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For Corry Le Poole-Bauer


From My Mother’s Library

by

Eva Cossée

My mother had to break off her studies during the German occupation of the Netherlands because she refused to sign her certificate of Aryan identity. She met my father through her church and supported him in his resistance activities. After the war she looked after their three children and continued her education, worked as a teacher, learned seven languages and read (almost) everything – preferably books of opinionated and independent women.

Ida Simons was a similar kind of woman. My mother gave me her novel, A Foolish Virgin, when I was fourteen or fifteen, and at the time I thought: she’s trying to encourage me to play the piano, to play like Gittel in the book, with passion and commitment.

Many years later, after my mother’s death and as I was clearing out my parents’ house, I came upon the novel again; it was where on her bookshelves it always had been. I took it away with me, and when I reread it I immediately understood why my mother had so recommended it to me at the time. As a young girl I must have been just as guileless and dewy-eyed as Gittel. In A Foolish Virgin Ida Simons describes convincingly the consequences of gullibility, and that even in the circle of one’s own family, it is sensible to make certain distinctions: who can you trust and who not; in whom can you have infinite confidence, or not; with whom can you discuss your hopes for life and for your future, and with whom should you rather not?

On my second reading I understood from the very first page why it had become a bestseller so soon after it was first published in 1959, and set on a level by critics with the work of Harry Mulisch and other literary luminaries. The musical tone, the stylistic fluency, the wit and the vivid portrait of a colourful Jewish community in the 1920s, now irrevocably a thing of the past, capture the reader’s attention from the very first page and hold it to the end.

Ida Simons was born Ida Rosenheimer in Antwerp, Belgium, in 1911, eight years before my mother. At home the Rosenheimers spoke German, English and Yiddish. With the outbreak of the First World War, the Rosenheimers moved to the Belgisch Park district of Scheveningen (The Hague), became Dutch nationals and lived very close to my parents. Ida Simons stayed there until her death. She married David Simons, a lawyer, and soon made a career for herself as an internationally celebrated concert pianist.

In 1941 the German occupying forces forbad Jewish artists from performing in public. Thereafter Ida Simons was only able to play in her home, or at the homes of friends. Since my parents hosted clandestine house concerts so that the artists could continue to earn a little money, it is conceivable that Ida Simons may have sat at our grand piano at home. Sadly there is no-one still alive who is able to confirm this.

The Simons were deported to Westerbork transit camp in 1943. The camp was a large and efficient industry, with agriculture and gardens, a laundry, post office, hospital, workshops, kitchens and warehouses. It also had a choir, an orchestra and a cabaret. There Ida Simons took part in chamber concerts, playing pieces by Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy and Gustav Mahler, among others.

One year later, Ida and David Simons, together with their son Jan, were brought to Theresienstadt on the penultimate transport, and on 5th February, 1945, they were told to prepare themselves for a long journey. They were transported in a normal passenger train to the Swiss border, through a Germany bombed to ruins. The travellers were told to remove the Stars of David from their clothing, the men were given shaving kits, and the women were told to doll themselves up with ersatz make-up. Ida Simons called it “the great miracle”. Today we know that this was a one-off action by Himmler, in which Jews were exchanged for munitions. When Hitler learned of it, he forbad any further such exchanges.

After the war Ida Simons endeavoured to continue with her musical career. But her time in the camps had damaged her health to the extent that she had to give up her profession after a tour across America. Back in Scheveningen she began to write, and she published a volume of poetry as well as several short stories. In 1959 she became a famous novelist overnight with the publication of A Foolish Virgin. The book was universally praised in reviews and chosen as one of three “Best Books of the Year”. Simons was already working on the sequel, a novel about Gittel as a grown woman, when she died suddenly and unexpectedly in 1960. That novel, Like Water in the Desert, was published posthumously and also found its way onto my mother’s bookshelves.

A Foolish Virgin (Een dwaze maagd) was reissued in the Netherlands in 2014, fifty-five years after its first publication, and once again found enthusiastic readers who embraced the author above all for her individual tone and her subtle humour. The novel has now been translated into twenty-two languages. My mother, who was also a teacher of religion, may have detected – with a wink – some celestial determination in all this. But for me the novel represents a very special legacy. It is a sadness that neither Ida Simons nor my mother were able to enjoy the international success of A Foolish Virgin.

*

Eva Cossée is the Dutch publisher at Uitgeverij Cossée of notable authors such as J. M. Coetzee, David Grossman, Gerbrand Bakker, Zeruya Shalev, Bernhard Schlink and Hans Fallada.


“Anyone is capable of restraining a desperate person at the last minute. You need to give them a cup of coffee or a strong drink at a suitable moment or tell them they’ll look unappetising or stupid as a corpse. The main thing is not to shirk that small duty; you have to have the coffee or the drink ready in your heart, as it were.”

Marnix Gijsen, The Man of the Day after Tomorrow
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“Found: the Dutch Stoner . . . A mustread book”
MARK KLOOSTERMANS, De Standaard
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