
Book Scan (level 3) 

Tim Krabbé (1984). The Vanishing (translated from Dutch by Claire 

Nicolas White in 1993). New York: Random House.  

This work was originally published as Het gouden ei (The golden egg) by 

Uitgeverij Bert Bakker, Amsterdam. 

 

By Theo Witte 

University Centre for Learning & Teaching / University of Groningen 

 

Tim Krabbé (b. 1943) debuted in 1967 with De werkelijke moord op Kitty 

Duisenberg (The real murder of Kitty Duisenberg). Eighteen of his books have 

appeared since then. Het gouden ei is the third of Krabbé’s thrillers. It received 

considerable media attention and was almost immediately a bestseller. It still 

enjoys huge popularity among students. Krabbé’s work has appeared in 

seventeen languages but despite his popularity he has yet to receive a literary 

prize. In 1988 Het gouden ei was filmed by George Sluizer with the title 

Spoorloos (Without a Trace). Krabbé wrote the scenario. In 1999 it was filmed 

again in Hollywood with the title The Vanishing with a new – happy – ending.  

 

General 
requirements 

for engaging 
with the book  

 

Time 108 pages 
 

Interests Het gouden ei is a psychological thriller with death, love and loneliness as its 
central themes.  

 
Particularly frightening is the idea that it can take just a few moments for 

your loved one to simply disappear and for your life to be turned on its 
head. The sensational denouement lends the book an added attraction.  

 
The book is not just about solving Saskia’s disappearance, but about the 

psychological development of the two main characters, Rex and Lemorne. 

The reader is introduced to a psychopath, a real ‘creep’ (Lemorne), who 

explores whether he is capable of committing a ‘perfect’ crime, and a 
victim/’sleuth’ (Rex), who knowingly meets his own death because he wants 

to find out what happened to his girlfriend.  
 

General 

knowledge  

To understand the behaviour of the two main characters, the reader must 

have some knowledge of psychology, in particular of obsessive, compulsive 
behaviour.   

 

Domain- 

specific 
knowledge 

and 
experience 

For a good understanding of the plot, the reader needs to be familiar with 

timeshifts and changes in perspective. The story has a closed ending. 
The text also contains a metaphorical layer, including symbols (egg, key) 

and allusions to Orpheus and Eurydice, which refer to the central theme.  
  

Familiarity with 
literary style 

Vocabulary Simple, everyday language. 
 

Sentence 

construction 

The sentence construction is also simple.  

Stylistics The language is restrained and refined, more suggestive than discursive.  

 
The build-up of tension characteristic of a thriller is created by changes in 

pace and the careful drip-feeding of information through changes in 



perspective, time shifts and flashbacks. The many unanswered questions 

and false scents heighten the feeling of mystery and hence the suspense.  
 

Krabbé uses symbols (egg, key, keyhole, key ring), frame stories (‘mise en 
abyme’) and other stylistic devices that serve as pointers to what is to come. 

Familiarity with 
literary 

procedures 

Action From the moment that Rex begins to worry about Saskia’s sudden 
disappearance from the petrol station, the reader is preoccupied with the 

question of what might have happened to her. This question engrosses Rex 
(and the reader) until the end. The action is interrupted by jumps between 

the Rex and Lemorne (the murderer) story lines and by thoughts and 
descriptions, all of which serve to heighten the suspense.   

 

Chronology The story has a chronological structure, but contains leaps in time. Time 
shifts and flashbacks are clearly marked.  

There is also much implicit foreshadowing, the significance of which does not 
become clear until later (e.g. Saskia’s dream about the golden egg).   

 

Story line(s) At the level of the plot, there are two storylines, that of Rex (the sleuth) and 

Lemorne (the murderer), which come together in chapter 4 and lead to the 
denouement. There are also lines of psychological development for Rex and 

Lemorne. 
 

Perspective There are several changes in perspective. These changes are closely linked 

to the storylines and are marked by chapters. Chapters 1, 2 and 4 give us 

Rex’s personal perspective, while chapter 3 is told from Lemorne’s 
perspective. Chapter 5 functions as the conclusion and is written from the 

author’s viewpoint.  
 

Meaning The entire novel turns on the fact of being imprisoned and the utter 

loneliness that results from this. This is expressed in the Dutch title ‘The 
golden egg’, which refers to Saskia’s dream: ‘Once, as a little girl, she had 

dreamed that she was locked inside a golden egg that flows through the 
universe. Everything was pitch-black, there weren’t even any stars, she’d 

have to stay there forever, and she couldn’t even die. There was only one 
hope. Another golden egg was flying through space. If it collided with her 

own, both would be destroyed, and everything would be over. But the 
universe was so vast!’ (p.13-14). This metaphorical dream functions as a 

‘mise en abyme’ (mirror text??).  
 

Love and death – the two themes in this book – are linked to the motif of 
the golden egg: the fear that you cannot die and must remain alone forever. 

There is also the impossibility of attaining love and the fate of only being 
reunited with your loved one in death (Orpheus and Eurydice).  

 
Another important motif is the key, which – like the egg – refers to 

imprisonment and release. For example, when Saskia goes to get a drink 
shortly before being abducted at the petrol station, she takes the car key 

with her. As a consequence, Rex cannot leave and will remain bound to her 
because she has the key to the mystery of her disappearance. The key motif 

returns at different times and in different ways (key ring, keyhole). Rex and 
Lemorne’s obsessions also relate to the theme of imprisonment.  

 

Familiarity with 

literary 
characters 

Character Lemorne, a chemistry teacher and the father of two daughters, is obsessed 

by whether he is capable of committing the perfect crime. He is an example 
of someone who in psychopathological terms is entirely without a 

conscience. He constantly imagines and plays out how someone might plan 
a murder. 

Rex Hofman is an entirely different character but also displays an affinity 
with Lemorne, as demonstrated by his decision to go along with Lemorne’s 

proposal in the knowledge that he will die. Just as Lemorne acts out the role 
of murderer step by step, Rex step by step and inexorably goes to meet his 

demise.  
Rex also possesses a certain cruelty. He provokes arguments with his 

girlfriends to test when they will snap. The big difference between him and 

Lemorne is that Rex does have a conscience. At the same time, he is 
fascinated by and ashamed of his ‘wickedness’.  

Another of Rex’s notable characteristics is his obsession with Georg Cantor, 
a mathematician who devoted his life to solving an (insoluble) mathematical 

problem – the continuum hypothesis. 
 

Number The story is dominated by the two main characters. Saskia and Lieneke, 



Rex’s girlfriends, are merely minor characters. 

 

Relationships  The relationship between Saskia and Rex does not develop and is based on 

love. Saskia was in fact the only woman who he had ever yearned to be one 
with. This is the sole reason for the failure of his relationship with Lieneke. 

The union with Saskia costs Rex his life.  
The relationship that Rex enters into with Saskia’s murderer (and his own) 

arises out of his obsession with Saskia’s fate and his desire to meet with the 
same fate.     

  

Summary: 
Didactic 

potential 

Discussion of the genre: is The Vanishing a thriller or a psychological novel? 
 

Discussion of the extent to which the events in this novel are realistic.  
 

A study of the techniques used to heighten suspense. 
 

A study of the characterization of Rex and Lemorne and a comparison of their characters: 
similarities and differences. 

 
A comparison of Ovid’s Orpheus myth and the love of Rex and Saskia. Discussion about 

intertextuality. 
 

An interpretation of Saskia’s (prophetic) dream about the golden egg.  

 

Critical comparison of the book with the film The Vanishing, which has a happy Hollywood 
ending.  

 

 

 

 


