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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Occasionally a book comes along that hits the sweet spot: 
one that is so beautifully written that you want to take your 
time savouring each and every word and yet is so com-
pelling, so captivating, that you are desperate to read it as 
quickly as possible, gobbling up sentence after sentence in 
breathless haste. And then when you are done you feel at a 
loss because you want more. 

Such a book typically works on a deep level by focusing 
on the small, delicate moments that make up our indi-
vidual lives, thereby revealing the authentic responses 
of those at its centre and, in so doing, renders the text 
intensely moving. But it also works on the broad level, con-
taining themes of great social interest, providing abundant 
insights, inciting revelatory and profound thoughts. The 
Assault is such a book. Simply put, it is genius.

This book is many things. It is the story about a terrible 
crime and the consequences that followed. It is an explora-
tion of memory, identity, guilt, history and the slipperiness 
of truth. It is also about coincidence, how one happen-
stance leads to the next and then the next. With that in 
mind, let me tell you about the series of coincidences that 
led me to this treasure. 

Not long ago, my wife and I were staying at a friend’s 
house outside of Florence, Italy. He was kindly letting us 
stay for a year so we could work on our writing. When 
we arrived, a little disorientated by our three days’ drive 
from England, our car crammed so full of belongings it 
was impossible to see out of the rear window, our limbs 
aching and stiff, we walked into the large wood-beamed 
kitchen and were met by the acquaintance of the daughter 
of our friend who owned the house. This acquaintance was 
Dutch and had been staying at the house for a week with 
his girlfriend. If this all sounds tangential and a little frag-
mented, it felt like it at the time. 
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Two days later this Dutchman was due to leave with his 
girlfriend and asked us what gift we thought he should 
get for our friend, the owner. We suggested a book. A few 
hours later, the Dutchman was back at the house package 
in hand. ‘It’s my favourite book,’ he said. Two weeks after 
that, our friend arrived and was delighted by the present. 
The following morning he came down to breakfast and 
said he had not slept, having spent the whole night con-
sumed by the book. ‘You must read it,’ he said. Which we 
did. And we, too, were captivated. The book was, of course, 
The Assault by Harry Mulisch. 

There was much I loved about this book. The elegant 
and efficient writing style, the fine portraits of fascinating 
human characters, the complexity of emotions, the sur-
prising plot twists. Right from the very beginning, when 
that first terrible crime takes place, and the body lays in 
the snow with the bicycle wheel spinning, and the central 
characters are faced with making a series of difficult 
choices each with a profound consequence, I was hooked. 
And then, came one extraordinary scene after another 
– I won’t spoil things by saying precisely what happens – 
which were so vivid to me that it felt like I was actually 
there, in the action, watching it all unfold in front of me. 
Gripping stuff. I didn’t want to stop reading. So I didn’t. I 
finished the book in one sitting.

Later, when we did some research, we were surprised 
not to have heard about the book and even more so when 
we discovered it was out of print in the UK. Which is why 
we then shared a copy with the team at Serpent’s Tail, who 
were also captivated. And here we are – a series of strange 
connections linked by a consistently powerful and over-
whelmingly positive response to a single text.

The book had a stratospheric start. It was first published 
by the distinguished firm De Bezige Bij in the Nether-
lands under the title De Aanslag in 1982. It sold more than 
200,000 copies within the first few months. It was soon 
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translated into more than sixteen languages and was par-
ticularly well received in the USA, receiving high praise 
from numerous media outlets, including John Updike in 
the New Yorker. The book was later adapted into a film 
under the same name and went on to win the Academy 
Award for Best Foreign Language Film in 1986. And then, 
as the decades tumbled and spun forward, it was, like so 
many other great books, lost in the wash of new titles and 
reprints that are released each year. Somehow, remark-
ably, egregiously, it went out of print.

Harry Mulisch (1927–2010) was born and grew up in 
Haarlem. He was just thirteen-years old when the Germans 
occupied the Netherlands in 1940. As it happens, he was 
the same age as one of the main characters in this book 
and living at the same time and in the same city. Perhaps 
more pertinently still, his mother was Jewish and was 
rounded up by the Nazis. She was rescued by his father 
who worked in a bank that handled confiscated Jewish 
assets and had good connections. Her mother, the author’s 
grandmother, was killed in the gas chambers. After the 
war his father was held in prison for helping the Nazis. ‘It’s 
a terrible paradox of the war,’ Mulisch would later say. ‘My 
father took great risks to save my mother and was later 
condemned as a collaborator.’ 

Along with Gerard Reve and Willem Frederik Hermans, 
Harry Mulisch is considered to be one of the ‘Great Three’ 
(De Grote Drie) of Dutch post-war literature. During his 
career he wrote more than eighty novels, plays, essays, 
poems, and philosophical reflections which were translated 
into more than thirty languages. He won the Anne Frank 
Prize in 1958, was shortlisted for the Booker International 
Prize in 2007 and, in a nationwide poll in the Netherlands, 
his novel The Discovery of Heaven was nominated as the 
best Dutch book of all time. Mulisch lived in Amsterdam 
from 1958 till he died in 2010, aged eighty-three. He had 
three children, two by his wife Sjoerdje Woudenberg (they 
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did not divorce, remaining good friends) and the third by 
his partner Kitty Saal. ‘We all grew up with him,’ said the 
Dutch prime minister, Mark Rutte, following his death: 
‘Mulisch presided over Dutch literature. This is the end of 
an era.’

The translator Claire Nicolas White (1925–2020) also 
grew up in the Netherlands. She was born in the small 
village of Groet before moving with her family to France. 
When she was fourteen, she and her parents (her father 
was a stained-glass painter and her mother a sculptor) 
fled the Nazis and found refuge in New York. Later, she 
attended Smith College by which time she had fallen in 
love with the English language. Indeed, she wrote a poem 
celebrating this romance: ‘But English I wed for better or 
worse / my reality, my daily companion.’ Later, she set up 
home with her husband in St. James, Long Island, New 
York. She had four children, the youngest, Natalie, died 
in a car accident when she was only 17. White, therefore, 
knew something of the language of grief. 

She was an accomplished and prolific author in her own 
right. Her publications include a family history, The Ele-
phant and the Rose; a memoir, Fragments of Stained Glass; 
and a biography, Joep Nicolas, His Life and Work. Her 
poetry appeared in the magazines the New Yorker, Paris 
Review and the Atlantic Monthly. In addition to The Assault, 
she translated two other important Dutch novels, The Van-
ishing by Tim Krabbé and My Father’s War by Adriaan van 
Dis. 

It was during a visit to Amsterdam that she saw a copy 
of The Assault in a bookshop. She was already famil-
iar with Mulisch’s work as she had previously translated 
one of his plays. She quickly devoured the book. ‘I was 
absolutely dazzled by its classical construction,’ she later 
recalled. Indeed, she was so impressed that she contacted 
the Dutch government department in charge of promot-
ing translations and learned that the American publisher 
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André Schiffrin had already expressed an interest in the 
book. She immediately reached out to Schiffrin, who she 
knew as a boy had also fled Nazi-occupied France, and 
soon it was agreed that she would translate The Assault. 
Another improbable connection leading to a consequential 
outcome.

So what is this book about? Mulisch says it ‘is a story of 
an incident’. On the simplest level, he is correct, but there 
is more going on here. This story is about how an incident, 
and the decisions and actions taken in response, can alter 
the course of a person’s entire life. It is also about how one 
incident can be read entirely differently by those involved 
and that such misunderstandings and gaps in memory can 
then initiate new trains of occurrences, insights and deci-
sions, for both good and ill. And, perhaps most intriguingly, 
it is about how, even though our lives are chock-full of 
moments, happenings and, yes, incidents, there are some 
that are so freighted with meaning that they rise about the 
rest, transcending the quotidian and the everyday, making 
one question the nature of fate, randomness, morality and 
life itself. In other words, while this book is indeed centred 
around the gripping drama of a single incident, it is also 
one of remarkable gravitas, depth and scope.

Simply put, this book is superb. So read it. I doubt very 
much that you will regret it.

Thomas Harding
Hampshire, UK, January 2024














































