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Tsjêbbe Hettinga is familiar to many,  
and the rich sounds and rhythms of his 
verses leave no one unmoved. Whether 
he was performing in Amsterdam,  
Frankfurt, Paris, New York or Medellín, 
audience and poetry critics alike were 
lyrical in their praise. Hettinga’s poetry 
is often compared to the resonant work 
of Dylan Thomas, whose work he 
translated. 
 
Equinox has been described as a highpoint 
in his oeuvre, with its images evoking a 
childhood in the Frisian countryside along 
with scenes from the New World, where 
Hettinga spent a great deal of his time. 
Between them lies an ocean of possibili-
ties, desires and fears. The images slip 
past. Red clogs take a little boy to the 

waiting horses. ‘The foal dashes off into 
the motherless land/ straight towards the 
walls of the light sea air/ Red clogs filled 
with empathy go after him. And look’. 
 His concrete, earthy images sometimes 
acquire a cosmic dimension but ultimately 
they all point back to the fisherman, the 
village on the coast, the boy at play or the 
woman longing for love. Hettinga’s central 
concern is the equilibrium between 
earthly existence and the cosmos. The 
equinoxes, those two magical moments in 
the year when day and night are of equal 
length, represent that balance, and 
Hettinga connects them with homecom-
ing, or the abolition of an eternal disunity, 
of a split that is one of the themes of this 
cycle of poems about the two continents 
on which the poet lived and worked.

Tsjêbbe Hettinga
Equinox
An ultimate highpoint in the work of a visionary poet  
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Selected Translations
Strange shores/Frjemde kusten. 
Frysk en Frij 1999. Other collections 
in French (L’oreille du loup, 2008) 
and in Spanish (Paso de Barc, 
2012).

Photo: Anneke Bleeker

Tsjêbbe Hettinga (1949-2013) made his debut as a poet in the 
1970s. He read at international festivals in London, Paris and New 
York. Hettinga was not only awarded Frisian literary prizes; this 
poet from the far north of the Netherlands also won the Hans 
Berghuisstok from the municipality of Maastricht, the country’s 
most southerly city. Other winners have included Chinese poet 
Duo Duo and Breyten Breytenbach. His work has been translated 
into Dutch, French, German, English and Spanish. In 2012 a 
bilingual version of Equinox was published with translations into 
Dutch by Benno Barnard and David van Reybrouck. A CD has 
also been issued on which Hettinga reads poems from Equinox.

‘With this last collection, 
Tsjêbbe Hettinga confirms 
his exceptional 
significance for Frisian 
– and Dutch – poetry.’ 
– de Volkskrant

When first published in 1963, Lovedeath 
was outlawed by the critics because of its 
combination of eroticism and sacred 
magic. In the 1990s it was rediscovered 
and translated, and since then its excep-
tional importance has been recognized in 
wider and wider circles. This is an 
intriguing little novel about an eccentric 
baron who tries to secure his future by 
means of speculation and fantasies.

The nineteenth century is coming to an 
end. When Wibe van Holdinga, the last in 
line of an old noble family, takes over his 
parents’ country estate, surprising things 
happen. The young baron sells the cows 
that have been at the manor house since 
time immemorial and buys a herd of 
skinny, low-grade cattle. He puts the 
money this renders up into investments 
that have no value. ‘Make money from 
nothing,’ is his motto, and he believes he 
can do so by playing the game of love. 
 When Wibe was about twelve years old, 
he played mothers and fathers with the 
daughter of the head gardner. She was a 
little older and already knew a thing or 
two. Physically, Wibe was not yet able to 
perform, but the conviction with which 
they made love, gave their game the power 
of a magical erotic ritual. ‘I’ve had a son,’ he 
said to his mother when he got home. 

As he grows up, Wibe turns his thoughts to 
the social and economic consequences of 
the Franco-German war, the theories of 
Charles Darwin and the factories that are 
changing the nature of work and labour 
relations. He gets married but the couple 
remains childless. For Wibe van Holdinga 
it is clear that changes are needed to 
continue the existence of his family and 
country estate. 
 The baron changes his course radically, 
selling his cattle and turning his attention 
to stock jobbing with shares in railway 
companies. Bizarre erotic experiments are 
needed to help him decide when to buy or 
sell. His wife, in genteel French and 
German, gives her own commentary on 
the experiments performed by the strange 
baron.
 In Lovedeath, play is a condition hu-
maine. Intelligently and elegantly, ex-
tremes are combined to create something 
truly new. Those combinations – of the 
magical thinking of an apparently mad 
baron and his unerring insights into 
political and social realities, or of the 
formality of a noble family and the raw 
sensuality of the head gardener’s daughter 
– are provocative. The writer’s style is 
spontaneous and personal, as sensuous as 
it is distinguished, and at the same time 
thoroughly literary.

Homme Eernstma
Lovedeath
A defiant literary gem full of eroticism and sacred magic 
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F.S. Sixma van Heemstra (1916-1999) studied 
art history and gained a doctorate in sociology 
and philosophy. Among other things he worked 
as a translator for the EEC. He published fiction 
and non-fiction in French, Dutch and Frisian. 
When Lovedeath appeared in 1963 the author 
used the pen name of Homme Eernstma and no 
one knew his true identity. The pseudonym refers 
to humo ludens, ‘man the player’, about whom 
the study by historian Johan Huizinga appeared 
in 1938. The author called his novel, with some 
understatement, a ‘freshly reworked and 
improved version’ of Huizinga’s book. 

‘This is an absolute 
masterpiece, the highpoint 
of post-war Frisian 
literature.’ – De Moanne

wounded continents

The farmer – cap on head, cigarette in mouth – 
Crawls along in his wagon on this blue and white
Late summer afternoon, through alternating
Sun and shadow, milk cans rattling, the warm smell of
The black horse rising up to him as he goes
From the clacking wooden shoes to the snuffling cows.
The milkmaid bouncing along in the back has

A touch of summer – and her fingers – forever
In het hair, as blond as straw kissed by the moon.
A few nights ago, rafters preached and nails decreed:
“Go, flee, take her, Rica, to Amerigo!”
Swept up into her cobweb eyes, I go with her
To the land that turns her to milk, the cloud-cupped
Land that turns two wounded continents into one. 

translated by Susan Massotty


