
no. 15-1 

spring 2006

from Holland and Flanders

Henk van Woerden

Rascha Peper

Stefan Brijs

Esther Gerritsen

P.F. Thomése

Willem van Toorn

Chris de Stoop

Arjan Visser

Khalid Boudou

Peter Verhelst

Foundation for 
the Production and 

Translation of 
Dutch Literature

10 Books
Ten BOOKS 15-1print  28-02-2006  12:29  Pagina 1



2

Migration, morality and the Mediterranean

Entirely unexpectedly, Ultramarijn, the 3novel that seemed to indicate a new
3direction in Henk van Woerden’s writing, became his swan song. A month after its

publication the author died of a heart attack. With Henk van Woerden’s passing, the
Netherlands lost a cosmopolitan writer of international stature.

With his first novel Moenie kyk nie (1993), van Woerden found his own unique voice:
poetic, associative, refined, and strongly evocative. The writer made no secret of the fact
that this novel, set in South Africa, about an emigrant family in the process of breaking
up, treated his own history. The theme of exile and disintegration was made for him. In
an interview, Van Woerden explained that he had three linguistic behavior maps in
mind: the prosaic Dutch of his family, the poetic Afrikaans of his surroundings, and the
formal English of his classmates at the international high school.

The theme of the eternal outsider recurred in his next two novels, again set in South
Africa. In Tikoes (1996), the narrator, after years of absence, travels back to South Africa in
the company of his new girlfriend Tikoes. She too appears to be weighed down by her
past, and the question is to what extent either of these wandering souls can really feel at
home anywhere. In Een mond vol glas (1998), Van Woerden reconstructs the life of
Demetrios Tsafendas, the man who, in 1966, stabbed to death the South African prime
minister Verwoerd, founder of the apartheid policy. Via Tsafendas, Van Woerden
sketches the shadowy emigrant’s existence of a ‘colored’ and in addition gives his per-
sonal impressions of the South Africa of then and now.

Van Woerden felt an affinity with the Turks and Moroccans living in the Netherlands.
He recognized their ‘feeling of nostalgia’. ‘If there is anything that I wanted to treat in
my four books, it’s the feeling of loss,’ he said at the time his big novel about loss was
still to be published. In Ultramarijn he took inspiration from Mediterranean musicians,
writers, painters and poets. The land where most of this book takes place is a cross
between Turkey and Greece. Joakim, Aysel, and their daughter Özlem are migrants,
uprooted drifters. In this Özlem compares herself to a seagull: ‘That bird doesn’t know
anything about where he came from either.’

In addition to the political history of their country of origin, the fate of these charac-
ters is also determined by what is an impossible love between a brother and his half-sis-
ter, and by the fruit of that love. When their father suspects that daughter Aysel is preg-
nant, he takes her with him to Germany where she builds a new life. Joakim remains
behind, and for the rest of his days he will search for Aysel’s ghost. In the end he will find
it in Özlem, without knowing that she is not only Aysel’s daughter but his own as well.

Ultramarijn tells an exceptionally beautiful, bold and fatal story in which people
experience their lives as ‘cut in half.’ His evocative description of the inner lives of
migrants indicates that Van Woerden was finally able to level the dividing walls
between the compartments in his mind.

Henk van Woerden (19476–62005) was
awarded several prizes for his literary
work; his work is available in transla-
tion in fourteen countries. In addi-
tion to being a writer, Van Woerden
was also a successful graphic artist.

publishing details
Ultramarine (2005)
300 pp

rights
Podium
Singel 450
nl6–61017 av Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 421 38 30
fax +31 20 421 37 76
e-mail post@uitgeverijpodium.nl
website www.uitgeverijpodium.nl

other titles in translation
A mouthful of glass (Een mond vol glas). London: Granta Books,
20009/9New York: Metropolitan Books9/9Henry Holt and Company,
2001. Also in Greek (Kedros, 2001), in Norwegian (Gyldendal
Norsk, 2001), in Danish (Tiderne Skifter, 2001), in German (Berlin
Verlag, 2002), in Spanish (Mondadori, 2001), in French (Actes
Sud, 2004), in Afrikaans (Queillerie, 2000), in Portuguese (Temas
e Debates, 2002), in Italian (L’Ancora del mediterraneo, in prep.).

Henk van Woerden

Ultramarine

With Ultramarijn Van Woerden has
written a European novel as envisioned
by Kundera: grand, melancholy yet
vital, many-voiced and socially
involved.
de standaard

There are few writers who describe the
uprootedness, alienation, and inner
disruption of those who leave their own
country as convincingly.
de volkskrant

An excellent book, accurate and pulling
no punches … A novel that demands to
be reread and will offer food for thought
and divulge secrets for years to come.
Absolutely masterful.
financieel dagblad

Searching for the roots of morals and
passions. This writer touches upon the
unknowable. 
trouw

photo Hugo Keizer 
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publishing details
Verfhuid (2005)
144 pp

rights
Nieuw Amsterdam
Jan Luijkenstraat 16
nl6–61071 cn Amsterdam
The Netherlands
tel. +31 20 570 61 00
fax +31 20 570 61 99
website http://www.nieuwamsterdam.nl
e-mail info@nieuwamsterdam.nl

other titles in translation
Visions of Hanna (Wie scheep gaat). Hamburg: MareBuch, 2006.

Russisch Blau (Russisch blauw). München: Luchterhand, 19989/

Knaur, 2002. Also in Serbian (Prometej, in prep.).
Das Mädchen, das vom Himmel fiel (Dooi). Reinbek: Rowohlt,
2001.

Rascha Peper (b. 1949) made her debut with a
collection of short stories, De waterdame (‘The
Water Lady’, 1990). Her first two novels, Oesters
(‘Oysters’, 1991) and Rico’s vleugels (‘Rico’s Wings’,
1993) made a great impact and were followed by
Russisch blauw (‘Russian Blue’, 1995), and Een Spaans
hondje (‘A Spanish dog’ 1998). In Oesters she simply
but suggestively narrates the story of a lost love;
Rico’s vleugels is about the unrelenting love of an
older man for a young boy. In 1999, the novel Dooi
(‘Thaw’) appeared, followed in 2003 by her ambi-
tious novel Wie scheep gaat (‘Embarkation’). In 2005,
the novella Verfhuid was published.

The passion of an art collector

Rascha Peper

Dyed in the skin

The writer knows how to catch the breadth of life in a few
pages. (...) Verfhuid is short and to the point.
het financieele dagblad

photo Roeland Fossen

Rascha Peper once described

24her characters as ‘people who are
barely able to cope with reality, who
hold onto a dream, an obsession, or a
fantasy which makes it possible for
them to lead their own lives outside of
reality.’ In her novels she proves that
the consequences of these kinds of pas-
sions can be dramatic6–6and neither do
the characters in her new novel, Verf-
huid (‘Dyed in the skin’), escape them.

Arnold Kee is an art dealer in Ams-
terdam. ‘Don’t even begin,’ his father,
who had been in the business, urged

his son when he saw that the latter was in danger of becoming too
passionate a collector. It was advice that Kee took to heart. It was also
his father who had told him about people who became so attached to
a canvas that it may almost be considered a physical, or at any rate
rapturous, love affair.

Peper’s novella describes, with pace and panache, the developing
relationship of Kee, a childless, balding, ageing businessman, with
one of his regular clients Terwindus, an altogether unapproachable,
inconspicuous, and colourless man. Kee goes to Terwindus’ home to
look at one of his treasures, an unknown painting by Caspar David
Friedrich and discovers that his host, whose rooms are crammed full
with art treasures, has fallen under the spell of this painting and the
woman it depicts. Kee in turn falls under the spell of the collector,
who has the fascinating un-worldliness of many of Peper’s characters.
To make matters worse, there are more and more indications that Ter-
windus’ collection consists for a large part in stolen art. Kee then faces
a conflict with his own conscience: as an art lover he tends towards
keeping an open mind, but as an art-dealer he has to observe strict
rules. The constant mixing of pure business interest and personal fas-
cination, of greed and compassion cloud Kee’s involvement with Ter-
windus. After some spectacular plot twists, the story draws to a dra-
matic conclusion.
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The stripping of a sick mind

The main character in Stefan Brijs’
2earlier novel Arend (2000) is a boy, fat,

depressed and lonely, rejected by his
peers. He is fascinated by everything
that flies, eager to soar up out of his own
sad existence; despairingly, he realises
that he can only do so as an angel after
dying. Brijs’s latest novel, De engelen-
maker, is based on similarly tragic cir-
cumstances; this time the victim is an
autistic, monomaniac eccentric.

Rejected by his parents for being ugly
–6he has a hare lip6–6Victor Hoppe grew
up in a children’s home and a boarding

school. He is both insensitive and paralytically shy, and, as a result, is
accepted by nobody, and leads a lonely existence. He is however pos-
sessed of an exceptional memory and unwavering determination. After
training as a doctor, he continues to work at the university where he
succeeds in cloning mice. He works in isolation and refuses to publish
the required scientific information on his working procedures to back
his claims. Meanwhile he is secretly trying to clone himself. He suc-
ceeds in producing weak, ugly triplets that he treats as objects of scien-
tific study rather than as children deserving paternal affection.
Expelled from university by his colleagues, he retreats to the triangle
where Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands converge to take up his
former doctor’s practice. The geographical location is important sym-
bolically for the concept of the novel.

The triplets age quickly and do not live long. Hoppe regards this as
an error in his procedure. In the dramatic ending Hoppe initiates a new
experiment in order to prove his point, while simultaneously increas-
ing the guarantee of his own existence.

By then he himself is no longer a witness. In his autism and his rigid
way of thinking, his oversimplification of the contrast between good
and evil, Hoppe charges inexorably towards open identification with
Christ on the cross. This austere, impassive naturalist novel has a
sophisticated and ingenious plot that will repeatedly astonish the
reader. Stefan Brijs is a truly first-class author.

Stefan Brijs (b. 1969) made his debut in 1997 with
De verwording (‘The Alteration’), followed in 2000
by the novel Arend (2000), both of which were
greatly read and admired. He has also written
essays, a short story (Twee levens, ‘Two Lives’, 2001)
and a biography (Villa Keetje Tippel, 2001) but it is
his novels that have made him famous.

publishing details
De Engelenmaker (2005)
432 pp

rights
Atlas
Herengracht 481
nl6–61017 bt Amsterdam
Netherlands
tel. +31 20 524 98 00
fax +31 20 627 68 51
website www.boekenwereld.nl
e-mail mnagtegaal@amsteluitgevers.nl

rights sold
Greece (Kastaniotis), Germany (btb-Hardcover-Verlag)

Stefan Brijs

Angelmaker

De engelenmaker is ultimately the finely-tuned
stripping of a sick mind. Is it unerring and compas-
sionate.
de telegraaf

An exciting novel about the dangerous and attractive
possibilities of creating life.
de volkskrant

The ingenious construction makes the novel fasci-
nating, the limited world and human view of the main
character make it oppressive, and the fact that you
cannot avoid feeling sympathy for the lonely and bril-
liant mastermind makes it terrifying.
noordhollands dagblad

photo Wim Daneels
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publishing details
Normale dagen (2005)
220 pp

rights
De Geus
Oude Vest 9
nl6–64811 hr Breda
Netherlands
tel. +31 76 522 81 51
fax. +31 76 522 25 99
website www.degeus.nl
e-mail info@degeus.nl

Esther Gerritsen (b. 1972) has been considered
one of the promising literary talents of the
Netherlands since her debut in 2000 with the
collection of short stories Bevoorrecht
bewustzijn (‘Privileged Consciousness’). In
addition she has become a leading play-
wright. In 1999 she won the Dutch-German
Youth Theater prize in Duisburg, and in 2001
she received the Charlotte Köhler grant for
her plays. In 2002 her novel Tussen een persoon
(‘Between One Person’) was published and
was received with praise. In 2005 her writing
was honored with the first Dif9/0bgn prize.
From the jury report: ‘Ester Gerritsen’s
writing is probing, yet she puts into perspec-
tive the radical quests of her characters. This
writer has a great talent for continuing to ask
and to search, and prefers doubting whole-
heartedly to knowing for sure.’

The meaning of empty statements

Esther Gerritsen

Ordinary days

The wonder of this extraordinary novel is that the
apparently absent drama becomes perceptible
because the principal character decides not to
interpret it or ferret it out, but to let it exist
without effect, untouched.
de volkskrant

photo Marc Mildner

In Normale dagen (‘Ordinary Days’),
2Esther Gerritsen’s third novel, we follow

the playwright Lucie who, after a three-year
absence, is returning to her grandparents’
home in the Gelderland countryside because
her grandpa is dying. She grew up on the
farm with her grandpa and grandma. Lucie
is working on a play about the so-called
Oklahoma City bomber and therefore is
reading his biography. Throughout the
novel links are made or suggested between
the experiences of Timothy McVeigh and
the situation in which Lucie finds herself
with her grandparents.

Normale dagen is not really a ‘document humain’ about a grandparent’s
dying; it is not trying to evoke emotional identification in the reader. Ger-
ritsen writes on a more philosophical level about distance and commit-
ment, about loyalty and betrayal. Lucie had more or less run away from her
grandparents, and in order to elicit a reaction from them she never gave
them a sign of life. This created an even greater irritation for her: there was
no reaction. When after several years Lucie sets foot in her grandparents’
house once again, she again bumps her toe against the bucket that always
stood in the courtyard, her grandma continues looking at television, and
she is simply welcomed with the words ‘have you eaten yet?’

Still, Lucie discovers gradually that the people who are labeled ‘odd’ by
her friend, the people who have nothing to say and whose ‘conversations’
always run according to a set pattern, are also the people with whom she
belongs. Even if it were only because in their eyes she belongs with them.
Once she is open to the ‘ordinary,’ Lucie starts to pay close attention to the
meaning of empty statements, routine actions, and sullen silence. Her
farewell to her grandfather takes place in style, polite and with few words.
‘And that’s how she wanted it. With this politeness she gave him back his
dignity.’

Normale dagen is a novel that gets a hold over you. Just like the principal
character, you can as reader not do anything but capitulate and pay atten-
tion to the drama. For it is a drama, in all its stillness, silence, and coarse-
ness.
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Musical, imaginative and poetic prose

Taking into account the name

2of the title character, Izak would
seem to form a counterpart to
Thomése’s successful previous book
Schaduwkind (Shadow Child, 2003), in
which he tells the poignant story of his
daughter Iza, who died soon after
birth. In Izak, Thomése explains briefly
that Izak ‘was written with the same
yearning to lose myself, to wander
through an impenetrable wood and
thus rediscover life.’ Of course, Izak has
become a completely different book
–6it is a fairytale told by a small boy.

The narrative is set during the Japanese occupation of the Dutch East
Indies6–6present-day Indonesia which was a Dutch colony until 1949.

Even though he is small, Izak, who comes from the island of
Ambon, knows a Dutch lady who has promised to teach him how to
play the piano. She has a piano in her drawing room where she regu-
larly holds musical soirées. When she is imprisoned in a Japanese
internment camp, she gives Izak the key to her house. On discovering
that the piano has been stolen, he goes looking for it6–6a quest full of
strange, fantastic and sometimes terrifying events. For example, he
accompanies a group of musicians on their way to a wedding cere-
mony. On arrival, they discover that the entire village has been mas-
sacred6–6why and by whom remains unclear. He subsequently
encounters Prince Said Printah and his beautiful daughter Nesrine,
which is the impulse for a whole new series of bizarre developments.

Just as in Schaduwkind, it is not only what happens in Izak that
draws the reader’s attention, but rather the language which Thomése
applies with musical virtuosity. The Malaysian language, which
Thomése often quotes, lends itself excellently to this purpose, as does
the mixed language the offspring of Dutch-Indonesian couples
speak6–6with its many onomatopoeias, interjections, and other mixed
forms. In combining these linguistic influences, Thomése creates an
extremely musical, imaginative and poetic prose.

P.F. Thomése (b. 1958) won the ako Literature
Prize with his first book, Zuidland (‘South Land’), a
collection of short stories, in 1991. The novels
Heldenjaren (‘Heroic Years’, 1994) and Het zesde
bedrijf (‘The Sixth Act’, 1999) subsequently
appeared. His collection of short stories Haagse
liefde & De vieze engel (Love in The Hague & The
Dirty Angel, 1994) was published in between.
Thomése made his international breakthrough
with the memoir Schaduwkind (2003), the dramatic
story of the death of his daughter Iza. Seventy
thousand copies of the book were sold in the
Netherlands, and the book was also well-received
abroad where it was published in ten languages.

publishing details
Izak (2005)
176 pp

rights sold
Germany (Berlin Verlag),
France (Actes Sud).

rights
Contact
Keizersgracht 205
nl6–61016 ds Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 535 25 35
fax +31 20 535 25 49
website www.boekenwereld.nl
e-mail mnagtegaal@amsteluitgevers.nl

selected translated titles
Shadow child (Schaduwkind). London: Bloomsbury, 20059/9Farrar, Straus &
Giroux, 2005. Also in French (Actes Sud, 2004), in German (Berlin Verlag,
2004), in Spanish (Lumen, 2005), in Italian (Frassinelli, 2005) and in many
other languages.
Heldenjahre (Heldenjaren). Köln; Basel: Bruckner & Thünker, 1995.
Der sechste Akt (Het zesde bedrijf). Leipzig: Gustav Kiepenheuer, 19999/9
Aufbau, 2001.
Über der Erde (Zuidland). Köln: Bruckner & Thünker, 1993. 
Also in Serbian (Prometej, 1994).

P.F. Thomése

Izak

Izak is a book like a jingling xylophone. Thomése
continually finds stunning new adjectives for music and
sounds. He allows rain, for example, to resonate like
fingers on the keys of a piano.
de morgen

photo Ronald Hoeben
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publishing details
Stoom (2005)
256 pp

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

title in translation
Als würde ich vor Glück ersticken (De rivier). Zürich;
Hamburg: Arche, 2002. Duits

Willem van Toorn was born in Amsterdam
in 1935. He spent his holidays with family
in the Betuwe, a rustic area in the centre of
the Netherlands. As a result, he became
familiar with the landscape of large rivers
which often appears in his work. After a
brief career as a chemical analyst and
teacher, he devoted himself to literature.
He made his debut in 1959, and this was
followed by a gradual flow of poetry books,
short stories, and novels. Van Toorn also
works as a translator of English and
German literature and has written a
number of children’s books. The novel Een
leeg landschap (‘An Empty Landscape’, 1988),
in which he expresses his anxiety about the
corrosion of the river landscape, was nomi-
nated for ako literature prize. Later works
such as Het verhaal van een middag (‘The
Story of an Afternoon’, 1994) and De rivier
(‘The River’, 1999) were also highly praised.

A scintillating novel about a world in motion

Willem van Toorn

Steam

A pleasant, old-fashioned narrative full of
atmosphere.
het parool

photo Klaas Koppe

Steam is a captivating novel about a
3turning point in Dutch history: the gen-

eral strike of 1903. Railroad workers fought for
their right to form a union and negotiate their
position. Forced to choose between freedom
and solidarity, the main character, Maarten
Corbelijn, opts for freedom, at least initially.

Corbelijn is the son of a railwayman who is
run over and killed by his own shunting loco-
motive. He flees his home town along the
waterways when he discovers that his mother
is having an affair with the director of the
brickworks factory. He signs on as a boat-hand
and, via various twists and turns, becomes a

gauger, the man who checks ship’s cargoes. Corbelijn is not self-employed,
but does work without supervision. Women throw themselves at him: the
skipper’s wife, Marie, takes him to the strangest locations to make love.

An encounter with an old school friend in Deventer is the impulse to give
up this free but lonely life. He falls in love with Klaartje, restores the bond
with his mother, and makes plans to study law. Maarten suddenly knows
where he belongs: with his mother, his friends, Klaartje, and the socialists.

The novel is a tribute to Dutch poet and socialist Herman Gorter. When the
general strike of 1903 takes place, Maarten is allowed to ride on the locomo-
tive. In his excitement, Maarten suddenly understands Gorter ‘with his feel-
ing that he would like to do something for everyone, and yet have the whole
country for himself and his loved ones alone’. Gorter’s two facets, poetry and
socialism, are united. Maarten opts for the workers’ side. Heralded by steam
engines, new times seem to be on their way, with changing social relation-
ships and codes of behaviour.

With Stoom, Van Toorn tells a story that fascinates from the first page to the
last. He is sober in his articulation and skilful in his stylistic devices6–6by con-
trasting Maarten’s thoughts with what he says in the confrontation with his
mother, for example6–6and while constructing a credible historical décor.
Time is tangible without being obtrusive. The novel covers the general strike
but it is also a bildungsroman about a boy who grows up without a father and
has to find his own way in the world. 
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An impressive social vision

De Stoop turned to fiction

with De vuurwerkmeester (‘The Fire-
works Master’) a novel that is well docu-
mented and has a strong social back-
ground. In it, the fireworks theme serves as
metaphor for fifty years of economic and
cultural history in Belgium.

The story centres around the Vidal fam-
ily, firework-makers in Antwerp, narrated
by Barbara, the daughter and granddaugh-
ter. The Vidals are renowned firework-
makers, respectable and proud of their
craftsmanship, who are nevertheless wiped
out by freebooter colleagues and by cheap,

prefabricated imports from China. A lax application of safety regulations
leads eventually to great disaster on the quays of Antwerp.

The novel has the structure of a classic fireworks festival with four
tableaux and an explosive apotheosis. Barbara looks back on her life from
the desolate family home adjoining the fireworks factory as she waits for
its demolition. Her story begins when she was a baby at the fireworks fes-
tival at the opening of the 1958 World Exhibition, and a burning sparkler
in her eye half-blinds her. In compensation she develops an intense aware-
ness of colour, especially fond of a blue which cannot be reproduced. This
becomes the symbol of her unfulfilled life. Even more impressive than this
personal story is the sketch of the major developments of the past fifty
years: the sacrifice of rural life and authenticity for progress, the switch
from the developmental enthusiasm and welfare optimism of the fifties to
cut-throat international competition, the abandonment of traditional
personal pride in favour of bulk turnover, often involving criminal reck-
lessness and irresponsible risk-taking. The book also contains features of
global economic and political development. The West, with its social guar-
antees and economic ethics, can offer no resistance to the rapid rise of
China as an economic superpower. With the aid of this story of a family
with its solidly professional traditions, De Stoop unfolds a wide and
impressive social vision of the process of globalization in a more penetrat-
ing manner than any piece of journalism could have done.

Chris de Stoop (b. 1958) is a well-known
research journalist who writes on sensitive
topics with great commitment, empathy and
subtlety. His first books dealt with the disap-
pearance of entire villages along the Schelde
waterway caused by the ruthless expansion of
the harbour facilities at Antwerp. He became
famous with Ze zijn zo lief, meneer (‘They Are So
Pleasant Sir’, 1993), his documentary book on
trafficking in women. In Ze kwamen uit het
Oosten (‘They Came from the East’, 2003) De
Stoop tells the hair-raising tale of his kidnap-
ping in Albania, and how he risked his life in
following an Albanian girl’s journey to
Flemish houses of vice.

publishing details
De vuurwerkmeester (2005)
301 pp

rights
De Bezige Bij
Van Miereveldstraat 1
nl6–61071 dw Amsterdam
Netherlands
tel. +31 20 305 98 10
fax +31 20 305 98 24
website www.debezigebij.nl
e-mail info@debezigebij.nl

other titles in translation
Elles sont si gentilles, Monsieur: les trafiquants de femmes
en Europe (‘Ze zijn zo lief, meneer’). Paris; Bruxelles: La
Longue Vue, 1993. Frans
Hol die Wäsche rein: die Geschichte einer ganz gewöhn-
lichen Abschiebung (Haal de was maar binnen). Frankfurt
am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch, 1996. Also in French (Actes
Sud, 1996) and in Swedish (Ordfront, 1999).

Chris de Stoop

The Fireworks Master

A colourful novel that indicts the unsavoury excres-
cences of economic globalization.
de tijd

photo Patrick De Spiegelaere
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publishing details
Hemelval (2006)
239 pp

rights
Augustus
Herengracht 481
nl6–61017 bt Amsterdam
Netherlands
tel. +31 20 524 98 00
fax +31 20 627 68 51
website www.augustus.nl
e-mail redactie@augustus.nl

Arjan Visser (b. 1961) earned journalistic renown
through an interview series which has been running in
the Trouw daily newspaper since 1998. A collection of
these interviews has now have been published in book
form. Dutch people from different backgrounds,
famous and unknown, were asked to respond to the
themes of Ten Commandments and this produced
surprising confessions about faith and morals. Visser’s
fascination for this material was reflected in his first
book, De laatste dagen (2003) which takes a farming
family and describes in tangible terms how their
minds are captivated by an itinerant preacher. This
book was nominated for the ako Literary Prize and
received the Marten Toonder/Geertjan Lubberhuizen
Award as well as the Anton Wachter prize. Visser has
been highly praised for his capacity to balance compas-
sion and irony, a talent which he made the most of to
portray the vulnerable characters in his second novel.

An unexpected message from above

Arjan Visser

Fall from Heaven

photo Harry Cock

In his second novel Hemel-
2val (‘Fall from Heaven’), Arjan

Visser transports the reader to the
world of the pigeon fancier. While
still a young boy, Lode Bast
becomes a fanatical pigeon-lover
when he takes care of a wounded
pigeon which lands in his garden;
in fact it seems he was born ‘with a
pigeon in his heart’. Lode is a
small, timid boy who grows up in
a strict Puritan environment with
a ‘father who won’t talk and a
mother who won’t shut up’. Nev-

ertheless, his father is all too pleased to tuck him in at nights and
give him a kiss that lasts just a little too long. When his father
dies6–6this later turns out to be suicide6–6Lode becomes even more
of an outsider at school. Kip, one of his few friends, takes him to
the local pigeon club where he finally finds honour, respect and
friendship. His pigeons ‘elevate him, make him bigger’.

Geesje, the check-out girl at the supermarket, seems an ideal
marriage partner as well as being someone with a feel for pigeons.
Their marriage, however, turns into a drama. Just how mistaken
Lode actually was is shown explicitly in the second part of Hemel-
val, written from Geesje’s point of view. To her, Lode should have
meant salvation from a dead-end existence, full of guilt and sin.
When her little man turns out not to be able to pray, she looks for
salvation elsewhere; until she receives an unexpected message
from above…

Even in his first book De laatste dagen (The Last Days), Visser
showed himself to be a discerning chronicler of pallid lives sub-
jected to higher powers. In Hemelval, he once again tells a story of
lonely souls who are determined to find happiness here on earth.
Visser’s precise literary style, the loaded pace of his narration, and
his light irony give this human drama its explosive charge.

After only two novels, it is impossible to ignore Arjan Visser.
His style is oppressive, his suffocating universe gives little
reason for hope, but the watertight set-up leaves no choice but
to be swept along in the evolution of these minor lives.
abdelkader benali
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A satirical literary coup

Just like Jerzy Kosinski’s Being There
(1970), De President tells the story of a

man who becomes the leader of a nation
more or less by accident6–6in this case, of
the fictitious Zapland, which closely
resembles the present-day Netherlands,
with its tense political climate, the anx-
ious atmosphere around immigrants,
legal or illegal, and their integration into
society.

The main character in this second
novel by Boudou is not a gardener but an
illegal asparagus picker, Jusuf Ha6–6nick-
named ‘The President’6–6who suddenly

comes to power. Whereas in Being There, Chance explains the world
using metaphors borrowed from his gardening work, the President pre-
sents his vision on society in terms of illegal labour in the asparagus-
cultivating industry, regardless of which public he is addressing: ‘You
cannot find asparagus that you only eat in the summer, or only roll up
in ham, or only use in a dish forced upon you in study courses … Those
values and norms are flexible. They are not something we possess, stored
away in a showcase in a museum. No, values and norms are like deli-
ciously cooked asparagus. You want to serve it to everyone but not ram
it down their throats. … A value is like an elegantly arranged plate of
asparagus, an assignment, a motivation, an impulse to action, one that
says: ‘Come closer, draw up a chair and eat, my friend, eat, Mister Ille-
gal!’’

De President is a satire, a witty but also critical reflection on present-
day politics and society which are governed by opportunism,
favouritism, and the media. Unlike Chance, the President is not naive,
but rather emerges as a power-crazed politician6–6someone who allo-
cates ministers’ positions to his fellow asparagus pickers, and does not
even flinch from committing murder. This makes De President an
extremely enthralling novel which confronts the reader with a distorted
mirror, just like any satire. De President is a literary coup.

Khalid Boudou (1974) made his debut with the
novel Het schnitzelparadijs (‘The Schnitzel
Paradise’) in 2001. It was that year’s best-selling
debut novel. It was highly praised and later also
successfully filmed. Het schnitzelparadijs has been
translated into German, Italian and Spanish,
among other languages. 

publishing details
De President (2005)
252 pp.

rights
Rothschild & Bach
Herengracht 105-107
nl6–61015 be Amsterdam
The Netherlands
tel. +31 20 523 91 50
fax +31 20 523 91 60
website www.rothschildenbach.nl
e-mail info@rothschildenbach.nl

titles in translation
Il paradiso della cotoletta (Het schnitzelparadijs). Milano:
Garzanti, 2004. Also in German (Karl Blessing, 2003) and in
Spanish (Destino, in prep.).

Khalid Boudou

The President

De President is a contemporary narrative … a
cheerful novel that puts society into perspective. (…)
Stand-up comedy, but in an attractive literary format.
het parool

‘Fantastic satire’
boek magazine

photo Raphael Drent
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publishing details
Zwerm. De geschiedenis van de wereld
(2005)
672 pp

rights
Prometheus
Herengracht 507
nl6–61017 bv Amsterdam
The Netherlands
tel. +31 20 624 19 34
fax +31 20 622 54 61
website www.pbo.nl
e-mail pbo@pbo.nl

other titles in translation
Tonguecat (Tongkat). New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2003.
Das Muskelalphabet: Roman (Het spierenalfabet).
München: Goldmann, 1999.
Der Farbenfänger: Roman (De kleurenvanger). München:
Goldmann, 1999.

Peter Verhelst (b. 1962) made his debut as a
poet but primarily gained fame with his
unusual, intriguing prose and his theatre
plays. After Vloeibaar harnas (‘Liquid Harness’,
1993), Het spierenalfabet (‘The Muscle
Alphabet’, 1995), and De kleurenvanger (‘The
Colour Catcher’, 1996), his breakthrough came
with Tongkat (‘Tongue Cat’, 1999). In 2000, this
novel was awarded the Gouden Uil literary prize
by both the official jury and the alternative
jury of young people. In Zwellend fruit
(‘Swelling Fruit’, 2000) and Memoires van een
luipaard (‘Memories of a Leopard’, 2001) he
opted for a more traditional approach. The
voluminous novel Zwerm (‘Swarm’, 2005),
which is ambitious both thematically and sty-
listically, is a highlight in his oeuvre.

A kaleidoscope of our present-day world

Peter Verhelst
Swarm
History of the World

Zwerm is undoubtedly a landmark in capturing a
new era,. It already deserves to be called a classic,
regardless of how strange the term ‘classic’ sounds
for a novel that wishes to negate every tradition.
de tijd

photo Johan Jacobs

In Zwerm (‘Swarm’) Peter Verhelst has
2generated a kaleidoscope of the vio-

lence, commotion, tense relationships,
conflicts and outbursts of our present-day
world. Some storylines refer to real events
such as the My Lai massacre of the Viet-

nam War or the attack on the Twin Towers, both manifestations of mind-
less violence. However, Verhelst recreates reality in the form of a literary
thriller that has been assembled in fragments, like a film. Some charac-
ters are grafted on to controversial figures who were briefly newsworthy.
Most are fictional: a young computer nerd who makes viruses and is
traced through sophisticated techniques because of the secret he carries,
his kidnapped girlfriend, a pianist, an Israeli scientist who has to aban-
don his family at a critical moment and assume a new identity. Their
lives intermittently overlap in a world that seems overrun by electronic
detection and espionage, computer crime, international political con-
spiracies and terrorism, war crimes, liquidations, and cover-ups. The
action takes place mainly in Europe and the United States, Israel and
Palestine. 

One recurring motif is how impossible it is to compile a total picture
from a glut of fragments and details, of making a clear and comprehensi-
ble survey of our current overstrung world. ‘As always, there are more
invisible things than visible, and the invisible things are the fundamen-
tal ones,’ says one character. The author also uses secret codes and sym-
bols. For example, the page numbers run from 666 (the number of the
Beast) to zero, the ‘black hole’ into which everything disappears. The
typography is also assigned a separate function. The initial ‘V’ of ‘virus’,
for example, also refers to the hope for a new future for the totally conta-
minated world of today.

Peter Verhelst has produced a tour de force. With its unusual structure
and strong cinematic composition, Zwerm is overwhelming. Its concepts
are strong and exciting, and its style powerful and enthusiastic. Its puz-
zling, fragmentary plot lacking any conclusion, a striking example of
present-day modernist prose, without precedent. This is a book that will
find its own public.
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Margriet de Moor

Sturmflut

The German translation of
Drowned by Margriet de Moor
was published by Hanser. ‘Her

best novel. (...) A penetrating and
exciting book based on accurate

research.’ wrote Susanne Kunckel
in Welt am Sonntag. 

The novel was translated by
Helga von Beuningen.

Hugo Claus
Fámy

(Rumours)
Translated into Czech by Olga Krijtová 

for Paseka

Louis Couperus
Inevitable

(Langs lijnen van geleidelijkheid)
Translated into English by Paul Vincent

for Pushkin Press

Willem Elsschot
Bondfångst

(Lijmen; Het been)
Translated into Swedish by Per Holmer

for Lind & Co

Hella S. Haasse
Mata kunci

(Sleuteloog)
Translated into Indonesian 

by Widjajanti Dharmowijono for Metafor

Willem Frederik Hermans
La casa vuota

(Het behouden huis)
Translated into Italian by Laura Pignatti

for bur/ rcs Libri

Arthur Japin
In Lucia’s eyes

(Een schitterend gebrek)
Translated into English by David Colmer 

for Alfred A. Knopf

Tim Krabbé
La hija de Kathy

(Kathy’s daughter)
Translated into Spanish by Isabel-Clara 

Lorda Vidal for Salamandra

Doeschka Meijsing
L’ Ours et le chasseur
(Beer en jager)
Translated into French by Xavier Hanotte 
for Estuaire

Harry Mulisch
Süreç
(The procedure)
Translated into Turkish by Ahmet Arpad 
for Dogan Kitap

Nescio
Le pique-assiette et autres récits
(De uitvreter, Dichtertje, Mene tekel,Titaantjes) 
Translated into French by Danielle Losman 
for Gallimard

Gerard Reve
Mère et fils
(Mother and Son)
Translated into French by Marie Hooghe 
for Phébus

Philibert Schogt
Daalder’s chocolates
(Daalder)
Translated into English by Sherry Marx-
Macdonald for Thunder’s Mouth Press

Simon Vestdijk
Der kupferne Garten
(De koperen tuin)
Translated into German 
by Marianne Holberg for Arche

Most of these books were covered
previously in our 10 Books brochures.
For a complete list of translations of
Dutch fiction, please consult our
website: www.nlpvf.nl

nlpvf
Singel 464
nl4–41017 aw Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 620462461
fax +31 20 620471479
e-mail office@nlpvf.nl
website www.nlpvf.nl

vfl
Generaal Capiaumontstraat 11/5
b4–42600  Berchem
tel. +32 3 270431461
fax +32 3 270431460
e-mail info@fondsvoordeletteren.be
website www.fondsvoordeletteren.be
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