
 
 
 
 
Detached from all things. The life of J.C. Bloem 
 
 
Summary 
 
J.C. Bloem (1887-1966) is regarded as one of the most important Dutch poets of the 20th 
Century. Bloem made his debut at the end of 1910 with the appearance of the poems ‘Futura’ 
and ‘Walcheren’ in Albert Verwey’s magazine, De beweging. He established his reputation as 
an essayist with his contribution to the 'rhetoric debate' in the pages of the same magazine a 
short time later. 
 Bloem’s first volume of poetry, Het verlangen (‘Longing’) appeared, after much delay, 
in 1921. Years would pass before he took up his pen again, and it was not until 1931 that his 
second volume, Media vita, appeared, and in which the poet attained the pinnacle of his 
achievement. Although Bloem began quite early on to make a name for himself, sales of his 
poetry did not exceed 1,000 copies per title. This changed after the Second World War, 
especially with the appearance, in 1947, of his Verzamelde gedichten (‘Collected Poems’), 
which appeared in three printings over a period of more than one year, and attained a total of 
7,000 copies. 1950 saw the publication of Bloem’s Verzamelde beschouwingen, containing 
writings on poetry, poets and writers of prose, in words frequently characterised by their striking 
clarity. 
 Up to now, there has been no detailed Bloem biography, the works on this subject having 
been limited to A.L. Sötemann’s excellent biographical sketch and the somewhat personally 
tinted book by his (ex-)wife, Clara Eggink, entitled Leven met J.C. Bloem (‘My Life with J.C. 
Bloem’). The present study is larger in scale than the two latter works and attempts to come to 
grips with Bloem’s life and work in the form of a traditional biography in which a quantity of 
information is analysed and contextualised. 
 An attempt has been made in this study, firstly, to attain greater clarity as regards the 
scale of the financial debacle that resulted in the impoverishment of Bloem’s beloved father. 
This drama, which took place when the poet was aged sixteen or seventeen, is in strong contrast 
to Bloem’s protected youth in the village of Oudshoorn. Until his death, Bloem himself would 
never be free from financial problems, primarily due to a lack of societal ambition and ill-
advised large purchases of books and alcohol. The debts he incurred became an obsession, but 
also seem to have distracted him from a more deep-seated insecurity and feeling of unhappiness. 
Every change that occurred in his life and in society brought Bloem further away from an – at 
least as he remembered it – idyllic youth. In 1954, he published a short article entitled ‘Het 
Panorama-Mesdag’ (‘Mesdag’s Panorama,’ a panoramic view of the beach at  Scheveningen 
painted in 1881 by H.W. Mesdag in collaboration with other painters). His description of the 
Panorama is extremely revelatory. Here, not only do we learn of his longing to revisit the past, 
the time of his youth, but that whilst surrounded by this painting-in-the-round, he felt transported 
away from the present, back to that time. The figures running about on the beach appear frozen 
in their movements in an entirely silent atmosphere, something which exerted a great fascination 
on him. With its ‘frozen motion’ and view of the past in 360 degrees, the Panorama-Mesdag is 
an apposite emblem for the mind of J.C. Bloem. 
 The overall development in the content of Bloem’s poetry, in which a longing for 
happiness gave way, as years went by, to disillusionment and ultimately, to (an attempt at) 
acceptance, corresponds to that of his life. This will come to no one’s great surprise. More 



surprising, though, is the fact that poetry jotted down in notebooks from 1910 (prior to Bloem’s 
debut) employs formulations displaying a remarkable degree of correspondence to those of 
much later poetry. Already at that time, he had found the language and themes which would 
serve as the basis of his future work. Disillusionment, or in any case the fear of it, thus also 
played a role in the very beginning phase of his career. 
 The increasingly important role played in Bloem’s thinking by the limited nature of 
human existence, must have been one of the reasons for his estrangement from the belief in 
progress espoused by his teacher, Albert Verwey. Although he maintained intensive contact with 
virtually all of his important contemporaries as well as with the younger generations, he was not, 
in the further course of his life, ever again to affiliate himself with a journal or belong to a 
movement. It is characteristic of Bloem that in his well-known essay, ‘Vorm of vent’ (‘Form or 
Personality’) he chose a standpoint that enabled him to place himself above the parties (to the 
discussion of the same name). 
 The form of the poetry from the second half of Bloem’s life is extremely concentrated 
and terse, whilst his life itself was at this time in many respects out of control. His marriage 
succumbed to the effects of alcohol and money problems, and he was never able to hold down a 
job for long periods. His attitude toward politics and society was determined by dissatisfaction: 
Bloem was an uprooted resident of the 19th century, unable and unwilling to adjust to societal 
modernisation, to the extent that, in the period preceding the Second World War, he expressed 
admiration for Mussolini and Hitler and even sought contact with A.A. Mussert (a founder of 
the National Socialist Movement of the Netherlands, or NSB). During the German occupation of 
the Netherlands, Bloem felt nothing but contempt toward both the occupiers and the NSB, and 
his attitude toward the Kultuurkamer (‘Chamber of Culture,’ an institution imposed by 
occupying Germany whose brief was to exert control over artists of every kind) was – from 
today’s standpoint – immaculate.  
 Bloem’s fame attained its acme after the war. A poet in the purest sense of the word with 
a lifestyle to match, such as he was, appealed directly to widely shared romantic notions. 
However, his reputation was determined above all by his poems themselves and the reviews 
prompted by the appearances of his collections. The qualities attributed to his work in the 
numerous (newspaper) articles which appeared are uniform enough: humanity, warmth, 
simplicity, power, purity and perfection are the catchwords one continually encounters. Taken 
together, they say a great deal about the almost religious reverence with which ‘a great poet’ was 
regarded up to and including in the early 1950s. Although Bloem himself was entirely 
unreligious, this reverence was also suggested by the main themes of his own poems, in which 
life is always overshadowed by death and eternity. 
        (translation: Nicholas Lakides) 
 


