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In the autumn of 2012, Maxim Februari, 
known until then as writer and philoso-
pher Marjolijn Februari, announced his 
intention to live as a man. In Man Under 
Construction he describes how the news 
was greeted: the unease, the interest and 
the slightly too comradely tone in which 
people suddenly started to address him. 
Whatever the reaction, there was always 
an element of ignorance. Hardly anyone 
seemed to understand what a sex change 
actually involves or how best to react to it. 
 
In his outstanding and perceptive book, 
Februari contemplates the many questions 
he had to deal with during his transition, 
on subjects ranging from the effects of 
testosterone, the sexual organs and love to 
the legal position and matters of linguistic 
usage: should we say transgender or 
transsexual? He meticulously dissects 
these issues without making them any less 
personal. 
 Februari analyses our impressions of 
effeminate men and butch women, and 
examines apparent acceptance and actual 
prejudice. Curiously, to gain access to 
medical treatment you are required to 
demonstrate that you are psychologically 

disturbed, since you need to be diagnosed 
as suffering from a ‘gender identity disor-
der’, and the book examines the implica-
tions of this requirement. Then there are 
the far-reaching demands of officialdom, 
which must be met so that, for example, 
‘you can go on holiday with a passport that 
gives your correct gender’. 
 Februari’s account of his own transition 
is fascinating. Although the process of 
changing sex is of course a lengthy one, 
the outside world experiences it as a fairly 
abrupt switch. From one day to the next,  
as the testosterone took effect, Februari 
started to find himself addressed as a  
man rather than as a woman. ‘What had 
changed?’ he asks himself. ‘In the inter-
vening twenty-four hours I hadn’t had a 
haircut, I wasn’t wearing different clothes; 
it was just that the testosterone had altered 
the subtle signals by which my body 
suggested its sex.’ 
 Februari’s characteristically clear, 
philosophical outlook, combined with his 
personal, sometimes moving, sometimes 
funny experiences make this account 
unique. He analyses and describes, charts 
and inquires. Above all, he makes us think.

Maxim Februari
Man Under Construction
Notes on transsexuality

The Foundation

Maxim Februari gained a doctorate 
for a thesis on the clash between 
economics and ethics and currently 
works as a consultant. His debut 
novel The Sons of the View 
appeared in 1989 and his award-
winning novel The Book Club 
(2007) was published in English  
by Quercus. He has also written 
several collections of essays, and 
since 1999 he has contributed a 
regular column to newspapers, first 
to de Volkskrant and now to NRC 
Handelsblad, often on the subject  
of justice and morality. His previous 
titles appeared under the name 
Marjolijn Februari. Man Under 
Construction is the first book he  
has published as Maxim Februari.

I enjoyed this book. It expertly turns 
the whole world on its head. 
Vrij Nederland

Publishing Details
De maakbare man. Notities over 
transseksualiteit (2013)
128 pp. (26,000 words) 
With several illustrations in 
 black-and-white and references 
5,000 copies sold 
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—   Answers many common and 
uncommon questions.

—   Discusses the social niceties of 
language and etiquette.

The Dutch Foundation for Literature stimulates 
interest in Dutch literary fiction, non-fiction, poetry  
and children’s books by providing information and 
granting translation subsidies. The foundation main-
tains contacts with a large number of international 
publishers, and has a stand at major international 
book fairs, including the Frankfurt Book Fair, the 
London Book Fair and the Beijing Book Fair.

Translation Grants
Foreign publishers wishing to publish translations of Dutch 
or Frisian literature, including quality non-fiction, children’s 
literature and poetry, may apply for a subsidy towards the 
translation costs.
 Having acquired the publishing rights to a Dutch or 
Frisian literary work, the publisher’s application for a 
subsidy must be accompanied by a copy of the contract 
between the foreign publisher and the owner of the Dutch 
rights, and a copy of the contract with the translator. 
Publishers must make use of specific application forms 
which are available from the foundation.

Considerations
In deciding whether or not to grant a subsidy, the foun-
dation takes account of the following considerations:
 — the literary quality of the book
 — the status of the publisher
 — the quality of the translator
If the translator is unknown to the foundation, a sample 
translation is required. This will be evaluated by external 
advisors. The maximum possible subsidy is 70% of the 
total cost of translation. Applications for subsidies for 
translations which have already been published will not  
be considered.
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The Reprisal is an unforgettable examina-
tion in microcosm of the Second World 
War and everything connected with it: 
murder and arson, poverty and betrayal, 
heroic courage and illusions of happiness. 
Continually deliberating and investigat-
ing, Brokken takes us with him into the 
underworld of a small Dutch village 
during the German occupation, ultimately 
raising more questions than he answers.

History is a story only in retrospect; only 
afterwards can we detect threads and 
patterns. Those in its midst tend to experi-
ence events as a great chaos, a storm in 
which they struggle to keep their footing, in 
which good and evil are all too relative and 
the occasional bright flash illuminates what 
lies ahead. The central characters in The 
Reprisal are no exception.
 Brokken focuses on a handful of houses 
now buried under the asphalt of a motor-
way and examines a specific moment, on 
the evening of 10 October 1944, when a 
group of German soldiers walked home 
with their village sweethearts. One of them 
tripped over a loose cable and was electro-
cuted. The reaction of the occupying forces 
was brutal: seven villagers were summarily 
executed, their wives and children chased 
out of their houses, and all their property 

and possessions set ablaze. It left the 
village silent and stunned. To this day 
reproaches smoulder beneath the surface. 
Who was responsible for the loose cable? 
Was it indeed an act of sabotage or could it 
have been simply an accident?
 Brokken, who grew up in the village, 
reconstructs the incident in detail based  
on thousands of court documents, witness 
statements and interviews. He is the best 
kind of narrator, calm and honest. The book 
reads like a detective novel with countless 
unexpected twists and turns, except that 
everything in it really happened. Brokken 
reconstructs not only the attack – for that is 
undoubtedly what it was – but the entire 
social environment in which everyone was 
trying to survive the war in his or her own 
way: farmers sheltering those in hiding, 
resistance fighters, and village women who 
entered into relationships with German 
soldiers, whether of their own initiative or 
as a result of abject poverty. 
 In The Reprisal a curtain is drawn aside 
to allow us a long and intense look at what 
went on. Nothing is quite how we always 
imagined. The story is grim, but because 
Brokken has traced the ordinary life of 
1944 so convincingly and in such detail, it 
is also profoundly human. The book 
gnaws away at the reader long after it ends.

Jan Brokken
The Reprisal
A village in wartime

A well-known journalist, Jan Brokken 
made his debut as a writer in 1984 
with the largely autobiographical 
novel The Province, which was 
made into a successful film. He has 
published gripping travel books 
about far-off places including Africa, 
Indonesia and Curaçao. He is the 
author of the acclaimed and 
bestselling Jungle Rudy (2006) and 
of Baltic Souls (2010), which was 
longlisted for the European Book 
Prize 2011. In the international press 
his work, which has been translated 
into several languages, has been 
compared to that of Graham Greene 
and Bruce Chatwin.

The Reprisal presents a penetrating 
and detailed picture of Rhoon in the 
final years of the war. de Volkskrant

The many lively details create an 
effect that approaches that of 
Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah.  
The war becomes a here-and-now, 
freed of the orderliness and easy 
judgements projected onto it in 
retrospect. Trouw

Brokken is fascinating in his 
description of how a trauma has 
divided a small community right up to 
the present day. NRC Handelsblad

Publishing Details
De vergelding. Een dorp in tijden  
van oorlog (2013)
383 pp. (114,650 words) 
With references
60,000 copies sold

Rights
Atlas Contact 
Prinsengracht 911-915 
NL – 1017 KD Amsterdam 
t +31 20 524 98 00 
f +31 20 627 68 51 
umatten@atlascontact.nl  
emichon@atlascontact.nl  
www.atlascontact.nl 

Rights sold 
German (Kiepenheuer & Witsch).

For other translated titles by 
this author see our website www.
letterenfonds.nl/translations/
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—   In its tone, composition and 
 integrity, and from a historical  
point of view as well, this is an 
extraordinary book.

—   The kind of historical fieldwork  
that ought to be undertaken  
more often.

In German Roots Laura Starink paints a 
very personal picture of her mother’s 
family in wartime. She visited Klausberg, 
a mining town in Silesia on the border 
with Poland, with her mother who was 
born there, in order to reconstruct the 
life of an ordinary teacher’s family under 
Nazism and Communism.

After Nazi Germany’s defeat and the arrival 
of the Red Army in Silesia, the Germans 
living in the region paid a terrible price for 
Hitler’s ruthless conquest of Poland. Stalin 
gave Silesia to Poland as compensation for 
Polish territories that he intended to keep. 
From one day to the next the family found 
itself in a hostile country. In the chaos of 
1945 countless Germans were rounded up 
and put in their own concentration camps, 
where revenge was meted out for the war 
crimes of the Wehrmacht and the SS. 
Starink’s aunt Lotte, then seventeen, was 
imprisoned in Auschwitz and forced to do 
hard labour for the Russians.
 Millions of Germans were deported, 
with the assent of the Allies. Others tried 
to adjust to their new circumstances. 
Starink noted down her relatives’ stories, 
read letters and documents, and spoke to 
historians and survivors, as well as search-

ing Polish archives to discover the facts 
about Silesia’s post-war history, which 
remains little known outside Germany. 
She also asked her family about the Nazi 
era, the Hitler Youth, forced labour and 
the persecution of the Jews.
 Her mother Elinor was the oldest of six 
children, none of whom bore any respon-
sibility for the Second World War but who 
were nevertheless blamed for it all their 
lives. Only after the war did her mother 
learn of the existence of the nearby camp 
at Auschwitz. Fifty years later, in 1994, 
Starink visited the extermination camp 
with her mother. It was a harrowing 
confrontation. ‘I could feel shame in her, 
and horror,’ Starink writes, ‘but also a kind 
of inner protest: it’s not my fault. I don’t 
have this on my conscience.’
 German Roots digs deep into recent 
European history and urges restraint in 
passing judgement on ordinary young 
people who were totally unaware of their 
part in a historical catastrophe. The author 
sought out and questioned her elderly rela-
tives only just in time. German Roots is an 
astonishing story, but a common one; a 
similar fate struck millions of people in 
Central Europe after the war. 

Laura Starink
German Roots
My family, the war and Silesia

—   A shocking account in which a 
devastated world with all its 
tragedies is snatched from oblivion.

 
—   A disconcerting portrait of ordinary 

people in a war-ravaged corner of 
Europe.

—   Oral history combined with 
thoroughly researched evidence 
from the archives.

Laura Starink studied Slavic 
languages and culture and worked 
for twenty years as correspondent  
in Moscow for the prestigious 
newspaper NRC Handelsblad, 
where she was also an editor and 
member of the board. She was later 
appointed editor-in-chief of M, 
NRC’s monthly magazine. Starink 
has published two books about 
Russia, A Land of Hearsay (1992) 
and The Russia Hangover (2008). 

This is a story about ordinary people 
who were not permitted to be proud 
of their past but who do have a story 
to tell. Starink tells that story with 
admirable serenity.  
de Volkskrant

More than simply beautifully written, 
it describes with great empathy how 
a family living in the heart of Europe 
in the bewildering 1930s and 1940s 
managed to survive. A riveting book. 
Trouw

Publishing Details  
Duitse wortels. Mijn familie,  
de oorlog en Silezië (2013)
318 pp. (96,650 words) 
With illustrations in black-and-white 
and references
13,000 copies sold 

Rights
Atlas Contact 
Prinsengracht 911-915 
NL – 1017 KD Amsterdam 
t +31 20 524 98 00 
f +31 20 627 68 51 
umatten@atlascontact.nl
emichon@atlascontact.nl  
www.atlascontact.nl 
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The Apollo 8 photograph taken in 1968 
that for the first time showed the earth 
from outer space made us aware of 
environmental change, climate warming 
and overpopulation. The common 
reaction ended up as fear. Geologist Peter 
Westbroek argues that we need a com-
plete change of attitude and that current 
science brings this within reach. 

In Discovering the Earth he describes the 
international research that has culminated 
in Earth System Science, which surveys 
the entire forty-five million centuries of 
the earth’s past. Westbroek contends that 
we need to take this long view if we are to 
see our world from the proper perspective. 
The societal implications are profound, 
since the emergent insights of Earth 
System Science unmask our current 
self-image as dangerous folly.
 Over eons the earth has turned itself 
inside out, Westbroek explains. Everything 
disintegrates, time and again. The planet 
re-assembles itself from the debris, meticu-
lously reproducing all its constituent parts. 
The main overall cycle consists of vast 
networks with countless constituent 
mini-cycles, each apparently carrying an 
elaborate memory of its past configuration. 
 On closer inspection, however, it 
becomes clear that these re-creations are 
not precise copies. Rather, they tend to 

increase in complexity over time. Underly-
ing the cyclical nature of global dynamics 
is a long-term trend of global differentia-
tion. In the early days of its existence the 
planet was little more than a ball of molten 
rock, whereas now it includes complex 
ecosystems, brains, science and art, the 
internet and, on the destructive side, 
sophisticated weaponry, wars, genocide 
and environmental destruction. 
 Westbroek shows that, in response to  
an ongoing trend towards specialization,  
a new level of convergence is emerging 
among a wide spectrum of disciplines, 
from geophysics to sociology. Of particu-
lar relevance is the marriage between the 
physical and human sciences. Cultural 
evolution is not simply a feature of human-
ity, it is an emergent property of the earth’s 
dynamics: ultimately the earth itself is the 
civilizing force, rather than human beings. 
 The change in worldview needed now, 
Westbroek concludes, is comparable to the 
transition from geocentrism to heliocen-
trism, which marked the start of modern-
ism. Today, modernism still dominates, 
making us behave as autonomous beings 
destined to plunder the planet, as if goldfish 
in a bowl were to dream of mastering the 
oceans. Westbroek makes clear that we do 
not own our world but need to adapt to its 
dynamics, like surfers continually adjusting 
themselves to the waves. 

Peter Westbroek
Discovering the Earth
Big story of a small planet

—   Aims to create a synthesis between 
soft and hard sciences.

—   The first-ever attempt to sketch out 
the grand panorama of Earth 
System Science for a broad 
readership. 

Peter Westbroek is professor 
emeritus in geophysiology at the 
University of Leiden. He initiated  
an international, interdisciplinary 
research programme on the role of 
limestone in global climate regula-
tion and participated in the creation 
of Earth System Science. He was 
the first Dutch person since 
Erasmus to be appointed professor 
at the Collège de France in Paris, 
and in 2003 the European 
Geophysical Society awarded him 
the first Vladimir I. Vernadsky medal 
for his extraordinary contribution to 
biogeosciences. He has published 
several books, both scientific and for 
a broader audience, the best known 
being Life as a Geological Force. 
Dynamics of the Earth (1991). 

The Discovery of the Earth is 
Westbroek’s ambitious but 
extremely readable attempt to bring 
together geology, biology and the 
social sciences. NRC Handelsblad
 
The processes Westbroek examines 
as he attempts to show how 
ingeniously the earth operates are 
all equally magnificent. What he has 
to say is hugely important.  
Vrij Nederland

Publishing Details
De ontdekking van de aarde. Het 
grote verhaal van een kleine planeet 
(2012)
336 pp. (85,000 words) 
With illustrations in colour and 
black-and-white, and references 
10,000 copies sold

Rights
Balans / De Bezige Bij 
Van Miereveldstraat 1 
1071 DW Amsterdam
The Netherlands 
t +31 20 305 98 10 
f +31 20 305 98 24 
m.nagtegaal@debezigebij.nl 
www.uitgeverijbalans.nl

For other translated titles by this 
author see our website www.
letterenfonds.nl/translations/
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DE 
ONTDEKKING 

VAN 
DE AARDE

Het grote verhaal 
van een kleine planeet

Peter Westbroek

What is on our plate? Vegetables, meat  
or fish? Organic food, slow or fast food, 
vegetarian, vegan or omnivore fare? 
Although we may not often stop to think 
about it, we are inextricably linked to the 
planet on which we live by our need to eat 
to survive. This makes the issues involved 
all the more complicated. In Hamburgers 
in Paradise, Louise Fresco serves up that 
complexity as a menu that invites us to 
sample history and culture, science and 
politics.

Fresco is well placed to write this erudite 
and nuanced book, having had experience 
in the field in developing countries and 
held a leading position at the UN’s Food 
and Agriculture Organization in Rome. 
She uncovers the geographical, biological, 
psychological and historical roots of 
contemporary food issues, and demon-
strates that questions about what we 
should and should not eat cannot be 
answered in a vacuum. First we need 
insight into how food production and 
consumption relate to ecosystems, agricul-
ture, economics and politics, both local 
and global.
 Fresco argues that we must also take 
account of the relationship between food 
and health, energy problems and ancient 
geochemical cycles, as well as sustainabil-

ity and patterns of consumption, ethics 
and idealism, religion and fanaticism, 
reason and emotion, science and supersti-
tion, art and culture. Much of our dissatis-
faction on the subject of food arises from a 
longing for paradise, a stable, diverse and 
productive ecosystem in which harmony 
reigns and difficult choices never arise. But 
such a place is a biological impossibility. 
The closest we come to it is an overstuffed 
fridge, and we never ask how such abun-
dance ended up in there. 
 Fresco leads us through this complexity 
firmly and clearly, zooming in on detail 
(the wheat field in a Van Gogh painting), 
then out again to look at the world as a 
whole (the urbanization of the global 
population). She is committed, passionate 
and critical, making no secret of her 
engagement. And yes, she is optimistic 
where others see only the negative impact 
of Western civilization. She wants to open 
up the debate so that it is based on empiri-
cal, scientific findings rather than idealis-
tic wishful thinking. 
 The central premise of the book is that 
comprehension is a prerequisite of con-
science. Any worthwhile discussion about 
food will be impossible unless we know 
how it gets to our plates. If for that reason 
alone, this is essential reading for all 
right-thinking diners.

Louise O. Fresco
Hamburgers in Paradise
Food in a time of scarcity and abundance

—   Shows that eating has for centuries 
been about more than simply taking 
in calories.

 
—   Based on scientific facts, knowledge 

and expert insight.

—   Written with such clarity that 
everyone will it find both readable 
and stimulating.

Following a long international career 
at the UN, in 2006 Louise O. Fresco 
became a professor at the University 
of Amsterdam, where she is a 
specialist on the foundations of 
sustainable development in an 
international context. She is also a 
member of the Royal Netherlands 
Academy of Arts and Sciences and 
of three foreign Academies, and she 
holds visiting professorships at 
several international universities 
(including Stanford and Palo Alto) 
and numerous positions on national 
and international advisory and 
supervisory boards. As a leading 
thinker, she was honoured with an 
invitation to speak at the annual TED 
Conference in 2009.

The subtitle is Food in a time of 
scarcity and abundance, and there 
is no one capable of putting this 
global issue into words with more 
expertise and elegance than Fresco. 
Elsevier

Publishing Details
Hamburgers in het paradijs.  
Voedsel in tijden van schaarste en 
overvloed (2012)
540 pp. (208,000 words) 
With illustrations in colour and 
references
10,000 copies sold 

Rights
Prometheus / Bert Bakker 
Herengracht 540 
1017 CG Amsterdam
The Netherlands 
t +31 20 624 19 34 
f +31 20 521 05 92 
d.larsen@pbo.nl 
www.pbo.nl
 
www.louiseofresco.com

Rights sold
French (Robert Laffont).
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The idea behind The Loneliness of Insan-
ity is so simple and obvious that it seems 
surprising it has not been tackled before. 
By comparing scientific studies about 
insanity with literary descriptions of 
deranged souls, psychologist and jour-
nalist Ranne Hovius demonstrates that 
writers and psychiatrists ask exactly the 
same questions, however much their 
aims may differ.

In Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, 
why does Wilhelm send the harpist, who 
in a fit of madness tries to kill a child, to a 
clergyman rather than to a madhouse? 
What persuaded Jean Rhys, a hundred 
years after Charlotte Brontë, to write a 
novel about the madwoman in Jane Eyre? 
Why did Nabokov waste no opportunity to 
make derogatory remarks about Freud? 
Hovius finds the answers in developments 
in psychiatry across the full two hundred 
years of its existence. Since antiquity, 
writers have always been interested in 
what drives people mad. They have kept a 
close eye on the insights provided by 
psychiatry – which have varied greatly over 
time – and incorporated them into their 
work, whether approvingly or critically. 
 In The Loneliness of Insanity Hovius 
takes the history of psychiatry as mani-
fested in fiction by authors including 

Balzac, Hoffmann and Jonathan Franzen, 
and interweaves it with the standard works 
on psychiatry by Pinel, Charcot, Freud, 
Laing, Sacks and others. What makes 
Hovius’ study so clever is the way she 
reconstructs the literary works of authors 
like Charlotte Brontë, Emile Zola and 
John Wray as psychiatric case studies. She 
focuses on the insane characters in their 
novels, enabling the reader to gain a more 
profound understanding of their tragedy. 
Hovius believes we need to place madness 
in the context of individual life stories if 
we are to summon the empathy that is 
indispensable to a proper understanding 
of mental illness. In the cool, rational 
approach of psychiatry, that empathy is 
often lost. 
 Hovius also discusses the portrayal of 
the psychologically disturbed in films, 
including the impact of the work of Alfred 
Hitchcock and of films like One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest on the public perception 
of madness.
 The Loneliness of Insanity is richly 
detailed, clear and immensely readable, 
and it takes us right up to the present day. 
DSM-5, the updated manual of mental 
disorders, has just been published to a 
storm of controversy. Hovius’ book, with 
its many subtle distinctions, is an indis-
pensable contribution to the debate. 

Ranne Hovius
The Loneliness of Insanity
Two hundred years of psychiatry in novels and stories

—   Describes the history of psychiatry 
based on novels and stories about 
mentally disturbed people.  

—   Shows that it is not theory but the 
personal perspective that does most 
to make insanity intelligible.

ranne hovius

DE EENZAAMHEID 
VAN DE WAANZIN

tweehonderd jaar psychiatrie
in romans en verhalen

Ranne Hovius is a psychologist and 
freelance journalist for publications 
including de Volkskrant. She is the 
author of In Darwin’s Words (2009), 
written with Chris Buskes and Griet 
Vandermassen. 

Ranne Hovius is exceptionally well 
versed in world literature, and she 
provides many fascinating quota-
tions and paraphrases that indicate 
the developments that have taken 
place in the field of psychiatry. 
NRC Handelsblad
 
A rich book, written with a knowledge 
of psychiatry, a love of literature  
and enormous compassion for  
the loneliness of those suffering 
mental torment.  
de Volkskrant

Publishing Details
De eenzaamheid van de waanzin. 
Tweehonderd jaar psychiatrie in 
romans en verhalen (2013)
319 pp. (96,000 words) 
With illustrations in black-and-white, 
and references
4,000 copies sold 

Rights
Nieuwezijds 
Nieuwezijds Voorburgwal 130-H 
1012 SH Amsterdam
The Netherlands 
t +31 20 623 47 44 
f +31 20 620 71 35 
mtr@nieuwezijds.nl  
www.nieuwezijds.nl 
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You suddenly realize you have no clothes 
on, although everyone else has; you’re 
overcome with embarrassment, yet no 
one seems to notice your nakedness. It’s a 
common experience, and a huge relief 
when you realize it’s only a dream. 

Douwe Draaisma, who made his name 
internationally with Why Life Speeds Up As 
You Get Older, has written another 
irresistible book about something we all 
experience, turning his attention this time 
to dreaming. Each chapter examines a 
standard dream. The embarrassing dream 
of nakedness is one, as is the nerve-wrack-
ing nightmare of having to sit an examina-
tion that in waking life you passed twenty 
years ago: everything goes wrong, from 
finding the right room to understanding 
the questions. Then there’s that liberating 
dream of flying; you climb onto the 
window sill and away you soar, without 
even flapping your arms.
 We all experience dreams, but what do 
we know about them? It’s often hard even 
to recall whether a dream was in colour  
or in black-and-white. Thinking about 
dreams becomes a good deal more enjoy-

able in the company of The Dream Weaver. 
Draaisma raises many questions. Why, for 
instance, do we sometimes fall asleep and 
then almost immediately wake up in shock? 
How is it that we sometimes know we are 
dreaming? How do blind people dream?
 Draaisma uses his own successful 
technique to find the answers, creating, 
with his usual erudite ease, a multifarious 
and entertaining story out of his and other 
people’s experiences, historical stories, 
brain processes, Freud’s interpretations 
and the results of dream research. He does 
so without ever becoming insistent, 
dogmatic or hard-going. He even includes 
telepathic dreams: President Lincoln 
famously dreamt about his own assassina-
tion shortly before the event.
 Draaisma’s expressive style ensures that 
many of the stories will stay with you, like 
that of the sleepwalking man who dreams 
that child protection officers are at the 
door, come to take his baby away. Still 
asleep, he gets out of bed and removes the 
child from its cot, intending to peg it up 
with the washing in the attic by its romper 
suit. His wife intervenes just in time.

Douwe Draaisma
The Dream Weaver

—   Steers clear of both the 
technicalities of sleep research and 
the speculations of dream 
interpretation.

—   Combines findings from sources as 
diverse as our dreams: laboratory 
research and the cinema, neurology 
and novels, psychiatry and dream 
diaries.

Douwe Draaisma is professor of 
the theory and history of psychology 
at the University of Groningen. His 
successful Metaphors of Memory 
(1995) has been translated into 
many languages and was awarded 
the Heymans Prize by the Dutch 
Institute of Psychologists. With his 
bestselling Why Life Speeds Up As 
You Get Older (2001), which sold 
more than 100,000 copies, 
Draaisma won four national prizes 
and was shortlisted for the 2005 
Aventis Prize, the world’s most 
prestigious award for popular 
science writing. His subsequent 
books, Disturbances of the Mind 
(2006), The Nostalgia Factory 
(2008) and Oblivion (2010), have all 
sold successfully and been 
translated into several languages.

Douwe Draaisma combines 
encyclopedic knowledge of science 
and a wonderful sense of history 
with the most vivid and engaging 
narrative style. Oliver Sacks

Draaisma is a lively and skilled writer, 
sensitive to nuance, irony and 
context. Times Literary Supplement

Publishing Details
De dromenwever (2013) 
240 pp. (80,000 words) 
With illustrations in black-and-white, 
and references
35,000 copies sold

Rights 
Historische Uitgeverij 
Westersingel 37 
9718 CC Groningen
The Netherlands 
t +31 50 318 17 00 
international@historischeuitgeverij.nl  
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For other translated titles by this 
author see our website www.
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How should we imagine Paul? As a 
misogynist, the enemy of lust and a 
martyr for the faith, or as the shameless 
prophet who single-handed saved 
Christianity, as Nietzsche describes him 
in The Antichrist? Fik Meijer prefers to 
concentrate on presenting Paul as the 
naive, tough and clever evangelist of early 
Christianity, which, instead of dying out 
like so many other faiths in the Roman 
period, found unprecedented success. 
 
Meijer’s approach is both simple and 
innovative: what was the key to Paul’s 
triumph? How could a representative of 
the marginal ‘Christos’ sect turn the 
Roman Empire on its head? By looking at 
the apostle through the eyes of the ancient 
Romans, Meijer sees not so much a hero of 
the faith or the founder of a new world 
religion as a prophet often out of tune with 
his time. 
 To explain Paul’s success, the author 
retraces his main character’s missionary 
journeys. We join Paul at sea, battered by 
storms; with him we are jeered at and 
imprisoned, spat upon and mocked. One 
thing is certain: Paul’s achievement came 
at a price. 

 Meijer gives the evangelist’s approach a 
name: the Pauline method. It is central to 
the book. In Athens, Paul was dismissed as 
a mere provincial, an experience repeated 
in other sophisticated cities of antiquity. 
He had more success in less civilized 
regions such as Galacia, inhospitable 
Macedonia, and Corinth, a port city 
populated by plebeians. This indicates the 
secret of his success: start with the ‘poor  
in spirit’. Paul performed miracles large 
and small, in fact his way of working  
was rather like that of twentieth-century 
missionaries who took gramophones  
with them into ‘darkest Africa’ to impress 
the natives.  
 Paul searched for weak spots in the 
pagan Roman Empire. The adventure of 
that quest and Paul’s martyrdom have 
never been described so exhaustively 
before, nor so grippingly and vividly: 
‘People yawned during Paul’s lengthy  
and nagging sermons. On one occasion 
someone was even overcome by sleep and 
fell out of a third-floor window’. It is that 
feeling for the sufferings of the little man 
that makes all Meijer’s books such a 
pleasure to read. 

Fik Meijer
Paul
A life between Jerusalem and Rome 

—   Lively portrait of Paul in the context 
of the Greco-Roman world.

—   Combines information from Paul’s 
letters and the Acts of the Apostles 
with a profound knowledge of 
classical antiquity.

—   Visits all the places we associate 
with Paul, from his birthplace of 
Tarsus to Corinth, Ephesus, Athens, 
Thessalonica, Jerusalem and Rome.

Fik Meijer, professor of ancient 
history at the University of 
Amsterdam from 1992 to 2007, is a 
specialist in maritime history. His 
publications on the subject include 
St. Paul’s Voyage to Rome (2000). 
Having also written books on such 
specific themes as gladiators, 
chariot racing, Roman emperors 
who did not die in bed and the 
Greek and Roman immigration 
issue, he told the story of his own  
life for the first time in The 
Mediterranean Sea (2011), which 
was longlisted for the 2011 Libris 
History Prize. His work has been 
translated in several countries, with 
The Gladiators (2003) appearing in 
no fewer than ten languages.

At times Fik Meijer’s book reads like 
an exciting adventure story, a biblical 
version of the Indiana Jones series. 
Trouw

Publishing Details
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On 21 August 1986, between nine and ten 
o’clock in the evening, 1,744 people, 3,952 
cows, 82 dogs, 3,404 chickens, 8 cats, 552 
goats, 337 sheep, 7 horses and 2 donkeys 
died in the Nyos Valley in Cameroon. 
The cause of their deaths remains a 
mystery to this day. Twenty-five years 
later, Frank Westerman went in search of 
stories told about the disaster by scien-
tists, missionaries, locals and intellectu-
als. Aside from the question of what 
happened, he wanted to know what 
people say about it.

He found three parallel but different 
stories told by eye-witnesses and research-
ers. According to French self-taught 
volcanologist and alpha male Haroun 
Tazieff, the cause was a small gas eruption 
in a nearby crater lake, whereas according 
to Icelandic and American scholars it was 
a deep belch from the lake that caused 
carbon dioxide to pour into the valley. Did 
the victims suffer burns or not? Did they 
smell sulphur or not? Politicians and local 
residents believe a French nuclear test like 
those carried out on Mururoa Atoll was to 
blame, or an Israeli bomb. Or were the 
gods angry because the number of sacri-
fices to them was dwindling?

 What is fact and what fiction? It is a 
question Westerman poses throughout the 
book, with his usual journalistic candour 
and eloquence. How do stories emerge 
and when do they become myths? Can 
myths be traced back to facts from the 
past? And what are the personal motives  
of the main players: ambition, conceit, 
empathy, mistrust, political calculation, 
missionary zeal, superstition, religious 
ecstasy? He quotes American researcher 
Joe Devine: ‘We must be careful not to 
arrange the facts so that they tell our story. 
We must give the facts time to tell us their 
own story.’
 But ‘the facts are composting in the 
tropical heat,’ says Westerman, in one of 
his brilliant metaphors. This is Africa, 
where ‘rumours are the oxygen of society’; 
as French expert on sea earthquakes 
Olivier Leenhardt puts it: ‘Europeans are 
no less credulous. Take the resurrection  
of Jesus; that rumour has been doing the 
rounds for almost two thousand years.’ 
This touches upon one of the deeper layers 
in the book, since Westerman is not just in 
search of stories – he painstakingly 
demonstrates how myths create reality. 

Frank Westerman
Choke Valley

—   Everyone has his own truth;  
stories mutate, evolve, move with 
the times and, although invented, 
have a powerful effect on reality.

Frank Westerman is the author of 
The Bridge over the Tara (1994) and 
Srebrenica: The Blackest Scenario 
(1997), as well as The Republic of 
Grain (1999) and Engineers of the 
Soul (2002), both of which were 
awarded prestigious prizes in the 
Netherlands and became bestsell-
ers. In 2005 Westerman received 
the Flemish Golden Owl Award for 
El Negro and Me (2004), and Ararat 
(2007) was nominated for the first 
Ryszard Kapuscinski Prize, Poland’s 
top award for literary reportage. His 
subsequent book, Brother Mendel’s 
Perfect Horse (2010), is soon to be 
made into a film. His work has been 
translated into fifteen languages. 

The press on earlier books: 
 
Westerman is a very fine writer and 
his stories, characters and digres-
sions are as delicately wrought as  
a watch mechanism. He reminds  
me of Bruce Chatwin and Ryszard 
Kapuscinski. Like them, he has 
elevated the authorial journalist-
traveller into a brilliant, magic 
storyteller.  
The Sunday Times

Publishing Details
Stikvallei (2013)
250 pp. (88,000 words) 
With references 

Rights
De Bezige Bij 
Van Miereveldstraat 1 
1071 DW Amsterdam
The Netherlands 
t +31 20 305 98 10 
f +31 20 305 98 24 
m.nagtegaal@debezigebij.nl 
www.debezigebij.nl
 
www.frankwesterman.nl/start.html

For other translated titles by this 
author see our website www.
letterenfonds.nl/translations/



Quality Non-Fiction From Holland12 13

This is the story of a heroic quest to find 
the mythical Unknown Southern Land,  
a huge continent imagined as an earthly 
paradise and presumed to lie in the 
middle of the Pacific Ocean. The expe-
dition, led by an elderly Dutch lawyer 
called Jacob Roggeveen, would be long 
forgotten but for a discovery he made 
along the way. On Easter Day 1722, 
Roggeveen caught sight of an island in 
mid-ocean from which plumes of smoke 
were rising; it was not marked on any 
map, but it was clearly inhabited. He 
named it Easter Island. The discovery,  
a mere chance by-product of the expedi-
tion, ensured Roggeveen his modest 
place in history. He stayed on the island 
only briefly. After a rather unfortunate 
confrontation with the inhabitants, he 
hurriedly left to continue his search for 
the Unknown Southern Land.

What possessed an elderly lawyer to set 
out on such a journey? That is the central 
question of historian Roelof van Gelder’s 
book. Little was previously known about 
Roggeveen. He turns out to have been 
quite intriguing, a man who, despite his 
many abilities, got himself into difficulties 
wherever he went by his wayward and 
uncompromising behaviour. He played a 
leading role in a dissident movement 

within the Reformed Church and was even 
banned from his native city of Middelburg 
as a result. Yet in 1721, already in his sixties, 
he managed to interest the West India 
Company in his expedition and three 
ships were put at his disposal. 
 Roggeveen was out for revenge, but 
what followed was a hellish ordeal. No one 
had more than a vague idea of where the 
Unknown Southern Land might lie, and 
during the voyage all the existing maps and 
travel accounts proved unreliable. By the 
time Easter Island was spotted, Roggeveen 
was beginning to have misgivings: perhaps 
the mythical land did not really exist. Van 
Gelder offers splendid descriptions of the 
ships sailing across great expanses of 
ocean for months on end, with no fixed 
point of orientation, thousands of miles 
from the mainland, their crews tormented 
by hunger, thirst and scurvy. Roggeveen 
must once have dreamed of being wel-
comed home as a new Columbus, but in 
the end he was forced to give up. He 
decided to head for forbidden territory 
controlled by the Dutch East India Com-
pany, which was at least reliably mapped. 
He managed to reach Batavia but was 
arrested on arrival. For Roggeveen the 
journey was one more humiliating failure, 
but his life story adds a fascinating dimen-
sion to this tale of hope and disaster. 

Roelof van Gelder
To Paradise on Earth
The restless life of Jacob Roggeveen,  
discoverer of Easter Island, 1659-1729

Recent Translations

—   A compelling account of an early-
eighteenth-century voyage of 
discovery, as well as a portrait of the 
Netherlands in the late 1600s and 
early 1700s.

—   Van Gelder is a natural storyteller.

Roelof van Gelder is an historian 
who worked as an editor for the daily 
newspaper NRC Handelsblad for 
many years. His books include 
Amsterdam from 1275 to 1795 
(1983) and several titles on the 
Dutch East India Company: Traces 
of the Company (1988), The Dutch 
East Indian Adventure (1997), In  
the Company’s Service (2002) and 
Naporra’s Detour (2003). In 2005 
he spent six months studying Dutch 
letters dating back to pre-modern 
times in the National Archives in 
London and in 2008 he published 
Seapost. Undelivered letters from 
the 17th and 18th century. To 
Paradise on Earth has been 
nominated for the Libris History 
Prize 2013.

The Southern Land expedition did 
not bring Roggeveen the rehabilita-
tion he hoped for, but almost four 
centuries later it has produced a 
fascinating description of an 
eventful life. Trouw

This well-documented and engag-
ingly written story allows us to see 
what motivated Roggeveen. It would 
no doubt have pleased him greatly.
de Volkskrant
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Published in Polish by Aletheia in 2013. 
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Luuk van Middelaar
The Passage to Europe. How a 
continent became a union

De passage naar Europa
Published in English by Yale University Press 
in 2013. Translated by Liz Waters. Also in 
Chinese (Orient Publishing Center), French 
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Published in German by Primus in 2013. 
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Czech (Host), English (Harvill Secker), 
German (Beck), Hungarian (Helikon), Italian 
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Published in Italian by Ugo Guanda in 2012. 
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The Book of Books

Het boek van het gedrukte boek
Published in French by Pyramyd in 2012. 
Translated by Isabelle Buffet. Also in Chinese 
(Shengya Culture Communication), English 
(Thames and Hudson) and German 
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The Bridge
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Published in Croatian by Jesenski I Turk in 
2013. Translated by Romana Perečinec. Also 
in English (Harvill Secker), German 
(Pantheon), Greek (Metaixmio), Polish 
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Keizers sterven niet in bed
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