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publishing details
Van de koele meren des doods

(1900, 19th edition 2004)
300 pp

publisher
Athenaeum-Polak & Van Gennep
Singel 262
nl66–6 1016 ac Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 551 12 62
fax +31 20 620 35 09
website www.klassieken.nl

selected translated titles
Wie Stürme segnen. Berlin; Leipzig: Schuster & Loeffler, 1907.
The Deeps of Deliverance. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1974.
The Deeps of Deliverance. London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1902.
Wie Stürme segnen. Berlin; Leipzig: Schuster & Loeffler, 1908

The development of a sensitive soul

Frederik van Eeden

The Deeps of Deliverance

photo Collection Letterkundig Museum

Although Frederik van Eeden wrote poetry, plays, scientific
29studies and essays on literature and painting, he is chiefly

remembered as a novelist. Among his voluminous epic work it is
specifically The Deeps of Deliverance on which his reputation rests. He
himself considered it a synthesis of all his main themes, and stated
that the work described: ‘the simple, classical movements of a
woman’s life, tested to the utmost by melancholy, sin, sensuality, and
yet with the triumph of death over death.’

The preface to this psychological novel opens: ‘Quite erroneously
this work has been regarded as the psychological study of a more or
less pathological case.’ With this, Frederik van Eeden wants to be per-
fectly clear: his novel is the product of an artist’s brain, not that of a
scientist.

Van Eeden was a psychiatrist, man of letters, spiritualist, mystic,
moralist and social reformer and in The Deeps of Deliverance, all these
facets come into play. He describes the detailed history of a woman,
while at the same time using the novel as a vehicle for his ideas about
ethics and about the social conditions of his time.

The Deeps of Deliverance is still today an eminently readable thanks
to the author’s empathy with his character, Hedwig Marga de
Fontayne, a sensitive soul, who is disgusted by the banality of life and
yearns for physical and spiritual contact; she finally finds salvation in
death.

Although the novel had a mixed reception in the Netherlands when
it was published, it went through several printings in England and
Germany.

Frederik van Eeden (1860-1932) was one of the
best-known psychiatrists in the Netherlands
around the turn of the century. During his years of
study in Amsterdam he developed an aversion to
the one-sided emphasis on the natural sciences in
his field and in 1885, the year that he took his
finals in medicine, he published the symbolic
fairytale De kleine Johannes. Then while doing
research in Paris on tuberculosis patients for his
dissertation, he became intrigued by Professor
Charcot’s lectures on hysteria and hypnosis, and he
was drawn to psychotherapy, then gaining ground
internationally. In 1893 he set himself up as a
psychiatrist in Bussum. He became increasingly
idealist and pacifist and helped establish several
cooperative communities of which Walden was the
best known.
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Light, moving and outrageously funny

The Sponger (De uitvreter) and Young Titans (Titaantjes) take place  within 3a
circle of young bohemians in the years leading up to the First World War. The

Sponger is the story of Japi, a likeable bon vivant, who tries ‘to wither away, to
become indifferent to hunger and sleep, to cold and damp,’ but who can also fully
enjoy the good things of the world, especially if somebody else foots the bill. The
painter Bavink introduces him to his Amsterdam friends, where Japi, because of his
idiosyncrasies, soon becomes known as a ‘sponger,’ a sobriquet that he manages to
twist into a title of honour. He’s unable to sustain such a free life, however, and the
story ends in his suicide.

Titaantjes is about the same circle of friends6–6minus Japi but with a few new fig-
ures: five boys fired by a vague idealism. In scene after scene we watch as the ‘nice
guys’ waste away. All are forced to abandon their ideals, and only Bavink is ‘defeated
by those “God damned things”’ and finally goes insane.

The story Little Poet (Dichtertje) is about the same problem, but this time within
the context of marriage. The poet is happily married, but ‘if you’re a poet, the pret-
tiest girls always walk on the other side of the canal,’ and he comes under the spell
of his sister-in-law. This story, too, has an unhappy ending. It is the most literary
story of the three because God and the Devil become involved in the poet’s life, as
they do in Goethe’s Faust.

The ‘plot’ of the stories is really incidental in a certain sense. All three provide a
splendid picture of Amsterdam at the beginning of the 20th century and testify to a
great love of the Dutch landscape. But the most extraordinary thing about them is
Nescio’s style of writing. His utter simplicity goes hand-in-hand with a great com-
mand of humour, irony, matter-of-factness, understatement and sentiment (never
sentimentality or self-pity), all of which miraculously balance each other out.
Nescio’s subject matter is best expressed in opposites: freedom versus confinement,
a longing for eternity versus the notion of mortality. The stories demonstrate that
the individual is no match for the world and helplessly comes to grief if he tries to
resist or becomes engrossed in the big existential questions. For, as the final sen-
tence in Little Titans puts it, ‘woe be unto him who questions why.’

Nescio is essentially a lyricist, a poet writing in prose. But he’s a cynic, too, as well
as a mystic in his own way. Like Chekhov or Turgenev, he is able to express compli-
cated matters in simple language. And the fact that his work is still so light and
playful, so tender, moving and outrageously funny is nothing short of miraculous.

J.H.F. Grönloh (b. 1882), the writer
who went by the pseudonym Nescio
(Latin for I Don’t Know), as co-director
of the Holland-Bombay Trading
Company in Amsterdam, was not part
of the literary world. When he died in
1961, only a few people knew that he
had even written a book. For many
years Nescio was a one-book author
with only the collection of stories
Dichtertje, De uitvreter, Titaantjes (1918)
to his name. It wasn’t until the second
edition came out fifteen years later
that J.H.F. Grönloh decided to reveal
himself as the author because his
work was stubbornly being attributed
to someone else. New editions
followed, but Nescio, with his orig-
inal style and unusual outspokenness,
remained for years a writer’s writer. In
1961, just before his death, the collec-
tion Above the Valley and Other Stories
(Boven het dal, en andere verhalen)
appeared and his work once again
attracted public attention. The long-
expected Collected Works, published in
two volumes in 1996, was received
with enthusiasm by both the press
and the public and has already gone
through a number of editions. His
work deserves to be given a place in
the literature of Europe.

publishing details
De uitvreter, Titaantjes,
Dichtertje (1911, 1918 and
1915, 35th edition 2002)
159 pp

rights
Nijgh & Van Ditmar
Singel 262
nl6–61016 ac Amsterdam
The Netherlands
tel. + 31 20 551 12 62
fax + 31 20 627 36 26
website www.boekboek.nl

selected translated titles
Pierwsze wzruszenie. Warszawa: Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1980.
Si benalu (Translation of: De uitvreter.). Jakarta: Penerbit Djambatan, 1976.
Kleine Titanen und andere Erzählungen. Zürich: Ammann Verlag & Co. 1993.
(De uitvreter, Titaantjes, Dichtertje). (De uitvreter, Titaantjes, Dichtertje). Paris:
Gallimard, in preparation.

Nescio

The Sponger, Young Titans 

and Little Poet

photo Collection Letterkundig Museum
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publishing details
Pallieter (1916, 45th edition 2003)
213 pp

rights
Davidsfonds9/9Clauwaert
Blijde-Inkomstraat 79-81
B - 3000 Louvain
tel. +32 16 310 600
fax +32 16 310 608
e-mail uitgeverij@davidsfonds.be
website www.davidsfonds.be

selected translated titles
Pallieter. In English (Harper Brothers, 1924), in German (Insel Verlag,
1921; last ed. 1992), in French (Complexe, 1975), in Italian (Edizioni
Delta, 1929), in Afrikaans (Van der Walt & Seun, 1967), in Polish
(Czytelnik, 1980), in Czech (Vydavatelstvo Druzstevní práce, 1927; 2nd

ed. 1940), in Serbo-Croatian (Znanje, in prep.) and in Esperanto
(Thieme & Cie., 1933).

Felix Timmermans (Flanders, 1886-1947) was one of
the most popular Flemish writers, a legend in his own
time, and now a classic. Among his most successful
works are Pallieter (1916) and Boerenpsalm (Peasant
Psalm, 1935). Timmermans also wrote several biogra-
phies, including one of St Francis of Assisi (1932) and
Brueghel the Elder (1928).

A cheerful sketch of Flemish rural life

Felix Timmermans

Pallieter

It is difficult to imagine a more perfect example of a born
writer than Felix Timmermans. In both content and form, his
writing shows an unequalled degree of unmistakable origi-
nality. Such talent is a gift of nature and cannot be learnt.
gerard walschap

A brilliant representative of folk art (…) its natural genius
finds its most delightful expression in his work.
albert westerlinck

Timmermans had an innate talent for viewing the external
world as if seeing it for the first time, and describing things as
if they had not yet been named. His vision was that of a poet,
his language poetically charged.
josé de ceulaer

photo Collection amvc-Letterenhuis Antwerpen

In the early twentieth century Felix Timmermans was
3wrestling with a religious and moral crisis, partly because of

the depressing naturalism which prevailed at the time. A major
operation made things worse. Then he suddenly worked himself
out of his rut by avidly embracing life. Pallieter bears witness to
this newfound liberation. More than a million copies have been
sold to date and Pallieter, the name of the main character, became
such a household word in the last century that tobacco and gin
produced in Belgium, were named after him.

Felix Timmermans’ own illustrations to his story link the book
closely to Pieter Brueghel, whose sixteenth-century paintings
inspired a number of the author’s tableaux. Pallieter is a picture
book, a sketch of Flemish rural life in which there is never a cheer-
less moment. The miller Pallieter marries his Marieke, fathers
triplets, and heads off into the world on a hay cart with the whole
family. All their neighbours drink heartily and sing at the top of
their voices as they celebrate festivals and merrily bring in the
hay, slapping each other on the shoulder and exchanging smack-
ing great kisses. When the slightest shadow falls over the land
they look trustingly up at the sky, and find the sun peeking its
way back through the clouds.

It’s enough to drive a realist to distraction, but Timmermans
never aimed to tell a credible story. He set out to depict a mood,
carpe diem6–6rechristened folkloricly by Timmermans as ‘milk the
day!’6–6and it raised him up out of his gloom. Pallieter is a sym-
phony in major and must be enjoyed as such. It is music that
resounds, and every chapter invites the reader to dance. Imagine
the farmer’s party where Pallieter knocks back one too many and
pinches Marieke’s bottom. Read on as waffles and sugared beer
are set aside for pipes and gin6–6the reason these products were
given the brand name Pallieter –, songs are sung, and anticlerical
jokes do the rounds. Hear Pallieter in a quiet moment as he looks
at the sky and the land: ‘She’ll be an eve’nin in a thousand.’ Tim-
mermans has captured a vivid dream in words. With his clear
melody he has seduced millions of readers into joining a giant
folk dance.
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A little man reaching for the stars

The novellas, Lijmen (Soft Soap, 1924) and Het been (The Leg, 1938)
3are two highlights of Elsschot’s fiction, linked by a common nar-

rative and featuring the tragicomic Keatonesque character of Frans
Laarmans, a little man reaching for the stars, who also appears in Het
dwaallicht (Will-o’-the-Wisp, 1946).

In Soft Soap Laarmans is a disillusioned idealist who falls under the
spell of the charismatic business guru Boorman. The pact he enters
into with the Mephistophelian Boorman gives him new purpose, a
new identity6–6with the rather impressive name of Texeira de Mat-
tos6–6and the promise of riches, but at what price? Laarmans helps edit
the grand-sounding General World Review, actually a glossy compila-
tion of articles pasted together from a database of clichés and sold in
vast numbers to gullible businesspeople like the disabled Madame
Lauwereyssen, owner of a modest lift-making works. She swallows
their story hook, line and sinker and promptly orders 100,000 copies of
the worthless magazine. This leads her to financial ruin, to the imme-
diate remorse of the young, inexperienced Laarmans. The seasoned
Boorman, on the other hand, couldn’t care less.

In the later sequel, The Leg, the tables are turned. When, a couple of
years later, Boorman accidentally knocks Madame Lauwereyssen over
in the market, he discovers that she’s lost a leg. His conscience begins
to prick and in a sudden bout of humanity, the con man stakes every-
thing to pay back his victim. She turns out to be none to keen on the
idea. Comic highlights include Boorman’s mock-sermon to his sor-
cerer’s apprentice and the anonymous narrator’s final headlong flight
from the monstrous Laarmans6–6successful, plausible, but without
principles or scruples.

Soft Soap9/9The Leg was inspired by Elsschot’s own experiences in
business (he owned a successful advertising agency in his native city
Antwerp), elevated to a unique form and written in a concentrated
style. Elsschot’s works are recognizable for their easy-going sour
humour overlying strong compassion. To this day, this tragic-comic
dry humour has retained its freshness and its bite, making Elsschot a
much-loved author. Soft Soap9/9The Leg was made into a movie in 2000.

Willem Elsschot (Flanders, 1882-1960) is a major
and popular twentieth-century Flemish novelist
whose novels are considered classics in both Flan-
ders and the Netherlands. His first novel Villa des
Roses (1913), made into a movie, was crowned at the
2002 Hollywood Movie Awards. His masterpiece
Kaas (Cheese, 1933) established him as a sophisti-
cated stylist, and unique in Flemish realism. Since
being published in English in 2002, Cheese has
conquered the world.

publishing details
Lijmen/6Het Been

(19249/91938, 27th edition
2002)
222 pp

rights
Querido/Atheneum Polak
& Van Gennep
Singel 262
nl6–61016 ac Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 551 12 62
fax +31 20 639 19 68
e-mail info@querido.nl
website www.querido.nl

selected translated titles
Three Novels: Soft Soap, The Leg, Will o’ the Wisp. (Lijmen, Het been, Het
dwaallicht)9/9Leiden, London, New York: Sijthoff/Heinemann, London House & Maxwell,
1965.
Cheese (Kaas)9/9London, New York: Granta, 2002. Also in French (Le Castor Astral 2003),
in Catalonian (Angle, in prep.), in Russian (Progress, 1972), in Serbo-Croatian
(LutErazmo, 1995), in Danish (Husets, in prep.), in German (Unionsverlag, in prep.), in
Italian (Iperborea, 1992, 2nd ed. 2001), in Korean (Hong-ik, in prep.), in Finnish (Basan, in
prep.) and in Japanese (Redge, in prep.).

Willem Elsschot

Soft Soap9/9The Leg

Elsschot’s joyful narrative sparkles with sarcasm. This
author handles his characters with a delighted, dry,
fundamental malice which goes far beyond Jaroslav
Haßek and can only be compared with Jules Renard’s
short prose or Italo Svevo’s implacability. Elsschot’s
oeuvre as can be counted among the greats of European
literature.
frankfurter allgemeine zeitung

Elsschot possesses the rare knack of making a reader
laugh, squirm and sob, all at the same time.
new york times
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publishing details
Eva (1927, 14th edition 1993)
188 pp

rights
Querido
Singel 262
nl6–61016 ac Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 551 12 62
fax +31 20 639 19 68
e-mail info@querido.nl
website www.querido.nl

The work of Carry van Bruggen (1881-1932) is akin to
that of writers such as George Bernard Shaw, Henrik
Ibsen, Anatole France, and John Galsworthy, with their
search for a personal and binding vision that could
serve to explore and clarify human existence. Van
Bruggen didn’t live to enjoy the recognition she
deserved and ultimately received. Eva was the last book
she wrote and only five years after its publication she
died in the institution where she had been regularly
admitted as a result of her depressions.

A woman’s search for independence

Carry van Bruggen

Eva

Carry van Bruggen’s depiction of womanhood was unique in
the twenties and remained so after the war. I know of no other
Dutch writer who has equalled the richness and comprehen-
siveness of Carry van Bruggen’s descriptions of woman’s
search for independence and her own identity.
de groene amsterdammer

Van Bruggen is remembered as the author who let the female
voice resound in novels such as Heleen (1913) and Eva
(1927), as one of the very first combative and unconventional
columnists, and as an idiosyncratic philosopher who defended
the creativity of individualism in Prometheus (1919).
hp/de tijd

photo Collection Letterkundig Museum

Eva is a sensitive self-portrait written as a stream of con-
36sciousness. When it appeared, the heartbeat of Van Brug-

gen’s unique prose was compared to the exciting, sometimes
bewildering, rhythms of jazz. Van Bruggen believes that the
essence of personality lies in self-expression and in Eva she put
her theory into practice. Van Bruggen’s main character refuses to
be satisfied with compromise and modest happiness, throwing
herself into an admirable struggle for a deep independently-won
acceptance of life, convinced of her right to do so.

In eight chapters the main character describes her life between
the ages of eighteen and forty. She seeks and finds harmony
between a powerful longing to experience life and distinguish
herself and a conflicting desire to be at one with others and
immerse herself in the world around her.

In Carry van Bruggen’s day these were unusual themes, espe-
cially coming from a woman without an academic background.
Van Bruggen was born into a Jewish family as Carolina Lea de
Haan and her childhood is also one of the themes of the book. At
an early age she found that the collective rituals and closed char-
acter of the Jewish community formed a barrier against
approaching others. Her urge towards openness was also
expressed in agitating against the literariness which then flour-
ished in Dutch writing, and in her defence of more individualistic
style. It was only after her death with the rise of such writers as E.
du Perron and Menno ter Braak that such writing became part of
the Dutch mainstream.

The feminists of the 1970s honoured Van Bruggen’s indepen-
dence and pioneering role and this led to renewed interest in her
work. Whether she herself would have been pleased by her retro-
spective incorporation into the feminist movement is question-
able. Although she wrote a great deal about the problems of
women who reject imposed values of chastity, monogamy and
motherhood, she was also very clear about her reservations about
the women’s movement and its accompanying radicalization.
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The romance of an obsessive desire

For many centuries the Netherlands was a leading and
6prosperous seafaring nation, and a colonial power. Its lead-

ers combined adventure with a high degree of business sense
–6both evident in Arthur van Schendel’s (1874-1946) historical
novel The Johanna Maria (Het fregatschip Johanna Maria). The tale
begins with the vessel’s launch in 1865 and goes on to describe the
ship’s adventures and those of sailmaker Jacob Brouwer over a
period of forty years.

For Brouwer, the Johanna Maria is not just a sailing ship, she’s a
substitute for the love he felt as a child for his sister, who died
young6–6a deeply nourished, unattainable love that he pursues all
his life and which grows into an obsession. Brouwer is then more
knowledgeable than any captain alive when it comes to handling
the Johanna Maria. When he is taught how to sail and, secretly,
takes the wheel one night, he guides the ship to follow a perfect
course at record speed: ‘Then (…) it was as if the ship had begun to
produce a gentle music. The little ropes and float lines squeaked a
bit, the heavy clews whistled with a kind of satisfaction as they
stretched, and all the sails murmured in a tone that matched that
of the water seething on the bow. The ship was enjoying itself. It
no longer bumped or jolted against the waves striking it
athwartships, but rocked slowly in a regular rhythm without the
resistance of the sea.’

This quotation nicely illustrates Van Schendel’s style and his
character’s sensitivity: poetic and romantic yet realistic, as we see
from the nautical terminology. It is this combination of romantic
longing and realism that leads to tragedy. Although after years of
wandering Brouwer is able to realize his dream and buy his
beloved ship, he has first to resort to smuggling. Not only does he
corrupt the purity of his desire, but when he finally does acquire
the Johanna Maria she is old and shabby, and outdated; by the
beginning of the twentieth century, sail is being replaced by
steam.

Arthur van Schendel (1874-1946) made his debut in
1896 with Drogon. His breakthrough came in 1904 with
Een zwerver verliefd (A Wanderer in Love), followed by
Een zwerver verdwaald (A Lost Wanderer; 1907). In 1920
he decided to devote himself fully to his writing. Van
Schendel wrote twenty novels in all, as well as more
than two hundred stories and countless essays. His
work has been translated into English, French and
Italian. The Johanna Maria is one of his best known
books and belongs to his ‘Dutch’ novels, along with De
waterman (The Water Man; 1933) and Een Hollandsch
drama (The House in Haarlem; 1934). In 1947 Van
Schendel was posthumously honored with the P.C.
Hooft Prize, the most important award for Dutch liter-
ature.

publishing details
Het fregatschip Johanna

Maria (1930, 46th edition
2000)
144 pp

rights
J.M. Meulenhoff
Herengracht 505
nl6–61017 bv Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 553 35 00
fax +31 20 625 85 11
e-mail info@meulenhoff.nl
website www.meulenhoff.nl

selected translated titles
Il canto dell’ultimo veliero. Genova: P. de Fornari, 1933.
Das Vollschiff Johanna Maria. Tübingen: Rainer Wunderlich Verlag,
1933.
The Johanna Maria. London; Toronto: Jonathan Cape, 1935.
Die Fregatte Johanna Maria. Zürich: Büchergilde Gutenberg, 1953.
Fregata Johanna Maria. Praha: Ceskoslovenský Spisovatel, 1959.
[Kliper “Ioganna Marija”: povest’]. Moskva: Chudozestvennaja
literatura, 1966.
A Johanna Maria fregatt. Budapest: Európa Könyvkiadó, 1983.
Per amore di Johanna Maria. Roma: Ireco, 1999.

Arthur van Schendel

The Johanna Maria

One of the great love stories of our literature, although the
protagonist, Jacob Brouwer, isn’t pursuing a man or woman,
but a ship.
willem jan otten, tirade 1993

photo Collection Letterkundig Museum
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publishing details
Het verboden rijk (1932, 13th edition
1987)
150 pp

rights
Nijgh & Van Ditmar
Singel 262
nl6–61016 ac Amsterdam
tel. + 31 20 551 12 62
fax + 31 20 627 36 26
website www.boekboek.nl

selected translated titles
Das verbotene Reich (Het verboden rijk.). Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1986,
2ed. 1991.
Zabranjeno carstvo (Het verboden rijk.). Zagreb: Naprijed, 1977.
O reino proibido (Het verboden rijk.). Lisboa: Teorema, 1997.
Christus im Guadalajara (De opstand van Guadalajara.). Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 1998. Also in Italian (Iperborea, 1999) and
Indonesian (Penerbit Djambatan, 1977).

The life of the ship’s doctor and poet Jan Jacob Slauer-
hoff (1898-1936) satisfies all the criteria for literary
stardom. He was restless, adventurous, and intriguing,
a tormented loner who suffered poor health and died
young6–6a poète maudit in every way. ‘My poems are my
only home,’ wrote Slauerhoff, and despite the romanti-
cism of these words, his life really was a lonely under-
taking. A similar non-conformism characterizes his
literary work. Slauerhoff’s prose exhibits the same
features as his poetry: it is strongly autobiographical,
restless and world-weary, and revealing a yearning for
the unreachable and for a more passionate age.

A yearning for the unreachable

J.J. Slauerhoff

The Forbidden Realm

His personal involvement and his unique style4–4sometimes
clipped and ironic, at other times lyrical and visionary4–4give
his books a place of their own in the history of the novel.
literature of the low countries 

Of the pre-war generation of writers, Slauerhoff’s imagina-
tion was not only the most vivid, it was also one which
baulked at nothing.
willem frederik hermans, nrc handelsblad 

In his prose he is great and irresistible.
bert schierbeek, de groene amsterdammer 

photo Collection Letterkundig Museum

The Forbidden Realm (Het verboden rijk, 1932) is the story of
36the sixteenth-century Portuguese poet and seaman Luis

Camões (1524-1580), who worked on his famous epic Os Lusíados in
Macao shortly before 1560. In the first chapter, we meet the young
poet who spends his time reading the Odyssey, a gift from his
father. The old Camões advises his son to stay at home and work
on his poetry: ‘voyages only show that the world is the same
everywhere.’ The young man discards this advice and travels
instead to China and India.

In The Forbidden Realm, Slauerhoff borrows from the mainly
nineteenth century legends of Camões, while placing the narra-
tive in the twentieth century with a radio operator as the main
character. After various mishaps the radio operator lands in
Macao. There he is affected by a kind of hallucination which
causes him to identify with the Portuguese poet, who lived three
centuries earlier.

With its vivid descriptions of China and the Portuguese colony
of Macao, as well as its imaginary journey linking people across
centuries, the novel also reads as a fascinating travelogue. Instead
of making a romantic flight into the past, Slauerhoff cleverly
brings history into the present. Two exiles meet. A third writes an
account of their meeting. Towards the end of the novel Slauer-
hoff’s radio operator abandons his aim of liberating himself from
the Earth, of mortifying himself. He hopes that he will eventually
succeed in accepting his life6–6something his creator was never
able to do. Slauerhoff’s only home was his poems, and this novel.
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Honest and uncompromising self-portrait

Eddy du Perron6–6usually shortened to E. du Perron6–6along with his
3friend Menno ter Braak, gave colour, taste and direction to the liter-

ary climate of the Netherlands of the thirties. In their essays, talks and
polemics, and as editors of the famous magazine Forum, Ter Braak and Du
Perron passionately defended ‘the ordinary guy’ in literature. They
believed that it wasn’t the form or the style that was decisive for the qual-
ity of prose or poetry, but the ‘personality’ of the writer as it emerged in
the work.

Country of origin (Het land van herkomst), Du Perron’s massive magnum
opus, is the realization of this literary philosophy. In contemporary literary
criticism the book is sometimes considered ‘formless’, even an ‘anti-novel’
because it has very little story line and seems to have been composed off
the cuff. Yet it was precisely the unforced, highly personal character of the
book that so deeply touched and influenced a whole generation of writers
immediately before, during and after the Second World War (Du Perron,
like Ter Braak, died during the first days of the war).

Country of origin has two intertwining plots. On the one hand there’s the
deeply evocative story of the childhood of Arthur Ducroo, Du Perron’s alter
ago, who grew up around 1900 in a powerfully rich milieu in the Dutch
East Indies. Ducroo, cocksure and swaggering, explores that lost, colonial
world, feeling his way through life and literature. Then there’s the story of
the writer’s life between February 1933 and February 1934, written in diary
entries, letters and discussions with other characters, Menno ter Braak
and André Malraux among them. While the ‘East India’ passages, espe-
cially those from his earliest childhood, are marked by happiness, in the
‘contemporary’ passages, recorded in the Netherlands and in Paris, there is
the constant palpable threat of the approaching war with Hitler.

This hybrid composition makes Country of origin a unique, multi-
faceted, almost ‘postmodern’ book. What Du Perron wrote is an astonish-
ingly sharp, honest and uncompromising self-portrait. After rooting
around in his own past he finally discovered his future calling: ‘To live
according to one’s own nature and as if one still had all the room in the
world, with all the curiosity and hope with which one is cursed, but also
with a sufficient quantity of pessimism, to reconcile ourselves in a single
minute with the end of everything that has made our lives possible, possi-
ble in the full sense of the world.’

Edgar de Perron (1899-1940) spent his youth in
Java and much of his adulthood in Europe. He
was the co-founder of Forum magazine, which
was dedicated to replacing the superficial
elegance of literary style with the greater
sincerity of literary content. Du Perron longed
for independence of judgment and person-
ality. He criticized mediocrity, imitation and
literary bombast, and he opposed political
coercion and other limits to freedom. He died
in the Netherlands in 1940 on the day the
Dutch army surrendered to the German
invaders.

publishing details
Het land van herkomst

(1935, 16th edition 2000)
498 pp

rights
Uitgeverij G.A. van Oorschot
Herengracht 613
nl6–61017 ce Amsterdam
tel +31 20 62 31 484
fax +31 20 62 54 083
website www.vanoorschot.nl

selected translated titles
Le pays d’origine. Paris: Gallimard, 1980.
Country of origin. Amherst: The University of
Massachusetts Press, 1984.
Country of origin. Singapore: Periplus, 1999.

E. du Perron

Country of origin

A highly important book… Du Perron influenced a
whole younger generation of readers and writers,
and Dutch literature would not have been the same
without him.
seymour flaxman, cuny

One of the most important books in modern Dutch
literature.
le monde des livres

photo Collection Letterkundig Museum
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publishing details
Elias of het gevecht met de

nachtegalen

(1936, 16th edition 2001)
127 pp

rights
J.M. Meulenhoff
Herengracht 505
nl6–61017 bv6Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 553 35 00
fax +31 20 625 85 11
e-mail info@meulenhoff.nl
website www.meulenhoff.nl

selected translated titles
Elias or The Struggle with the Nightingales (Elias of het gevecht
met de nachtegalen). (English)9/9San Francisco: Sun & Moon
Press, 1995. Also in German (Verlag Bibliotheca Christiana, 1964;
new German translation with a preface by Charlotte Mutsaers:
Wagenbach, 1997), in French (Librairie des Arts, 1968) and in
Polish (piw, 1971).
L’hiver à Anvers (Winter te Antwerpen) (French)9/9Librairie 
des Arts, 1965. Also in German (Verlag Bibliotheca
Christiana, 1964) and in Italian (Carte Segrete, 1968).

Maurice Gilliams (Flanders, 1900-1982) was a poet,
an aesthete and an individualist. His work revolves
around the evocation of atmosphere and subtle
depictions of mood in a world dominated by
dream and fantasy. In 1980 Gilliams won the
Dutch Grand Prize for Letters, in recognition of
the critical place taken by his work in the develop-
ment of the novel.

Lost dreams, nostalgia and the fear of life

Maurice Gilliams

Elias or the Struggle with 

the Nightingales

Gilliams work deserves a place on the literary Olympus.
Not only because every single line sparkles and shines,
but also because of the coherence of his work.
de volkskrant 

Gilliams was probably the most introverted of Flemish
writers and his work is some of the most exquisite to be
found in Dutch. This judgement is not based on
aesthetics but on the subtlety and seriousness of his
approach; he was an uncommonly conscientious writer.
het vaderland

photo Collection amvc-Letterenhuis Antwerpen 

In 1936 Gilliams’ novel Elias of het gevecht met de nachtegalen (Elias 
6696or the Struggle with the Nightingales) ushered in a new, strongly 

suggestive way of writing with a structure based on the sonata. The
critics called the book a ‘melting pot of genres’: Gilliams’ prose is close
to poetry and is driven by what he himself called ‘an essayistic moti-
vation’. In his work description is supplanted by analysis and that
analysis extends to the process of remembering, sensory perception
and writing itself. 

At the same time, Elias can be read as an account of a twelve-year-
old boy’s stay at a country estate with his parents, uncles, aunts,
nephews and nieces. Elias thinks the country house is like the aquar-
ium in which his eccentric Aunt Henriette has imprisoned an ant
colony: closer examination of the ant’s little world reveals a universe
in which each ant is after the others’ blood. At the same time, how-
ever, the house seems like a bastion against the destruction and alien-
ation of personal identity. Gilliams brilliantly evokes the vulnerable
position of a boy growing up amongst older people in a world shaped
by lost dreams, nostalgia and a fear of life. Once, talking about the
book Gilliams said: ‘The atmosphere on the estate really was like that.
I try to convey precisely what I experienced’ and it’s this precision
which makes Elias such a masterpiece. In the past the novel has been
compared to Rilke’s Die Aufzeichnungen des Malte Laurids Brigge and
Alain Fournier’s Le Grand Meaulnes. Nowadays one could add Danilo
Kiß’s Rani Yadi.

Gilliams has been a major influence on a number of Dutch and
Flemish authors but his work remains unique in Dutch literature.
His diaries, which were published in his lifetime, also reveal that
Gilliams was one of the first writers in Flanders or the Netherlands to
obsessively address the question ‘what is writing?’
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The dark side of a father-son relationship

Those who met Ferdinand Bordewijk described him as an
4impeccable, nondescript lawyer. Even the few acquaintances

whom he deigned to meet privately found it almost impossible to
extract personal statements from him, and when interviewed about
his literary work he spoke of its writer in the third person, as if talking
of someone else altogether. Bordewijk’s writing must have fulfilled a
compensatory function in his life. With his solid, violent style, Bor-
dewijk indulged urges which had no place in his daily routine. As a
lawyer he was all too aware of the consequences of giving in to temp-
tation.

Karakter is F. Bordewijk’s most famous novel. It tells the story of
Katadreuffe, a clerk who is struggling to work his way up in society.
He opens a small tobacconist’s shop, only to be made bankrupt by the
formidable Rotterdam bailiff Dreverhaven6–6his own father. Every
time success is within reach, his father blocks him. When Katadreuffe
finally achieves his great ambition of becoming a lawyer, he refuses to
shake his father’s hand: crying that he won’t accept congratulations
from a father who has ‘worked against him’ his whole life. Slowly,
clearly, hoarsely yet gently, Dreverhaven says: ‘Or worked for you.’ A
masterly story of the dark side of the father-son relationship and, at
the same time, a portrait of pre-war Rotterdam where the drama is
set.

The expeditions in which Dreverhaven lives up to his frightening
reputation, evicting the poor from their hovels, have a gruesome
magnificence, with Bordewijk showing the bestial side of his human
characters and giving houses and lanes anthropomorphic characteris-
tics. Horror lurks everywhere and Bordewijk’s language6–6except in its
lighter moments6–6is as merciless as the unforgettably villainous
bailiff.

The film based on Character won the Academy Award for Best For-
eign Film of the year in 1998.

Ferdinand Bordewijk (1884-1965) made his prose
debut in an unusual genre uncommon for the
Netherlands6–6three compilations of Fantastische
vertellingen (Fantastic Narratives). The three sub-
sequent short novels Blokken (1931), Knorrende
beesten (1933) and Bint (1934) secured his reputation
forever as an author of exceptionally original prose,
with its short sentences and abrasive style. In 1957
he received the Constantijn Huygens Award for his
entire oeuvre.

publishing details
Karakter (1938, 28th edition 2002)
250 pp

rights
Nijgh & Van Ditmar
Singel 262
nl6–61016 ac Amsterdam
tel. + 31 20 551 12 62
fax + 31 20 627 36 26

selected translated titles
Character (Karakter.). New York: New Amsterdam Books,
19909/9London: Peter Owen, 19669/9Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1999.
Also in German (Carl Schünemann Verlag, 1939), Slovakian
(Europa, 2003).
Blöcke (Blokken.). Göttingen: Steidl Verlag, 1991. Also in Italian
(Bompiani, 2002)

F. Bordewijk

Character

Karakter is nothing less than a masterpiece. It remains
a very impressive book.
de volkskrant

Bordewijk was such a great writer that he didn’t need to
explicitly state the idea that the seeds of the child’s
bankruptcy were contained in his parents’ resentment.
This notion is implicit throughout the book. The novel is
as topical as ever, it is timeless.
maarten ’t hart, nrc handelsblad
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A masterly novel about decay

The Hidden Force, written in 1900,
3charts the decline and fall of the Dutch

Resident Van Oudyck in Java, brought low
by his inability to see further than his own
Western rationalism. He is blind and deaf to
the slumbering might of the East Indies and
his people. The black magic, bird calls, vege-
tation, heat, and the mysterious, hostile
attitude of their Javanese subjects prove
stronger than the cool power of the Dutch
colonial administrators.

The novel highlights the gulf between
Westerners and Orientals. Van Oudyck’s
beautiful wife takes a lover; later, in her
bathroom, unknown assailants spit betel
juice over her, covering her in red; it’s as if
she has transgressed into dangerous magical
territory. The Hidden Force hints powerfully
at random scraps of an intangible whole, at
life being no more than a ripple in the pond
of the world. This is where the novel’s true
magic lies, and it is this universal scope
which means that The Hidden Force still
stands on its own merits more than a hun-
dred years after its initial publication.

Louis Couperus (1863-1923) spent much of his
younger life in the Dutch East Indies (modern
Indonesia), and many of his novels and stories
are set either here, or in The Hague where he was
born, though his work also contains impressions
of Italy, Africa and China, the fruits of his tireless
travelling. Couperus was the greatest Dutch
novelist of his generation, and is still interna-
tionally renowned; The New York Review of Books
published a piece by Ian Buruma praising The
Hidden Force as recently as the 1990s.

publishing details
De stille kracht (1900, 5th edition
2001)
224 pp
rights
Uitgeverij Veen
Herengracht 481
nl6–61017 aw Amsterdam
tel. + 31 20 52 49 800
fax + 31 20 62 76 851
website www.boekenwereld.com

selected translated titles
Fuerza oculta. Palma de Mallorca: Prensa Universitaria,
1991.
Hiljainen voima. Hämeenlinna: Karisto, 1983.
The Hidden Force. Amherst: The University of
Massachusetts Press, 1985.
The Hidden Force. London: Quartet Books Limited, 1992.
The Hidden Force: a story of modern Java. New York:
Dodd, Mead and Company, 1921.
Die stille Kraft. Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1993.
La force des ténèbres. Paris: Du Sorbier, 1986.

in preparation
(De stille kracht).
New Delhi: Vani
Prakashan
(De stille kracht).
København: Hekla.

Louis Couperus

The Hidden Force

His insight into the tragedy of European colonialism
made Couperus a great writer. And his sympathy for
the hybrid, the impure and the ambiguous gave him a
peculiarly modern voice. It is extraordinary that this
Dutch dandy, writing in the flowery language of fin-
de-siecle decadence, should still sound so fresh.
ian buruma in new york review of books

The novel (…) is surprisingly fresh and lively. It’s
astounding how early Couperus foresaw the end of the
colonial period.
süddeutsche zeitung
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