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looking for insights 
into their precarious 
existence, modern 
classics will continue to 
be written.’
 Abdelkader Benali
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Fiction 4
Non-fiction 16
Children’s Books 28
Poetry 40

Abdelkader Benali
Introduction

Modern classics are a curious 
phenomenon. They bring together 
two seemingly contradictory things: 
urgency and timelessness. What 
modern classics lose in urgency 
with time – as they are overtaken by 
other works of literature that cap-
ture the zeitgeist of their moment – 
they make up for in timelessness. 
 Whether it be a novel, a poem or 
a non-fiction book, the work ends up 
becoming perennial. The innocence 
that crackles between the lines in 
Cees Nooteboom’s Philip and the 
Others is still there today – it’s just 
held suspended in amber. A mod-
ern classic whisks us away from 
our tired world into an altogether 
different world, one that’s more 
vital, more necessary. The delight 
we felt on first reading lingers for 
the rest of our lives. The poet Hans 
Lodeizen died young. He wrote: ‘We 
will approach life with the utmost 
seriousness / as we would a mur-
derer among us.’ Hans. Lodeizen. 
Modern. Classic. 
 A man slowly loses his grip on 
reality, a woman regains her grip 
on reality, the war casts its long 
shadow on a generation that wasn’t 
touched directly by it – modern clas-
sics come about when the author 
manages to drive a wedge between 
the protagonist and the time they 
live in. The sensitivity, the sense of 
claustrophobia we feel and the inti-
macy we share in – they are all the 

result of a unique style. In Sunken 
Red, Jeroen Brouwers tries to exor-
cise the trauma of his experience in 
a Japanese internment camp in the 
Dutch East Indies in a way that’s  
so obsessive as to be hypnotizing.  
I had a hard time facing up to what I 
was reading: a child crushed by his 
mother’s pain. 
 Sometimes the style shows the 
way to liberation. In We Slaves of 
Suriname by Surinamese resistance 
fighter Anton de Kom, the colonial 
system is deconstructed in baroque 
language that seeks to transcend 
history. The former colony’s lush 
natural landscape sprouts up out of 
the language, forcing the colonizer 
to see the land not as a resource to 
be exploited but as a unique ecosys-
tem with its own inalienable rights.
The German translation was on 
the list of banned books issued by 
the Nazi Propaganda department 
in 1938 – they feared the book’s 
radicalism. 
 The Dutch literary scene also 
boasts stellar, bold young-adult fic-
tion – books that take young people 
seriously. I know this from close 
personal experience, because it was 
YA literature that gave me a sense 
of direction in the world. Hidden 
beneath my bedsheets, I devoured 
Thea Beckman’s Children of Mother 
Earth, in which survivors of a nuclear 
war live in Greenland, a country now 
ruled by women. This gripping story 
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also raises important questions 
about the environment, sustain-
ability and the devastating conse-
quences of an arms race. Beckman 
wrote in her time and looked beyond 
her time. Why shouldn’t women rule 
the world? 
 A man in São Paolo, Brazil writes 
letters home. His name is August 
Willemsen, a young student of 
Portuguese literature whose love 
of Brazilian writing has brought 
him to the biggest country in South 
America. He writes letters to his 
friend back in the Netherlands 
about his life in the Brazilian 
metropolis, with all of its irritations 
and discomforts, and about his trav-
els to the landscapes described by 
his literary heroes. Brazilian Letters 
is a wonderfully unique work of 
autobiographical writing, a portrait 
of a society and a travelogue all 
rolled into one. 
 Dutch authors like to experiment  
with new forms of storytelling, 
suspending the boundaries between 

worlds, between imagination and 
realism, with ease. The form also 
transcends taboos; sometimes 
form itself can be dangerous. When 
The SS Men – a non-fiction portrait 
of eight former SS members – was 
first published in 1967, Armando 
and Hans Sleutelaar were met with 
widespread opposition for having 
given a platform to these voices of 
evil. But their examination of the 
enemy’s motivations is a necessary 
tour de force – in our time, too, we 
find ourselves wondering what 
drives people to turn on their fellow 
humans. 
 As long as people keep looking 
for insights into their precarious 
existence, modern classics will 
continue to be written. As the 
Surinamese-Dutch poet Hans 
Faverey (1933 - 1990) so aptly put it: 

‘May the god who is hiding inside me
be willing to hear me out, to let me finish, 
before he strikes me dumb and kills me
under my very eyes, under your very eyes.’

Abdelkader Benali (b. 1975) was four years old when 
he and his family, of Berber background, migrated to 
The Netherlands and settled in Rotterdam, where his 
father worked as a butcher. At 21, he made his debut 
with Wedding by the Sea, about a Dutch Moroccan who 
goes back to his home country in search of his sister’s 
deserted bridegroom. Benali was awarded the presti-
gious Libris Literature Prize for his second novel, De 
langverwachte (The Long-Awaited, 2002). He has since 
published the novels Laat het morgen mooi weer zijn 
(Let Tomorrow Be Fine, 2005) and Feldman en ik 
(Feld man and I, 2006). He also writes plays, poetry, 
children’s books and essays. In 2005, with the historian 
Herman Obdeijn, he published Marokko door Neder
landse ogen 1605  2005 (Morocco through Dutch Eyes 
1605 - 2005). His most recent novel is De weekend
miljonair (The Weekend Millionaire, 2019).
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As the only child of a Jewish mother and an Austrian banker 
who worked with the Nazis, Harry Mulisch brought together 
two moral extremes in his biography. It is no coincidence that 
the war features in his work time and again. De Aanslag (The 
Assault), published in 1982, is his most successful war novel. 
This book is a thriller and a moral-philosophical novel in one. 

The ‘Hunger Winter’ of January 1945. Twelve-year-old Anton Steenwijk 
is playing a board game with his brother Peter in the darkened back 
room of their house in Haarlem one evening. Suddenly they hear six 
shots. When they look out of the window, they see a policeman lying 
in the street, next to his bicycle. It turns out to be a man who was 
collaborating with the Nazis, and he has not survived the attack. That 
same night, the Germans set the family’s house on fire. Anton is 
locked up in a dark cell at a police station. When he is released, he 
discovers that his brother and parents have been executed.
 In the decades after the war, Anton Steenwijk gradually finds 
out what happened that night. At political riots in 1956, he meets the 
son of the murdered policeman, who presents him with the following 
argument: Was it the fascists’ fault that the family’s house went up in 
flames and Anton’s parents died? Or was it the fault of the resistance 
fighters, who knew the Germans would be sure to take revenge?
 Exactly ten years later, Anton talks to the embittered resistance 
man who killed the collaborator. But the truth of the situation only 
becomes clear to Anton when he meets the daughter of his former 
neighbours. She tells him that the policeman was shot dead in front 
of her family’s house but that her father wanted to save his lizards, 
which represented ‘eternity’ to him. They therefore moved the body 
so that it was found in front of the Steenwijks’ house and not in front 
of the house of the neighbours on the other side – as there were Jews 
in hiding there.

Harry Mulisch
The Assault

Harry Mulisch
The Assault  6 

J. Bernlef
Out of Mind 8

Cees Nooteboom
Philip and the Others 10

Astrid Roemer
On a Woman’s Madness 12

Jeroen Brouwers
Sunken Red 14
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Harry Mulisch — The Assault
Excerpt translated by Paul Vincent

Prologue

Long, long ago in the Second World War a certain Anton Steen-
wijk lived with his parents and his brother on the outskirts of 
Haarlem. Along a quay, which for a hundred metres ran beside 
the water and then with a gentle bend became an ordinary 
street again, four houses stood quite close together. Each sur-
rounded by a garden, with their small balconies, bay windows 
and steep roofs, they had the air of villas, although they were 
on the small side; on the upper floors all the rooms had sloping 
walls. They were in need of paint and looked somewhat dilapi-
dated, since even in the 1930s not much more had been done to 
them. Each bore an honest, bourgeois name from more carefree 
days:

 Sweet Spot  
 No Place Like Home 
 My Dream Dwelling  
 Restful Corner

Anton lived in the second house from the left: the one with the 
thatched roof. It already had that name when his parents rented 
it shortly before the war; his father would have preferred to call 
it “Eleutheria” or something of the kind, written in Greek let-
ters. Even before the catastrophe struck, Anton had not inter-
preted the name “No Place Like Home” as perfect suburban liv-
ing, but as a certainty that nowhere was truly like home, – just 
as “extraordinary” does not refer to the ordinariness of living 
out of town (and even less to living out of town in general), but 
on the contrary to something that is not ordinary at all.

Harry Mulisch (1927 - 2010) was one 
of the most important Dutch 20th 
century writers. An international 
bestseller, De Aanslag (The Assault, 
1982) was his greatest success, along 
with De ontdekking van de hemel (The 
Discovery of Heaven, 1992). Hundreds 
of thousands of copies of The Assault 
have been sold. The novel remains 
high on students’ reading lists. The 
film of the book directed by Fons 
Rademakers won the 1986 Academy 
Award for Best Foreign Language 
Film. Mulisch wrote plays, poetry, 
political pieces and philosophical 
studies.

‘We may read The Assault in 
part as a thriller. But it is a 
political thriller that removes 
the post-war scar tissue 
protecting society. And it is a 
psychological thriller probing 
the moral devastation 
between neighbors, fellow 
students, husbands and wives 
that is still a fading factor, 40 
years after the event, in Dutch 
life.’

The New York Times

‘Mulisch not only does 
away with the cliché of the 
resistance of the Dutch (in the 
sense of all Dutch people), but 
he also uses dramaturgical 
skill to dismantle all the 
parameters of political 
morality. Why and how a 
person becomes a swine
 – or not – this is a story that 
must be told over and over 
again.’

Christoph Buchwald, Süddeutsche 
Zeitung

This finally resolves the mystery, a quest that has lasted for decades, 
but Mulisch allows the moral ambiguity of the war to remain. At the 
same time, this is also a book about loss and mourning: after all those 
years, Anton remains numb with grief – and so it is significant that 
he chooses the profession of anaesthetist. Nothing can change the 
course of events, not even coming to understand them: ‘Was everyone 
both guilty and not guilty? Was guilt innocent, and innocence guilty?’
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J. Bernlef
Out of Mind

The boundaries of reality are tested in Out of Mind, a tender 
and almost microscopical examination of senility, written 
from the perspective of an Alzheimer’s patient. The novel, 
originally published in 1983, was the breakthrough of 
J. Bernlef, author of more than 50 works of fiction, poetry, 
nonfiction and drama, and is still one of the most-read novels 
in Dutch literature with its unique and fascinating narrative.

Bernlef’s most important themes – forgetting, vanishing, 
remembering – have an important place in the novel that marked 
his 1984 breakthrough to a broad readership. Out of Mind is the 
first-person account of a Dutch immigrant in the snowy landscape 
of North America whose dementia is steadily worsening. ‘Memories 
can sometimes be temporarily out of reach, just like words,’ thinks 
Maarten Klein at the beginning of the story, ‘but surely they can’t 
disappear completely while you’re alive.’
 It is of course a vain hope. Alzheimer’s disease is inexorable, 
even if it rarely takes effect so rapidly as in Bernlef’s central character 
and even if few patients remain so eloquent. His illness takes him into 
a swift descent that begins with ordinary moments of forgetfulness 
– the time of day, someone’s name, a misplaced item – and spirals into 
the ultimate terror where he cannot trust his perceptions any longer 
and is left spinning in a whirlpool of fragmented images.
 He tries to fight his disorientation by seeing it as normal for 
his age, tries to link it to childhood experiences of waking up when 
‘the walls of your room were all wrong around you. In your mind you 
had to swivel the room around...’ Though his link to his world has 
been severed, he survives on internal monologues that are fed by 
surprisingly rich images.
 In his effective choice of Maarten’s present-tense perspective, 
Bernlef forces his readers to participate in Maarten’s terrifying journey 

Publishing details
De aanslag (1982)
256 pages
769,000 copies sold

Rights
De Bezige Bij
Marijke Nagtegaal
m.nagtegaal@debezigebij.nl
Uta Matten
u.matten@debezigebij.nl

Translated titles
The Assault. New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1985; London: Collins Harvill, 
1985. Also in Danish (Gyldendal, 
1986), French (Actes Sud, 2005), 
German (Hanser, 1986), Greek 
(Kastaniotis, 1998), Italian (Neri 
Pozza, in prep.), Swedish (Wahlström 
& Widstrand, 1986). Please see 
en.vertalingendatabase.nl for other 
languages and titles.

A slowly unravelling mystery 
and a spellbinding tale of 
guilt and innocence, set in 
the Hunger Winter of 1944
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through an unfamiliar landscape. Maarten’s bewilderment mirrors the 
confusion he felt when he and his wife, Vera, first arrived in Gloucester 
(Mass.). Like all immigrants, they were confronted by the different 
language, the unknown region. But in this internal terrain of chaos, any 
adaptation is deceptive: moments shift, rules change and language 
ultimately fails. ‘I seem to lose words like another person loses blood.’
 Bernlef has written a dark book about irreversible loss – loss of 
self, of language, of relationships, of memories. Although the voice at 
the end of the novel suggests hope, the situation is bleak: Maarten is 
removed from his home and taken to a hospital where he lies nearly 
incoherent, ‘hidden from the eye of the world.’

Bernlef (1937 - 2012) produced an 
extensive body of work including 
poems, short stories, novels and 
essays. He translated the Swedish 
poets Lars Gustafsson and Tomas 
Tranströmer into Dutch. The best 
known of his many novels are Out 
of Mind and Public Secret (Publiek 
geheim, AKO Literature Prize 
1987). He received many prizes, 
including the PC Hooft Prize and the 
Constantijn Huygens Prize. His last 
novels were Boy (2000, nominated 
for the Libris Literature Prize) and 
Outside it’s Monday (Buiten is het 
maandag, 2003, nominated for the 
Libris and AKO Literature Prize). In 
2008, Bernlef was the author of the 
annual Book Week novella, entitled 
The Piano Man (De pianoman).

‘Mr. Bernlef brings such 
intensity to the telling of 
this horribly fascinating 
tale that we have a sense of 
accompanying Maarten in his 
descent, not as observers but 
as participants in his tragedy.’

The New York Times

‘Inch by inch, Maarten’s mind 
is slowly leaking away, until 
it’s gone. Bernlef’s account of 
that torture is poignant and 
daring.’

Harold Pinter

‘Memory and forgetting, loss 
and decay – those are the 
themes in Out of Mind and  
also in the larger body of  
Mr Bernlef’s work.’ 

NRC Handelsblad

J. Bernlef — Out of Mind
Excerpt translated by Adrienne Dixon

Maybe it is on the account of the snow that I feel so tired. Even in 
the morning. Vera doesn’t, she likes snow. To her there is noth-
ing better than a snowy landscape. When the traces of man van-
ish from nature, when everything turns into one immaculate 
white plain: how beautiful! She says it almost in rapture. But 
this state of affairs never lasts long here. Even after a few hours 
you see footprints and tire tracks everywhere and the main 
roads are cleared by snow plows. 
 I hear her in the kitchen, making coffee. Only the ochre- 
colored post at the school bus stop indicates where Field Road 
passes our house. Actually, I don’t understand what has hap-
pened to the children today. I stand here by the window every 
morning. First I check the temperature and then I wait until 
they turn up everywhere from among the trees in the early 
morning, with their schoolbags on their backs, their colorful 
hats and scarves and their shrill American voices. The bright 
colors make me feel cheerful. Flaming red, cobalt blue. One 
boy wears a egg-yolk-yellow parka with a peacock embroidered 
on the back, a boy with a slight limp who is always the last to 
climb into the school bus. It is Richard, son of Tom the light-
house keeper, born with one leg shorter than the other. A sky-
blue, fan-shaped peacock tail studded with darkly staring eyes. I 
don’t know where they can all be today. 

—

(The house creaks on its joists like an old cutter. Outside the 
wind rolls through the crowns of the otherwise bare, bending 
pines. And at fixed moments, the dull, lowing cry of the foghorn 
beside the lighthouse on the last rocky spur of Eastern Point. At 
fixed moments. You can set the clock by it.)



9 M
o

re
 D

ut
ch

 C
la

ss
ic

s

Ph
ot

o:
 M

ic
hi

el
 H

en
dr

yc
kx

through an unfamiliar landscape. Maarten’s bewilderment mirrors the 
confusion he felt when he and his wife, Vera, first arrived in Gloucester 
(Mass.). Like all immigrants, they were confronted by the different 
language, the unknown region. But in this internal terrain of chaos, any 
adaptation is deceptive: moments shift, rules change and language 
ultimately fails. ‘I seem to lose words like another person loses blood.’
 Bernlef has written a dark book about irreversible loss – loss of 
self, of language, of relationships, of memories. Although the voice at 
the end of the novel suggests hope, the situation is bleak: Maarten is 
removed from his home and taken to a hospital where he lies nearly 
incoherent, ‘hidden from the eye of the world.’

Bernlef (1937 - 2012) produced an 
extensive body of work including 
poems, short stories, novels and 
essays. He translated the Swedish 
poets Lars Gustafsson and Tomas 
Tranströmer into Dutch. The best 
known of his many novels are Out 
of Mind and Public Secret (Publiek 
geheim, AKO Literature Prize 
1987). He received many prizes, 
including the PC Hooft Prize and the 
Constantijn Huygens Prize. His last 
novels were Boy (2000, nominated 
for the Libris Literature Prize) and 
Outside it’s Monday (Buiten is het 
maandag, 2003, nominated for the 
Libris and AKO Literature Prize). In 
2008, Bernlef was the author of the 
annual Book Week novella, entitled 
The Piano Man (De pianoman).

‘Mr. Bernlef brings such 
intensity to the telling of 
this horribly fascinating 
tale that we have a sense of 
accompanying Maarten in his 
descent, not as observers but 
as participants in his tragedy.’

The New York Times

‘Inch by inch, Maarten’s mind 
is slowly leaking away, until 
it’s gone. Bernlef’s account of 
that torture is poignant and 
daring.’

Harold Pinter

‘Memory and forgetting, loss 
and decay – those are the 
themes in Out of Mind and  
also in the larger body of  
Mr Bernlef’s work.’ 

NRC Handelsblad

J. Bernlef — Out of Mind
Excerpt translated by Adrienne Dixon

Maybe it is on the account of the snow that I feel so tired. Even in 
the morning. Vera doesn’t, she likes snow. To her there is noth-
ing better than a snowy landscape. When the traces of man van-
ish from nature, when everything turns into one immaculate 
white plain: how beautiful! She says it almost in rapture. But 
this state of affairs never lasts long here. Even after a few hours 
you see footprints and tire tracks everywhere and the main 
roads are cleared by snow plows. 
 I hear her in the kitchen, making coffee. Only the ochre- 
colored post at the school bus stop indicates where Field Road 
passes our house. Actually, I don’t understand what has hap-
pened to the children today. I stand here by the window every 
morning. First I check the temperature and then I wait until 
they turn up everywhere from among the trees in the early 
morning, with their schoolbags on their backs, their colorful 
hats and scarves and their shrill American voices. The bright 
colors make me feel cheerful. Flaming red, cobalt blue. One 
boy wears a egg-yolk-yellow parka with a peacock embroidered 
on the back, a boy with a slight limp who is always the last to 
climb into the school bus. It is Richard, son of Tom the light-
house keeper, born with one leg shorter than the other. A sky-
blue, fan-shaped peacock tail studded with darkly staring eyes. I 
don’t know where they can all be today. 

—

(The house creaks on its joists like an old cutter. Outside the 
wind rolls through the crowns of the otherwise bare, bending 
pines. And at fixed moments, the dull, lowing cry of the foghorn 
beside the lighthouse on the last rocky spur of Eastern Point. At 
fixed moments. You can set the clock by it.)



10F
ic

ti
o

n

What seems most astounding now when rereading this 
debut novel (first published in 1955), is that, viewed with 
the knowledge we have today, the complete writer Cees 
Nooteboom can already be seen in this book. The romantic 
writer who travels around and around the world, his head 
brimming with culture, history and literature; someone to 
whom the right poetic quotes and allusions to classical 
mythology occur naturally; someone who confers with both 
the living and the dead – as evidenced by his many visits to 
the tombs of his admired predecessors.

Nooteboom not only lives for literature, but also seems driven by the 
beauty of this art, as a writer and as a reader – these two roles are 
inseparable for him. Memories are his companions and the sense 
of a parallel reality is always present. These elements can be seen 
in Philip en de anderen. At the beginning, Philip, the protagonist, 
remembers going, as a ten-year-old, to visit his eccentric elderly uncle. 
This lonely, sensitive homosexual makes it clear to Philip that he must 
steer clear of everyday life. 
 The title of the novel reveals the importance of other people 
in the education of the young Philip. Seen in this light, Nooteboom’s 
debut is both a Bildungsroman and a coming-of-age novel. Philip is 
shaped by entering the world, by meeting others, by travelling, by 
reading, by having experiences. This is his quest for perfect happiness, 
which perhaps does not exist on Earth. Philip hopes, however, to find 
such happiness by meeting a Chinese girl; this muse is symbolic of 
that joy. She appears to exist mainly in stories, constantly inventing 
fictions herself in order to keep ordinary life at bay. 
 Meanwhile, during his travels around Europe, Philip searches for 
love in a far more prosaic way, in the arms of a series of different girls 
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Ingenious and moving novel 
on loss of language written 
from the perspective of an 
Alzheimer’s disease patient
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Cees Nooteboom — Philip and the Others
Excerpt translated by Adrienne Dixon

‘He is a philosopher, a bon 
viveur, a rogue, a dreamer, a 
cosmopolitan and a nomad, 
a cook, a melancholic. He 
has something of Pascal 
about him, and Eulenspiegel, 
Wolfram Siebeck and 
Robert Burton. And he 
is a metaphysician: Cees 
Nooteboom.’ 

Joachim Sartorius

‘Nooteboom has told this story 
from the inside out, exposing 
the turbulent depths of 
his characters. His poetic 
imagery lingers.’ 

Publishers Weekly

Cees Nooteboom (b. 1933) is one of 
the most important Dutch writers. In 
his youth, following an education at 
monastic schools, he hitchhiked his 
way around Europe – an experience 
that he drew upon when writing his 
debut novel. With his novel Rituelen 
(Rituals, 1980, which won the 
F. Bordewijk Prize and the American 
Pegasus Prize, Nooteboom broke 
through to a wide audience, achieving 
bestseller status in Germany. His 
oeuvre was awarded with the 
Constantijn Huygens Prize and the 
prestigious Prijs der Nederlandse 
Letteren (Dutch Literature Prize). In 
addition to novels, poetry and travel 
literature, he has also written a 
number of plays. His books have been 
translated worldwide.

 
1

My uncle Antonin Alexander was a strange man. When I saw 
him for the first time, I was ten years old and he was about sev-
enty. He lived in an ugly, immensely large house in the Gooi, 
crammed with the most peculiar, useless, and hideous furni-
ture. I was still very small and couldn’t reach the bell. I did not 
dare to thump on the door or rattle the letter box, as I always 
did elsewhere. In the end I walked around the house. My uncle 
Alexander was sitting in a sagging armchair of faded purple 
plush, with three yellowed antimacassars, and he really was the 
strangest man I had ever seen. On each hand he wore two rings, 
and only later, after six years, when I went there for the second 
time, and then to stay, could I tell that the gold was brass and 
the red and green stones (“I have an uncle who wears rubies and 
emeralds”) were colored glass.
 “Are you Philip?” he asked.
 “Yes, Uncle,” I said to the figure in the chair. I saw only his 
hands. His head was in the shade. 
 “Have you brought me anything?” the voice asked again. I 
hadn’t and I said, “I don’t think so, Uncle.”
 “A visitor ought to bring something.”
 I don’t think I found that odd at the time. It was true – a visi-
tor ought to bring a present. I put down my suitcase and walked 
back to the street. In the garden next to my uncle Alexander’s I 
had seen rhododendrons, and I cautiously entered the gate and 
cut off a few blooms with my pocketknife.
 For the second time I was standing by the terrace. “I brought 
you some flowers, Uncle,” I said. He stood up and at last I saw 
his face.

and young mothers. Will this nomad find what he is unconsciously 
seeking? Cees Nooteboom’s rich oeuvre forms a life-long answer.
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Astrid Roemer
On a Woman’s Madness

‘I am Noenka, which means Not Again. Born of two opposites, 
a woman and a man who pull even my dreams wide open. I 
am a woman, even if I don’t know where that begins and 
where being a woman ends, and in other people’s eyes I am 
black, and I keep wondering what that means.’

After the young Afro-Surinamese woman Noenka is raped by her 
husband Louis on their wedding night, she flees in search of refuge. 
But having broken the unwritten rules of her community, she has 
no choice but to leave her small town and move to the city. There 
she faces agonizing choices: between motherhood and freedom, 
between European, African, and indigenous traditions, and between 
the violent but seductive Louis, her gentle childhood friend Ramses, 
and the alluring Gabrielle. Noenka’s indecision drives her to the brink 
of madness. Will she give up her new-found independence and return 
to her husband? As the novel reaches its devastating climax, she 
realizes – too late – what her heart is telling her.
 When On a Woman’s Madness was first published in 1982, it 
provoked strong and diverse responses. This complex and challenging 
novel captivated readers, selling some 40,000 copies soon after 
publication. Roemer herself has described it as a ‘fragmentary 
autobiography’: ‘The story is not my story, the facts are not mine, but 
the emotions are my own. It is the story of my emotional process.’ 
The bold and original use of typography, flashbacks, and internal 
monologue make this a many-layered novel that raises more 
questions than it answers. 
 Noenka’s struggles are emblematic of the dilemmas of 
decolonization in a country struggling with both the legacy of Western 
slavery and oppression and its own internal systems of racism and 
patriarchy. The resolution for which she longs is a new, egalitarian 
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Rights
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Poetic road novel full of 
longing and literary 
allusions
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Astrid Roemer — On a Woman’s Madness
Excerpt translated by David McKay

My marriage lasted exactly nine days and sent a shock wave 
through our riparian state that unsettled me for life. 
 It began in the family circle, where on that ninth night I 
knocked to wake my parents.
 There was rain pouring down, hard and insistent, and as 
the roof of our house was quite flat, the sound that my knuck-
les made on the wood did not penetrate the interior and in fact 
merged with the regular rainfall. Dead calm filled the house.
 My hands hurt, hurt worse than my head and my belly, and I 
was drenched. And scared, not just of the menace of the grave-
yard by the house, which looked like a theatrical set in a dream 
in the flashes of lightning, but of the dreariness of the whole 
sleeping city, which had allowed itself to be overrun by the 
water, and of the house itself, my father and mother’s, which 
denied me entrance in my desperate search for face powder and 
brass polish, tobacco and the smell of old newspapers to wipe 
away the stench of blood that clung to me.
 I was no longer knocking, but pounding hard and shouting.
 Mockingly, the water and wind tossed my cries back into my 
ears. 
 It hurts! It hurts! 
 Behind me gaped The Other Side.

Moments later, irritated but relieved, I stood in the timid light 
of the kitchen, wondering when the last time was that I had 
climbed in through the window that wouldn’t close properly, 
but that memory gave way to the sudden urge to burrow away 
into the shelter of my mother, as deep as I could, as fast as I 
could. It came over me like warmth; I made my hungry way to 
their room. As if in a ritual, I laid my hand on the marble door-
knob, turned, pushed.
 Years later I understood: inside that door I crossed my 
threshold for pain.

They said I was a beautiful girl. Moi misi, they would call out 
to me, and they pulled me toward them, the women in their 
pleated skirts, so that my head was level with their bellies. Some 
smelled like fresh fish, but there were also odors of decay that 
invaded my head. I groaned and pulled free.

‘The atmosphere of a thriller, 
combined with the lyrical 
description of a woman’s 
inner world, makes On a 
Woman’s Madness a most 
exceptional book.’ 

Trouw

‘The whole book is a headlong 
search for identity, the 
identity of all women. 
Spellbinding prose, like 
rampant vegetation.’ 

Literair Nederland

‘Its wealth of sights, 
scents, and colours and 
its sensuality, exceptional 
in Dutch literature, make 
On a Woman’s Madness a 
great literary achievement, 
linked thematically to Louis 
Couperus ... and stylistically 
to Gabriel García Márquez’s 
One Hundred Years of Solitude.’ 

Judges’ report, P.C. Hooft Prize 2016

In 1966, at the age of 19, Astrid 
Roemer emigrated from Suriname 
to the Netherlands. She identifies 
herself as a cosmopolitan writer. 
Exploring themes of race, gender, 
family, and identity, her poetic, 
unconventional prose stands in the 
tradition of authors such as Toni 
Morrison and Alice Walker. Her debut 
novel, Take Me Back, Suriname, has 
been enduringly popular in Suriname 
for its depiction of the uprooted 
life of a Surinamese migrant to 
the Netherlands. Her greatest 
commercial success has been On 
a Woman’s Madness. Roemer was 
awarded the P.C. Hooft Prize in 2016, 
and the three-yearly Dutch Literature 
Prize (Prijs der Nederlandse Letteren) 
in 2021.

kind of love, which embraces the beauty and mystery of difference. 
Roemer used her position as an expatriate writer to shatter taboos 
and confront the traumas of Surinamese history and culture head-on. 
But most of all, she created a timeless classic about a woman’s quest 
for love and identity.
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‘The atmosphere of a thriller, 
combined with the lyrical 
description of a woman’s 
inner world, makes On a 
Woman’s Madness a most 
exceptional book.’ 

Trouw

‘The whole book is a headlong 
search for identity, the 
identity of all women. 
Spellbinding prose, like 
rampant vegetation.’ 

Literair Nederland

‘Its wealth of sights, 
scents, and colours and 
its sensuality, exceptional 
in Dutch literature, make 
On a Woman’s Madness a 
great literary achievement, 
linked thematically to Louis 
Couperus ... and stylistically 
to Gabriel García Márquez’s 
One Hundred Years of Solitude.’ 

Judges’ report, P.C. Hooft Prize 2016

In 1966, at the age of 19, Astrid 
Roemer emigrated from Suriname 
to the Netherlands. She identifies 
herself as a cosmopolitan writer. 
Exploring themes of race, gender, 
family, and identity, her poetic, 
unconventional prose stands in the 
tradition of authors such as Toni 
Morrison and Alice Walker. Her debut 
novel, Take Me Back, Suriname, has 
been enduringly popular in Suriname 
for its depiction of the uprooted 
life of a Surinamese migrant to 
the Netherlands. Her greatest 
commercial success has been On 
a Woman’s Madness. Roemer was 
awarded the P.C. Hooft Prize in 2016, 
and the three-yearly Dutch Literature 
Prize (Prijs der Nederlandse Letteren) 
in 2021.

kind of love, which embraces the beauty and mystery of difference. 
Roemer used her position as an expatriate writer to shatter taboos 
and confront the traumas of Surinamese history and culture head-on. 
But most of all, she created a timeless classic about a woman’s quest 
for love and identity.
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Nowadays it is hard to imagine that the publication of Jeroen 
Brouwers’s Sunken Red (1981) sparked such controversy in 
the Dutch press. Another Dutch writer who, like Brouwers, 
had spent some of his childhood as a prisoner of the 
Japanese in Indonesia during World War II wrote that 
Brouwers had stretched the truth: it had not been as bad as 
Brouwers described in his book.

Brouwers’s defence was that not only had he written a semi-autobio-
graphical novel, with all the freedom that entails, but that he had also 
done justice to the stories his family had told about those horrors. His 
truth is in the story, in his representation of events.
 In Sunken Red, the guilt-ridden character of Jeroen Brouwers 
attempts to find some insight into himself. He receives a telephone 
call to say that his mother, with whom he has lost touch, has passed 
away. Why does he no longer feel any love for her? At the centre of this 
harsh, magnificent novel and its battle against despair is the account 
of how this child of the camps, now an adult, has experienced his 
youth as a shadow cast over his later life, which has been marked by 
bouts of depression. A life in which he has believed himself incapable 
of feeling love for his mother, for women in general.
 The literary depiction of this human inadequacy is phenomenal. 
Brouwers succeeds, with his associative style of writing, in achieving 
such clarity that present and past seem claustrophobically entwined. 
This immediately makes it apparent why the protagonist’s guilt and 
depersonalisation are so unbearable; although in his early forties 
now, he still remains the little boy from the camp who saw his mother 
being tortured by Japanese soldiers. ‘What am I to do with my ‘camp 
syndrome’, the remorse that I try to drive away by slapping myself 

Jeroen Brouwers
Sunken Red

Publishing details
Over de gekte van een vrouw (1982)
221 pages
21,000 copies sold
Sample translation available

Rights
Prometheus
Marisca van der Mark
foreignrights@pbo.nl

Translated titles
On a Woman’s Madness. Two Lines 
Press (USA), in preparation.
Broken White. Two Lines Press (USA), 
in preparation. Other rights sold: 
Residenz Verlag (Austria).

An epic, many-layered 
feminist love story set in a 
fragmented post-colonial 
society
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Jeroen Brouwers — Sunken Red
Excerpt translated by Adrienne Dixon

For weeks the land has been shrouded in mist, mist which in 
places rolls itself into castles or cathedrals; an almost impercep-
tible moistness descends. Nothing moves, only the mist – we 
are in a period of grey mourning, we are halfway through the 
winter, end of January, beginning of February 1981. 
 During this time my mother died suddenly. 
 She might well have lived another ten years, she might have 
died ten years earlier.
 They found her in the early morning of Tuesday, January 27, 
dead on the floor of her apartment in the old people’s home 
where she had been living for some time.
 I would not know how to find the place, nor do I know how 
she lived. I cannot remember when it was I last saw her. 
 She must have fallen from “the couch.” She was lying on “the 
carpet” in front of this couch, but I do not know the interior of 
her room. Clearly, she had a couch. And a carpet.
 When they found her she was already “cold” and “blue”; it is 
probable that she died on the evening of January 26. From the 
fact that the television set in her apartment was switched off, it 
was though that her death must have occurred either before the 
start of the evening programs or after they had finished.
 The light had been seen burning all night in her room, but no 
special attention had been paid to that. 

French translation of Bezonken rood 
received the Prix Fémina Étranger in 
1995.

‘In Sunken Red, Brouwers’s 
exploration of the experience 
of loss through estrangement 
and death lingers with the 
reader.’ 

Publishers Weekly

‘This haunting novel is a 
cathartic experience.’

New York Sunday Times

‘One of the most important 
novels in contemporary 
literature.’ 

Die Zeit

Jeroen Brouwers’ (b. 1940) oeuvre, 
which has strong autobiographical 
elements, includes the early novels 
Winterlicht (Winter Light, 1984), De 
Zondvloed (The Deluge, 1988, which 
won the F. Bordewijk Prize) and 
Zomervlucht (Summer Flight, 1990), 
in addition to a number of essay 
collections and his own literary 
journal. Geheime kamers (Secret 
Rooms, 2000) was a resounding 
success, meeting with unanimous 
praise and winning multiple awards. 
Brouwers remains a prolific author 
and, in 2007, was awarded the 
prestigious Prijs der Nederlandse 
Letteren for his oeuvre. Brouwers 
won the ECI Literature Prize for Het 
hout (The Wood, 2014), the first Dutch 
novel about child sexual abuse in 
the Catholic church. His most recent 
novel is Cliënt E. Busken (2020). The 

in the face whenever, unexpectedly, film scenes from my life in that 
camp appear before my eyes?’
 Rarely in Dutch literature has a war trauma been depicted more 
penetratingly, more poignantly than in this masterpiece by Jeroen 
Brouwers, a book that he was compelled to write – so that he could go 
on living.
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Publishing details
Bezonken rood (1981)
152 pages

Rights
Atlas Contact
Hayo Deinum
hdeinum@atlascontact.nl

Translated titles
Sunken Red (Bezonken rood). Peter 
Owen, 1990; New Amsterdam, 1992. 
Also in South Africa (Naledi, in 
preparation), Denmark (Gyldendal, 
1985), Switzerland/Germany (Nagel 
& Kimche, 1984), France (Gallimard, 
1995), Italy (Ila Palma, 1998), Japan 
(Rose des vents, 2001), Portugal 
(Teorema, 1997), Romania (Univers, 
1997), Turkey (Iletism, 1998), Sweden 
(Fripress, 1984). 

Powerful novel about a 
man coming to terms with 
his youth in a Japanese 
internment camp
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When the poet Hanny Michaelis’s diaries from the German 
occupation of the Netherlands were discovered after her 
death, they caused a literary sensation. The inevitable 
comparisons to Anne Frank soon gave way to a fuller 
appreciation of Michaelis’s more mature and knowledgeable 
voice. Now, for the first time, the most provocative, moving 
and relevant passages from her diaries have been brought 
together in a single volume. 

Since 2016 - 2017, when her diaries were first published in two thick 
volumes, they have been showered with praise by critics and readers 
alike. The attractive new 400-page selection covers Hanny Michaelis’s 
most memorable experiences in secondary school, as a maid, and in 
hiding.
 Even in her school years, Hanny’s adolescent crushes were set 
against the backdrop of impending war. In January 1942, she began 
working as a live-in maid in the household of an author. After her 
cultured upbringing, her menial status and duties came as a shock. 
Yet for a time, her position permitted her to go on reading, writing, and 
– despite the constant threat to her life – meeting well-known writers 
and artists. Romance blossomed between her and an older poet but 
came to an abrupt end when he was arrested.
 From August 1942 until the war’s end, Michaelis went into hiding 
under a false name with a series of orthodox Calvinist families. While 
immersed in that unfamiliar subculture, she wrestled with her fears 
about her parents, deported in 1943, her anxieties about her own 
future, and her humiliating, exhausting experiences of slaving away 
for her often callous hosts. She confided her deepest feelings to her 
diaries: ‘Regret, remorse, homesickness, fear of the future, and the 
desperate knowledge that the world I had unwittingly loved with such 
passion had slipped away beneath my feet forever.’ 

Hanny Michaelis
Wartime Diaries,  
1940 -1945
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Monday, 7 October ’40 / ± 10:15

I just got back from our “shelter” in the stairwell. Even as I was 
writing, the anti-aircraft guns were going off at intervals—oh, 
they’ve just started up again, I’ll try to press on, but I’m worried 
there’ll be another air raid alert. Anyway, after ± a quarter of an 
hour, the sirens went off. The sound made my stomach knot up, 
and right away I started to shiver something awful. At this point 
we were sitting inside the stairs with Miss Neef. It was spooky 
how dark it was there, with bright flashes of light from flares 
flickering in through the window over the door now and then, 
and the four of us were shivering with cold and nerves. I was 
pressed up against Daddy, and each time we heard a thundering 
crash, I pinched him hard in the arm. Poor thing, he must be 
covered with bruises. I think I was chattering away the whole 
time, but I can’t help it. To me, there’s nothing as creepy and 
oppressive as sitting together in silence and hearing every bomb 
that lands, every shot fired, and every roaring engine without 
any distraction. It makes me miserable, so I try to keep the con-
versation going as long as I can, even though I think Miss Neef 
can’t stand it – at least, she sometimes says things like “Your 
tongue never stops wagging.” It took about half an hour before 
they sounded the all-clear; we went outside and stood by the 
entrance for a minute to cool off emotionally (physically, we 
were cool enough). It was a beautiful night. The sky was filled 
with stars and the moon’s crescent hung, solitary, under a dark, 
heavy cloudbank. In the east, Venus twinkled with Saturn right 
next to it, and there was a faint smell of damp soil and grassland 
that calmed me down, at least a little. After the all-clear, you 
could see doors opening all over the place and people coming 
outside, all wanting some fresh air, of course.
 The truth is, I’m not at all in the mood now to write about 
serious things. I should say that the sound of anti-aircraft fire 
has just started up again, and I can also hear engine noise in 
the distance. If this goes on much longer, it’ll be another tense 
night for us. I expect another air raid alert at any moment, but 
I know that when I do hear the alarm, it’ll come as another ter-
rible shock. I’ll stop writing now. The noise is deafening again 
and I feel more than nervous – I’m scared that things are really 
heating up this time.

Hanny Michaelis — Wartime Diaries, 1940 -1945
Excerpt translated by David McKay
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Her sensitive, lyrical writing bears witness to her coming of age as a 
writer and a woman.
 She was determined to remain in high spirits; despite the tears 
that welled up when the light was turned off on her first night in her 
new room, she wrote, ‘I don’t feel so very unhappy.’ According to a 
Dutch daily, the diaries offer gripping contrasts between ‘heights of 
optimism and pessimistic depths.’ Michaelis eventually learned that 
her parents had been murdered in Sobibor in 1943. She herself lived 
on to a ripe old age, becoming a celebrated poet. Her unique chronicle 
of a dark time survived with her, and this new edition makes her 
harrowing story more accessible than ever.

Hanny Michaelis (1922 - 2007) was 
born in Amsterdam. In 1941 she took 
her school leaving exams and shortly 
afterwards she and her parents 
went into hiding separately. They 
never saw each other again. Hanny’s 
parents were arrested in 1943 and 
sent first to Westerbork transit camp 
and then to Sobibor, where they were 
murdered. Shortly after the liberation 
of the Netherlands, Michaelis 
returned to Amsterdam, where she 
spent the rest of her life. She worked 
in the Amsterdam city council’s 
department of artistic affairs for 
many years, published six collections 
of poetry and won several literary 
prizes.

Praise for the two-volume edition:

‘Rarely has the oppression  
of the war years seemed so 
close by.’ 

de Volkskrant

‘Michaelis draws a consum-
mate picture of the closed-off 
world of a person in hiding. A 
‘hothouse life’, she calls it. […] 
Thanks to this diary, she sur-
vived her imprisonment. It is 
a miracle, from a person who 
kept herself going by writing.’ 

8weekly.nl 

‘A moving record of her 
struggle to maintain her 
dignity in an unfamiliar 
setting. [...] A rich source of 
details about everyday life 
in the war. The language is 
carefully considered and 
ornate.’ 

Trouw
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August Willemsen arrived in Sao Paulo in 1967 as a Dutch 
student aiming to study Brazilian literature, having set sail for 
South America armed with a small grant and a few letters of 
recommendation. In his twenties, optimistic, eager (drinker 
and) socializer and fluent in Portuguese: Willemsen was all 
set for his intellectual voyage of exploration in the new world, 
in a city buzzing with energy. What could possibly go wrong?

Plenty, as it turned out. The corruption, the scams, the squalor, the 
insects, the poverty and, later on, the enclave of well-to-do Dutch 
expats he and his girlfriend found themselves in the midst of more or 
less by accident: they were all part and parcel of what the author had 
to contend with – the last-mentioned seeming to cause him the most 
exasperation, if not unhappiness.
 Other, more pedestrian frustrations – the director is not 
available today so better come back tomorrow, no sir your luggage 
is not in this port of call, sorry but the stamp in your passport is not 
the right one – were easier to overcome. Indeed, he faced his share of 
setbacks with admirable stoicism, losing his temper being a rarity.
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deserving of the predicate ‘literary pearl’, it is this one.
 Young Willemsen lived an untrammelled life, combining 
eagerness with a keenly observant eye and wide-ranging, sincere 
curiosity, as evinced by his journeys into the hinterland in search 
of the landscapes featured in the novels of the Brazilian authors he 
admired.
 The accounts of his vicissitudes are, in a word, addictive: his 
style is pitch-perfect, erudite but never high-flown. At the end of 
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each letter you can’t wait to read the next one. More specifically, you 
want to go on hearing his voice throughout, regardless of plaintive 
or cynical asides, to go on looking with the eyes of the man who was 
to become a celebrated translator and champion of Brazilian and 
Portuguese writers such as Pessoa, Drummond de Andrade and 
Machado de Assis, and whose passion for literature led him to the 
other side of the world.

August Willemsen (1936 -2007) was a 
leading literary translator and man of 
letters. Among the major Portuguese 
and Brazilian writers he translated 
are Fernando Pessoa, Machado 
de Assis and Carlos Drummond de 
Andrade; he also published essays, 
diaries and letters. His books include 
Language as a Pair of Spectacles, 1987, 
Friends, Strangers and Women, 1998, 
and The Divine Canary, 2007, a socio-
cultural sketch of Brazil in the light of 
its love of football.

‘Flawless observations of  
daily life.’

NRC Handelsblad

‘His stylistic sensitivity is 
apparent in every detail.’

Trouw

‘Brazilian Letters is one of 
those rare books in the 
proverbial un-put-downable 
class.’

PZC

São Paulo, 2 June 1967

Dear Paul,

For almost four months now I’ve been asking myself what I 
think of it here, and I still can’t say. There’s a lot I like, and a lot 
I don’t, all at the same time, which makes it difficult to “think” 
anything. We arrived here with our ears ringing with the pre-
dictions of ex-Brazil voyagers (voyagers being a misnomer  – 
they all take planes): it’ll be fantastic, you’ll see! But we still  
haven’t seen: nobody else came here the way we did, and 
besides, having enough money tends to affect people’s way 
of seeing. At first it was easy enough: everything struck us as 
equally rotten. But now that we’re living somewhat cheek by 
jowl (though congenially enough) with other people sharing 
our “place”, whenever I make up my mind about something 
I realise that the opposite might be just as valid. It’s the same 
everywhere, of course (the notion is actually an old favourite of 
mine termed “the simultaneity of contradictory sentiments”, 
formulated ages ago during long nights of drunken philosophis-
ing in the company of Ype Bekker and Johannes Boer, with girls 
from school falling asleep on our chests, or we on theirs), but 
over here it’s all so blatant. Everything’s out in the open. A city 
without pretense. A city without an “aesthetic criterion”, where 
rich and poor, old and new, beauty and ugliness jostle side by 
side, where nothing at all is done either to preserve fortuitous 
beauty or to mitigate ugliness. What I mean is that the archi-
tectural mess is something you actually, miraculously, get used 
to. Why should we be in the right, anyway? Why are old things 
attractive by definition, and new ones off-putting? I’m having 
doubts about the aesthetic criterion, anyway, and am beginning 
to find that the anarchy of this urban constellation compares 
favourably with the kind of codified culture we have in Amster-
dam, where there’s an outcry whenever a bank opens next to a 
canal-side house, and official permission must be obtained for 
the realignment of an off-kilter building brick. 
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Anton de Kom was one of the most important fighters for 
the independence of Suriname from Dutch colonial rule. We 
Slaves of Suriname, a fierce indictment of the exploitation 
of the country’s black population, appeared in 1934. Eighty 
years after first publication, the book landed on the bestseller 
list in the Netherlands. It is still a highly relevant account of 
the consequences of slavery and oppression.

The Netherlands abolished slavery considerably later than France and 
Britain. De Kom describes how it continued in Suriname until 1863, 
enforced by vicious punishments, and he does not stop there. The 
period after 1863 was also characterized by injustice and exploitation: 
‘The physical torments were largely replaced by mental anguish, 
poverty and hardship.’ A descendant of slaves himself, De Kom was 
the first to describe these experiences.
 De Kom’s book belongs to the international canon of anticolonial 
literature, and bears comparison with Black Reconstruction in America 
by W.E.B. Du Bois and The Wretched of the Earth by French author 
Frantz Fanon. We Slaves of Suriname is a history and an indictment, 
as well as a call to De Kom’s black compatriots to truly liberate 
themselves, to wrest themselves free of the control of the white 
oppressor and condemn the Dutch colonial regime. It integrates 
the experience of Suriname’s oppressed, multi-ethnic people into 
the greater history of South America and adds to the narrative of 
struggles against slavery, imperialism, and racism.
 Far ahead of his time, De Kom examines the continued 
psychological effects of the past and concludes bitterly that as a 
result of slavery his people have inherited a sense of inferiority. He 
writes: ‘It was a long time before I completely freed myself from the 
obsessive idea that a negro must always, implicitly, be inferior to any 

Anton de Kom
We Slaves of Suriname 

Letters home by a translator 
who used simple words to 
write about complex issues

Publishing details
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Rights
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‘SRANANG,’ OUR HOMELAND 

From 2 to 6 degrees south latitude, from 54 to 58 degrees west 
longitude, it stretches between the blue of the Atlantic Ocean 
and the inaccessible Tumak Humak Mountains, which form 
the watershed with the Amazon Basin, clutched between the 
broad expanses of the Courantyne and Maroni Rivers, which 
separate us from British and French Guiana, rich in formida-
ble forests, where the yellow lapacho, the barklaki, the kapok, 
and the prized wacapou grow, rich in wide rivers, where her-
ons, wiswisis, ibises, and flamingos find their nesting places, 
rich in natural treasures, in gold and bauxite, in rubber, sugar, 
bananas, and coffee... poor in its human population, poorer still 
in humanity. 
  Sranang – our homeland. 
  Suriname, as the Dutch call it. 
  Their country’s twelfth and richest, no, their country’s poor-
est province. 
 
Between the coast and the mountains our mother, Sranang, has 
slumbered for a thousand years and a thousand more. Nothing 
has changed in the dense forest of her unknown hinterlands. 
  The rainforests of the uplands seem sunk in a centuries- 
old silence, coming alive only at nightfall with the murmuring 
hum of thousands of insects like secret music. More romantic, 
but also more savage, is the landscape of the savannahs and the 
riverbanks. Winding curtains of vine hang from the trees and 
block the road; wild orchids bloom; here live the skittish pachi-
ras, capuchin monkeys balance on branches, parrots let out 
their shrill cries, the jaguar lurks, and an armadillo probes for 
ants with its pointed tongue. 
 For thousands of years, the dark forests of Mother Sranang 
have been waiting, untouched and undeveloped. They are home 
to strange creatures, whose names are hardly known in the 
West: tree-dwelling tamanduas and prehensile-tailed porcu-
pines, vireos and tanagers, the tigriman and the Finsch’s eupho-
nia, golden-collared toucanets on the high tops of the palms, 
and swarms of butterflies: the magnificent blue morphos and 
the yellow and orange-colored cloudless sulphurs often rise to 
just below the crowns of the trees.

Anton de Kom — We Slaves of Suriname 
Excerpt translated by David Mckay

‘In We Slaves of Suriname, 
De Kom gives an incisive, 
compelling and insightful 
account of how colonialism 
upheld inequality even after 
slavery was abolished [...] 
This razor-sharp analysis and 
‘call to arms’ – at turns lyrical 
and grounded in historical 
facts – continues to inspire 
generations.’ 

Trouw 
 
‘We Slaves of Suriname is a 
combination of a literary 
masterpiece, an indictment 
of colonialism and an 
alternative perspective on 
history.’ 

Tzum.nl 

Writer and freedom fighter Anton 
de Kom, born in Suriname in 1898, 
became an influential voice in 
the anticolonial movement of the 
early twentieth century, a figure 
comparable to W.E.B. du Bois in the 
United States. We Slaves of Suriname 
was a controversial and important 
book right from its first publication 
in 1934. In 1930s Suriname, Anton 
de Kom was deemed a communist 
subversive and banished to the 
Netherlands where We Slaves of 
Suriname was published, heavily 
censored. It was sold illegally in the 
Dutch colonies, where it was banned. 
During the Second World War Anton 
de Kom joined the resistance. He died 
in 1945 in a German concentration 
camp.

white.’ The power of this book lies in its personal angle, the writer’s 
erudition, his analysis of the phenomenon of slavery and above 
all the passion and sincere outrage it conveys, still palpable and 
moving after all these years. His accusations resonate with current 
discussions surrounding Black Lives Matter and the persistent 
effects of racism in the Western world.
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In May 1967, the publishing house De Bezige Bij – founded in 
1942 by members of the Resistance – published The SS Men: 
Dutch Volunteers in the Second World War. The steel-grey 
cover and stark visual design emphasized the grim factuality 
of the subject matter: interviews with eight Dutch nationals 
who had joined the SS of their own free will. Their words were 
reproduced without commentary, as continuous statements. 

This book remains one of the few publications, in the Netherlands 
or anywhere else, in which former SS members disclose their inner 
worlds to the general public. Unlike the postwar judicial proceedings 
– from the Nuremberg tribunals to the trial of Adolf Eichmann – where 
high-ranking Nazis had given false testimony in hopes of saving their 
skin, The SS Men presents the foot soldiers of fascism. The book 
provides a glimpse of the inner lives of Waffen-SS soldiers. That 
makes it an important work, but also a shocking one. 
 When it hit the shelves in 1967, it unleashed strong emotions 
among readers and reviewers. It was called ‘a dangerous book, 
because the SS volunteers have the opportunity to unload all the 
excuses they’ve thought up over the years.’ Critics also described it as 
‘Nazi propaganda, pure and simple’ and ‘a book put together with skill 
but lacking in a sense of responsibility.’ But it was also recognised as 
a ‘sinister book that had to be published.’
 But the book is also significant as an expression of the spirit 
of the sixties. In the cultural transformation of that decade, the 
book’s editors, Armando and Sleutelaar, played key roles. Their work 
as journalists was inspired by New Journalism, which blurred the 

Hans Sleutelaar  
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Dutch Volunteers in the 
Second World War
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Hans Sleutelaar and Armando — The SS Men
Excerpt translated by David Colmer

Armando (1929 - 2018) was both a 
writer and one of the Netherlands’ 
most important post-war artists. 
Born in Amsterdam, he lived in 
Amersfoort during World War Two, 
growing up in the vicinity of the 
infamous Amersfoort concentration 
camp. By his own account, this 
kindled his enduring fascination with 
good and evil, and how certain kinds 
of circumstances can drive people to 
violence. In the 1960s, Armando was 
a leading voice of the ‘New Poetry’ 
movement: he believed poets were 
to be a ‘cool, clinical eye’ and create 
a representation of reality. His prose 
is similarly rooted in observation 
of the real world. First published in 
1967, The SS Men, co-written with 
poet and journalist Hans Sleutelaar 
(1935 -2020), is informed by this 
approach. From 1979 onwards, 

Armando spent a lot of time in Berlin, 
reporting on his experiences there 
for the daily NRC Handelsblad. Both 
his artworks and his writing have 
received numerous awards.

‘Eight long as-told-to accounts. 
When it was first published 
in 1967, the book caused a 
storm of protest – people felt 
it gave the SS members being 
interviewed the chance to 
exonerate themselves. When 
you read the book, however, 
you will see that none of 
them were in it simply to 
whitewash their past. In fact, 
Armando and Sleutelaar’s 
curiosity –their main 
motivation for writing this 
book – serves as a correction 
of history.’

Joost de Vries, author
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Picture it: a battlefield with ten thousand dead bodies. 
Russian and German. 
Followed by a tank battle. 
And when that tank battle’s over, and you have to cross one 

of those battlefields!... 
What kind of chaos do you think you’d see there?
I don’t need to describe it for you.
If you kept thinking about that forever...
You can’t.
I saw it often enough. Tank assault. The wounded. The dead. 

Advance again. Through that sludge. You had to advance after 
all! You had to seek cover in that sludge of bodies! Do you 
understand? Sometimes you pulled a bunch of bodies together 
to serve as cover. You pulled three or four together and got 
down behind them. On the front that’s completely normal.

I’ve seen a lot of war movies since. If they really showed a 
war movie like it was in reality... we’d never have another war. 
But then they’d need to show movies like it is in a war. And not 
leave anything out. Then we’d never have another war. Nobody 
would want another war. Nobody! But they don’t show the real-
ity. They can’t show it. They can’t!

I was in the Battle of Narva. A friend of mine died. Piet de W. 
He died close by me. I met someone else I knew there, someone 
who came from the same town as me. His brother was in the SS 
too. He lost an arm. Frozen off. That was in the rear at Narva.

About four days of attacks, then a tank assault. On the Rus-
sian and German sides, at least thirty thousand died during 
those assaults. Thirty thousand. In one battle.

When the tank assault came, nothing had been cleared away. 
Not the wounded either. They were still lying there. The Rus-
sian tanks were forced back, so you crossed the same battle-
field again, where you’d just been. Because the Germans got the 
chance to force back the Russian tanks. So us infantry crossed 
again. That same battlefield, where the normal battle had been 
fought before. Imagine the chaos! 

boundaries between evocative literary sketches and documentary 
reporting. They had grown up with the war, and this reverberated in 
their adaptations of the interviews of former SS volunteers, which have 
a raw, horrifying poetic force.
 In short, The SS Men marks the crossroads of the struggle with the 
impact of the Second World War, the cultural and artistic experiments 
of a new generation, and the historical study of the perpetrators of 
Nazism, the atrocities of the Second World War, and the persecution 
and genocide of European Jews. This encounter between the legacy of 
the Holocaust, sixties counterculture, and documentary history makes 
Voices of the SS a unique and disturbing literary creation.
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Hans Sleutelaar and Armando — The SS Men
Excerpt translated by David Colmer

Armando (1929 - 2018) was both a 
writer and one of the Netherlands’ 
most important post-war artists. 
Born in Amsterdam, he lived in 
Amersfoort during World War Two, 
growing up in the vicinity of the 
infamous Amersfoort concentration 
camp. By his own account, this 
kindled his enduring fascination with 
good and evil, and how certain kinds 
of circumstances can drive people to 
violence. In the 1960s, Armando was 
a leading voice of the ‘New Poetry’ 
movement: he believed poets were 
to be a ‘cool, clinical eye’ and create 
a representation of reality. His prose 
is similarly rooted in observation 
of the real world. First published in 
1967, The SS Men, co-written with 
poet and journalist Hans Sleutelaar 
(1935 -2020), is informed by this 
approach. From 1979 onwards, 

Armando spent a lot of time in Berlin, 
reporting on his experiences there 
for the daily NRC Handelsblad. Both 
his artworks and his writing have 
received numerous awards.

‘Eight long as-told-to accounts. 
When it was first published 
in 1967, the book caused a 
storm of protest – people felt 
it gave the SS members being 
interviewed the chance to 
exonerate themselves. When 
you read the book, however, 
you will see that none of 
them were in it simply to 
whitewash their past. In fact, 
Armando and Sleutelaar’s 
curiosity –their main 
motivation for writing this 
book – serves as a correction 
of history.’

Joost de Vries, author
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Picture it: a battlefield with ten thousand dead bodies. 
Russian and German. 
Followed by a tank battle. 
And when that tank battle’s over, and you have to cross one 

of those battlefields!... 
What kind of chaos do you think you’d see there?
I don’t need to describe it for you.
If you kept thinking about that forever...
You can’t.
I saw it often enough. Tank assault. The wounded. The dead. 
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to serve as cover. You pulled three or four together and got 
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I’ve seen a lot of war movies since. If they really showed a 
war movie like it was in reality... we’d never have another war. 
But then they’d need to show movies like it is in a war. And not 
leave anything out. Then we’d never have another war. Nobody 
would want another war. Nobody! But they don’t show the real-
ity. They can’t show it. They can’t!

I was in the Battle of Narva. A friend of mine died. Piet de W. 
He died close by me. I met someone else I knew there, someone 
who came from the same town as me. His brother was in the SS 
too. He lost an arm. Frozen off. That was in the rear at Narva.

About four days of attacks, then a tank assault. On the Rus-
sian and German sides, at least thirty thousand died during 
those assaults. Thirty thousand. In one battle.

When the tank assault came, nothing had been cleared away. 
Not the wounded either. They were still lying there. The Rus-
sian tanks were forced back, so you crossed the same battle-
field again, where you’d just been. Because the Germans got the 
chance to force back the Russian tanks. So us infantry crossed 
again. That same battlefield, where the normal battle had been 
fought before. Imagine the chaos! 

boundaries between evocative literary sketches and documentary 
reporting. They had grown up with the war, and this reverberated in 
their adaptations of the interviews of former SS volunteers, which have 
a raw, horrifying poetic force.
 In short, The SS Men marks the crossroads of the struggle with the 
impact of the Second World War, the cultural and artistic experiments 
of a new generation, and the historical study of the perpetrators of 
Nazism, the atrocities of the Second World War, and the persecution 
and genocide of European Jews. This encounter between the legacy of 
the Holocaust, sixties counterculture, and documentary history makes 
Voices of the SS a unique and disturbing literary creation.
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The theme of this book is a classic and compelling one: it 
is the story of an individual who stands up against an all-
powerful enemy. A cunning, unpredictable, and insidious 
enemy, in this case, and a very terrible one. When the author 
first discovered its identity she felt, as she records here, a 
reluctance even to name it. This is an enemy there is no 
winning against, but in Renate Rubinstein it has found a wily 
and watchful antagonist who fights back with whole heart 
and her whole intelligence.

Renate Rubinstein was a natural oppositionist. She went to China at 
a time when every other Western visitor was discovering with delight 
its revolutionary innocence and purity, and caused outrage by writing 
a book about the gross and evident anomalies to which all the other 
journalists had been happy to close their eyes. Living and working 
in Israel, at a time when Zionism was still a progressive shibboleth, 
compelled her to express even more awkward and unpopular views. 
She was in fact half Jewish (her father died in Auschwitz), and the title 
she gave her book on Israel – Jew in Arabia, Goy in Israel – says a lot 
about her attitude to the world.
 In Take It or Leave It, her disconcerting eye for the contradictory 
is as unblinking as ever; she could have entitled it Sick Among the Well, 
Well Among the Sick. Because the enemy she faces here is of course 
an illness; progressive, crippling, and incurable. 
 She speaks out with all her characteristic sharpness against 
both a world that makes too little allowance for it and a world that 
makes too much. We are applauded these days if we struggle to ‘come 
to terms’ with such a problem. But no terms are available in this 
particular battle, and her struggle is rather to understand her enemy 
and herself, to devise stratagems and counter-stratagems, and to live, 
upright and unafraid, as long as life lasts. 

Publishing details
De SS’ers (1967)
474 pages
Sample translation available

Rights
De Bezige Bij
Marijke Nagtegaal
m.nagtegaal@debezigebij.nl
Uta Matten
u.matten@debezigebij.nl

Introduction
Ido de Haan, Professor of Political 
History at Utrecht University, has 
written an English introduction for an 
international readership.

Renate Rubinstein
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Renate Rubinstein — Take It or Leave It
Excerpt translated by Michele Hutchison

Chapter 2 – The Diagnosis 

“The healthy animal is up and doing” but I’d been sad and tired 
for years. At first I thought it was depression, then that it was 
due to the smoking, finally the doctor sent me to a neurologist. 
He tapped out a bunch of reflexes while I lay there thinking: he 
must think I’m putting it on, how can I convince him that I really 
do get so tired, so often and so quickly? But to my relief he was 
polite enough to take me seriously and to announce that he’d like 
to have me checked out clinically, i.e. in a hospital. For all the 
world like the real thing, I thought, satisfied.
 In hospital I was given a lumbar puncture and every day some-
thing different was measured, scanned, drawn and analysed. 
Every day the neurologist came to sit at my bedside to say he still 
didn’t know what it was. They’d found an increase in the amount 
of protein in my spinal fluid, he said. There’s always something 
to find, I thought, looking forward to a speedy end to my symp-
toms. (I’d had no other experience of illnesses than that they pass, 
except if it’s cancer. Once they finally got down to examining me, 
I thought, they’d find the cause and cure me.) After a while I was 
allowed to return home, but it was better, the neurologist said, 
if I could stay with someone for the first few weeks since I lived 
alone. I was to see him again in a month’s time, by then he’d have 
access to the information they didn’t have yet.
 Reading back over my notes in my brother’s spare room, I felt 
a bit grim. (It was a grim little room and what’s more I was still 
wallowing in the fact that I no longer had a husband to bring me 
tea in bed. Forty-seven I was and alone in the world). One eve-
ning, when my brother and his wife were out, I started to look 
around for a dictionary. The neurologist had said to the physio 
lady in the hospital, “A paresis, oh,” (glancing at me) “a very, very 
slight parethesis.” What could that be? They only had a Petit Rob-
ert (French-French) and I found: Parésie: un affaiblissment de 
la contractabilité musculaire provoquant une paralysie légère. A 
weakening of muscle contractibility causing mild paralysis. Very 
slight and probably not applicable to me at all – but still, when 
they returned late at night, my brother and his wife found me sit-
ting at the top of the stairs crying.

Renate Rubinstein (1929 -1990) 
was born in Germany but moved 
to the Netherlands in the 1930s. 
She wrote columns for a Dutch 
weekly for almost thirty years; her 
first collection of these columns in 
book form appeared in 1964. She 
published numerous other books 
after this, and was awarded the 
Multatuli prize for literature in 1979. 
Rubinstein was a leading polemical 
journalist. Curious, open-hearted and 
engaged to her core, she also wrote 
openly and impressively about her 
inner life. Many of her twenty-six or 
so books are still in print. In the fall 
of 2020, 30 years after she passed 
away, an anthology of her work was 
published with her columns, lectures 
and letters, under the title Only The 
Courageous Ask Questions (Bange 
mensen stellen geen vragen).

‘Rubinstein countered 
preconceived notions with 
curiosity. She is a powerful 
example of the benefits of not 
just going along with the herd. 
For her, the only sustainable 
ethical principle is “Do 
whatever you want, as long as 
you avoid harming others in 
the process.”’ 

NRC Handelsblad

‘Renate Rubinstein wasn’t the 
kind of writer who invents a 
story and rules over a fictional 
world. She was a seismograph, 
a commentator who constantly 
needed input from the outside 
world. Television, newspapers, 
books, meetings, sickness, 
divorce, love: everything that 
she experienced could inspire 
her to write a piece.’

de Volkskrant 

‘A winning individuality 
characterized her life and her 
work.’

Trouw

There are no great revelations here, no recourse to mystery or 
discovery of faith. But there are surprises. In its quirky way this book 
is a classic of medical observation, dealing not with the cataloguing 
of symptoms but with what it’s like to be ill. We must all wonder, if we 
are well; and the better we are the more we must wonder. It turns out 
to be not quite as you might imagine – and not always worse. What 
Renate Rubinstein demonstrates, once again, is the dogged glory of 
human intelligence. We shall all come to sickness and death sooner or 
later. This book gives us a breath of hope.
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Renate Rubinstein — Take It or Leave It
Excerpt translated by Michele Hutchison
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Science fiction from 1969 – does it still stand up? Anyone 
reading The Forests of Venus would have to conclude that 
it does. Tonke Dragt foresaw many developments, and her 
futuristic account of life on Venus remains a convincing and 
captivating read.

In The Forests of Venus (Torenhoog en mijlen breed) Dragt sketches 
the Earth as one big city without any trees. Humans venture out 
to explore Venus from inside the safety of a large dome. This book 
tells the story of Edu, a young planetary researcher on his second 
expedition to Venus. While there are no forests left on Earth in Edu’s 
day, on Venus they are stunning and unspoilt: ‘Scaly trunks leading 
up to huge serrated leaves, pink, orange, yellow… And between them 
suddenly trees that were darker, from purple to black; they looked as 
if they were made of smoke, with feathered crowns.’
 Edu is drawn to these mysterious, dangerous forests, but they 
are out of bounds to researchers. Defying the rules, he makes a 
spectacular discovery: there is life on the planet. He finds intelligent 
beings, the Afroini, who can read thoughts – and he finds that he has 
much in common with them.
 Although the book is unquestionably a gem of science fiction, 
full of high-tech airships and robots, it addresses real dilemmas, 
about daring to go off the beaten track and about humankind’s 
relationship with nature. The book was published in the year of 
Armstrong’s first steps on the moon, when space travel and research 
into other planets were still in their infancy. Government control 
and the loss of privacy are described in a credible and incisive 
way, providing food for thought. The Forests of Venus is a thrilling 
adventure, partly inspired by Dragt’s childhood in Indonesia, and it 
takes the reader to fascinating new worlds.

Tonke Dragt
The Forests of Venus

30
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Tonke Dragt — The Forests of Venus
Excerpt translated by Laura Watkinson

“Planetary Researcher Eleven, on observation flight in the south-
east zone, Venus Headquarters calling...”
 The weather had remained unusually suitable for observa-
tion flights and all but one of the researchers had taken off. They 
always crewed the airships in pairs, but this time an exception 
had been made because Iman, Researcher Fourteen, was not yet 
able to go to work. 
 And that exception was Edu. He usually went out with Mick, 
but this time Edu had told Mick to take Iman’s place and go with 
Arno. 
 Going alone on an exploration... it was not forbidden, but it 
was unusual. Mick had resisted a little before complying with 
the wishes of Researcher Eleven, the leader who had more expe-
rience than he did. Was it Mick, Edu wondered, who had sent 
the robot to him? It had approached him shortly before depar-
ture and offered to accompany him. Edu had declined the offer, 
but he had made use of the opportunity to order the robot to 
fetch something for him. The robot had instantly obeyed. After 
all, it had no reason not to do so, and robots were made to serve 
humans.
 Edu smiled, but his smile was not a happy one. An observa-
tion flight on my own, for the first time, maybe the last. And I’ve 
never followed the rules so closely before – at least until now.
 “Planetary Researcher Eleven, Venus Headquarters calling 
Planetary Researcher Eleven. Over.”
 “Researcher Eleven responding to Headquarters...” He had 
been afraid for a moment that they would call him back in. But 
that had not happened – what could go wrong on an ordinary 
flight like this? And now his work was nearly done.
 “Researcher Eleven, if you have completed your assignment, 
you may return.” It was not Igor speaking to him from the Dome, 
but someone else from the radio communications crew: Jon or 
Joe. He could never tell their voices apart; both were equally 
impersonal and efficient. This time he preferred it that way.
 Edu replied, “Researcher Eleven to Headquarters: the pho-
tographs have been taken. Commencing return.” My assignment 
isn’t over yet – the assignment I set myself. His fingers pressed 
keys and buttons. I’m flying Route C.
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‘Lively storytelling that is both 
meticulous and inventive, […] 
with a balanced composition, 
and precision in both style 
and wording.’

Jury Nienke van Hichtum Prize 

‘Tonke Dragt is a star.’
The Guardian

Tonke Dragt (b. 1930) is one of the 
best-known and most widely read 
children’s writers in the Netherlands. 
She grew up in Indonesia and came 
to the Netherlands after the Second 
World War, when she was fifteen. 
From her debut in 1961 until her most 
recently published title, in 2017, her 
books have always received a great 
deal of attention and praise. Her 
second book, the historical knightly 
adventure De brief voor de koning 
(The Letter for the King) is a classic 
that was voted the best Dutch 
children’s book ever. This perennial 
favourite was recently made into a 
Netflix series.
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east zone, Venus Headquarters calling...”
 The weather had remained unusually suitable for observa-
tion flights and all but one of the researchers had taken off. They 
always crewed the airships in pairs, but this time an exception 
had been made because Iman, Researcher Fourteen, was not yet 
able to go to work. 
 And that exception was Edu. He usually went out with Mick, 
but this time Edu had told Mick to take Iman’s place and go with 
Arno. 
 Going alone on an exploration... it was not forbidden, but it 
was unusual. Mick had resisted a little before complying with 
the wishes of Researcher Eleven, the leader who had more expe-
rience than he did. Was it Mick, Edu wondered, who had sent 
the robot to him? It had approached him shortly before depar-
ture and offered to accompany him. Edu had declined the offer, 
but he had made use of the opportunity to order the robot to 
fetch something for him. The robot had instantly obeyed. After 
all, it had no reason not to do so, and robots were made to serve 
humans.
 Edu smiled, but his smile was not a happy one. An observa-
tion flight on my own, for the first time, maybe the last. And I’ve 
never followed the rules so closely before – at least until now.
 “Planetary Researcher Eleven, Venus Headquarters calling 
Planetary Researcher Eleven. Over.”
 “Researcher Eleven responding to Headquarters...” He had 
been afraid for a moment that they would call him back in. But 
that had not happened – what could go wrong on an ordinary 
flight like this? And now his work was nearly done.
 “Researcher Eleven, if you have completed your assignment, 
you may return.” It was not Igor speaking to him from the Dome, 
but someone else from the radio communications crew: Jon or 
Joe. He could never tell their voices apart; both were equally 
impersonal and efficient. This time he preferred it that way.
 Edu replied, “Researcher Eleven to Headquarters: the pho-
tographs have been taken. Commencing return.” My assignment 
isn’t over yet – the assignment I set myself. His fingers pressed 
keys and buttons. I’m flying Route C.
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‘Lively storytelling that is both 
meticulous and inventive, […] 
with a balanced composition, 
and precision in both style 
and wording.’

Jury Nienke van Hichtum Prize 

‘Tonke Dragt is a star.’
The Guardian

Tonke Dragt (b. 1930) is one of the 
best-known and most widely read 
children’s writers in the Netherlands. 
She grew up in Indonesia and came 
to the Netherlands after the Second 
World War, when she was fifteen. 
From her debut in 1961 until her most 
recently published title, in 2017, her 
books have always received a great 
deal of attention and praise. Her 
second book, the historical knightly 
adventure De brief voor de koning 
(The Letter for the King) is a classic 
that was voted the best Dutch 
children’s book ever. This perennial 
favourite was recently made into a 
Netflix series.
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Paul Biegel
King of the Copper 
Mountains

When the heart of the 1000-year-old King Mansolain slows 
down and he finds himself at death’s door, the animals hurry 
to the ancient Copper Castle under the mountains to save his 
life. They take it in turns to tell him stories, hoping to give the 
Wonder Doctor time to find the magic herb needed to keep 
the king’s heart ticking.

A rabbit comes along, and a sheep, a swallow, a duck, ten bees, not 
to mention a wolf, a lion and a three-headed dragon. Will their stories 
help to keep King Mansolain alive? How can anyone read or listen to 
this story without falling in love with its magic?
 Master storyteller Biegel places one narrator after another in 
the spotlight, capturing their little quirks in just a few sentences. 
Before you know it, you’re hanging on their every word. The attraction 
of this book is its dazzling variety. The rabbit misses his brother. The 
bees sing the ballad of the horse with the golden hooves. The town 
mouse and the field mouse tell funny stories. The wolf, the lion and 
the dragon all have unpleasant experiences with witches.
 Their stories appear to be connected somehow, but it only 
becomes apparent exactly how at the end, as everyone waits for 
the last knock on the door. King of the Copper Mountains (1964) was 
Biegel’s third book and sealed his breakthrough as a writer. It remains 
a treasured, timeless classic.
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A gripping science-fiction 
novel about the first human 
colony on Venus, written 
by a born storyteller

Publishing details
Torenhoog en mijlen breed (1969)
Age: 12 +
304 pages
Sample translation available

Rights
Leopold
Sophie Mulder
sophie.mulder@wpgmedia.nl

Rights sold
German (Fischer Taschenbuch, Freies 
Geistesleben)
Previously published in Spanish, 
Afrikaans, Czech.
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Paul Biegel — King of the Copper Mountains
Excerpt translated by Gilian Hume 

Chapter One

If you travel far to the south you will come to the blue sea. It has 
not always been so; in earlier times the copper mountains stood 
there instead, so dazzling in the sunshine that you could not look 
at them.
 At the foot of the mountains there was an avenue, leading to 
the door of a castle full of copper corridors and rooms, and in the 
castle lived the old, old king, Mansolain.
 King Mansolain had a beard that spread about his feet like a 
rug, and on it slept a hare, the only creature that still cared for 
him now that King Mansolain was almost forgotten.
 For more than a thousand years already he reigned over all 
the animals and dwarfs, and over the dragons too while they 
were still in existence. But as nowadays he never went out, there 
was scarcely anyone left who know him. His servants had died 
one after the other until only the hare remained. So these two 
lived quietly together in the copper castle until the king began 
to cough so badly that his beard shook and the hare grew very 
anxious.
 The Wonder Doctor was sent for to examine the king. When 
he had finished he took the hare into another room and said: 

“I put my ear to His Majesty’s chest and through his beard I 
heard a peeping and a whistling. His heart ticks unevenly like a 
crooked clock that is running down, and that is the result of old 
age.”
 The hare looked worried.
 “Within a week the king will be dead,” said the Wonder 
Doctor.
 The hare started to sob.
 “His heart needs a speeder-up that would work like the key of 
a clock,” said the Wonder Doctor, “so that it will tick faster and 
normally again.”
 The hare looked up. “Is there such a remedy?” He asked.
 “Yes, there is,” said the Wonder Doctor. “A potion made from 
the Golden Speedwell. But I would have to travel many miles to 
find this rare plant, so that when I got back it might be too late.”
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Paul Biegel (1925 - 2006) made his 
debut as a children’s author in 1962, 
with a new book following almost 
every year. He left a legacy of more 
than sixty books, firmly rooted in the 
fairy-tale tradition of the Brothers 
Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen. 
Some of Biegel’s stories are of 
the adventurous kind, such as the 
ever-popular De kleine kapitein (The 
Little Captain). Others are based on 
grand themes such as friendship and 
love, loneliness, fear, jealousy, death 
and war. Biegel’s is a unique voice in 
Dutch children’s literature; a ‘master 
narrator with a robber’s heart’, as 
he has been called. The language 
in his books shimmers and sings 
and the adventures he devises are 
breathtaking.

‘The stories are touching, 
exciting and funny. This is 
a lovely book, beautifully 
illustrated, and the ending is 
all that can be desired.’ 

Times Literary Supplement 

‘One of those rare books 
which should be a part of 
every child’s growing up. […] 
these stories are unusual, 
the animals enchanting and 
the books is held brilliantly 
together. This is one of the 
best modern storybooks I 
have read.’ 

Daily Telegraph

‘Ageless in the right sort of 
way.’

The Guardian
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Publishing details
Het sleutelkruid (1964)
Age 6+
160 pages
Full English translation available

Rights
Gottmer
Mara Joustra
foreignrights@gottmer.nl

Rights sold
World English (Pushkin Press), 
German (Urachhaus), Turkish (Can 
Yayinlari), Japanese (Fukuinkan), 
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Previously published in Afrikaans, 
Danish, English and Spanish.

The Grand Old Lady of historical children’s literature – that’s 
Thea Beckman’s nickname. However, Beckman was not only 
interested in the past. Driven by social awareness and a 
desire to let her imagination run free, she rid Greenland of its 
ice and created a new state. The result was this captivating 
work of futuristic speculative fiction.

In Children of Mother Earth (1985), Beckman turns the world upside 
down. After a cataclysmic nuclear Third World War and a series of 
devastating natural disasters, Mother Earth loses her balance. The 
globe tilts. The poles melt. Greenland develops a mild climate and a 
new social system: Thule is a representative democracy governed by 
a council of women and based on a sense of community. The Thuleans 
understand that we should not try to manipulate nature, but instead 
adapt to the ground on which we live.
 Beckman is not, however, purely a utopian. Her paradise has 
realistic flaws. Cleverly telling the story from the point of view of 
Christian, the son of Armina-Dottir, Thule’s head of state, Beckman 
makes it apparent that matriarchies do not function any better than 
patriarchies. ‘Every Thulean is a free Thulean,’ argues Christian when 
his mother prevents him from marrying the girl of his dreams. When 
an armed expedition ship from the Great Empire of Baden (formerly 
Europe) comes to Thule, the island is threatened. Will Thule withstand 
the men of Baden and their urge for expansion? Or is reform needed? 
This compelling story encourages critical thinking about current 
issues, including climate change.

Thea Beckman
Children of Mother Earth

Full of fantasy and charm, 
this is a classic fairy tale 
by a beloved author
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‘This book is more than worth 
the read. It’s gripping, with 
often stunning descriptions, 
touching moments and, last 
but not least, a controversial 
topic that invites discussion.’

de Standaard

Thea Beckman (1923 -2004) was one 
of the most important twentieth-
century Dutch writers of children’s 
books. She came to fame with her 
award-winning historical novel 
Kruistocht in spijkerbroek (Crusade in 
Jeans), a time-travel story set amidst 
the Children’s Crusade of 1212. Lots 
more books, including best-selling 
trilogies about the Hundred Years’ 
War and about the land of Thule, were 
to follow, along with awards and 
many translations. The prestigious 
Thea Beckman Award, an annual 
prize for the best historical children’s 
book, recognises Beckman’s 
outstanding position within this 
genre.

Thea Beckman — Children of Mother Earth
Excerpt translated by Brent Annable 

 1 – THE DISAPPEARANCE

Sunlight glinted in the Vastman fjord and Christian, perched 
atop the highest cliff, gazed down in concentration. Things 
were calm in the small fishing village of Vastman. A few ships 
bobbed alongside the harbour’s jetty, but they were empty, as 
were the alleyways that ran between the town’s wooden houses. 
The only workers were in the shipyard, and further on some 
children were playing where the narrow sandy beach began. It 
was glorious weather. The pine trees adorning the steep hill-
sides cast black shadows across the reddish-coloured rocks. 
An osprey flew overhead, let out a shrill cry, and disappeared 
beyond the cliffs. Konega Island, cone-shaped and around half a 
mile from the coast, glittered with its white buildings and slen-
der lighthouse, whose thick windows captured the sparkling of 
the sun and the reflections of the sea.
 Christian had been sitting there for an hour, hoping to catch 
a glimpse of the girl down below who he was so curious to learn 
more about. She was just an ordinary girl, only a few years 
older than he was; her father built fishing boats, and her name 
was Thura. That was all he had managed to glean in the weeks 
gone by when, just like today, he had paddled over from Konega 
Island in his canoe under the pretence of going for a long walk, 
but in reality with the intention of finding out exactly who and 
what Thura really was.
 For as long as he could remember, Christian had travelled 
by ship from the capital city of Gothab to Vastman and Konega 
Island every summer, with his parents and the royal retinue, 
to spend the two warmest months of the year in the island’s 
summer palace. Early in the last month of summer, they would 
travel back to the capital on land. For thirteen years he had 
spent every summer on Konega Island, had visited Vastman 
hundreds of times, had walked among the houses, observing the 
men and women in the shipyard, playing with the fishermen’s 
children, collecting shells along the shore, climbing trees and 
swimming with the porpoises. But four weeks ago when he had 
arrived at the jetty, moored his canoe, bounded up the steps and 
looked around, glad of the fine weather, the cool sea breeze and 
the familiar smells of pitch, rope and salt – all of a sudden, she 
was there.
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Sieb Posthuma
Rintje

Sieb Posthuma’s imaginative illustrations are unmistakable: 
stylised, brightly coloured and humorous. In the stories of 
his smooth-haired Fox Terrier Rintje he has gone the extra 
mile by creating delightful ink and Ecoline drawings of great 
sensitivity and quirkiness. 

Arguably the alter ego of Posthuma’s younger self, Rintje is a creature 
who strides out into the world with an open mind. And his is not 
just any world, but one in which dog and human are seamlessly 
fused. In his hybrid universe Rintje can be 100% Fox Terrier, and yet 
enjoy human adventures and experiences. He operates in a doggy 
environment which has appropriated human objects with perfect 
ease (framed pictures of his ancestors grace the walls of his home, for 
instance).
 On the whole, Rintje’s escapades end well, but running through 
the stories is an undercurrent of longing for love and a sense of 
security. He looks for this, and mostly finds it, with his mother, 
grandma and canine friends Tobias and Henriette. The stories have 
a charming old-fashioned gloss – Mum is at home and a classic 
housewife – but universal and contemporary themes are explored 
thoughtfully: what is identity and what does it mean? What’s it like 
to grow up with a single parent? How do you deal with setbacks and 
difficulties?

Written thirty-five years 
ago, this adventure set in 
the future is still just as 
relevant today
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Illustrator and author Sieb Posthuma 
(1960 -2014) studied at the renowned 
Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam and 
began his career with illustrations 
for newspapers and magazines. He 
made his debut as a children’s writer 
with stories about his own dog, Rintje, 
which he both wrote and illustrated. 
In 2009 and 2012 he won the Golden 
Paintbrush for the best illustrated 
children’s book of the year, the major 
Dutch illustrator’s award. His books 
have been published in America, 
China, Japan, France, Brazil, Italy, 
Denmark and Germany, and his work 
for both adults and children has been 
exhibited all over the world. Rintje 
also appeared on stage and stars in 
his own animated TV series.

‘For children of around four 
years old, these are very 
relatable situations [...] 
The standalone stories are 
engagingly written and well 
suited to being read out loud, 
while the illustrations are 
funny, colorful and dynamic.’ 

NBD Biblion

Sieb Posthuma — Rintje
Excerpt translated by Suzanne Heukensfeldt Jansen 
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The World Has Gone

“Up you get!” Mum calls. “It’s quarter past eight already!”
“I can’t see anything,” says Rintje. “I can’t see anything at all!”
“Then you should open your eyes properly, sleepyhead!” says 

Mum.
“My eyes are open,” protests Rintje. “But the world has gone. 

Have a look outside!”
“Oh, is that what you mean!” says Mum. “It’s because of the 

fog, that’s what happens in the autumn sometimes!”
“We won’t be able to cycle to school,” says Rintje. “We won’t 

be able to find the way.”
“I’ll find the way,” says Mum. “You’ll still be able to see the 

things that are close by. If we cycle slowly we’ll get there.”
A moment later Rintje jumps into the front bicycle basket.
“I can’t even see our house anymore!” he shouts when Mum 

pedals off.
“I can’t look around now,” says Mum. “I have to mind where 

I’m going!”
“The trees don’t have trunks,” says Rintje. “It’s as if they’re 

floating.”
“When the suns warms up later the fog will lift,” says Mum.
“Shame,” says Rintje. “It’s perfect for playing hide and seek.”
“But no one will find you,” says Mum.
“Look!” says Rintje. “Flying cows!”
“Ha!” says Mum. “What a funny sight. It’s as if the cows are 

afloat. It’s because they’ve got their legs in the fog.”
“Rintje!” they hear all of a sudden. It’s Tobias.
“Where are you?” asks Rintje. “I can hear you but I can’t see 

you!”
“I can’t see you either,” says Tobias. “But I heard your voice, 

we’re very near you!”
Rintje looks in all directions but he doesn’t see anything. 

Then Tobias’s head pops up from the clouds of fog. He’s sitting 
up front in his mother’s bicycle basket.

“Exciting, hey?” he says. “There might be all kinds of scary 
ghosts and we wouldn’t even know it.”
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Illustrator and author Sieb Posthuma 
(1960 -2014) studied at the renowned 
Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam and 
began his career with illustrations 
for newspapers and magazines. He 
made his debut as a children’s writer 
with stories about his own dog, Rintje, 
which he both wrote and illustrated. 
In 2009 and 2012 he won the Golden 
Paintbrush for the best illustrated 
children’s book of the year, the major 
Dutch illustrator’s award. His books 
have been published in America, 
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his own animated TV series.

‘For children of around four 
years old, these are very 
relatable situations [...] 
The standalone stories are 
engagingly written and well 
suited to being read out loud, 
while the illustrations are 
funny, colorful and dynamic.’ 

NBD Biblion

Sieb Posthuma — Rintje
Excerpt translated by Suzanne Heukensfeldt Jansen 

M
o

re
 D

ut
ch

 C
la

ss
ic

s

The World Has Gone

“Up you get!” Mum calls. “It’s quarter past eight already!”
“I can’t see anything,” says Rintje. “I can’t see anything at all!”
“Then you should open your eyes properly, sleepyhead!” says 

Mum.
“My eyes are open,” protests Rintje. “But the world has gone. 

Have a look outside!”
“Oh, is that what you mean!” says Mum. “It’s because of the 

fog, that’s what happens in the autumn sometimes!”
“We won’t be able to cycle to school,” says Rintje. “We won’t 

be able to find the way.”
“I’ll find the way,” says Mum. “You’ll still be able to see the 

things that are close by. If we cycle slowly we’ll get there.”
A moment later Rintje jumps into the front bicycle basket.
“I can’t even see our house anymore!” he shouts when Mum 

pedals off.
“I can’t look around now,” says Mum. “I have to mind where 

I’m going!”
“The trees don’t have trunks,” says Rintje. “It’s as if they’re 

floating.”
“When the suns warms up later the fog will lift,” says Mum.
“Shame,” says Rintje. “It’s perfect for playing hide and seek.”
“But no one will find you,” says Mum.
“Look!” says Rintje. “Flying cows!”
“Ha!” says Mum. “What a funny sight. It’s as if the cows are 

afloat. It’s because they’ve got their legs in the fog.”
“Rintje!” they hear all of a sudden. It’s Tobias.
“Where are you?” asks Rintje. “I can hear you but I can’t see 

you!”
“I can’t see you either,” says Tobias. “But I heard your voice, 

we’re very near you!”
Rintje looks in all directions but he doesn’t see anything. 

Then Tobias’s head pops up from the clouds of fog. He’s sitting 
up front in his mother’s bicycle basket.

“Exciting, hey?” he says. “There might be all kinds of scary 
ghosts and we wouldn’t even know it.”



38

Pain is never far away for Jo-Jo. Mister P is the name he gives 
to his pain, the uninvited visitor who torments his limbs 
and joints. Jo-Jo loves playing football, but if Mister P has 
anything to do with it, he’ll soon have to give up his position 
in goal. His body is going on strike more and more often. In 
parallel with Jo-Jo’s battle with his illness, there’s a second 
storyline, about Jo-Jo’s friend Lena, an asylum seeker who 
doesn’t know if she’ll be allowed to stay in the Netherlands. 
Hazelhoff intertwines their stories in an effective and 
emotionally captivating way, and their friendship and their 
interactions with those around them draw the reader into 
their lives.

In this book, Veronica Hazelhoff writes frankly about a boy with 
rheumatism, a disease from which the writer herself also suffered. 
Visit from Mister P (2006) was her final book, written as her own 
condition was becoming increasingly unbearable. 
 Hazelhoff tackles serious themes, skilfully employing suspense 
and humour to keep the story appealing and entertaining. Her voice 
remains strong and relevant, and her writing makes it easy to identify 
with these young protagonists who are finding their way through 
tough challenges.

Veronica Hazelhoff
Visit from Mister P
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Publishing details
The Big Rintje ReadAloud Book (2011)
Part of the Rintje series
Age 3+
50.000 copies sold of the Rintje 
series
Sample translation available

Rights
Querido
Luciënne van der Leije
l.van.der.leije@singeluitgeverijen.nl

Rights sold
Chinese (Shanghai 99 Readers’ 
Culture)

These heart-warming 
stories with their colourful 
illustrations will delight 
readers of all ages 



38

Pain is never far away for Jo-Jo. Mister P is the name he gives 
to his pain, the uninvited visitor who torments his limbs 
and joints. Jo-Jo loves playing football, but if Mister P has 
anything to do with it, he’ll soon have to give up his position 
in goal. His body is going on strike more and more often. In 
parallel with Jo-Jo’s battle with his illness, there’s a second 
storyline, about Jo-Jo’s friend Lena, an asylum seeker who 
doesn’t know if she’ll be allowed to stay in the Netherlands. 
Hazelhoff intertwines their stories in an effective and 
emotionally captivating way, and their friendship and their 
interactions with those around them draw the reader into 
their lives.

In this book, Veronica Hazelhoff writes frankly about a boy with 
rheumatism, a disease from which the writer herself also suffered. 
Visit from Mister P (2006) was her final book, written as her own 
condition was becoming increasingly unbearable. 
 Hazelhoff tackles serious themes, skilfully employing suspense 
and humour to keep the story appealing and entertaining. Her voice 
remains strong and relevant, and her writing makes it easy to identify 
with these young protagonists who are finding their way through 
tough challenges.

Veronica Hazelhoff
Visit from Mister P

C
hi

ld
re

n’
s 

B
o

o
ks

Publishing details
The Big Rintje ReadAloud Book (2011)
Part of the Rintje series
Age 3+
50.000 copies sold of the Rintje 
series
Sample translation available

Rights
Querido
Luciënne van der Leije
l.van.der.leije@singeluitgeverijen.nl

Rights sold
Chinese (Shanghai 99 Readers’ 
Culture)

These heart-warming 
stories with their colourful 
illustrations will delight 
readers of all ages 



Ph
ot

o:
 S

ja
kk

el
ie

n 
Vo

lle
br

eg
t

39 M
o

re
 D

ut
ch

 C
la

ss
ic

s

Veronica Hazelhoff (1947-2009) 
started writing at an early age, but 
her first children’s story was not 
published until 1980. This was 
followed by a steady stream of 
successful short stories and books 
for children and young adults. Her 
down-to-earth style and unique 
protagonists earned her many 
enthusiastic readers and a number of 
awards. Her very first novel, Nou moe! 
(1981), was a hit, winning a Zilveren 
Griffel and a prize for the year’s best-
selling debut. She went on to win a 
Gouden Griffel, the prize for the best 
children’s book of the year, for Auww! 
in 1984, and a Zilveren Griffel for Visit 
from Mister P. Later, Veren (1994) also 
won her a Zilveren Griffel and the 
prestigious Nienke van Hichtum Prize.

‘Visit from Mister P is a unique 
and important novel that 
deserves a big audience.’

Juryrapport Zilveren Griffel

Veronica Hazelhoff — Visit from Mister P
Excerpt translated by Laura Watkinson 

1

His knees were burning and aching. Ankles, elbows and wrists, 
too.

Mister P had come to visit in the middle of the night, without 
asking, and he hadn’t even brought a cake.

Mister Pain was coming to visit more and more often these 
days. He was so sneaky, always creeping uninvited into Jo-Jo’s 
body.

“Get lost!” said Jo-Jo. “Shoo! Can’t you go and visit someone 
else for a bit?”

You are someone else, whispered Mister P. Always that slimy 
whispering, that mean laughter.

“No,” said Jo-Jo. “I don’t want to do this today. Or tomorrow. 
Or any day after that either!”

Simon came round to fetch Jo-Jo for football practice. Simon 
was Jo-Jo’s best friend. “You okay?” he asked when they’d got 
changed and were heading out onto the training pitch.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” asked Jo-Jo.
“Because you’re walking kind of weird.”
“No, I’m not. I’m walking like normal.”
“There’s a wobble in your leg, and your ankles keep giving 

way,” said Simon. “You’ve got swing, baby.” He danced ahead of 
Jo-Jo, singing, “Oh, hey, did you see my friend Jo? Look at him 
swing, just watch that guy go!” He did an exaggerated wobbly 
walk. And twisted onto his right ankle.

“I don’t walk like that,” said Jo-Jo.
Yes, you do, said Mister P.
“I was only joking,” said Simon. “Hey, you’re not angry, are 

you?”
“No,” replied Jo-Jo. Simon was one of the few people he could 

take that kind of thing from.
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168 pages
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Growing up, he was a frail, introverted child whose asthma 
often kept him home, where he spent much of his time in the 
garden studying ants. In high school he came out of his shell 
more, captivating his classmates by reading their palms and 
predicting all sorts of future fortune and doom. But like many 
teenagers coming of age during the Second World War, he 
felt trapped. And he’d realized he was gay at a time when 
homosexuality was still widely pathologized. He dreamed of 
a different world where he could truly be himself.

He found that world in the America of the late ’40s. Travel was 
not easy, but he managed to escape, first to London, then to the 
US, where he studied Biology at Amherst College and befriended 
James Merrill. Instantly smitten, Merrill described him as ‘clever, 
goodnatured, solitary, blond / all to a disquieting degree.’
 During semester breaks he visited New York, Los Angeles 
and New Orleans and had his first sexual experiences with men. 
Embracing his gay identity seemed to be the breakthrough that 
allowed him to find his voice. Like e.e. cummings and Frank O’Hara, 
Lodeizen started breaking poetry down into something simpler and 
more immediate – one of the first poets to do so in Dutch.
 His poems are intimate snapshots of his inner life in free 
verse, a fresh, engaging combination of everyday language and 
a dreamscape of associative metaphors. They are filled with 
steamboats, the Hudson, handsome sailors, as well as dandyesque 
references to cocktail parties and palaces, gloves and gondolas. We 
see a young person caught between yearning, indignant melancholy 
and an eagerness for life: ‘I will take the wind into my arms,’ ‘I will 
never do a lot of work.’ But there’s also a bold, joyous exploration of 
love between men. There is pride here, twenty years before the push 
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Hans Lodeizen
Translated by Emma Rault

The Inner Wallpaper

I will give the reasons
for my love, for my despair
I will live in the room
of my body and tell you
why I love the landscape

I will put my hand
on the sunbeam and with my fingers
unravel the rainbow
I will take the wind into my arms
and listen to the shell of the night

with your body I will 
describe mine and in your eyes 
as in a prism I will see the world 
decrypted – a secret corner behind which
stairs lead endlessly to black cellars

I will say that my body
is a tower, that my hands
walk at night and that my head
has been calibrated so that all I see of the world 
is my friends: you and another.

‘His poetry is characterized 
by the prescient melancholy 
that is also found in the work 
of Keats, who similarly died 
young… His work is of a rare 
poetic power. Not grand 
and sweeping, but honest, 
pure, noble… Lodeizen was 
a remarkable poet – not just 
an inspiration to those who 
came after him, but virtually 
the only one of his kind.’ 

de Volkskrant

Hans Lodeizen (1924 - 1950) is 
a peerless figure on the Dutch 
literary scene. He spent the tiny 
sliver of an adult life that he got to 
have in the English-speaking world, 
working in isolation from his Dutch 
contemporaries  – most of whom 
he never even met – but he was a 
significant influence on his own and 
successive generations of poets.

for gay liberation became part of the mainstream. ‘Who cares if I am 
good or evil,’ he writes defiantly, ‘I am in love / Without blushing.’
 Academic failure forced him to return home. Soon after he was 
diagnosed with leukemia and died at just twenty-six, months after 
the publication of his first collection, Het innerlijk behang (The Inner 
Wallpaper). In two and a half short years he left behind an impressive 
body of work. Without being a part of the Dutch literary establishment, 
Lodeizen left an indelible mark and has remained popular with 
generations of readers. 
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Neeltje Maria Min’s spectacular 1966 debut Voor wie ik 
liefheb wil ik heten (Name me after who I Love) was an 
unprecedented success, enjoying reprint after reprint. Min 
was a literary sensation. She was invited to give interviews 
and performances, but she said she would rather ‘stay at 
home’ than stand in the spotlights. Her limited output and 
the withdrawn attitude she adopted in interviews only added 
to Min’s enigmatic reputation. In spite of their simple, natural 
language, the poems, too, seem to contain undisclosed 
secrets – there sometimes appear to be allusions to incest, to 
abandonment, to something that must not be said.

After her debut, Min remained silent. She later explained this lull by 
saying that time and attention are needed to write a poem, and she 
had neither. Her own family came first. However, in 1985, Een vrouw 
bezoeken (Visiting a Woman) was published, a collection that once 
again combined images from childhood with grotesque, nightmarish 
poems.
 Min’s poetry is suffused with an awareness of transience. Birth 
and death go hand in hand. With a new life, mortality also rears its 
head. She lovingly and soberly put this notion into words in Kindsbeen 
(Childhood, 1996): ‘His props are still a long way off: / the walking stick, 
the glasses, the hat. / This is just the beginning, feeding and sleep, 
and in between / the mother with the gentle voice.’ Some critics felt 
that this collection surpassed her legendary debut.
 Not a great deal has been heard from Min in recent years, 
although she has published a series of drawings and writes the 
occasional poem. And although this is not much, every poem is an 
experience. The deceptive simplicity of the words, the calm rhythm, 
the ingenious enjambments, the music, never intrusive but always 
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Neeltje Maria MinA pioneering gay exponent 
of postwar experimentalism
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present, and the way those things that usually slip past unnoticed are 
paused for a moment and made visible – all of this combines to make 
poetry that you want to read over and over again.

From where I am I can hear it all.
I hear the table creaking under heavy bowls.
I hear that there are children being born.
I always hear those children being born.
 
 
I hear the sound that slowly fills the room.
I hear the rusting of the locks.
I hear the rotting of the fruit.
I always hear the fruit that slowly rots.
 
 
All I can do is listen in, I cannot speak.
I only listen while my father reads.
Each word begins with that short restless wheeze.
I am not there. I never was, nor could have been.
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Neeltje Maria Min
Translated by David Colmer

4
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‘Min expresses the joys, 
tensions and disillusions in 
the lives of a child, parents 
and grandparents. She 
generally does this in tightly 
metrical lines, but doesn’t 
hesitate to wrong-foot the 
reader where necessary. The 
language is simple, but the 
formulations are invariably 
compelling. Everything is 
clearly written just as it had 
to be.’ 

NRC Handelsblad

‘Unperishable poetry 
from 1966 in an almost 
disintegrating cover. The 
book includes a poem that so 
peerlessly considers absence – 
and its opposite too, I believe, 
at the same time – that I 
dog-eared that page a long, 
long time ago. No matter how 
often you read it, some poetry 
is indestructible.’ 

Ester Naomi Perquin

In 1966, Neeltje Maria Min made 
a spectacular debut as a 22-year-
old with the collection Voor wie ik 
liefheb wil ik heten (Name me after 
who I Love). At the time, poetry in 
the Netherlands was largely a man’s 
world – and most poets wrote in an 
experimental style. Min, however, 
wrote in an understated way, using 
rhyme, and her theme was family 
life – particularly its suffocating, 
claustrophobic aspects.
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present, and the way those things that usually slip past unnoticed are 
paused for a moment and made visible – all of this combines to make 
poetry that you want to read over and over again.

From where I am I can hear it all.
I hear the table creaking under heavy bowls.
I hear that there are children being born.
I always hear those children being born.
 
 
I hear the sound that slowly fills the room.
I hear the rusting of the locks.
I hear the rotting of the fruit.
I always hear the fruit that slowly rots.
 
 
All I can do is listen in, I cannot speak.
I only listen while my father reads.
Each word begins with that short restless wheeze.
I am not there. I never was, nor could have been.
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Hans Faverey is currently considered one of the greatest 
and most influential Dutch poets of the twentieth century. 
His first two collections, Poems (1968) and Poems II (1972) 
gained critical acclaim but were seen by some as ‘difficult’ 
and ‘hermetic’. His third volume, Chrysanthemums, Rowers 
(1977), met with unanimous praise, and gained the Jan 
Campert Prize. The poems contained a sense of mystery and 
paradox, and also became slightly longer, setting a tone and 
format which he was to retain for the rest of his poetic life.

Faverey’s reputation was confirmed and strengthened by the 
volumes which followed: Lichtval (Lightfall, 1981), Zijden kettingen 
(Silken Chains, 1983), Hinderlijke goden (Troublesome Gods, 1985), and 
Tegen het vergeten (Against Forgetting, 1988). By the time of his last 
collection, Het ontbrokene (Default, 1990), Hans Faverey was generally 
recognized as the Netherlands’ most eminent poet. Shortly before his 
death in 1990, he was awarded the prestigious Constantijn Huygens 
Prize for his whole oeuvre.
 These are the biographical details. But what reflection do they 
have in his work? The answer is precious little, at first glance anyway. 
Hans Faverey’s poetry avoids easy messages and conventional forms. 
There are no simple landscapes or narratives, presented for their own 
picturesque sake or in order to mirror the poet’s emotional state. As 
Faverey said in an interview: ‘You can’t see from my poetry what I’m 
like in daily life. The autobiographical in it is piecemeal, is assembled 
on it or sneaks inside, through associations, through ideas.’ 
 Faverey’s poetry seems modern and classical at the same 
time, transparent and complicated, unpredictable and witty. His 
work contains traces of the ancient philosophers (e.g. Heraclitus, but 
also Meister Eckhart), Anglo-Saxon literature and Chinese poetry. 

Hans Faverey
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Little by little –
they are drawing nearer: 8 rowers,
growing ever further inland

in their mythology:
with each stroke ever further
from home, rowing with all their might;
growing till all the water is gone,
and they fill the whole landscape

to the brim. Eight –

rowing ever further inland;
landscape, for there is
no more water: overgrown
landscape. Landscape,
rowing ever further

inland; land without rowers;
overrown land.

Hans Faverey
Translated by Francis R. Jones

Hans Faverey (1933-1990) was born 
in Paramaribo, Surinam, but grew 
up in Amsterdam. With his pure 
use of words and meticulous verse, 
philosophical yet not without humour, 
he became one of the leading poets 
who made their debut in the 1960s. 
He received many literary awards, 
including the Amsterdam Poetry 
Prize, the Jan Campert Prize and the 
Constantijn Huygens Prize. A new, 
extended edition of his Collected 
Poems appeared in the Netherlands 
in 2010.

‘Hans Faverey was the purest 
poetic intelligence of his 
generation, the author of 
poems of lapidary beauty that 
echo in the mind long after 
the book is closed.’

J.M. Coetzee

‘A real find among the 
extensive list of European 
poets being translated into 
English.’

The Bloomsbury Review

‘Head-splitting and god-
splitting, Faverey dissects 
and trisects each scene’s idea, 
each idea’s scene, laying it 
bare to the reader. Images 
stand out in this work like 
flies caught in a spider web, 
and serve to concretize 
abstractions (or point to the 
web) in an utterly original 
manner.’ 

Bomb Magazine

Faverey’s love for nature, his fascination for landscapes, is tangible 
in many of his poems. The title poem of Chrysanthemums, Rowers, in 
which eight rowers row further and further inland, until they simply 
cease to be, was an immediate household classic in Dutch poetry.
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At the time of Ouwens’s debut, Arcadia (1968), his poetry 
was neoromantic in tone. Using simple language, it revealed 
a sardonic young man – obsessed with his body and having 
almost completely shrugged off his Catholicism – wandering 
around in the vicinity of his childhood home in search of 
meaning. But in the collections that followed, his language 
became increasingly complex, his idiom increasingly rich 
and distinct, until ultimately he emerged as a fully-fledged 
experimental poet.

God disappeared from his work – just as he was also being eclipsed 
elsewhere in the secularizing Netherlands – and gave way to light, for 
example the light above the Scheldt River near Vlissingen: ‘...the water 
that runs away to the sea green / like an Eden, the upstreaming light 
carried / by the water which is light.’ The exploration of nature as an 
attempt to counter an existential feeling of rootlessness remains a 
constant in his work, along with rapt attention to sensory detail and 
physical sensations. Ouwens developed an exalted, cerebral, almost 
Testament-like language for his rigorous self-enquiry, a language filled 
with nominalizations – one of the hallmarks of Ouwens’ style.
 He manipulates language expertly, creating something potent 
and entirely new. Every time you think he’s run up against the limits, 
he manages to come up with a brilliant turn of phrase – as if a dead-
end road is torn up by sheer force of will. It makes you want to keep 
coming back to this exceptional, uncompromising work.

Rights
De Bezige Bij
m.nagtegaal@debezigebij.nl
Uta Matten
u.matten@debezigebij.nl

Selected translations
Faverey’s poems have been published 
in English (Leon Works Press, New 
Directions, Anvil Press Poetry), 
German (Kleinheinrich), French 
(Théâtre Typographique, Joany). 
Please see en.vertalingendatabase.nl 
for other languages.
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Kees OuwensTransparent and 
complicated, 
unpredictable and witty
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I was a man, not a boy any more

So I was a product of the final year of the war and grew
up during reconstruction
Later I dwelt in abundance’s house of cards
Beneath the roof of illusion I took shelter
In the lee of the affluent state I frittered away my time
till I wasn’t a boy any more but a man and
although I rejected the latter state
the cards were shuffled once more
the house was demolished and my mature self grew
desolate

‘It is his uncompromising 
authenticity which makes 
him an odd man out on the 
Dutch literary scene, but one 
who has fascinated poetry 
lovers for decades already.’ 

Rob Schouten

‘I love his precision, his 
unflinching language. He 
drills down with his words, 
cutting right down to the 
bone. Stunning, circuitous 
and yet entirely purposeful, 
his writing is dazzling in its 
scope, evoking the smallest 
details from everyday life, 
the most minute ripples in 
our consciousness and the 
greatest unfathomables of 
human thought.’ 

Erik Menkveld

Kees Ouwens (1944 -2004) is one of 
the most important and distinctive 
Dutch poets from the second half 
of the 20th century. No biography 
of him exists, and we don’t know 
much about his life. Ouwens grew up 
in Zeist and spent much of his life 
in relative seclusion in a suburb of 
Utrecht. When he died in 2004 after a 
long illness, he left a unique body of 
work behind: after making a double 
debut as both a poet and a novelist in 
1968, he wrote a total of nine volumes 
of poetry and four works of prose.
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Translated by Paul Vincent
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Besides this plethora of incidents and objects that all lend 
their own history to the poems, the great variety of voices 
and moods is also striking. Ter Balkt wrote poems like fire-
and-brimstone sermons, but also like idylls, a declaration of 
love, a descent into the absurd, a song and a litany. What is 
striking in all of this is that the great number of things that 
occur to him, and occupy him, are always unified in a clearly 
constructed and homogenous poem. There are few poets 
who write poems in which so much happens as in the work 
of H.H. ter Balkt, and even fewer poets who did this in such a 
vital and unfettered way.

The leading critic and poet Piet Gerbrandy wrote of Ter Balkt’s poetry 
that it ‘is characterised by a freedom that has seldom been equalled 
in our language area.’ He also highlighted how artfully Ter Balkt 
incorporated reality (the historical and the contemporary) into his 
work. Ter Balkt wrote about this: ‘The poem is never autonomous. And 
it can’t be because it is part of the world, not of the underworld, or 
from the workshop of the joyless makers. It must be in, and of, the 
world or it won’t be anything at all.’
 And in this world that is per definition changeable, Ter Balkt’s 
work was subject to change too. He re-wrote a fair number of poems, 
often drastically. This doesn’t indicate, as Gerbrandy explains in his 
essay, that the poems in their published form were not good enough, 
but that they have to be seen as part of the historical process that 
they themselves comment on. He represented a unique and entirely 
original voice in Dutch poetry.
 As Ter Balkt wrote in the poem ‘Shredding Machines on 
the Horizon’, from his final collection Viegtuigmagneet (Airplane 
Magnet, 2011), nominated for the VSB Poetry Prize: ‘On the horizon 

H.H. ter Balkt
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Anita Verweij
averweij@meulenhoffboekerij.nl

Selected translations
Du perdant & de la source lumineuse 
(Van de verliezer & de lichtbron). 
Brussels: La Lettre Volée, 2016. 

Exceptional, 
uncompromising, lyrical: 
a solipsistic universe of 
wonder
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H.H. ter Balkt  
Excerpt translated by Lloyd Haft

PIG ELEGY

There’s something so sad in the wise eyes of pigs,
they look like prophets of a slaughter season. 
(I’m not fond of prophets, and yourself? No,
more of a climbing evergreen.)
Their tusks torn out on the assembly line
as out they trek from mother, the body exodus from hot Egypt,
though the Red Sea delivered and on to straw and the many-
bladed graven images of man.
Once in a while one, an old bear under the old
tree of knowledge (dying variety of apples)
standing still as death looks at wind on the horizon,
by insight blinder than by nature nearly.

You nearly see, in the bride-like autumn veils
in the tang of the whispering wind, the cloud
of thoughts turned on its top-heavy head: Striped I ran, boar
once, and what am I now! A pity for the tamed
pigs, of animals they are the poets,
melancholic and good for nothing much
till singed and on the wall their blubber
snaps like an elegy open. 

‘That is the great power of 
his poetry: it breaks down 
boundaries and initiates 
an intercourse between 
everything that’s drifted 
apart or been divided by the 
pressure of modern life. He 
establishes connections 
between the most diverse 
experiences and events, 
places and times, with the 
energy of his humour and his 
imagination, and sometimes 
also the courage of despair.’

Jury report P.C. Hooft Prize
 
‘He writes a sort of poetry that 
can’t be compared to anyone’s, 
either in the Netherlands, 
or internationally, as far as 
I can see. On the one hand, 
H.H. ter Balkt stands in the 
tradition of the mystical, 
visionary poets, but on the 
other, his poems demonstrate 
a worldly-wise and powerful 
capacity for language.’ 

Het Parool

H.H. ter Balkt (1938-2015) made 
his debut as a poet with work that 
was rooted in the rural life of the 
eastern Netherlands, as the title 
Boerengedichten (Peasant Poems, 
1969) made clear. The landscape 
proved to be a constant factor in his 
substantial oeuvre, just like art and 
history. It is on these two poles that 
he built a swirling and compelling 
linguistic structure in which rock 

’n roll, old tools, food and crops, 
historical personages, machines, and 
of course the smoke of pyres, the 
revolution, tobacco and industry are 
united in an overwhelming bond.

the shredding machines rehash unnoticed what falls into them.’ To 
conclude after sublime sentences and images about changeability 
and stasis with: ‘The constellation glitters / of what must endure, of 
the world and us.’
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the world and us.’
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The Dutch Foundation for 
Literature supports writers and 
translators, and promotes Dutch 
literature abroad. It invests in the 
quality and diversity of literature 
through grants for writers, trans-
lators, publishers and festivals, 
and contributes to the produc-
tion and distribution of Dutch 
and Frisian literature at home 
and abroad. With the support of 
the Dutch Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Science and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, it 
aims to promote a thriving liter-
ary climate, embedded in literary 
history and attuned to the latest 
developments in the publishing 
industry.

Support for International Publishers
Publishing houses intending to 
publish a Dutch classic (fiction,  
non-fiction, children’s books or 
poetry) can submit an application 
for a subsidy grant for the transla-
tion costs. This grant can cover up 
to 100% of the total translation fee. 
To send in your application, please 
go to: www.letterenfonds.nl/en/
translation-subsidy. 

Support for Translators
Translators may contact the foun-
dation for help in getting informa-
tion about books and authors. The 
foundation advises publishers 
about finding qualified transla-
tors and, in cooperation with the 
ELV (Translation Studies at the 
University of Utrecht), offers men-
torships for translators who need 
the guidance of an experienced 
colleague.

Illustrated Books
In the case of illustrated children’s 
books and/or graphic novels, foreign 
publishers can apply for assistance 
to cover a portion of the production 
costs.
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