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Multatuli (1820-1887) in Poland

A Historical-Literary Study of the Reception
of Multatuli’s Work in Poland
in the Late 19th - Early 20th Century

Summary

Multatuli (pseudonym of Eduard Douwes Dekker, 1820-1887) was a high-ranking government offi-
cial in the Dutch East Indies with the prospects for a brilliant political career when he made an
attempt to protect the local people from exploitation in the province of Lebak, Java, where he was
assistant commissioner. His efforts were perceived as insubordination as well as the negation of
the so-called Cultivation System, an elaborate scheme of colonial exploitation which relied on
Javanese chiefs (regents). Having fallen into disgrace with his superiors, Dekker resigned his post
and returned to Europe where he found himself without a permanent job or steady income. As he
had already considered writing before, in this situation Dekker decided to record his experience in
Java and attack the principles of the Dutch colonial policy and existing political system. The novel
Max Havelaar (1860; Polish editions in 1903 nad 1994) became a political as well as society scan-
dal and brought its author notoriety and international fame.

In the novel, the former official’s meticulous record of facts is complemented by a fascinating
creative act. Multatuli oscillates between realistic description and artistic fantasy, adding inven-
tion to the truth in order to make the latter easier to digest and even developing some aesthetic
theory of the procedure. With its thoroughly modern unveiling of the consecutive layers of narra-
tion, the novel’s innovative frame structure was far in advance of Multatuli’s time and remains
impressive today.

In time, when it became obvious that Max Havelaar would neither redeem the author in the
eyes of his fellow citizens nor improve the lot of Javanese peasants, Multatuli began to attack all
forms of injustice and criticize the follies of people, systems, and social conventions. In his later
works, he satirized unsparingly middle-class morality, child-rearing practices, ossified religious tra-
dition, mediocrity and narrow-mindedness. He also published a number of essays focused on social
and moral issues which expressed his anachronistically radical views on the Dutch middle-class
society and its institutions. He is one of few world-class authors successful at combining moral
zeal with the mastery of structure.

The interest of the author of this study in the reception of Multatuli’s work in Poland stems not
only from his fascination with the Dutch writer’s multi-dimensional writings. The exciting chal-
lenge, presented by the interdisciplinary study of the reception of any foreign literature, has been
a factor as well, particularly that so far the reception of Dutch literature in Poland has not been

studied in detail.




270 Multatuli (1820-1887) in Poland

h:;dihde bstudy, a theoretical background for the anal

provi adapti i

i Cmmym (Lﬂznng ;,?:o t;:tcgor;eshdcvelopcd on the grounds of linguistics, presented b

b it el f'rf:; "tc : z:vno é’ra}:sfer J;ljzpes in Language Contact 1988) RcTJIanS

' m rence, oetsem has introduced tstibot .

::f:mt:on (source language activity) or the influence of that lanc e

s pon another language, mastered to a lesser de
ements. Another term is borrowing (recipient lan

mastered to a lesser degree u guage activity) or the influence of tt
: pon the language i : : he language
reveals itself through loan-words. § = Which 0no s more fluent. This cffect gCneralgIY

Transferring the linguisti
e ma$ &mn:‘;?;;n;c gio;ﬁé)rgi%osed by van Coetsem onto the grounds of literary cri-
writers. Traditionally, the reception of forei ere.m approaches to the reception of foreign-language
as loan-words and interpmedpas !h: oreign literature has been approached in the same manngcr
culture. However, the reception of lit e i and doniome
de i i lterature may'also be analyzed from a perspective different than
vessels. The recipients’ active micpproacbl; v e mstemloma
dkeblbaratt oenetiution o . realm of taken into consideration, not only in the context of thei
unconsciously MPrinﬁngthemode;n f? thf(‘)relgn B i e of
in the process. Consequently, the au:)h mfr own culture onto the models of culture they encounter
N bt e empi‘msis shou(;:i (;e this article has proposed that in the studies of foreign
Vil Brrtbons o L placed on the analysis of the structures of imposition
xSk eclsiotly) out e t.mnslatier words, the research should focus not so much (and cer-
o Iut o the: why these sh ons of foreign literature and the recipients’ perceptions of
i b phenomena reveal the literary and artistic consciousness of the dis-

As the first step in th i -

e il lranp; Iaﬁo:s?:gss:fe:i the reception of Multatuli’s work over the years, the list of
toemwmbmgﬁm e tb e mre is reviewed anc! the reception approaches typified in order
: ok Sk e t;;itton of Multatuli’s work were unusual and which followed
M‘imtingsnomside et :isc er Dutch auth?rs in Poland. The reception of Multatuli’s
& g g i s uss;i to prgvxde a comparative background, with partic-
eni:i;mp(‘Dehaskkq' oGe!r '-M“multaml s Ir}y m which his fame reached Poland. Then, relevant
o waid published in Polaz:iyc opaedias and rem_arks on his oeuvre in reference books
cepts related to hisE i han:m analyzed, providing insights into the views and con-
The Tt Mul:gmﬁ'md the chax:actcr of the discussed period on the other.
ml-tmmm oA sy s work are discussed in detail and the analysis of Polish
presentafion of the wublishes or .om{numais) generally includes such constant elements as the
of each translation. The rece rJ s profile, information on the translator and the description

g thcm : p.!lmotrll,c of .Multaiuh’s oeuvre after 1945 is outlined.
tory of Polish gﬁmelal m“’ + attempthtl:w of specific foreign literatures are important for the his-
i Ut mmlat:om o i hmede a perspective on literary phenomena must take into
played by the Sk in terature presented during the discussed period. The role
"“‘%‘e ik ’mis e f:;d .temture in ;;::e shaping of Polish cultural life in the late 19th-
last part of the 5
) i mﬁgcmﬂhi)e factors which affected Multatuli’s reception in Poland
basisfe:fm i ify his ocuvre m.tcrms of a specific model of literature. On the
the mwg i merec.cpuon of °§m foreign literatures and authors and the analysis of
PR s EWM 2 iogydlmsed' pe odé; number of hypotheses are presented with respect

I ] Mzahen mmmf’om“’ com;;mng culture and literature of the late 19th-carly 20th

the ‘wbyz i amntﬂ'm address the fundamental questions of Multatuli’s reception in Poland,

ysis of the reception phenomenon has been

acing
‘ : One is
; guage in which one is more fly-
gree. It affects primarily syntax and phonetic

Multatuli (1820-1887) in Poland il

The analysis of Multatu
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Ily assumed in reference publications although they usually open-
ly acknowledged the effect of foreign impulses upon Polish literature. Consequently, any descrip-
tion and evaluation of Polish literature requires a comparative background provided by the study
of foreign literature reception. Not only should the translations of foreign authors receive more
attention in the literary-historical studies but they also should be considered in periodization and
terminology defining the tendencies in Polish literary culture.

This approach to the issues of reception has led to the problem of the socially relevant models
of literature in the late 19th-carly 20th century and their place in the structure of Polish culture
during this period. In the proposed model describing the relations between the reception phenom-
enon on the one hand and the period’s literary consciousness on the other, the history of Polish lit-
erature from the early 19th century to the Second World War is described by the following for-
mula: a + ab + abc + (abc)d + e, where a stands for Romanticism, b — for Positivism, ¢ for Young
Poland, d for Modernism, and e for the interwar period (1918-1939). From this perspective, a (Ro-
manticism) dominates the entire 19th century and determines, so to speak, the spiritual space of
the century. The 20th century opens with d (Modernism) whose distinctive feature was a desire to
re-evaluate the existing cultural tradition and dispose of its significant part. In other words, the
19th-century cumulation, expressed as a + ab + abc was being replaced by renovation, in our for-

mula denoted as (abc)d.

Expressed by Young Poland, the desire to make Polish literature more ‘European’ was not

unusual at the time as similar sentiments resurfaced in other countries as well. It meant the dis-
tancing of Polish literary culture from the solidly entrenched romantic mode (whose provenience
was German) and bringing it closer, in more or less deliberate fashion, to the rationalistic tradi-
tion usually associated with Classical (and later Mediterranean) culture. In a sense, this shift of
emphasis was an attempt (not entirely successful) to reach back to those phases of Polish literary
and cultural tradition which had predated the partitions of Poland in the late 18th century.
Although more general interpretations based on the study of the reception of single foreign
writer present an easy target of critique as the scope is somewhat limited, it seems that the pro-
posed terminology and typology may be applied to other art-related phenomena in the discussed
period and help discover new perspectives. Although the pre-determined quality and scope of the
reception material analyzed in the study define the assumptions and departure points, this is not
necessarily a limitation. On the contrary, such specific perspective may shed a new light on the
structure of the period, its turning points and various aspects as well as the relations between them.
As Jerzy Ziomek put it (1986: 23): ‘Periodization is a certain way of interpreting the history of
lierature because each attempt at dividing and connecting in order to create new configurations is
a statement on the values and driving forces of the historical process (...). There is no single “cor-
rect” periodization because periodization is a way of understanding. An argument about the divid-
ing and connecting of the historical evidence is always an argument about values, understood in a
double sense: as developmental values and realized values’.

Translated by Malgorzata Mozdéynska-Nawotka




