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Ri Cossée-Bommeljé



Eva Cossée

My mother (Ri Cossée-Bommeljé, 1919 – 2011) had to break off her studies 
during the German occupation of the Netherlands. Then she met my father 
and supported him in his resistance activities. After the war she continued 
her education, looked after their three children, worked as a Religious Studies 
teacher, learned seven languages, and read (almost) everything.

She liked to read books by and about independent women. Ida Simons, Josepha 
Mendels, and Dola de Jong were amongst her favourites.

Many years later, after my mother’s death, as I was clearing out my parents’ 
house, I came upon these novels again. They were where they had always been; 
in her bookshelves. I took them home with me, and when I reread them I 
immediately understood why my mother had recommended them to me at the 
time.

We decided to republish these novels at Uitgeverij Cossee. All of them to great 
critical acclaim, and sometimes also overwhelming sales.

my mother’s bookshelf
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“In the US we say: 
getting old is not  

for sissies.”

dola de jong

Dorothea Rosalie de Jong (1911 –  2003)  
always dreamt of being a dancer, to the dis-
may of her father, who wanted to send her 
to a boarding school. Eventually, he let her 
intern as a journalist at the Nieuwe Arn-
hemse Courant, a newspaper which owed 
him money. Her career there was short-
lived, however: when the editor called 
late one night with the request she covers 
 a murder, her father hung up angrily and 
forbade her to go back to work. Thus, Dola 
was finally allowed to go to a school for 
dance: Lilly Green, where Audrey Hepburn 
later also took classes.
	 Dola’s writing career began as a way to 
earn some extra money. She wrote for glos-
sies under the pseudonym Sourit Ballon. 

Slowly, her career as a writer began to kick 
off. At the same time she felt less and less 
at home in the Netherlands. In 1940, Dola 
got her hands on a visa and fled to Tan-
giers. She later moved to the United States, 
and started writing again. Dola explored 
many genres, producing children’s books, 
novels, and short stories. At the end of the 
war, she wrote The Field, which was an in-
stant success, and received the Edgar Allen 
Poe Award for her thriller The Whirligig of 
Time (1964).
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THE FIELD 
Aart and Lies fl ee the Netherlands just before the out-
break of World War II. They take in several children who 
lost their parents, and the group ends up in Tangiers.
 Trying to survive off barren land  without help  and 
with the children feeling homesick, The Field shows the 
disruptive effect of war on the lives of refugees.

272 pages | 76,000 words | published in 2015

Rights Germany (Kunstmann), Arabic (Al Kotob Khan), 

Norway (Aschehoug), Sweden (Nilsson), Denmark (Turbine), Czech 

Republic (Pistorius & Olsanská), World English (Transit Books),    

France (Les éditions du typhon) | Material Full English text available

THE TREE AND THE VINE 
Two very different girls share an appartment in Am-
sterdam; reckless Erica, a young journalist who pursues 
passionate affairs with various women, and shy Bea, 
who leads a quiet life.
 Erica, who believes herself to be half-Jewish, pass-
es on the opportunity to fl ee to the United States just 
before the outbreak of World War II. Bea discovers her 
feelings for her friend are growing stronger, but denial 
and shame keep her from acknowledging her affection.

244 pages | 40.000 words | published in 2017

Rights Sweden (Nilsson Förlag), Czech Republic (Pistorius & 

Olsanská), Spain (Siruela), World English (Transit Books), Italy (La 

Nuova Frontiera), Poland (ArtRage), France (Les éditions du typhon)

| Material Full English text available



DANCE AROUND THE HEART
Dancing is their life. When music journalist Wouter 
sees the dazzling ballerina Luca on stage, he immedi-
ately falls in love. Though after their marriage, Wouter 
tries to keep his wife from dancing. Luca’s best friend, 
Enny, teaches at a dance school, together with her part-
ner Peter. 

Dola de Jong, chose against her father’s wishes – 
who thought dancing was the equivalent of prostitution 
– and became a professional dancer. In Dance Around 
the Heart, she describes the world of a group of creative 
young people in the 1930s. Their struggle with the pre-
vailing norms and values is timeless.
208 pages | 47,500 words | published in 2022

‘The ballet, in particular everything that surrounds it, is depicted convincingly. It’s almost 
like you’re in the dressing room with the dancers. This is how de Jong draws you in. 
– de Volkskrant on Dance around the Heart

‘Whereas Patricia Highsmith’s The Price of Salt notoriously provided a lesbian romance 
with a happy, or at least hopeful, ending, The Tree and the Vine accomplishes something 
bolder: It normalizes its characters’ unhappinesses, showing them to be just as complica-
ted as anyone else’s.’
– The New York Times on the English edition of The Tree and the Vine

‘Dola de Jong portrays with precision and ease a generation that through the violence of 
Nazi terror has been irretrievably marked. Frighteningly up-to-date.’ 
– Die TAZ on the German edition of The Field
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‘This is first and foremost 
a story of self-liberation, 
of resistance against fate. 
The intensity makes clear 

this novel was written 
from the bottom of the 
author’s heart.’ – De Groene 

Amsterdammer on My Name Is Sita

bea vianen

Bea Vianen (Suriname, Paramaribo, 1935-
2019) was for several decades the most 
read writer of Suriname, on both sides of 
the Atlantic Ocean. In colonial Suriname 
when women (East Indian women in par-
ticular) had no voice, she stood up and  
delivered extraordinary literary produc-
tions that painted a keen and critical pic-
ture of Suriname at the time.		
	 My Name Is Sita (1969), in which she 
describes the sense of suffocation in her  
native country with extraordinary sharp-
ness, became a classic both in the Nether-
lands as well as Suriname. My Name Is Sita 
was followed by Encaged in 1970 which 
was equally received with much praise.  
Vianen wrote prose as well as poetry about 

her relationship with the Surinamese pop-
ulation, her Hindu heritage, and beauty 
and oppression in Suriname, controlled by 
its colonial past. She divided her time be-
tween Suriname and the Netherlands and 
lived to be 83.



MY NAME IS SITA 
My Name Is Sita is the coming-of-age story of a young 
girl  who fi nds her way to adulthood and emancipation 
in 1950’s Suriname, a country torn apart by ethnic and 
religious divisions. After her mother’s passing, Sita has 
to take care of her authoritative father and little brother  
while fi ghting for a place within society. When she fi nds 
herself pregnant with her neighbour’s child, however, 
she has no other option than to marry him. It puts an 
end to a future  in which she would fi nally be free.

224 pages | 54,000 words | published in 2021 

Rights Germany (Transit), VS/Canada (Sandorf Passage)

Material English sample and German translation available

ENCAGED
It’s the early seventies. In a neighborhood of Para-
maribo, the Hindustani, Javanese, Muslim, and Creole 
communities live side by side. But to what extent are 
they living together? When a town offi cial is murdered, 
the neighborhood becomes the backdrop of a large-scale 
uprising. We follow Nohar, Roebia and Raymond in 
their plight to resist the postcolonial government.

Encaged is a gripping novel and interesting addition 
to contemporary conversations on identity, in which
Bea Vianen portrays the diversity of Surinamese society 
with verve.

320 pages | 75,000 words | published in 2022

Material English sample available



Promoted by the Dutch Foundation for Literature. For translation grants visit letterenfonds.nl/en/grants 
For more information, please contact Stella Rieck: rieck@cossee.com

“ I don’t want to  
walk on the treadmill  

of civilisation!” 

henriette roosenburg

Henriette Roosenburg (1916 – 1972) was 
part of the Dutch resistance during World 
War II. Much like Eva Cossée’s mother, 
Henriette quit her studies after the nazis 
invaded the Netherlands in 1940 and 
joined the resistance. 
	 Through friends, Jet got involved with 
the underground press Vrijheid (later Het 
Parool), for which she collected news. 
In 1943, she helped Piet Gerbrands and  
resistance group Fiat Libertas (“Let there 
be freedom”) assist Allied pilots across 
the border to Belgium. She made so many 
trips across the border, it earned her the 
nickname “Zip”. 
	 Eventually, Jet was betrayed, arrested, 
and sentenced to death. She was shipped 

from one prison camp to the next, mira-
culously escaping her death sentence each 
time.
	 After the war, Roosenburg emigrated 
to the United States, where she worked for 
Time/Life as a journalist. After sharing 
the tale of her journey homeward, her  
colleagues encouraged her to write it down. 
The Walls Came Tumbling Down first  
appeared as a periodical in The New Yor-
ker, and was so well-read that it was re- 
published by Viking as a memoir. Roosen-
burg’s publisher called it “an absolute 
knock-out”: it was an instant bestseller.	



Why your colleagues love this: 
“It’s a gripping tale of a heroic end-
of-war and post-war odyssey, told with 
great attention to detail, in which the re-
lationship between the four returnees is 
as important as what they observe and 
experience.” – Scribe

“Wow, a real reading experience. An un-
usual perspective on Germany in the 
Zero Hour, and so much bravery and 
humanity despite all the misery.” 
– Aufbau

THE WALLS CAME TUMBLING DOWN
Towards the end of World War II, Joke, Nel, Dries and 
Zip are sent from one German camp to another, further 
and further away from their home country: the Nether-
lands. But suddenly the rumour of Hitler’s death starts 
spreading. The next morning an unknown guard opens 
the doors and a truck with Russian soldiers arrives. 
 The foursome decides to travel home by boat. Along 
the way, they’re faced with the aftermath of the war: 
plundering soldiers, scarce food supplies, and many 
Germans refusing to offer a place to stay.
 How do you start a journey when the roads are 
blocked? Who can you trust in a country where the Nazi-
regime has only just fallen? 

288 pages | 80,000 words | published in 2020

Rights Germany (Aufbau), World English (Scribe), Italy (Fazi Edi-

tore), Spain (Altamarea), Albania (Dituria) | Material Full English 

text available
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“I don’t think ahead. 
I don’t think. 

I write.”

josepha mendels

Josepha Mendels (1902 – 1995) grew up 
in a Jewish Orthodox family. In 1936, she 
left the Netherlands for Paris and started 
working as a journalist. As World War II 
broke out Josepha fled to London, where 
she worked for the radio broadcast of the 
Dutch government in exile. In this period 
she published Rolien and Ralien, her first 
novel. The manuscript for this debut was 
almost lost forever when Mendels’ back-
pack, which contained the book, was stolen 
during her flight to the United Kingdom. 
Luckily, she had saved a copy in Paris and 
managed to finish the book.
	 She then published I Told You So. It is 
her only novel set during World War II. 
	 Mendels also wrote for magazines and 

newspapers, and was known for always giv-
ing her candid opinion, specifically when it 
concerned female sexuality. Because of this 
she is seen as an instigator of the Dutch 
‘70s wave of feminism. A large part of her 
work is based on her own experiences and 
she has a fragmentary, humoristic and in-
tuitive writing style. Josepha Mendels re-
ceived the Anna Bijns Prize for the Female 
Voice in Literature for her  entire body of 
work in 1986.



I TOLD YOU SO
The year is 1943: the war starts to close in on the Nether-
lands  and hiding is dangerous. Frans and Henriëtte deci-
de to fl ee to London, where they meet each other by chan-
ce. Cut off from their homeland, they jump head-fi rst into 
their new lives – and  a serious love affair.  

They create a unique way of living together and the 
temporary state of their affair makes it even more speci-
al. They know this will not last forever. When the war is 
over, Frans will return to his family in the Netherlands. 

A novel about the cruel necessity of love during the 
harshest times, full of sharp  observations and beautiful 
sentences.

224 pages | 64,000 words | published in 2016

Rights Germany  (Wagenbach) | Material English sample and 

German translation available

ROLIEN AND RALIEN
Rolien, the youngest of three sisters, is not 
taken seriously by her siblings. She feels left out  and 
therefore makes up her own playmate Ralien to keep 
her company. This ultimately takes over her life.

When the book was fi rst published, the press 
thought it was dangerous because of its display of the 
many layers of female friendship. Even today, Rolien 
and Ralien remains a fascinating coming-of-age novel. 
It has been referred to as the fi rst female Bildungsro-
man and a high point of Dutch LGBTQ-literature.

224 pages | 43,000 words | published in 2017

Rights Germany (Wagenbach) | Material English sample and 

German translation available
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“Women aren’t free. 
They’re brought up this 
way: to marry and have 

a family. I am absolutely 
not in favour of this.”

a.h.nijhoff

During her time in high school, A.H. Nij-
hoff (1897 – 1971) was infatuated with Mar-
tinus Nijhoff, an older boy with a bohemian 
lifestyle. They started dating, and when she 
was eighteen she became pregnant with 
his child. They married under pressure of 
Martinus’ family – a well-known family of  
publishers.
	 But Netty was not made for Martinus’ 
lifestyle. In 1920 she left for Paris with 
her four-year-old son and started writing 
her first novel. Eventually, she returned to 
Martinus, but the relationship was troubled. 
They travelled to Italy together, but when 
Martinus left, Netty stayed. She lived in 
Italy for five years before moving back to 
Paris, where she met British artist Marlow 

Moss. Marlow gave Netty the inspiration 
and peace she needed to write a novel. Two 
Girls and I was first published in 1930, in 
episodes. Netty purposely chose a neutral 
pseudonym – A.H. – so she wouldn’t be 
discarded as one of the many “lady writers”.
	 Critics were upset by Nijhoff’s debut, 
shocked by the free sexuality and hints at 
abortion and homosexuality. Fellow wri-
ters, however, hailed A.H. Nijhoff as a great 
new literary talent. The book was seen as a 
unique piece of writing in Dutch literatu-
re, differing greatly from the novels at the 
time.



“A melancholic and sweltering novel.” 
– Trouw

“For today’s readers, this novel by A.H. 
Nijhoff is a beautiful psychological por-
trait of an older man whose live is deter-
mined by a friendship to two indepen-
dent women.” – Literair Nederland

“Nijhoff breaks into the souls of people 
who lived out-of-the-ordinary lives. The 
story meanders melancholically, but ne-
ver gets boring.” – Humo

TWO GIRLS AND I
Two young girls and their relationship with a much 
older doctor, a Frenchman with a showy young lover, 
a foul-mouthed colonel, a moody nurse, allusions to a 
lesbian affair, abortion, and drugs. In short; a novel by 
an author who couldn’t care less about conventions and 
who wanted to be in charge of her own life – and all 
this in 1931. 
 The characters encounter each other by coincidence, 
in a remote town on the Southern coast of England. The 
décor is a small hotel and a beach house, rocks and rain, 
green-grey water and a little strip of sand. A.H. Nijhoff 
observes and analyses the complex development of their 
relationships. She carefully sketches how throughout 
the years, they meet again, much more experienced and 
disillusioned, ready for new developments.

288 pages | 78.000 words | published in 2018

Material English sample,  Danish translation available
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“Make sure you stay 
original and don’t 
imitate others.”

ida simons

Ida Simons (1911 – 1960) was a writer and 
pianist. She came to the Netherlands with 
her parents during World War I. Ida was 
well-known for her intelligence, her irony 
and her mockery, which could be sharp but 
was never intended to hurt her sparring 
partners. She began her career as a pianist 
at the age of 19 and garnered success all 
across Europe. 
	 Her rise to fame came to an end with 
the German invasion. Simons was depor-
ted to Westerbork and then Theresienstadt, 
along with her family. After the war, she 
started performing again but found that 
she was no longer able to live the deman-
ding life of a performing artist.
	 She then began to write, resulting in 

one volume of poetry, two novellas, and 
two novels. Her first, 
A Foolish Virgin was published in 1959 
and was highly regarded at the time. In 
1961, Like Water in the Desert was publis-
hed posthumously.
	 Unfortunately, Simons’ work was for-
gotten after her untimely death. Since her 
rediscovery in 2014, her work has been 
widely read and translated into more than 
twenty languages.



A FOOLISH VIRGIN
A Dutch classic about the young girl Gittel, who grows 
up in the Jewish community of Antwerp in the late 1920 s 
and early 1930 s. As a respite from her parents’ cat-and-
dog life, Gittel develops a passion for the piano. 

Gittel learns her fi rst lessons of life when her infi nite 
trust in older friend Lucie is violated. Simons describes 
the vulnerable relationship between two girls: who, won-
ders Gittel, can be trusted in this world of impostors?

208 pages | 45,000 words | published in 2014

Rights Armenia (Antares), Brazil (Alfaguara), Catalan (Proa), 

Czech Republic (Pistorius & Olanská), Denmark (Klim), Finland 

(Gummerus), France (Belfond), Germany (Luchterhand), Iceland 

(Bjartur), Israel (Yedioth), Italy (Rizzoli), Norway (Pax), Romania 

(Polirom), Spain (Alfaguara), Sweden (Natur & Kultur), Turkey 

(Bence Kitap), World English (MacLehose), Russia (Knizhniki)

IN MEMORY OF MIZZI
The life of a mother and her son in the camp is hard, but 
when the Jewish doctor Herr Keppler asks if the boy li-
kes dogs, they both jump up. Keppler introduces them to 
Mizzi; not just a regular dog, a dog that smiles. Mother 
and son are both captivated by her. You wouldn’t expect it, 
Keppler explains, but many animals are kept in the camp 
– until they are discovered.

As long as she can, Mizzi smiles at the prisoners and 
the sick,  the children and their parents. The reader of this 
amazing, almost fairytale-like story gets a rare insight 
into the daily life of those without prospects, and at the 
perseverance of those who fi ght for their existence.

64 pages | 6,000 words | published in 2015

Rights Germany  (Luchterhand) | Material Full English text available

Material Full English/German/

Spanish/French text available
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“Civilised behaviour 
doesn’t involve shouting, 

isn’t intriguing, 
doesn’t impose, and is 
therefore doomed to be 

disregarded.”

loekie zvonik

Loekie Zvonik (1935 – 2000), pseudonym 
of Hermine Louise Marie Zvonicek, stu-
died German philology in Ghent, where 
she first met fellow student Dirk de Witte. 
	 When Zvonik and De Witte met again, 
later in life they began a passionate affair. 
But De Witte had become a tormented 
writer, obsessed with the theme of suicide 
in literature. In December 1970, De Witte 
ended his own life.
	 This tragedy formed the basis for Zvo-
nik’s debut Who Was the Hatter? which 
was published in 1975. The serene, elegant 
style of Zvonik’s writing ensured the novel 
was hailed by many and cemented the au-
thor as one of the most prominent writers 
of her generation. 

	 It was surprising to many that Zvonik 
only published three novels during her 
lifetime. Instead of chasing fame, she pre-
ferred to simply live. “In every life, impor-
tant things happen,” she once said. “Some-
thing doesn’t become important only after 
it is turned into literature.” 
	 She retreated to a cabin in the south of 
the Netherlands, where she dedicated her-
self to her job and her family. As the years 
passed, every trace of the writer slowly 
disappeared.



“Who Was the Hatter? is a marvel of the 
literary art, a skillfully interwoven web 
of citations, references and themes, in a 
style that is masterful down to the last 
detail.” – de Volkskrant *****

“Zvonik’s prose has a serene and calm 
touch to it. It is precise but loving. What a 
sad, but beautiful and well written 
story.” – Literair Nederland

WHO WAS THE HATTER?
Didier and Hermine experience a short-lived affair while 
studying at the University of Ghent. By coincidence, they 
meet again  twelve years later, travelling to a congress 
in Vienna. Their past infatuation turns into an intense 
friendship, in which Hermine inadvertently becomes 
Didier’s muse. Didier is a classic romanticist  with a great 
fascination for the dark side of life. Even Hermine is un-
able to save him. 
 In this breath-taking chronicle of proclaimed death, 
Hermine reconstructs the last weeks of his life. In a se-
rene, elegant and subtle style, she tries to uncover his 
motives, ultimately trying to fi nd out to what extent you 
can love someone  while at the same time keeping your 
distance.

221 pages | 40,000 words | published in 2018 

Rights Germany (Luchterhand/btb)  | Material English sample and 

German translation available
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NameBea Vianen, 1935 in Paramaribo/Suriname 
geboren, 2019 in Amsterdam gestorben, wurde 
mit ihrem ersten Roman »Sarnami, hai« (1969, 
Querido) in Holland und in Suriname zu einer der 
erfolgreichsten Schriftstellerinnen. Das Buch, hier 
erstmals ins Deutsche übersetzt, galt und gilt als 
Klassiker und wurde 2021 mit großer Resonanz
neu aufgelegt. Als Tochter indisch-afrikanischer 
Vorfahren, die nach Suriname verschleppt wurden, 
erlebte sie die postkolonialen Verhältnisse eben-
so wie die autoritären, religiösen Fesseln einer 
hinduistischen Familie. 

Birgit Erdmann wurde 1969 in Frankfurt/Main 
geboren. Nach dem Studium der Kunstgeschichte 
und Niederlandistik in Marburg, Berlin und Ams-
terdam war sie einige Zeit für die Kulturabteilung 
der Niederländischen Botschaft Berlin tätig. Seit 
2010 ist sie selbstständige Literaturübersetzerin. 
Für den Transit Verlag übersetzte sie »Wir Sklaven 
von Suriname« von Anton de Kom und den 
Roman »Das indonesische Geheimnis« von 
Hella S. Haasse. Birgit Erdmann lebt in Berlin.

Foto der Autorin © Els Kirst
Umschlagabbildung: © Alamy Stockfotos,
Mädchen auf einem Boot, Suriname 1966
Umschlaggestaltung © Gudrun Fröba
Druck und Bindung: GGP Media GmbH
ISBN 978-3-88747-393.8

Sita wächst in den fünfziger Jahren in Suriname auf. 
Irgendwo zwischen Großstadt und Dschungel lebt 
sie nach dem Tod ihrer Mutter mit einem autoritären 
Vater und einem schweigsamen Bruder zusammen. 
Das Schweigen im Haus drückt sie nieder ebenso 
wie das Geheimnis, das ihre Eltern und Großeltern 
umgibt. 
Sita konzentriert sich auf die Schule, will mit der 
hinduistischen Tradition ihrer Familie nichts zu 
tun haben und ist auf der Suche nach einer eigenen, 
selbstbestimmten Zukunft. Die wird ihr zunächst 
verbaut, als sie schwanger wird und heiraten muss. 
Und sie steht vor der Frage: Ich oder die Familie?

»Bea Vianen schreibt große Literatur, straffe und 
schnelle Dialoge, ohne ein einziges überflüssiges 
Wort, eine großartige Wiederentdeckung.«
Algemeen Dagblad, Amsterdam

9 783887 473938

Hinter ihr fällt ein Apfel vom Baum. 
Fledermäuse kreisen über den Baumkro-
nen. Der weiße Nachtvogel stößt seinen 
mystischen Fluch aus. Im Gras Geraschel 
von Ameisen und anderen Insekten. Ein 
Straßenhund jault. Nur weiße Hunde mit 
schwarzen Flecken an Rumpf und Kopf 
können derart klagend jaulen. Jaulen über 
Hunger, Armut, Angst. Sie hört wieder die 
heisere, alkoholisierte Stimme Ajodiadeis, 
die ihr aus dem Fenster ihrer elenden 
Hütte etwas hinterherruft. Sie hält sich 
die Ohren fester zu. Ich will nicht, denkt 
sie. Ich will es nicht mehr hören. Nichts. 
Ich bin nicht mehr S. oder das Mädchen. 
Nicht mehr. Sita! Sita! Ich wage es jetzt, 
mich bei diesem Namen zu nennen. Weil 
ich weiß, was ich nicht will: Ersticken! 
Ersticken! Ersticken! Sie lächelt durch ihre 
Tränen hindurch.

Es beginnt zu regnen. 
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