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Strong and Independent

Titia Brongersma

DOKKUM, CA. 1650 — GRONINGEN?, AFTER 1087

LIA VAN GEMERT
TRANSL. BRENDA MUDDE

N 1686 TITIA BRONGERSMA FROM FRIESLAND published a collection of poems entitled

Swan at the Well, or Miscellaneous Poems (Bron-swaan, of mengeldigten). The ‘bron’ in
the Dutch title is a pun on her name and the classical poet’s fountain Hippocrene. The col-
lection opens with anumber of laudatory poems to ‘the Frisian Sappho’, all written by men.
They show that Brongersma must have maintained extensive literary contacts, for example
with the historian and writer Ludolph Smids from Groningen. Yet we know hardly anything
about her, except that she remained unmarried and in 1685 joined an archaeological excursion
to Borger (45 km south of Groningen), where she dug up a small urn at one of the dolmens
(hunebedden) the area is famous for. Brongersma probably came from a prominent, and
moneyed, Frisian family. Her home was big enough for a separate ‘writing room/, and she
had time to spare for drawing, painting, modelling in clay, embroidering, making music
and singing: the whole range of artistic pursuits typical of affluent seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century women. The publication of her poems being her own initiative, it is
likely that she paid for it herself.

The collection clearly reflects the ambivalent position of an independent and
apparently self-taught woman writer of the Dutch Golden Age, tossed between pride and
modesty. The many puns on the word ‘swan’ show her pride in the publication, but in
the poems dedicated to men in particular the swan is reduced to just a small animal
singing with a dull and hoarse voice. This ambivalence is also evident in other aspects of
the collection. On the one hand, the poems’ dedications are entirely representative of the
communicative nature of seventeenth-century poetry. The writer also shows herself to be
an ambitious poet, displaying a wide knowledge of classical mythology and putting her hand
to different verse forms such as the sonnet and the rondeau, and to translations from French
authors like De Ronsard. On the other hand, the many inaccuracies in the text point 0
a haphazard education and a lack of experience. It would seem that she asked no one to
proofread the copy. Could that be because she was unfamiliar with the practice?
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32. Brongersma in the dress of a classicial Muse receiving objects
dug up from the dolmen at Borger (1685)

Bron-swaan is a varied collection, both linguistically (it has sections in Dutch, Frisian and
French) and poetically. It contains religious, pastoral, portrait, wedding and laudatory poems.
The latter make up the largest section and are primarily in praise of women. Brongersma
expresses her admiration of the artistic hobbies of her female friends and acquaintances
and of the courage shown by strong women from classical antiquity such as Zenobia and
Hippo, or from her own days (who remain unidentified). She also dedicated poems to
contemporaries like Eelkje van Bouricius and Katharina Lescailje. More of a mystery is the
intensely erotic poetry dedicated to the otherwise unknown Elisabeth Joly. Was this a case
of unrequited longing for friendship or love?

Brongersma continued writing after Bron-swaan, but only very few poems have
survived. It is unlikely that she ever realised her plans for a volume of religious poetry,
Heavenly Organ Tones (Hemelsche Orgeltoonen).
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Op een bonte gekruiste spin,

die enige weken voor mijn vensterglas in haar net haar had verhouden, doch doot

een koude noordenwind verjaagd, en haar uitgespan gebroken

Arachne is verhuisd en haar tapeet gebroken

door Boreas* helaas! nu is mijn spintje voort,

had ik de macht, zij waar’ daarover al gewroken,

maar vrees dat 't arme dier in 't woeden is vermoord.
Ei, Noordse beer, wat deed die kruisling u voor schade,
zij ving maar vliegjes in haar nietig uitgespan,
waarmee zij soberlijk haar holle buik verzaadde,
Minerv’ hoeft haar nu niet te leggen in de ban,

en had om 't prijslot met haar niet te horen weven,

wijl z’ Pallas door de vlucht vanzelf de eer komt geven.
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yuden, doch door

On a Garden Spider. This poem about a spider that had spun its web in front of the poet’s
window is based on the myth of Arachne and Minerva. Because the Lydian girl Arachne had
defeated Minerva in a weaving contest, the jealous goddess transformed her into a spider.

10

On a Garden Spider

that spent a few weeks in front of my window but was then chased away when a
cold north wind broke her web

Arachne’s moved away, her tapestry torn down

By Boreas®, Alas, my spider’s disappeared!

Had I the power, she would be avenged by now,

But in that cruel fury she’s been killed, I fear.

Ah, Nordic bear, what harm could she have done to you,
Just catching a few flies there in her little web —

Her way of stilling hunger with some sober food.
Minerva must be glad now that her rival’s fled:

No need to work and weave, not even some strong spell;
The prize is safely hers, her skill unparalleled.

2 The north wind

TRANSL. MYRA HEERSPINK SCHOLZ

The Raging Lioness. Writings in praise of famous women, like Johanna Hoobius’ In Praise
of Women (Het lof der vrouwen see p. 43-45) and Ludolf Smids’ Gallery of Women (Gallerye
der vrouwen 1685), were not uncommon in the seventeenth century. The latter work, to
which Brongersma contributed a panegyric, may have inspired this poem in praise of a
contemporary woman who refused the role of passive victim when she was shamefully
forsaken. By calling her ‘a new French Judith' (I 4) the poet compares her with Joan of Arc,
who was known as a second Judith - the ancient Jewish heroine celebrated for decapitating

the enemy general Holofernes.
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De woedende leeuwin of de Lyonse amazone,

die haar had verloofd aan een edelman tot Lyons: die haar verachtelijk verliet,
waarover gehoond, heeft hem (in mans gewaad zijnde!) aangeranst, zoals zij uit
de comedie kwam, en doorsteken, zodat hij dood bleef liggen; voorgevallen tot
Lyons in de maand januari 1685

Tk noem haar Lione

Weg Dido, weg Lucretia

weg heidens rot, met al uw spoken,
Liones offer is aan 't roken

zij stapt de Franse Judith na:

en wint (zo d’ eer daar is gelegen)

“de lauwerkroon, door vuist, en degen.

‘Verrader’, roept ze als verwoed,

‘gij die vermaak neemt in de spelen

van vreemdigheén op treurtonelen?
Koom nader, met een frisse moed.

Ik zal u leren maagden schennen,

en mij niet meer te willen kennen.’

Mids rijgt ze dwars den schenner door
die zij de laatste snik ziet geven

wijl hij beroofd is van het leven.

Daar zeit ze nog: ‘Dat hebt ge voor

de trouw, zo trouwloos mij ontzworen,

ga rover, daal in Pluto’s koren.’

Daar vlucht den dapp’ren Amazoon

en poogt zo 't onheil te ontwringen
terwijl haar 't halsrecht aan koomt dringen,
doch dit is recht bedriegers loon:

geen leeuw laat zich van wolven terten
een vrouw trotseert vaak mannen-herten.
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zone, The Raging Lioness or the Lyon Amazon,

betrothed to a nobleman in Lyon who despicably forsook her, thus causing her
disgrace, attacked him with a sword (dressed in men’s clothing!) as he was leaving
the theatre, so that he fell down dead; occurred in Lyon in the month of January

1685

erachtelijk verliet,
ranst, zoals zij uit
;; voorgevallen tot

I call her Lione

Away Lucretia, away Dido,*
Away you spectral pagan hosts!
In flames of sacrifice we boast
A new French Judith in Lyon.
5 Alaurel should be her reward
For fearless use of fist and sword.
‘Betrayer!’ she cried furiously;
‘So you like watching strange misdeeds
Played out in moving tragedies?
10 Come here and show your bravery,
For I'll teach you to violate
And leave a virgin to her fate.
While saying this she ran him through
And watched the villain breathe his last,
15 For he was felled, his life was past.
She added, ‘This is your just due
For breaking solemn troth with me;
Go join dark Pluto’s company.’
The Amazon then tried to flee,
20 For courts would sentence her to die.
Yet she was right to thus defy
And punish such foul perfidy.
No wolf should taunt a lioness;
Wronged women know no cowardice.

1 both women committed suicide to save their honour

TRANSL. MYRA HEERSPINK SCHOLZ
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Op de afbeeldinge van Eliseen

Op 't gezicht van de afbeeldinge van Eliseen
Cleonte aan Eliseen

Toon: Air

Als ik mijn blikken opwaarts sla

om uw gestalt’ te meten,

zo dunkt mij dat ik verder ga,

en al uw doen kan weten,

want, Eliseen, ik zie uw hals,

'k zie oog, en lipjes roeren

zo 't schijnt, en 't hoofd bevederd als
een Mars die krijg wil voeren.

Neen, neen gij zijt als een Diaan,
wanneer ze moe van 't jagen

wil naar 't gebergt van Latmus gaan
om daar naar haar behagen
Endymion te zoeken, waar

haar hert leit in geklonken,

of als een Amazoon die haar

ten strijde op doet pronken.
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onthe portrait of Elise. This is one of Brongersma’s many love songs that contain the name
Elise (Elisabeth Joly), whose portrait is mentioned more often in the volume, as on page 44:
on the esteemned bunch of yellow primroses in the late autumn, which I placed above the
ortrait of Elisa hanging in my little writing room. (‘Op het vereerd trosje gele aurikelen
[primula auricula] in de late herfst, die ik geplaatst heb boven de afbeeldinge van Elisa
hangende in mijn schrijfkamertje.’) In this poem the speaking persona is a man, Cleonte.
pvidently it was difficult for a woman to address a love poent in the Petrarchan tradition
to another womarn. As Cleonte gazes at the picture it seems to come alive, inspiring this

portrait in Petrarchan style.

On the Portrait of Elise

On seeing the portrait of Elise
Cleonte to Elisa

Melody: Air

Each time I raise my eyes and see
Your likeness there so true,

It seems to open up for me

And show all you can do.

For then you come alive, it seems,
Your neck, your lips and eyes,
Your head is feathered too, Elise,
Like Mars in battle guise.

No, no, Diana’s* face appears

As, weary from the chase,

She longs for Latmos and her dear
Endymion’s embrace.

Orit’s an Amazon I see,

All splendidly arrayed,

About to prove her bravery

In some appalling fray.
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Zo schoon zijt gij ha! Eliseen

in mijn verliefde ogen,

ik wissel voor u geen Heleen

hoe krachtig van vermogen,

neen, neen gij zijt mijn herten lust,
de schuimgodes moet wijken,

uw schets stelt het gedacht in rust,
gij zult de prijskroon strijken.
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So lovely you are, ah! Elise,
In my enamoured eyes,
Not even Helen's gift* to please
20 Could tempt me from your side.
No, no, you give me such delight
ThatVenus is dethroned.
Your portrait puts all doubts to flight,
The prize is yours alone.

9-12 the goddess Diana fell in love with Endymion, who was said to sleep forever on the

mountain Latmos
19 Helena, the Greek.-woman whose abduction led to the Trojan war

TRANSL. MYRA HEERSPINK SCHOLZ

Sources: BRONGERSMA 1686: 52, 43-44, 158-159; SMIDS 1711: 326-328.
Literature: Brongersma 2009; De Jeu 2000; Jensen 1997a and 2009b; Meijer Drees 1994;
Porteman & Smits-Veldt 2008: 779, 782-786; Schenkeveld-van der Dussen 2001b; Schipperheijn 1997;

Van Gemert 1995/2001.



