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European culture: a shared past  
Europe jas a shared past which goes back for more than 2000 years. The area 
corresponding to present-day Frisia was part of the sphere of influence of the Roman 
Empire for several centuries, before and after the birth of Christ.  

 The Frisians as a people are mentioned and described by Roman writers like 
Plinius and Tacitus.  

 Frisians pay tax to the Romans.  
 Frisians serve in the Roman armies. 

Roman culture develops into Christian culture and the reign of Charlemagne sees the 
birth of Christian Europe. But the influence of the Romans, and the Greeks, is still very 
much present in Christian culture. To exemplify, when Dante, in the first part of the 
Divina Commedia, travels through hell, his guide is the famous Roman poet Vergil.  
 
Cultural unity, linguistic diversity: the importance of translations 
Although Europe is culturally a unity, it is linguistically very much diversified. Shared 
culture must therefor be transmitted by way of translations. There is a small number of 
books which we may refer to as European classics. They belong to the great tradition of 
European culture. The content of those books is an expression of European identity, nay, 
it has even been essential in creating that shared identity. New generations continuously 
receive their education as thinkers and intellectuals through those books. They are 
continually translated in the languages of Europe, and they thus enrich the local or 
national culture. Thus translations contribute to the maintenance of European identity, 
which may be described with the two words Christian and humanist / Greco-Roman. 
Christianity and Antiquity are the two roots of European culture and identity. Frisian 
culture and identity is a living part of European culture and identity, and therefore it is no 
more than evident that the province of Fryslân (Frisia) has formulated the ambition to 
become the cultural capital of Europe in 2018.  
 
Dante and the local language 
Dante's Divina Commedia is one of the few books which belong to the great tradition of 
European culture. It is the most important work of Christianity, after the bible. Dante was 
born in Florence in 1265, and died in 1321 in Ravenna. It is remarkable that Dante didn't 
write in Latin. but in the local language, the Italian of Florence. Dante defended his 
controversial choice in favour of the local language in another work, the Convivio. This 
sounds familar to Frisian. The great Frisian, Gysbert Japicx, also made the controversial 
choice of writing in the local language, Frisian, instead of writing in Latin or Dutch. 
Frisians can therefore think of Dante as the Gysbert Japicx of the Italians, and vice versa.  
 
Translations of great European books into Frisian before and after Dante 



Of course, there are older books than the Divina Commedia which belong to the great 
tradition of Europe, and which belonged to Dante's intellectual frame of reference. Which 
of those works have been translated into Frisian? 
The Bible appeared in Frisian in 1944, though parts had been translated in the 19th 
century. 
Homeros, Ilias and Odessey, appeared in 2004, translated by Klaas Bruinsma 
Sophocles, Philoktetes, King Oidipoes and Oidipus at Colonus appeared in 1991.  
Vergilius, Georgica appeared in 2002. 
Augustinus, Confessiones, appeared in 1926-1929, translated by Folkertsma. 
Translations have appeared of work by Catullus, Seneca, Tacitius and Terentius.  
 
These are works which belong to the European tradition. Of course, after Dante, great 
literary works continued to be written.We will mention two of them: 
Erasmus, Stultitiae Laus ofwol In Praise of Folly. 
Thomas More, Utopia.  
Those wurks have one thing in common. They were both translated into Frisian by Piter 
Wibertus Brouwer, who is also the translation of the Divina Commedia.  
 
The Divina Commedia is not the first Italian work that is translated into Frisian. Small 
work has occasionally been translated. Alpita de Jong produced a book with translations 
of short stories by Luigi Pirandello, Primo Levi, Giovanni Verga and others. There were 
also translations from Frisian to Italian. Giocomo Prampolini was responsible for the 
production of translations of Frisian poets in the book Poeti frisoni d'Olanda. However, 
there is no doubt that the Divina Commedia is the first major Italian work that is 
translated into Frisian.  
 
(translation from Frisian) 


