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LOGLINE/TAGLINE 
A compelling and hard-hitting drama about two parents who have to face their biggest loss. A 
loss that will change their lives forever.  
 
SYNOPSIS 
On 23 May 2010, 21-year-old Tonio van der Heijden is hit by a car and taken to hospital in a 
critical condition, where he then dies. The lives of his parents, who watch their son die in 
intensive care, are transformed forever. Tonio’s life leaves a phantom pain in the lives of his 
parents, who are reminded of him by everything around them – including themselves. They 
mourn, and at the same time struggle to prevent their lives being caught up in a downward 
spiral of sorrow.  
 
 
ABOUT THE DIRECTOR 
 
Notes by Paula van der Oest 
Like most parents, I felt uncomfortable about reading A.F.Th van der Heijden’s Tonio. I have 
a son who is almost 18 and who goes out a lot, also late at night, and I have often lain awake 
waiting for him to get home safely. It’s a truism, but no less true for that: losing a child is in 
all probability the worst thing that can happen to a parent. It’s something you don’t want to 
imagine in great detail: it’s simply too painful and challenging. But in the novel Tonio, this is 
unavoidable. I don’t believe it’s possible to get closer than this to such a devastating event – 
the word ‘event’ doesn’t even come close to describing it.  
I wasn’t originally planning to make a film of this wonderful but horrific novel. Not the least 
because it would mean filming my own nightmare. Also, it is an intensely personal book. But 
it turned out that it is precisely my own resistance to the subject that drew me to it. The novel 
Tonio is far from a banal reportage on the loss of a child. I have tried to make a film that has 
the same complexity and layered nature as the book. A film that hurts, but at the same time 
offers solace.  
 



 
 
 
Themes:  
 
Loss  
A writer who loses a child. A writer who – consciously or not – has set himself the aim of 
documenting everything in his life; turning every phase of his existence into fiction. This 
writer then loses his only child, and with him his purpose in life: everything he writes is for 
his family. Now that the line will not be continued, writing becomes senseless and aimless. 
The trouble is, by now he knows nothing else. All he can do is write it all down. Time and 
again; say the unsayable. He writes for himself; he writes for his wife and for those who come 
after. His readers.  
 
Mourning  
You can say a lot about the process of mourning, but no one really knows how someone else 
experiences this loss. The novel gives the reader a glimpse of Tonio’s parents’ feelings. The 
rawness of the sorrow and their powerlessness. This film talks about the mourning of Adri 
van der Heijden and Mirjam Rotenstreich following the death of their son, Tonio. It is a 
private story, because it is  
about the way in which they experience their loss. And it is universal because everyone has 
lost someone along the way. It appeals to feelings familiar to many people: the fear of losing a 
loved one.  
 
Love  
As well as death and mourning, this is a film about love. The love between a father and his 
son, a mother and her son, and the love between a man and a woman.  
 
Time  
The film is also about what time does. About how now and then can flow together; how time 
gets stretched out and then squeezed together. The writer in the film tries to hold back time – 
to turn back time. In vain. The film starts with Tonio’s death, but during the film he comes to 
life through memories. Tonio will always be in his parents’ lives. Time has become fluid.  
 
 



Art  
This film is also about art versus reality. The writer manically tries to get a grip on reality. 
Trying to understand Tonio’s death is all but impossible. But by writing about it, he is able to 
survive. His book, Tonio. A requiem, is a homage both to his son and to love.  
 
Form & Style 
 
Grief trip  
Hugo Heinen’s screenplay describes a ‘grief trip’. Its style is free-flowing and associative, we 
jump back and forth in time, there is no logic – everything is driven by the emotions of the 
main characters. 
I also made the film as a kind of trip. The camerawork is calm, not manipulative, and shows 
the vacuum in which the parents find themselves. The world has shrunk to their house. To the 
study, in which (at first) no writing takes place; the courtyard where constant drinking takes 
place; the bedroom where no sleep can be found, just brooding and talk. The outside world is 
far away, and this is how we shot the film. The house is a tomb. Oppressive. Overshadowed. 
The windows flooded with light, no recognisable shapes outside.  
 
Tonio’s life  
This investigation into their son reveals another world: that of young people in their twenties, 
hardly yet confronted by loss. The world at their feet. All of love and life to be explored; no 
set patterns; lots of partying. Music is important. Rough camerawork, energy, sensual.  
 
The past  
The beginnings of the love between Adri and Mirjam is also another world. The world of 
dreams of the future. We see them in different phases in the past. Falling in love, the period 
immediately after Tonio’s birth, their happy years. Here, it is sunny and light, there is colour, 
there is space. 
The different narrative layers influence one another. A happy memory placed just after a 
mourning scene is suddenly no longer so idyllic. It makes us aware how we are all on a 
knife’s edge. How fragile happiness is.  
 
Music  
Music was very important to the real Tonio van der Heijden. His mother gave me his I-pod, 
and thanks to friends I was able to look at Tonio’s music account. I used his favourite 
numbers on the soundtrack. He particularly loved electronic music, underground-style music. 
This gives Tonio’s scenes exactly the right energy.  
In contrast to this, there is Adri’s music. He likes to write with classical music playing in the 
background. The film mixes the music of these two worlds. For example, I use Bach in the 
opening sequence, even though we are seeing Tonio’s friends.  
 
Acting  
I really love my job, in all its aspects, but most of all I probably love directing actors. At the 
end of the day, everything stands or falls with the credibility of the characters. In spite of 
everything, working with Pierre Bokma, Rifka Lodeizen and Chris Peters was a huge 
pleasure. 
We talked endlessly and tried things out; during shooting, it became very clear to the crew 
that the whole focus should be on the actors. They were given all the space they needed to 
play these difficult, extremely painful scenes. I am incredibly grateful to them for their 
willingness to go very deeply into their roles.  
 



Lastly  
Making Tonio was an exceptional and extremely intense experience. Standing there, filming, 
at the exact crossroads where the real Tonio was involved in that fatal accident was really 
disquieting. Fiction and reality constantly mixed during the filming process. 
I hope I have been able to make a Tonio the Van der Heijdens can live with, and one that does 
not disappoint the fans of the book. I hope that – in addition to in the book – Tonio will also 
live on on the silver screen.  

 
BIOGRAPHY PAULA VAN DER OEST  
Paula van der Oest (1965) is a screenwriter and director. She is known for getting the best 
from her actors in realistic films in which the basis for the plot is formed by complex 
characters. Her works have received praise and been nominated at film festivals all over the 
world. 
Paula was nominated for an Oscar in the category Best Foreign-Language Film for her feature 
film Zus & Zo, and Lucia de B. also made the shortlist for these prestigious film awards. Her 
(international) films Coma, De trip van Teetje, Black Butterflies, The Domino Effect and 
Lucia de B. have picked up several Golden Calves at the Netherlands Film Festival.  
Paula graduated in 1988 from the Netherlands Film and Television Academy in Amsterdam. 
Her graduation film Zinderend won the Tuschinski Film Award. She then made the short 
films Coma, Achilles and Het Zebrapad for the Lolamoviola series by Dutch broadcaster 
VPRO. Coma (1994) brought her her first Golden Calf, in the category Best Television 
Drama.  
 
Paula made her feature film debut with De nieuwe moeder (1996), which premièred at the 
Venice Film Festival and was awarded the Holland Film Award. She followed this success 
with De trip van Teetje in 1998, nominated for three Golden Calves, which she wrote and 
directed and which won the TV Film Award. She also wrote and directed her next film, Zus & 
Zo, based loosely on Anton Chekhov’s play The Three Sisters and nominated for a Best 
Foreign-Language Film Oscar. Her first English-language film, Moonlight, was released in 
2001 and won Best Feature-length European Film at the Hollywood Film Festival, as well as 
the Students’ Jury Award at the Lecce Festival of European Cinema, the Golden St. George at 



the Moscow International Film Festival and the Youth Jury Award at the Netherlands Film 
Festival.  
 
Paula has also directed the television film Mme Jeanette; the feature film Verborgen 
Gebreken, based on a book by Dutch writer Renate Dorrestein, which premièred at Toronto 
International Film Festival; the television film Wijster about the train hijack at Wijster in 1975 
and the feature film Tiramisu, which picked up two Golden Calves in 2008.  
In 2010 Paula directed Black Butterflies, an intense portrait of the poet Ingrid Jonker and 
South Africa in the 1950s and ’60s. This film, with Rutger Hauer, Carice van Houten and 
Irish actor Liam Cunningham, sold to more than fifty countries and won a large number of 
Dutch and international film awards. The film was awarded a Golden Calf for Best Film at the 
Netherlands Film Festival, and alongside a Golden Calf for Best Actress also brought Carice 
van Houten the Best Actress Award at the Tribeca Film Festival in New York.  
Shooting for her next film, The Domino Effect, is currently taking place in Great Britain, the 
United States, China, India, South Africa and the Netherlands. Paula is writing and directing 
this ensemble piece about the ongoing credit crisis. The film was nominated for two Golden 
Calves at the Netherlands Film Festival 2012, with Paula being awarded the Calf for Best 
Director.  
 
With Lucia de B. (2014), based on the true story of nurse Lucia de Berk who served six years 
in prison for murders she didn’t commit, Paula delivered a tense, heartrending thriller. Lucia 
de Berk herself was positive about the film: ‘Although she changed certain aspects of my life 
for dramatic reasons, Paula managed to capture the soul of my story.’  
Paula’s work is not limited to making films – she also writes and directs TV series such as 
Mother, I Want to Join the Cabaret (script) and Noord-Zuid (script and direction). 
This autumn sees the release of her new feature film Tonio, based on the autobiographical 
novel by bestselling author A.F.Th. van der Heijden.  
She is currently working on pre-production for the English-language film The Parts You Lose, 
with Aaron Paul in the lead role.  
 



BIOGRAPHY HUGO HEINEN – SCREENWRITER  
In addition to Paula van der Oest’s Tonio (based on the ‘requiem novel’ by Adri van der 
Heijden), Hugo Heinen wrote the script for the feature film Kneeling on a Bed of Violets by 
Ben Sombogaart (based on the bestselling novel of the same title by Jan Siebelink). Prior to 
that, he wrote screenplays for films such as Nova Zembla; Stella’s Oorlog; Off Screen with 
Jan Decleir and Jeroen Krabbé, and also worked on Twins Sisters. As a writer of television 
drama, Heinen has focused principally on big series such as Pleidooi – as originator, writer 
and editor – and Oud Geld, alongside writer Maria Goos. Both series won the Nipkovschijf 
TV award and Golden Calves, among other awards. Other series he has worked on include: 
Wet & Waan (Golden Calf for Best Television Drama); In Naam der Koningin (about the 
Dutch colonial war in Aceh); and the frequently repeated De Zomer van ‘45 (written with 
Carel Donck and Willem Capteyn). The first big series he worked on (as a producer) was the 
now legendary De Stille Kracht, based on the novel by Louis Couperus, in 1974.  
 
A.F.TH. VAN DER HEIJDEN  
A.F.Th. van der Heijden (1951) made his debut in 1978 with the collection of stories Een 
gondel in de Herengracht and has built up a large, sweeping oeuvre founded on two major 
sagas: ‘De tandeloze tijd’ and ‘Homo duplex’. His novel Het schervengericht won the literary 
award AKO Literatuurprijs 2007. The jury described this as 'an inescapable book which, 
written in a wonderful style, reveals mankind on the razor’s edge.' His novella MIM (2007) 
was published by De Bezige Bij – a special publication marking the eightieth birthday of 
Harry Mulisch. The book, which received rave reviews, is the climax to date of the unfinished 
Homo Duplex saga, in which the protagonist, Movo, moves like a modern Oedipus through 
the shadowy world of football supporters.  
Tonio. A requiem was published on 26 May 2011. 21-year-old Tonio van der Heijden, the 
only child of A.F.Th. van der Heijden and Mirjam Rotenstreich, died following an accident 
with a car on Whit  
Sunday 2010. Tonio. A requiem is a painstaking reconstruction of the life of a young man and 

a restless quest for sense and meaning. 2014 saw the 
publication of Uitverkoren, combining essayistic 
texts on the process of the writing of Tonio, 
supplemented by the novella Uitverkoren, the text 
that formed the basis for the ‘requiem novel’. 
In January 2012, A.F.Th. van der Heijden received 
the Constantijn Huygens Award for his oeuvre and 
in May 2013 he was awarded the P.C. Hooft Award, 
also for his oeuvre. While receiving this award, he 
presented Part 5 of De tandeloze tijd: De helleveeg, a 
tragicomic novel that was also soon filmed. In 
December 2015, De ochtendgave was published, a 
historical novel dealing with the Treaties of 
Nijmegen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



THE CAST 
PIERRE BOKMA – IN THE ROLE OF ADRI  
 
If there is one actor who deserves the accolade ‘the hardest working man on the Dutch stage’, 
it is surely Pierre Bokma. Since graduating from the Theatre Academy in Maastricht in 1982, 
Pierre (Paris, 1955) has surprised and seduced Dutch audiences with a dizzying number of 
extremely diverse roles, the enduring quality of which is his absolute commitment to those 
roles. Pierre has performed on stage with Globe, Het Publiekstheater, Toneelgroep 
Amsterdam, Orkater, De Mexicaanse Hond, het Nationaal Toneel, NT Gent and the 
Münchner Kammerspiele. He has been the recipient of the most prestigious awards: the 
Albert van Dalsum-ring in 1993; his first Louis d’Or in 1994 (Richard III); the Paul 
Steenbergen medal in 2002 and in 2004 the Arlecchino award (Mourning Becomes Elektra). 
In 2013, he was awarded a second Louis d’Or for his role in ‘De Verleiders’.  
Bokma has appeared in TV series such as ‘’t Schaep’ (Beeld en Geluid Award for Best 
Actor), ‘Bloedverwanten’ and ‘De Prooi’ (TV Beeld Best Leading Role) and in international 
TV series such as ‘Tatort’ (Germany) and ‘Dalziel & Pascoe’ (UK). 
Pierre also has a considerable track record as a film actor, starting with his first lead role, in 
‘Leedvermaak’ (1989). He went on to play the character of Nico twice more for director Frans 
Weisz, in Qui Vive! and ‘Happy End’. His film credits include many performances for well-
known directors: Alex van Warmerdam (Ober, Borgman, Schneider vs. Bax); Orlow Seunke 
(Gordel van Samargd); Theo van Gogh (Interview); Willem van de Sande Bakhuyzen 
(Cloaca); Dick Maas (Moordwijven, Quiz). Pierre won an International Emmy Award for his 
portrayal of a religious businessman in ‘De Uitverkorene’ (2006), and picked up Golden 
Calves for his role of banker Rijkman Groening in Theu Boermans’ television drama ‘De 
Prooi’ (2013). This was his fourth Calf, following ‘Leedvermaak’, ‘Cloaca’ and ‘De 
Belager’. His first lead role in a foreign film came with Ulrich Köhler’s ‘Schlafkrankheit’ 
(2011). These days, alongside various productions in the Netherlands, Pierre also acts with 
NT Gent in Belgium.  
 
 

 
 



RIFKA LODEIZEN – IN THE ROLE OF MIRJAM  
Rifka was discovered by director Eddy Terstall and has played prominent roles in many of his 
films, including Simon for which she received a nomination for the Golden Calf for Best 
Actress in 2004. In 2009, Rifka played the lead role in Kan Door Huid Heen (directed by 
Esther Rots), which premièred at the Berlinale in 2009. At the Film Festival in Utrecht 2009, 
Rifka won the Golden Calf for Best Actress for her daring portrayal of Marieke in this film. 
The film was also extremely well received outside of the Netherlands, and Rifka also picked 
up the Award for Best Actress at the Mediawave Film Festival in Hungary.  
Rifka has also been seen in a wide range of television productions, and in 2012 won a Golden 
Calf for Best Actress in a Television Drama for her portrayal of Elsie in Overspel. In 2015 she 
appeared in Overspel III and the feature film Publieke Werken, among others. In 2016, she 
will be appearing in the feature films Tonio and Verdwijnen. Shooting on La Holandesa, with 
Rifka in the lead role, is scheduled to start in the autumn of 2016.  
Alongside her acting, in 2013 Rifka started studying at the Scriptacademie, and is now 
regularly asked to write.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHRIS PETERS – IN THE ROLE OF TONIO  
Chris Peters is in the third year at Toneelschool Amsterdam. In 2014, he had a supporting role 
in the television film Dames 4 by Maurice Trouwborst, and he also played a lead role in Chris 
Mitchell’s horror film De Poel. In 2015, Chris appeared in the video clip Drank en Drugs by 
Lil Kleine and Ronnie Flex. Tonio is his second lead role in a feature film.  
 

 
STEFANIE VAN LEERSUM – IN THE ROLE OF JENNY  
Stefanie van Leersum graduated from the Maastricht Academy of Performing Arts in 2012. 
She has acted with Toneelgroep Maastricht, de Appel, het Zuidelijk Toneel, Oostpool and Het 
Nationale Toneel. 
Stefanie has also appeared in television series such as Van God Los, Danni Lowinski, 
Moordvrouw, Flikken Maastricht and Celblok H. She also appeared in the Golden Calf-
winning short film Sevilla (2012). In 2015 she appeared in the theatre production Mansholt, 
selected for the theatre festival, and she participated in shooting for the new series Tessa, as 
well as the series Project Orpheus and the feature film Tonio (directed by Paula van der 
Oest). Finally, together with actresses Carolien Spoor, Jamie Grant, Isis Cabolet and Cheryl 
Moenen, Stefanie runs her own successful theatre collective, ‘Bouillabaisse’.  
 
 



BEPPIE MELISSEN – IN THE ROLE OF WIES  
For many years, Beppie Melissen was associated with theatre group Carver, which she set up 
with Leny Breederveld and Renee van 't Hof. She appeared in productions such as Cafe 
Lehmitz, Ex and Apachendans. For her contributions to the productions by Carver, Beppie 
was awarded the Mary Dresselhuys Prize. For her role in Apachendans, she was nominated 
for the Theo d’Or. Beppie was introduced to a wider audience by her guest appearances in the 
television series Jiskefet and by her  
role in the series Gooische Vrouwen. She was awarded a Golden Calf for her supporting role 
in the feature film version of Gooische Vrouwen. Last year, Beppie appeared in the 
production Liefdeslied by Wittenbols & Ligthert, the feature film Familieweekend and the 
television series Missie Aarde. Beppie graduated from the Academy for Expression in Word 
and Gesture in Utrecht. On television, she has appeared in series including De Troon, Golden 
Girls, Villa Morero, Iedereen is gek op Jack, Baantjer, Pleidooi, Otje and Wet & Waan.  
On the big screen, she has appeared in the feature films Komt een vrouw bij de dokter, De 
Heineken ontvoering, Vox Populi, Morrison krijgt een zusje, Nadine, Het zakmes, Advocaat 
van de Hanen and Theo en Thea en de ontmaskering van het Tenenkaasimperium. 
Beppie appeared in the summer comedy Een ideale vrouw, a production exclusive to the 
DeLaMar Theater in Amsterdam. She again appeared in the DeLaMar Production Vaslav.  
Last year, Beppie appeared on the big screen in the feature films Wonderbroeders, Pak Van 
Mijn Hart and Gooische vrouwen II.  
 
 
NL FILM  
NL Film is a leading, creative production company specialising in feature films and television 
drama. Thanks to its great affinity with today’s audiences, NL Film is able to present a wide 
range of quality productions for every target group. 
NL Film was set up in 2001 and is headed by Alain de Levita. In October 2010, creative 
director Kaja Wolffers added her expertise to the team.  
Since its foundation, NL Film has built up an impressive oeuvre of short and feature-length 
fiction films, youth drama and television series. A striking aspect of the company’s output is 
the scope of the target groups it is able to reach. From series such as Keyzer & de Boer, 
Penoza, In Treatment and Mother, I Want to Join the Cabaret for the public broadcasters to 
drama series such as Black Tulip, Bluff and Aaf for commercial stations. 
With series such as School’s Out and Freeland, NL Film has managed not only time and again 
to prove itself as market leader in the area of youth drama, but thanks to its diverse output of 
feature films – including Men In the City, The Storm, Happily Ever After and Popoz The 
Movie, alongside TV films such as The Strongest Man in Holland and Rhubarb – NL Film is 
also constantly proving it is the most active, buzz-creating Dutch film production house of the 
moment.  
 

 


