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SYNOPSIS

THE CREATIVE RECEPTION OF WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE IN THE

NETHERLANDS: THE CASE OF ARTHUR VAN SCHENDEL

As a young man, the Dutch novelist, short story writer and
poet, Arthur van Schendel (1874-1946) developed a passion for
Shakespeare. The plays came as a revelation to him, kindling
his creativity to such an extent that he imaginatively adopted
and adapted many of the playwright’s characters and ideas. The
principal results were a 1life of the poet, Shakespeare (1910),
a play Pandorra (1919), the novel Meneer Oberon en Mevrouw
(1940), and a poem “Stratford-upon-Avon” (1944).

In this thesis I will explore the intertextuality between
the works of Shakespeare and those of Van Schendel. To this
end I will study the latter’s complete works, all the associa-
ted material, including correspondence and manuscripts, kept
in the Literary Museum and Documentation Centre in The Hague;
and also biographies, books and articles concerned with Van
Schendel that have appeared since the publication of his first
novel Drogon (1896).

This dissertation will comprise:

- a discussion of Van Schendel’s life and works

- a reading of Shakespeare

- comments on five of Shakespeare’s plays, included in
the second enlarged edition of Shakespeare, and on

Pandorra
- and last but not least an evaluation of Meneer Oberon

en Mevrouw.

approximately 64,000 words
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INTRODUCTION

Since 1600 Dutch translations and discussions of, and refe-
rences to, English literary and other works, such as books,
plays, and to a lesser extent poems, have appeared regularly.
English authors, playwrights, poets and their works have been
the subject of monographs, articles and dissertations. A great
number of these translations or sometimes adaptations (in the
case of performances of plays), treatises, and articles cover
a wide field - see for instance Sir Thomas Browne M.D. and the
Anatomy of Man (1982) by Cornelis W. Schoneveld et al.', and
Intertraffic of the Mind (1983) by Cornelis W. Schoneveld® -
and quite a few of them are devoted to Shakespeare. In the
1890s L.A.J. Burgersdijk translated all Shakespeare’s plays
in twelve volumes®; Renetta Pennink wrote a dissertation
called, Nederland en Shakespeare: Achttiende Eeuw en Vroege
Romantiek (The Netherlands and Shakespeare: the Eighteenth
Century and Early Romanticism, 1936)*‘; Robert H. Leek com-
posed a book entitled, Shakespeare in Nederland: Kroniek van

Vier Eeuwen Shakespeare in Nederlandse Vertalingen op het Ne-

derlandse Toneel (1988)°, which is a survey, covering four

* (Leiden: Brill, 1982).

Dissertation Leiden University (Leiden: Brill/Universitaire Pers, 1983).
3 1884-1888. (3rd rev. ed. Leiden: A.W.Sijthoff, 1983).

* Dissertation University Utrecht (’s-Gravenhage: Martinus Nijhoff).

N

® (Zutphen: De Walburg Pers). This book appeared as an unpublished dissertation at the University of Auckland, New Zealand (n.d. [= 1972])
in two volunes and is entitled, “Shakespeare in the Netherlands: a Study of Dutch TransTations and Dutch Performances of ¥illiam Shakespeare's
Plays.”



centuries, of Shakespeare’s plays translated into Dutch and
performed on the stage in The Netherlands; Bart Westerweel and
Theo D’haen edited Something Understood: Studies in Anglo-
Dutch Translation (1990)°; and A.J. Hoenselaars included some
considerations of Shakespeare in The Netherlands in his edited
collection, Reclamations of Shakespeare (1994).” These ex-
amples comprise only a small number of all the works written
by Dutch scholars and translators both in Dutch and English;
they show a continual interest in the literary output of Great
Britain in general and to a great extent in William Shake-
speare’s life and works in particular.

Arthur van Schendel (1874-1946) takes up a modest place
among those mentioned above. My thesis offers a study of his
literary interaction with Shakespeare. In this introduction,
I briefly survey those of his writings, both novels, short
stories and a play, that are most relevant to my theme, men-
tion the works that are to be dealt with thoroughly in the
following chapters, and say something about the English re-
ception of his work. Van Schendel was sixteen when he first
saw a play by Shakespeare. That was Hamlet, performed by a
German theatre company, and when he was seventeen, he enrolled
at the Academy of Drama in Amsterdam. He then began to read
all Shakespeare’s plays, in the translation by L..A.J. Burgers-

dijk, which he borrowed from the library of the Academy of

© (Ansterdam - Atlanta, GA: Rodopi).
7 (Amsterdam - Atlanta, GA: Rodopi).
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Drama.® When he became proficient in the English language,
first through self-study and later through his studies at a
college of education (in order to become a teacher of Eng-
lish), he read Shakespeare’s plays in the original language.
This gave him so much pleasure that his interest in Shake-
speare and his works increased, which resulted in a biography
of the playwright and a thorough knowledge of the characters
and plots of his plays.

Van Schendel was a poet, but foremost a novelist and
short story writer, who composed only one play. Shakespeare
(1910), one of his two biographies, the play Pandorra (1919),
the novel Meneer Oberon en Mevrouw (1940), the poem “Strat-
ford-on-Avon”" (1944)°, the various allusions to characters in
Shakespeare’s works scattered through his writings, and also
his ex libris*® bear witness to his lifelong admiration for
the great playwright. His Shakespeare may be regarded as a ro-
manticized biography. The second edition, published in 1922,
was enlarged with discussions of five of Shakespeare’s plays.
According to one of Van Schendel’s biographers, G.H. van ’‘s-
Gravesande, the author hoped that his Life of Shakespeare

would prove an eye-opener for his friends and entice them to

® In Arthur van Schendel ('s-Gravenhage: BZZTGH, 1983) Charles Vergeer remarked that as a student of the Academy of Drama
Arthur van Schendel was in charge of its library and read Shakespeare’s plays in the Burgersdijk translation (168).

° In Berdenkingen (Reminiscences), Verzameld werk (VW) vol. 8: 380-38l.

*® In September 1934 the ex libris was designed by David Abrahan Bueno de Nesquita (1889-1962), a Dutch artist desiqmer,
illustrator and painter of Portuguese extraction, who, like Van Schendel, went to live and work in Italy.
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read (or re-read) Shakespeare.'* This biography will be dis-
cussed in Chapter Two.

The play Pandorra is set in Renaissance Italy. It is the
story of a young woman, a courtesan, who attracts men and in
most cases causes their misfortunes, or even their deaths. Her
way of life changes drastically when she falls in love, but
this love is doomed to perish. Echoes of Romeo and Juliet,
Measure for Measure, and Antony and Cleopatra may be traced
in this play. In Chapter Three Pandorra will be examined, to-
gether with the five plays by Shakespeare which Van Schendel
discussed in the enlarged edition of his Shakespeare. His in-
terpretation of them and his keen sensitivity will be shown.

Meneer Oberon en Mevrouw is a novel portraying two per-
sonages cum spirits, Oberon and Titania, who play their parts
in a Dutch bourgeois environment. The names of these charac-
ters point to A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Whether the intertex-
tuality between Shakespeare’s play and Van Schendel’s novel
reaches beyond these names will be discussed in Chapter Four.
The poem “Stratford-on-Avon” will be given in translation in
Chapter One.

It seems that Van Schendel was fascinated by the story
of Romeo and Juliet, for in his early novels and essays he
more than once portrayed a tragic love similar to that of Ro-
meo and Juliet. He was also greatly interested in the charac-

ter of Hamlet.

**In Arthur van Schendel: zijn Leven en Werk (1981) G. H. 's-Gravesande mentioned a letter from Van Schendel to his
friend Aart van der Leeuw (1876-1931), a man of letters, in which he put forvard the idea referred to in the text (39).
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In his first novel Drogon (1896), which he wrote when he
was nineteen!?, the eponymous personage Drogon was already
imbued with Hamlet’s melancholy and his preoccupation with
questions of life and death. Drogon was also inclined to con-
templations about sin. In the introductory lines he is des-
cribed as one who was born under a curse with his right cheek
covered with red hair, and a subterranean rumble and the how-
ling of dogs were heard when his mother was delivered of him.
This reminds me of Richard III, who in the opening lines of
The Tragedy of King Richard III soliloquizes as follows,

But I, that am not shaped for sportive tricks

Nor made to court an amorous looking-glass,

I that am rudely stamped and want love’s majesty

To strut before a wanton ambling nymph,

I that am curtailed of this fair proportion,

Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,

Deformed, unfinished, sent before my time

Into this breathing world scarce half made up-

And that so lamely and unfashionable

That dogs bark at me as I halt by them-

(The Tragedy of King Richard III, 1.1.14-23).
Both Drogon and Richard III are not loved by the people. They
meet with their deaths towards the end of the story and play
respectively. As we know, Richard III was killed fighting
Richmond on the battlefield and Drogon, too, lost his life by
the sword. This does not happen in a battle or duel, however,
which is quite unusual.

The novel is set in the Middle Ages, the time of cru-

sades, knights and serfs. Amalric, Margrave of Sinte-Bertijn,

Drogon’s elder brother, had been invited by the French King

12 Yritten in 1893 and published in 1896,



to join his army and wage a crusade against the Saracens. When
he departed, accompanied by noblemen and soldiers, he left
Drogon, who did not wish to join them, in charge of his wife,
the castle, and the county. When, because of his misbehaviour
- encouraged by his sister-in-law, he had begun an affair with
her which resulted in her pregnancy - Drogon was threatened
by the serfs, who, at the instigation of the clergy, stormed
the castle to punish him, he had to defend himself. In order
to achieve this he needed to get hold of the family sword. It
hung, however, out of reach on a cord in the great hall. When
Drogon tried to detach it, standing on a stool which his sis-
ter Ursulla had placed beneath it, he sprained his foot and
in his fall was struck and killed by the swinging sword.

Another reference to Hamlet appears in a short story “De
Engelsen in Soeratte” (1936) (The English in Soeratt).®® In
1607, three English ships under the command of William Hawkins
set sail to Soeratt in India, near the Portuguese colony of
Goa. During the voyage, two of the ships the “Hector” and the
“Dragon” were becalmed; the third, however, fortunately caught
a gust of wind and sailed out of sight. In the logbook of the
"Hector” the following curious entry could be read,

Today I [William Hawkins] invited Captain Keeling, com-

mander of the “Dragon” , to a fish meal and afterwards the

crew staged Hamlet, which I sometimes allow them to do
for fear of laziness, gambling and sleep.

*3 fhis story is part of a collection of essays, called Avonturiers (Adventurers), W vol. 5: 96-106.
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(my interpretation and translation, 97)."*

The story continues with the information that three weeks
later - it was still calm, for the weather had not changed -
Captain Keeling invited commander William Hawkins (to a meal)
on board the “Dragon” and this time the crew performed Richard
III. But apparently Hamlet was more to their liking, so that
the next day Captain Keeling had this play staged as well to
the satisfaction of the people concerned. In my opinion Van
Schendel must have read the story when he lived in England,
but I could not find the particulars in The Hawkins’ Voyages
During the Reigns of Henry VII, Queen Elizabeth and James I,
edited by C.B. Markham. This editor had stated earlier “that
the manuscript of The Journal of Hawkins was lost” . But fur-
ther on he says, “It has since been found among the manus-
cripts in the British Museum (Egerton MS 2100); but much in-
jured by damp” **. However, Stanley Wells drew my attention to
a list of “Performances 1606-1608; The High Seas” which is
given in E.K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts
and Problems, vol. 2 (1930). The relevant entries, taken from

a journal kept by William Keeling, read,
1607, Sept. 5. I sent the interpreter, according to his
desier, abord the Hector whear he brooke fast, and

after came abord mee, wher we gaue the tragedie of

Hamlett.
30. Captain Hawkins dined with me, wher my companions
acted Kinge Richard the Second.

4 Since most of the books, articles and poems referred to are written in Dutch, the translation of titles, appropriate
lines, and phrases into English are mine and ny own responsibility. If it concerns a ‘literal’ translation of the Dutch
text, I shall give the Dutch title and its translation, but if it concerns whole phrases, I shall refrain from giving the
Dutch text.

5 (London: printed for the Hakluyt Society, 1878): xliv-xlv,
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(1608, Mar. 31). I envited Captain Hawkins to a fisshe
dinner, and had Hamlet acted abord me: which I
permitt to keepe my people from idlenes and unlaw-

ful games, or sleepe.

(App. D: 334-335).
These entries show that Van Schendel must have read this jour-
nal, but changed the facts when he wrote the short story, De
Engelsen in Soeratte. The staging of plays on board English
ships in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries seems not to
have been exceptional, for in this respect Arie J. Gelderblom
mentioned a similar activity in a lecture given at the XII Re-
naissance Colloquium Utrecht, held at the University Utrecht,
November 1997. He refers to the performance at the time, of
whole plays (“gansche komedién” ) on board Dutch ships.*®

Be that as it may, it must, however, have made high de-
mands on the crew to recite the lines of plays which were only
performed occasionally, and the more so when it concerned such
a long play as Hamlet.

It has been mentioned above that Van Schendel had en-
larged his biography of Shakespeare with discussions of five
of his plays. One of these plays is King Lear. A possible al-
lusion to Gloucester’s resignation to his lot (see VW 1, 393),

As flies to wanton boys are we to th’gods;
They kill us for their sport.
(The Tragedy of King Lear, 4.1.38-39),

is to be found in De Grauwe Vogels (1937) (Grey Birds [1939]).

In short, the novel is the story of a Dutch couple, Heiltje

¢ rie Gelderblom mentioned an article by J. de Hullu, *Anusement”, 126-133. Op de Schepen der Oost-Indische Compagnie:
Vijf Artikelen van J. de Bullu. Eds. J.R. Bruijn and J. Lucassen. (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff/Bouna’s Boekhuis BV, 1980)

127,
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and her husband Kasper, who live their simple lives as owners

of a nursery. She is a member of the Protestant Church, he has
no faith. They have received blow after blow and one day when

they are talking, she utters these words,

I’m exhausted. How bright it was for us in the beginning
with the children God gave us, and how black He has made
it for us. We’re not even allowed to know what sin we’ve
committed. What sins did the children commit? Life was
still a game for them when their troubles began. And we
ourselves? We’ve worked from morning till night, honour-
ably, without robbing others; we have kept our hands un-
stained; we have done our duty without self-seeking; we
have helped the poor and the afflicted; we have borne our
trials; we were clay in His hands. He has slowly tortured
us, our merciless Guardian, all through our lives,and we
haven’t murmured until my strength was exhausted. He has
been hard and cruel to us, liberal with His bitterness.
He has never spared us and we have said: “Thy will be
done” . The hereafter couldn’t be worse than what He has
done to us in this life. He created us for a cruel game,
and I have placed my trust in Him, that he shall not cast
me out eternally; and I must still pray.

(Grey Birds, 237-238).
Van Schendel has turned the ‘gods’ of Gloucester into the God
of the Christians. The indictment, however, is the same.

As for Van Schendel’s ex libris, it contains one certain
and one possible reference to Shakespeare. The possible one
is the portrayal of an open book with “woorden” (words)
written on blank page. ‘Words’, of course, could be simply a
reference to the implements of the métier of a poet/play-
wright/novelist, and not to Shakespeare in particular. F.E.
Sparshott puts it in a scholarly way as follows,

For literature operates with words, which are symbols

that already have a set meaning, and thus involves the

intellectual life and discursive reason in a way in which
the other arts do not.'

7 In The Structure of Aesthetics (Toronto: U of Toronto Press; London: Routledge & Paul Kegan, 1963) 152.
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As regards the language in Shakespeare’s plays, Stanley Wells
said,
More relevant to my purpose is an idea that has been pro-
pounded about all these plays [As You Like It, Love’s La-
bour’s Lost and A Midsummer Night’s Dream]: that to a

rather exceptional degree, they betray a preoccupation
on the part of the dramatist with his own art.

And he continued,
It is surely undeniable that in constructing this play
[Love’s Labour’s Lost] Shakespeare was strongly motivated

by his interest in the means of communication, in the
fact that words can obscure meaning as well as reveal

it.*®
In Hamlet Polonius asks Hamlet: “what do you read my Lord?”,
and Hamlet answers: “Words, words, words” (Hamlet 2.2.194-
195). This answer could be read in two ways. Firstly it is a
straight reply to the query, and secondly it obscures the
meaning that is: Hamlet tries to fool Polonius as he does on
one or two occasions. Van Schendel mentions this ‘woorden’ se-
veral times in the poem “Taal” (Language, 1950)*°, in Shake-
speare®*°, and also in an essay called, "“De gave van het boek”
(The gift of the book, 1942)3*.

The certain reference, which is of weighty importance,
is the picture of a bust of Shakespeare overlooking Van Schen-

del’s desk, or could we say inspiring Van Schendel’s work?.?*?

*® In “Shakespeare Without Sources”. Shakespearean Comedy. Stratford-upon-Avon Studies 14 (1972): 58-74, 9.

*° In Berdenkingen, W vol. 8, 358.
20 1n W vol. 1, 310.

21 In Stray Publications, VW vol. 8: 461-469.

22 Incidentally the fiqure standing on a closed book and holding up a banner with Van Schendel’s name - see copy of the
ex libris on one of the first pages of this thesis - could be the representation of his muse. In Chapter One I will deal

with her more elaborately.



Before Van Schendel moved to Italy in 1920 and during the
short periods when he was back in The Netherlands, he was much
interested in performances of Shakespeare’s plays in Dutch
theatres. See, for instance, the remark on the enlarged edi-
tion of Shakespeare above. In 1936 he wrote the programme for
a production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in Amsterdam and his
reviews of performances of plays appeared in newspapers.

In 1919, the actress Enny Vrede lost her life when the
ship on which she and her husband were travelling from Norway
to The Netherlands sank, possibly having struck a mine. At the
request of Eduard Verkade, Enny Vrede’s first husband, actor
and director of a leading theatre company, Van Schendel con-
tributed an article, called, “Sweets to the sweet, farewell”
(Hamlet 5.1.239), to a slender memorial volume, Enny Vrede:
In Memoriam Maria Magdalena Miiller.?* Although the late ac-
tress had acted various roles in all kinds of plays, in this
memorial volume she is, curiously, only remembered in the role
of Juliet, not as might be expected especially by Van Schen-
del, but also by other contributors, such as Jacques van Looy
(2-4), who translated some of Shakespeare’s plays into Dutch,
and Frans Mijnssen (8).

So far I have described Van Schendel’s outlook on English
literature and particularly on Shakespeare’s work, but the in-
terest appears to have been reciprocal, for there had also

been interest from the other side of the Channel both in Dutch

23 (ansterdam; L.J. Veen, [1919]): 5-7.
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theatre and in Van Schendel’s work. Since this thesis is devo-
ted to Van Schendel’s preoccupation with Shakespeare, I shall
only mention in passing one book, i.e. J.T. Grein’s The World
of the Theatre: Impressions and Memoirs, March 1920-21 (1921),
in which drama in ‘the small countries across the Channel’,
such as Belgium and Holland, is appreciatively compared to
drama in England. He said,
When we compare our drama with the small countries across
the Channel, such as Belgium and Holland, we may feel a-
bashed at their intellectual superiority, their width of
horizon, their indescribable love of the theatre. In Am-
sterdam alone in one week you could see Shakespeare’s
“Hamlet” and “As You like It”, to say nothing of Strind-
berg, Hauptmann, a few new dramas and native comedies,
all of no meaner calibre than the best seen at the Crite-
rion, or even the Haymarket.?!
According to E.F. Verkade-Cartier van Dissel, J.T. Grein, a
Dutch merchant and theatre critic (Ambassador of the Theatre
[1862-1935]), was a naturalized Englishman. Strangely enough,
English interest in Van Schendel’s works does not concern the
works discussed above, except two, but lies in novels which
have nothing to do with Shakespeare. For the greater part it
concerns novels which were translated into English. (Inciden-
tally novels by Van Schendel have been translated into twelve
languages).
The first review to be mentioned is one by H.S.M. van

Wickevoort-Crommelin which appeared in THE ATHENZUM, N> 3636,

3rd July 1897. Van Schendel is praised for his novel Drogon,

24 (London: W. Heinemann, 1921) 1. I am indebted for this piece of information to E.F. Verkade-Cartier van Dissel in
Eduard Verkade en zijn Strijd voor een Nieuw Toneel (Eduard Verkade [actor and director] and his Struggle for a New Theatre
[along the lines of Gordon Craig]) (Zutphen: De Waldburg Pers, 1978) 372

xii



in particular because it does not belong to the romantic
school and consequently does not seem to fit into the Dutch
literary stream of those days. In Chapter One this phenomenon
will be discussed in more detail. Further, the reviewer
thought that the subject is highly dramatic - although it is
inadequately worked out - and also that towards the end of the
novel a fine piece of symbolism occurs (19) [The reviewer
seemed to be referring to the incident with the family sword
mentioned above]. There is, however, no mention of echoes of
Hamlet and Richard III as I have indicated before. As a matter
of fact this novel saw no translation into another language.
The second review, “New Novels”, was written on the pu-

blication of a translation into English of Van Schendel’s Het
Fregatschip Johanna Maria (1930) by Brian W. Downs, entitled
The JM (1935), with an introduction by Sir Arthur Quiller-
Couch (5-11). This review appeared in the TLS of 9th May 1935.
The translator is highly praised for having successfully re-
produced the tone of the original (300)%°*. In the introduc-
tion Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch expressed his appreciation for
Van Schendel in the following lines,

All beauteous things by which we live

By laws of time and space decay

But O! the very reason why

I clasp them, is because they die (11).
The third review appeared in the TLS of 21st October 1939 on

the occasion of a translation of Van Schendel’s De Grauwe Vo-

gels (1937) by M.S. Stephens. The reviewer was surprised by

25 (London: Jonathan Cape; New York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1935). File AVS/2.b.1(4), LN.
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Van Schendel’s exceptional talent, although he added that,
since ““Q" s testimony in this matter which is surely as con-
clusive as anybody’s” [meaning the introduction to The JM by
Sir A. Quiller-Couch; see previous reference], “we already
knew of it”. He ended his article with the following words,

There is something akin to Hardy’s Immanent Will in the

metaphysic of this sombre and deeply moving story, and

perhaps the terrible conclusion has also a tragic irony

like his (611).

These lines reflect the reviewer’s evaluation of kinship with
certain traits detected in Hardy’s novels, but no mention was
made of intertextuality between Gloucester’s lines in Shake-
speare’s King Lear and Heiltje’s complaint discussed above.

And in an editorial in the TLS a week later, dated 28th
October 1939, we again read the words “exceptional talent” in
connection with Van Schendel’s novel Grey Birds.

The fifth review, “Novels of the Week” in the TLS of 24th
February 1940, commented on the publication of The House in
Haarlem (1940), a translation of Van Schendel’s Een Hollands
Drama (1935) also by M.S. Stephens. The article had this to
convey,

Now comes a second novel, The House in Haarlem, as re-
lentless in its single—-minded quest as the other [as Grey
Birds] and as starkly illuminated. Faith is now encom-
passed not by the mystery of suffering, but by the myste-
ry of sin and retribution. God’s will is become [sic]
man’s hunger for righteousness. It is difficult to convey
the quality of the book. Still and passionless on the
surface, quiet in tone almost to the point of monotony,
the story, though it is set in the eighties and nineties
of the past century, has something of the spiritual at-
mosphere of England of the Commonwealth (97).

With these five reviews I have exhausted the English comments
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on Van Schendel’s work.

From 1900-1901 Arthur van Schendel had been a foreign
master at the Grove House School in Stratford-upon-Avon. At
the time John A. Priest, one-time mayor of that town, was the
headmaster. In the files at the Letterkundig Museum en Docu-
mentatiecentrum (LM) in The Hague I found a manuscript of 50
pages written by H. Maud Kremer-Priest (ca. 1910 and later).
Through her uncle, John A. Priest, and aunt Maud Priest came
to know Van Schendel. Although they had not met when he lived
in Stratford-upon-Avon, years later he invited her to visit
his family in The Netherlands. On a second visit she stayed
at their holiday home in Domburg, a sea-side town. This MS is
called, “A Dutch Writer and an English Girl”"?® and I shall

quote two relevant passages,

The girl, in her turn, waiting at the door of her com-
partment for the train to stop, had not the faintest idea
what he would look like. Her uncle, to whom she owed this
introduction, had said, he was a “famous Dutch author”
and, he had added, “a great man”. And her aunt, cosily
knitting in the conservatory where they were sitting at
Stratford-on-Avon, had quietly supplemented this descrip-
tion by “and such a strange man!” (1).

“Were your Aunt and Uncle quite well when you last saw
them?” he asked. “Thank you, Uncle was very well, but
Auntie is almost an invalid.” “Yes, she was a great suf-
ferer, at times, when I was staying there. She is a brave
and most worthy lady, and your uncle a most honourable
man.” “And Brutus is an honourable man”, flashed through
her brain. “Why, the man talks like Shakespeare!” And
suddenly she became aware of a resemblance in him to
Shakespeare himself, what with the high domeshaped fore-
head, the hair starting there in a point and leaving, at
the sides, the temples high and bare, the longish pointed
nose and the slightly protruding eyes (5).

26 pile AVS/3.a.15, LM,
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Maud Priest eventually married a Dutchman and remained in The
Netherlands.

In this introduction I have mentioned briefly Van Schen-
del’s preoccupation with Shakespeare and his works, but it is
important to emphasize that, although the novelist appropri-
ated material, such as plots or characters, from Shakespeare’s
plays, he adapted it to his own purposes. A clear example, for
instance, is Meneer Oberon en Mevrouw, which plot and environ-
ment are completely different from those of A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. The analogies between the play and the novel,
however, seem unmistakable and indeed point to Van Schendel’s

creative use of intertextuality.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE LIFE AND WORK OF ARTHUR VAN SCHENDEL,

HIS PLACE IN DUTCH LITERATURE

1.1. ARTHUR VAN SCHENDEL’S LIFE

The Dutch poet, novelist, and short story writer, Arthur Fran-
¢ois Emile van Schendel, was born in Batavia, the capital of
the former Dutch colony, The Dutch East Indies, on 5th March
1874, and died in Amsterdam on 1lth September 1946.

Van Schendel belongs to those who remain silent about
their own lives. He was not communicative at all; particularly
his youth, which had not been a happy one, was not discussed,
even with his family. At the request of his children the nove-
list wrote a slender book about his early years, called Jeugd-
herinneringen: a Document (Reminiscences of my youth: a Docu-
ment) on condition that it was not to be published. But his
heirs did publish it, be it long after his death.®

Charles Vergeer, who administered Van Schendel’s estate,
was one of the editors of the eight volumes of Van Schendel’s
Verzameld werk® (Collected works), co-editor of his letters,
and, apart from other books and articles, author of a mono-

graph called Arthur van Schendel®. He devoted much research

1 (Ansterdam: Meulenhoff, 1989).
2 Commissie tot Redactie van het Verzameld Werk van Arthur van Schendel (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff Nederland BV, 1976-1978).

® ('s-Gravenhage: BIZTOH, 1983).



to unravelling what had taken place in the first twenty-five
years of the novelist’s life. According to Vergeer, Van Schen-
del refused ever to give an interview and no photographs of
him were to appear on the cover of his books. Even in his let-
ters to his best friends Van Schendel hardly ever mentioned
particulars about his childhood.* In his attempt to come to
know what had happened to him in the suppressed years, Vergeer
approached Van Schendel through his work, which was actually
in compliance with the latter’s own ideas. For, as regards
William Shakespeare, Van Schendel argued somewhat jokingly,
It ought to be mentioned that many Shakespeareans, etc.
do not believe that one may learn and know the Poet’s
personality, or as they call it his character, from his
work. Shakespeare’s character, they say, 1is not to be
found in his work, for it is dramatic.
And further,
Those scholars are of course not learned enough, for they
do not know that a book means a man, at least something
of a man; that every persona, not only every character,
but every sentence, every word, means something of a man.
They are also childish, because they think that somebody
can hide himself, someone who expresses himself moreover.
Even if Shakespeare mentions mere facts, he does not hide
himself.
(my interpretation and translation).®
Van Schendel was certainly not an exception as regards
these views as will become evident in what follows. A.C. Brad-
ley expressed the same points of view, for he stated in his

Oxford Lectures on Poetry®, in the chapter “Shakespeare the

Man” , commenting in that respect on Sidney L. Lee, A Life of

* Arthur van Schendel, 122.
® Shakespeare in W vol 1: 307-416, 307.
S (London: MacMillan & Co, 1909; 2nd repr. ed. 1926).



William Shakespeare’ - in particular on the biographical in-
ference the latter drew from Shakespeare’s Sonnets -,

Even if Mr Lee’s view of the Sonnets were indisputably
correct, nay, if even, to go much further, the persons
and the story of the Sonnets were as purely fictitious
as those of Twelfth Night they might and would still tell
us something of the personality of their author. For how-
ever free a poet may be from the emotion which he simu-
lates, and however little involved in the condition which
he imagines, he cannot (unless he is a mere copyist)
write a hundred and fifty lyrics expressive of those si-
mulated emotions without disclosing something of himself,
something of the way in which he in particular would feel
and behave under imagined conditions. And the same thing
holds in principle of the dramas. Is it really conceiva-
ble that a man can write some five and thirty dramas, and
portray in them an enormous amount and variety of human
nature, without betraying anything whatever of his own

disposition and preferences?
(313-314).

And in Shakespeare: the Later Years® Russell Fraser stated
his view as follows,
But the personal life, though he buries it deep, partici-

pates in his art, an energizing presence. Energizing

doesn’t always mean troubled.
().

Therefore it is not exceptional that Vergeer approached Van
Schendel in Arthur van Schendel through his works, particular-
ly through Drogon®, Fratilamur*®, Een Hollands Drama'' (The
House in Haarlem'®), and Herdenkingen'* (Commemorations) in

combination with G.H. ’s-Gravesande’s (pseudonym for G.H. Pan-

7 (London: John Murray, 1898; 4th ed. 1925).

® (New York: Columbia UP, 1991).

® 1896; W vol. 1: 7-62.

° Mutobiographical essay, 1928; VW vol. 3: 329-354.

1 1935; W vol. 4: 622-720.

2 rans. N.S. Stephens (London: G. Routledge & Sons Ltd., 1940).

13 1950; VW vol. 8: 341-381.



nekoek Jr) biography, Arthur van Schendel: zijn Leven en zijn
Werk'* (Arthur van Schendel: his Life and his Work), F.W. van
Heerikhuizen’s biography (Dissertation), Het Werk van Arthur
van Schendel: Achtergronden, Karakter, Ontwikkeling*® (Arthur
van Schendel’s Work: Background, Character, Development), and
Schrijvers prentenboek*® (Authors’ picturebook).

In 1983, when the monograph Arthur van Schendel was pu-
blished and Van Schendel’s letters were about to appear?’,
Jeugdherinneringen: a Document, was, as stated above, not in
print. Incidentally, whenever Vergeer quoted from Jeugdherin-
neringen, he did so by heart, because even he, as co-editor
of the Verzameld werk and Van Schendel’s letters, was not
allowed to read it. He remembered lines that were read out to
him by the heirs; some of them were etched in his memory.

Besides, Vergeer had talked to persons who had known Van
Schendel and he himself had had conversations with van Schen-
del’s son Sjeu (Arthur) and daughters Bartje (Hubertina) and
Kennie (Corinna®®); Sjeu and Kennie had studied at the Sor-
bonne in Paris.

It must be stated, however, that as regards the ease of

detecting autobiographical information in Van Schendel’s

™ ('s-Gravenhage: BZZTOH, 1949; repr. 1982).
S (Ansterdam: J.M, Meulenhoff, 1961; repr. 1982).

*€ Corinna van Schendel & Gerrit Borgers. Eds. Schrijvers prentenboek; dl. 19 “Arthur van Schendel ” (Amsterdan: Bezige
Bij, 1976).

7 This announcenent proved not to have naterialized - the publisher went bankrupt - although much work and research had
been invested in this project by the respective editors. However, whenever there was an opportunity, in the course of time
a nunber of letters were incorporated in articles and books.

8 fhe qirl in De Berg van Dromen is called after Van Schendel’s daughter Corinna.
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works, his work can be divided into two periods. In the first
period, which starts with Drogon, these details are referred
to in parallels, indirect references, similar problems. Only
in the second period, when Van Schendel was over fifty, do au-
tobiographical references appear plainly in his work. This pe-
riod from 1927 till 1945 began with Fratilamur in 1928 and
ended with Herdenkingen in 1945.%*°

Arthur van Schendel was the fifth child of his parents,
a late arrival. His father was an officer in the KNIL (The Ar-
my of the Royal Dutch East Indies), on duty in the former
Dutch colony, where he had to move from one island to the
other, from one garrison to the other. In 1875 the family went
on leave to Holland. Two years later they came back and when,
in 1879, they finally returned home, the father was promoted
to the rank of lieutenant-colonel and retired. They went to
live in Haarlem, but Arthur’s father could not long enjoy his
retirement, for he died in December 1880, when the boy was
only six. In April the following year the mother and four of
her children - one of Arthur’s brothers had joined the army
in 1880 - left for The Hague, only to return to Haarlem and
to leave again in 1883, this time for Amsterdam. The mother
and children were continually on the move and this went on
when the three eldest children left the parental home and Mrs
Van Schendel had only to take care of Arthur. According to

Vergeer, Arthur’s mother was restless and carefree, and having

9 Charles Vergeer, Arthur van Schendel, 123.



been left with a small pension, was not capable of coping with
the difficulties she had to face. Arthur himself said in Fra-
tilamur,

I was eleven years old, a child that got little, either

for his mouth or for his heart. My destiny was not to be

feared, however, for I did not know most acute hardships;

a piece of bread was sufficient, and I was not in need

for warmth. I did not go to school, I had no friends and

I did not play.

(my interpretation and translation).?*

He roamed through the fields and the woods when they
lived in Haarlem and when they moved to Amsterdam, went for
endless walks outside the town, past the quays, where huge
ships lay moored, noticed everything, but at the same time was
absorbed in his own thoughts.

Meanwhile his mother had acquired a new attachment. The
relationship between this person, whom Arthur always referred
to as ‘that man’, and the boy remained a strained one. Things
got worse and Arthur left his mother’s house. A half-sister
and later a half-brother were born; the former was sickly.
Once when his baby sister Lucie was ill, Arthur had to sit up
at night and look after her to allow his mother to have some
rest. Somebody had given him an illustrated book to read,
called De Aarde en haar Volken (The Earth and its Peoples).
In it he read the fascinating story of Stanley and Living-
stone.

Van Schendel admitted in Fratilamur,

the first time I read this book the fire of passion in-
flamed. Although this passion - without which no beauty

20 Charles Verqeer, Arthur van Schendel, 13; Fratilamur, WV vol. 3, 337.
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will become visible - did not come out of the book to me,
there must surely have been a breeze entering me which
ignited a sparkle.
(my interpretation and translation).®*
One wintry night little Lucie died and the family soon there-
after moved. In Jeugdherinneringen: a Document (14) Van Schen-
del commented on this episode in his life as follows,
@ rift has developed between the reality and my world of
imagination, already since my eleventh year.
(my interpretation and translation).
From that time he began to read eagerly and to write. Mrs
Van Schendel’s small pension and the fact that they were con-
stantly moving gave little opportunity for the boy to receive
proper schooling. When his father died he attended a primary
school. Later in Amsterdam he also went to a primary school,
but that only lasted for a couple of weeks because his mother
could not pay the fees and Arthur’s clothes were so shabby
that he was sent away. After some years he eventually went to
the Jongeheerenschool in Amsterdam and this time he was able
to stay a whole year; he happened to have been admitted to the
last year of primary education. How happy the boy was! The
following year he went to the first form of the H.B.S. (former
Dutch High School), but he failed to reach the second fornm,
not because of any inability to study, but because of his de-
fective primary schooling. Arthur left school and went to work
in a bookshop, Kirberger en Kesper, specializing in English

books. However, the job only lasted for one month. It was at

this point that he decided to study English himself - which

21 (C