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A strikingly insightful vision of life

Maya is an insomniac whom

2nothing and nobody can
help. She wanders the city at night
envying those who can take a good
night’s rest for granted. When her
boyfriend walks out on her, she meets
the equally insomniac, much older
Benoit, and they feel an immediate
mutual sympathy. She reminds him of
his mother, with whom he had a deep
but ambiguous bond6–6unknown to
him she was a prostitute which made
him a vulnerable outsider even in his
childhood. Maya recognises in him a

fellow-sufferer, and he helps to make her existence a little more bear-
able. Thanks to their clumsy expressions of despair, Maya ends up in
hospital and Benoit in a psychiatric institution where they each
encounter other unfortunate loners. Back outside again, the bewil-
dered couple is wafted back into each other’s vicinity, two outcasts
tending each other’s wounds. Verbeke relates Maya’s story with
Benoit’s, alternating their own interpretation and version of events,
chapter by chapter. This device allows Verbeke to bring their back-
grounds fully to the fore as well as the dramatic confrontation of both
their lives.

Annelies Verbeke writes about people one cannot help but feel sym-
pathy for, so poignant is their yearning for a normal life. At the same
time they realise that, with their expectations and longings, the
superficial outside world will not satisfy them. Annelies Verbeke uses
powerful, well-chosen metaphors to underpin her story and she is
penetrating in rendering her characters’ loneliness, impotence and
feelings of insignificance. Most surprising of all is the tone of the
book: simultaneously laconic, spare and poetic, with a dash of irony,
and nevertheless brimming with genuine sympathy. Slaap! is a con-
vincing novel in which the author uses the complex personalities of
her characters to pen a strikingly insightful vision of life and its expe-
riences.

Annelies Verbeke (b. 1976) studied Germanic
languages and literature and scenario writing. Her
scenario Dogdreaming was selected as ‘European
Pitch Point’ at the Berlin Film Festival in 2003.
This, her first novel was greeted with great enthu-
siasm in Flanders and the Netherlands, and
glowing reviews and numerous interviews have
attracted interest from outside the usual literary
circuit. Within months, the novel has been
reprinted several times and it is currently being
considered for a film adaptation. ‘My stories are
usually about the underdog,’ says Verbeke,
‘because to my mind, he is closer to the essence of
life, and is therefore more interesting in his quest
for his own truth. I want to move people, make
them laugh and give them a feeling of solidarity,
in the hope that this6–6even if only briefly6–6will
draw them a little closer together.’

publishing details
Slaap! (2004)
160 pp

rights
De Geus
Oude Vest 6
nl6–64811 hr Breda
tel. + 31 76 522 81 51
fax + 31 76 522 25 99
e-mail info@degeus.nl
website www.degeus.nl

Annelies Verbeke

Sleep!

Slaap! is the most impressive debut in Dutch literature
since Arnon Grunberg’s Blue Mondays. Read it!
nrc handelsblad

A literary phenomenon.
trouw

Funny, singular and moving (…) Insomniacs will feel less
alone for at least one night with Annelies Verbeke’s
debut.
de morgen

photo Stephan Vanfleteren
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publishing details
De joodse messias (2004)

rights
Vassallucci
Herengracht 505
nl6–61017 bv Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 623 02 70
fax +31 20 623 67 61
e-mail info@vassallucci.nl
website www.vassallucci.nl

other titles in translation
Blue Mondays (Blauwe maandagen). New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1997.
Also in German (Diogenes, 1997), in French (Plon, 1999), in Spanish (Mondadori,
1998), and in many other languages.
Phantom pain (Fantoompijn). London: Secker & Warburg 2003. Also in French
(Plon, 2003), in German (Diogenes, in prep.), in Swedish (Brombergs Bokförlag,
2002) and in Hungarian (Gondolat, 2002).
Silent extras (Figuranten). London: Secker & Warburg, 2000. Also in German
(Diogenes, 1999), in Italian (Mondadori, 2000), and in Spanish (Grijalbo 
Mondadori, 2000).

Arnon Grunberg (b. 1971) has been a
phenomenon ever since his debut, Blauwe
maandagen (Blue Mondays, 1994). His
books are read all over the world. He
writes as if the devil is at his back. Last year
he published the novel, De asielzoeker (The
Asylum Seeker) this year the novella
Monkey Grabbing Hold of Happiness, and a
anthology of travel columns. Arnon Grun-
berg lives and works in New York.

Jetblack triumph of folly

Arnon Grunberg

The Jewish Messiah

the press on the asylum seeker:

The Asylum Seeker is an exceptionally
oppressive book … Meanwhile we readers are
exceptionally lucky. Thank God. Arnon
Grunberg is only 32.
de groene amsterdammer

We are lucky that this writer has been
enriching the landscape of our literature for the
past six years.
pzc

No less than a masterpiece.
het parool

photo Klaas Koppe

‘Because his grandfather had served

7the ss with genuine enthusiasm and an
abiding belief in progress, the grandson also
wanted to serve a movement with enthusiasm
and belief in progress.’ This is the kick-off to a
slapstick story with a grim twist. The move-
ment that 16-year old Xavier Radek decides to
serve is Zionism. More specifically, his goal is to
console the Jews.

Initially, he thinks he has to accomplish this
by writing the Great Yiddish Novel. Later on, he
shifts his vision to politics. The first practical
step towards Judaism is becoming a Jew among
the Jewish. He joins the Jewish youth move-

ment in his home town of Basel, visits the synagogue, becomes a regular at the
home of the Rabbi’s large family, and develops a special friendship with
Awromele, the eldest son. The big consolation has started, and the big suffer-
ing. Xavier loses a testicle while being circumcised by a nearly blind circum-
ciser. The testicle ends up in a jar with nitrous acid and is baptized King David.
That moment marks the beginning of a roller-coaster ride, from Xavier
Radek’s tumultuous progress as consoler of the Jewish people, with King David
–6the Messiah reincarnate6–6at his side, to the absurdities the writer has in store
for us. In Israel, Radek develops into a formidable political leader at the level of
he-whose-name-we-cannot-speak. Having retreated to his bunker after
nuclear weapons have been put on engage, he comes to the final conclusion
that the only consolation is total destruction. In all its craziness, The Jewish
Messiah is a jet-black novel. Grunberg writes about a hopeless war in the only
sensible way; namely, through the triumph of folly. Nothing is sacred, noth-
ing is spared, all so-called identities are mocked, whether Jewish, the sexual or
masculine. Paedophiles, the autistic, anti-Semitics, rabbis, Arabs and
Kierkegaard-supporters: whores and whoremongers, all of them. Xavier tells
his beloved Awromele ‘Do not compete with mediocrity’ and ‘I want to baffle
the people.’

In terms of tempo and intrigue, Grunberg has reverted in The Jewish Messiah
to the more satirical style of his early novels, Blue Mondays and Silent Extras.
Considering the merciless view of the world he unfolds, one wonders whether
this ‘Great Yiddish Novel’ is not his version of the Satanic Verses.
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The difference between film and reality

In The Last Time the reader

2sees through the eyes of Yoko
Debondt, who has survived a seri-
ous accident the previous year in
which she lost her husband. Since
then, Yoko has been in ‘a no-man’s
land’, ‘a shadowy, grey waiting
room’. She finds support in a good
friend of the family, David, who is
amiable, well mannered and loyal,
but also a bit dull. One day, Yoko
picks up a scruffy hitchhiker,
Hichi, who’s completely different
from David. She takes him home

with her, feeds and clothes him and goes to bed with him, but
neither he nor David, will do as a replacement for her dead hus-
band. Besides, Yoko has meanwhile embarked on another phase
in life. As a young girl, she used to let men pick her up and take
her to a hotel for casual sex. Now she returns to this way of life,
although it is not always clear where her fantasy takes over from
reality. In this sex without tenderness or caress, she fathoms the
depths of her lust and libido, unencumbered by moral considera-
tions or fear of risks.

The story takes place in Antwerp, where an unbearable stench
is creeping across the city and making people physically ill. The
cause is sought down the drains, where Yoko, too, is heading. This
gives the book an allegorical perspective, as well as lending an
extra dimension to the fantasies. Hemmerechts believes that
norms and values forced on us by the film industry condition the
world of our emotional experiences, and she strongly rejects, for
example, the unreal sweetness of the movie Le fabuleux destin
d’Amélie Poulain.

In all her books Kristien Hemmerechts seems to follow the for-
tunes of her characters with as much amazement as the reader
himself. Her aim is penetrate reality, to find people’s concealed,
most powerful emotions and deepest longings. This is without
doubt one of her best novels.

Emotional relationships are often the central theme of
Kristien Hemmerechts’s (b. 1955) work, imperfect rela-
tionships between men and women, or between
parents and children. Her characters’ longing for secu-
rity and the fulfilment of profound but ill-defined
desires, lands them in an emotional labyrinth. Her
best known novels are Brede heupen (Wide Hips, 1989),
Zonder grenzen (No Boundaries 1991), Wit zand (White
Sand, 1993), Veel vrouwen, af en toe een man (Lots of
Women, a Man Now and Then, 1995), Margot en de
engelen (Margot and the Angels, 1997) and Donderdag-
middag. Halfvier. (Thursday Afternoon: Three Thirty,
2002).

publishing details
De laatste keer (2004)
286 pp

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

Selected titles in translation
Jeudi, 15 H 30 (Donderdagmiddag. Halfvier.). Paris: La Différence, 2003.
Das Lächeln der Engel (Margot en de engelen). München; Zürich: Diana
Verlag9/9Heyne, 2001.
Les hommes un peu, les femmes à la folie (Veel vrouwen, af en toe een man).
Paris: La Différence, 2001. Also in German (Diana Verlag9/9Heyne, 2002).
Im Garten der Unschuldigen (De tuin der onschuldigen). München; Zürich: Diana
Verlag9/9Heyne, 2001. Also in French (Actes Sud, in prep.)
Anatomie d’un divorce (Zonder grenzen). Paris: La Différence, 1999. 
Also in Serbo-Croatian (Prosveta, 1996).
Strandgut (Wit zand). Berlin: Ullstein, 1997.

Kristien Hemmerechts

The Last Time

An agreeably readable mix of satire and relational comedy,
a deconstruction of eroticism in a light-hearted packaging.
de standaard

The Last Time is an ode to fantasy, where real life doesn’t
matter for the moment and is even allowed to fall into disre-
pair: ‘the events were not a film that could be rewound or 
re-edited’, but dreaming is permitted and that’s where David
can continue to live, as can Hichi.
de volkskrant

In structure and style the novel is at one with the main 
character’s personality. The direction is clear cut, while yet 
a refined net of intertwined threads; lace woven from 
glistening nylon.
het financieel dagblad

photo Klaas Koppe
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publishing details
Hajar en Daan (204)
288 pp

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

Robert Anker, writer, poet, critic and Dutch teacher,
was born on 27 April 1946 in Oostwoud. He debuted as
a poet with Waar ik nog ben (Where I am, 1979). After
publishing several more books of poetry, he made his
debut as a novelist with De thuiskomst van kapitein Rob
(Captain Rob’s Homecoming, 1992). Twee novellen en
een brief (1992) received the F. Bordewijk prize. His first
big novel, Vrouwenzand (1998), is the portrait of a
generation as well as that of a man wondering whom
he has become and where he comes from. In 2002 his
novel, Een soort Engeland (Kind of England, 2001) which
is placed in the theatre world, received the Libris Prize
for Literature. Robert Anker lives and works in
Amsterdam.

Contemporary West Side Story

Robert Anker

Hajar and Daan

A sizzling, almost salacious book.
de volkskrant

This man can write (…) Robert Anker has managed in this
grand novel to broach the subject that has politics in the
Netherlands completely confused and reduce it to a doomed
love story between a Dutch man and a Moroccan girl.
algemeen dagblad

A stylistically cunning work. Anker writes rhythmical prose,
mixes long, meandering sentences with short ones, all the
while switching energetically between the present and the
future.
elsevier

photo Klaas Koppe

Hajar and Daan, a contem-
3porary version of West Side

Story written by Robert Anker,
opens with ‘The first time Daan
Hollander, a history teacher at
DataCare Secondary School in Ams-
terdam, fucked Hajar Nait Sibaha, a
junior honors student, she kept her
headscarf on6–6at his request.’ The
drama is introduced with such
immediacy: forbidden love if ever
there was one. Teacher9/9student,
white9/9black, non- religious9/9Mus-
lim, and it’s as if the fucking is

about the annexation of a piece of land.
The DataCare College in Amsterdam owes its idiotic name to the

generous gift from the chief sponsor Jimmy Pretzel, who, apart
from being a long-time friend of Daan’s, has made it in the world
of IT. Daan seems spineless and weak from the outset, indulging
in a joint between classes. But his passion for Hajar turns out to be
much deeper than even he expected. As the story unfolds, Daan
shakes off his ambivalent attitude and does everything in his
power to win Hajar’s love.

Anker takes a tongue-in-cheek look at a contemporary subject.
In part, he writes a psycho-realist novel about a teacher who gets
caught up in the web of an unattainable love for a seventeen-year
old Moroccan student, and this story provides him with the
opportunity to look ironically at the world of teaching as well as
the artists’ scene of Daan’s old friends. At the same time, as is obvi-
ous from the classic opening sentence, Anker is playing a post-
modernist game with an all-knowing narrator observing Daan
and his good intentions.

In Hajar and Daan, Anker has written an engaging love story and
a blunt portrait of our times.
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A contemporary love story

Although Rosenboom’s

82newest novel Point Shoes
is set in contemporary Amster-
dam rather than being histori-
cal, it is vintage Rosenboom. 
Its iron-clad construction and
strong plot ensure that the
story of the love of the appar-
ently dull Bijman for Esther, 
a woman he meets at tango
lessons, will haunt the reader.

As with Bepol, the ship-
builder of Rosenboom’s previ-
ous novel The New Man (De

nieuwe man, 2003), developments run away with Bijman (the
name means, literally, secondary man), a lonely man for
whom life only becomes exciting when he meets Esther.
Unfortunately the love is unrequited and she declares almost
immediately that she is in love ‘with an Indian.’ Esther tries to
keep Bijman at a distance when Shanna, her friend from India,
actually shows up in Amsterdam. 

Keeping Bijman at a distance turns out to be more difficult
than expected. He has become obsessed by her, checking every
evening whether the light in her room is on, and on one occa-
sion even breaking into her house and stealing her point
shoes. Without realizing it, he has become a stalker.

Rosenboom succeeds in engaging the reader’s humour
throughout as well as keeping him in suspense about the out-
come of Bijman’s abominable bungling. He even manages to
generate some sympathy for Bijman. The nuances of the book
make it both cruel and tender, funny and tragic. Fresh proof of
Rosenboom’s mastery.

publishing details
Spitzen (2004)
92 pp

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

other titles in translation
Offentlige arbejder (Publieke werken). København: Gyldendal,
2002. Also in English (Faber and Faber, in prep.), in German
(Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 2004), and in French (Stock, in prep.).
Das Liebeswerk (Gewassen vlees). Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp,
2000. Also in Spanish (Grijalbo Mondadori, 1998).
Eine teure Freundschaft (Vriend van verdienste). Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp, 1991.

Thomas Rosenboom

Point shoes

With evident and contagious pleasure Rosenboom lets his
initially unworldly character become more and more human in
this novella that has climax after climax of dramatic irony.
vrij nederland

A very entertaining love story with alternating seriousness and
humour.
de telegraaf

photo Jerry Bauer

Rosenboom (b. 1956) astonished both critics and readers
with his previous books, Gewassen vlees (Washed Flesh,
1994), a fat book about the diabolical character William
Augustijn van Donck, and Publieke werken (Public Works,
1999) about the tragic downfall of a nineteenth-century
pharmacist and a violin maker. Both were awarded the
prestigious Libris Literature Prize. The magic of Rosen-
boom’s great novels rests on a number of classical literary
devices perfectly implemented. The historical back-
grounds in Rosenboom’s novels are well documented and
convincing without getting in the way of the story. He
always has an ambitious main character, and a riveting
plot. In addition, Rosenboom’s style is polished, and 
trenchant, and he has a good eye for detail. This makes his
novels real page-turners with stories in which the charac-
ters are led to inevitable ruin in a subtle, often cruelly
humorous way. 
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publishing details
Casino (2004)
553 pp

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

Marja Brouwers was born in 1948 in Bergen-op-
Zoom and grew up in Breda. ‘I don’t come from the
kind of social background where people read books,’
she declared in an interview. At the age of sixteen she
was already earning her own living as switchboard
operator/typist in a lawyers’ office in The Hague. She
studied English and was a teacher for ten years. Her
first novel Havinck (1984), is the rather ironic story of
a successful lawyer whose wife commits suicide and
who then has to deal with his adolescent daughter.
The novel was well received, was reprinted several
times, and was made into a movie by Frans Weisz in
1987. Brouwers’ next two novels, De Feniks: een fami-
liekroniek (The Phoenix: A Family Chronicle, 1985)
and De lichtjager (Light Chaser, 1990) are also about
people who remain strangers to each other all their
lives.

A black comedy about human failings

Marja Brouwers

Casino

Phenomenal skill. (…) A dark masterpiece.
vrij nederland

A peerless novel. het parool

Casino is an intense fire stirred up by conflicting ideas,
startling insights, and razor-sharp, satirical observations
of a calculating and ice-cold era. de standaard

She digs and digs and then suddenly a sentence appears
which you want to read because it deviates, it surprises and
starts up wild thoughts. Therein lies the power of this work.
de groene amsterdammer

photo Eddy Posthuma de Boer

‘The great novel of the nineties
that no Dutch writer has yet

dared to attempt,’ enthused one
reviewer of Casino. Another cheered,
‘the engagé novel is back!’, adding,
‘the most important novel pub-
lished in Dutch in a long time.’
Because of its scope, plot, style and
daring structure, Casino is a book
that you can’t ignore. This time,
Brouwers’ aggressive irony and the
ruthlessness which she became
known for in her very first novel
Havinck (1984), zoom in on Rink de

Vilder as he meets the slick young businessman Philip van
Heemskerk, a man who is way out of his league. Not that he minds
about that, as he sees himself as a perceptive journalist whereas Van
Heemskerk is out to make money. Yet De Vilder becomes increas-
ingly entangled in Van Heemskerk’s affairs, not least because of his
involvement with Van Heemskerk’s girlfriend Moura.

The complicated friendship between these two men and their
respective journalistic and business wheeling and dealing is daz-
zlingly based in the slick, hedonistic mentality that became big in
the nineties. Brouwers partly shows this background implicitly, by
closely following her characters in their comings and goings and
their thinking, and partly in passages that explicitly analyse and
elaborate on the seven cardinal sins, the history of sexual morality,
the right to a hearing as set down in the Dutch constitution, and
the tricky details of the Opium law, among others. It is a phenome-
nal novel.

Although Brouwers emphasises in her interviews that she is
‘only’ a writer and not a documentary maker or journalist, the bit-
ing portrait of the era that she creates in her novel invites questions
about the social background of her subject matter. ‘Before you
know it, you’re a Cassandra predicting the destruction of Troy,’
mutters Brouwers. ‘My way of saying something is to tell a story.’ In
Casino she illustrates this gift better than ever.
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Respectful, tender portrait

In The Doctor’s Bag

4 Leo Pleysier presents
Auntie Roza, an elderly mis-
sionary nun, talking about
her life in a convent in south
India and in the hospital the
order built up there from
scratch. What work she can
still manage she carries out
with great conviction, but
she is aware that times have
irrevocably changed. The
Indian government is tight-
ening its grip on the hospi-

tal, setting impossible demands on the recruitment of
Indian nuns and nurses. Her fellow-nuns’ attitudes too
have shifted, thanks to changes in the Church and in soci-
ety. Her bond with Belgium remains strong, but her family
ties have faded and during a recent visit ‘home’ she felt an
anachronism; she is ‘closer to God’ in India and this is
where she would like to be buried.

Roza disapproves of the worldly life of the French nuns
preferring to remember Astrid, her own energetic and sty-
lish Mother Superior. Astrid died of cancer. In the final
scene, Roza talks about how she restored Astrid’s body to its
pristine state, using the instruments from the beautiful
calf’s leather doctor’s bag Astrid had given her shortly
before her death; it is a symbolic and psychologically-
loaded metaphor for Roza’s yearning for original purity
and uncompromised integrity.

Pleysier uses the compact form of a novella, to confront a
woman with her origins, with growing secularisation and
with her own convictions. Soberly, sparingly, he creates an
empathetic portrait of a woman, grown grey from her life’s
work. It is a tender, respectful story in which Pleysier, as
always, nimbly and sensitively uses language to record dis-
tance and alienation.

Leo Pleysier first gained a wide audience with Wit is altijd
schoon (White is Always Nice, 1989), a wonderful tribute to a
dead mother, filling the ears of the author with an incessant
stream of words, as she lies on view. In subsequent books, De
kast (The Cupboard, 1991) and Zwart van het volk (Thick as
Flies, 1996) among them, Pleysier lets various family
members speak in their own idiom of their far from idyllic
childhood in the countryside and how they grew up to cope
with modern-day Flanders. The odd one out was De Gele
Rivier is bevrozen (The Yellow River is Frozen, 1993), the views
and recollections of Flanders of an aunt who has emigrated
to China and India, and has become painfully alienated from
her roots. The family cycle is rounded off with Volgend jaar in
Berchem (Next Year in Berchem, 2000), in which the father, a
controversial figure of their youth, is discussed at family
gatherings and the narrator himself wisely keeps silent in
the orchestra of voices. Pleysier’s work has won numerous
awards, the Belgian National Prize for Prose among them.

publishing details
De trousse (2004)
74 pp

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

other titles in translation
Der gelbe Fluß ist gefroren (De gele rivier is bevrozen). Berlin: Berlin
Verlag, 19979/9Rowohlt Taschenbuch Verlag, 1999.
Schwarz vor Volk (Zwart van het volk). Berlin: Berlin Verlag, 1999.

Leo Pleysier

The Doctor’s Bag

In Pleysier’s extraordinary work language is not a tool but a raw
material, the clay from which the characters mould themselves
without the intervention of a narrator.
de volkskrant

Thanks, in particular, to Pleysier’s phenomenal feel for language
and timing, the monologues are a joy to read.
trouw

Pleysier, more than anyone, was aware that his ode to this woman
would sound most joyful when his words were chosen from the
domain of the still and restrained. This book is a masterpiece.
leeuwarder courant

photo Serge Ligtenberg
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publishing details
De laatste dichters (2004)
443 pp

rights
Atlas
Herengracht 481
nl6–61071 bt Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 524 9800
fax +31 20 627 6851
e-mail atlas@vug.nl
website www.boekenwereld.com

Christine Otten (b. 1961), writer and music jour-
nalist, debuted in 1995 with Blauw Metaal (Blue
Metal) the story of a fifteen-year-old girl who is
initiated by her elder brother into the myste-
rious world of music and desire. In Lente van glas
(Glass Spring, 1998), the main character is
obsessed by musician John Cale. Otten believes
that people can only be really close to each other
through music, and music once again plays the
central role in her short story collection, Engel en
andere muziekverhalen (Angel and other Stories
About Music, 2000). Christine Otten’s interviews
with (pop) musicians are regularly published in
the cultural supplement of the prestigious daily
newspaper, nrc Handelsblad.

Jazzy Portrait of a Poetry Ensemble

Christine Otten

The Last Poets

Piercing and touching image of a fickle, black poets-
and music group.
nrc handelsblad

photo Roeland Fossen

In The Last Poets, Christine Otten
2writes about the lives of four Afro-

American poets who were popular in the
seventies and eighties: ‘The Last Poets’,
Uman Bin Hassan, Felipe Luciano, David
Nelson and Abiodun Oyewole. The
author creates an extraordinarily lively
image of fictionalized portraits, typed
tape recordings of conversations with
eyewitnesses, and lyrics9/9poems. Otten
does not use the poems to spice up the
story, rather she lets the words speak for
themselves. This approach adds that
shady dimension of life as it is6–6never

really comprehensible –6and against this background the texts vigor-
ously come alive. Fiction, poetry, and documentary make for a sizzling
and rhythmical mixture.

The Last Poets is about 450 pages, runs with incredible pace, and yet
every sentence is to be savoured. This white female author writes sen-
sual prose with all her senses, whether describing the crispness of white
cotton shirts or the putrid smell of having sex while being intoxicated.
Quite apart from its exceptional form, style and rhythm, The Last Poets as
a whole is powerful. Otten vividly conveys the unheralded heroism of
the Black American male artist who has more to contend with than his
white brother. ‘Fuck the race issue. I am an artist,’ Umar Bin Hassan
calls out at one point, and yet, when he hears the young generation rap-
pers use words like bitches and whores and pussy, he calls on Abiodun
Oyewole and says ‘We have work to do.’

In her previous book, Christine Otten deliberately searched for a liter-
ary form that was just as significant as a pop song. With this audacious
book she has succeeded in delivering a literary piece that resembles the
ingenuity of a well-composed piece of music. The book throbs through
your body long after you have finished reading it.
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Inescapable and moving

The Bastard Son is situated in 

2the second half of the nineteenth
century, a time that Uphoff evokes in
glorious multicolour. The writer sets
the conflict of biological and cultural
rights against the background of an
aristocratic milieu in decline, with the
bastard son of a landowner fighting 
for the right of the firstborn, pitted
against his younger half-brother. 

The bastard of Uphoff’s novel is Bas-
tiaan, son of landowner Maurice and
conceived on the daughter of the
blacksmith who lives in the carriage

house on the estate, the estate belongs to Arinde, Maurice’s wife.
Later, the couple have a descendant of their own, Thomas. He is angel-
ically beautiful but also a tyrannical child that is spoiled and adored
by everybody. Even though Bastiaan is initially refused entry into the
mansion, a friendship develops between him and Thomas, although
it is overshadowed by future rivalry. Which of them will inherit the
stately house and the land? Arinde fights for Thomas’ rights but 
Maurice thinks him much too frivolous and would rather appoint
Bastiaan as his heir. The reader already knows who inherits as at the
beginning we see Bastiaan taking care of the6–6now elderly6–6Arinde.

Even though the tragic ending comes as no surprise, the pure joy in
reading The Bastard Son comes from the carefully proportioned, fateful
twists in the story, the subtle characterisation, the descriptions of the
aristocratic milieu and the way in which Uphoff gradually shifts rela-
tionships. The Bastard Son has the allure of a classic tragedy, written
very poignantly6–6as inevitable as it is touching. With this book
Uphoff more than lives up to her status as one of the most talented
Dutch writers.

publishing details
The Bastard Son (2004)
90 pp

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

other titles in translation
Schlafkind (Gemis). Stuttgart, München: Deutsche Verlag-Anstalt,
2000.

Manon Uphoff

The Bastard Son

Uphoff  displays an irresistible narrative style in stories
demanding the life blood of a true writer. The behaviour
of the people she creates is authentic, not because they
are so recognizable but because the writer prescribes the
conventions so authoritatively, which is the only way to
make literature convincing.
de volkskrant

She is simply not capable of writing a page of dull, list-
less common prose.
eindhovens dagblad

photo Roeland Fossen

Manon Uphoff (1962) is widely praised for her terse
style and the condensed form in which she tells
her stories. Even though the short story and
novella are the forms at which she excels, Uphoff
has also written a fine novel, Gemis (Loss, 1997)
which, said the weekly journal Vrij Nederland,
‘Impresses us on every page.’ ‘The spirited and
original style gives the story its lightness, the flexi-
bility of the images gives it its weight.’ In 2002 the
first of a series of novellas was published, De vanger
(The Catcher). It has been made into a movie.



11

publishing details
Specht en zoon (2004)
142 pp

rights
Van Oorschot
Herengracht 613
nl6–61017 ce Amsterdam
tel. +31 20 623 14 84
fax +31 20 625 40 83
e-mail contact@vanoorschot.nl
website www.vanoorschot.nl

rights sold
Germany (Fischer Verlag, Frankfurt)

selected translated titles
Der weite Blick (De wijde blik). Salzburg: Residenz Verlag, 19959/
Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1997.
Das Museum des Lichts (Het museum van licht; en andere
essays). Salzburg: Residenz Verlag, 1999.
Uns fehlt nichts (Ons mankeert niets). Salzburg; Wien: Residenz
Verlag, 19969/9Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag,
1999. Also in Hungarian (Pécs: Jelenkor, 1999).

Willem Jan Otten (b. 1951) is a poet, essayist, and
playwright in addition to being a novelist, and his
novels are confessional. In his debut novel De man
van horen zeggen (A Man from Hearsay, 1984), the
sorrow of a man in mid-divorce who knows he is
indispensable gathers pace when it emerges that
the narrator has died. De wijde blik (The Broad
Outlook, 1992, short-listed for the ako Literature
Prize) is the confession of an adulterous spouse
who in the end is himself deceived. His next novel,
Ons mankeert niets (Nothing Wrong With Us, 1994),
is the speech of a doctor who has just heard that he
has to appear before a disciplinary committee for
allowing his predecessor to commit suicide.

A painting as narrator

Willem Jan Otten

Specht and Son

An marvellously crafted piece of work.
de volkskrant

A masterful stylist.
trouw

A fascinating novel that leads to reflection.
haarlems dagblad

photo Bert Nienhuis

In Willem Jan Otten’s new novel

2Specht and Son the canvas tells the
story rather than the young painter
Felix Vincent who has accepted a
bizarre commission. On the very first
page the canvas, ‘101⁄2 oz. linen pre-
primed’, measuring 120 x 200 cm, won-
ders: ‘How on earth can a mere canvas
covered with paint be tragic?’ The
story that follows answers this ques-
tion. The canvas witnesses Vincent,
called ‘Creator’, being asked by the fab-
ulously wealthy art collector Specht to
paint his adopted son Singer. So far

nothing special. But there is a catch: Singer is no longer alive. ‘Paint
my son,’ says Specht to Creator. ‘Make him alive. Forget his death.’

Creator accepts the offer, even after Specht has made the unusual
demand that no one is to know about the commission and ‘not a soul’
is to see the canvas. Once completed, the painting of the dead Singer
–6a reclining nude6–6is a masterpiece, and it exerts a mysterious attrac-
tion. The canvas drives Creator to sinister thoughts about what role
Specht, a well-known homosexual, may have played in Singer’s death.
In addition, the canvas drives him in a sinister way to commit adul-
tery right when Lidewijde, his own wife, is pregnant, apparently by
having glanced disobediently at the canvas.

Specht and Son is a story about incarnation, the creation of life from
death, and about belief in human knowledge and ignorance. Of
course Otten was aware of the novel’s symbolic connotations, filled as
it is with allusions to the book of Genesis and the New Testament.
When Specht asks when the painting will be finished, Creator
answers: ‘At Easter.’ However this is not a religious novel but a novel
about religion. Willem Jan Otten has sensitively put his subject matter
into an ingenious, unique, and exciting story full of unexpected twists
and turns.
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Recent publications

Oek de Jong
Hokwerda’s Child

Hokwerda’s Child was published

by Gallimard in France (translated

by Anita Concas) and by

Gyldendal in Danmark (translated

by Tim Kane). Rights were also

sold to Germany (Piper). 

‘With craftsmanship, literary

inspiration and virtuosity, Oek de

Jong portrays the minute self-

examination of his character Lin

as she tries to resist the power of

attraction of her dangerous lover.

The man who simultaneously

humiliates her and puts her on a

pedestal, and with whom the

game of love becomes a dance of

death.’ wrote Het Parool.

nlpvf
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tel. +31 20 620662661
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b 2600  Berchem
tel. +32 3 270631661
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e-mail info@fondsvoordeletteren.be
website www.fondsvoordeletteren.be

Oscar van den Boogaard
Pollen

(Julia’s Glorious Domain)
Published in French by Sabine Wespieser

Khalid Boudou
Il paradiso della cotoletta

(Schnitzel Paradise)
Published in Italian by Garzanti 

Arnon Grunberg
Fantomsmerter

(Phantom Pain)
Published in Norwegian by Damm & Søn

Hella S. Haasse
Tiro al cigni

(Shooting Swans)
Published in Italian by Iperborea

Willem Frederik Hermans 
Igavene uni 
(Sleep No More)

Published in Estonian by Huma

Niels ’t Hooft
Toiletten

(Toilets)
Published in German by Reclam 

Moses Isegawa
Snakepit 

(Slangenkuil)
Published in English by Alfred A. Knopf

Lieve Joris
Regreso al Congo
(Back to the Congo)
Published in Spain by El Cobre

Tim Krabbé
La grotte
(The Cave)
Published in French by Buchet Chastel

Vonne van der Meer
Verano en la isla
(Island Guests)
Published in Spanish by Maeva

Erwin Mortier
Meine zweite Haut
(My Fellow Skin)
Published in German by Suhrkamp 

Margriet de Moor
Virtuozul
(The Virtuoso)
Published in Romanian by Univers 

Leon de Winter
Le ciel d’Hollywood 
(The Hollywood Sky)
Published in French by Éditions de Seuil
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