
 

Jury Report – Vondel Prize 2013 

 

 

This year’s Vondel Prize for literary translation from Dutch to 

English goes to David Colmer for his translation of Dimitri 

Verhulst’s novel The Misfortunates, published by Portobello 

Books. 

 

Runner-up in a tight race was Ina Rilke, for Hella S. Haasse’s The 

Black Lake, also published by Portobello. This year an honorable 

mention goes to Johanna H. and Johanna W. Prins for Mother 

Number Zero by Marjolijn Hof, published by Groundwood Books. 

 

David Colmer's winning translation of The Misfortunates displays 

exemplary flexibility and creativity. In vivid prose that swings 

from depictions of the raucous, beer-soaked grime of a fictional 

Flemish household to lessons in the abiding value of familial love 

and loyalty, Colmer's translation retains the original's bite and 

bawdiness, the pathos and the painful confrontation with 

everyman's mortality. As one jury member noted: “what is 

remarkable in this novel is its all-pervasive charity”. And it is that 

remarkable balance between the sublime and the riotous that 

Colmer has preserved so well. 

 

To give you an idea of what we’re talking about, let us begin with 

the riotous, with an example of how well Colmer has handled the 

depiction of yet another stunningly ill-advised idea on the part of 

the good people of the wayward Flemish village of Arsendegem: 

 

“God created the day,” Verhulst tells us through Colmer, “and we 

dragged ourselves through it. When we still lived like characters in 

the songs of Big Bill Broonzy, Omer organized an assault on the 

world drinking record. Beer drinking, obviously. It was one of the 

many strokes of genius by which Omer managed to fill his pub, the 

Liar’s Haven, over and over. There was a compelling grandeur to 

his ideas, and the fact that they often got him into trouble with the 

police could only confirm it.”  

 

At the risk of being overly anecdotal, we’d like to pause for a 

moment and wonder aloud whether the translator might not have 

had something of a head start here.    

 

Translators are not often the stuff legends are made of, but in 

David Colmer’s case legend has it that once, in the middle of a 

particularly dry and thirsty Australian summer, one of our 



laureate’s male ancestors stumbled and fell – in a condition 

perhaps most colourfully described as “shitfaced” - into three 

inches of water in the dwindling River Murray and drowned there. 

The story may or may not be apocryphal, but its very persistence 

lends a certain cachet to the obvious glee with which Colmer has 

opened up to English readers the boozy antics of the good people 

of Arsendegem. 

 

Far less speculative, though, is David Colmer’s reputation - not 

only as an accomplished and much-lauded translator of Dutch and 

Flemish poetry, but also his reputation as a translator with that 

rare-yet-indispensible ear for the colloquial in both narrative and 

dialogue that marks the best of our profession. It is that translator’s 

ear that allows him to rise to the occasion when faced with a 

passage like the following, first in Verhulst’s original, lilting 

Dutch:  

 

“Het maakt dat ik nooit nog de zee zal zien zonder daarbij 

voortdurend aan mijn vader te denken. De zee, dezelfde zee die hij 

ooit nog een moeilijke nacht lang heeft gadegeslagen van op de 

pier, denkend aan zijn dood die ondertussen oud nieuws is, 

twijfelend of het de zee zijn zou waarin hij zich van het leven zou 

beroven. Maar mijn vader was een zwemmer, hij voelde zich 

dankbaar gedragen door het water als hij ruggelings en ontspannen 

in genadiger jaren op de Noordzee dreef, hij zou het water hebben 

verraden indien hij die nacht had gekozen voor een ongetwijfeld 

gruwelijke verdrinkingsdood. Daarom is hij die ochtend nadien 

met de trein weer naar huis gekeerd, zonder zeewier in zijn longen, 

zonder mosselen op zijn rug, onze ontbijttafel completerend met de 

woorden ‘ik heb het niet gekund’.” 

 

And then Colmer: “It means that I never get to see the sea any 

more without thinking of my father. The sea, the same sea he once 

stared at through a difficult night on the pier, thinking of his death 

– old news now – wavering as to whether it would be the sea in 

which he would take his own life. But my father was a swimmer: 

in more merciful years he had been grateful to the water that lifted 

him up as he did his relaxed backstroke through the North Sea; he 

would have been betraying that same water if he had chosen an 

undoubtedly gruesome death by drowning that night. That was 

why he returned home by train the following morning without any 

seaweed in his lungs, without mussels on his back, to add the 

finishing touch to our breakfast table with the words: ‘I couldn’t do 

it.’” 

 



Fortunately for readers of English everywhere, David Colmer has 

mastered the billowing waves of Verhulst’s The Misfortunates, this 

roller-coaster ride of a novel that rises to heights of hilarity and 

then plummets to eloquent melancholy - often within one and the 

same paragraph. That makes his translation a triumph and one that 

that we, the jury, highly recommend to one and all. 

 

And now a word about our runner-up and honorable mention. 

 

In this year's runner-up, The Black Lake, Ina Rilke's elegant 

rendition of Hella Haasse's post-colonial classic Oeroeg, the 

translator opens up to English readers not only the author's 

breathtakingly adept portrait of a youthful paradise lost, but also 

captures the classical limpidity of the original, showing us the 

stylistic qualities that have won Haasse a place in the pantheon of 

Dutch post-war literature.  

With great evocative power, The Black Lake is a lesson in history 

(and in skilful translation), a tale of friendship and a dramatic nod 

to the upheaval of the anti-colonial wars and the rancorous chasm 

between haves and have-nots that plagues us even today.   

 

The jury was also smitten with - and therefore awards an 

honourable mention to - Mother Number Zero, Johanna H. and 

Johanna W. Prins's fine translation of Marjolijn Hof's novel for 

young readers. The Prinses' smooth and idiomatic rendering of the 

protagonist's coming to grips with his adoptive status makes this 

portrait of first love and youthful struggle for identity a truly 

bilingual affair, and an opportunity for young English-language 

readers to savour not only literature from abroad, but also the 

universality of Hof's themes.  

 

The jury: 

:Paul Binding 

Sam Garrett 

Paul Vincent. 


