiguity works best when plugged into traditional tropes of nature. When the technique is applied to a non-natural subject it can reveal its limitations. But Kopland left an oeuvre of great beauty, although since the 1980s, some of the younger experimentalists have once again reacted against it.

         Eva Gerlach emerged in the late 1970s, a poet of the intense short lyric – formal, personal, but with a dark undercurrent. This from her second collection:

         
            
               Vocabulary

            

            
               This is your eyeball. This the sun. This cold

               that tugs at you, is draught through the open window.

               This water, where you will always fit in.

            

            
               That is the kettle, that sings on the fire,

               above the four knobs that turn on the gas.

               That is the bread knife, plunged into the breadboard.13

            

            
               All of these things you must remember well.

               Today or tomorrow they will have their way.

               (Translation P.C. Evans)

            

         

         However, her work has constantly re-invented itself. She would not consider herself experimental, but her poetry has undergone a dislocation of syntax and perspective under the pressure of a refracted observation of reality, leading to a sense of alienation (‘It is strange the way it is with the dead/ …always they walk, meekly, / obediently, with their combs and their thorns their pelvic bone / over your genitals…/ tickticktick. Your skin alone / dampens their pressure a little’).

         Two poets who would emerge in the 1980s and ’90s and dominate the next decades are Esther Jansma and K. Michel. Michel is comically, intelligently absurd. His images and phrase-making are perhaps the most startlingly original in the Dutch language. (from Rule of Thumb: ‘If the house is infested, or so the saying goes / in the village that my grandparents called home / lock a pig in it for the night / and the bad spirit will crawl into it / and by morning the house will be clean // In the construction that each life is / a day will arrive that is known / as ‘good advice doesn’t come cheap’…).

         Esther Jansma wouldn’t have written poetry at all, but prose, if it hadn’t been for an abusive mother who stung her in that direction. Jansma is a professor of Dendrology – identifying the age of wooden objects by growth rings in the wood. In her work, you can see the attitude of the investigative archaeologist, as she studies the layering of time, the enigmatic arrangement of the earth beneath our feet, the absurdity of possession and loss. But Jansma is also the archaeologist of the personal. In her collection Time is Here, she writes with excoriating lyricism of the death of her child: 14

         
            
               from Descent

            

            
               We crossed the Styx.

               The ferryman lay drunk in his boat.

               I took the helm and we sank like stones.

            

            
               Water like the earth consists of layers,

               transparent ribbons, glistening strata

               of ever less life, less warmth.

            

            
               Bubbles blossomed in your hair,

               the current tugged your head backwards

               and caressed your throat.

            

            
               Stones waved with algae and ferns,

               gurgled softly, sang of ‘peace’.

               They sliced your clothes away.

            

            
               Fish licked the blood from your legs.

               I held your hand tight. I wanted to comfort you,

               but we were falling too fast and no words can exist

            

            
               without air; …

            

            
               (Translation James Brockway)
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            POSTSCRIPT

         

         Amsterdam’s poet laureate, Menno Wigman (who I have not translated) died in 2018 at the age of 51. Afterwards, I pulled up in front of his apartment block, to pick up a few books as mementos, and asked the next-door-neighbour if it was paid parking outside. “I’ve never heard of him”, he said. I walked up the stone steps, three swastikas and the word ‘bastard’ were scrawled and half scrubbed out on his door; a review by a girlfriend, one would suspect. Inside, there was a full-length mirror, a litho from the 1890s of a young man in Gin Alley, lured into the bars by skeleton harpies, and a couple of thousand poetry collections. The Dutch Literature Museum had provided a subsidy for a researcher to record and photograph all of the dog-eared pages, to see which ones had influenced his work.

         Ever the Baudelairean pessimist Wigman wrote:

         
            
               …it’s not a healing art.

               The room remains a room, the bed a bed.

               My life’s been wrecked by poetry and though

               I once had certain hopes, it won’t go to my head

            

            
               if I, with these few sheets, disturb the peace of mind

               of sixty-seven readers or, worse, bring down two trees.

            

            
               (Translation David Colmer)

            

         

         Wigman shouldn’t have been so downbeat, considering the hundreds at his funeral, and the weaponization of his words since his death. Recently, we have seen the rise of the populist far right in the form of the slick-haired proto-fascist, Thierry Baudet. He no longer talks of the Aryan race, but the superior 16‘Boreal’ peoples. He likes to use Wigman’s poetry at his events, as Trump did Elton John songs. Wigman’s family have asked him to stop (what with him being a left-wing poet), but Baudet realises the power of poetry to mobilise precisely that type, like Wigman’s neighbour outside.
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            EVA GERLACH

         

         Eva Gerlach is a poet of the intense short lyric – formal, personal, and frequently with a dark undercurrent. She composes her poems under the pressure of a refracted observation of reality; the perspective is precise, disconcerting, alienating, but compelling.
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               VOCABULAIR

            

            
               
                  Dit is je oog. Dit is de zon. Dit koude,

                  dat aan je trekt, is tocht door het open raam.

                  Dit is water, waarin je altijd past.

               

               
                  Dat is de ketel, die op het vuur zingt

                  boven de vier draaiknoppen van het gas.

                  Hier zie je het broodmes in zijn plank staan.

               

               
                  Al deze dingen moet je goed onthouden.
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