
1. 
Family, with all its complexity, is at the heart 

of the book, particularly mother-daughter 
relationships and the weight of expectation 

that can be passed down generations. 
What did you make of Femke and Trijn’s 

relationship? 

2. 
The main characters span three generations 
of the Koridon family: Femke, her mother 

Trijn and her grandfather Zwier. How does 
this drive the dynamic of the book and does 
it cast a light on how attitudes are shaped 

and changed over time? Do you think their 
intergenerational relationships are influenced 

by where they are – how?

3. 
The Koridon family all have difficulty 

articulating their emotions and appear to have 
trouble trusting outsiders, and sometimes one 

another. Why do you think this is? 

4. 
“Good with animals and awkward with 

people, clumsy with words, a born farmer, 
too soft for normal life, these are the typical 
things that are said of Femke, the way she is 

described by her mother and those few others 
who think they know her.” What did you 

think of Femke? 
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5. 
The farming community and landscape are 
very powerfully drawn and vivid. What role 
did the landscape play in the book for you? 
How do you think this contributed to the 

overall essence of the novel?

6. 
As the book is a translation from the Dutch, 
many English readers won’t be familiar the 
landscape Saskia Goldschmidt writes about 

(Groningen, North Netherlands). How did you 
picture the landscape? Were there elements of 

the translation that painted certain pictures 
for you? Could you compare the landscape you 

imagined to anywhere in the UK?

7. 
There are clear divides between the rural 

residents and the city dwellers. They disagree 
on the personal and environmental impact 

of the gas extraction, but also on each other’s 
way of life. Discuss this division. Did it feel 

familiar in any way? Did you sympathise with 
both sides? 

8. 
In the first chapter we follow Trijn as a young 

woman as her desire to escape the small, 
quiet world of the farm leads her into a bad 

relationship in the city. In the end, she returns 
home to the farm with baby Femke. Do you 
think she was wrong to want to escape her 

homeland? 

9. 
“When she’s sitting here, she can imagine that 
she’s ended up in another life. The Dead Bird 
Museum could be anywhere at all. Birds aren’t 
tied to a particular place. Birds fall from the 

sky everywhere.” 

Trijn’s Dead Bird Museum is her quiet space. 
However, once the community protests begin 

this all changes. The Dead Bird Museum 
becomes a hub, with Trijn making bird hats 

for all the protestors – which eventually leads 
to her appearance on live TV. Discuss Trijn’s 
journey and role of the Dead Bird Museum.

10. 
All the characters in the book are affected by 

the gas extraction operations in the Groningen 
province, but to varying degrees. What did you 
take from the different characters’ experiences 

and how do you think what’s happened to 
them has shaped who they are? Think about 

Trijn, Femke, Fokko and Danielle.

11. 
There is an ever-present threat from the 

quakes caused by the gas extraction operation 
and the damage being done to properties is 
clear and dangerous. What do you make of 
the state’s handling of the situation? Do you 

think the gas extraction should be stopped for 
good or do you think proper compensation for 

victims would solve the problem? 

12. 
What did you make of the translation? Were 

there any sections that stood out to you? 
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DISCUSSION



Shocked Earth is a translation of Saskia 
Goldschmidt’s novel Schokland, first published 
in Dutch in 2018. As Goldschmidt makes clear 
in her acknowledgements, the book is absolutely 
rooted in the landscape she so lyrically describes. 
The research she carried out in preparation for the 
writing of the novel was based not only on textual, 
audio-visual and internet sources, but also on intense 
lived experience. During the period in which she was 
writing the book, she rented a small cottage in the 
heart of the area hit by the induced earthquakes and 
became deeply involved in the life of the community, 
participating in farming activities and attending 
action-group meetings about the effects of the 
earthquakes. She immersed herself in the surrounding 
nature, and through close daily observation and 
walking in the clay and reedbed landscape taught 
herself to see and write about what was there.

tr. Antoinette Fawcett

Taken from the Translator’s Note 
by Antoinette Fawcett

Saskia Goldschmidt

The novel is set in a very specific place – not the stereotypical Dutch landscape or cityscape 
that most people call to mind when they think of the Netherlands (no tulip fields, no closely-
woven webbing of city canals, no rows of seventeenth-century patrician canal houses). This is 
not Holland – the western part of the country where the majority of the Dutch live and where 
the government is based – but the province of Groningen, in the north-east of the Netherlands. 
Groningen is already perceived as being far distant from the major Dutch cities, but the specific 
region in which the novel is set is almost as remote from big city life as it is possible to be 
in this small country. This is Het Hogeland, a fertile farming region, with a very distinctive 
landscape and a specific culture and way of life with its roots in antiquity.



In the late 1950s a gas field was discovered in Slochteren, in a region to the south 
of Het Hogeland. This was eventually found to encompass most of the area to 
the north and east of the city of Groningen, one-third of the entire province, and 
including Het Hogeland. At its discovery, it was one of the largest gas fields in 
the world, and is still the largest single gas field in Europe. Production started in 
1963 and soon the Netherlands became a major gas producer, not only supplying 
domestic use but selling gas to neighbouring countries. The economic benefits to 
the country as a whole have been enormous, but the people of Groningen argue 
that the majority of state revenue won from this gas field has profited projects in 
the west of the country, rather than in the north.

This area of the Netherlands is not subject to natural seismic activity. The first 
earthquake registered as a result of gas extraction occurred in the neighbouring 
province of Drenthe in 1986 and the first to occur in the Groningen gas field took 
place in 1991, yet although an official study published in 1993 demonstrated the 
link between the earthquakes and gas extraction, it was claimed that the material 
damage caused by such earthquakes would be limited and light. The official 
perception of risk was low and exploitation of the field continued; it was believed 
that the main environmental impact would be from subsidence rather than 
seismicity, and that this could be managed. Yet in the past quarter of a century the 
number and severity of induced earthquakes has substantially increased. These in 
turn have led to an increasing amount of damage to buildings, often of a historic 
character, and have created a situation of stress and insecurity for the inhabitants. 
Even more stress has been caused by a lack of fair compensation, a situation that is 
so dramatically described in the novel.

As Goldschmidt makes clear, the effect of these earthquakes is much more 
severe than might be expected from their measurement on the Richter scale. The 
strongest earthquake so far recorded in the Groningen gas field area took place 
in 2012 and had a magnitude of 3.6. In fact, there have been several earthquakes 
since then of a similar size. However, while the Richter scale is suitable for 
measuring the size of a natural earthquake, with its source deep below ground 
level, it is not very good at measuring the impact of shallower, manmade 
earthquakes. Shallow quakes and tremors release more energy to the surface, 
creating a greater impact on buildings and structures than might be expected.
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Watch a visualisation of the live quake damage here

https://dwarshuis.com/aardbevingen-groningen/

