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ABSTRACT: The Cut Out Girl, by the Dutch-born Oxford professor Bart van Es, won the Costa Book of
the Year Prize in 2018. Written in English, the work deals with van Es delving into his own family history to
learn, inter alia, about his grandparents’ role in sheltering a young Jewish girl named Lien during the Second
World War in the Nazi-occupied Netherlands, and who later acted as her foster family. In sharing Lien’s story
with the world, van Es’s memoir proved controversial for its frankness, opening up discussions about a difficult
time in Dutch history. Though it looks back on real events, creative elements do occur within the book, especially
with regard to reenacting situations and conversations that occurred many decades ago. Noting the nexus between
memoir, life writing, and biofiction, this contribution zones in on one of the most important aspects of any book:
the title. The work’s unusual name refers to a description of Lien that cannot easily be rendered into other
languages; consequently, many foreign language editions have opted for different titles. In addition, the volume
also has a subtitle, which again provides interesting material for analysis. Hence, after providing an overview of
the work, its reception, and its translation into over a dozen languages, this study adopts a text-based approach,
seeking to compare and contrast the different translated titles of the book and to examine how they reflect various
facets of the book’s subject matter, characters, and setting.
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Introduction

The Cut Out Girl: A Story of War and Family, Lost and Found is authored by Bart van Es, professor
of English at the University of Oxford, where he is also a Fellow and Senior Tutor at St Catherine’s College
(University of Oxford, 2024). Originally from the Netherlands, he grew up in several countries before
pursuing an academic career in the United Kingdom. Written in English and first published in 2018, The Cut
Out Girl is an engaging and enthralling narrative. The reader accompanies the author as van Es delves into
his own family history to learn, amongst other many things, about the important role that his grandparents’
played in sheltering a young Jewish girl, Lien, during the horrors of the Second World War, as well as in
fostering her after the war had ended.

On 10 May 1940, the Nazi forces invaded the Netherlands, occupying the formerly-neutral country
until it was liberated by the Allies almost five years later on 5 May 1945 (Nederlands Instituut voor Militaire
Historie, 2024). As detailed in perhaps the most globally-renowned work of Holocaust literature, Anne
Frank’s Diary (Frank, 2019 [1952]), the German occupation proved devastating for the country’s Jewish
population. The overwhelming majority of Dutch Jews were deported to and subsequently murdered in
concentration camps located elsewhere in Nazi-occupied Europe: only a quarter were to survive the war (for
more information, see USHMM, 2024). However, unlike the rest of her own family, Lien survived the war
by being hidden by Dutch families. She later returned to the van Es family as a foster child (van Es, 2018a)
and indeed, she is still alive at the time of writing this article, almost eight decades later.

In The Cut Out Girl, van Es therefore weaves together multiple stories into a single work;
simultaneously, the book is the story of Lien and it is the story of van Es’s family and his own story in
searching for Lien. It is also the story of those people who helped to hide her during the war and, by
extension, it is also the story of a whole country, the occupied Netherlands under Nazi rule. As such, the
work can be considered as being situated at the nexus between memoir, life writing, and biofiction: in the
words of one reviewer, it “defies easy categorization” (Horn, 2019, p. 62). Indeed, though The Cut Out Girl
looks back on real-life events, creative elements do occur in the book, especially with regard to reenacting
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scenes, situations, and conversations which occurred many, many decades ago (see School of Advanced
Study, 2023; also van Es, 2023).

In terms of its reception, van Es’s book was highly successful among the reading public, and received
much media coverage in the United Kingdom and also in the Netherlands. The book was also the winner of
the 2018 Costa Biography Prize and, as the top-ranked of all the winners of the various section categories,
was also awarded the overall Costa Book of the Year Prize for that same year. Though it attracted well-
deserved recognition and visibility (see e.g., Coughlan, 2018), in some sectors van Es’s memoir proved
controversial for its frank nature, especially with regard to how it opened up discussions about a difficult
time (the Second World War) in Dutch history (University of Oxford, 2021). Subsequently, van Es’s book
has also attracted some scholarly interest and analysis (see e.g., Shirm, 2023) and — as will be analysed in
the present study — the work’s success was also noted by other publishing markets, leading to translated
versions appearing in a range of different languages and countries.

Research approach

As the above brief outline has sought to portray, The Cut Out Girl is a work rich in themes,
intertwining memory, loss, family, childhood, and identity. The topics that the book deals with can certainly
be viewed as sensitive, yet these complex and emotive issues are revisited in an open manner. At the macro
level, there is the story of the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands and Hitler’s evil attempts to exterminate
the Jewish people through the Holocaust; at the micro level, the story also deals with loss, abuse, and trauma,
as well as the legacy of these aspects in various forms. As mentioned above, van Es’s memoir has been
translated into many other languages, but the unusual title of The Cut Out Girl indeed poses a challenge for
translators, as book titles often do (see e.g., Nicolae, 2019). In addition, the volume also has a subtitle, A
Story of War and Family, Lost and Found, which provides additional scope for analysis from a translation
studies perspective.

The book’s title comes from a very important object which features in the work. This is Lien’s ‘poesie
album’, which is described (keeping the original Dutch term) as “a kind of poetry scrapbook that nearly all
girls in the Netherlands used to keep” (van Es, 2018b, p. 5). Lien’s scrapbook was given to her by her family
in 1940; by way of context, the Nazi invasion of the Netherlands had taken place in the spring of that year,
and the ruthless persecution of the Jews had already begun (see USHMM, 2024). In 1942, a couple of years
after she was given the scrapbook, Lien’s parents placed her in the care of the Resistance, where she was
passed between different families (including van Es’s grandparents) in various parts of the country over the
next few years. As van Es details, it was an extremely difficult time for Lien, but the safe houses helped her
to remain alive and avoid the fate of her parents who, she later learned, did not survive the war: they were
rounded up, deported, and then murdered in Auschwitz.

As such, the titular notion of a ‘cut out girl’ refers to a description of Lien that cannot easily be
rendered into other languages. It represents a metaphor of a picture or photograph which has simply been
cut out of something and somehow pasted elsewhere, just like the items in Lien’s scrapbook. It also evokes
memories of Lien herself and her childhood during those war-torn years: i.e., when she had to be removed
from her previous pre-war life as the daughter of loving parents, suddenly becoming a parent-less child
shuttled clandestinely around various places and forced to depend on strangers for all aspects of her
existence. Accordingly, Lien’s scrapbook (which, as van Es notes, she has still kept) is an item of great
significance, and its importance permeates the memoir as a whole. As one of the last tangible gifts from her
parents, it represents myriad things in the novel: it is a repository and a source of memories, a point of
departure for travels and discussions, as well as a chronicle. Indeed, as van Es noted in a 2023 lecture, his
original working title for his memoir was, in fact, ‘The Scrapbook’ (van Es, 2023).

With all this in mind, the aim of this article is to identify, compare, and contrast the different translated
titles of van Es’s book, examining how they reflect various facets of the book’s subject matter, characters,
and setting. As regards the method, the chosen approach builds directly on some of the researcher’s previous
work on this topic, which explored the various titles given to locally-made European variants of the popular
American reality television show, The Biggest Loser (see Hoyte-West, 2020). In centring firmly on a more
discursive text-based approach rather than a strictly theoretical analysis, attention should be paid, however,
to the important concept of situational equivalence and adaptation in book titles (see Vinay & Darbelnet,
1995, p. 39; also pp. 164-291). In addition, as Nord (1995, 2019) and others (e.g., Bobadilla Perez, 2007)
have underscored, among the key discriminatory features of literary titles should be that they are distinctive,
genre-conforming, attention-getting, informative, expressive, and attractive. There is a large body of
research on how the titles of literary texts are translated into different languages; in terms of practical studies,
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some of the many examples include a large-scale examination of how the names of English novels are
rendered into Indonesian (Ariansyah, Andriyanti, & Ashadi, 2024); translating the titles of Shakespeare plays
into Romanian (Macari, 2017); issues of translating literary titles from Russian into Italian (Remonato,
2022), as well as an interesting analysis of the different titles given to each of the three versions of British
children’s author Roald Dahl’s The BFG when translated into Romanian (Sraier, 2019).

The method for the present research study involved the researcher performing an online search to find
out the titles of the different translations of van Es’s The Cut Out Girl. This involved visiting the websites
of relevant publishers or commercial online booksellers (including various national versions of Amazon) to
see how the relevant title was presented on the front cover of the book in a given language version (for more
information on paratextual and/or peritextual aspects, see Genette, 1997, pp. 4-5). Accordingly, the title (and
where relevant, the subtitle) of each translated version of The Cut Out Girl was recorded in an Excel
spreadsheet, together with information about the relevant language. At the outset of the research project,
based on a case study document submitted for the United Kingdom’s 2021 iteration of the national Research
Excellence Framework (REF), it was believed that there were at least 16 versions of the book (University of
Oxford, 2021). Of this total, 15 editions were found (a Basque-language edition was not located). From this
number, three were in languages (Hungarian, Mandarin Chinese, and Marathi), which the researcher either
lacked any knowledge of or had insufficient knowledge to analyse the relevant title in accordance with the
aims outlined above. Hence, the present study is based on the titles given to various editions of the book
which have appeared in a dozen different tongues: all of these languages are originally European languages
(although they are now spoken on various continents), and represent three language families. In terms of
analysis, it should be mentioned that the researcher is a native English speaker (and is thus a non-native
speaker of the other languages), but has studied them (or closely-related ones) to an advanced level of
proficiency.

Findings: The Cut Out Girl in twelve European languages

Table: Renditions of the title and subtitle
Subtitle

Language Title

English (EN)

The Cut Out Girl

A Story of War and Family, Lost and Found

French (FR)

Une vie volée

Une histoire de guerre et de famille, perdue et
retrouvée

Spanish (ES)

La nifia del cuaderno

Catalan (CA)

La noia del quadern

Portuguese (PT)

A rapariga esquecida

Italian (IT) La ragazza cancellate -

Dutch (NL) Ver-geet-mij-niet Over het verborgen leven van een Joods meisje
Swedish (SV) Flickan med bokmdrket |-

Danish (DA) Et liv i skjul En dramatisk fortelling om krig, jodeforfolgelse,

splittelse og fortielser

Norwegian (NO)

Jenta med minneboken

En historie om krig og familie, et menneske tap tog
funnet

German (DE)

Das Mddchen mit dem
Poesiealbum

Polish (PL)

Dziewczynka z
wycinanki

Opowies¢ o wojnie, przetrwaniu i rodzinie

Russian (RU)

B nouckax Jlun

poiskakh Lin]

N

Ucmopusi o 6ouine u o0 cembe, YMpaweuHou U
o6pemennot [Istoriya o voyne i 0 sem'ye, utrachennoy
i obretennoy]

The above table presents the research findings of how the title and subtitle of the book were rendered
in the selected European languages. As the table illustrates, in addition to the English original, these comprise
translated versions in five Romance languages (French, Spanish, Catalan, Portuguese, and Italian), five
Germanic languages (Dutch, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, and German), and two Slavic languages (Polish
and Russian).

Focusing firstly on the twelve translations of the main title, The Cut Out Girl, a striking observation
was that many foreign language versions have opted for quite different renditions. Indeed, a direct (or literal)
translation of the English was maintained only in the Polish version, Dziewczynka z wycinanki.
Consequently, it became apparent that other aspects of the book were therefore highlighted in the translated
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versions — for example, in the German edition, the importance of Lien’s scrapbook as a crucible of memory
in the narrative is reflected in its title, Das Mddchen mit dem Poesiealobum, though — as in the English
original, Lien herself is not named. Similar iterations of this concept also feature in four other language
versions. These include the Spanish version, La nifia del cuaderno, and the Catalan version, La noia del
quadern, both of which can be translated as “The girl with the notebook”. Turning to Scandinavia, the
Swedish edition opts for Flickan med bokmdrket, or “The girl with the scrapbook™, thus harking back to van
Es’s original working title for the volume. The Norwegian translation goes for Jenta med minneboken, which
means “The girl with the book of memories”. Uniquely, the Russian translation, B noucxax Jlun [V poiskakh
Lin] (“In search of Lien”) identifies Lien in the title itself. This personalises not only the fact that Lien would
have been pursued by the Nazi occupiers as a young Jewish girl in hiding; in highlighting the notion of a
‘search’, it also draws attention to the multifaceted underpinnings of van Es’s quest.

The Italian (La ragazza cancellata) and Portuguese versions (A rapariga esquecida) of the main title
highlight the issue of being forgotten (i.e., the absence of memory), with a direct English translations of both
versions being “The forgotten girl”. And though the Dutch term ‘poesie-album’ features prominently in the
English original text, the translation of van Es’s memoir into Dutch interestingly does not mention this detail.
Rather, the chosen title is Ver-geet-mij-niet — “Forget-me-not”. In both English and Dutch, this term also
denotes the well-known small purple flower which, as Justyna Beinek states, was part of the emblematic
imagery of albums and scrapbooks in the past: “the omnipresent flower — the forget-me-not — that represented
the idea of eternal memory” (Beinek, 2004). Therefore, the Dutch title represents both a poetic metaphor
which evokes a bygone age of remembrance, as well as a direct link to an important physical item — i.e., to
Lien’s precious scrapbook. By way of contrast, both the Danish and French translations of the title make
reference to more practical aspects of Lien’s life during the war. In Danish, the title is rendered as Et liv i
skjul: “A life in hiding”. And in French, Une vie volée, “A stolen life”, also draws attention not only to Lien’s
‘stolen’ childhood during the war, but also to the manifold challenges that she faced in her adult life during
the immediate post-war era and beyond.

Turning to the book’s subtitle, A Story of War and Family, Lost and Found, it is notable that six of
the translations have opted not to feature the subtitle on the cover of the work: this includes four of the five
translations into Romance languages (Catalan, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish), as well as two of the
Germanic language translations (into Swedish and German). Of the six which have retained a subtitle, this
has been rendered in different ways. The French version, Une histoire de guerre et de famille, perdue et
retrouvée, can be said to be an exact translation of the English original, as is the Russian Hcmopus o soiine
u o cemve, ympauenHou u oopemennoi [Istoriya o voyne i o sem'ye, utrachennoy i obretennoy]. However,
the Norwegian edition, En historie om krig og familie, et menneske tapt og funnet (“A story of war and
family, a person lost and found”) even makes a slight addition, removing some of the ambiguity of the
English original by highlighting that it is a human being who has been ‘lost” and subsequently ‘found’.

Other language versions also interpret the original through the addition of more extensive explanatory
changes. These include the Polish subtitle Opowiesé o wojnie, przetrwaniu i rodzinie, which translates to “A
story of war, survival, and family”; the Danish version includes even more details of the narrative, with En
dramatisk forteelling om krig, jodeforfolgelse, splittelse og fortielser, informing the reader that the volume
is “A dramatic story of war, the persecution of Jews, separation, and concealment”. Finally, the subtitle to
the Dutch edition highlights that the book is Over het verborgen leven van een Joods meisje: “About the
hidden life of a Jewish girl”.

Of the six subtitles, five mention the war, with only the Dutch version not doing so. Added information
also features in three of the six renditions — for example, the Polish edition adds the notion of ‘survival’,
while both the Danish and Dutch versions draw attention to Lien’s Jewish origins as well as the issue of
being hidden or in hiding. Interestingly, in the Danish rendition, this concept of ‘hiding’ is repeated both in
the title (skjul) and in the subtitle (fortielser). Indeed, this repetition evokes different nuances — for example,
the first can be said to have connotations relating to ‘shelter’, whereas the second can be associated with
‘concealment’ . As depicted by the events of the book, both aspects can be said to feature prominently in an
intertwined manner.

Coda: Some future research directions

In adopting a discursive, text-based approach, this analysis of the title and subtitle of Bart van Es’s
memoir The Cut-Out Girl. A Story of War and Family, Lost and Found has revealed that the twelve selected
translations have chosen to render this information in radically different ways. As the above examination
has shown, none of the translated versions have opted for the literal translations of the title together with the
subtitle — only the Polish edition has opted for the former, and the French and Russian versions for the latter.
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Other translated versions have instead chosen to focus on different aspects of the content and context of the
work — for example, on Lien’s scrapbook, or on her Jewish background. No common approach can seemingly
be discerned by language family,

Indeed, as Polish researcher Wiestaw Awedyk observed in his study of the rendition of the titles of
Norwegian literary works into Polish over thirty years ago, “the role of the translator is here even more
prominent than in the case of other types of texts” (Awedyk, 1992, p. 61). Yet, bearing all this in mind, it is
important to recognise that there are a range of other factors — both literary and extra-literary — that are an
integral part of translating and publishing a work and ensuring its subsequent circulation within national and
global literary systems (see Rude-Porubska, 2010; Franssen & Kuipers, 2013, etc.). Observing this
interconnected nature of these processes, Czech literary scholar Ondfej Vimr highlights that “translation
publishing involves various actors who range from scouts and literary agents to translators, publishers and
booksellers” (Vimr, 2022, p. 289).

With regard to the translated titles of The Cut Out Girl in different languages, further studies could
perhaps look at how and why the relevant translation and publishing decisions were made. This could
involve, for example, surveys and interviews to determine the conventions and traditions of different
languages and national publishing markets, including the preferences of domestic publishers and their
audiences. Additionally, looking to the future, it would also be interesting to evaluate how the title and
subtitle of The Cut Out Girl might be rendered in any future editions (for example, if the book were to be
translated into Bulgarian and other languages), thereby enabling any possible patterns or specific features to
be observed. In short, by briefly dealing with an important and relevant topic, this analysis has aimed to open
the door to further research on the translation (and translations) of this intriguing and fascinating work.

Note

This article is based on an online presentation given at the Literature at the Borders: Biofiction Studies
Today conference, held at Sofia University ‘St. Kliment Ohridski’ on 29 and 30 May 2024.
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