
 
‘I’ve never been able to accept the idea
that our thinking is a wholly abstract affair.
Touching you is the convincing proof
that my imagination takes a real shape.’
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Besides being a poet and translator, Jan 
Baeke is one of the programmers of the 
famous Poetry International Festival in 
Rotterdam. Before that, he worked for 
the Amsterdam Film Museum. In a note 
to his fourth collection, Groter dan de 
feiten (Larger than the Facts, 2007), he 
lists a number of people who inspired 
him during his writing process. This list 
shows that the work of international 
film makers such as Andrej Tarkovski, 
Federico Fellini, Michael Haneke and 
Luis Buñuel are as important to Baeke’s 
poetry as writings of poets like János 
Pilinszky, Wallace Stevens and Ann 
Carson. Both Baeke’s imagery and 
technique seem to be fuelled and 
formed by film and poetry alike. 
As a translator, Baeke has a preference 
for Anglo-Saxon poets from all over the 
globe: among others, he has translated 
poems by Lavinia Greenlaw (English), 
Liz Lochhead (Scottish), Deryn Rees-
Jones (Welsh) and Russell Edson 
(American). As a poet, he made his 
début in 1997 with Nooit zonder de 
paarden (Never without the Horses), 
about which Dutch poet and essayist 
Erik Menkveld wrote: ‘Jan Baeke likes 
to involve his readers in bizarre situa-
tions. A drawing room where horses 
dance gracefully, a train compartment 
full of dogs, a “decade, season, time of 
night” in which buses are “no longer 
cherished”, or the house of a man who 
lives with a saw. Even so, his poetry 
cannot simply be labelled “absurdist”; 
however unlikely the locations, images, 
observations and trains of thought in 
Baeke’s poetry may be, they always 
appear to convey some worthwhile 
truth about the reality of our lives.’

Reality, its rules and limits, and the 
human (in)ability to stretch these are 
subjects which continue to fascinate 
Baeke, from Zo is de zee (That is the Sea, 
2001) and Iedereen is er (Everyone is 
Here, 2004), right up to his more recent 
collections Het tankstation op de route 
(The Gas Station along the Route, 2013) 
and Seizoensroddel (Seasonal Gossip, 
2015). As critic Hans Groenewegen put 
it: ‘Each poem is another attempt at 
discovering the laws that govern our 
world.’ 
 
The same ‘unstable universe’ serves as 
décor in the love story told in Groter dan 
de feiten (Larger than the Facts, 2007), 
which was nominated for the most 
important poetry prize for a single 
collection in the Netherlands: the VSB 
Poetry Prize. Over five chapters a story 
unfolds – though never fully. It is the 
story of two lovers in and around some 
Mediterranean hotel who constantly 
attract, distract and repel one another, 
just as fact and fiction do.  
 
Through his poetic explorations, in his 
search for coherency or at least some 
grip on reality, Baeke shows us just how 
uncertain, incoherent and unpredict-
able the world around us actually is.
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To Have That

So beautiful, so useful, so unrelenting  
this moon, while you are sitting next to me  
while flowers bounce off you  
and none of my words or glances  
succeed in coming between  
your telephone calls.  
You, of course, have all that wavy hair  
and that magazine look.  
 
I should have the moon  
whispers the captivated body inside me  
that’s testing the chair  
as if someone is coming to get this body.  
 
There, a knife is glinting.  
There, the limbs I am about to lose.  
What the hell is going on here  
I shout  
while the nurse  
pin-points the needle on my upper arm.
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Please Take Him Away from Here

A man like the one recently found, nicely made  
a little younger for this occasion and glancing  
in such a way that his hand can shake yours  
and his voice can bring coolness.  
 
Opposite this the world, large, nowhere clearly defined  
won back from the newspaper, the bar table and the blind stream  
of cigarettes, but lost after the procession  
when a tougher farewell awaits than to the dead  
whom we toast and toast.  
 
Clouds are copied in thought  
so that, also in thought, shadows dominate  
the squares and conversations and bring coolness  
in those inexplicably persistent minutes of heat, of  
smiling people who explain to you  
how suicide works and road construction  
who denounce those inexplicably persistent minutes.  
 
Between the man and the world  
the parts of an entire season  
lots of skirts, smoke and sunlight in every window, walkers from the left  
and cyclists around the corner where the containers are.  
 
Days when few things happen at the appointed time.  
The rest doesn’t happen at all. 

from ‘No Other Way’, no. 10

Motionless. On the other hand 
the body turned over along a line of trees  
skipping thoughts, a wandering line.  
 
The city grows smaller, needs more than little fields  
wants rust and litter  
and a subsiding road  
between vacated chapels.  
 
Little bright fires between the hills  
as long as the sun tolerates a lack of distinction.  
Children with impermeable skin colours  
shout among the washing.  
 
Perhaps a hotel bill, a napkin  
branded with escape routes.  
In a bright pool  
almost tangible who smokes the same cigarettes.  
 
Wintry light  
and milk on the horizon  
to sketch hours of thinking  
by heart, after nature  
summarising, rhyming, orpine, crop damage.
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from ‘The Dogs’, no. 8

Words like coffee, sun and car  
don’t wear as easily in use  
as beauty, restlessness and sleep.  
 
Under the influence of coffee and sleep  
in the presence of thoughts washed ashore from the night  
the city attains the necessary depth.  
 
Just by looking through the window 
without giving heed to the sun, to the gleam  
that marks the car owner’s face  
 
I can see the gravity and tragedy  
of every trip to the newsagent’s, to the baker’s  
of the shaking of hands  
 
a farewell that sends one person into an office block  
and the other walking off to one side  
which makes this morning worse  
 
worse as in further away from what I’ve written  
further as in finished speaking  
and in need of the first glass of wine.

from ‘I Made Him Up’, no. 4

On the road as always, read my hand  
bought a canary  
saw you.  
 
Looked round out of faith.  
Then let my voice fly, clapped after it  
pointed so hard that everyone looked.  
 
Now you and I are into other fabrications  
we are getting  
stranded in a secret.  
 
Not here not in this room  
not like this.  
Infuriating words.  
 
Not the answer of whatever canary  
which is always less  
and enough.  
 
This is what the canary voices:  
the sound of a room  
with no one inside.
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No Objection, No Sound Either

I saw spring come and wondered
how we should embark on this
new, ever-recurring time.

I played a song that had fallen between us
and broke because we were arguing fiercely.

The sun had come back and the neighbours were puffing away
through the music.
Enough wind to blow a life clean.

I washed the clothes
that you’ll never wear again.

I saw you off, said goodbye to you
explained to you that the flowers and the visits
wanted to mean everything.
You made no objection, no sound either.

I went home to put it all in place
and to wait and see what the chairs and the bed
and the empty space in your coat
want to mean.

Working at Love

It’s a lot of work, it tends to be too much work
love, said our advisers, was warm and full of folds.
We could picture this.

It was warm when love was opportune.
There’d been a lot of reaping and tying of sheaves. It turned out
that what fills the world and erodes it could be found nearby.
About time that we did something in return.

That we could learn how current love is? my friends asked.
That’s often possible, I suggested, but we can’t do that.
It’s a personal love, with its own tunnel.

God, when he’s on duty, prefers to stand here, near this tunnel
having a smoke and happy he’s not in his office.
With his large, lanky body he’s always self-conscious
afraid he’ll attract attention, worried that people might think
he’s afraid of attracting attention.

It’s work that keeps recurring, he says, and my friends
are impressed because it’s God who’s saying this
and because, in the photograph, he’s the only one in focus.
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Written Down

Glad we were able to strike at the heart.
Written to the brotherhood
that we lack the ability to really access our knowledge
but should hope that through faith
all will become clear to us.

It was a warm day
and the bread and the olives
were having a rough time.
We’re strangers here.
Is there another way to say that?
Even the bread and the olives are here by chance.

We have learned
to name things by their shape and flavour
and that explains enough.

When, despite the heat, you came to ask
who had invented the word
in which bread stayed fresh and fragrant
all I could do was point to the end of the street
where there are signposts
where someone happened to be passing
who called himself Gabriel
and where a bird began to sing on a roof
a piercing song, like a stab to your spleen.

What you really wanted to know
was the word for love
but there wasn’t one.
Only for the fear that goes with it.

Politics in Our Family

A late afternoon sun. Aunts formal and drunk
in defiance of common custom, went inside early
chapter and verse on Adamo postponed
until a next birthday.

It came, but we were absent, my brother and I
he was busy seeing how tomatoes grow on the land
their feminine shape
and busy not thinking about me, particularly me.

Anything can deteriorate.
We had history and politics
and both were fond of crises.
I thought they occurred when the aunts
drank too lustily too loudly, lapsed into old sores
as my parents would say.

Usually my aunts would monopolise the afternoon
sing Adamo at the top of their voices
eager for background laughter.

It came, but didn’t include my brother
who was demolishing the leftovers, then his own details
and declared that it’s quite something
he’s still alive.

We chose beautiful flowers
that the aunts consider suitable
for any stones.
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A Moment of Charm

See how I talk to you between two flashes.
Flesh under the dresses
downy bumble bees buzzing past.
For our bodies this summer is much too hot.

Of course the moon, madam
and all those other phenomena
a silhouette in which one can imagine
hands and thighs. Is it your daughter? I love her.

I’m conscious of this particular time.
We can expect difficult days with the family.
The shadows cast on you and yours are not too bad
although so many people are struggling in these rainy days 

in the middle of summer
but how are health and business matters?
It would be good to greet the most attractive among you.
I like to do that when I get the opportunity.

I’ve never been able to accept the idea
that our thinking is a wholly abstract affair.
Touching you is the convincing proof
that my imagination takes a real shape.
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This brochure is part of the Contemporary 
Dutch Poets-series. To receive more informa-
tion or other brochures from this series, visit 
www.letterenfonds.nl or write to Thomas 
Möhlmann (e-mail address below). 

For additional information and other Dutch and 
Frisian poets in English translation, please also 
visit the Dutch domain of Poetry International 
Web: http://poetryinternationalweb.net 

Translation Grants
For publishers intending to publish a work by a 
Dutch or Frisian poet in translation, subsidies 
are available to cover up to 100 per cent of the 
translation costs. Applications will be judged 
based on the quality of the source text, the 
translation and the publisher. For information 
about translators please contact the foundation.  
Specifically in case of a publication of poetry in 
translation, a foreign publisher or magazine 
editor can also apply for additional financial 
assistance. 

Promotional Travel 
The Foundation is able to support a publisher 
wishing to invite an author for interviews or 
public appearances. International literary 
festivals are likewise eligible for support.

For information on Dutch poetry and grants 
please contact:
Thomas Möhlmann 
t.moehlmann@letterenfonds.nl



Jan Baeke (b.1956) published seven collections 
of poetry since 1997. He also translated a number 
of poets into Dutch, including Lavinia Greenlaw, 
Deryn Rees-Jones and Russell Edson. He works 
for the annual Poetry International Festival in 
Rotterdam.

Poetry collections:
Seizoensroddel (Seasonal Gossip; 2015)
Het tankstation op de route (The Gas Station 
along the Route; 2013)
Brommerdagen (Motorbike Days; 2010)
Groter dan de feiten (Larger than the Facts; 2007) 
Iedereen is er (Everyone is Here; 2004) 
Zo is de zee (That is the Sea; 2001) 
Nooit zonder de paarden (Never without the 
Horses; 1997)  

Jan Baeke’s poems have been published in 
reviews and anthologies in Spanish, French, 
English, German and Macedonian translation.  
In 2001, a collection of his poems, entitled 
Exercise Against Time, was published in the 
CCCP Translation Series in Cambridge, UK. 

 
‘Days when few things happen at the appointed time.  
The rest doesn’t happen at all.’


