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War and Turpentine 
Stefan Hertmans
Translated by David McKay 
Harvill Secker 



About the author  Stefan Hertmans is the prizewinning author of many works, including poetry, 
novels, essays, plays, short stories and a handbook on the history of art. He 
has taught at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Ghent, at the Sorbonne, the 
Universities of Vienna, Berlin and Mexico City, at The Library of Congress in 
Washington, and University College London. He was born in Ghent,  
where he still lives, in 1951.

About the translator  David McKay’s recent literary translations include War and Turpentine by  
Stefan Hertmans and Multatuli's classic Max Havelaar (a joint translation with 
Ina Rilke for NYRB Classics, to be published in 2018), as well as contributions to 
the Penguin Book of Dutch Short Stories. He also regularly works for the Van 
Gogh Museum and other major Dutch museums and publishers. He has given 
talks, led workshops, and written articles on translation topics, served as a judge 
for translation prizes, contributed to Dutch-English dictionaries, and acted as  
an adviser to the American Translators Association and the Dutch Foundation 
for Literature. He was born in Syracuse in 1973 and lives in The Hague,  
the Netherlands.

About the book  Shortly before his death, Stefan Hertmans' grandfather Urbain Martien gave  
his grandson a set of notebooks containing the detailed memories of his life. 
He grew up in poverty around 1900, the son of a struggling church painter who 
died young, and went to work in an iron foundry at only 13. Afternoons spent 
with his father at work on a church fresco were Urbain’s heaven; the iron  
foundry an inferno. 

  During the First World War, Urbain was on the front line confronting the invading 
Germans, and he is haunted by events he can never forget. The war ends and 
he marries his great love, Maria Emelia, but she dies tragically in the 1919 flu 
epidemic. Urbain mourns her bitterly for the rest of his life but, like the obedient 
soldier he is, he marries her sister at her parents’ bidding. The rest is not quite 
silence, but a marriage with a sad secret at its heart, and the consolations 
found in art and painting.

Discussion points  Fiona Wilson’s review in The Times describes the novel as ‘a rich, fictional 
memoir’. How does the book use fiction to tell the story of Urbain’s life?

  What does War and Turpentine tell us about memory and how we recreate  
the past?

  Later in his life Urbain finds solace in painting, and there have been many  
great war artists. How does the book explore the relationship between art  
and war?

  What different perspective does the book bring to World War One literature  
and our understanding of that time?

Themed reading  W G Sebald Austerlitz  
Sebastian Faulks Birdsong  
Eric Maria Remarque All Quiet on the Western Front  
William Boyd Any Human Heart 
Sebastien Japriscot A Very Long Engagement 


