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 Introduction

‘Love it or hate it, celebrity is one of the dominant features of modern 

life’, Fred Inglis pronounces in his book A Short History of Celebrity (2010).1 

His statement is undoubtedly true: on television and the internet we are 

continually confronted with celebrities. Even animals can become stars. 

People who are not famous want to become famous. Fame, the process of 

rising above the masses, has become desirable. Hollywood in particular 

is responsible for an almost infinite procession of stars. It seems as if 

people can never get enough. Magazines, filled to the brim with celebrity 

gossip, are devoured all over the world. It is certainly not far-fetched 

along with sociologist Robert van Krieken to label the western world as 

a ‘Celebrity Society’: our economic, political and social existence has 

become organised around celebrities.2 This phenomenon is, according 

to him, an indisputable product of modernity. 

‘Famous’ is explained in the Oxford English Dictionary as: ‘Celebrated in 

fame or public report; much talked about, renowned’. Two aspects are 

implied in this defi nition: a person should be widely known, and he or 

she should do something that is valued positively. This explanation is, 

however, not quite satisfactory. Fame is not something that can be acquired 

independently; it is something that is attributed by cultural institutions or 

‘intermediaries’.3 As such, the phenomenon of celebrity is related to what 

the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu refers to as attributed ‘symbolic 

capital’. Art does not have any intrinsic quality. According to Bourdieu 

the symbolic value thereof is attributed by institutions.

 Something similar can be said about celebrity. The German 

sociologist Max Weber describes charisma as ‘a certain quality of an 

individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary 

men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least 

specifically exceptional powers or qualities.’4 Regardless of whether we 

understand celebrity as charisma or as a form of capital, it is undoubtedly 

attributed by a public. Fame is not essentially related to merit. Paris 

Hilton presents a good example. With regard to her it is tempting to 

recall Daniel J. Boorstin’s well-known definition of celebrity as somebody 
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who is predominantly ‘known for being well-known’.5 Certainly not 

everybody sees Hilton in a positive light. Her extravagant lifestyle and 

affairs – parties, driving under the influence, a disclosed sex video – gives 

an impression of superficiality, which many people do not appreciate. 

Yet, for some reason it is exactly this lifestyle we admire. People seem 

to relish every controversial incident she gets involved in: celebrities are 

indeed people whom ‘we love to hate’.6 Irrespective of how controversial 

she might be, Paris Hilton is a celebrity because she is regarded as one 

by her public and is attributed a certain value by them. Thus, compared 

to Daniel Boorstin’s definition of celebrity, preference is given to that 

of Chris Rojek: ‘the attribution of  glamorous or notorious status  to an 

individual within the public sphere’.7

Function, defi nition, periodisation

How can the fascination with celebrity be understood? As far as research 

topics are concerned celebrity and celebrity culture are relatively recent. 

Even though Boorstin explored the phenomenon as early as 1961 in his 

work The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-events in America, the rapid development 

of this field of research only started gaining momentum during the last 

decade with the publication of monographs, the introduction of the 

Celebrity Studies Journal and the initiation of big international conferences 

devoted to this issue. Not just sociologists, but also media researchers, 

historians, art historians and literary theorists have become active in the 

field with many studies published on the theory and history of celebrity.8 

Many of these studies have indicated a close link between celebrity and 

the ever-increasing individualisation and globalisation processes, and 

have claimed that celebrities fulfill significant functions within these 

developments.

In Understanding Celebrity (2004) Graeme Turner discusses the 

‘parasocial’ role of celebrities in our modern capitalist world. Firstly, 

Turner argues, they provide much-needed compensation for the shrinking 

number of real-life contacts. This happens, for example, through ‘the 

illusion of intimacy’: the feeling that you know a star and that you are 

emotionally involved with him or her.9 The overwhelming response to the 

death of celebrities such as Elvis Presley, John Lennon, Lady Di, David 

Bowie and Prince signifi es this bond.
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Secondly, celebrities play a role in the construction of the social and 

cultural identities of individuals. According to Turner, they serve as ‘a 

source of gossip, which is itself understood as an important social process 

through which relationships, identity, and social and cultural norms are 

debated, evaluated, modifi ed and shared’. Thirdly, the fascination is 

related to the human need for sense making. Celebrities actually become 

‘mattering maps’: methods we implement to create order in the world 

around us. In this sense celebrity can be related to religion: ‘the gap left  

by the decline in the cultural purchase of organized religion has at least 

partly been fi lled by celebrity.’ In this regard it is oft en referred to as ‘post-

God celebrity’.10 

Van Krieken sees the meaning of celebrity as twofold. In the fi rst 

instance he regards it as a quality or status by means of which a person 

attracts attention, and from which he or she – being ‘well-known’ and 

‘highly visible’ – derives value in at least one public domain. He states 

that the attention can be either positive or negative. A second element 

is that a celebrity has higher status than that of ‘ordinary’ people. This 

is even stronger in the case of a ‘distinctive narrative’: a deviant image 

through which the public and the private person fl ow together.11 There 

are countless examples of celebrities who explicitly cultivate an image. 

For decades Madonna has attracted and is still attracting public attention 

with extraordinary looks and extravagant behaviour. Michael Jackson 

was another master in the creation of an eccentric image. More recently 

Lady Gaga attracted attention by appearing at the 2010 MTV Awards in 

a dress of raw meat. Celebrities are obviously aware of the necessity to 

distinguish themselves from the masses. 

Even though celebrity culture might seem to be a modern trend, 

it is certainly not new. There are various opinions about when this 

phenomenon came into being. Some historians see a connection with 

the various processes of democratisation throughout history, others 

with the advent of modernity and mass culture in the second half of the 

nineteenth century, while most fi lm historians regard the beginning 

of the twentieth century as the time of origin. Film historian Richard 

Schickel is of the opinion that, although some talented people enjoyed 

a certain amount of fame during previous centuries, celebrity came into 

existence only during the early twentieth century.12 Graeme Turner also 

argues ‘that the growth of celebrity is historically linked to the spread of 

the mass media (particularly the visual media)’.13 
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Robert van Krieken has a diff erent view. According to him the celebrity 

phenomenon was not discovered by Hollywood, but developed through 

a long historic process. This is in line with the thinking of Leo Braudy 

whose classic study The Frenzy of Renown. Fame & Its History (1986) explores 

the historical roots of fame.14 Celebrity is timeless, Braudy says. Albeit in 

diff erent forms, it has been present ever since classical antiquity. Sharing 

this opinion, Van Krieken sees similarities in the fame of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau and Princess Diana despite the diff erent eras they lived in. Both 

had an aversion to the excessive attention they received. Rousseau, for 

example, complained about the visitors who came to stare at him as if he 

were a curiosity – not for his ideas, but for his fame. Lady Di was similarly 

burdened by the stalking paparazzi. In short, both were acquainted with 

‘the experience of celebrity’: being highly visible to a broader public and 

possessing the capacity to attract relatively large amounts of attention.15 

Van Krieken emphasises an important characteristic of celebrity. Even 

though many celebrities do have virtues, their exceptional status results 

from the fact that they generate attention: ‘Layered on top of whatever 

talents, skills and moral virtues they may have – which is what constitutes 

their identity as a superhuman football player, an incredibly beautiful and 

moving actress, or an inspiring singer – is their social function as larger 

or smaller bundles of attention-capital, and this is what constitutes them 

as a celebrity.’16 Obviously previous centuries had known diff erent forms 

of attention than the present media-fl ooded internet era in which fame 

is measured by the number of friends and followers one has on Facebook 

or Twitter, an era in which somebody can become famous at the drop of a 

hat (and can lose his or her fame at the same speed). 

 Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism presents an analysis of how five 

Dutch poets from the nineteenth century manifested themselves as 

literary celebrities and how their fans saw them. Although celebrity 

predominantly relates to film stars, pop idols and sports heroes, it is not 

exclusively the domain of entertainment and popular culture. Literary 

history has also produced many celebrities. In fact, one specific form of 

celebrity is ‘literary celebrity’, which has also become a topic of research. 

Throughout the centuries there have always been readers who admired 

authors for their fascinating lives, their unusual opinions or eccentric 

personalities. Thus, undoubtedly, ‘star authors’ – to use Joe Moran’s 

term17 – is a long-standing historical phenomenon. Whichever century 

they lived in, as cultural entrepreneurs they were perceptive of the 

tastes of the public and the field in which they operated.18 Eighteenth- 
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and nineteenth-century sources of literary celebrity,19 its close yet tense 

relation with modernism20 and its fusion with postmodern popular 

culture have been successfully explored by scholars.21 Their research 

has proved that this is an intriguing form of fame, as widespread as it is 

perplexing. 

Ample examples exist of authors who have acquired international fame 

in the form of fan clubs, merchandising and continuous media attention. 

Bret Easton Ellis, Haruki  Murakami and J.K. Rowling are examples of 

contemporary literary celebrities. But there are also many historical 

examples such as Lord Byron, Charles Dickens and Oscar Wilde. Yet, 

literary fame is not a foregone conclusion. There is a long tradition of 

associating literary prestige with intellectual satisfaction, cultural capital 

and elitist refi nement (high culture), while celebrity, on the other hand, 

is oft en related to popular amusement, commercial attributes and mass 

production (mass culture). This has, however, not prevented high and 

popular culture from oft en merging. 

From Court culture to mass culture

Even though there were already celebrities in classic antiquity, the 

birth of modern celebrity culture has a different character. According 

to Van Krieken various historical developments have influenced the 

emergence of this culture. He firstly sees a link between fame-cult and 

the court culture at the royal courts of early modern Europe. Here Van 

Krieken expands on an earlier work, Die höfische Gesellschaft. Untersuchungen 

zur Soziologie des Kö nigtums und der hö fischen Aristokratie (1969) by German 

sociologist Norbert Elias. From early on some kings have been conscious 

of the functionality of an image and a public persona, and understood 

the significance of playing a role. They were cognizant of the fact that 

spontaneity could undermine a position of power.22 Van Krieken perceives 

the court culture of then as a microcosm with similar developments and 

strategies as in contemporary celebrity culture.

Between the fourteenth and the seventeenth centuries – the period of 

the Renaissance – court culture started undergoing signifi cant changes, 

Van Krieken explains. Whereas social mobility was limited during the 

Middle Ages, the signifi cance of the individual increased during the 

Renaissance – society started becoming a meritocracy and status was 

no longer related only to origin or class, but also to individual qualities 
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or merits such as talent, expertise and charisma. Celebrity too is related 

to individuality; it only thrives in societies with an appreciation for the 

individual. Court culture is characterised by a battle for power: the so-

called ‘combativeness of court society’, with nobles trying to improve 

their standing, acquire valuable positions, and gain favour with their 

superiors. This explains their obsession with image, a form of ‘celebrity 

rationality’.23

A second development was the introduction of the art of printing 

around 1450. Books became less exclusive, information was distributed 

more quickly, and a public sphere developed around the printed word. 

The relatively easy distribution of texts and the growth of a reading 

public paved the way for authors to increase their individuality and fame: 

‘print made literature hugely more attractive and eff ective as a means of 

achieving celebrity’. The growing circulation of books, newspapers and 

magazines contributed to the expansion of the ‘world of celebrity’.24

Finally, Van Krieken also mentions the signifi cant infl uence of changes 

in the theatre.25 During the Middle Ages theatre had a mainly religious 

content and function. This started changing in the sixteenth century 

when, with their own entertainment in mind, monarchs and noblemen 

began to support the theatre. This was an important stimulus for the 

breakthrough of secular theatre. From the onset of King Charles II’s 

reign in England from 1660, women for the fi rst time began to appear on 

stage. The public was fascinated by the fi gure of the female actor. Partly 

as a result of this there was, from the seventeenth century onwards, a rise 

in interest in the personality of artists. Some playwrights even started 

writing scripts for one specifi c actor and audiences became increasingly 

interested in the lives of theatre stars. Thus a new type of celebrity came 

into existence.26

Van Krieken concludes: ‘These three intersecting trajectories of 

historical transformation – the emergence and evolution of court society, 

the growth of individualism, and the development of printing as a 

means of mass communication, especially in relation to theatre and art – 

together established the basic principles and logic of celebrity society’.27 

However, it was developments in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

that moved celebrity culture to another level. 

As with other areas of culture, celebrity too was infl uenced by 

industrialisation. Cities developed, rural areas and small towns 

became urbanised, the population expanded and a larger public needed 

amusement. Through the introduction of trains, steamships, telegraphy 
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and new print techniques the circulation of information took place much 

more quickly. The number of newspapers and magazines increased. 

With the introduction of photography around 1840 the democratisation 

of celebrity was given an important impulse. Through this medium 

celebrities had ample opportunity to manifest themselves, and the public 

could now see what they looked like in real life. 

By the start of the twentieth century the fi lm industry too became 

part of this scenario, and in 1911 the fi rst studio was set up in Hollywood. 

Gradually a professional infrastructure developed, a ‘fi eld of celebrity’. 

Thus, an economic dimension was added to the celebrity culture. A 

defi nite link developed between fame and money.28 In the literature of 

the second half of the nineteenth century, and through the gradual 

emergence of an autonomous literary fi eld, a simultaneous but ‘reverse 

economic’ development took place, with authors turning away from the 

market.29 The thought was that the value of arts and literature could not be 

expressed in money, and they should not function as a source of income. 

For a long time cultural life scorned any commercial tendency in the arts. 

During the early twentieth century, particularly in the period aft er the 

First World War, the phenomenon of the fi lm star emerged on the social 

scene. The fi lm created a sphere of intimacy during a time when people had 

become disillusioned with the increasingly anonymous and fragmented 

nature of human existence.30 Film stars became magical attractions: 

‘Cinema stars … off ered the reassurance of individual recognisability at a 

time when that was proving increasingly hard to fi nd.’31

A new generation of political leaders also happily exploited the 

possibilities off ered by the new media to enhance their fame. The narrative 

of the twentieth century is, according to Fred Inglis, about dictators such 

as Benito Mussolini, Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin becoming celebrities 

through the exploitation of the media and propaganda.32 Mussolini 

created an image of himself as a strong, passionate Italian – a showcase of 

masculinity and leadership. But it was Adolf Hitler who excelled in taking 

advantage of modern resources in creating an image. By using fi lm, 

photography and radio he brought the glorifi cation of his person-focused 

Führer cult closer to the people than ever before: right into their lounges. 

Hitler is a good example of how, in modern times, one can become 

a public fi gure – in his case through his Führer image – and how a clear 

distinction between the private and the public fi gure fades: he played 

who he was and he was whom he played. For this he made use of the most 

modern resource available: the fi lm. While Julius Caesar gave his subjects 
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gladiator games, the German dictator gave his people the spectacle of 

Nazi culture. His role as a modern messiah formed a signifi cant part of 

it.33  In his speeches he very strategically employed particular mannerisms, 

silences and voice techniques. Propaganda fi lms like Leni Riefenstahl’s 

Triumph des Willens (1935) helped in propagating his image as Führer, a 

person with superhuman stature.

That Hitler’s fans regarded him as a celebrity was obvious. Hitler 

oaks were planted, bakeries sold Hitler cakes, fl orists sold Hitler roses 

and parents named their children aft er the dictator. According to the 

historian and Hitler biographer Volker Ulrich, ‘a lively trade developed 

around Führer-busts; Hitler images adorned beer mugs, porcelain tiles, 

ashtrays, cards, fountain pen holders and other everyday objects. The 

collectors’ pictures that came with cigarettes were particularly popular.’ 

Hitler portraits, preferably with signature, were also immensely popular. 

Day and night a continuous fl ow of fan mail was delivered to the State 

Chancellery, and on his birthday he was fl ooded with gift s from admirers 

– from valuable paintings to home-knitted socks. Hitler’s country home 

at Obersalzberg became a place of pilgrimage. Thousands of pilgrims 

travelled there hoping to catch a glimpse of the Führer. An observer 

remarked: ‘In silence they passed by with expressions from which it was 

clear that it was one of the greatest moments of their lives.’ Wherever 

In the queue at Berchtesgaden to see Adolf Hitler, 1934 (bpk/Bayerische Staatsbibliothek/Heinrich

Hoff mann).
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Hitler made an appearance he was revered like a star, surrounded by 

masses of admirers.34 

That the worship of Hitler took on an almost religious character 

became obvious in the symbols (the swastika), the mass rallies, the 

torchlight marches, the rabble-rousing parades and songs, and of course 

in Hitler presenting himself as a charismatic messiah. The Führer cult 

proves the close resemblance between celebrity and religion. Both 

are concerned with the creation and appreciation of charisma. The 

glorifi cation of a celebrity is very similar to the worshipping of a deity. 

Fans as well as religious believers are fascinated by places that are in a 

signifi cant way related to the life of a star or a saint, such as a place of 

birth, house of death, or other symbolic location – take for example the 

grotto of Massabielle in Lourdes or the Graceland estate of Elvis Presley. 

Referring to this phenomenon, Chris Rojek writes: ‘Cemeteries that 

contain the remains of celebrities are also popular tourist attractions, 

just as cathedrals housing the graves of saints have been popular 

places of pilgrimage.’35 Common, too, is the glorifi cation of relics – 

whether it is a piece of bone or holy water, a signature, a lock of hair or 

a book with a dedication. Both religion and celebrity-cult maintain an 

unequal relationship between fan and star.36 Both saint and celebrity are 

inaccessible: the precise reason for their allure.37 

Since the Second World War modern media have performed an 

increasingly signifi cant role in the creation of celebrity. The possibilities 

presented by television have proven to be particularly powerful, and 

more so the internet, which has made it even easier to become famous. 

Nevertheless, a book about Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism does not 

require an in-depth exploration of these recent developments. From here 

the focus will be on the nineteenth century, a period during which poets 

were regarded as inimitable geniuses. 

Romantic fame

Around 1800 there was a substantial growth in the interest in celebrities. 

The status of the artist changed. People became fascinated with his 

extraordinary nature: ‘a highly spiritual being, separate from the debased 

everyday world.’38 These changes coincided with new ideas emerging at the 

end of the eighteenth century. The writer no longer lived an isolated life, 

like a saint in the desert, but became a known figure with a public image.39 
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International studies have pointed out a parallel between the increasing 

fascination with celebrities and the commencement of Romanticism.40 

The latter brought about a change, which still has an infl uence on our 

thinking about art and literature. The emphasis on rationality during 

the Age of Enlightenment made way for the supremacy of feeling and 

imagination. Other characteristics of Romanticism include artistic 

inspiration, the importance of originality and authenticity, desire for 

freedom, non-conformity and the idea of the artist as genius. A shift  from 

mimesis to expression also took place – true art was no longer seen as an 

imitation of reality, but rather as an expression of feeling. M.H. Abrams 

used the famous metaphor of the mirror and the lamp to typify this shift : 

initially writers only refl ected the light, but during Romanticism they 

themselves became the lamp.41 

For the major part of the eighteenth century poetry was related to 

craft smanship, something that could be learned or acquired. The poet 

had a social function and a social responsibility. During disasters, such 

as the Earthquake of Lisbon (1755), the poet fulfi lled the task that was 

expected of him. From the end of the eighteenth century, though, the 

poet was increasingly seen as an original and inimitable genius, whose 

talents were not learned but innate, and who was capable of extraordinary 

achievements.42 Thus, the literature of the nineteenth century gradually 

developed a metaphysical dimension. 

The onset of Romanticism started in Europe around 1800. The French 

Revolution and its aft ermath unleashed a landslide. Under the infl uence 

of the political changes, an aesthetic revolution took off . Starting in 

Germany, the genius cult and stardom also spread to other countries. 

According to David Higgins: ‘by the end of the eighteenth century, genius 

had become a key term across Europe in aesthetics … In particular, 

its valorization of originality and self-expression … gave writers the 

courage to experiment with literary form and content. Genius was one 

of the concepts that fuelled the cultural-revolution, which we now call 

Romanticism.’43 

During Romanticism the uniqueness of the artist was emphasised. 

William Marx provides a good example of the changed position of the 

author in his book L’adieu à la littérature (2005). When, in 1820, the English 

critic Charles Lamb for the fi rst time saw John Milton’s manuscripts 

with all their corrections, he was overcome with a feeling of having 

been deceived. He had always thought that Milton’s verses erupted 

from his soul and could not bear to see them like that ‘as if the words 
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were mortal and could arbitrarily be changed or moved around’. The 

substantial changes that had taken place in the ideas about the nature 

of literature are evident when considering that only a couple of decades 

prior to this, Samuel Johnson expressed his admiration for Milton’s 

industrious labour.44 Thus, in the nineteenth century the poet is oft en 

seen as a prophet and his poetry as an outpouring of the most individual 

feelings. Charles Baudelaire’s metaphor of the poet as an albatross that 

should not be constrained in spreading his wings and rising to a higher 

realm is well known. The Scottish literary critic and scholar Thomas 

Carlyle asserts: ‘Prophet and Poet, well understood, have much kindred 

of meaning. Fundamentally indeed they are still the same; in this most 

important respect especially, that they have penetrated both of them into 

the sacred mystery of the Universe’. According to Carlyle, both Dante and 

Shakespeare are apt examples of the convergence of these qualities in one 

person. Referring to the latter, he writes: ‘I feel that there is actually a 

kind of sacredness in the fact of such a man being sent into this Earth. Is 

he not an eye to us all; a blessed heaven-sent Bringer of Light?’45

Such a rise in status was also attributed to the writers of the time. In 

previous centuries an author wrote to amuse a king, but in the nineteenth 

century a metamorphosis took place: the ‘servant of princes became the 

light of the world.’46 His position became more crucial, as well as the 

imperative to distinguish himself from the rest. The modern artist’s urge 

for distinction, as far as image and behaviour are concerned, is closely 

connected to Romanticism. In other words, celebrity culture is related 

to the modern notion of authorship. During the nineteenth century it 

became standard that the position of the artist is above that of ordinary 

people and that the artist should distinguish him- or herself socially and 

culturally by means of an exceptional lifestyle and a particular image. Tom 

Mole says: ‘By the end of the Romantic period, one could meaningfully 

speak of a celebrity or a star as a special kind of person with a distinct 

kind of public profi le.’47 

Mole also asserts that, although earlier centuries had known famous 

people, celebrity culture started to become a reality only in the nineteenth 

century. According to him, Rousseau was famous but he was no celebrity. 

Celebrity status requires three conditions: an individual, an industry 

and a public. Lord Byron is the one author who is generally considered, 

also by Tom Mole, as the fi rst literary celebrity.48 Fred Inglis argues: 

‘Perhaps we can say … that it is during Byron’s brief lifetime – he died 

at thirty-six in 1824 – that charm and its distorted and magnifi ed echo, 
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glamour, become public values, and what is more, values looked for as 

attributes of celebrity.’49 Byron’s rebellious and revolutionary personality, 

combined with a scandal- and aff air-ridden life was considered unusual. 

It spoke to the imagination in the same way as his self-infl icted exile 

did and his legendary death during the Greek War of Independence in 

1824.50 Likewise, Leo Braudy regards Lord Byron as the fi rst author to be 

a product of ‘the new machine of literary celebrity’.51 

According to Mole a new type of fame arose with Byron. Though 

somebody like Laurence Sterne certainly enjoyed a form of fame, he lived 

in a pre-industrial period and can therefore not be regarded as a true 

celebrity: ‘Although the self-presentation of individuals such as Sterne 

… included celebrity characteristics, it required the growth of a modern 

industry of production, promotion and distribution, and a modern 

audience – massive, anonymous, socially diverse and geographically 

distributed – before these elements combined to form a celebrity 

culture in the modern sense.’52 Byron became a celebrity because he 

succeeded in creating a branded identity. Not only was this related to 

his life, but according to Mole also to the techniques employed in his 

poetry. By suggesting a very special and personal connection between 

reader and author in his poems, Byron established a remarkably eff ective 

‘hermeneutic of intimacy’. Also the reader is given the impression that the 

poet and his persona are one and the same person, and thereby prompted 

to read Byron’s work as if it were autobiographical.

During the nineteenth century celebrity culture started spreading 

widely. It was not limited to literature but also manifested in other areas of 

culture. Actors, for example, were exceptionally effi  cient in obtaining star 

status. When in 1811 Napoleon attended a performance in Amsterdam, 

he brought along his own actors from the Comédie Française, amongst them 

François Joseph Talma and Catherine-Joséphine Duchesnois, the most 

renowned actor and actress in Europe. 

Famous singers also emerged, such as Farinelli, the eighteenth 

century soprano castrato from Italy. Another example is Jenny Lind, the 

Swedish nightingale, famous in Europe and the USA for both her voice 

and her looks. Various forms of fan culture developed around her. During 

her life she was oft en written about in the press, but her fame continued 

also aft er her death: ships, streets, hospitals and even an island were 

called aft er her. Also musicians acquired star status, for example Niccolò 

Paganini, the Italian violin virtuoso who became known as the ‘demonic 

violinist’. His audiences were fascinated by his self-invented image of the 
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suff ering artist, which he enhanced by painting his face white and giving 

nocturnal concerts at cemeteries. The composers Frédéric Chopin and 

Hector Berlioz were also known for their striking performing personas, 

which became the subject of stories and gossip.53 The best-known 

example, however, is the Hungarian composer Franz Liszt, around whom 

a real ‘Lisztomania’ developed. Also the visual arts were infl uenced by the 

genius cult. That celebrity culture was a widespread phenomenon during 

the nineteenth century cannot be denied. 

The invention of the fan

During Romanticism the position of the author changed, but also that 

of the public with the phenomenon of the fan and associated fandom 

coming into existence. Mark Duffett, author of Understanding Fandom 

(2013), defines the concept as ‘a sociocultural phenomenon largely 

associated with modern capitalist societies, electronic media, mass 

culture and public performance’.54 In general it is regarded as a (not 

always positive) symptom of modernity. Joli Jensen remarks: ‘Fandom, 

The Swedish singer Jenny Lind (1820-1887) honoured in America, 1850 (Mary Evans Picture Library).
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especially “excessive” fandom, is defined as a form of psychological 

compensation, an attempt to make up for all that modern life lacks …. 

Fans … seek contact with famous people in order to compensate for their 

own inadequate lives’.55 

In the theory of the phenomenon of ‘fandom’ the fan is seen not as 

a passive consumer, but rather as an active participant. Admirers dress 

like their favourite characters, attend fan conventions and produce their 

The Italian violin virtuoso Niccolò Paganini (1782-1840) (Mary Evans Picture Library).
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own creative texts (fan fi ction). In this regard John Fiske talks about the 

‘textual productivity’ of fans.56 All these ‘fan practices’ are characterised by 

communality: the fan is an active part of a community of kindred spirits. 

In earlier periods, such as the nineteenth century, fan culture was less 

institutionalised and much less the work of a collective. This is evident 

from the examples presented in Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism.

Everybody knows somebody who is a fan of a pop star or an actor, 

but the admirer of an author will not as readily regard him- or herself as 

a fan. Whether literary fan culture really exists is a valid question. There 

seems to be a big gap between literature and fandom, and equivalently 

between high and popular culture. Literature forms part of high culture, 

meant for connoisseurs. Fan culture, on the other hand, seems to be 

more prevalent in popular culture and is characterised by immense 

idolisation, consumption behaviour and hysteria. It is not without 

reason that Pierre Bourdieu in La Distinction (1979) places the writers 

Bertolt Brecht and Franz Kafk a on one side of the spectrum of social 

positions and Charles Aznavour and Brigitte Bardot on the other.57 

A literary fan is, according to Bourdieu, a contradictio in terminis. This, 

however, does not provide a true refl ection of reality, where various 

forms of literary fan culture exist.

Another bone of contention is between the historic and modern views 

of fandom. According to some researchers fandom is a typical twentieth- 

and twenty-fi rst century phenomenon. It is, however, certainly not new. 

Various studies have pointed out that early forms of this phenomenon 

existed in previous centuries. As early as in the sixteenth century, for 

instance, the dwellings of the fourteenth century poet, Petrarch, had 

become places of literary pilgrimage where people could admire his chair 

or embalmed cat. Likewise, the house of Erasmus in Rotterdam had, 

from early on, been a place of pilgrimage.58 

Whereas the term ‘fan’ already popped up in seventeenth century 

England as an abbreviation for fanatic, the phenomenon of fandom only 

really took off  in the nineteenth century. To quote Duff ett: ‘In the early part 

of the nineteenth century romantic poets like Lord Byron established a 

new benchmark in literary popularity.’59 Byron, for example, received fan 

mail and had his own groupies. Walter Scott too was a literary attraction 

during his lifetime.60 The same is true of the German star author Goethe.61 

Some other authors acquired fans only aft er their deaths, whereby an early 

death counted in their favour. During his life Percy Bysshe Shelley was 

mainly notorious for his aff airs and his openly declared denial of God. 
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In 1822 he drowned during a sailing trip off  the coast of Italy. It was only 

aft er his death that he obtained star status. Shelley’s poetry was read as a 

testimony of his innermost feelings: ‘Such a model of reading generated 

sensations of unusual closeness to the poet.’62 

With the emergence of ‘the fan’ in the nineteenth century new forms of 

this culture came into existence. Nowadays on eBay one can come across 

objects like Britney Spears’s chewing gum, Marilyn Monroe’s white dress 

or the used underpants of Michael Jackson. The origin of this practice can 

be found in the nineteenth century: ‘the period swirled with talk about 

crazes, manias, idols and idol-worshippers, enthusiasts, and devotees.’63 

The fans of that time wanted to get hold of fi rst editions, manuscripts, 

signatures, portraits, fi gures, souvenirs, objects and paraphernalia of and 

about their literary heroes. Admirers sent letters to their idols, visited 

their houses or the places they wrote about, imitated their images and 

styles of dress, and sometimes even fantasised about becoming a friend 

or a beloved of the particular celebrity.64

For a fan nothing is more precious than to meet the admired celebrity. 

A particular form thereof is literary tourism: ‘the interconnected practices 

of visiting and marking sites associated with writers and their work.’65 This 

oft en entails fans travelling to meet their idol or paying a visit to a place 

of signifi cance in his or her life.66 In her study The Literary Tourist (2006) 

Nicola L. Watson mentions the following about the nineteenth century: 

‘This period saw the practice of visiting places associated with particular 

books in order to savor text, place and their interrelations grow into a 

commercially signifi cant phenomenon, witnessing the rise of William 

Shakespeare’s Stratford-upon-Avon, Sir Walter Scott’s Abbotsford, 

Robert Burns’s Alloway and the Brontë sisters’ Haworth, amongst other 

fl ourishing sites of native literary pilgrimage.’67 

Ample examples exist of literary tourism in the present as well as the 

past. Even during his lifetime Goethe’s Haus am Frauenplan in Weimar 

was an attraction. Local visitors and visitors from abroad travelled there 

to catch a glimpse of the supreme poet. Similarly Missolonghi, the Greek 

city where Byron died in 1824, attracted many tourists. Also Abbotsford 

House, the home of Walter Scott, became a well-known attraction. This 

estate, refashioned by the author as a medieval castle, became a place 

of commemoration. Many visitors passed by during Scott’s lifetime, 

but it became an even bigger tourist attraction aft er his death in 1832 

– a Graceland avant la lettre. As Ann Rigney points out in The Aft erlives 

of Walter Scott (2012) Scott tourism gradually became more and more 
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commercialised. Steamboats and trains fi lled with Scott fans regularly 

travelled to Abbotsford.68  

A related phenomenon is that characters from books start to live a life 

of their own. Also places written about in books, even fi ctional places, 

become objects of literary tourism. Thus thousands of Walter Scott readers 

went in search of non-existent places in the Scottish landscape brought 

to life in the novels of Scott.69 The Lottehaus in Wetzlar, where Goethe 

gained his experience for writing The Sorrows of the Young Werther (1774), 

already in the early nineteenth century became a destination for admirers 

of the author. This phenomenon still exists. In London one can visit the 

house of Sherlock Holmes at 221b Baker Street to admire his violin, pipes 

and other objects. Despite the fi ctional nature of this location, thousands 

of fans visit the place annually. More recently, visitors have been fl ocking 

to see places from Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code and J.K. Rowling’s Harry 

Potter books (and fi lms). Stijn Reijnders, who has done research about 

media tourism, typifi es these places as ‘places of the imagination’, a free 

adaptation of Pierre Nora’s concept ‘lieux de mémoire’. According to him 

these places fulfi ll a specifi c function as physical reference-points of a 

mental phenomenon. The visiting of places related to an author, book 

or fi lm is in some ways similar to religious pilgrimages from previous 

centuries.70 

Abbotsford House, the residence of Walter Scott (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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The Dutch dynamic

To what extent did a romantic celebrity culture, comparable to elsewhere, 

exist in the Netherlands of the nineteenth century? And, more specifically, 

which sociocultural characteristics were typical of the Netherlands? In 

other words, what does the Dutch dynamic of literary celebrity consist 

of ?

Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism explores the diff erent manifestations 

of the literary celebrity culture of the nineteenth century Netherlands, 

a topic that has not yet received much attention. This book will present 

an analysis of fi ve authors, in their time highly acclaimed and still well 

known today: Willem Bilderdijk, Hendrik Tollens, Nicolaas Beets, 

François HaverSchmidt (Piet Paaltjens) and Eduard Douwes Dekker 

(Multatuli). The fi rst four were poets, but the last one, although he also 

wrote poetry, has always been better known as a prose writer. Yet, as the 

most venerated Dutch author of the nineteenth century Multatuli should 

not be omitted. Another reason for his inclusion in this book is his 

poetic vision of authorship: even though he wrote prose, he personally 

saw himself as a poet and his contemporaries also regarded him as such. 

All these authors count as exponents of the view of the romantic genius. 

Furthermore, all of them sported a conspicuous, oft en eccentric and 

publically recognisable image. 

In the study of literary celebrity two fi elds of research can be discerned. 

On the one hand there is an interest in the aspect of production: the way 

in which authors construct their own images and thereby contribute to 

their own fame. On the other hand there is the aspect of the public. In 

this book these two perspectives merge. Each chapter looks at the self-

representation of the poet. How does he manifest himself and how does 

he structure his public image? But the admirer too has a central position. 

Which forms of fan culture manifested in relation to each author? 

The primary work of the author is predominantly used to fi nd answers 

to the fi rst question. Critical texts and ego-documents are also used 

for the analysis. Research about the self-representation of the authors 

cannot sidestep the fi eld of self-fashioning, a term introduced by the 

American literary theorist and historian Stephen Greenblatt in Renaissance 

self-fashioning. From More to Shakespeare (1980). In this work he points 

out how, in early modern times, a person’s identity was constructed in 

relation to his or her environment. This construction had two sides: 

a self-regulating one (through the author) and a sociocultural one 
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(controlled by the collective): Greenblatt’s theory is especially applicable 

to the Renaissance, a period during which authors predominantly wrote 

in response to the wishes of a patron, a practice that in the nineteenth 

century had become more or less non-existent. However, even during that 

time a complex relationship still existed between ‘self-regulating’ and 

‘sociocultural’.71 In the meantime Greenblatt’s theory has become more 

nuanced: behaviour is not self-regulated, nor sociocultural, but both at 

the same time.72 Recently, the theory of the Swiss scholar Jérôme Meizoz 

has become particularly infl uential. He invented the concept ‘posture’ 

with its double meaning: it refers to self-representation of authors by 

themselves (‘auto-representation’), but also to the representation of 

authors by others (‘hetero-representation’).

As mentioned, each chapter will also focus on the aspect of the public 

within the context of the nineteenth century, the period during which 

the phenomenon of fandom took off . What forms of fan culture were 

taking place? Was literary tourism already in existence? What kinds of 

stories about poets were told? Anecdotes are, of course, a signifi cant 

part of the process of mythologising, constituting both the cause and 

the consequence of fame.73 Where relevant, anti-fan culture will also be 

looked at.74 Sometimes famous people evoke hatred and are looked at 

negatively. Also material aspects of fan culture will come into the picture. 

How active were, for example, the hunters and collectors of signatures 

and other paraphernalia? Who wanted to be the owner of a lock of hair 

and why? Were coins minted, statues erected and commemorations 

organised? And how did individuals view famous poets? 

The aim of this book is to map the literary celebrity culture that existed 

in the Netherlands during the nineteenth century. By means of fi ve case 

studies, one on each author, I will explore to what extent the Netherlands 

had a unique form of celebrity culture. This will be explored in relation 

to the international context, especially that of the Anglo-Saxon literary 

world. What sociocultural factors were typically Dutch? Star Authors in the 

Age of Romanticism will thus off er an overview not only of the history, but 

also of the specifi c Dutch dynamics of literary celebrity.





 1  The Calvinist Celebrity: 
Willem Bilderdijk

In Haarlem, on 18 December 1831 the Dutch poet Willem Bilderdijk 

(1756-1831) breathed his last. It was the end of the life of one of the most 

colourful, influential and versatile figures in the Netherlands of the early 

nineteenth century. Even though his poetry is hardly read any more – 

predominantly because of its bombastic and sometimes obscure style – 

he still counts as one of the most celebrated authors from this period. 

By the end of the nineteenth century a new generation of poets, the so-

called ‘Tachtigers’ (Eighties Movement), brought an end to his status as 

leading poet. Yet, many Dutch cities still boast a Bilderdijk street, avenue 

or square. He also still appears in almost every overview and textbook on 

Dutch literature. 

Bilderdijk not only wrote poetry; he was also a lawyer, linguist, literary 

critic, historian, philosopher, theologian, botanist, mathematician, 

architect, (portrait) painter and illustrator. However, nowadays he is 

mainly remembered and regarded as the romantic and ever-mournful 

poet, who expressed his Weltschmerz in melancholic poetry. Bilderdijk was 

an exceptionally prolifi c author, writing about anything and everything 

that came his way: life and death, love and hate, religion, politics, the 

death of a child, the birthday of the king, the boiling of eggs. He could 

even fi nd inspiration in autumn housefl ies. By the same token his aversion 

to tobacco and German stoves found its way into his poems. 

In the early nineteenth century Bilderdijk was regarded as the greatest 

living poet in the Netherlands. His contemporaries compared him to 

Homer, Dante, Shakespeare and Goethe, and during his life he was oft en 

referred to as the ‘Second Vondel’. No genre was left  untouched by him. In 

total he wrote more than 300,000 verses. His collected poetry comprises 

fi ft een volumes fi lled with mythological, political and religious poems, as 

well as many occasion poems. He also tried his hand at prose, for instance 

his Kort verhaal van eene aanmerkelijke luchtreis en nieuwe planeetontdekking (Short 
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story of a remarkable air journey and the discovery of a new planet). This 

happened to be – fi ft y years prior to Jules Verne – the fi rst Dutch science-

fi ction novel.

Not only was his work admired, but contemporaries were also 

fascinated by his life. Bilderdijk was born in 1756 in Amsterdam and 

was brought up as a prodigy. His debut, Mijn verlustiging (My delight) 

with many erotic verses, appeared in 1781. It was the time of the poetry 

societies and it was within this context that he became known as a poet 

and was awarded several gold medals. Aft er completing his law studies 

at Leiden University he established himself as a lawyer in The Hague. 

He married Catharina Rebecca Woesthoven, but the marriage was not 

particularly happy. Bilderdijk was not good at handling money matters, 

and he gradually accumulated a debt he could not pay back. Taking care 

of both these problems, a blessing in disguise crossed his way when in 

1795 the French invaded the Netherlands and stadtholder William V fl ed 

to England. The Orangist Bilderdijk brashly refused to declare the oath of 

Willem Bilderdijk on his deathbed, 1831 (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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loyalty to the new regime. His consequent banning released him not only 

from his marriage, but also his debts. 

Once in England he started an extramarital aff air with the twenty 

years younger Katharina Wilhelmina Schweickhardt, a student whom 

he taught Italian, and who also enjoyed a certain amount of recognition 

as a poet. In 1797 she followed him to Germany. Because Bilderdijk was 

still married at the time, there was initially no possibility for them to live 

together. He lived in Brunswijk, while she stayed in Hildesheim and later 

in Peine, together with their children. In Germany Bilderdijk managed to 

keep his head above water by giving private tuition. Though he visited his 

beloved at the weekends, the travelling on horseback through the German 

marshes was a great discomfort. When in 1802 the divorce from his fi rst 

wife was formalised, he could move in with Wilhelmina. Together with 

his new wife he moved back to the Netherlands during March 1806 when 

the political circumstances became safe enough for their return. 

In June of the same year Lodewijk Napoleon ascended the throne and 

appointed Bilderdijk as his language expert and court librarian. Aft er 

Napoleon’s defeat and the return of the House of Orange, Bilderdijk hoped 

for an appointment as professor. This, however, did not materialise, not 

just because of his unsocial behaviour, but also because of his controversial 

and ever-increasingly orthodox opinions. From the time of his arrival in 

Leiden in 1817, where in his capacity as private lecturer, teaching Dutch 

national history to the cream of society, he started acquiring the status of 

a kind of anti-revolutionary cultural critic with prophetic allure. In this 

capacity he managed to gather a small crowd of kindred spirits around 

him. With his ideas, regarded as reactionary, Bilderdijk rubbed many 

people up the wrong way. This eventually led to a situation of isolation. 

On the one hand many people including friends turned against him, but 

on the other hand he started becoming the godfather of the so-called 

Réveil: a Christian revival movement which placed emotion in the centre, 

demanded a more prominent position for religion in daily life and fought 

against the nineteenth century’s spirit of Enlightenment. Interestingly 

enough, despite the disapproval of his reactionary cultural critique, 

much admiration remained for Bilderdijk the poet.

Bilderdijk can be regarded as an early example of a literary celebrity 

with an eccentric image. At the time when the English Byron acquired 

the status of an international celebrity, Bilderdijk became famous in the 

Netherlands. The public was, for example, fascinated by his appearance 
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such as his habit of wearing a Turkish turban around his head (according 

to contemporaries, a prevention against headaches). This fascination 

was fuelled even further by his claims to be of noble descent. Bilderdijk 

maintained that he descended from the Counts of Teisterbant and Kleef, 

from the Lords of Heusden, and even from the Knight of the Swan. It was 

uncertain whether he really believed these claims or whether they were 

fables invented by him in order to instill fascination, fed by his desire to 

be unique. 

Bilderdijk’s use of opium, a substance he continued taking throughout 

his life, added to his air of eccentricity. Yet, this habit cannot really be 

regarded as extraordinary: in the nineteenth century opium was as 

readily available as aspirin is today. Many other authors such as Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, John Keats, Edgar Allan  Poe, Charles Baudelaire and 

Multatuli also used it.1 However, in Bilderdijk’s case it was somewhat 

diff erent. Like Thomas de Quincey, who in 1821 published his Confessions 

of an English Opium-Eater, Bilderdijk enjoyed cultivating this addiction as 

an artistic attribute. This gave him the air of a poet alienated from the 

here and now. 

As far as attention was concerned, Bilderdijk certainly had nothing to 

complain about. Much about his life and his thinking became well known, 

and his work has oft en been interpreted biographically.2 With this chapter 

a diff erent approach is taken. The fi rst part emphasises Bilderdijk’s cult 

of celebrity. How was his eccentric persona created? But he not only 

presented himself as a famous person; he was also regarded as one. 

Therefore the second part consists of an analysis of the manifestations 

of fan culture and of the driving forces of the typical nineteenth-century 

Bilderdijk fan.

The pathological artist

If there was one outstanding aspect that characterised Bilderdijk, it was 

his melancholy and longing for death. He was, to a large extent, personally 

responsible for cultivating this image, which in many variations is 

reflected in his work. ‘All along I have experienced immense physical, 

moral and mental suffering, and that is what it is all about.’3 Undoubtedly 

Bilderdijk was an unhappy man – and not without reason. When he was 

five a neighbour’s son stepped on his foot, resulting in painful shin 

splints. Subsequently a wrong diagnosis and treatment caused Bilderdijk 
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to become crippled, and having to spend a large part of his childhood 

indoors and isolated. Furthermore, his entire life was marked by the loss 

of a series of loved ones. 

His sombre state of mind should, however, be attributed not only to 

biographical factors. Bilderdijk’s melancholy was also part of a cultivated 

image, positioning himself as a poet within a specifi c tradition. The 

phenomenon of melancholy had been known for a long time, but from 

the late eighteenth century it has been regarded as an ‘emblem of 

genius’, predominantly in relation to artists. Indeed many writers and 

poets suff ered from bouts of melancholy. Leo Braudy attributed this 

phenomenon to the growing ‘urge for fame’.4 In the eighteenth century 

the idea of a link between mental illness, melancholy and genius became 

commonplace. Undoubtedly Bilderdijk must have known examples of 

melancholic fi gures from history, but whether he had read the famous 

work, The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) by the Englishman Robert 

Burton, discussing examples, causes and cures for melancholy, we do not 

know. 

This link between genius and melancholy in the second half of 

the eighteenth century was not new. As early as the fourth century 

before Christ a dissertation, attributed to Aristotle, was written: About 

melancholy. It starts like this: ‘Why do all men who have been exceptional 

in philosophy, politics, poetry or diff erent arts, seem to have been 

melancholic’?5 At the time melancholy was regarded as a disturbance 

of the balance between the four essential fl uids. Accordingly, a healthy 

man would have a balanced amount of black and yellow gall, phlegm and 

blood. From this the Study of Temperament later developed, identifying 

four diff erent temperaments: the sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic and 

melancholic types. Excessive black gall was believed to be a cause of 

melancholy. 

Geniuses are prone to melancholy, it was believed, but this condition 

was also regarded as a prerequisite for artistic achievement. Aft er 

1700 the Aristotelian link between melancholy and genius was further 

developed, with melancholy becoming a fashionable ailment: ‘a mark 

of both superior social and intellectual status and accomplishments’.6 

This is the background against which Bilderdijk’s melancholy should be 

interpreted. Since his youth he had been complaining about depression, 

but later on he began propagating this condition in order to distinguish 

himself from others and characterise himself as an artist. Every letter 

he wrote had the same structure, ending with an account of his physical 
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Also in vignettes Bilderdijk presented himself as a melancholic poet. These are from the title pages of 

Najaarsbladeren (1808-1809), Krekelzangen (1822-1823) and De voet in ’t graf (1827) (Leiden 

University Library).
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and mental grievances. At times he suff ered from ‘gonzingen’ (noises) 

in his head, felt congested, dizzy or confused and complained about the 

deterioration of his mind. At other times he mentioned suff ering from 

insomnia, rheumatism, a bad cough, vomiting blood and various other 

aches and pains. 

Describing his physical condition Bilderdijk continuously invented 

new metaphors. Once he called himself a disabled soldier, whose 

stiff  limbs prevented him from following his call of duty. When, in 

1790, somebody wished him a happy New Year, he stated that that was 

impossible. Does one wish an oyster a good fl ight, or a cripple success 

with walking on a tightrope? Then again, during his exile in Germany 

he compared his life to a ship on stormy seas, longing for a harbour, or 

described himself as a mineworker who was unable to lift  his shovel. 

In 1805 he was the crippled horse that would never be able to canter to 

the sound of the trumpet again. Three years later he saw himself as a cat 

tumbling down a wall. And in 1810 he compared his agony with a dog bite 

infested by furious wasps. Fift een years later he saw himself as a cracked 

teapot. Other images he used to describe himself were those of a dried-up 

cricket, a pruned or fallen tree and a trampled plant.7 

Bilderdijk’s yearning for death seemed to spring from his discontent 

with his existence. He continuously gave the impression that he would not 

live long. To a large extent his poetry contributed to the self-promulgated 

image of the dying poet. Bilderdijk was obviously no stranger to whatever 

melancholic pose was available. To be continuously sombre and 

constantly yearn for death – in short, suff ering from melancholy – one 

certainly had to be an extraordinary human being. 

This image is also evident in a famous portrait of him from 1810, which 

he commissioned from the well-known painter, Charles Howard Hodges. 

The pose he takes on in this portrait closely resembles the engraving 

Melencolia I (1514) by Albrecht Dürer, an image that was infl uential in 

determining how a melancholic should be represented. The engraving is 

of a winged, pensive woman with her chin resting on her left  hand, while 

holding a compass in her right hand. Other objects portrayed are a pair 

of scales, an hourglass and a saw. This ultimate melancholic pose has, 

ever since, returned in portraits. One example is the portrait of Laurence 

Sterne painted by Joshua Reynolds.

Bilderdijk was represented in a similarly melancholic pose by Hodges, 

however with his head resting on his right hand and the measuring 
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instruments replaced by the poetic tool: the quill. Even though the 

poet was hardly ever satisfi ed with any portrait that was made of him, 

Hodges’ portrait was met with a fairly positive response. That was no 

coincidence. The portrait represented him in the way he wished to be 

portrayed: a melancholic elevated fi gure, an image also propagated in 

his work. 

De engraving Melencolia I (1514) by Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528) (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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The myth of the wonder child 

Throughout his life Bilderdijk maintained to the outside world that his 

unprecedented spiritual talents had already come to fruition very early 

on in his life. About his youth, however, very little is known and what we 

do know is based on his own accounts. But even those Bilderdijk readers 

who believe in wonder children have to concede that Bilderdijk’s writing 

exaggerated his own spiritual development and the very early awakening 

of his poetic and divine genius.

In relation to this, the story of the night of his birth is particularly 

interesting as it replicates a recurring theme in the humanistic 

autobiography i.e. that, shortly aft er birth, the life of the main character 

is severely endangered. According to Bilderdijk he had hardly left  the 

uterus and been put in a cradle before his life was in danger. Apparently a 

furious mob that surrounded his parental home, probably because of his 

father’s political affi  nities, smashed all their windows, including that of 

the nursery room. Whether this really happened cannot be determined, 

but it is not unlikely that Bilderdijk, by following the classical scenario, 

wanted to present himself as an extraordinary human being. Parallels 

to Greek mythology such as the story of Heracles, the son of Zeus and 

Alcmene, are evident in Bilderdijk’s story. Because Hera, Zeus’s wife, was 

furious about her husband’s unfaithfulness, she summoned two snakes 

to go to the newborn. Unnoticed, they crawled into the cradle with the 

intention of killing the child. But Heracles outwitted them: he grabbed 

the beasts and strangled them. Stories like these were part of the cultural 

repertoire in Bilderdijk’s time. By telling a similar story Bilderdijk tried 

to convey that, from the fi rst moment of his life on earth, the world was 

against him, and he was capable of great things.

Analogous to Heracles who, as a young child, made an impression 

with his superhuman strength, Bilderdijk created an image of himself as 

a boy with extraordinary mental abilities; in 1806 he wrote: ‘Apart from a 

couple of letters I couldn’t pronounce properly, I could, by the age of one, 

read fl uently’.8 According to him, he also taught himself Greek, Italian, 

German and English by reading Sophocles, Boccaccio, Mendelssohn and 

Shakespeare; also French and Hebrew posed no problems. Another one 

of his claims is that, before the age of two, he could write poetic letters, 

an ability that remained unnoticed until one day his schoolteacher 

intercepted one of these epistles, which she regarded as contravening 

good morals. In this letter Willem – according to his own account, three 
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years old at the time – apparently sang the praises of a nine-year-old girl’s 

little ivory knees and the soft  skin of her neck. At this age he was, or so he 

says, already well versed in the Bible and mythology, as well as in general 

history. On the lap of his grandmother he taught her history. According 

to Bilderdijk his abilities came at a cost: from an early age he suff ered 

from noises in his head, which made his life miserable. He consequently 

could not sleep and started longing for death. 

By embellishing his youthful achievements, Bilderdijk positions 

himself within a classic tradition of the exaggerated and fantastical 

accounts of the childhoods of great men from history. These exaggerations 

of youthful achievements can be traced back to Ovid. In his book of 

poetry,  Tristia, this Latin author writes that as a child he already felt 

attracted to higher realms. His father forbade him to occupy himself with 

poetry; yet, everything he wrote changed by itself into poetry. Bilderdijk 

was not unique in mythologising his youth.

The mask of poverty 

A true poet suffers from hunger and deprivation. Since the Romantic age 

this has been the traditional image immortalised by the German painter, 

Carl Spitzweg, in his painting Der arme Poet (The poor poet) (1839) (see cover). 

This depicts a poet in a humble attic room, lying on a mattress under an old 

blanket. It is obviously winter time. He wears a worn-out coat with elbow 

patches, glasses and a nightcap. Books surround the poet. There is no fire 

in the fireplace. An umbrella hangs from the ceiling, obviously protecting 

the poet from a leaking roof. A torn cloth is hanging on a washing line. The 

poet is unaware of any of this – his attention is fully focused on what he is 

reading. On the wall he has written the meter, a dactyl.

That Bilderdijk exploited a similar image as this portrayal by Spitzweg 

is evident. Whereas Spitzweg had an ironic intention though, Bilderdijk 

was deadly serious. This once again demonstrates a blending of Dichtung 

und Wahrheit. There had of course been periods in Bilderdijk’s life when 

he was short of money. When in 1795 he had to leave the Netherlands, 

his debt amounted to several thousand guilders. And in 1811, aft er the 

departure of King Lodewijk Napoleon and the loss of his income, he was 

declared bankrupt. 

But this is only one side of the story. Throughout his life Bilderdijk 

complained about poverty, even when he earned a good income. In 1798, 
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for example, he claimed that he had been living on dry bread and water 

for months and that he had no money for clothes: ‘What then remains 

for me to do? Die of hunger?’9 That this was all a pose is evident from 

his letters to his beloved Wilhelmina during the same period. Bilderdijk 

surprised her with chocolates, coff ee, a fur coat, silver cutlery and even a 

piano. Certainly not the kind of gift s one would expect from a poor poet! 

Something else Bilderdijk liked to complain about was the cold. At times, 

or so he said, he had no fuel to make a fi re, to get warm he had to go 

outside and walk the streets. Knowing that the poet gave approximately 

fi ft y well-paid lessons per week, these complaints cannot be taken too 

seriously. 

This was not all, though. According to Bilderdijk his wife’s clothes 

were shabby, and so were his own and the clothes of his children. He 

could apparently never off er a visitor a cup of coff ee. He never possessed 

any socks and had to tie pieces of cloth around his knees, down into his 

boots. Yet, from his letters we know that Bilderdijk ate meat and drank 

wine daily. He could not have been as poor as he liked others to believe. 

Also aft er his return from exile Bilderdijk was for most of the time 

not short of anything. From Lodewijk Napoleon he received a generous 

grant of 3,000 guilders per year, enabling him to rent a new house. Even 

this was not enough to put an end to his complaints: ‘So there we are 

sitting again in a damp, dilapidated, and a totally uninhabitable hovel, 

nowhere to protect ourselves against wind or cold.’10 When, in 1809, 

the 3,000 guilders per year were doubled he continued complaining in 

his letters and poetry about poverty. In 1811 he claimed to be living on 

bread and barley water, and according to him his wife and child had to 

eat potatoes dipped in vinegar. In April of the same year he claimed that, 

for two weeks, the three of them could only have one meal, consisting of 

nine eggs. One Friday, in the same period, he writes to his friend: ‘Already 

since Monday I have had to use opium because I had no bread.’11 

Also in later years he continued cultivating the image of the poor poet. 

When, for example, in the late 1820s he lived on the Rapenburg – one of 

the most genteel canals of Leiden – he complained: ‘Unfortunately our 

house is in such a state … (all of it is terribly old and dilapidated, the 

fl oorboards are cracked, and even the bricks have cracks because of the 

disintegrating lime), that it is impossible not to suff er from rheumatism; 

especially the cold on one’s head is almost unbearable.’12 Next he moved 

to the Oude Singel. This cold house – draughty and damp, because the 

walls were in bad condition – also did not meet his expectations and 
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caused him immense discomfort. When the wind blew, he wrote, he was 

worried that the house would collapse. The impressions of the English 

poet laureate, Robert Southey, who stayed with Bilderdijk in 1825 were 

very diff erent though. According to Southey the house was situated ‘in 

a cheerful street, with a row of trees and a canal in front; large, and with 

everything good and comfortable about it.’13

Bilderdijk’s apparent poverty was related to his openly declared 

aversion to money matters. Because he had no regard for fi nances, he let 

others control them. In 1821 he wrote to his landlord: ‘Because I have never 

been concerned with money matters and don’t intend to ever be, I know 

nothing about rent or expenses, nor anything related to it. According 

to your request, I shall pardon your forthrightness, coming from one 

unfamiliar person to another, even though it is (indeed) implausible that 

one person could disturb another in his work with such trifl es.’14 Yet, it 

is known that Bilderdijk had thorough negotiations with his publishers 

about his royalties.

Bilderdijk exhibits an attitude that sociologist Pierre Bourdieu called 

the discovery of the modern savoir vivre, something he saw emerging in 

France with the likes of Charles Baudelaire.15 On the one hand Bilderdijk 

presented himself as being in solidarity with the people, sharing in their 

misery. On the other hand he continuously behaved as being elevated 

above normal people, belonging to a class that should not have to deal 

with base money matters.

Divinely inspired 

It was in the context of the literary societies of the second half of the 

eighteenth century that Bilderdijk became known as a poet. However, 

after 1800 he explicitly distanced himself from this scene. In 1806 he 

remarks the following about poetry in his last will and testament: ‘It 

is no art of human design, but a natural outpouring of one’s feeling.’16 

Bilderdijk  had propagated this impression of the inspired poet since 

approximately 1806. His didactic poem ‘De kunst der poëzy’ (The art 

of poetry) (1809) is regarded as a milestone in this process: the true 

poet is a visionary who, in a trancelike state, has the ability to proclaim 

higher truths. During such a state of inspiration he rises up and and sees 

himself surrounded by shimmering lights. In ‘De dichter’ (The poet) 

(1820) Bilderdijk explains that a true poet can, like an eagle, ascend to 
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a higher realm – a good example of the phenomenon of cosmic self-

aggrandizement.17 According to him this ascension had a metaphysical 

dimension: an aesthetic experience was also a religious one, an encounter 

with God, and vice versa. 

To the outside world Bilderdijk claimed that, when writing poetry, 

he was transferred to a dimension inaccessible to mere mortals. He 

only needed to write down what was dictated to him by a higher power. 

Therefore he was sometimes deeply moved when listening to the recital 

of his own poetry and could hardly believe that he had written it himself. 

It felt, or so he claimed, as if the verses had already existed and that he was 

only an instrument in the hands of a higher being. It was said that when 

Bilderdijk became inspired his forehead started glowing and his cheeks 

became red with passion. Subsequently he became nervous and feverish, 

his heart started beating more loudly and his blood began pumping 

faster. At moments like these he felt God’s spirit working through him 

and the poetry fl owing freely without any interference or conscious eff ort 

from his side. Like a nightingale in the forest he sang his song to nobody 

but himself.

Explaining this ‘pouring out’ of poetry, Bilderdijk used the classic 

image of the eagle: the most powerful of all birds, capable of surpassing 

all else. In contrast to the mythological Icarus, who with his wings came 

too close to the sun, the true poet had no fear of crashing down. When 

reaching this higher state of consciousness, Bilderdijk only had to repeat 

the words God spoke to him. The verses then rolled from his mouth, 

like water from a fountain, like an orgasm. To a friend he wrote that he 

pushed out his verses like a woman in labour with her aft erbirth. 

Whom, apart from himself, did Bilderdijk regard as a true poet? One 

particular name keeps returning in his work: Homer. In 1820 he calls 

the Greek author his soul mate.18 In 1809 he refers to him as a ‘true and 

unique Poet’, as the ‘greatest of all wonders’. Homer was, according to 

him, the father of all poets and a model of originality – a poet whose 

words had not been spoiled by the infl uence of predecessors, but 

characterised by purity. In comparison, successive authors from Virgil up 

to his contemporaries, managed to produce only faint ‘beams of light’, he 

claimed. 19 By presenting himself as a true poet, Bilderdijk claimed to be 

the rightful successor to Homer: another form of poetic aggrandizement. 

He also claimed that there was a diff erence between poetics and 

poetry. The fi rst he saw as a skill that could be acquired with a specifi c 

goal in mind. Poetry, on the other hand, he regarded as something that 



42 Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism

could not be learned. It was the outpouring of an overwhelming feeling, 

just as involuntary as crying or laughing: ‘A release of feeling that requires 

air, that expands, that has to fi nd words, that has to multiply, or else the 

heart would burst’.20 It was a misunderstanding to think that a person 

could calmly sit in his study and write poetry, deliberately searching for 

the right words, the best rhythm and the most suitable rhyme. For a true 

poet like himself, writing was no rational process that could be performed 

from an armchair, he said. 

The self-image that Bilderdijk liked to propagate – that of the divinely 

inspired poet who for nights on end could speak in verse – is reminiscent 

of Michelangelo who, despite working out his ideas in detailed drawings, 

claimed that his sculpture was already present in the marble. That 

Bilderdijk’s romanticising of the poetic process was a pose too is evident 

in his numerous draft s. The erasures, scribbles and corrections indicate 

that his poems did not fl ow faultlessly onto paper, but came into being 

aft er many nights of mending and polishing.

Ovid and the theme of exile 

From 1795, during Bilderdijk’s exile in England and Germany, the exile 

theme started to emerge in his poetry, also becoming part of his public 

image. This theme had a very specific background: Ovid. When in the 

eighth year after Christ, Emperor Augustus exiled the Latin author from 

Rome, he travelled to Tomis on the Black Sea, known as the furthest 

outpost of the Roman Empire. In Tristia and in his letters Epistulae ex Ponto 

Ovid laments his fate and often expresses a death wish. To his wife he 

writes that he is living between Sarmetians and Getae, barbaric people, 

with whom he can exchange no sensible word. Regularly complaining 

about the cold winters he describes Tomis as a pole-like region with 

barren plains and a vile climate. All he could do, or so he said, was to stay 

in bed, sick and exasperated. Writing about his aversion to the place, the 

language and the customs of the people, he emphasised that he was not 

feeling at home.

Ovid, however, mythologised his exile, presenting it as much worse 

than it really could have been. Some researchers even claim that he had 

never been to Tomis. In reality, the city and the region were not as barren 

and severe as the Latin poet suggested. The Russian author Konstantin 

Georgijevich Paustovsky mentioned in 1921: ‘I do not understand how 
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Ovid could see the Black Sea as sombre. It was one of the brightest and 

gayest of all seas.’ Similarly, Ovid’s Scythian cold should also be taken 

with a pinch of salt.21

It is known that Bilderdijk was familiar with the work of the Latin poet. 

When reading Ovid’s lamentations in exile it is obvious that Bilderdijk 

was strongly infl uenced by him in the cultivation of his own image. Like 

with Ovid, his letters and poetry hardly sketch a truthful impression of 

his situation in exile. Germany is described as a backward region, where 

he had to reside against his wishes. He loathed the Germans, detested 

their morals and customs, and despised their language and literature. 

Furthermore, he found the climate unbearable, hated the impenetrable 

marshes and the swamps, which smelled of decay. The air was detrimental 

to his health – not only did he develop problems with his intestines but 

also his spirit became dull and his zest for life diminished.22 Like Ovid he 

too complained about the unbearable cold. 

Aft er 1806 and his return to the Netherlands, Bilderdijk ardently 

continued propagating his ‘exile image’. Even though it no longer applied 

physically, he still saw it as metaphorically applicable to his life as an 

outsider. He laid emphasis on not being part of this world, on being at 

home nowhere, and expressed the feeling of living in the wrong century. 

In 1806 he writes the poem ‘Afscheid,  by mijn bested vertrek uit het 

kortbezochte vaderland, naar Kazan’ (Farewell, at my intended departure 

from the briefl y visited fatherland, to Kazan). At the time he was toying 

with the idea of emigrating to Russia. Exasperated he wondered why 

he received no help in fi nding his destination: ‘At inhospitable Getae, / 

Cossack, and Tartar, and Sarmatian, / I must eat dry horse bones / 

Left -overs of the vulture and jackal!’23 The reference to Ovid is obvious. 

In Tristia Ovid talks about how woeful it is that somebody as famous as 

himself is doomed to live amongst inhospitable ‘Getae and Sarmatians’.24 

This explicitly indicates that Bilderdijk, in creating his public image, was 

inspired by Ovid’s theme of exile.

A prophet of doom and the idea of intimacy

The last aspect of Bilderdijk’s public image that will be discussed is 

his posing as a prophet of doom. From circa 1815 the poet started to 

radicalise. Consequently liberals and intellectuals started regarding him 

as a controversial figure and frowned upon his views, for example his 
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defence of the absolute monarchy. The constitution adopted in 1815 in the 

Netherlands was, according to Bilderijk, a declaration of war on God as 

it curtailed the God-given power of the king. As a matter of principle, he 

also advocated human inequality – those who were born in poverty had to 

die in poverty. To support his argument Bilderdijk referred to the Synod 

of Dordrecht’s rule in favour of the ‘contraremonstranten’, the defenders 

of the theory of predestination. Summoning this up was contravening 

the goal of the reconciliation of King William I, who after the years of 

French rule worked towards a spirit of Dutch nationhood.

Bilderdijk also strongly opposed the printing press, which he saw as 

enabling the circulation of countless pernicious publications. According 

to reports circulated in 1823 by his student Abraham Capadose uproar was 

caused by his criticism of the smallpox vaccination. Bilderdijk considered 

this vaccination as ‘dirty and disgusting cattle-poison’ and yet another 

declaration of war against God.25 A tool from hell, he called it. If it was 

God’s wish that a child had to die, one should not resist it, but resign 

oneself to it. 

With these reactionary and at the time politically incorrect ideas, 

Bilderdijk rubbed many people up the wrong way and fell into disrepute. 

In response, his apocalyptic poems warned his readers that conceit would 

lead to their downfall, and that they should convert themselves. As far 

as he was concerned their century had become corrupted and Judgment 

Day was not far off . Like a true prophet he predicted the return of Christ 

and the eventual restoration of order. Many of his verses raged against 

the ‘freedom phantom’ of his century whereby man, infl uenced by the 

Enlightenment, tried to dethrone God. He denounced all people who 

‘turned against Christ’, for example Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 

He also condemned the ‘scum from hell’ who systematically opposed 

God’s commandments, and urged his readers to plead for mercy to have 

their souls saved. In short, Bilderdijk presented himself as a prophet from 

the Old Testament. Regularly he reminded his readers of the Covenant of 

God, who granted him his poetic talent in order to hold up a mirror to 

them. No wonder that Bilderdijk saw poetry and religion as one and the 

same thing. 

At the same time, his poetry gave his readers the impression that they 

had access to his innermost feelings – a ‘hermeneutics of intimacy’ as 

coined by Tom Mole to name a technique that Byron employed in his 

work.26 Like Byron, Bilderdijk cultivated the perception that his poems 

provided a glimpse into his heart and the essence of his being. 
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Aft er his exile Bilderdijk started also to write autobiographical poems. 

The third and fourth parts of his Poëzij (Poetry) published in 1803 and 1807, 

already included poems about the death of his children. In the nineteenth 

century the genre of the elegy was popular and several poets started 

venturing into this fi eld. Yet, Bilderdijk’s approach was much more 

personal than that of the others. For instance, in 1800 he writes about 

his loneliness, sorrow and questions regarding faith in a poem dedicated 

‘Aan mijne egade’ (‘To my wife’), but also to all his readers.27 It was as 

if he gave his readers permission to take a peep through a keyhole, or a 

look into a letter or diary. Also aft er his return to the Netherlands in 1806, 

Bilderdijk continued to surprise his readers with ‘intimate’ poems, in 

which he poured out his most personal feelings. With these suggestions 

of proximity the poet brought his readers very close to him, giving them 

the feeling that they knew him intimately. Undoubtedly Bilderdijk’s most 

personal work is Ter Nagedachtenis van Julius Willem Bilderdijk (In Memory 

of Julius Willem Bilderdijk) (1819). This book consists of the poems that 

Bilderdijk and his wife wrote aft er their son Julius had died as a sailor in 

the Java Sea. Bilderdijk did not keep his sorrow private but proclaimed it 

openly. Everybody had to know about the disaster that had struck him, 

and his and his wife’s suff ering. In one poem Bilderdijk appeals to his 

audience: ‘Cry, cry for me, those who have tears for sorrow’.28 In this way 

his poetry created the impression that his readers had direct access to his 

feelings. 

Curiously, Bilderdijk employs two seemingly irreconcilable strategies 

in his poetry. On the one hand he presents himself as an ill-adjusted poet 

who, like a prophet of doom, holds a mirror up to his contemporaries. 

This creates distance. On the other hand, by expressing his deepest 

feelings, he creates an impression of intimacy. Regardless of the strategy 

Bilderdijk chose, his status as a famous, eccentric and tormented poet 

continued to grow.

Literary tourism

Bilderdijk’s self-fashioning did not miss its target. Fans were fascinated 

with this eccentric poet and various forms of fan culture developed 

around him. In 1820, for example, a subscription list was circulated for a 

commemorative medal carrying Bilderdijk’s image. In Amsterdam alone 

– Bilderdijk’s city of birth – there were more than a hundred subscriptions 
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for a bronze, and fifteen for a silver medal.29 It is quite remarkable that 

this fan culture was already practiced during his life. First prints of his 

work also proved to be very popular. For these, collectors were prepared 

to pay large amounts. In 1823 at an auction in Amsterdam, sixty-eight 

bound volumes of Bilderdijk’s work brought in a record amount of two 

hundred guilders – and that was during his lifetime.30

This section will focus on one specifi c form of fan culture: literary 

tourism, the phenomenon whereby fans, for example, travel to see an 

author in real life or to visit places that feature in his or her work. Even 

though the latter was not applicable to the work of Bilderdijk, a form of 

person-focused literary tourism did exist during his lifetime. In 1806, 

aft er having been abroad for more than ten years, Bilderdijk returned to 

the Netherlands. He was not forgotten. On the contrary, his return was 

met with great excitement. All over his name was known. Apparently 

somebody shouted: ‘My God, is it possible, my Lord, are you the great 

Poet!’31 In Leiden he was continuously greeted on the street. In a letter 

to his wife, written in poor English – ever since they had met in London 

for the fi rst time, they had written to each other in English – he writes: 

‘Everybody known and unknown comes to see me, even from other 

towns, in order to see me, in the same manner, if it were an elephant or 

some other foreign animal; and I am exposed to daily visites, which I’m 

not able to avoid. For this is now the nouvelle du jour: “that B returned and 

is living at Leyden”’.32

That Bilderdijk was easily recognised is an indication of his status as a 

public fi gure. In nineteenth-century Holland there was no other poet who, 

during his life, was as regularly portrayed as Bilderdijk – comparable only 

to Byron in England. From early on a visual personality cult developed 

around him.33 For instance, shortly aft er his return to the Netherlands 

in 1806 a sketch was made of him. An interest in lithographs of him is 

clear from newspaper advertisements of the time. The Oprechte Haarlemse 

Courant of 1807, for example, advertised that at J.W. Yntema and Co. in the 

Warmoes Street in Amsterdam, a ‘completely and uniquely characteristic’ 

and ‘true to life’ portrait of Bilderdijk was on off er.34 Six months later 

buyers were enticed by an advertisement for the ‘lifelike’ and ‘beautifully 

executed’ portrait of the ‘famous Poet’.35

Around 1795 Bilderdijk was already confronted with fans. The most 

important source for this claim is the letters of the author, though these 

are not always reliable. In his letters Bilderdijk complains about ladies 

who ask him for his portrait and people who approach him in hope 
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of a conversation.36 From Bilderdijk’s writing it is not clear whether 

people came to visit him because he was a poet or for other reasons. 

His comments were reminiscent of those of Rousseau, who was also 

bothered by people who came to him because they knew that he was 

famous.37 The same was probably true of Bilderdijk. According to him, he 

was no less known in Germany than in the Netherlands, and in Hamburg 

even regarded as a phenomenon. He was constantly approached by 

people unfamiliar to him. Some saw him as a medical expert, others as a 

clairvoyant or a scholar. Also in London Bilderdijk experienced a similar 

situation – not without exaggeration he claimed that he was a curiosity, 

similar to a parrot or a zebra.38 

In small circles in Germany and England Bilderdijk was indeed 

considered an extraordinary scholar and attracted many people. Because 

people wanted to see him for his curiosity value and not for his status 

as poet, this cannot exactly be labelled as literary tourism. Aft er all, his 

poetry – never translated during his life – was not accessible to foreigners. 

Bilderdijk’s fans were thus from the Netherlands. It was only aft er his 

return in 1806 that the fi rst forms of literary tourism could be identifi ed, 

and it was only in the 1820s when Bilderdijk became a famous person. 

For example, in 1822 on his way to school in Leiden, the young student 

Jan Wap passed Bilderdijk. So intrigued by his appearance, he many years 

later still remembered the details: ‘small rather than middle-sized: an 

old man with a dragging leg (à la Byron), stumbling forward, wearing a 

three-sided or pointed hat, a grand ceremonial coat, short pants, a long 

waistcoat, all in genteel black, and bows on his feet.’ In his one hand he 

held a walking stick, the other hand rested on the shoulder of his son. 

‘That is what he looked like when I saw the Poet for the fi rst time,’ Wap 

remarked.39 

For admirers there is nothing more special than meeting their idol 

in person. For the 17-year-old Jan Wap this wish was fulfi lled. Around 

1823, in possession of a letter of introduction, he was allowed to meet 

Bilderdijk. To Wap this was an almost religious encounter: ‘With tense 

concentration and anxious expectation, my eyes were glued to the door 

of the side-room from where the Sun Poet would emerge and be revealed 

to me; and voilà, all of a suddenly he was there, stepped towards me, took 

me friendly by the hand like a father would do with his son, and… my 

agony was gone, my fear evaporated!’40 

Similarly, in 1822, the young literary critic Willem de Clercq had the 

opportunity to meet Bilderdijk in person. That day he regarded as one 
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of the most important of his life, and wanted to cherish the memory 

forever. Because he did not want to arrive tired and weighed down by his 

baggage he had rented a stylish carriage for the journey to Leiden. When 

he rang the bell at Bilderdijk’s home, he remembered trembling even 

more than when he was introduced to the king. His reception was formal 

and polite. According to De Clercq the poet did not look ‘esteemed but 

rather somewhat repulsive. A wig, strong and pronounced features which 

blended in with his wrinkles, a cap on his head, a sharp but by no account 

absorbing manner of conversation.’ On that day De Clerq could not, apart 

from his name, utter a single word.41

In the same year a second meeting followed. Again the reception was 

formal, the atmosphere hardly sympathetic and the conversation rather 

stiff . That could perhaps be attributed to De Clercq’s impression of a 

diff erence in status between him and the author: ‘To contradict a great 

man was not my desire.’ Nonetheless, he closely observed the poet: ‘Bild. 

had a good appetite’. His observations indicate his interest in the man 

behind the mask. Also his friend Isaäc da Costa, who was present, was 

rather reserved and hardly uttered a word. When Bilderdijk asked him 

why he was so quiet, Da Costa answered that he found it improper to 

speak in Bilderdijk’s presence.42

In Leiden, at the time, admirers oft en arrived on his doorstep, much to 

Bilderdijk’s annoyance: ‘What wicked spirit inspires people to disturb us 

like this? It certainly is a curse to be well known, to be tortured by all and 

sundry’s curiosity or whatever their motives might be.’43 To obtain access 

to him, some visitors even pretended that they had a delivery from another 

city. In most cases it proved to be fi ctitious – people just wanted to see him 

because he was famous: ‘What do people see in me, that they come to me 

all the time, as if I am an elephant or an ostrich, and what do they gain from 

making my ears and head ring and making it impossible for me to fi nd 

any rest or respite?’44 In 1827 Bilderdijk complained about the ‘constant 

annoyance caused by various requests from familiar and unfamiliar 

people who continuously disturb our rest’.45 Bilderdijk mentioned feeling 

like an orangutan that people wanted to gaze at.46 It is diffi  cult to trace 

the validity of Bilderdijk’s complaints: did fans really come to his door, or 

were his claims in fact meant to show off  his fame? The possibility should 

not be ruled out that his comments could have been an exaggeration of 

reality. They, aft er all, enhanced the image of the suff ering poet. 

This form of literary tourism reached a peak during the last years of 

Bilderdijk’s life in Haarlem. Here he probably hoped to be better protected 
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from his admirers, but nothing was less true. In October 1827 once again 

somebody turned up at his door. This time it was the English literary 

critic, John Bowring, who called Bilderdijk ‘one of the most remarkable 

people of our time’.47 Another visitor, a German scholar, approached 

him as if he was a type of Goethe.48 The young Nicolaas Beets, still 

living with his parents in Haarlem, was yet another fan fascinated by the 

poet’s appearance. Though he dared not address Bilderdijk directly, he 

sometimes followed him through the streets of his city of birth, wanting 

to see the poet with his own eyes.49

One of the last admirers undertaking a pilgrimage was the sugar-

refi ner and poet Willem Hendrik Warnsinck from Amsterdam. If ever 

there was a literary fan, it certainly was him. For some time Warnsinck 

had wanted to visit the poet: ‘While spending most summers in the 

vicinity of Haarlem, I was oft en tempted to meet the admirable man; on 

the other hand I felt that it was improper to impose on famous men so to 

say, and that was probably what I would have done if I had paid a visit to 

the gentleman Bilderdijk; consequently my desire remained unfulfi lled’.50 

However, in 1831, a couple of months before Bilderdijk’s death, an 

opportunity arose. Warnsinck, who since 1817 had not seen him, found 

the poet aged: ‘His brownish yellow color was in stark contrast with his 

heavy, greyed eyebrows; his eyes were alert, and the tone of his voice still 

strong enough to impress.’ Once again, the attention of the admirer for 

Bilderdijk’s appearance is evident. Bilderdijk had forgotten that he was 

about to receive visitors, and started to lament his deteriorating mental 

capacity. When Warnsinck asked him if he was still writing, Bilderdijk 

answered: ‘No, my good Sir! … I have lived my life, now one day fl ows 

over into the next, all in miserable monotony. If only I could forget my 

misfortunes and worries!’51 Aft er more than an hour Warnsinck left . He 

had achieved his goal of meeting one of the most famous Dutch poets 

and it was indeed a remarkable experience. He published an account of 

this  meeting in the journal, Vaderlandsche Letteroefeningen (Fatherland’s 

Literary Exercises).

From the reports of these literary tourists it is clear that they were 

particularly interested in the person behind the celebrity: what did 

Bilderdijk say, how did he behave, what did he wear, what did he look like? 

In short, fans were interested in his life and body. A fascination for the 

famous body had come into existence. By personally seeing him admirers 

wanted to adjust the image presented of him in his work. Another 

recurring theme was the religiously tinted distance these admirers all 
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Admirers at Bilderdijk’s grave in the Grote Kerk of Haarlem, circa 1850 (Leiden University Library).
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experienced. Aft er Bilderdijk’s death his tomb in the St Bavo Church in 

Haarlem became a place of pilgrimage. 

Fans and anti-fans

International interest is not just for fan culture, but also for the opposite: 

anti-fandom. The fan (or anti-fan) is regarded not only as a consumer, 

but also as an active participant.52 In various ways contemporary fans can 

participate creatively in the social process of celebrity worship: he or she 

can put up posters, wear T-shirts, attend meetings, send fan mails, write 

on internet forums or start fan magazines, to mention only a few things. 

In previous periods fan and anti-fan culture, of course, took on totally 

diff erent forms than in the media era of the twentieth and twenty-fi rst 

centuries. In hindsight we can interpret all the odes written through time 

in honour of Bilderdijk as expressions of fan culture. As early as 1808 

the now forgotten Dutch poet, Hajo Albert Spandaw, published a poem 

called ‘Bilderdijk’ in which he writes that if the great man Bilderdijk 

could be compared to a sun, others could not be more than night lamps. 

Nobody could equal the Dutch Pindar. Antiquity brought forth Homer, 

Germany can be proud of Klopstock, Italy of Tasso, England of Milton 

and France of Voltaire but, according to Spandaw, the fame of Holland 

surpassed them all: ‘Triumph! the Phoenix of them all / Is Holland, our 

Bilderdijk.’53

When Bilderdijk died in 1831, colleague poets and admirers started 

working on a book called Gedenkzuil (Memorial Column) in his honour – a 

collection of odes, which was published in 1833. The anthologisers claimed 

neutrality: ‘Neither blind idolization, nor unsubstantiated criticism 

were permitted’.54 However, the book consisted of various stereotypical 

elements of fan culture, including veneration and blind adoration. It 

was obvious that the poems had been written by admirers. Because the 

work was a joint venture, group and identity formation inevitably played 

a role.55 Everybody placed Bilderdijk on a pedestal. He was referred to as 

a wonder of the world, a son of Apollo, and a mighty eagle. He was also 

equalled to other poets. Some compared him to Goethe (who died in 

1832), others mentioned him in the same breath as Anacreon, Virgil and 

Pindar. A recurring name is that of the famous Dutch playwright, Joost 

van den Vondel (1587-1679); now that Bilderdijk was dead, Vondel was no 

longer the only star ablaze in the heavens.56 
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Allegorical picture of Bilderdijk, from Gedenkzuil voor W. Bilderdijk (1833) (private collection).

Even though Bilderdijk was admired by students from other universities 

too, the Leiden students formed a unique group of Bilderdijk fans during 

the 1830s. They, for instance, copied his spelling, style and poetics. 

Particularly interesting is the initiation of Nicolaas Beets. When in 1833 

he arrived in Leiden as a student of theology, his initiation assignment 
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was to write an ode to Bilderdijk, following the rhyme scheme of one of 

his poems. The fi rst sentence is signifi cant: ‘Let all who pursue fame, 

take Bilderdijk as their mirror’.57 

There are also earlier examples of students who admired the eccentric 

poet. For example, in Leiden University’s Studentenalmanak (Student 

Yearbook) of 1820 an admirer wrote a sequel to Bilderdijk’s poem ‘Het 

sijsjen’ (The fi nch) from 1810.58 Nowadays this phenomenon is called ‘fan 

fi ction’ and refers to stories written by fans based on that of an admired 

author, oft en as a sequel or as an alternative to the original. Bilderdijk’s 

‘Het sijsjen’ depicts a dialogue between a girl called Lize and a fi nch. 

Consumed by a broken heart, the girl sits weeping under a lime tree. 

She envies the singing bird that seems to know no sorrow. Then the 

fi nch reveals to Lize that he is actually also in mourning. He used to be 

in love with a beautiful little magpie, with whom he had three babies. 

One day, though, fate caught up with them and his beloved was shot dead 

by a hunter. As if that was not enough, a snake devoured all three of his 

children. Now, a year later, the fi nch can do nothing else but in a hoarse 

voice lament his sorrow. Hearing so much sadness the girl falls silent.59 

In the sequel written by the (anonymous) student, Lize breaks her 

silence and pours out her feelings. She had grown up as a girl who knew 

no happiness. When in a nightmare even more sadness and misery had 

been predicted for her, she decided to end her life and tried to pierce her 

heart with a dagger. Unsuccessful, but bleeding heavily, she was found 

by Damon, a shepherd from the neighbourhood. He took care of her and 

eventually declared his love for her. For the fi rst time Lize discovered 

happiness. But, one day something awful happened: the shepherd 

swopped her for another girl. Once again she lost all desire to continue 

living. When Lize fi nishes her story, the fi nch joins her in her grieving. 

But then, suddenly and out of the blue, their lament is interrupted by a 

gunshot. The fi nch is shot dead. In deep despair, Lize starts mourning 

and soon aft erwards breathes her last.60 

Another example is the poem ‘De Poëzy’ (Poetry) which was published 

in Leiden University’s Student Yearbook of 1827. Though Bilderdijk’s 

name is not once mentioned in the piece, it is obvious that this ode to 

poetry was dedicated to him. According to the author, poetry is capable 

of adorning the earth with a godly glow, of letting the empire of hell 

shatter in pieces and infuse everything with new life. In the last verse, out 

of the blue, the ‘Dutch Homer’ is addressed, the ‘singer of the gods’, the 

‘pride of Pindus’, and the ‘grey bard’ who in his poetry sings the melodies 
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of angels and the language of heaven.61 That students at the time clearly 

understood the implication is an indication of the status that Bilderdijk 

enjoyed in this period. 

However, it was not praise alone that was uttered. In the years prior 

to Bilderdijk’s death he was oft en a subject of criticism. He became 

notorious for his reactionary cultural critique, which evoked much 

negative response. Some anti-fans, united in their aim to defend the 

Enlightenment, published poems to ridicule or criticise Bilderdijk. This 

ostracising peaked from the moment his pupil Isaäc da Costa published 

his Bezwaren tegen den geest der eeuw (1823) (Objections to the Spirit of the 

Age) in which the spirit of the time was criticised, accompanied by a call 

for obedience to God. Bilderdijk wrote an appreciative commentary. The 

ferocity of the attacks that followed is indicative of his fame at the time. 

A good example of early nineteenth-century anti-fan culture can be 

found in the liberal Arnhemsche Courant (Arnhem Newspaper). In 1822 

the editors introduced a ‘Domperrubriek’ (Snuff er Column), in which 

Bilderdijk and his followers were tackled. The word ‘domper’ (snuff er) 

refers to a metal cap at the end of a stick, used to put out candles. 

Bilderdijk was seen as the head of the knighthood of the snuff ers and 

criticised for attempting to snuff  out the Enlightenment. In a series of 

articles various ‘Monsters’ from the ‘Snuff er Factory’ were discussed. 

On 19 March 1822 this column mentioned that ‘at Leijden, next to the 

Temple of Enlightenment, the Factory of the Snuff er was erected’. 

Though Bilderdijk’s name was not mentioned, it was quite obvious that 

this referred to him. Aft er all, the poet lived on the Rapenburg, a stone’s 

throw away from the academic building of Leiden University. Bilderdijk’s 

struggle against the spirit of the century was seen as a delusion of 

somebody who had lost his mind: ‘the man oft en orates and converses 

in a manner that would instantaneously earn him an undeniable right 

to a place in the mad house; it is known that he, more than once, has 

orated about all the evil brought about in the world through the consumption of 

potatoes!!!’62

This remark refers to Bilderdijk’s notorious aversion to potatoes. 

Apparently he was of the curious opinion that potatoes were harmful 

and could cause children to be precocious and immoral. This story of 

Bilderdijk’s aversion, rapidly spread by word of mouth, was seen as yet 

another example of his eccentric nature. It even served as an inspiration 

for the anonymously published satirical lyrical drama W. van Teisterkoord, 

of De gebroken domper (W. van Teisterkoord, or The broken snuff er) (1824). 
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Whether it was ever performed on stage is not known, but in this piece 

Bilderdijk’s dislike of potatoes is mocked in various ways, including a 

song that was sung to a familiar melody:

 Hail, the potato! 

May he continue feeding us,

What a disaster

If this has to end …

He only eats peas, beans, flour;

For his weak stomach that’s too much, 

From there his gloominess,

 Blockage in the spleen.63

In the second scene the flame of Enlightenment appears on stage. Above 

it a snuffer is suspended from a rope, running over a pulley. A bag of 

potatoes, of course, lies at the front of the stage. Bilderdijk, alias Willem 

van Teisterkoord, comes on stage talking: he goes off about the smallpox 

vaccination, the loss of the absolute monarchy and potatoes. He then 

stumbles over the bag of potatoes. When he is trying to lower the snuffer, 

the instrument is struck by lightning and breaks. Teisterkoord screams 

and eventually surrenders. 

The keenness with which the story of Bilderdijk’s aversion was kept 

alive, even aft er his death, is evident from an article published by the 

Dutch critic, Conrad Busken Huet, in 1877. That was the year in which 

the Colorado potato beetle, originating from North America, was for the 

fi rst time observed in Europe. In no time the insatiable beetle caused 

immense damage, especially to potato crops. Mockingly, Busken Huet 

wrote that the spirit of the poet was reincarnated in the Colorado potato 

beetle and that this was his way of taking revenge on the crop he hated 

so much.64

The biggest Bilderdijk fan

In the years following Bilderdijk’s death in 1831, many of his fans still 

persisted in their immense admiration for him. This section will focus on 

four people, each in his own way a unique Bilderdijk fan: Adriaan van der 

Hoop Jr., Gerrit van de Linde, Isaäc da Costa and Jan J.F. Wap. Which fan 
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practices did they participate in and what were the driving forces behind 

these practices?

Adriaan van der Hoop

Adriaan van der Hoop Jr. (1802-1841) was born in Rotterdam. With no 

opportunity to study, he started working in his father’s business after 

finishing primary school. His free time, though, was devoted to studying. 

In the 1820s he made his debut as editor of several magazines, and started 

to publish poems regularly. He became known with De renegaat (The 

renegade) (1838), a poem written in the style of Byron. During his life 

Van der Hoop showed a passionate admiration for Bilderdijk. Whenever 

a new work was published, Van der Hoop’s name was on the subscription 

list. Even though literary fan magazines as we know them today did not 

yet exist in the nineteenth century, the magazines that Van der Hoop 

published in the 1820s already showed some similar characteristics. 

In Van der Hoop’s Apollo, Argus, De Nederlandsche Mercurius (The Dutch 

Mercury) and De Vriend der Waarheid (The Friend of Truth), there is no 

trace of the criticism aimed at Bilderdijk in the established press of the 

1820s. Instead, it was the authors of virtuous and homely poetry that 

were disapproved of, while Bilderdijk was portrayed as the prince of all 

poets. When Bilderdijk died Van der Hoop was, according to his own 

account, approached by various publishers to write an elegy. Because he 

felt unworthy of having his artless tones heard ‘at the death of the one 

and only’, he was unsuccessful in his endeavours. However, in springtime 

Van der Hoop again became preoccupied by Bilderdijk and success 

followed – he praised Bilderdijk’s ‘gigantic spirit’ and applauded him for 

being a poet such as the world had never seen before and would never see 

again. This poem, written in 1832, describes his devastation at hearing 

the news of Bilderdijk’s death, and the immense sadness that followed. 

Even though Van der Hoop had never met Bilderdijk, it felt to him as if 

he had known the admirable author well and, by reading his work, come 

very close to him as a person. It was Bilderdijk who ignited his passion 

for poetry, and words could hardly express his gratitude: ‘Immortalized 

guide, I am following your wonderful example!’65

Van der Hoop’s indebtedness to Bilderdijk is also expressed in his 

embracing of several of the poet’s poetic notions. Exactly like Bilderdijk, 

he regarded feeling as the source of all true poetry. Hence Van der 

Hoop’s loathing of homely poetry and its best-known representative, 
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Hendrik Tollens (see Chapter 2). In 1830 he published a critique of the 

work of Tollens, with the preface containing a signifi cant anecdote: 

when recently he was at a friend’s house, the bell rang and a servant 

delivered two works on behalf of a bookseller for viewing: one by Tollens 

and another by Bilderdijk. The friend immediately took the book by 

Tollens, cut it open, and enthusiastically started paging through it. Van 

der Hoop subsequently asked him why he had not paid any attention 

to Bilderdijk’s book. His friend made it clear that he had no interest in 

reading anything by the orthodox and anti-liberal culture critic. Van der 

Hoop then started reciting some of Bilderdijk’s poems, and his friend 

eventually had to admit that he had made a mistake: ‘That is Poetry!’ 

Subsequently Van der Hoop explained to him the diff erence between the 

two authors: whereas Bilderdijk could be compared to an eagle soaring to 

higher realms, Tollens was bound to the earth. With this metaphor Van 

der Hoop presented Bilderdijk as a true poet, while demoting Tollens to 

a much lower status.66

In 1839 Van der Hoop’s book of poetry, Ziekbed-gewaarwordingen 

(Sickbed revelations)67 was published with a motto from Bilderdijk’s 

poem, De ziekte der geleerden (The disease of the scholars) (1807) – the work 

in which Bilderdijk, in hundreds of verses, describes his physical and 

mental grievances. As far as poetics are concerned, this work is typically 

Bilderdijkian (poetry as the expression of emotion); the same can also 

be said for the political and religious views expressed.68 By imitating 

his melancholy and health grievances, Van der Hoop most probably 

attempted to copy Bilderdijk. By emphatically presenting himself as a 

full-blooded Bilderdijkian – his work fi lled with complaints about pain, 

fever, insomnia and other discomforts – Van der Hoop tried to enhance 

his own fame. Unlike his idol though, his end came early. Destroyed by 

alcoholism and other ailments, Van der Hoop died on 4 November 1841, 

at the age of 39. 

Gerrit van de Linde

Gerrit van de Linde (1808-1858) was another Bilderdijk fan who, under the 

pseudonym of De Schoolmeester (The Teacher), became relatively well 

known in the field of literary history.69 He was born in Rotterdam and 

from 1825 studied theology in Leiden. Being a Leiden student, he joined 

the armed conflict against the Belgians in 1830. It was in this capacity that 

he, for the first time, came into contact with Bilderdijk. On 19 October 
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1830, before his departure to the South (Belgium), he wrote a letter on 

behalf of the students asking Bilderdijk to write them a battle-song. 

Unfortunately the old poet could not fulfill their wish; on the one hand he 

was devastated by the loss of his wife and on the other hand his memory 

started letting him down.70

Aft er resuming his studies again, Van de Linde got into trouble when 

in 1833 an aff air between him and the wife of his professor came to light. 

The situation escalated and he fl ed to England. Aft er a diffi  cult start in 

England, he took over a boarding school for boys near London. Already 

as a student Van de Linde had expressed his admiration for Bilderdijk. 

At the time of the poet’s death Van de Linde wrote to his friend Jacob 

van Lennep, with whom he regularly corresponded: ‘Oh my God, Van 

Lennep, how hard have we been hit! To me it still feels like a dream and 

I cannot imagine the grey poet has really been taken away from us.’ To 

emphasise his deep sadness, Van de Linde quoted Tollens: ‘I can cry but 

I cannot sing’. Spitefully he added: ‘Well, to Tollens that happens more 

oft en’.71 As in the case of Van der Hoop, signs of exclusiveness can also be 

detected in Van de Linde’s thinking: a fan of Bilderdijk could never be a 

fan of Tollens. 

Van de Linde regularly chose mottos of Bilderdijk for his poems. 

Moreover, he was the one who in 1833 gave Beets the mentioned initiation 

assignment to write an ode to Bilderdijk.72 To Van Lennep he confessed 

the hope he cherished to some day embrace the poet in ‘prince’s heaven’.73 

Aft er his departure from the Netherlands Van de Linde remained loyal to 

his idol. It must have been reassuring for the failed student to know that 

Bilderdijk too stayed in London during his exile. At diff erent times Van de 

Linde referred to himself in correspondence as an exile, which evidently 

gave him the feeling of treading in the footsteps of his idol.

In Van de Linde’s letters the name of Bilderdijk continuously appeared, 

but also that of his arch enemy, Matthijs Siegenbeek. Bilderdijk fi ercely 

attacked this professor of Leiden University for introducing a spelling 

system nationwide, which he invented in 1804 and which Bilderdijk 

regarded as worthless. As expected of a fan, Van de Linde blindly chose 

sides for Bilderdijk. Even though the linguistic question was no longer 

topical, he continued supporting his hero and vilifying his opponent. By 

the end of 1834 he sent Van Lennep an epitaph in which he wrote that 

Bilderdijk was now dwelling in eternity. He added: ‘And if I could have 

my way / Sieggen would be following soon.’74 In 1843, twelve years aft er 

Bilderdijk’s death, he was still preoccupied with the professor. In a poem 
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he calls him ‘Idiot of all idiots’ and a soulless being with the audacity to 

attack the great soul, Bilderdijk. To this he added that no fl ower would 

ever adorn the tomb of Siegenbeek and that birds would stay away from 

it.75 On Bilderdijk’s grave, however, he wished to see the following text 

chiselled: ‘No epitaph as rich / as your name, Bilderdijk!’76 Until his last 

breath Gerrit van de Linde remained a loyal fan of Bilderdijk. 

Isaäc da Costa

The young poet Isaäc da Costa (1798-1860) was another enormous 

Bilderdijk adept. He was born in Amsterdam as the son of Jews of 

Portuguese origin. As a boy he received private tuition from Bilderdijk. 

Because Da Costa had literary ambitions, encouraged by Bilderdijk, they 

undoubtedly spoke about poetry at these occasions. When he went to 

study in Leiden and Bilderdijk also came to stay in the city, their contact 

was renewed. Da Costa came more and more under the influence of this 

orthodox Calvinist. In 1822 he embraced Protestantism and was baptised 

in the Dutch Reformed Church. From this day onwards he faithfully 

followed in the footsteps of his hero. A year later his work Bezwaren tegen 

den geest der eeuw (Objections to the Spirit of the Age), strongly influenced 

by Bilderdijk, was published. During this time the Minister of Justice, 

Cornelis Felix van Maanen, referred to Da Costa as ‘Bilderdijk’s monkey’.77

Da Costa’s admiration for Bilderdijk was indeed boundless, also in 

his imitation of Bilderdijk’s poetics. Not only did he embrace his poetic 

ideas (such as the signifi cance of feeling and the link between poetry 

and Protestantism), but also his cultural critique. Da Costa regarded his 

teacher as an orthodox-protestant frontrunner and a prophet, who taught 

him to discover the way to true Protestantism. In his eyes Bilderdijk was 

the only one with the guts to object to the ‘decay’ of his time. In this way 

Da Costa diff ers from the previously mentioned fans. 

Da Costa’s reverence for his hero was evident from the many praise 

songs he dedicated to Bilderdijk. On the one hand he praised him as 

‘Poet King’ and the ‘king of our poetry world’, pleading with him to teach 

him the noble art of poetry.’78 On the other hand Da Costa’s admiration 

also demonstrated an unmistakable religious dimension, absent in Van 

der Hoop and Van de Linde. He was immensely grateful to Bilderdijk for 

pointing him the way to Christianity and thus enabling him to fi nd his 

destination. 
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Isaäc Da Costa with a bust of Willem Bilderdijk (private collection).
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Another diff erence is that Da Costa was Bilderdijk’s confi dant. They 

continuously wrote letters to each other and visited one another. Willem 

Anne Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, who later became a politician, 

described an occasion at Bilderdijk’s home in Leiden where Da Costa 

was also present. The students sat on the ground, while Bilderdijk stood, 

looking like a prophet from the Old Testament. Da Costa’s gaze was glued 

to his teacher, openly in awe. He also approached him with the utmost 

respect. During dinners at Bilderdijk’s house Da Costa remained silent, 

regarding it as improper to speak in the presence of such a great poet. 

At the same time they were more or less friends. According to Da 

Costa he knew Bilderdijk well and admitted that he was very attached 

to his teacher. When in 1824 Da Costa’s son was born, he could do but 

one thing: name him aft er his spiritual godfather. The child was called 

Willem Daniël – the fi rst name in honour of his spiritual father, the 

second in honour of his biological father. This duality (honour and 

friendship) was also expressed in how he addressed Bilderdijk in his 

letters: ‘Noble Gentleman, dear Friend!’ When Bilderdijk became ill in 

1831, approaching his end, Da Costa took care of him. Aft er his death 

he was deeply saddened. Willem de Clercq remembers how Da Costa 

sobbed incessantly, ‘such as I have seldom seen at an occasion like this.’79

Until his death in 1860 Da Costa remained preoccupied with Bilderdijk. 

Between 1856 and 1859 he published Bilderdijk’s collected Dichtwerken 

(Poetry) in fi ft een parts. In addition, his study De mensch en de dichter Willem 

Bilderdijk (The man and the poet Willem Bilderdijk), a hagiography in the 

form of a biography, was published in 1859.80 Da Costa could not present 

a realistic portrait of Bilderdijk; instead he described his hero as a genius, 

be it an underappreciated poet, and a virtuous Calvinist. He skillfully 

polished away the less appealing matters such as Bilderdijk’s divorce. He 

did this not by concealing it, but by commenting that these things are 

simply part of being a great man. Da Costa made no attempt in his book 

to deny that it was the work of a great admirer. 

Jan Wap

The last Bilderdijk fan to be discussed is the previously mentioned 

J.J.F. (Jan) Wap. He assisted the aged poet with his work during the last 

years of his life and was a passionate collector of Bilderdijkiana. Wap was 

in tune with the time. Admirers went hunting for signatures, manuscripts, 

locks of hair and other curiosities, a practice that blossomed especially 
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after the death of an author. When he was physically no longer there 

and people could no longer see him face to face, a need arose for some 

tangible little part of the deceased author to enable one to stay in contact 

with him. 

A fascinating example of this is what happened to the body of the 

English poet Percy Bysshe Shelley aft er his death in 1822. The English 

lyricist drowned at sea off  the coast of North Italy. Shortly aft er his body 

drift ed ashore, he was cremated on the beach – a scene that became 

famous thanks to the painting The Funeral of Shelley (1889) by Louis 

Édouard Fournier. 

Present at the cremation was Edward John Trelawny, a literary critic, 

adventurer and friend of Shelley. Later on, in Recollections of the last days 

of Shelley and Byron (1858) he gave a description of the ceremony without 

shying away from the bizarre details. He wrote, for instance, that when 

the fl ames started scoring Shelley’s body, it burst open and the heart 

became exposed. He saw the brains boiling and bubbling. Trelawny 

then did something that only a fan would do: he grabbed Shelley’s heart 

from the fi re, badly burning his hand. When the cremation was done, 

he collected Shelley’s ashes,81 which contained little pieces of skull. Later 

Trelawny gave some of these macabre relics to a couple of his friends. 

One of them, the critic William Michael Rossetti, who at times proudly 

showed his visitors a piece of skull, commented: ‘the regard with which I 

hold this relic brings me in touch with the feelings of a Roman Catholic’.82 

The parallels to relic worship are obvious. Trelawny’s deed was a form of 

fan culture with which he set the tone ‘for later generation’s fetishization 

of Shelley’s relics, their appropriation of Shelley’s physical remains and 

the objects the poet left  behind as vehicles for a metaphorical contact 

with the author’s spirit’. Such was the mysterious allure attributed to 

Shelley’s dead body.83

Aft er his death a similar situation unfolded around Bilderdijk. In his 

case too there was a fascination for parts of his famous body. He was 

laid out in the parlour of his home. Of course the deceased had to be 

memorialised. For this purpose Gerrit Jan Michaëlis was asked to make a 

painting. He depicted Bilderdijk in traditional manner with the colour of 

death on his cheeks, lying under a sheet on his bed and covered by a red 

blanket, the familiar cloth around his head. On the basis of this painting 

an engraving was made, of which fans could order a copy. Three versions 

of the picture were available, diff ering in price. There can be no doubt 

that Bilderdijk was ‘merchandised’ aft er his death. 
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In the morning the Amsterdam plaster-caster Antonio Boggia came 

to the house to make a casting of Bilderdijk’s face. As far as famous men 

were concerned this was not an unfamiliar practice. Already in the decade 

before Bilderdijk’s death, death masks were made of famous people such 

as Schiller, Napoleon and Beethoven. Also Walter Scott, Goethe and 

Samuel Coleridge would get one. The plaster casting made it possible to 

immortalise the deceased with a realistic image including wrinkles, lines 

and bags under the eyes. Closer than this it was diffi  cult to come to a hero. 

Yet, the fact that a death mask was made of Bilderdijk was remarkable. It 

was the fi rst time that this was done in the Netherlands. A macabre detail 

is that while the plaster was loosened Bilderdijk’s eyebrows accidentally 

got stuck in the plaster, pulled out and remained there, stuck to the cast. 

In the death mask, kept in the collection of the Bilderdijk Museum, the 

bushy eyebrows can still be seen. A couple of castings were made for fans. 

Plaster casts were also made of Bilderdijk’s right hand, the hand with 

which he had written his poems. Several worshippers wanted to acquire a 

copy of this. Jan Wap was one of them. 

Undoubtedly Wap was one of the most fanatical Bilderdijk collectors 

in history. Like treasures he cherished the letters the poet sent him. At 

times Bilderdijk asked Wap for a special edition of a book or a work that 

was no longer available; on these occasions the poet, out of gratitude, 

most probably gave Wap a couple of manuscripts. Anyhow, in 1828 the 

22-year-old Wap also managed to get the old Bilderdijk to write a couple 

of ‘crippled pen strokes’ in his album amicorum.84 Wap was relentless in 

his begging for special pieces: a fi rst print, a signed family crest, or a 

manuscript. On 7 September 1829, the day that Bilderdijk turned 73, the 

poet agreed to another of Wap’s requests for a ‘little memento’.85 

The following year when Bilderdijk’s second wife Katharina 

Wilhelmina Schweickhardt died, Wap once again approached the poet for 

a memento, but at the time he was too grief-stricken to fulfi ll this wish. 

A couple of months later, though, Bilderdijk gave him a very special gift : 

a ring which Wilhelmina had worn in honour of stadtholder William V. 

Parting with this was not easy for Bilderdijk, the ring reminded him as 

much of his wife as of the stadtholder.86 Wap was thrilled by this gesture 

and let his own wife wear it. 

Aft er Bilderdijk’s death the body of the poet was exposed to yet 

another ritual: his hair was cut off . By doing this, his fans could obtain 

locks of hair. One of the lucky ones was Jan Wap. For the true Bilderdijk 

fan a lock of hair was a very precious relic. However in the nineteenth 
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century this was not an unusual memento. It was not unusual to keep 

locks of hair of a deceased or even to use it for making little works of 

art. Still, the extent of the demand for Bilderdijk’s hair was extraordinary. 

On 23 December 1831, the day of the funeral, Wap wrote a poem called 

‘By eene hairvlok van Mr. Willem Bilderdijks lijk’ (On a lock of hair from 

Mr Willem Bilderdijk’s corpse). In this poem he explains the signifi cance 

of this relic as a tangible memory of the poet, and a tangible sign that 

everything was transient.87 

Wap not only wanted a lock of hair, he was also interested in personal 

objects that belonged to the poet and written texts from family members. 

He was not the only one. Bilderdijk’s old disciples Jacob van Lennep 

and Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer also wanted to acquire objects that 

belonged to their former teacher. At an auction aft er Bilderdijk’s death, 

Van Lennep bought his idol’s chair, desk and a painting of a fl ower 

arrangement done by Bilderdijk’s wife.88 On the occasion of his birthday 

Van Prinsterer, to his indescribable joy, received a bust of Homer from his 

wife, which she bought at the auction of Bilderdijk’s estate.89 

Aft er Bilderdijk’s death Wap tried his utmost to acquire some of the 

poet’s personal eff ects. In a letter of 27 February 1833 to Isaac Bilderdijk, 

the youngest brother of the poet, Wap’s motives are clear. He starts off  by 

explaining how very fond he was of Bilderdijk and how, aft er his death, 

he had assisted the family in word and deed, even paying the funeral 

costs upfront. Aft er having said all of this, he asks Isaac Bilderdijk for 

his signature and, in order to complete his collection, the signatures of 

Bilderdijk’s parents.90 Wap was a fervent signature hunter. He managed 

to persuade many famous people to sign his album. Apart from Dutch 

authors his collection also comprised the names of Chateaubriand, Hugo 

and De Lamennais. But most of all he was a Bilderdijk fan and therefore 

even had an interest in the signatures of Bilderdijk’s parents, brother 

and children. Wap’s pièce de résistance was the signature of the former king 

and benefactor of Bilderdijk, Lodewijk Napoleon, whom he visited in 

Florence. In addition, to his request for signatures, Wap also requested 

Isaac to send him an illustration of Bilderdijk, as well as contributions 

from other Bilderdijk connections, such as the poet Jan van Walré. 

Wap, who was also involved in initiating public commemorations 

of Bilderdijk, managed to have two plaster portraits of the poet and 

his second wife made around 1861. Much to his disappointment he did 

not, however, succeed in having a statue erected for his idol. Because of 

Bilderdijk’s bad reputation as a cultural critic, severe opposition to this 



The Calvinist Celebrity: Willem Bilderdijk 65

plan made it impossible to implement. As far as this is concerned Wap’s 

fan practices were not particularly successful. 

Conclusion

Bilderdijk was a poet with an eccentric and familiar image, reinforced by 

the many portraits made of him during his life. After his death a visual 

culture continued around his personality. Whereas England had Madame 

Tussaud, the Netherlands had Prosper Martin who, during the 1830s, 

travelled with his gallery of wax statues from one city’s fair to the next. 

In the summer of 1834 this gallery – containing life-size wax castings of 

famous men – was also on show at the fair in Haarlem where people from 

the city could also take a look at Bilderdijk’s statue.91 Most advertisements 

of the gallery mentioned his name, which indicated his public attraction. 

It is not known how Bilderdijk was depicted. We can only speculate. On 

his deathbed – like in the well-known picture? Or life-like – with turban? 

Anyhow, it is not surprising that he was included in this wax gallery – if 

there was one poet who was famous and who sported an eccentric image, 

it certainly was Willem Bilderdijk. 

Around Bilderdijk various forms of fan culture came into existence. 

One of these was literary tourism: fans travelled to him in the hope of 

meeting him. Others wrote odes or poems, imitating their hero. Yet, the 

opposite, the anti-fan culture, also existed – it was especially Bilderdijk’s 

role as cultural critic and champion of the establishment that provoked 

resistance. Even aft er his death there were people who became fanatical 

Bilderdijk fans, fashioning their identities accordingly. A vibrant trade 

also emerged posthumously, dealing in locks of hair, manuscripts, 

objects and other curiosities – all proof of his fame. As late as 1874 the 

Italian Edmondo de Amicis remarked that, despite the controversies 

around Bilderdijk resulting from his religious passion and sectarianism, 

‘he undoubtedly was, second to Vondel, the greatest poet of his country’.92 





 2  Poet of the Nation: Hendrik Tollens

The higher you climb, the harder you fall. There is probably no other 

Dutch poet to whom this saying is more applicable than Hendrik 

Tollens (1780-1856) who, in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

was pushed off his pedestal. A younger generation of authors branded 

him as a rhymester, who acquired fame undeservedly. In the twentieth 

century nothing was left of his reputation. Even though his statue can 

still be seen in Rotterdam and many streets are still named after him, he 

remains even today a symbol of the dullness and bourgeois complacency 

of the nineteenth century. In his own time, though, Hendrik Tollens 

was regarded as the ‘poet of the nation’. No other author sold as many 

copies of their work as he did. The fourth print of his Gedichten (Poems) 

of 1822, a popular edition in two volumes, sold more than 10,000 copies. 

During national disasters or occasions such as the death of the king, he 

represented the voice of the nation. 

When in 1780 Hendrik Tollens was born in Rotterdam, there were no 

visible signs that he would become the most honoured national poet of 

the Netherlands.1 Relatively little is known about his youth. Latin school 

was not destined for him. He became and remained an autodidact. At 

the age of thirteen he went to a boys’ boarding school in the German 

village of Elten, near Kleef. Here he was very happy, but had to return to 

Rotterdam in 1795 to work in his father’s paint business. In the meantime 

he became gripped by literature, and a couple of years aft er his return 

to Rotterdam his fi rst book of poetry Proeve van sentimenteele geschrift en 

en gedichten (A  selection of sentimental writing and poems) (1799) was 

published. This was followed a year later by Proeve van minnezangen en 

idyllen (A selection of love poems and idylls) including erotic verses, 

which later on he was ashamed of. The last edition was dedicated to 

Gerbranda Catharina Rivier, whom he secretly married in 1800. She 

was Protestant and he Catholic, but that turned out to be no obstacle 

to a happy marriage. Not only did he prosper on both a personal and a 

business level (Tollens took over the management of the fl ourishing 

paint business), but also in his writing, receiving national recognition 
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for his poetry. Initially he predominantly published tragedies based on 

the classical French model, while later on he dedicated himself to the 

writing of poems about Dutch historical topics. Twice he received medals 

of honour from the prestigious Hollandsche Maatschappij van Fraaije 

Kunsten en Wetenschappen (Dutch Society of Fine Arts and Humanities). 

Title page of the fi rst volume of Tollens’ Gedichten (1808) (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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For Tollens these successes turned into a handsome profi t. In no time 

he was regarded as a prominent member of the society. Between 1808 

and 1815 three volumes of his collected Gedichten (Poems) were published. 

Partly through these publications he became one of the most prominent 

men of letters in the Netherlands. 

During the French occupation and the emergence of patriotism, 

Tollens managed to voice the feelings of his fellow citizens. This was 

especially evident in his poetry about great Dutch people and important 

episodes from the Dutch past. During the years of annexation (1810-1813) 

when Napoleon annexed the Netherlands, Tollens continued writing 

patriotic poetry, which gave him the status of resistance poet. His role as 

national poet resulted in him being knighted in 1815 by King William I. He 

became even more famous when his national anthem, ‘Wien Neêrlands 

bloed’ (To whom Dutch blood) won a contest in 1816. From then on it was 

sung at all possible occasions. On the request of Queen Wilhelmina the 

song was abolished in 1932 and nowadays it is admired only in extreme 

right-wing circles.

In 1819 Tollens received a gold award from the Hollandsche Maatschappij 

(Dutch Society) for his then already famous Tafereel van de overwintering der 

Hollanders op Nova Zembla (Scene of the wintering of the Dutch on Nova 

Zembla). This poem has had a large infl uence on the image we have of 

this historic happening (1596-1597) – religion, family and fatherland were 

idealised, and more vicious polar bears appeared than could actually have 

been possible. Even though situated in the past, Tollens’ poem had a 

message for his own time. Heroic courage was presented as a model to 

fellow countrymen, and love for the fatherland was encouraged.

Because his poetry was particularly suitable for public recital, his 

popularity grew even more. Some of his verses were continuously and 

throughout the country part of the repertoire of the ‘Rederijkerskamers’ 

(Rhetoricians Societies). With his accessible poems about God, family 

and fatherland he became universally popular – the man who could 

give its dignity back to the Netherlands. Aft er French rule, his work 

had a powerful message of reconciliation under William I. He was the 

embodiment of moderation, the Dutch representative of the international 

Biedermeier.2 

Until his last breath Tollens continued writing socially engaged 

poetry. He was the one who was called upon for poetic support during 

disasters, epidemics and fundraising. On 21 October 1856 the 76-year-old 

poet breathed his last in Rijswijk, close to Den Haag.
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This chapter will focus on Tollens as literary celebrity. His status, 

even during his lifetime, was clearly that of a national fi gure with a big 

following. When he visited a society meeting or other gathering, the 

public rose to applaud him. Pictures made from photographs of the poet 

were immensely popular. Some book fanatics collected everything they 

could fi nd of Tollens and had his work beautifully bound in uniform 

covers. He was, furthermore, also a great inspiration for young poets. 

The fi rst part of this chapter will analyse the way in which he 

constructed his public image. What image did he present and how did 

he express this self-fashioning? The second part will look at the diff erent 

manifestations of fan culture during his life. 

Tollens’ cult of modesty

Tollens’ poem ‘De tempel van den roem’ (The temple of fame) (1842) 

contains a parable. The building referred to in the title is presented as a 

dwelling for authors. One day a loud and arrogant poet arrives in a carriage, 

calling: ‘Make space! space! a place for me!’ He is a man who looks down 

upon authors who publish only one book of poetry per year. Because 

of his enormous productivity and the many awards he has received, he 

thinks that he deserves a place in the temple of fame and loudly demands 

that the gate be opened to him. To his astonishment he is not allowed 

entry and is requested to leave. He cannot believe his ears. No matter 

how loudly he screams, the door remains locked. Others who arrive and 

humbly ask for a place, carrying their own baggage, are accepted. For one 

specific poet a comfortable chair is kept free, but he does not announce 

his presence at the temple. One morning one of the servants accidentally 

looks out the window: ‘There the stranger is sitting, half hidden, / Modest 

and undemanding / As if he had no right to honour.’3 Subsequently the 

humble man is received, and treated with the highest respect. Except for a 

little notebook he has nothing with him, but it is enough for him to enter 

the temple of fame. 

This parable could be read as testimony to Tollens’ authorship, of 

which the most salient characteristic was probably that of modesty. 

‘Modesty is the patroness of merit’, he said in 1807.4 To the outside world 

Tollens made it clear that he resented public praise. Aft er his death his 

modest character was oft en emphasised. The Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant 

(New Rotterdam Newspaper) mentioned ‘his very unique, endearing 
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modesty and sincerity.’5 His fi rst biographer, G.D.J. Schotel, wrote about 

his ‘characteristic simplicity’.6 By continuously pardoning himself for 

his limited talent, simple background and lack of education, Tollens 

personally contributed to creating this image. 

In the preface to Nieuwe gedichten (New poems) (1821-1828) he 

expresses the hope that his poetry, ‘the fruit of my very few idle hours’, 

would be received sympathetically. He reminds the reader ‘how the 

lack of education and the absence of opportunity to develop and bring 

to fruition the Poet’s natural talent infl uenced his creations’.7 Even 

when he got older Tollens continued emphasising his lack of essential 

education. In Verstrooide gedichten (Miscellaneous poems) (1840) he 

laments that he had entered the world of letters ‘with such a total lack 

of preparation, and such a complete defi ciency of all resources’, and that 

he regarded the majority of his oeuvre as ‘sloppy work’. He promised 

his readers a tenth and last volume of verse, but expressed the wish that 

he had rather published less, but work of a higher quality.8 About the, 

according to him,  more successful part of his oeuvre, Tollens spoke 

equally disparagingly. That there was some appreciation for it surprised 

and humbled him. 

In public Tollens continuously presented his poetry as though it did 

not represent much. About Laatste gedichten (Last poems) (1848-1853) 

he remarks: ‘Again it does not comprise much more than small pieces 

with limited scope and simple composition, and once again will not be 

observed by many more than the limited circle in which I am honoured 

to move as a poet.’ In his opinion he was much lower in status than other 

poets.9 In one of the poems in this volume, ‘De muze’ (The muse), he 

writes that even though he sometimes experiences something of the 

heavenly spark that characterises true poetry, his talent is too limited to 

express the experience in proper poetic language.

Tollens’ modesty was expressed not only in his work, but also in his 

behaviour. His motto was: ‘I despise drama and spectacle.’10 It was no 

surprise that he felt more at home in the Protestant than the Catholic 

Church. His humility was also expressed in other ways. He became 

famous in a century when poetry societies were infl uential and the idea 

was rife that poetry could only come to its full expression if it was recited. 

In addition, the use of gestures was highly recommended. Tollens 

diverged from this: during his recitals he was motionless.

Tollens’ modesty also became known during his regularly, and 

publically, expressed aversion to advertising and promotion. The 
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conceited poet in ‘De tempel van de roem’ (The temple of fame) had his 

name placed weekly on posters – Tollens wanted nothing of this. He was 

also opposed to the selling of portraits of himself. He could still accept 

a picture of himself in a book of poetry, but when they were sold as 

curiosities, he despised it. He forbade his publishers to promote either 

his person or his work. For the same reason the poet did not want his 

publisher to organise subscriptions for his work. When once his publisher 

Johannes Immerzeel broke this agreement, Tollens was infuriated. In 

1824 he wrote to an acquaintance that he was treated ‘impolitely and 

disrespectfully’ and had therefore severed all contact with this publisher.11

In 1832 Tollens explained to publisher G.T.N. Suringar the reason 

for his dislike of subscriptions. Apparently he was worried that book 

dealers would knock everywhere on doors to collect subscriptions, and 

that he would witness his neighbours and townsfolk being disturbed by 

this. It is also possible that he feared his paint business would suff er as 

a result. When, once, he saw a book dealer announcing a reprint of one 

of his books, he forced him to remove all the posters from his shop. It 

was not always in his power to control it. In 1855 his son Louis wrote to 

him from  the Dutch East Indies that ‘the subscription lists in Batavia, 

available at all societies and clubs, are covered in signatures from top to 

bottom.’12

Tollens also refused to accept any payment for his poetry. He earned his 

income, so he said, from his paint business. He only made an exception 

for domestic gift s from his publishers. When in later years he did receive 

money for his poetry, he continuously emphasised how much he hated 

being known as a hack writer. Tollens’ aversion to advertisement and 

earning money with his poetry can be explained in the light of the fear 

of commerce.13 Many prominent authors though had no problem with 

negotiating large honoraria. Bilderdijk, for instance, charged one gilder 

per printed page. Multatuli was apparently also known for not having any 

dislike for money: he received large retainers for books he still had to 

write, and made sure that he was paid well for readings. Tollens’ publicly 

stated that his aversion to advertisement and commerce seems to have 

been part of the modesty cult he adhered to.

How should Tollens’ imago be interpreted? Did he pretend to be more 

humble than he actually was, and did he fl irt with his own modesty? 

Ton van Kalmthout pointed out that in his humble attitude towards his 

work Tollens was very much in tune with his time: humility belonged 

to good literary etiquette.14 This topos was certainly not new in the 
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early nineteenth century. Already in classical rhetoric, as in the case 

of Cicero and Quintilian, it was a familiar formula to win the favour 

of the public by  presenting oneself as modest. In early modern times 

theologians debated the issue of modestia, the theological humility. This 

phenomenon was also known in literature of both male and female 

authors. Thus, Tollens’ stance had a long prehistory. Since the second 

half of the eighteenth century humility was praised as one of the virtues 

of the Enlightenment and was regarded as the opposite of fanaticism. 

It is therefore not far-fetched to suggest that Hendrik Tollens with his 

public image of the humble poet, downplaying his merits, was presenting 

himself as a participant in a literary tradition. 

The idea of the furor poeticus 

Tollens’ self-fashioning exhibits a remarkable paradox. On the one hand 

he presented himself, as we have seen in the previous section, as a modest 

poet with limited talents and an oeuvre with little merit. On the other hand 

he continuously presented himself to the outside world as a true poet 

whose godly inspiration – furor poeticus – enabled him to get in touch with 

a higher state of consciousness. He posed as being a link between heaven 

and earth, pouring higher truths into his poems. As such he compared 

himself to a prophet who feels himself different from ‘normal’ people. 

In the case of Tollens, whose poetry predominantly portrays patriotic 

and domestic scenes, the idea of the furor poeticus is rather curious. How 

should we interpret this aspect of his self-fashioning?

Tollens was no theoretician and wrote hardly any critical texts. Only 

once, in 1807, did he present a lecture on poetry in which he argued that 

philosophy and poetry belonged to separate domains. Poetry had to make 

life more bearable. But three years later, when the French invaded the 

Netherlands, it became clear that the function of poetry had changed for 

him. He instructed his colleague poets to promote resistance and heroic 

courage. In 1813, aft er liberation from the Napoleonic regime, Tollens, in 

one of his poems, urged them to employ their poetry to praise the release 

from the French yoke and to pay tribute to Dutch independence. 

Also later on Tollens oft en used his poetry to express his views on 

authorship. His insistence on originality and resentment of French 

infl uence fi tted in perfectly with early nineteenth-century discourse, 

prominent at the time. In his poetry he presented himself as a true 
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Dutchman. In so doing he used his situation to his advantage: exactly 

because of his lack of education he was not infl uenced by classical 

authors. From this he acquired a sense of satisfaction: ‘Then rejoice, of 

that thought jubilant, / My oft en so fi ery blood, / That I, having picked my 

laurels myself, / Need not thank any stranger’.15

Curiously, despite his simple and homely poetry, Tollens held a high 

‘cosmic’ notion of authorship. Already in a poem from 1801, ‘Kunstgalm’ 

(Artistic Splendor), he made the distinction between a bunch of 

rhymesters who only ‘lie panting in the sand’, and true poets who rise to 

higher realms.16 According to him, representatives of the last category 

were born with a special talent – the true poet is a higher being, a chosen 

one, ablaze with a heavenly fi re. Furthermore, Tollens saw the writing 

of poetry as a process that can neither be controlled nor directed. The 

poet is somebody who writes poetry out of an immanent need. As such a 

poet can – as had been proven by the mythological Orpheus – create great 

things. When in a state of trance, he rises to a realm that under normal 

circumstances is inaccessible.

As far as Tollens’ poetics is concerned, the poem ‘De dichter’ (The 

poet) from 1814 is signifi cant. Here he describes the true poet as being 

possessed by a godly spark. According to Tollens, even though he 

personally carries this spark in his soul connecting him to higher realms 

inaccessible to mere mortals, he was incapable of expressing these 

feelings in his poetry. The idea of a higher calling and a spontaneous 

outpouring of poetic emotion is reminiscent of Wordsworth’s description 

of poetry as ‘the spontaneous overfl ow of powerful feelings’. However the 

tragedy for Tollens, or so he claimed, was that he felt incapable of pouring 

out his elevated experiences into poetry. This left  him ‘astonished and 

stunned’ about the gulf between his experiences and his poetry.17 

Thus Tollens’ poetry paradoxically depicts him as a godly inspired 

poet, albeit a dumb one unable to express his feelings, but still a poet. It 

has been said that Tollens depicted himself like this in order to present 

himself as an ‘autonomous poet dedicated to modern idealistic poetics: a 

true genius artist whose poetic sentiments were no longer triggered by the 

senses, but seen as an instrument of an ideal, higher reality’. Sometimes 

his biography is searched for an explanation for this. The paint merchant, 

who never attended university, probably suff ered from an inferiority 

complex and never felt at ease amongst academics in the arts. His poetry 

gave him an escape route: by presenting himself as a godly messenger, he 
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was no less worthy than any learned person and elevated above normal 

people – a poet to be taken seriously.18

There is also another explanation for this paradoxical aspect of Tollens’ 

self-fashioning, which hitherto has not been mentioned: his admiration 

for Bilderdijk. Tollens was actually more than a great admirer; he was also 

an active and enthusiastic fan. When, for instance, aft er his return to the 

Netherlands, Bilderdijk was appointed by The Dutch Society of Fine Arts 

and Humanities as an honorary member, Tollens wrote an ode to him. In 

1808 he also sent ‘the prince of contemporary Dutch poets, the eminent 

Bilderdijk’ a copy of his recently published Gedichten (Poems).19 To this he 

added an exaggerated letter in which he praised his idol extravagantly. 

Even Bilderdijk, used to admiration, found this excessive. He sent Tollens 

a letter of thanks, but added that he would have preferred a less hyperbolic 

tone. He also requested him in the future to refrain from ‘all pompous 

language and extreme modes of praise’.20 

Until his old age Tollens was in awe of Bilderdijk the poet. Though 

he disliked his religious orthodoxy and opposition to the spirit of the 

century, he regarded him as the greatest Dutch poet of all time. Even as 

late as 1849 he remarked: ‘Bilderdijk defi nitely has no devotee or admirer 

more fervent than me’.21 Not only did he read everything of and about him 

that was published, he also became a fanatic collector of Bilderdijkiana. 

In his study he had a bust of Bilderdijk and also a rare casting of his right 

hand. He, furthermore, owned valuable collectors’ items, such as a silver 

commemorative medal with Bilderdijk’s image on it and a little glass case 

containing three original cachets with Bilderdijk’s stamp.

According to one aspect of the theory of fandom – that the fan as not a 

passive consumer but an active participant – it is obvious that Tollens was 

a true Bilderdijk fan with the greatest admiration for the poet. Is it then 

surprising that he copied his notions of the furor poeticus? Characteristic of 

a fan is also that he sees himself as small and insignifi cant in comparison 

to his idol. Could that have been the reason why Tollens, even within 

the Bilderdijkian frame of the furor poeticus, tried to be modest by stating 

that he felt incapable of expressing his feelings and that he, compared to 

Bilderdijk, could not feel anything else but ‘dumb’? 

In the case of Tollens it is fascinating to see how intertwined self-

fashioning and fandom are: by incorporating Bilderdijk’s idea of godly 

inspiration, Tollens made his fandom part of his own image. This curious 

dichotomy between self-fashioning and fandom has hitherto received 

scant attention and warrants more research. 
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Universality versus intimacy

Paradox marked Tollens’ authorship as well as his poetry. This is related 

to the apparent contradiction between universality and intimacy. During 

the course of time many researchers have tried to explain Tollens’ 

popularity. Some have suggested that his fame was partly due to the fact 

that his work, full of exemplary heroism, had contemporary social value. 

Even though it was situated in the past, the poet presented a mirror to his 

readers. Others have pointed out that Tollens represented the feelings of 

his compatriots. Whether it concerned the Battle of Waterloo, the Belgian 

Resistance or the death of the king, Tollens was the voice of the nation. 

At the end of French rule he propagated reconciliation, contributing to 

the image of the Netherlands as one big family under King William I. 

Furthermore, his work was accessible – he used no complicated language 

or complex forms. After the rhetoric of the eighteenth century known for 

its mythological metaphors, Tollens – at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century – introduced a new form of accessible poetry. Another explanation 

for Tollens’ popularity is that he addressed familiar issues. He wrote 

about domestic matters, anything ranging from the cradle to the grave. 

Whether one was from higher or lower standing, poor or rich, man or 

woman, everybody could relate to his poems. 

An alternative explanation for his popularity – up to today not yet given 

any serious consideration – is that, though the poet wrote about universal 

themes, his work gave the reader an intimate look into his most personal 

life. Tom Mole, as already mentioned, used Byron as an example of a poet 

who succeeded in creating a hermeneutic of intimacy in his poetry: the 

impression that he had a personal relationship with his readers and that 

they, through his work, were granted a look into his mind and life. Is it 

possible that this was also the case with Tollens? Even though he was 

known as a poet of patriotic and homely verse, throughout his life he also 

wrote autobiographical poetry. His intention to establish a close link with 

his reader is evident in the preface to his Laatste gedichten (Last poems) in 

which he says that he wrote these poems with an underlying feeling of 

melancholia: ‘They include a farewell, on which no reunion will follow’. 

Passionately and sympathetically, and for a last time, he addresses his 

readers who all along had been following him with loyalty: ‘Thus, as a 

poet, I say farewell to my art-loving compatriots’.22

From early on it was evident that Tollens intended to create a feeling 

of intimacy in his work. As an 18-year-old he published the already 
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mentioned Proeve van sentimenteele geschrift en en gedichten (A selection of 

sentimental writing and poems) (1799), explaining in the preface that 

he had poured out his heart like a lover, aglow with passion. He thus 

suggested from very early on that his work had to be read as personal 

revelations. His sentimental poetry oft en spoke of the misery related 

to unattainable love, but he also addressed the woman he was in love 

with. His second volume, the above-mentioned Proeve van minnezangen 

en idyllen, was explicitly dedicated to his beloved, Gerbranda Catharina 

Rivier. Hereby Tollens gave an indication that his poetry had to be read 

autobiographically. This volume contains erotically tinted pastoral verses 

and love poems not related to his own life, with titles such as ‘Klorinde’, 

‘Aan Florinda’ (To Florinda) and ‘Itilus en Mirra’ (Itilus and Mirra), but 

also personal poems, such as ‘Aan myne geliefde’ (To my beloved). By 

presenting (semi-)autobiographical poems along with poems of the 

imagination, Tollens plays a refi ned fi ction-or-reality game with his 

reader.

Also subsequent work by Tollens stayed true to his life. Amongst 

patriotic verses and poems containing parables, moral lessons and 

calendar wisdom he continued writing about his own life, presenting 

readers with an intimate look into his role as husband, father and human 

being. This, as Ellen Krol rightly remarks, led to the early start of a 

personality cult around the poet Tollens.23 

Tollens’ readers were regularly informed about his family life: 

they were allowed to share in the happiness he experienced at home. 

‘Winteravondliedje’ (Winter Eve Song), for instance, describes a birthday 

with waffl  es and tart at the Tollens’ home. In ‘Tehuiskomst’ (Homecoming) 

he tells how, aft er a busy day, he arrives home where his loving wife 

welcomes him with a kiss. At moments like these he realises how happy 

he is and thanks God for his contentment. In his poetry Tollens regularly 

portrayed himself as grateful and religious. Whereas Bilderdijk, as poet, 

always and everywhere proclaimed his discomfort with life on earth, 

Tollens continuously expressed his happiness. Also about his children 

Tollens wrote openly and did not shy away from revealing intimate details. 

In a birthday poem for his son, he for example mentions that he had cried 

when his wife gave birth. The reader also hears how touched the poet was 

when seeing the expression in the eyes of his son. At a next birth Tollens 

writes the poem ‘Goede reis, aan mijn jongste dochtertje’ (Safe journey, 

to my youngest daughter). He wishes her much happiness in life and 

writes about his fear that something might happen to her. In ‘Aan mijne 
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kinderen’ (To my children) his children are introduced to the reader. No 

news about them was too insignifi cant to write about, not even that his 

son had cut his fi rst tooth.

As in so many other nineteenth-century families, death did not 

overlook Tollens’ home. Even this topic was no taboo to the poet. In his 

poem ‘Bij den dood van mijn dochtertje’ (On the death of my daughter) 

he expresses his sadness. Many details in this poem have a disturbing 

feeling of reality, for example when he writes about her slipping away, 

and describes her complexion once death sets in. It is the beginning of 

the month of May and the protagonist is sitting grief-stricken next to the 

body of his child, openly proclaiming that he would never be able to cope 

with another spring, or with joy. It was, however, not going to end with the 

death of this one child. Some time later the poem ‘Op den dood van mijn 

zesjarig dochtertje’ (On the death of my six-year-old daughter) follows, 

in which he again vents his feelings, this time feelings of guilt when 

sometimes a moment passes without him remembering his daughter. He 

describes her battle with death in minute and realistic detail. 

In the poem ‘In de mei van 1838’ (During May 1838) Tollens breaks 

the news of the death of his wife. He describes a visit to the cemetery 

where he puts a fl ower on her grave while in nature everything was 

returning to life. He also writes a poem ‘Herinnering’ (Memory), similar 

to the previous one, published in Laatste gedichten (Last poems) in which 

he relives precious moments with his wife when, for example, he asked 

her, as a young woman, to marry him. But he also remembers her fi nal 

moments, when he closed her eyes for the last time. 

In this way Tollens let his followers, craving for human interest, share 

intimate occasions in great colour and detail, and peep through a keyhole 

into his life. In this way and thanks to the accessible language in which 

he wrote, he succeeded in connecting with thousands of readers. Exactly 

because he wrote so freely about intimate issues, his poetry acquired 

universal meaning.

Eastern according to observers

Tollens is probably the most Dutch poet the Netherlands has ever 

produced. More than anybody else he used poetry to celebrate his own past 

and to encourage his compatriots to honour the Dutch nation. Curiously, 

he of all people was described by a contemporary as an ‘Eastern’ poet. 
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This appears in an eyewitness report of the English critic John Bowring, 

who in 1828 attended a meeting of The Dutch Society of Fine Arts and 

Humanities in Leiden, where he met the writers of the time, smoking and 

chatting. Amongst them was Hendrik Tollens. 

He had already heard a couple of things about the poet. What he found 

strange, though, was that the poet was also a paint merchant. According 

to him Tollens was the ‘most likeable living poet, more than anyone else 

the national poet of Holland’. Bowring found it remarkable that Tollens 

succeeded in selling ten thousand copies of his Gedichten (Poems) in a 

country with a population of only three million citizens. Compared to 

international standards he did, however, not regard Tollens’ poetry 

as highly original. It reminded him of the poems of the English poet 

William Cowper: ‘It is not highly imaginative – rarely elevates itself above 

the ordinary – but stirs all chords of general human sentiment.’ His 

verdict was: ‘Within the circle of cozy and homely sentiments Tollens is 

remarkable.’24

During the annual meeting of the literary society Cowper had the 

opportunity of meeting the poet personally. He noticed the great respect 

with which Tollens was treated. During dinner his national anthem was 

sung in his presence, indicating the greatness of his fame as national 

poet at the time. Even though Bowring did not regard ‘Wien Neêrlands 

bloed’ as on a par with ‘God save the King’, his overall impression was: 

‘beautiful and competent’. When subsequently toasts were made, Tollens 

stood up to recite a poem that according to Bowring was ‘truly beautiful’, 

and ‘even though it was no high poetic fl ight, his poetry radiated warmth 

and brilliance, and his recital was festive and very eastern – in addition 

he has the black eyes and dark hair of a southern poet, which makes it 

impossible not to highly admire and loudly praise him.’25

It is clear that Bowring appreciated Tollens’ eastern image as something 

positive. What is the reason for this? From about 1800 an orientalist 

discourse had started emerging: a fascination for the magical East as well 

as for Arabic poetry. It was not unique to the Netherlands. Evident from 

his volume West-östlicher Divan (1819-1827) Goethe too was intrigued by this. 

He regarded the Orient as the promised land of poetry, where everyday life 

seemed to be inundated with poetry. In the Netherlands eastern literature 

and poetry was oft en discussed. Bilderdijk too was fascinated with Arabic 

and Persian poetry, in which he saw a connection to his own poetry. As 

he got older, he increasingly took on the public image of an eastern poet, 

wearing long robes and a Turkish turban.
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But did Tollens give any cause to be regarded as an eastern poet? When 

looking at his portraits, no signifi cant peculiarities are evident. He wears 

no turban à la Bilderdijk or any exotic clothing. While some authors wrote 

about oriental topics or employed comparisons associated with eastern 

fl ora and fauna, Tollens’ poetry carried no signs of these. Also, from 

what is known of his family tree, there are no indications of any eastern 

heritage. It is however true that Tollens, with his dark eyes and pitch-

black hair showed some resemblance to a southern poet. In 1836 Nicolaas 

Beets also remarked that the poet looked more like a Spaniard than a 

Dutchman: ‘His face is southern brown, and his eyes beautiful, fl ashing 

like lightning’.26 But there is no evidence that Tollens, like Bilderdijk, 

consciously tried to copy the image of an eastern poet. Instead it seems 

to be a topos, applicable to other authors too. Bowring’s comment about 

Tollens can therefore be seen as linked to a tradition which says more 

about him and his ideas than about the poet in question. In Tollens’ dark 

appearance he saw some refl ection of the eastern poet idealised by him 

and his contemporaries. In contrast to other poets, this compliment was 

already given to him during his life, which says much about Tollens’ fame.

Visiting admirers 

From 1815 it was no longer a strange occurrence for Tollens, wherever 

he went, to be regarded as a celebrity. In April 1817, for instance, eighty 

children gathered at his house in Rotterdam to sing his national anthem. 

Also individual admirers from places other than Rotterdam regarded 

Tollens as a famous person. Admirers travelled to the city with the hope 

of meeting the poet face to face. One of them, the young literary critic 

Willem de Clercq, mentioned in a diary entry from 1813 that Tollens was 

one of the greatest contemporary poets. In awe, he tells about one of 

Tollens’ public appearances that he attended. He sees him as a poet whose 

fame would last as long as the Dutch language was spoken. 27 Tollens was 

a true celebrity. It was not without reason that De Clercq observed him as 

becoming the nation’s idol.28

In 1824 De Clercq, accompanied by the beer brewer-poet Willem 

Messchert, paid Tollens a visit in Rotterdam. De Clercq experienced the 

admired poet as friendly, but found it strange that he was busy counting 

silver coins when they arrived. To his surprise, he saw more of the 

merchant than of the poet. A day later he met him at a dinner given by 
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a literary colleague. De Clercq saw it as an honour to be placed next to 

Tollens. Despite having heard that Tollens could be very quiet, on this 

occasion he was ‘particularly animated’. The gathering only dispersed 

around two o’clock at night, by the light of the moon.29

In 1836 the student Nicolaas Beets, ‘electrifi ed by admiration’, had a 

meeting with Tollens. The latter was friendly towards the young poet, 

who in turn was fascinated by Tollens’ appearance. The latter looked 

like a true poet from the South, a ‘withered forehead’ and grey hair that 

in his younger years must have been pitch-black.30 Beets regarded his 

appearance as a mirror of his virtues. Also in the case of Bilderdijk the 

attention to the detail of a celebrity’s appearance was evident. At a time 

when photography did not yet exist, it was important to be very precise in 

writing down one’s observations. 

The next day Beets visited Tollens at his home. This visit was also 

described in his diary. Tollens was amicable: ‘A kind, sympathetic man, 

with no sign of pretence or arrogance. Extraordinary, but unassuming.’ 

According to Beets Tollens’ oeuvre could be better understood aft er one 

had met the poet personally. He also regarded this resident of Rotterdam 

as a man ‘homogeneous with his poetry’.31 

In 1840 Beets expressed a similar view of the poet in a dedication in 

his poetic work Ada van Holland (Ada of Holland) of which he sent a copy 

to Tollens. The dedication supported his admiration for Tollens ‘who for 

so many years represented the love and honour of the Dutch nation; and 

whom I admire so much, the man whose life and character is so perfectly 

in harmony with the spirit and the nature of his beautiful Poetry’.32 That 

a young author’s work was dedicated to Tollens indicates his position on 

the Dutch Parnassus. In later years Beets became more objective regarding 

Tollens’ merit and questioned the immense admiration bestowed upon 

the poet. But when as a budding young author he could use Tollens as a 

springboard to success, he did not hesitate to make use of his fame. 

The Goethe of Rijswijk

The visits of De Clercq, Beets and others were proof of the person-focused 

literary tourism around Tollens. This phenomenon would peak during the 

last years of his life. In 1846 Tollens moved to Rijswijk, close to The Hague. 

At the time it was a village with approximately two-and-a-half thousand 

residents. For the 66-year-old poet his move to Rijswijk was a long-standing 
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dream come true. At last he could live ‘outside’ the city. In rural Rijswijk 

he moved into the stately Ottoburg mansion (built in 1793) opposite the 

church. The house was surrounded by a big garden with flowers as well 

as vegetables and fruit. Before long people started calling it the Tollens 

House. Thanks to the arrival of the famous poet the house became so well 

known that a picture of it appeared in the yearbook Aurora (1849). This 

was not the last time that a picture would be taken of the Tollens House. 

In De Recensent, ook der recensenten (The Reviewer, also of the reviewers) the 

following was said about the Aurora picture: ‘Everything about a famous 

man is of importance; and surely this little bit of attention is of more value 

to our Bard than for the spirit of Shakespeare the big amount of money 

recently made with the selling of his house in Stratford upon Avon’.33 Even 

though not said in so many words, it is clear that the author of this piece 

regards Tollens as the Shakespeare of the Low Countries. 

Tollens settled in Rijswijk like the old Goethe did in Weimar. The 

German prince among poets towered in his mansion on the Frauenplan 

as an Olympian above his fellow citizens. Those who wanted to speak to 

him had to climb the many steps leading up to the mansion. According 

to Rüdiger Safranski ‘many people came to him, there was no end to the 

stream of visitors. People arrived and Goethe held an audience, sometimes 

nonchalantly, sometimes swaggering, with the badge of knighthood on 

his breast, his hands crossed behind his back, while he was asked a couple 

of questions and answered with his famous hm hm.’34 From 1846 the same 

counted, however to a lesser degree, for Hendrik Tollens. 

In Rijswijk Tollens received all possible accolades, including many 

honorary memberships. In 1851 he was even chosen for the city council, 

an honour he declined. From the local high society he was inundated 

with invitations for dinners and soirees. Though he was no longer very 

productive in the writing of poetry, he kept writing up to his last hour. 

Like Walter Scott, with vivid descriptions, encouraged the readers of 

his novels to go into the Scottish countryside and visit specifi c places,35 

Tollens too wrote enthusiastically about the area he lived in. In ‘Winter’, 

included in Laatste gedichten (Last Poems), he writes about himself 

wandering around the area, arriving at places where no path led. In 

‘Avondwandeling’ (Evening walk) we read about him leaving his house to 

go off  into nature. The diff erence from The Hague (full of carbon dioxide, 

falsity, fake amusement and ‘egotism’) cannot be greater. In ‘charming 

Rijswijk’ he enjoyed the scented fi elds and woods, the romantic parks 

and the singing birds.36 
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Even though many fans travelled to Rijswijk, it is uncertain to what 

extent literary tourism was encouraged by these poems in particular. One 

of the fans who travelled to Rijswijk was the Amsterdam coffee-and-tea 

merchant and poet Jan Brester accompanied by two friends, both from 

The Hague: the poet-pharmacist S.J. van den Bergh and the poet-printer 

W.J. van Zeggelen. In reference to this ‘pilgrimage’ of 1847 Brester wrote 

a poem. Like so many other observers and literary tourists his tone is 

characterised by a great reverence for the admired author. When the 

company neared Rijswijk, and Tollens’ house became visible in the 

distance, Brester was visibly touched. His eyes became moist and his 

jaws started glowing. Ringing the bell was in itself a divine experience. It 

was as if he had entered a temple, a sanctuary. He would never forget the 

encounter. The poem also looks back on his boyhood when he was still 

in doubt about becoming a poet. It was the poetry of Tollens that finally 

influenced his decision. Predictably he also adopted Tollens’ ideas about 

literature. This is evident in his poetry and its remarkable thematic and 

Goethe’s Haus am Frauenplan in the German town of Weimar, where fans continuously arrived at the 

door of the German author (private collection).
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stylistic similarities. After having left Tollens’ home, and leaving Rijswijk 

behind, Brester kept looking back at the house where the poet lived. The 

poem contains a detailed ode to Tollens, whom he calls ‘Holland’s glory’, 

the man responsible for reinstilling pride in the Dutch, both for their 

country and their history. In conclusion Brester expresses the hope that 

Tollens’ home would grow to become a lieu de mémoire.37

The house in Rijswijk became a literary centre. Authors and poets from 

diff erent generations, both known and unknown, came to visit Tollens. 

One of them was Bernard ter Haar, who became known as vicar-poet. In 

a letter to Tollens, characterised by the infatuated tone of a true fan, he 

states: ‘That it was bestowed upon me to personally get to know the most 

beloved poet of my youth, during a time when he was at his happiest, I 

regard as one of the most precious memories of the last years of my life.’ 

He thanks the poet for the many moments of spiritual inspiration he had 

received from his poetry. In his youth, he admits, he copied Tollens’ style. 

Though he later on realised that servile imitation was undesirable, he tells 

Tollens that he still regards him as an example to be followed. He ends his 

letter confessing his admiration and love for the endearing man.38

Female authors also paid visits to Tollens. Amongst them was the 

well-known Anna Louisa Geertruida Bosboom-Toussaint, who wrote 

historical novels in the style of Walter Scott. She admitted to her long-

standing admiration for the poet, thirty years her senior. This she 

mentioned in a letter to Tollens in 1848. Soon aft erwards, when the 

fl attered poet sent her his volume, Laatste gedichten (Last Poems), she 

replied with a passionate letter: ‘Highly Honoured Poet. You have caused 

me great pleasure. Having received poetry I love so much and having 

received it from you has made me doubly and exceptionally happy, but 

I certainly hope you don’t think that I am not yet familiar with these 

poems.’ That these words were pure fl attery became evident when, some 

time later, Toussaint wrote that at closer reading Tollens’ poetry proved 

to be empty. When eventually she met the poet, she was disappointed. 

He was not the man she expected to meet and she had nothing to say to 

him.39 This is another example of an admirer disillusioned by a disparity 

between work and reality. 

Literary tourism thus clearly existed. Within this frame the Tollens 

House fulfi lled a similar function to Abbotsford, the castle of Walter Scott 

in Scotland, though on a smaller scale. Large-scale literary tourism such as 

big crowds of people as in the case of Scott did not take place. Aft er Tollens’ 

death the house still functioned as a place of commemoration and kept its 
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name, even when new residents moved in. Until 1975, when it became a 

museum, it served as a residential home, but the memories of the famous 

resident stayed alive. This is evident from travel guides from the second 

half of the nineteenth century in which the Tollens House is mentioned 

as one of the most important attractions of Rijswijk and its surroundings. 

Aft er Tollens’ death an anonymous admirer campaigned for Rijswijk 

to be chosen as ‘lieu de mémoire’. Even though the poet was born in 

Rotterdam and had lived there for a long time, Rijswijk was the place he 

loved. The admirer therefore called upon fans to undertake a pilgrimage 

to Rijswijk: ‘There you can pay a nostalgic visit to the home where his 

most beautiful dreams were fulfi lled, which during his hectic life as a 

merchant oft en helped to replenish his energy.’40

Followers and anti-fans

No Dutch author from the nineteenth century, apart from perhaps 

Bilderdijk, had as big an influence on other poets as Tollens. His poems, 

written in accessible language about domestic topics, introduced a new 

type of poetry to the Dutch literature. Many imitated him and many of 

these imitators hoped to profit from the success and fame of the national 

poet. From early on Tollens was aware of and spoke out about his imitators. 

As early as 1822 he wrote in the introduction to his Gedichten (Poems): 

‘People have tried to copy my tone and style, my way of seeing and saying, 

that which sets me apart from other poets’. He claimed to know poems 

that ‘were obviously made along the lines of poems I wrote’, similar in 

‘composition, form and design’. He was not offended by this: ‘Obviously 

these poets were not out to honour anybody apart from myself.’41 

Tollens’ view was accurate: by means of imitation-poetry authors 

implicitly expressed their admiration for him. Using an anachronistic 

term from fan studies, one can describe this as ‘textual productivity’: the 

phenomenon of admirers who start writing as a way of expressing their 

admiration. Many of Tollens’ admirers also published their imitations. 

The Amsterdam sugar refi ner Barend Klijn was one of them. In 1815 he 

published the poem ‘Wiegenzang’ (Cradle Song), in which he addresses 

his young child: ‘Little child! sleep peacefully! / Your life has just begun’. 42 

The poem contains the antithesis between on the one hand the innocent 

and untroubled child and, on the other hand, the burdened adult. 

Hendrik van Loghem wrote a similar poem: ‘There you lie, my dearest 



86 Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism

child! of sorrow unaware’.43 The source of inspiration is undoubtedly 

Tollens’ poem ‘Goede reis aan mijn jongste dochtertje’ (Safe journey to 

my youngest daughter), in which he employs the same contrast when 

addressing his ‘kindje’ (little child).

Another example is ‘Huisselijk geluk’ (Domestic bliss), a well-known 

poem by Tollens in which he juxtaposes the gale outside with the family 

peacefully inside. Aft er Tollens, many authors came up with poems 

imitating the same theme and the same antithesis, sometimes even 

using similar words and meter. One example is a poem by M. Westerman 

called ‘Huiselijk genoegen’ (Domestic pleasure), another the poem ‘Het 

huiselijk geluk’ (The Joys of Home) by Lubbertus  Rietberg. There are 

many more. Authors like the brothers Klijn, Spandaw, Warnsinck and 

Westerman copied, for example, Tollens’ style and themes about family, 

father- and motherhood, marriage and domestic bliss. 

As with all fame, Tollens’ fame evoked negative responses. In the fi rst 

instance there was criticism against the epigonism of the entire school 

of Tollens imitators. One of them in particular was in the line of fi re: the 

Rotterdam merchant-poet Johannes Leonardus Nierstrasz Jr. His poetry 

was an undeniable imitation of Tollens’ work and the resemblance did 

not go unnoticed. John Bowring’s disapproval is clear: ‘Nierstrasz must 

be seen as a follower of Tollens, yet in all respects below him.’44 

In 1828 an anonymous pamphlet, Nieskruid voor den heer J.L. Nierstrasz, 

Jr. (Hellebore for the gentleman J.L. Nierstrasz, Jr.), was published. It is 

highly likely that this pamphlet, attacking Nierstrasz for his unashamed 

‘copying of the original, much loved national poet Tollens’, was written 

by the literary critic and Bilderdijkian Jan Wap. According to Wap this 

imitation of style, poetic tone and meter exemplifi ed the Dutch idiom: 

‘You cannot make a silk purse from a sow’s ear’. In his analysis Wap 

provides examples of Nierstrasz’ apparent plagiarism and makes it clear 

that Nierstrasz’ entire oeuvre was not worth much. He added: ‘The little 

good that is to be found in his work is obviously modelled on Tollens’.45 

He advises the poet to hang his lyre in the willow tree. Wap could not have 

known how soon the poet would respond to this call. Nierstrasz died on 

2 August 1828. Inevitably some people saw a link between his death and 

Wap’s criticism. Bowring was told that a portion of hellebore, presented to 

Nierstrasz in the pamphlet Nieskruid voor den heer J.L. Nierstrasz, Jr. (Hellebore 

for the gentleman J.L. Nierstrasz, Jr.), was the cause of the poet’s death.46 

While Wap’s critique was meant to be in defence of the national poet, 

there were also people with a deep dislike for Tollens. It has already 
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been mentioned that a Bilderdijk fan like Gerrit van de Linde could not 

be positive about Tollens’ work. Van de Linde wrote a couple of satirical 

poems about him which were published only aft er Tollens’ death. 

An anti-fan who had no qualms about speaking out in the open was 

Adriaan van der Hoop Jr., in Chapter 1 already described as a Bilderdijk 

fan. In 1830 he published Onpartijdige beschouwing van het tweede deel der 

Nieuwe Gedichten, van den heer H. Tollens, Czn. (Impartial refl ections on the 

second part of Nieuwe Gedichten (New poems) by the gentleman H. Tollens, 

Czn.). It was a response to what he saw as the disproportionately great 

fame of Tollens: ‘our criticism is predominantly addressed to those 

who, blind to his fl aws, would like to see the gentleman Tollens, at the 

expense of so many other commendable Poets, at the top of the Dutch 

Parnassus.’47 According to Van der Hoop it was reminiscent of what had 

happened in Germany when people rated the poetry of Gottfried August 

Bürger more highly than that of Friedrich Schiller, to which Schiller 

personally responded in the challenging and devastating Besprechung von 

Bürgers Gedichten (Discussion of Bürger’s Poems) published in 1791. Van der 

Hoop wanted, like a Dutch Schiller, to put Tollens in his place. 

He illustrated Tollens’ fame by means of the following example. A 

friend of his was a great fan of the national poet. He read everything 

of him, and found it all equally ‘beautiful’ and ‘excellent’. Also his wife 

liked his work and his children had to learn his poems off  by heart. But, 

according to Van der Hoop, ‘a Poet should not be paid a tribute, impossible 

to be honoured by a next generation.’48 Van der Hoop regarded it as 

unacceptable that, up to that point, nothing negative had yet been said 

about Tollens’ poetics. Subsequently he gave an overview of sloppiness, 

stopgaps and other linguistic and content related inadequacies in many 

of Tollens’ poems. While enjoying a glass of punch at home these poems 

might, according to him, be digestible, but ‘a bigger audience can see no 

value, or at least very little value, in it’. In future he should rather refrain 

from publishing his ‘sentimental rhymes’, ‘bombastic word-pomp’ and 

‘contrived conviviality’.49 The conclusion is rather malicious. Van der 

Hoop expresses the wish that Tollens would not feel humiliated by his 

brochure, but that he would take the criticism to heart in order to reach 

the height that, up to then, had been attributed to him unjustly.50 Tollens 

would not have missed the malicious tone. 

Could Van de Linde and Van der Hoop be regarded as anti-fans, in 

the sense of ‘a person who actively and vocally hates or dislikes a given 

text, personality, or genre’? It is certainly clear that they ‘passionately 
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disliked or even detested the object of their attention’.51 But what was 

the origin of this disposition? It does, in fact, not diff er much from 

that of anti-fans in the twenty-fi rst century, and seems to be related 

to the need of certain individuals to say something that diverges from 

the views or beliefs of the masses.52 Because the famous Tollens was 

generally admired, they felt the need to express the opposite. In the case 

of Gerrit van de Linde and Adriaan van der Hoop their ideological views 

also played a role. As fanatical Bilderdijk fans they could only belittle 

Tollens and his work. 

Tollens’ seventieth birthday 

During his life Hendrik Tollens was honoured not only by individual 

admirers but also collectively. The latter took place on 24 September 1850 

when his seventieth birthday was celebrated as a national event. Never 

before had a Dutch poet during his lifetime been honoured on such a 

large scale. Bilderdijk’s seventieth birthday in 1826 did not even get a 

mention in any newspapers or magazines, let alone the organisation of a 

festive event. Bilderdijk was too much in disrepute. Tollens, on the other 

hand, was much liked. Numerous newspapers, dailies and weeklies, not 

only mentioned his birthday, but wrote about it extensively. Especially in 

Tollens’ hometown his birthday was reported on in detail. 

But it was not only in Rotterdam that Tollens was admired. He was 

esteemed throughout the Netherlands as a true ‘poet of the nation’. 

One critic rightly interpreted his birthday celebrations as symbolic 

of the revival of a ‘strong patriotic spirit, of an awakening nationality’. 

He concludes: ‘Most of all, Tollens is – and herein lies the secret of his 

great popularity – national.’ The national virtues he promoted in his work 

assisted in giving its strength back to the Netherlands.53

The celebrations were not only about extending congratulations. In 

the months leading up to his birthday an appointed commission worked 

on organising many activities. With Tollens’ permission a bust was 

made of him, which on his birthday was exhibited in Museum Boijmans 

in Rotterdam where everybody was given free entry. According to a 

newspaper report more than 4,500 people came on that day to admire the 

sculpture, decorated with a laurel wreath. Amongst the visitors were not 

only people from the higher classes but also two humble fi sherwomen. 

One of them was overheard saying: ‘Don’t you know Tolles? That is a 
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sculpture of the poet Tolles.’54 Whether these anecdotes were true or part 

of the mythologising process is of less importance, the fact remains that 

Tollens was immensely famous. This prominent exhibition of his image 

in a renowned museum indicates how Tollens had more or less become 

public property. This tribute was comparable to that of Goethe whose 

bust was laurelled in the Weimar Theatre in 1823.55 What Goethe was for 

Germany, Tollens became for the Netherlands. 

On Tollens’ request miniature plaster replicas were made of the bust. 

It was the fi rst time in Dutch literary history that miniature replicas were 

for sale while an author was still alive. The Bilderdijk miniatures were 

only available aft er his death. This made Tollens the fi rst but also the last 

living Dutch author paid such an honour. Also other fan objects were 

available on the market, such as commemorative coins – a gold one (for 

the poet), ten silver and fi ft y bronze ones. 

Tollens’ birthday was celebrated in Rijswijk, where he was inundated 

with oral as well as written congratulations. Many fans came in person 

to honour him. Amongst them were Gregorius Mees and W.S. van 

Reesema, respectively judge and advocate from Rotterdam, who travelled 

to Ottoburg to surprise the old man with a gift  on behalf of a couple of 

admirers. They gave him a silver inkwell containing a little music box, 

engraved with: ‘To Tollens, 24 Sept. 1850’, and a gold cachet (stamp) with 

ditto pen.56 

From Amsterdam another delegation arrived, comprising Willem 

Hendrik Warnsinck, Bernard ter Haar and Abraham van Lee. At the 

same time Johan Theodoor Hendrik Nedermeyer van Rosenthal, the 

minister of Justice, arrived. He acted as representative of the Prime 

Minister J.R. Thorbecke, who could not make it. In his short speech 

Tollens was congratulated and thanked for the ‘good and beautiful’ 

he created by using his talents. This was followed by felicitations on 

behalf of King William  III, who thanked Tollens for everything he had 

done in ‘promoting human and civil virtues amongst the Dutch nation’. 

Subsequently, the king’s decision to knight Tollens as commander of the 

Order of the Dutch Lion was announced. The minister emphasised that 

this tribute was on behalf of the entire Dutch nation and its king. Tollens, 

visibly touched, thanked the minister for the ‘undeserved grace’. 57 

The Amsterdam delegation was next in line. It presented Tollens with 

the already mentioned gold medal, with in front his image and at the back 

the text: ‘The Netherlands to its beloved national poet 24. Sept. 1850’.58 

It also presented the Tollens Fund under the auspices of the king.59 The 
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intention was to use the annual interest in support of authors whose work 

represented the spirit of Tollens. Even today this fund is still in existence 

and has over time supported many well-known writers. Since 1903 a 

Tollens prize has been linked to the fund. The idea of such a fund was a 

unique fan activity never seen before in the Netherlands. Now that it was 

out in the open, fellow citizens were asked to donate money to the fund. 

Everybody who made a contribution was mentioned in a special album 

that was eventually presented to Tollens. 

Tollens with the Commander’s Cross in the Order of the Dutch Lion (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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Admirers in motion for a dead poet

In 1856 Tollens was still the best-known poet in the Netherlands. He often 

appeared in the press. Newspapers placed advertisements for issues of 

his Gezamenlijke dichtwerken (Collected Works) and his poetry was regularly 

on programmes of poetry evenings. In July 1856 the barque Tollens was 

launched in Rotterdam, an honour that up to then had been bestowed on 

poets only posthumously.

That summer Tollens fell ill. When Goethe’s health deteriorated at 

the end of his life the public was informed in detail. According to his 

biographer Rüdiger Safranski, even when sick, the German prince among 

poets was a public person.60 The same can be said of Tollens. During the 

summer of 1856 the public heard about the deterioration in his physical 

condition. On 7 August the Algemeen Handelsblad (General Business 

Newspaper) stated: ‘In deep sympathy the Dutch nation will receive the 

news that their beloved and so highly cherished Tollens, has been ill for 

a couple of months.’61 During the period to follow news about his health 

was regularly published. At times it seemed as if he was improving, 

but on 14  August the Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant (The New Rotterdam 

Newspaper) mentioned that the family of the poet gave information 

about his condition: ‘and we can thus reliably inform you that during 

the past eight months he has weakened substantially. Additional little 

ailments might have improved or even disappeared, but the loss of 

strength continues. His mobility and speech are deteriorating.’62 Various 

regional newspapers took over the news. Soon people from all over – 

from Drenthe to Brabant and even overseas – knew that Tollens was not 

going to recover. On Tuesday 21 October of that same year the poet died. 

The sad news spread quickly and widely. On 24 October the family of 

the deceased placed a notice of death in the Nieuwe Rotterdamsche Courant. 

The death of a famous person oft en leads to speculation. What was the 

cause of death? What were his last words? In the case of Goethe volumes 

were written about his possible last words. In the case of Tollens, as far 

as is known, there were no reports on his last words, but all newspapers 

mentioned that he was sitting at his desk correcting the galleys of a 

manuscript when he died. Thus the myth about the working poet dying at 

his desk was reinforced. 

The galleys he was working on became a sought-aft er relic for Tollens 

fans. A friend of his, the literary critic Adriaan Bogaers, eventually 

succeeded in obtaining them. Even during Tollens’ life Bogaers had 
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The death mask of Hendrik Tollens, 1856 (Leiden University Library).
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tried to get hold of special prints and manuscripts. At auctions he was 

prepared to pay substantial amounts for Tollensiana. For a collection of 

manuscripts, for instance, he paid more than two hundred gilders. 

As with Bilderdijk, a death mask was made of Tollens directly aft er he 

had passed away: a plaster cast of his face. While at Tollens’ seventieth 

birthday fans could purchase miniature plaster statues, only one copy 

was made of Tollens’ death mask, probably as a memento for the family. 

This is diff erent from the case of Bilderdijk whose death mask was sold 

as curiosum. 

Tollens’ death had a big impact on many people. In his honour 

admirers wrote praise poems. The tenor was more or less that his oeuvre, 

especially the national anthem, would for all eternity be a pearl in the 

crown of Dutch literature. Some admirers wrote that it felt as if they had 

lost a friend or a family member. This suggestion of intimacy is typical of 

celebrity. The response to Tollens’ death is reminiscent of the mass public 

response to the death of Elvis Presley or Lady Di: collective, emotional 

and involved, as if the deceased was a friend. 

Four days aft er his death, on 25 October 1856, Tollens was buried. The 

turnout was big. Amongst those present were many people who only knew 

him through his work: ‘From early on numerous carriages and pedestrians 

coming from residences in the area, the surrounding towns and country 

homes fi lled the streets leading to the humble little town, and soon the 

house of the deceased was fi lled with a big crowd of friends and admirers 

of the deceased poet.’63 The funeral was regarded as a memorable event. 

As a memento the brochure Tollens’ begrafenis (1856) (Tollens’ funeral) was 

for sale. The poet was buried at the cemetery of Rijswijk, opposite his 

home. Around a quarter past twelve the coffi  n was carried to the cemetery 

on a bier by twelve distinguished citizens, accompanied by Tollens’ 

children and his next of kin. Fift y dignitaries formed a guard of honour 

and followed the procession two by two. At the cemetery a large crowd 

had gathered, predominantly inhabitants of Rijswijk, but from all walks 

of life, including artists: poets, painters, sculptors and composers. Also 

present were representatives of local ‘Rederijkerskamers’ (Rhetoricians 

Societies) and literary societies. A brief ceremony took place with poetry 

readings and speeches, but no religious service was held. 

A lot of activities relating to the poet took place aft er Tollens’ death. 

Booksellers sold portraits of Tollens. Admirers wrote eulogies, not just 

in Holland, but also in Belgium. Even in the Dutch colonies his death 

was mourned. Aft er the news had reached the East, a certain J.B. from 



94 Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism

the Dutch East Indies published a poem, stating that also ‘at the eastern 

shores, in the green avenues of the Dutch East Indies’ Tollens was admired 

and read. If ever he returned to the fatherland, he said, he would go on a 

pilgrimage to Rijswijk to mourn Tollens’s death at his grave.64

Societies in The Netherland and Flanders paid attention to Tollens’ 

death, and ‘Rederijkerskamers’ organised commemorative evenings. 

Particularly interesting was a Tollens evening in The Hague at the De 

Nieuwe Korenbloem (The New Cornfl ower) society with predominantly 

poetry readings and a symbolic closing. The latter was the recital of an 

ode to Tollens, in which he was compared to Petrarch. Then a trumpet 

sounded, and all rose. In line with the Petrarch example, a gold laurel 

wreath was draped around the head of Tollens’ statue. In conclusion the 

national anthem was played, and everybody sang with great enthusiasm.65

Many commemorative articles and necrologies followed. It was time 

to take stock. Tollens’ praises were sung all over. Hendrik Tollens was 

the man who gave back to the Netherlands its identity, and the man who 

wrote poetry that would stand the test of time. 

The Tollens Year 1860

All of this was nothing in comparison to the commendations of four years 

later. In 1860, The Tollens Year, admirers organised three fan happenings: 

Rotterdam received a memorial statue, Rijswijk a tomb monument and 

the Netherlands a biography.66

Rotterdam had the scoop. On 24 September 1860 – the day that the poet 

would have turned eighty – a white marble statue of Tollens designed by 

Johan Theodore Stracké was unveiled in the presence of King William III. 

Prior to this, fundraisings were held all over in aid of the project. On 

the day of the unveiling an enormous crowd turned up. Distinguished 

gentlemen and ladies in festive clothing were present. For the occasion 

the park was beautifully decorated with fl owers and greenery. A stand 

was built opposite the statue. No expense was spared. Around the loge a 

raised stage was placed on which the city council, the statue commission 

and the Tollens family took their places. The rest of the invitees sat on the 

regular part of the stage. Other interested people gathered around. The 

Rotterdamsche Courant (Rotterdam Newspaper) reported: ‘As far as the eye 

could see the entire Park was packed with crowds of people. By the second 

it grew bigger and bigger.’67 Part of the ceremony was the performance 
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The statue of Tollens, picture from the year of inauguration, 1860 (Atlas van Stolk, Rotterdam).
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of a cantata, written by Adriaan Bogaers. W.S. van Reesema delivered 

the speech. He emphasised the national character of the Rotterdam 

memorial that was erected in honour of a man who was a true national 

poet, and who practised his talent in service of the Netherlands. 

Subsequently the king unveiled the memorial. Even though the date of 

death was incorrectly chiselled on the monument (31 instead of 21 October 

1856), it represented a milestone. It was the fi rst time in the history of the 

Netherlands that an author was honoured as extravagantly. None of his 

contemporaries received similar accolades. Even for the greatly honoured 

Vondel such a memorial statue was erected only in 1867 in Amsterdam. 

The unveiling of Tollens’ statue was followed by a dinner attended by 

200 invited guests. A performance specifi cally staged for the occasion 

was performed in the city theatre. The Rotterdam festivities closed with 

roaring fi reworks. 

A month later it was Rijswijk’s turn. On 20 October 1860, one day 

before Tollens’ date of death, a tombstone was erected on his grave – 

clearly a fan happening. A couple of days aft er his funeral admirers met to 

launch the project. Tollens’ fi nal resting place was adorned with a statue 

of a muse with a harp in its hand, holding a laurel wreath above the grave. 

As in Rotterdam there was a good turnout of predominantly distinguished 

ladies in hooped dresses and gentlemen with white ties and gloves. The 

tombstone would become a place of pilgrimage. Unfortunately the soft  

material from which it was made was not weather resistant. Symbolic of 

Tollens’ ruined reputation the battered statue was removed in 1970. On 

6 March 2011, on the old foundation, a new statue of Tollens was unveiled. 

This could suggest a potential Tollens revival.

Also a third activity took place: the publication of the biography Tollens 

en zijn tijd (Tollens and his time) (1860) by Reverend Gilles Dionysius 

Jacobus Schotel. This book is similar to Da Costa’s book on Bilderdijk, 

which appeared a year earlier. Instead of being an objective biography 

it can be better defi ned as a hagiography. Rightly, biographer Schotel 

was called Tollens’ ‘most uncritical fan’ and his book an illustration of 

the ‘uncritical glorifi cation of his authorship’.68 No dissonance is to be 

found in the entire book. Even at crucial moments Schotel refrains from 

mentioning the negative appraisals of contemporaries or other delicate 

information. Furthermore, Schotel does not let any opportunity pass 

without emphasising that Tollens was a fantastic poet. Through his 

uncritical approach and boundless idolisation he reveals himself as the 

ultimate fan.
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The Tollens monument at Rijswijk, unveiled in 1860 (Atlas van Stolk, Rotterdam).
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Conclusion

Tollens’ fame coincided with the period in which he became a well-known 

Dutchman: the early nineteenth century. His work, including the national 

anthem, appealed to nationalist sentiments, which after the French era 

rose immensely and contributed to the birth of a Dutch identity. However, 

after 1860 there came an end to all the praises sung in his honour. This was 

clear in the travelogue of the already mentioned Italian critic, Edmondo 

de Amicis. During his travels in the Netherlands – also the subject of his 

book Olanda  (1874) – he visited Rotterdam and Tollens’ statue. He had 

heard about the popularity of this poet who was even called the ‘Béranger 

of the Netherlands’, referring to the popular French poet Pierre-Jean de 

Béranger (1780-1857). From De Amicis’ report it was clear that Tollens’ 

poetry was no longer fashionable. His only remaining fans were to be 

found amongst ordinary folk. In his travelogue, the Italian states that in 

the 1870s the poet had fallen off his pedestal: ‘In the Netherlands Tollens 

is no longer regarded as a first league poet; many would not even place 

him in the second league, and there are also those, not only a few, who 

would without any delay deny him the poet laureate.’69 The Tollens period 

had definitely come to an end. 



 3  From Dutch Byron to National 
Symbol: Nicolaas Beets 

The Dutch writer Nicolaas Beets (1814-1903) became famous as the author 

of the book Camera Obscura, a volume with sketches and stories, published 

in 1839 under the pseudonym Hildebrand. The book was published at 

the time when he had just finished his studies and started working as 

a vicar. Even though Beets had published much since then, especially 

‘vicar poetry’, his name has continued to be connected to Camera Obscura, 

even up to today. The book remained popular throughout the nineteenth 

century. When in 1892 the magazine De Nederlandsche Spectator (The Dutch 

Spectator) asked its readers which book they liked most, Beets’ Camera 

Obscura came first by far. When, a 110 years later, the Maatschappij der 

Nederlandse Letterkunde (the Dutch equivalent of the Royal Society of 

London) sent out a similar questionnaire, the Camera Obscura ended up in 

sixth position.

Beets was born in 1814 in Haarlem. When in 1833 he went to Leiden 

to study theology, he had already had his fi rst work published. From John 

Ingram Lockart, a British friend from his youth, he had learned English. 

Together they read the poems of Lord Byron and devoured the popular 

historical novels of Walter Scott; throughout his life Beets would have a 

high regard for both these authors. Most of his contemporaries could only 

read Byron and Scott in translation. Thus, by the time Beets had arrived in 

Leiden, he was as far as literature is concerned no novice.

In Leiden Beets occupied himself not just with theological issues. 

During the six years of his stay he was also involved in literary activities. 

He published in yearbooks, corresponded with authors and was on 

the editorial board of the Studentenalmanak (Student Yearbook). He was 

one of the driving forces behind the Rederijkerskamer voor Uiterlijke 

Welsprekendheid (The Chamber of Rhetoric for External Eloquence). 

Because of the students’ admiration for authors like Byron and Victor 

Hugo the society was called the Romantic Club.1 During the years 1833 to 

1836 Beets became more and more preoccupied with Lord Byron. Though 
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Nicolaas Beets as student in the 1830s (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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in later years he distanced himself from his ‘black period’, this was the 

time when he made his mark nationally. By the end of his student years, 

already a famous poet at the time, his Camera Obscura was published, the 

book that would bring him the most fame. 

In 1840 Beets became a vicar in Heemstede, and thirteen years later in 

Utrecht. Known for being a talented preacher, his sermons were regarded 

by many people as extraordinary experiences. He was enthusiastically 

devoted to his new work: he did home visits, spoke words of comfort, 

attended to the catechism, and  published his sermons. 

In 1874, to the surprise of many, Beets was appointed professor of 

Theology at the University of Utrecht. Although the 60-year-old Beets 

was not regarded as an exceptionally learned man, his appointment 

was apparently the wish of Wiliam III. The Orangist Beets was on a 

good footing with the king and the royal family. He fulfi lled the post 

of professor until 1884, the year when he turned seventy and the entire 

country participated in a national tribute to the poet. Until late in his life 

Beets continued publishing poetry in which his satisfaction with life on 

earth and his trust in God stood central. Generally Beets was regarded 

(and later mocked) as a ‘vicar poet’.

On 13 March 1903 Nicolaas Beets died. Throughout his adult life he was 

famous. From the moment when he attracted attention as student-author 

in the 1830s until the end of his life he was a well-known fi gure with a 

public aura. Two aspects of his fame will be analysed in this chapter. The 

fi rst part will focus on how Beets, as a student-author, was inspired by 

Byron and how this contributed to his status as a celebrity. The second 

part will focus on the celebration of his seventieth birthday in 1884. 

Taken with Byron

In 2014, a lock of Lord Byron’s hair came up for sale on eBay.2 The asking 

price was £3,500 – a telling sign, if any were needed, that magic still 

surrounds the English poet today, as indeed it did in his own time. A 

Byronic spirit visited 1820s Europe, and an interest in Byron emerged 

everywhere. His rebellious personality appealed to the imagination, 

as did his personal history, one marked by scandal and restiveness, 

culminating in his self-imposed exile and illustrious end at Missolonghi 

on 19 April 1824, during the Greek War of Independence. Internationally, 

Byron is often seen as history’s first literary celebrity.3 Undoubtedly his 
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Beets’s great example: Lord Byron (private collection).
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influence was far-reaching. Throughout Europe poets began to imitate 

his style and attitude. As Fiona MacCarthy put it: ‘Almost immediately 

after his death the phenomenon of “being Byron” began to manifest 

itself.’4 Richard Holmes worded it thus: 

Byron’s incarnation of this image [the romantic genius] – the dark 

curly locks, the mocking aristocratic eyes, the voluptuous almost 

feminine mouth, the chin with its famous dimple and the implicit 

radiation of sexual danger – became famous throughout Britain 

after the publication of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812). By the 

time of his death in Greece twelve years later, it had launched an 

international style. The dark clothes, the white open-necked shirt 

exposing the masculine throat, the aggressive display of disarray 

and devilry, these were the visual symbols of one archetype of 

Romantic genius: the Fallen Angel in rebellion.5

That he was first and foremost a fan of Lord Byron was the distinguishing 

feature of Beets’ rise to celebrity; he then set about copying Byron’s public 

image, and in the end had Byron to thank for his own fame: he made use 

of a pre-existing model for his own self-fashioning. We could even go so 

far as to call it a type of lookalike syndrome. Which characteristics did he 

take from Byron, and what accents did he himself contribute? 

An important source for any investigation of Beets is his personal 

diary, of which a transcript spanning the period 1833 to 1836 – when he 

fi rst came to fame – has been preserved. It begins with his move to Leiden 

in September 1833. We read about his early life as a student, including 

reports of his literary activities, most of which were related to Byron. For 

example, on 11 January 1834 we learn that he read aloud his translation of 

Byron’s poem ‘Fare Thee Well’ (1816). Several days later he writes that he 

is working on a rendering of The Prisoner of Chillon (1816), and in February 

he completed his Dutch translation of Parisina (1816). Later, at the end 

of February, he approached the Amsterdam publisher Westerman with 

the request to publish a book containing his translations of Byron. Beets 

asked approval from his father who advised him to publish the translations 

anonymously, which he did. His father was apparently concerned that the 

Byron poems would have a negative eff ect on his son’s later career as a 

clergyman.

During this period Beets had a great admiration for Byron, so much so 

that on several occasions he read the English author aloud to his friends, 
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and took pleasure in speaking English. In his letters he frequently quoted 

Byron, sending a friend, who in 1835 was to emigrate to the Cape of 

Good Hope, a poetic parting word, which begins with a line from Byron: 

‘Farewell! – a word that must be, and hath been.’ In the same tone he 

himself adds that he could fi nd no words to express his feelings: ‘There 

is none but that short – cold – grievous – cruel Farewell!’ When on 16 

October 1835 Halley’s Comet appeared, he and a friend visited the Leiden 

planetarium. The spectacle put him in a poetic mood and immediately 

Byron’s lines ‘Ye stars! which are the poetry of heaven’ sprang to mind. In 

his diary he noted: ‘I can imagine how he [Byron] enjoyed walking every 

evening, in sublime loneliness, arms crossed, over the deck of his ship 

between the Sea and the starry heavens, especially in those regions where 

the stars twinkle so much more brilliantly and in such multitudes.’6

In March 1834, Beets was working on Jose: A Spanish Tale, his fi rst 

original Byronic work of poetry. In it he specifi cally aimed to imitate the 

style and tone of the English poet. Additionally, from this point onwards, 

he began to behave more and more like a poet to the outside world. He 

began to play the role of the Netherlands’ melancholic, roaming Byron. 

In his birthplace, Haarlem, he occasionally wandered through the vast 

Haarlemmerhout Park in order to experience loneliness. In his diary he 

writes: ‘A cloudless sunset, red and clear, like a man dying at his peak.’7

A few months later he had completed Jose. When on 15 June he read it 

to a friend, he became enraptured and ‘jumping up, he burst into tears, 

and taking me by the hand, he said: “Beets, shake my hand; I’ve never 

loved you so much as now!” Resuming his seat, he shook and wept.’8 

Beets was thus confronted with his fi rst admirer. The work was published 

in October 1834. Although the edition was published anonymously, it was 

not long before the author’s identity was discovered.

Famous as a Byronian

The publication of Jose, if we may believe Beets’ own testimony, made 

him famous overnight. On 17 November 1834, he confessed to his 

friend and fellow student-author Johannes Kneppelhout, ‘I am now, as 

Dutchman say, making opgang at Leyden,’ meaning that his star was rising 

in Leiden.9 Beets writes in his diary that people recognised him on the 

street, particularly women who – if again we are to take his word for it – 

were captivated by him: 
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I am currently all the rage. All of Leiden talks of me and points 

me out …. Ladies walk out to see me, and want to detect 

something special in me. One even claimed that my physiognomy 

is characteristic of a poet! All manner of false rumours circulate 

about me, fortunately not to my detriment. People hope to see me 

appear in public places. ‘Whether I am a member of The Concert?’ 

informs Miss A. ‘Whether I have a melancholy nature?’ Miss B. 

‘Whether I have something of Byron’s character?’ Miss C. ‘Whether 

I am suited to ordinary conversation?’ Mrs. D. ‘What colour my 

eyes are?’ the Honorable Miss E. ‘Whether I am long or short?’ 

Miss F. And Miss G.: ‘Whether I can quite stand so much honour 

as appears to befall me? Whether I am not a-tro-cious-ly pedantic?’ 

Moi, je ris [Me, I laugh].10

From this diary excerpt a number of things may be deduced. Firstly, that 

Beets was indeed rather suddenly treated as a celebrity and was quite 

abruptly confronted with admirers. In this sense, his fame developed in 

much the same way as Byron’s did. Byron, upon the publication of the 

first two cantos from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage in 1812, observed: ‘I awoke 

one morning and found myself famous.’ He was the talk of the town, 

as a contemporary noted: ‘This poem is on every table, and [Byron] 

himself courted, visited, flattered, and praised wherever he appears. He 

has a pale, sickly, but handsome countenance, a bad figure, animated 

and amusing conversation, and, in short, he is really the only topic of 

almost every conversation – the men jealous of him, the women of each 

other.’ Within three days five hundred copies of the first print were sold 

out, ‘making Byron instantaneously famous’.11 In the next six years eight 

reprints would follow, totalling 20,000 copies. Beets’ fame, too, can be 

said to have come all at once, albeit on a more modest scale.

Byron’s female readers in particular were completely captivated by 

him. Many attempted to come into contact with him. The poet received 

an extraordinary number of love letters from women, both married 

and unmarried, young and old, and spanning diff erent social classes. 

Some wanted no more than to let him know how his verse had touched 

them, others asked him for a signature, a signed book, a lock of hair or 

even a meeting. With one, Caroline Lamb, Byron began a tempestuous 

aff air.12

It is improbable that Beets received this kind of fan mail. The passage 

cited above nonetheless shows that the ladies had a more than passing 
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interest in him. That was certainly in keeping with his intention, as 

he revealed to E.J. Potgieter in a letter from 1835: ‘I had imagined how 

great it would be to win the hearts of all the women.’13 We must however 

be cautious here, for Beets is our only witness. We know that Byron’s 

readers compared him to characters in his work. In Beets’ case, admirers 

compared him to Byron – which is not so surprising, knowing that Beets 

derived his identity from Byron. Readers wanted to know to what extent 

he resembled Byron in looks and melancholy.

Beets established his name as a poet in a single act with the publication 

of Jose, the fi rst reviews promptly appearing in the journals of the day. 

Whereas once he had struggled to publish, he now found publishers 

knocking at his door. Beets became the subject of hot debate in both 

literary and other circles across the Netherlands. In Rotterdam an author 

was convinced that Beets could not have written Jose, whilst in The Hague, 

the poet was rumoured to be 16 years of age. The machinery of myth 

making was swift ly set into motion, fuelled by the fact that Beets had 

published his work anonymously. During this period his fame continued 

undiminished, as did his appeal to his readers. This is apparent from a 

visit he paid to Professor Johannes Henricus van der Palm in March 1835, 

where he met several ladies, some of whom had even drawn up a list of 

questions to put to him.14

The year 1835 saw the appearance of The Masquerade, a poetic work 

written in satirical Byronic style (à la Don Juan) inspired by the Leiden 

student pageant on 9 February of the same year. This work further served 

to increase his fame: ‘People shake my hand left  and right, and applaud 

me as the Author.’ This indicates that readers now knew Beets to be the 

author, even though this work had also been published anonymously. 

From his diary, we can conclude that Beets had done this intentionally: 

‘I had wished more or less to make a mystery of it.’ However, by now his 

reputation had spread too far for this to be possible. He was inundated 

with compliments. By the end of the year Beets declared: ‘I am all the 

fashion in Leiden these days, and as sought-aft er as a pair of orange 

gloves.’15 

Then for the fi rst time Beets was confronted with the down side of his 

fame. The growing adulation of the author annoyed Professor Matthijs 

Siegenbeek, who is said to have claimed: ‘That Mr. Beets is one of those 

geniuses doomed to run himself aground and break upon the rocks of 

conceit and condescension.’ Additionally, the Leiden professor and 

essayist Jacob Geel came out with a vicious review of both Jose and The 
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Masquerade in which he denounced Byronism and commented that the 

author would one day look upon his works with remorse. He considered 

the poet overrated, and was vexed that one could not go anywhere without 

‘constantly hearing the praises of Beets being sung’.16

A Visual Cult

It is well known that Byron actively magnified his own fame, not least 

through an overt exploitation of the visual – he had numerous portraits 

made of himself.17 In his lifetime alone, more than 40 images of him 

appeared. In 1816, during his lifetime, Madame Tussaud even constructed 

a wax figure of him. Byron was without a doubt ‘the most frequently 

painted poet of his generation’.18

Beets, too, was aware of the power of the visual image. On Monday 

14 July 1835 he noted: ‘I shall and must bring out a portrait very like me.’ 

The immediate reason was a critical review of The Masquerade, which had 

appeared in the journal Vaderlandsche Letteroefeningen (Fatherland’s Literary 

Exercises) in which the critic warns readers against the dangerous 

infl uence of such Byronic ‘wild fowl’. Beets was indignant – he was, as he 

put it, presented as a brute, a Ghengis Khan. Not without irony he wrote 

to a friend that even though he was so very popular with the ladies, he 

feared the negative review would ruin his success with the fair sex. He 

maintained that his dedication ‘To Serena’ that opens his Jose – a variant 

of Byron’s ‘To Ianthe’ preceding Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage – had caused 

many women to fall in love with him, however that image was now at risk 

of becoming tarnished. To correct this, Beets thought it might be good to 

bring out a portrait of himself, although ultimately he never did. 19 

Despite the irony in the passage above, it does make explicit that 

Beets was the centre of much female attention during these years. Just 

like Byron, he implicitly appealed to women to comfort him. ‘Yes! Should 

my sombre tone a female heart enthrall…’, he writes in his narrative 

poem Kuser (1835).20 If we once more may count on his own testimony, 

he let many women turn their heads, and he had admirers as far away as 

Utrecht. During dinners, for which he was regularly invited, women oft en 

asked him to recite his poetry. When in 1836 he was to give a reading 

at The Dutch Society of Fine Arts and Humanities in Amsterdam, a hall 

bursting with spectators awaited him, amongst whom were more than 

200 women. Unsurprisingly Beets took some pains with his appearance. 
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A diary entry from 14 April 1834 allows us a glimpse of his thoughts, and 

shows how deliberately he dealt with his image: 

I had long been uncertain whether I would put on my blue or my 

black dress coat; in the end I chose the blue one and while I put it 

on, I couldn’t recall ever in my life having given so much thought 

to a dress coat. … I had also taken care that, in the bow of my neck 

cloth, in the way in which I had the cord of my watch about the 

neck, there emerged a kind of originality that must be personal 

and unaffected; in any event I felt that, as far as my dress was 

concerned, I could pass for a young genius as well as any other.21

Not everyone could stomach this vanity. Leiden medical student 

Jan Bastiaan Molewater was one who observed the young celebrity 

from a critical distance, and he was not taken with Beets’ imitation of 

Byron. Whereas ladies hoped to discover a self-portrait of Beets in Jose, 

Molewater noted that he was entirely unable to identify with the hero of 

the poem. As for Beets’ attempts to copy the appearance of the English 

poet he so admired, Molewater described Beets as ‘wholly dressed in 

black, much-powdered, with a woefully rumpled-up neck cloth’, most 

akin to a pedantic ‘country schoolteacher’.22 An examination of the 

portraits of Byron circulating at the time shows that Beets did indeed 

adjust his appearance to resemble that of Byron, who also wore dark 

clothing with a flamboyant, crumpled cravat. The critic Potgieter joined 

Molewater in finding Beets’ vanity irksome, giving short shrift to Beets’ 

adoration of Byron. In 1835 Potgieter wrote to him (in broken English) 

about his Byronic character in The Masquerade: ‘I hope seriously that his 

nose will grow more like the Yours – that his lips will not ever smile to 

[sic] much in Mr. By[ron’s] manner, for people would say, Your dearest 

looked more on him than on You!’23 His criticism extended to Beets’ own 

look: he considered the author’s habit of carrying a bottle of cologne in 

his waistcoat pocket a little strange.

Despite such critical notes, there were also those who greatly revered 

Beets, amongst them the 16-year-old Jan J.J.L. ten Kate from The Hague, 

who would himself go on to establish his name as a poet years later. He 

sent Beets a letter on 19 April 1836: ‘For quite some time now I have looked 

(albeit fruitlessly) for a favourable opportunity to express to the poet of 

Jose, Kuser and Ode to the North, my genuine, heartfelt esteem.’ That chance 

had, in his estimation, now arrived as he had written a poem he wanted to 
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put to Beets. Though the value of his own work was ‘inconsiderable’, his 

feelings toward Beets were sincere: ‘These are pure and unfeigned, and 

it is with a warm admiration of your talents, that I presume to draw your 

attention to the buds of my spring.’ Ten Kate hoped that he might one day 

meet Beets: ‘I declare to you in all candour that I heartily wish to make 

your acquaintance, and hope that this may be so ere long.’24 This letter 

shows that Beets had become a celebrity and was now treated as such by 

his admirers – not only at a local level, but at a national level as well.

The Melancholy Pose

One of the most fundamental characteristics of Byron’s literary image 

is melancholy, and melancholy appealed to the imagination: ‘Byron’s 

sombreness could imply an awful destiny and a mysterious past behind 

the public self.’25 His protagonist, the Byronic hero, was based on its 

creator. The prototypical Byronic hero is Childe Harold from Childe 

Harold’s Pilgrimage. His attitude to life is characterised by dissatisfaction 

with the here and now. This prompts him to seek happiness elsewhere; 

lonely and alone he wanders the earth. He has been disappointed in love, 

a disappointment that embittered him, so all that remains to him now is 

to scoff at the world and yearn for death.

From the moment Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage came out in 1812, readers 

interpreted Byron’s work autobiographically. This is not surprising, 

considering the many parallels that can be drawn between the life of 

Childe Harold and that of the poet. Indeed, the journeys described Byron 

had taken himself. In the manuscript, Byron had initially called the 

protagonist ‘Childe Burun’; only later did he change it to Childe Harold.26 

However, in his preface he states: ‘It has been suggested to me by friends, 

on whose opinions I set a high value, that in this fi ctitious character, 

“Childe Harold,” I may incur the suspicion of having intended some real 

personage: this I beg leave, once for all, to disclaim – Harold is the child 

of imagination.’27 This statement presumably had quite the opposite 

eff ect, encouraging readers instead to hunt for similarities between the 

character and the author.

Later, in the preface to the third canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, 

Byron once again touched on the possible autobiographical character 

of his work. This canto he had written aft er leaving England a second 

time in 1816 to travel. All manner of rumours – for example, that he 
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had homosexual tendencies and that he maintained an incestuous 

relationship with his half-sister – circulated about him, giving him the air 

of a ‘fallen angel’. Once a celebrated fi gure, he had now become persona 

non grata and would never again set foot in England.28 It was no longer 

necessary to keep up appearances. In the third canto, Childe Harold 

appears once more: a misanthrope with a proud soul, an exile, a lonely 

vagabond consumed by rage. In the fourth and last canto, however, Byron 

defi nitively takes leave of his protagonist. In a preface in the form of a 

letter dated 2 January 1818, he writes: 

I recur from fiction to truth … With regard to the conduct of the 

last canto, there will be found less of the pilgrim than in any of 

the preceding, and that little slightly, if at all, separated from 

the author speaking in his person. The fact is, that I had become 

weary of drawing a line, which every one seemed determined not 

to perceive … It was in vain that I asserted, and imagined, that I 

had drawn a distinction between the author and the pilgrim; and 

the very anxiety to preserve this difference, and disappointment at 

finding it unavailing, so far crushed my efforts in the composition, 

that I determined to abandon it altogether – and have done so.29

There can be no doubt that Beets drew inspiration from Byron’s melancholy 

pose. As a student, Beets did not have to keep to the social customs and 

mores. This allowed him unabashedly to glorify Byron’s melancholy in 

public, without fear of damaging his own reputation. So Beets let the 

outside world believe that he, too, suffered from melancholia. In a review 

he explained his view that it was incumbent upon a true poet to feel 

depressed: he is dissatisfied ‘with the world in which he has been placed, 

with the society that encompasses him, with the time in which he lives’. 

This is not surprising, in Beets’ estimation, because a poet feels things 

differently from the average mortal, belonging as he does to a higher 

order. It is as though, in the true poet, the memory lives on of mankind’s 

divine state in ages past, before it was lost, hence the true poet’s inability 

to reconcile himself with the world.30 Beets saw reflected in Byron the 

ideal of the true, melancholic poet.

Beets also incorporated that melancholy in his Byronic protagonists. 

Jose, in the work by the same name, is no cheery fi gure by any stretch of 

the imagination. Saddened at the death of his parents and disappointed 

in love (the love of his life, Florinde, has been promised to another man), 
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he wanders the earth, thinking only of revenge. His melancholic inner 

nature is refl ected in his outward appearance: ‘His cheek was pale, and 

glum his features.’31Although Beets did not address his readers directly 

as Byron did, many still looked for a connection between his work and 

his own life. It was previously mentioned that a number of women, aft er 

reading his work, asked Beets whether he suff ered from melancholia. 

Further evidence proving that many readers read Beets’ Byronic works 

autobiographically can be found in his diary. In November 1835, in the 

middle of his ‘black period’, Beets fell ill. We do not know what exactly 

affl  icted him, but headaches and fever kept him housebound for fourteen 

days. His doctor however did have an idea what ailed the young poet 

and, according to Beets, divulged to interested parties ‘that he found 

my nervous system extremely under pressure and in bad shape’. This 

the doctor associated ‘with a suspected frame of mind, melancholia, 

contemplation, attractiveness and poetical sentiment’. Particularly 

interesting is what Beets then adds: ‘This did my reputation an immense 

amount of good, despite not being very true.’ Thanks to the story spread 

by the doctor, many readers came to wonder if Beets had sketched an 

image of himself in his poems.32

In his book Byron’s Romantic Celebrity (2007), Tom Mole discusses the 

‘hermeneutic of intimacy’, and the strategies the English poet employed 

to achieve intimacy with his readers in his poems: ‘It worked by suggesting 

that his poems could only be understood fully by referring to their author’s 

personality, that reading them was entering a kind of relationship with 

the author and that that relationship resembled an intimate connection 

between individuals.’33 The reader was given the feeling of being allowed 

a glimpse into the heart of the poet. This reinforced the idea that the poet 

and his main character were one and the same person, and that his work 

was autobiographical. In his poem ‘To Ianthe’ (1812), for example, Byron 

invited women readers to read his deepest feelings.34 

Beets’ readers also felt they could get to know him through his 

work, as is apparent from the anecdote with the doctor. However, Beets 

never went as far as Byron did by plainly suggesting parallels between 

his protagonist and himself. Beets nonetheless built up that sense of 

intimacy by exploring melancholy in lyrical verse, which, while epic in 

nature, managed to suggest that he was pouring out his own feelings. Jose, 

for example, was prefaced by an ode, ‘To Serena’, in which the ‘I’ laments 

his ‘sorrow of life’. In the poem ‘The Melancholy One’, Beets writes that a 

sombre shadow had been cast over the cradle of the protagonist, and that 
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his soul was bound to the path of sadness. Then in ‘Autumn Musings’, 

he follows up the lines ‘I am no cheerful child of spring’, by describing a 

‘vague feeling’ indicative of some unhappiness: ‘a general sense of grief ’. 

He glorifi ed, moreover, the yearning to die young: ‘Let me lose autumn 

with my summer / Let me in life’s spring expire’.35 

For some readers it came as a shock to realise that Beets was not so 

melancholic in reality as he made it seem in his work. Indeed, in 1834 

Molewater sketched a very diff erent Beets – one veritably cheerful and 

drunken.36 Potgieter, too, perceived a contrast between the sombre 

Byronian of his work and the ‘true’ Beets, as he informed him in an 1836 

letter. Potgieter had heard how people were talking about Beets, putting 

him in the same category as his sombre characters, but he knew better. 

He was annoyed by the admiration shown to Beets at the gathering of 

The Dutch Society of Fine Arts and Humanities, and equally by the way 

in which the poet took all this praise in his stride. This had prompted 

him to ponder what Beets’ characters would say, were they to see him 

all bright and cheery. This image was not in keeping with Beets’ public 

image: ‘Call it petty of me to feel or think thus, to want to discover you 

always the same and never otherwise, but grant me that I prefer – if it 

must be! – the melancholic Beets to the Beets fl attered and befuddled by 

the cheers of the crowd.’ The response Beets sent Potgieter is intriguing: 

‘Can I help it that people call me a Kuser, that people tell you that I have 

chosen myself for a hero, and that Jose has only now been shed light on? 

I pray you, do not hold me responsible for the remarks and notions of 

others.’ Beets claimed that he only wished to be himself, whether that 

was cheerful and happy or melancholic: ‘If I myself am now letting down 

my reputation here by taking on an attitude of ease that can ill be rhymed 

with what I have written … and making myself despicable in your eyes – 

then so be it!’37 Though Beets distances himself from his characters here, 

Potgieter’s accusation makes it evident that Beets, like Byron, was able to 

create a ‘hermeneutic of intimacy’, which led readers to interpret them as 

personal divulgences.

A Byronian in a Christian Guise

Though Beets was strongly influenced by Byron, this is not to say that he 

followed his example in every matter. Beets added his own elements to 

the Byronic model of the poet, elements typically Dutch in nature. Unlike 
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Byron’s protagonists, Beets’ do not preach revolution. That did not fit 

within prevailing Dutch discourse, which was focused on reconciliation 

and political peace and order. Another difference is the attitude towards 

religion. Byron’s characters have turned away from their faith. Nowhere 

is there evidence that Childe Harold acts on Christian principles. Byron 

made his readers aware that he was an atheist – the reason many rejected 

his works. One might reasonably question then how this dynamic played 

out with Beets – as both a Byronian and a theology student.

In Jose it is immediately apparent that the protagonist Jose is certainly 

not an atheist. We read that he likes to retreat into nature to be ‘With You-

Alone’. His father dies when Jose is still a child, whereupon he is taken 

from his devout mother, as she is not thought to be capable of raising a 

knight. This proves immensely diffi  cult for him, but he is too proud to 

give in to his sorrow. When his mother subsequently dies, Jose turns into 

a vengeful misanthrope. He roams the earth, and whoever sees him turns 

away in fear: ‘I became a devil – God left  me!’ Yet in the course of the story, 

it becomes apparent that Jose has not entirely lost his faith. When he 

passes a cloister, he is moved by the religious hymns he hears. However, 

he tells himself that he must not be weak. Then he remembers his devout 

mother and regrets that he no longer believes in God. Jose, rather than 

being an unbeliever simply has no way to return to Christianity – as he 

has sworn revenge on humanity – no matter how dearly he wants to, as 

revealed when he says: ‘I want to be reconciled to God.’38 Even Florinde, 

his unattainable love, is not able to bring him back to his faith, though it 

remains buried deep within him.

Kuser relates the story of the nobleman Willem Kuser, also called ‘the 

Sombre One’, who can likewise be categorised as a Byronic hero.39 He, 

too, is not in principle unreligious, but has the idea that the world has 

deceived him. God is present in this work as well, as expressed primarily 

through nature. The poem opens with a passage in which the narrator 

exhorts the reader to look for God in nature – a Christian moral. He adds 

that there are people who take no heed of this, and so are walking in 

darkness – as is Kuser, who has closed his heart to God, yet is still not an 

atheist deep down.

Finally, in Guy de Vlaming (1837) Beets describes how the protagonist, 

again a nobleman, is reduced to madness aft er he has discovered that 

he has unwittingly married his sister and is therefore damned. Although 

Guy may think he has turned away from God given his madness, in the 

work it is clear that he is a Christian. He was raised in virtue and piety 
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from his earliest youth. Every day he rose early for Mass, and had married 

Machteld because of her virtue and piety. He had tried to be a good 

Christian his entire life. However, as nothing can remedy his madness, in 

the end this is all to no avail. This situation, desperate as it may be, can 

still not prove him to be an atheist.

From the discussion of these three works it is evident that Beets 

deviated from his English example regarding his attitude towards religion. 

As opposed to his idol, he refused to have his characters denounce their 

faith, even though at times they went astray through the circumstances 

in which they found themselves. Apparently, Beets thought it would be 

going too far to make his characters atheists. Considering his intended 

career as a vicar, this would also not have been prudent. The young poet 

Beets presented himself as a true Byronian, tormented by melancholy. 

His protagonists, however, are ‘desatanised’: nowhere do they essentially 

reject the Christian faith.40 Beets added the Christian element, 

characteristic of Dutch literature of the time, to his Byron imitation. It 

is interesting to note that he was not alone in this. Other Dutch authors 

of works with a Byronic hero, such as Adriaan van der Hoop Jr., also gave 

their poems a Christian veneer. For the Netherlands at least it appears 

that the godlessness of Byron’s characters went beyond the pale.

Beyond the black period

That Beets’ melancholy was an act became clear around 1836, when he 

himself began distancing himself from it. On 25 January 1836 he noted in 

his diary that he no longer wished to be known as a Byronian. Although 

he still had a high regard for him, Beets stated that Byron was no longer 

his favourite poet.41 To Potgieter he wrote in March of 1837 that he had 

left his Byroniana behind him, for they bored him. He wished no longer 

to be known as ‘the professed lackey of Byron’, adding: ‘I’ve had enough 

of it.’42 It would not be until 1839 that Beets openly distanced himself 

from his Byronic image. This he did in his essay ‘The Black Period’ (1839). 

There he confesses that he had idolised the ‘gloomy, sombre, desperate’, 

and looking back, he now realises that he has been playing a dangerous 

game:

The soul likes to take on that melancholy pose; and there are plenty 

of circumstances to encourage us in it. Women are sympathetic to 
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it; young girls are charmed by it. The imagination loses its light, 

the heart its health, the artistic sensibility its freshness, nature its 

beauty. Yes, in the end we would succeed in becoming the people 

we had pretended to be. True poetry is extinguished and, believe 

me, to the point even one’s physical health suffers; I had already 

progressed to sleepless nights and pale cheeks; who knows where 

it would have ended!43

More than ever, Nicolaas Beets was aware that his Byronic works were 

capable of being damaging: not only to himself, but also to his readers. 

Henceforth he wanted to leave this black period behind him and pursue 

a new direction. As a ‘vicar poet’, which he became after graduation, he 

would sing the praises of God, nature and domestic happiness – in short, 

the positive – exclusively. It was nevertheless his idolisation of Byron that 

established him as a national celebrity before the age of 30.

Honouring the Dutch Victor Hugo

Even beyond his student years, Beets remained a literary celebrity. In 

Utrecht, where he lived with his family, everybody knew him. In 1884 

it became obvious that Beets was not only a local, but also a national 

celebrity. The manner in which he was honoured during the celebrations 

of his seventieth birthday on 13 September was undeniable proof of his 

fame. Normally authors are feted posthumously. Before Beets, Tollens 

also enjoyed being celebrated during his lifetime, but the festivities of 

1850 were, as far as magnitude was concerned, nothing in comparison 

to those of Beets. No Dutch author had ever been celebrated on a larger 

scale. 

The tributes to Beets were reminiscent of those to Victor Hugo on 26 

February 1881 when this famous French author and statesman celebrated 

his seventy-ninth birthday. Special attention was given to the fact that 

Hugo was entering his eightieth year. The previous day a Sèvres vase was 

presented to him on behalf of the government – a gift  that up to then had 

only been presented to foreign royalties. For the following day a defi lé 

was organised in his honour – one of the biggest in literary history. In 

the Avenue d’Eylau, where Hugo lived, a triumphal arch was erected. 

The longest procession Paris had witnessed since Napoleon. More than 

a half million people walked past his house in the Avenue d’Eylau to pay 
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him honour. Amongst them were dignitaries, delegates from numerous 

countries and all Parisian school pupils. An enormous cake was carried 

along in the procession decorated with scenes from Hugo’s oeuvre. Five 

thousand musicians walked along and the Marseillaise  was played many 

times. Hugo’s biographer writes: ‘No writer had ever seen so many of his 

readers face to face.’ Ten weeks later the part of the Avenue d’Eylau where 

the author lived was renamed Avenue Victor Hugo.44

On 25 September 1881, seven months aft er Hugo, the Flemish author 

Hendrik Conscience was given a similar tribute. The occasion was the 

publication of his 100th title. A procession of dignitaries, followed by 

thousands of interested people, walked in defi lé to the home of the 

author. Conscience was honoured for his great achievements with regard 

to the Flemish language and literature. Thereaft er, in the company of the 

author, the procession moved to the Stock Exchange while all along the 

way admirers tossed fl owers at the carriage of Conscience. At two o’clock 

a huge celebration opened at the Stock Exchange and the city council 

of Antwerp announced that it was busy planning a statue in honour of 

Conscience. (The unveiling of this statue took place on 13 August 1883, 

but could not be attended by the author,45 who shortly aft erwards, at the 

age of seventy, died.) In the evening an illumination (fi reworks) took 

place on the Grote Markt (big square) with a celebration at the City Hall. 

Conscience received numerous tributes, including an honorary doctorate 

from the University of Leuven.

In 1884, three years aft er the Hugo and Conscience celebrations, it 

was the turn of Nicolaas Beets. The many festivities that were organised 

for him – just like those for his French and Flemish colleagues – can 

be regarded as expressions of nineteenth-century literary fan culture. 

Like Hugo, who was celebrated by the French as a national hero, Beets 

was honoured as a symbol of Dutch national identity. He was seen as 

the embodiment of typical Dutch virtues such as piety, cheerfulness, 

moderation, tolerance, patriotism, Orangism and homeliness. The Beets 

celebration should thus be seen in the light of Dutch nationalism: the 

celebration of his birthday was also ‘the celebration of national identity’.46 

In many ways the Beets festivities are reminiscent of the ways in which 

the Scot, Robert Burns, was honoured (1859). In this regard Ann Rigney 

speaks of ‘embodied communities’: participants regarding themselves 

as part of a community.47 In the same way that the celebration of Burns 

gave expression to the Scottish identity, the fans of Beets expressed their 

Dutch identity. 
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Already days before Beets’ birthday, the national press started writing 

about it. On 2 September 1884 the Algemeen Handelsblad reported: ‘Nicolaas 

Beets will celebrate his 70th birthday on the 13th of September 1884 and 

many compatriots are preparing on this day to express their appreciation 

and love for him.’48 On the occasion of his birthday various magazines 

brought out special issues. The series Mannen van beteekenis in onze dagen 

(Contemporary Men of Standing) included a monograph on Beets by 

Jeronimo de Vries. About the impending celebrations he commented: ‘If 

he would not be celebrated as grandly as Victor Hugo, or with the same 

urgency as Conscience, truth and intimacy would only benefi t and not 

lose from it.’49 Also the illustrated magazine Eigen Haard (Own Home) 

published a biographical sketch and three portraits of Beets: one as a 

24-year-old, another as a man of 40, and an illustration by P.A. Schipperus 

of the author in his study. Eigen Haard subscribers could, for the price 

of twenty cents, become the owner of a print of the illustration. Also 

De Leeswijzer (The Reading Guide), with its goal to promote ‘literary 

Nicolaas Beets in his study, from: Eigen Haard (1884), published on the occasion of his 70th birthday 

(Leiden University Library).
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traffi  c’, published a special edition. Even the Katholieke Illustratie (Catholic 

Illustration) brought out a Beets edition, with contributions about him as 

person, author and ‘family poet’. This indicates that Beets, a Protestant 

author, was also appreciated in Catholic circles. 

Some booksellers tried to benefi t from the occasion. For instance, 

clients who bought Beets’ lectures on the day of the festivities also 

received a free copy of the Camera Obscura. In many diff erent places Beets 

evenings were organised where fragments of poems from the Camera 

were recited. Various societies also off ered him honorary membership. 

In the days preceding the celebration, Utrecht turned into a showcase for 

Beets: portraits of him, decorated with fl owers and laurel wreaths, were 

displayed in the windows of bookshops. 

Celebration for Beets

At last Beets’ birthday dawned: 13 September 1884. It was a beautiful day 

on which the weather played along. Thanks to the fact that Ada, Beets’ 

youngest daughter, some years later wrote down her memories of this 

day, a reliable impression of the happenings is available to us.50 In 1884 

she was thirteen years old. According to her the thirteenth of September 

was always a festive day when the Beets’ home would be overflowing with 

gifts, flowers and parcels. Every year, without exception, a procession of 

visitors would arrive. All of that, however, was nothing in comparison 

to the magnificent celebration on his seventieth birthday. All the 

schools in Utrecht had the day off. In many streets flags were raised, 

and to Ada’s surprise even the tram was adorned with the national 

flag. From all directions Beets received felicitations. For instance, on 

Friday 12 September he was, on behalf of 150 current and ex-students 

presented with a chandelier as well as an album with the names of all the 

participants. 

Already in the early morning hours of Saturday 13 September a group 

of women gathered in Booth Street. On behalf of all Dutch women, one 

of them off ered Beets a basket with fl owers and an antique cupboard 

with a Delft  cupboard-set. From that moment on, gift s and fl owers came 

fl owing in continuously. Soon there were no vases left  and the bouquets 

were placed on the fl oor in long lines along the walls. It was a hectic day 

at the Beets home. Ada added: ‘It is impossible to name everything and 

everybody who came to the house!’51 
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On the same morning Beets had to attend the offi  cial ceremony at the 

big hall of the Tivoli Society in Utrecht. A committee of 60 people organised 

that gathering that took place from half past ten until one o’clock. The 

intention was a monumental memento as tribute to the author on his 

birthday. Contributions were collected from all over. Also in the Dutch 

East Indies a sub-commission called upon compatriots to contribute in 

order to show the solidarity of the overseas territories. An overwhelming 

number of responses were received. The lists of contributors from the 

East, more than 650 names, have been archived. 

It was an exceptionally hectic day at Tivoli. Carriages were coming 

and going. Hundreds of guests presented themselves at the hall. There 

were representatives from the universities of Leiden and Utrecht, and 

delegates from the student fraternities from Leiden, Utrecht, Amsterdam 

and Delft . Those who wanted to address Beets had to indicate this prior 

to the event. At about a quarter past eleven, the honoured guest made a 

smiling entry, accompanied by the commissioner of the king. In the hall, 

richly decorated with fl owers, many speeches were delivered and praise 

poems recited. Professor Matthias de Vries from Leiden praised Beets’ 

merits as poet, public speaker, church minister, professor, father, and of 

course as author of the ‘immortal’ Camera Obscura. De Vries remarked that 

a nation which honours its great men in fact honours itself. In his speech 

De Vries emphasised that Beets was a national hero, and an example to 

all Dutch people. Part of the ceremony was the unveiling of the bust, 

specifi cally made for this occasion, with a text engraved on the base: ‘The 

Netherlands to Nicolaas Beets’. Beets was visibly moved. 

On behalf of the government Beets was on this occasion knighted 

as Commander of the Order of the Dutch Lion. From the Belgian state 

he received the Order of Leopold. He also received numerous other 

tributes, such as honorary memberships of several societies. On behalf 

of a group of literary critics from Stellenbosch and Bloemfontein (South 

Africa), Professor W.G. Brill presented him with a written felicitation. 

Bohn Publishers also presented a copy of the fi ft eenth print of his Camera 

Obscura. Thereaft er a delegation of children sang to him, followed by 

various people and associations handing him fl owers and wreaths, and 

addressing him as king of the poets. 

The last word was by Beets himself. Standing next to his marble bust 

and surrounded by laurel wreaths with colourful ribbons, the old Beets 

began his address: ‘Soli Deo Gloria’ (‘All honour to God’). Hereby Beets 

called upon the topos of modesty. He himself is not deserving of so much, 
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he mentioned: ‘Your tributes are excessive, but I cannot prevent it. You 

are responsible for this.’52 At the onset of his literary career he presented 

himself as a confi dent Byronian, now he presented himself as a modest, 

pious, tolerant, patriotic, and Orangist vicar poet. This was the image he 

wished to present in his later work, and obviously also at the ceremony. 

Subsequently he thanked everybody, young and old, who had come to 

honour him. A special word of thanks was extended to the king, to whom 

he was particularly grateful. 

Thus the morning programme drew to an end. Beets lunched at home. 

At half past two he had to be back at Tivoli for a concert of poems set to 

music. Apart from the choir, consisting of 190 men and women, there 

was also a children’s choir consisting of approximately 170 boys and girls. 

In the evening a festive dinner took place, attended by 100 invitees. The 

gathering was livened up with dinner speeches and Beets was given the 

last word. Amongst other things, he said: ‘I am a citizen of the world, but 

I am also a cosmopolitan because I love man, the people’53 – a remark that 

was oft en repeated in the press. At about half past nine the dinner came 

to an end and Beets returned home. 

In the days to follow all newspapers, both national and local, reported 

on the occasion. All over, from Friesland to Brabant and from Groningen 

to South Holland, Beets was front-page news. Numerous periodicals 

published praise poems in his honour. The Utrechtsch Dagblad (Utrecht 

Daily) was inundated with contributions and had to publish a notice: 

despite the good intentions it was impossible to publish all the poems of 

which many had a ‘similar approach and more or less similar contents’. 

Even though the international attention for Beets’ birthday was less 

exuberant, some articles did deal with it. The Christian World, for example 

published an article about Beets as theologian under the title: ‘A Famous 

Dutch Devine’. The Daily News announced: ‘Holland will honour one of 

the most distinguished of her sons … Professor Beets is best known in 

his country as the author of the “Camera Obscura”’. The Daily Examiner 

published an article with the heading: ‘A Noted Hollander’, in which an 

overview was given of all activities around his seventieth birthday. This 

article characterises Beets as ‘one of the beacons’ of modern Dutch 

literature: ‘He has great originality, is extremely correct in his style and 

shows a profound knowledge of the human heart and the world’. For this 

reason he was regarded as ‘the Dutch Dickens’. Not without exaggeration 

the Camera Obscura was called ‘the Bible of the Dutch’, and according to 
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List of signatures of the participants at the dinner in honour of Beets’s 70th birthday, 1884 (Central 

Museum, Utrecht).



122 Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism

this newspaper so popular that no household was without it. In Le Monde 

Poëtique the famous author was called ‘Le Doyen des Poètes Hollandais’.54 

In retrospect we can establish that the celebration of Beets was a 

rather elitist form of fan culture. It was predominantly dignitaries, 

learned people, and prominent citizens who sang the praises of Beets on 

13 September 1884. Despite the gestures of appreciation extended to him 

on his birthday by people from lower social classes, it was certainly no 

‘people’s celebration’.

During subsequent weeks Beets was also honoured in other ways. He 

was given his own cigar label, and even a sailing vessel was named aft er 

him. Though other poets were honoured in similar ways, in the case of 

Beets (as well as Tollens) these tributes happened during his lifetime. 

When the vessel was launched in Amsterdam on 11 December 1884, Beets 

was present in person. 

There was, however, one honour that was not bestowed upon Beets. It 

has been mentioned that in 1881 the Avenue d’Eylau had its name changed 

The sailing vessel Nicolaas Beets sets sail in 1884 (Leiden University Library).
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to Avenue Victor Hugo. Beets was not to receive a tribute of this stature. 

Even though many people voiced the opinion that Booth Street in Utrecht 

should become Beets Street, this suggestion never came to fruition. 

Nevertheless, the celebration of Beets’ birthday was exceptional: it was 

the biggest tribute extended in the Netherlands to a living poet during the 

nineteenth century.

An album amicorum

The way in which Beets was celebrated was, as has been said, reminiscent 

of the festivities in honour of Hugo and Conscience. There is also 

another similarity: all three were presented with an album amicorum. 

For an album like this, entries from family, friends, acquaintances and 

colleagues were normally requested by the album owner personally. The 

above-mentioned cases, however, digressed from the known tradition. 

At their respective festive occasions these authors were presented with 

albums compiled by their admirers. 

In 1881 there was a call for contributions to the album of the French 

author. Also Dutch people could contribute. They were encouraged to 

put their signature, with or without a comment, on a specifi c page in 

the album. Then, mentioning ‘27 Février 1881. Hommage à Victor Hugo’ 

they had to send it to Paris to the person under whose auspices it took 

place. All contributions had to reach him before 24 February. The album, 

including approximately 10,000 signatures, was presented to the author 

on 27 February.

In September 1881 a similar initiative took place in honour of Hendrik 

Conscience. A Dutch committee called upon compatriots to sign an 

album page accompanied by a motto, greeting or illustration. More than 

250 entries were received. Nicolaas Beets was one of them. Compiled in a 

red Moroccan leather album these were presented to Conscience on the 

day of the celebration.

During the celebrations at Tivoli a similar honour was bestowed upon 

Beets. He was presented with a beautifully carved wooden case, containing 

the carton-bound album pages. These were from the Netherlands and the 

Dutch East Indies, and even some from South Africa and America. Only 

one copy was made. Diff erent from the album of Conscience, no public 

edition was brought out, which explains why it is regarded as particularly 

unique and special. Four hundred authors contributed to this album, 
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honoring Beets as a symbol of the Netherlands, as a paragon of patriotism 

and the creator of the Camera Obscura. 

The active and participating role the admirers played in the creation 

of the album amicorum, as well as in the celebration itself, can be 

explained in the light of the fan culture. The completion of the album 

pages was done with a mutual objective, originating from a feeling of 

communality, which could be called ‘collective sociability’.55 In the same 

way as admirers nowadays go to conventions or contribute to internet 

forums, the nineteenth-century fans of Beets contributed to his album 

amicorum. It contains idiomatic sayings, letters, prose texts, illustrations, 

watercolours, photos, music pieces and a great many praise poems.

The album amicorum is very similar to the genre of the memorial 

column, which has been mentioned earlier. It consists of expressions 

of idolisation, blind adoration and group- and identity formation – all 

qualifi cations belonging to the phenomenon of fandom. One diff erence 

is that a memorial column was a tribute to a dead author, while the album 

amicorum was meant to be for a living author. Albums like these were 

not only reserved for male authors. In 1882, two years before Beets, the 

already mentioned female author A.L.G. Bosboom-Toussaint was also 

presented with one at the celebration of her seventieth birthday. 

Beets’ album amicorum was a sample of the Dutch culture of the 

second half of the nineteenth century. It comprised contributions from 

all parts of the country. Not only was it a tribute to the author, but also 

to the man who was a symbol of what the Netherlands aspired to be. 

Apart from friends and acquaintances it also contained contributions 

by colleagues from the sciences and by vicars from all over the country. 

Many contributions were by people from the cultural world of the time: 

artists, illustrators, painters, composers, authors and poets. There was 

even a contribution from the palace – King William III and Queen Emma 

each sent a signed photograph. 

A recurring theme was religion. Numerous authors thanked God for 

having granted Beets so many years. Many contributions compared him 

to Vondel and expressed the hope that he would become just as old as 

Vondel (91). There were also lots of references to Beets as a true poet. But 

also his other roles were repeatedly listed. The literary critic Jan ten Brink 

came up with a profound summary. According to him ‘thousands of 

families’ admired Beets as a preacher and a beloved vicar, but as professor 

he was also esteemed by theologians and other men of letters. In his role 

as the poet of homeliness nobody could better him, and last but not least: 
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‘As Hildebrand he had made his name immortal in the Netherlands and 

Europe.’56 

Some contributions were conspicuous for their idolisation and blind 

adoration. For instance, Mathilda David-van Peene from Zeeland wrote 

that, even though she had never met him, she had adored him since her 

‘Spring years’: ‘In awe I listened to your poems, / Yes, all my heart clung 

to your tones’.57 By reading his work she came under the impression that 

their souls were connected. The Amsterdam vicar, Petrus Hermannus, 

was another ardent admirer: as a youngster he devoured the Camera 

Obscura, as a school pupil he read the poems and now that he was older he 

appreciated the sermons and read the Camera together with his children: 

‘For all of that a word of honour and gratitude!’58 

If anything is clarifi ed by the album amicorum, it is that in 1884 Beets 

was regarded as the most famous poet of the Netherlands. During the same 

period the literary movement of ‘Tachtig’ (Eighty) started manifesting. 

The fi rst volume of the new journal De Nieuwe Gids (The New Guide) 

appeared in 1885 and Beets, as author, immediately became the object of 

criticism. In literary history the ‘Tachtigers’ (Eighties Movement) are still 

regarded as having brought about a revolution in Dutch literature. The 

tributes in Beets’ album amicorum show how great the admiration was 

for the king of vicar poets; it also refl ects on the then prevalent notions of 

literature: an indication of how weak the spark of the new and how strong 

the power of the old was.59

Local and international fan mail 

Like Victor Hugo, who in 1881 received more than 2,000 congratulatory 

letters and telegrams, Beets was also inundated with mail on 

13  September 1884. His daughter Ada remembers that a great many 

letters, fastened together with string, were delivered to their home. 

These letters were from familiar and unfamiliar men and women, from 

inside the country but also from abroad. In the first instance there were 

many letters from institutions. For example, the mayor of Haarlem, 

Beets’ city of birth, congratulated him on behalf of the city council. 

There were letters of national and local societies and associations and 

from ‘Rederijkerskamers’ (Rhetoricians Societies). The literary debating 

club B.E.E.T.S. of the Amsterdam Student Fraternity also sent him a 

letter of felicitation. Furthermore, Beets received numerous letters from 
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schools and educational institutions, from family members, friends, 

acquaintances, ex-students, ex-school and -student classmates, and ex-

Sunday School pupils. 

Beets also received epistles from people he did not know personally. 

Many of these texts are archived in the Beets archives in Leiden. The exact 

amount is diffi  cult to establish, but it is clear that for many weeks aft er 

his birthday, Beets would have been occupied with replying. In order to 

avoid having to answer everybody personally, a circular was printed and 

a notice published in the newspaper, saying that on 13 September he had 

received ‘thousands’ of letters. In the days to follow it multiplied with 

hundreds more. In the light of the celebrity culture around Beets, these 

letters are signifi cant. The letters which he was inundated with in 1884 can 

anachronistically be regarded as ‘fan letters’. Unlike the situation of Byron, 

who mostly received letters from women who were in love with him, Beets 

was already an old man in 1884. This also explains the diff erence in tone 

of the letters that Beets received. One thing was clear though: the author 

was a celebrity and was regarded as such by his fans. 

Beets too received mail from female admirers. There was, for example, 

a letter from a certain Louise Modderman. Her writing, characterised 

by a particularly respectful tone, has a strong patriotic awareness: ‘As a 

Dutch girl, inspired by everything that has made Holland great and that 

has made our nation proud, I want to, from the bottom of my heart, 

congratulate Nicolaas Beets, our Dutch poet and author par excellence, 

on his seventieth birthday, with the heartfelt prayer that God may 

spare him for many years to come, not only for himself, but also for the 

Dutch nation.’60 Also four sisters from Middelburg, Marie, Mathilde, 

Mina and Henriette Berdenis van Berlecom sent ‘the beloved poet’ of 

the Netherlands their felicitations. They wanted to tell him how much 

pleasure they had experienced from his work, and that they regarded him 

‘highly’ and loved him ‘tenderly and warmly’.61 

Mathilde L. Elias from Amsterdam, a true Beets fan, was another 

woman who congratulated him on his birthday. The tone of her letter 

was infl ated; she writes: ‘When I reached the age that I could read your 

celebrated work, the Camera Obscura, I read it not once, no, I read and 

reread it twenty times. That book has endeared me to you and made my 

heart beat more and more warmly for the famous author.’ She had, so she 

said, been hoping for a long time to meet Beets. She had, however, always 

been doubtful whether she would actually be that fortunate. But now that 

Beets was celebrating his seventieth birthday, she took the opportunity 
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to confess her feelings for him. She waited until 16 September to post 

her letter, because: ‘I feared that the scant words of a young girl would 

disappear amongst all the tributes and distinguished people, which 

would have occupied your attention during these days.’ In conclusion 

she made a request to the poet: she had an autograph book and would 

feel immensely privileged if Beets could make an entry even if only one 

line. In a postscript she added that her sister was including her autograph 

book too. The humble approach of the girl is conspicuous: ‘It would be 

beautiful to see the name of the poet of the Netherlands on one of the fi rst 

pages. If you would grant me this enviable privilege, I would until the end 

of my days cherish this unforgettable memory of a great man, but one who 

is also willing to befriend a humble girl’.62

A day later Elise H. Elias, Mathilde’s sister, also sent Beets a letter. 

She said that even though she had never had the opportunity to read 

much of his work, she felt a great affi  nity and friendship towards ‘the 

great Hildebrand’. Therefore she wanted to pay him tribute and thank 

him for the pleasant hours his work has given her. Unfortunately she 

could not attend the celebrations on 13 September, but in her thoughts 

she was present. With tears in her eyes she had read the kind words that 

had been expressed in his honour. Some lines of poetry had also been 

fl owing from her own pen, which she now wanted to share with him. Her 

greatest wish was to get to know the poet personally. She concluded her 

letter by expressing the hope that this wish would one day be fulfi lled and 

that Beets would be prepared to write her a little autograph verse.63 Beets 

sent each of the girls a letter and an entry in their autograph books, which 

caused them great joy.64

Another fan taking up the pen was the 33-year-old Geertruida Addicks 

from Hardinxveld. About the celebrations on 13 September she wrote: 

‘Oh, I felt my Dutch heart beating and was there in spirit’. But she too 

had a request: she was working on a book and had encountered some 

problems with the writing. Her immediate environment was relatively 

limited, with nobody who could help her. She, therefore, came upon 

the idea of putting her questions to ‘the wise poet’, who had so much 

experience. A summary with questions followed. She signed the letter 

with ‘Your unfamiliar-to-you admirer Geertruida Addicks’.65

It was not only women and girls who wrote letters to Beets. A 

pensioned army offi  cer, Constantijn Johannes Vorsterman van Oijen, also 

sent Beets a felicitation. He had known Beets from their years together at 

school and remembered how Beets had helped him with an assignment, 
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which for him was a major obstacle while Beets could easily do it. He 

wrote how his life had transpired since then, and added: ‘May you good 

sir be so kind as to write to your old schoolfriend, or send him one of your 

many works as a gift , it would be a lovely memory of our youth’.66 He too 

had luck, because in a following letter he thanked Beets for the books he 

had received from him.67

Also from abroad people wrote to Beets telling him how much they 

admired his work. From Semarang on the island of Java, for instance, 

the advocate and future liberal politician Conrad Theodor van Deventer 

wrote a fan letter. He wrote to Beets that, inspired by the celebrations, he 

had reread the Camera Obscura and several volumes of poetry, and decided 

to send him one of his own poems. Both the letter and the poem were, 

according to Van Deventer, tokens of his ‘sincere admiration’.68 In the 

country of the fi erce sunlight, tropical heat and the sound of the palm 

trees, Beets’ work was a comfort to him.

Never will be separated from me,

wherever I breathe the air,

My love for your work,

My admiration for your language.

They will in the East 

Be my support, strength and consolation,

Your poems and your prose,

All precious to me.69

Even from Roseland, New Jersey in the United States, Beets received a 

letter in 1884 from the doctor and surgeon J.W. Was. At the age of 18 he 

had left the Netherlands for America. In the first years of his stay, which 

were not easy, the Camera Obscura was his ‘dearest friend’. At times when 

he had to wait a little longer for letters from his parents and felt lonely, 

Beets’ work was his sanctuary. Because the author had often eased 

uneasy times for him, he – a ‘far and unknown friend’ – wanted now to 

express his gratitude to Beets. From the rest of his letter it is clear that 

this gentleman was a true fan. Begging pardon for his forthrightness, he 

wrote: ‘I would so much like to receive a short letter or even a card written 

in your hand, that I take the courage to ask you. Oh my loyal friend! You 

have never disappointed me, you have provided me so much pleasure, 

and I owe you so much, don’t forget this.’ In conclusion he remarked 
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that no language was capable of expressing his feelings for Hildebrand.70 

Reading the Camera had given this fan the feeling that he knew Beets as a 

friend. This admirer too had luck, because he received a written answer 

from the honoured poet. 

Oft en these epistles were accompanied by self-made poems. Many of 

them have survived the time, amongst them also numerous acrostichons – 

poems in which the fi rst letter of each line together form the name Beets. 

Most of the authors refer to the Camera Obscura and to Beets’ importance 

for the Netherlands. Many poems contain references to God, thanking 

him that Beets had reached the blessed age of seventy. These letters can be 

regarded as examples of fan practices: driven by a feeling of appreciation 

and admiration, fans took up the pen to write to their idol.

On the deathbed and at the funeral 

On 13 March 1903 Nicolaas Beets died. His death did not come as a 

surprise. Since the end of February – after the author had suffered a 

stroke  – many national and regional newspapers had reported almost 

daily on his condition. Telegrams kept the press (and also the royal 

family) up to date with the latest situation. On 27 February 1903 the 

Algemeen Dagblad (General Daily) reported: ‘With sadness we have 

received the news that the condition of Nicolaas Beets is extremely 

precarious and that his end is expected.’ A day later it was said that 

the situation could not be called ‘not dangerous’.71 Also Dutch citizens 

abroad were informed. ‘Nicolaas Beets is seriously ill’, the Bataviaasch 

Nieuwsblad (Batavian Newspaper) reported.72 By the beginning of March 

the situation had not changed. Though his strength had diminished, 

his mind remained clear. On 7 March: ‘The patient had a peaceful night. 

Though the situation remains serious, some signs of improvement have 

been noticed.’ 10 March: ‘Despite the patient’s improvement during the 

last couple of days, a slow deterioration is currently visible and a relapse 

has set in. The mind of the old man remains clear.’ The following day: 

‘The situation of the patient is still deteriorating.’73 On 13 March it was 

reported that there was no more hope for recovery. In such a way readers 

were informed daily. 

On 14 March 1903 the inevitable message followed: the 88-year-old 

Beets had died the previous day at approximately half past four in the 
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aft ernoon. Very soon Mrs. Beets received a telegram with condolences 

from Queen Wilhelmina: ‘I would like to extend to you my sincere 

condolences with the woeful loss you have suff ered through the death 

of your husband. I am grieving for Prof. Beets as a faithful friend of my 

house to whom our country has a lot to be thankful for.’74

Like Bilderdijk, Beets was also portrayed immediately aft er his death. 

Whereas Bilderdijk was painted, Beets was portrayed by means of a 

relatively new technique: photography. Three razor sharp photographs 

were made of the deceased poet. Just like death portraits and death masks 

these photos had to eternalise the features of the deceased. Photographing 

the deceased was not only reserved for artists; many ordinary people also 

had the image of their loved ones eternalised in this manner. In the case 

of Beets there was one big diff erence from the death portrait of Bilderdijk. 

The portrait of the latter was made available on the book market, while 

the photographs of Beets were not meant for the public. They only served 

as mementoes for the family. These post-mortem photographs therefore 

had little to do with Beets’ celebrity status.

Other issues did. Many newspapers carried news of Beets’ death on 

the front page. Obituaries commemorating the man who had meant 

Photo of Nicolaas Beets on his deathbed, 1903 (Leiden University Library).



From Dutch Byron to National Symbol: Nicolaas Beets 131

Memorial picture for Beets from De Nederlandsche Spectator (1903) (Leiden University Library). 
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so much for the nation were published all over. Het Nieuws van den Dag 

(The News of the Day) reported: ‘The entire Netherlands is in mourning 

– Nicolaas Beets has departed. We all have the feeling that a friend, a 

father has been taken away from us.’75 According to the newspaper 

Beets was loved so much because he had revived the Dutch nation with 

his indestructible optimism. Once again much attention was given to 

the Camera Obscura. Somebody from Hilversum even sent 100 guilders to 

the Algemeen Handelsblad as a contribution towards a still-to-be-erected 

memorial statue. This could have been related to the fact that in 1898 

already his bust was inaugurated in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.

On Tuesday 17 March 1903 at half past eleven Beets’ funeral took place 

at the General Cemetery in Utrecht. The tributes to the author during his 

lifetime were reminiscent of the way in which Victor Hugo was honoured. 

But what were the similarities between their funerals? From the moment 

that it was known that the French author was on his deathbed, large 

crowds of people gathered at his house. On 22 May 1885 he breathed 

his last. Hugo’s remains were embalmed and thereaft er, underneath a 

richly decorated Triumphal Arch, displayed for the French nation to see. 

Throughout Paris Hugo souvenirs were sold. The house where he died 

was inundated with fl owers and wreaths. Hugo was given a state funeral 

and buried at the Panthéon. Cannon shots were fi red. People climbed up 

trees and lampposts to have a better view of the procession. According to 

the Dutch critic Conrad Busken Huet who lived in Paris and was present 

at the ceremony, the locomotives on this day sighed under the heavy 

burdens ‘of the long trains that transported delegates and interested 

people from the surrounding areas, from the province, and from abroad.’ 

He was deeply moved by what he saw. It took the funeral procession 

eight hours to walk from the Arc de Triomphe to the Panthéon.76 The 

number of people who came to pay their last respects to Hugo cannot be 

estimated with certainty. According to his biographer it was more than 

two million.77 Other sources mention even bigger numbers. 

Beets’ funeral was nowhere near as large as that of Hugo, but in Dutch 

terms it certainly was a celebrity funeral. Interested people crowded the 

streets. The funeral procession consisted of seventeen carriages. In the 

meantime hundreds of people had gathered at the cemetery: ‘Men and 

women, boys and girls, young and old of both sexes from all ranks and 

all social standings went to pay their last respects to Hildebrand, whose 

name was oft en heard and oft en whispered with respect.’ Daughter 

Ada Beets, who was not present at the funeral (the family held a private 
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The hearse at Beets’s funeral in front of his home at Boothstraat 6, Utrecht, 1903 (The Utrecht Archives).

memorial service), had heard that people even climbed into the trees at 

the cemetery to follow the ceremony. Many dignitaries attended. Queen 

Wilhelmina and her mother were represented by chamberlains in special 

service. The ministers of Foreign Aff airs and of Water, Commerce and 

Industry were present, as well as the chairperson of the Parliament, 

several MPs, the commissioner of the Queen of North-Holland, the mayor 

of Utrecht and Haarlem and many professors and Members of the Senate. 

Through a ‘thick hedge’ of people the coffi  n was carried to the grave, on 

which a simple tombstone was placed with the text ‘God is my light’. This 

was followed by three speeches.78 

Aft er his death Hugo’s grave was packed with fl owers, bouquets and 

wreaths. With Beets it was diff erent. Even though he loved fl owers, his 

obituary notice mentioned: ‘No fl owers’. Beets wanted a sober funeral 

and a sea of fl owers would not have been fi tting. Only two pieces were 
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delivered. Queen-mother Emma sent a wreath with the request to have 

it placed in the death-room at the feet of the deceased. And Wilhelmina 

had a palm branch delivered, which aft er the funeral was placed on 

Beets’ tombstone. It did not remain there for long. When people who 

visited Beets’ last place of rest started cutting pieces off  as souvenirs, the 

widow had the remainder of the palm branch brought home and had it 

placed at the foot of the bust of her husband. Beets was of course also 

commemorated by associations and societies. The biggest tribute took 

place in September 1904 during the meeting of the Royal Academy for 

Sciences in Amsterdam. The ceremony, where an obituary of Beets was 

read, was attended by ten members of the Beets family. Most extraordinary 

was the presence of Queen Wilhelmina, who for the fi rst time attended 

such an occasion. That was a clear sign of the familiarity between the 

author and the House of Orange, but also of the national position and 

importance of Nicolaas Beets as author.

Conclusion

Beets took his first steps on the road of poetry when he was still a 

student. Then he already attracted national attention. He played a role 

in this himself by styling his image after that of the English poet Byron, 

but adding – especially in his work – his own, Christian twist. The Camera 

Obscura played the biggest role in Beets’ fame. When in 1884 he turned 

seventy, he was paid an enormous tribute, unique in the literary world 

of the nineteenth-century Netherlands, and only to be compared to that 

of Victor Hugo in France and Hendrik Conscience in Flanders. From his 

admirers he received an album amicorum, and was flooded with fan mail. 

It was almost as if the country commended itself by honouring Beets, 

who represented the ideal image of the Netherlands. When he died in 

1903, thousands of people paid him their last respects. Even though he 

was eventually crushed by the Eighties Movement (‘Tachtigers’), a large 

part of the nation up to his death honoured him as a celebrity. 



 4  The Piet Paaltjens Myth: 
François HaverSchmidt

Piet Paaltjens, the alter ego of François HaverSchmidt (1835-1894), is a 

good example of the romantic, suffering poet, looking scornfully at the 

world. In the Netherlands the poems from his famous volume of poetry 

Snikken en grimlachjes (1867) (Sobs and sneers) are regarded as the most 

readable poems of the nineteenth century. To this day they are still 

appreciated, even outside the gates of the university – Piet Paaltjens 

is still alive and well in the cultural memory of the Netherlands. Many 

places have statues, poem-murals and plaques in his honour. He is also 

the only nineteenth-century poet who is still read in secondary schools. 

How can his popularity be explained? Apart from the power of his 

poems, the fi gure of the pale youngster Piet Paaltjens undoubtedly also 

had an infl uence. He was born on 14 February 1835 in Leeuwarden. 

Aft er primary school he went to the gymnasium and in 1852 to Leiden 

University where he studied theology and came under the infl uence of 

‘modern’ theology. HaverSchmidt was an active and popular student. 

Amongst other functions, he was chairperson of the Leiden student 

fraternity and editor of the Studentenalmanak (Student Yearbook). The 

year 1858 marked the end of what he at the time already regarded as the 

most beautiful period of his life. The following year he became vicar at 

the Frisian town of Foudgum, and in 1862 he was invited as vicar to Den 

Helder and two years later to Schiedam. Due to his modern religious 

beliefs HaverSchmidt became isolated.

In Schiedam he published the book that would make him famous: 

Snikken en grimlachjes. During his life a total of six reprints were published. 

Some of these poems had already appeared in the Studentenalmanak. Apart 

from his fame as a poet he also became a well-known orator, travelling 

the entire country to recite his work. In 1876 a selection from his 

realistic-sentimental stories, with which he reached a large audience, was 

published under the title Familie en kennissen (Family and Acquaintances). 
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Despite his success HaverSchmidt suff ered from depression. In 1894 he 

took his own his life. 

In this chapter the name Piet Paaltjens will mostly be used to refer 

to the poet, as it is under this name that HaverSchmidt became known. 

Writing under a pseudonym was not unusual in the nineteenth century. 

Other examples are Nicolaas Beets (Hildebrand) and Eduard Douwes 

Dekker (Multatuli). In the case of HaverSchmidt there was more at 

play; it was much more a heteronym – a fi ctional author-persona. From 

the very fi rst moment that Piet Paaltjens was presented in his work, 

François HaverSchmidt as student in the 1850s (Leiden University Library).
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HaverSchmidt started making public claims that Paaltjens really existed. 

In the fanaticism with which he presented this fi gure he was outdone only 

by the Portuguese poet, Fernando Pessoa, who created many diff erent 

author-personas, some of them discovered only posthumously. 

Like Beets, HaverSchmidt was already famous as a student author, 

presenting himself as a melancholic poet. A diff erence between the 

two is that it did not take Beets too long to distance himself from his 

‘black’ period, while HaverSchmidt continued much longer. In his role 

as vicar, however, HaverSchmidt took care to distance himself from the 

fascination with Weltschmerz. In a sermon from 1885 he openly criticised 

this ‘ailment, which chooses its victims predominantly amongst the 

youth’. Those who too easily surrender to melancholy play with fi re: ‘Not 

free of punishment one takes pleasure in melancholy, just as eyes that 

prefer the dark become unaccustomed to light.’ But fortunately that was 

a passing phase, according to HaverSchmidt: ‘Many pale young men and 

gloomy maidens turned into sturdy men and happy mothers or wives.’1 

Despite these utterances as vicar, HaverSchmidt – unlike Beets – held on 

to his sombre image and the fascination with Weltschmerz aft er his studies. 

He managed to keep this contradiction intact by projecting the gloomy 

side of his character onto the fi ctive fi gure of Piet Paaltjens. When during 

performances, he recited his poems, he pretended not to have anything 

to do with it, as if he was reciting the poems of an unhappy poet whose 

work he had accidentally got to know. 

The fi rst part of this chapter will analyse how HaverSchmidt construed 

the self-fashioning of his alter ego, Piet Paaltjens. The second part will 

focus on expressions of fan culture. Even though Snikken en grimlachjes was 

reprinted in the years aft er his death, the Piet Paaltjens revival took place 

only in the second half of the twentieth century. 

The Piet Paaltjens mystifi cation

What was the image that HaverSchmidt created of Piet Paaltjens? In 

the Leiden Studentenalmanak (Student Yearbook) of 1856 he for the first 

time published work of his alter ego under the title ‘Bloemlezing uit de 

Dichterlijke Nalatenschap van Piet Paaltjens’ (Collection from the Poetic 

Legacy of Piet Paaltjens) with a preface in which he introduced the poet 

to the readers. He claimed that this unknown man, just like him, had 

studied in Leiden. It was not strange that nobody remembered him, as 
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he had always been quiet. According to HaverSchmidt the mysterious 

student was an unacknowledged genius who took revenge on humanity 

by ignoring everyone. HaverSchmidt claimed that he had, for the first 

time in 1853, come into contact with Piet Paaltjens and his poems. When 

he asked Paaltjens to publish them in the Student Yearbook, ‘I was given 

only a bitter sneer as compensation for my attempts’. HaverSchmidt 

Piet Paaltjens, portrait from the fi rst edition of Snikken en grimlachjes (1867) (Leiden University 

Library).
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claimed that Paaltjens asked him later on to promise that he would publish 

Paaltjens’ work after his death. In order not to offend him HaverSchmidt 

agreed.2

In the Student Yearbook HaverSchmidt claimed that since then 

Paaltjens had died. On 9 October 1853, according to HaverSchmidt, he 

disappeared between two billiard tables at the student fraternity. Since 

then he had never been seen again. With the publication of Paaltjens’ 

work in the Studentenalmanak HaverSchmidt claimed to have fulfi lled 

his promise, even though, according to him, the published poems 

were only a part of Paaltjens’ oeuvre. Amongst the writing bequeathed 

to him HaverSchmidt had, apart from a hundred short poems called 

‘Immortellen’ (Immortelles), also found 23 romances and ballads and an 

unfi nished tragedy. In conclusion he expressed the hope that the poems 

would console the readers. 

It was not until 1867 when Snikken en grimlachjes was published that 

new ‘information’ about Piet Paaltjens became available. Though 

HaverSchmidt fi rst claimed that Paaltjens had died, from the biographical 

sketch in Snikken en grimlachjes it appeared that he was still alive. Very little 

was known about him. Apparently he was a Frisian, but because his 

poems ridiculed Friesland, that could not be said with certainty. He had 

recently been spotted at the Parisian World Exhibition. HaverSchmidt 

also claimed that on his way to the Ameland island he had personally 

seen the poet in Holwerd. Before he could approach him, Paaltjens had 

sailed off  in a little boat. But then HaverSchmidt noticed a bag left  ashore, 

which turned out to be full of poems and songs. Again HaverSchmidt 

created the suggestion that he was compiling a collection of Paaltjens’ 

work. Similar to earlier claims he pretended to have met Paaltjens in 

Leiden, where he lived on the Hogewoerd above an death messenger. 

He concluded: ‘That Piet Paaltjens was seen again later, I have already 

mentioned. Also, that he is still alive. But I will not reveal anything about 

his current whereabouts.’3 

Unlike the Studentenalmanak, Snikken en grimlachjes contained a 

lithograph portrait of Piet Paaltjens, which supported the suggestion that 

the story was true. That was not all. According to habit a signature of the 

author accompanied the portrait. Moreover, the pose in which Paaltjens 

was portrayed, with his left  hand inside his jacket, was a familiar one; 

other students were portrayed in similar poses.4 There were also other 

aspects that gave the reader a feeling of authenticity. HaverSchmidt, for 

example, refers in the biographical sketch to witnesses who had seen 
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the poet and even mentions dates. Furthermore, the poems contain 

references to existing Leiden streets, establishments and shopkeepers, 

such as a well-known hairdresser, a tailor and restaurateur. 

HaverSchmidt continued to present Piet Paaltjens in his work, for 

example in the story ‘Een portretalbum’ (A portrait album). With this 

he caused a furore during reading evenings. It starts with an ode to 

photography, followed by him leading his audience along an ‘invisible 

collection of photographic images’, amongst them that of a poet. This is 

what he looks like: ‘He is thin, terribly thin. He is also white as marble, 

everybody who understands whom we are talking about will know that.’5 

He is disregarded and his heart is broken. At that moment it was already 

clear to his audience to whom he was referring – an indication of how 

famous the pale young man had become. 

A convincing act

Quite extraordinarily, HaverSchmidt gave Piet Paaltjens a role not only in 

fiction but also in reality. He included Paaltjens’s poems in his notebook 

‘Van alles door mekaêr’ (A mix of everything) in which he, during his 

time as a student, copied the poems of his favourite authors. Amongst 

the poems of well-known Dutch authors there was a section, ‘Verspreide 

Poëzie van Piet Paaltjens’ (Miscellaneous poetry by Piet Paaltjens), 

whereby HaverSchmidt created the impression that these poems were 

not by him. 

Others also played along in the Piet Paaltjens act. HaverSchmidt, for 

instance, oft en received letters from friends in which they wrote about 

his alter ego as if it were a real person. This had already started when he 

was a student. For instance, on 23 September 1857 Gerard Jan Bernard 

Henny wrote from Zutphen. At the time HaverSchmidt was still studying 

in Leiden, while Henny was about to depart for the Dutch East Indies: ‘For 

quite some time I have longingly been looking forward to my promised 

share of the poetic inheritance of our deeply mourned Pieter Paaltjens. 

May I remind you of your obligation as executor of the will, and request you 

to as soon as possible let me receive my legal share, which at this moment 

I am in great need of ?’6 Other friends from his student time also sent him 

letters in which they acted as if Paaltjens was real. H.A.M. Roelants, the 

publisher from Schiedam who in 1867 published Snikken en grimlachjes, 

participated in this too. At the end of 1866 he sent a letter to the vicar from 
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Schiedam. When HaverSchmidt met his ‘Friend Paaltjes’ again or got to 

hear anything from him, Roelants asked, would he perhaps be so kind as 

to inform him that an honorarium was awaiting him.7 

The most fanatic, however, was HaverSchmidt himself. In his 

letters he oft en referred to Piet Paaltjens and presented himself as his 

executor. In 1870 he went so far as to write a letter in unrecognisable 

handwriting from Piet Paaltjens to himself, apparently from the island 

of Schiermonnikoog. The letter mentioned that he had only recently 

found out about HaverSchmidt’s biographical sketch: ‘I don’t read any 

more; I fi nd it almost impossible to do; my eyes have become so weak 

from all the tears.’ In the meantime Piet Paaltjens had become a death 

messenger. He was still renting a room, no longer at a death messenger’s 

(as in Leiden), but at a coffi  n manufacturer’s: ‘In the mornings I wake up 

from the ticking: from the upholstering of the coffi  ns. I sleep in a coffi  n 

oh so beautiful. In one word, I am at the moment so very content that I 

have stopped longing for it all to end.’ He hardly wrote poems any more. 

Perhaps he would send his friend some new poems soon, but he could 

perhaps also decide to travel to a French battlefi eld (it was, aft er all, the 

year of the Franco-Prussian War, 1870-1871).8 

Fragment from a fi ctional letter from Piet Paaltjens to HaverSchmidt (written by HaverSchmidt himself in 

an unrecognizable handwriting), from Schiermonnikoog, 4 December 1870 (Leiden University Library).
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In 1871 HaverSchmidt brought the pale young man to life again. 

In the second print of Snikken en grimlachjes he added a fi ctitious letter 

from Paaltjens to Roelants, in which he responds to Roelants’ request 

to publish the poetry from the ‘second period’ of his life. Piet turned 

the request down: the poems were destined for the fi re. The reason was 

that, in the meantime, he was leading a new life as a married man and 

a cigar merchant. He had also changed unrecognisably: ‘If earlier I was 

pale and thin, I now have colour and am chubby. My eyes are glistening 

with quiet contentment and, instead of the grumpy sounds I used to 

make, cheerful  laughter or a happy tune nowadays oft en rolls over my 

lips.’ He had stopped singing sombre songs. He had burnt all his old 

poems. Cigars were all he could off er Roelants. Paaltjens had become a 

bourgeois.9

In 1889 HaverSchmidt for a last time returned to him in the poem 

‘Donkersteeg, No. 12’ (Dark Alley, No. 12), in which he writes that the 

miserable singer was no longer thin and pale. He also could no longer 

produce rhyming verses: ‘And still the worst of all: / From his eyes, 

fi lled with sorrow, / He cannot see well anymore / If not weaponed with 

glasses.’10 Piet Paaltjens had become an old man. Thus HaverSchmidt 

played a literary game with friends and acquaintances. They happily 

played along. Both these sources of inspiration will be discussed here.

Piet Paaltjens’ self-fashioning

Even though Piet Paaltjens is a unique figure in Dutch literature, he is not 

totally original. How had he come into existence and what models was he 

based on? Apart from Heinrich Heine, explicitly mentioned as a source 

of inspiration, the Byronic hero was also significant. With his rebellious 

and sombre characters Byron provided a model that was very influential, 

even on HaverSchmidt. 

The model of Heine

In the first instance, HaverSchmidt made conscious use of Heinrich Heine 

as a model. This German poet died on 17 February 1856 after an illness 

that lasted some eight years. At the same time, in the Student Yearbook 

of 1856, HaverSchmidt published his first Paaltjens poems. In the preface 
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he explicitly refers to Heine as his source. It was mostly since the 1840s 

that Heine’s lyrical love poetry had become popular in the Netherlands, 

also amongst students, and many imitations of it were published. Also 

HaverSchmidt was fond of Heine’s work. When he went to study in 1852, 

he had already read his Buch der Lieder (Book of Songs) (1827) as well as the 

Neue Gedichte (New Poems) (1844) and Romanzero (1851).

It was quite clear that the poems in Snikken en grimlachjes were based on 

Heine’s early poetry. Contemporaries were aware of this. In 1868 a literary 

critic wrote: ‘These humorous poems are entirely in the genre of Heine, 

and also a parody thereof.’11 Research up to now has mostly focused on 

Heine’s infl uence on the style and tone of Piet Paaltjens’ poetry. But as far 

as themes are concerned, there are also correspondences. For instance, 

the lyrical ‘I’ in Heine’s Buch der Lieder is, just like Paaltjens, disappointed 

in love, and oft en speaks about it in a bitter tone. Like Paaltjens he 

laments the infi delity of the beloved and indulges in his Weltschmerz. A 

verse like ‘With your beautiful eyes / You have caused me so much pain, / 

And have brought me to my knees – / My love, what more do you want?’ 

is reminiscent of what Paaltjens would write years later in his Immortelle 

‘LX’: ‘But whoever sees and laments it, / That I so young have to die, / 

It won’t be her grey-blue eyes, / And exactly they have done it to me.’12 

As in the poems of Paaltjens, the woman worshipped by the ‘I’ in the 

early Heine is mostly unaware of being the object of love. Either she is 

inaccessible or she is insensitive to his love. 

HaverSchmidt undoubtedly found his model for the pale Piet 

Paaltjens, suff ering from love (or the lack thereof ), directly from Heine. 

But to what extent the model presented in Heine’s work was infl uential 

in the creation of the pale young man has not yet been discussed. Heine’s 

character has similar physical features to Paaltjens’: sorrow is written on 

his face. Elsewhere we read about the ‘bleiche Heinrich’ (pale Heinrich) 

standing under Hedwig’s window yearning, but she takes him for a spirit.13 

HaverSchmidt’s alter ego also shows parallels with Heine’s ‘Der arme 

Peter’ (The poor Peter). It is not without reason that Paaltjens is called 

‘Piet’, which is a derivative of ‘Peter’. Heine’s character is disappointed 

in love and therefore as white as chalk. Grete, his great love, marries 

another, Hans. This breaks Peter’s heart and he can do nothing but bite 

his nails and yearn for the grave. This longing for death he has in common 

with Piet Paaltjens. If Peter was not so sensible, we read, he would have 

done something irresponsible to himself. This sorrow is also visible in 

Peter’s appearance: he is as pale as somebody who has risen from the 
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grave or somebody who will soon be taken there. Passers-by think they 

are confronted with a walking corpse.

Furthermore, there is the theme of the look-alike. Could HaverSchmidt 

perhaps have borrowed this from Heine too? One poem from his Buch der 

Lieder in particular seems to support the possibility. Here the German poet 

writes about a man who with wringing hands stands outside the house 

where once his beloved lived; the man is seized by sorrow. When the poet 

takes a good look, he comes to the shocking realisation that he is looking 

at himself.14 The pale look-alike, suff ering from love and Weltschmerz, 

whom Heine writes about, looks suspiciously similar to HaverSchmidt’s 

alter ego. Without a doubt he too has served as a model for the character 

of Piet Paaltjens.

The model of Byron

Piet Paaltjens also demonstrates characteristics of the Byronic hero. As 

explained in the previous chapter Lord Byron had created a model worth 

imitating. It is no exaggeration to say that the Byronic hero was the most 

popular phenomenon of English Romanticism, inspiring many European 

authors to create comparable characters. Up to today, even in Hollywood 

movies, we see characters that have something of the Byronic hero.15 

Irrespective of how innovative Byron was, he too built upon existing 

models. In The Byronic Hero (1962) Peter L. Thorslev explains: ‘This Hero is 

unique, in one sense, in the powerful fusion of these disparate elements 

into a single commanding image; but he did not spring by a miracle of 

parthenogenesis from Byron’s mind; he is to a large extent a product 

of a Romantic heroic tradition, which was a half-century old before 

he appeared.’16 Thorslev continues to explain the diff erent types and 

prototypes on which the Byronic hero is based, which according to him 

is a mixture of eighteenth-century models such as the Gothic Villain, the 

Noble Outlaw and the Hero of Sensibility. Since Byronism was already 

abandoned in the 1850s when HaverSchmidt brought Piet Paaltjens to life 

for the fi rst time, it would go too far to see Paaltjens as a pure example of 

a Byronic hero. But to what extent did HaverSchmidt use these prototypes 

in the creation of Piet Paaltjens? 
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The Gothic Villain

In the Netherlands the genre of the gothic novel had a relatively small 

following, but in England from the second half of the eighteenth century 

it was immensely popular. Fascination with the dark side of life found a 

vent in this genre, of which The Castle of Otranto (1764) by Horace Walpole 

is regarded as the first literary example. The book is about the lord of a 

castle, a certain Manfred, who had killed the previous owner and wants, 

at all costs, to safeguard his acquired property. The novel contains all the 

elements characteristic of this genre: an old castle, a mysterious death, 

underground passages, thrilling chases and even an inexplicable bleeding 

statue. Many more gothic novels followed, for instance The Mysteries of 

Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797) by Ann Radcliffe, and The Monk (1796) 

by Matthew Gregory Lewis. They are all characterised by mysterious 

events and a black-and-white portrayal of good and evil, with a clear and 

obvious villain.17 

In The Italian the villain is a certain Schedoni. He has a hidden past 

of crime and sin: he had fallen in love with Olivia, the wife of his own 

brother. In order to obtain his brother’s property and also his wife, he had 

him murdered. Subsequently he forced Olivia to marry him, but in a bout 

of jealousy stabbed her and fl ed, leaving her behind, wounded. Pursued 

by a bad conscience he joined a monastery. But even in his new role as 

monk, Schedoni remains evil: he becomes involved in a conspiracy to 

kidnap a woman. When he is summoned to court, he commits suicide.18 

But what are the characteristics of a prototypical Gothic Villain? 

According to Thorslev it is related to appearance. He is attractive: tall, 

masculine and strong, with pale skin, dark hair and dark eyebrows. 

Thorsley also mentions fi ery eyes: ‘Schedoni, for instance, has “large 

melancholy eyes”, which “were so piercing that they seemed to penetrate, 

at a single glance, into the hearts of men, and to read their most secret 

thoughts; few persons could support their scrutiny, or even endure to 

meet them twice.”’19

The Gothic Villain is oft en of aristocratic origin, but through 

circumstances has ended up in a diff erent set-up. About his previous life 

very little is known. Oft en only at the end of the novel is light shed on his 

past. His personality is equally mysterious: an ‘air of mystery’ surrounds 

him, an ‘aura of past secret sins’. He has a strong will and a ‘forceful and 

ingenious mind’, which he requires to make his web of schemes and 

conspiracies work and to maintain his position. Furthermore, Gothic 
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Villains suff er from misogyny: they mistreat, rape and kill women or 

destroy them in some other way. The most extreme embodiment of 

misogyny is probably the character Ambrosio, the villain from Lewis’s 

The Monk, who drugs and rapes his own sister in a charnel house full of 

rotting corpses.20

To what extent can Piet Paaltjens be regarded as a Gothic Villain? 

Apart from the graphic description of the decomposing body of ‘De 

zelfmoordenaar’ (The suicide victim) in the poem of the same name, and 

the appearance of a dead minstrel in ‘Jan van Zutphen’s afscheidsmaal’ 

(Jan van Zutphen’s farewell dinner), a type of medieval romance, Snikken 

en grimlachjes does not show much resemblance to the gothic novel. It also 

goes too far to call Piet Paaltjens a villain. He shows no signs of a criminal 

character or a criminal past. Still there are a couple of characteristics he 

shares with the Gothic Villain, for instance, a comparable appearance. He 

may not be as masculine and strong as the villain from the eighteenth-

century novels, but he is just as pale. In addition, Paaltjens has a 

mysterious, lightly demonic air about him. That is mainly the result of his 

gaze. Lightning bolts shoot from ‘his soulful dark eyes’.21 

Exactly as in the case of the Gothic Villain there is also something 

mysterious about Piet Paaltjens’ background. In his biographical sketch 

HaverSchmidt mentions that very little is known about the pale poet: 

‘When was he born and where? Who was carrying him in her body and 

her heart and who was the man offi  cially registered as the father? With 

whom did he attend school and in which year did he complete his fi nal 

exams? – These questions have remained unanswered.’22 Documents that 

might have shed a light on his youth had either gone missing or had been 

concealed. To the outside world Paaltjens always acted in a funny way 

but, according to HaverSchmidt, a terrible secret was hidden behind that 

mask. Even though he showed no signs of a sinful past, his earlier life 

remained shrouded in mystery.

In conclusion, we also notice that Piet Paaltjens has something of 

the misogynist, typical of the Gothic Villain. In his biographical sketch 

HaverSchmidt quotes an eyewitness at the world exhibition in Paris who 

saw the poet at the Frisian waffl  e stand staring at two ladies with ‘deep 

resentment’. In ‘De Friesche poëet’ (The Frisian poet) he snaps at a widow 

of Stavoren for not wearing any ‘oorijzers’ (decorative ear plates, which 

is part of the traditional head gear). In the poems from the ‘Tijgerlelies’ 

(Tiger lilies) section Paaltjens’ tone towards women is not very kind. In 

‘Aan Hedwig’ (To Hedwig) he explicitly states that he would like to kill the 
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lady in question: ‘Yet, with passion I would have immersed into myself, / 

If only I could drag you with me into that grave. / If I could see you there, 

Hedwig, suff ocating from no oxygen, / How my soul would roar with the 

last laugh!’ Even though it remains a (unfulfi lled) wish in this poem, in 

the poem ‘Liefdewraak’ (Love’s Revenge) the young man takes action. 

Because his love is rebuff ed, he grabs a snowball and throws it ‘purple 

with anger’ through the window of the woman in question.23 Paaltjens is 

obviously not free from misogyny. However, it goes too far to call him a 

real Gothic Villain.

The Noble Outlaw

Does Paaltjens exhibit characteristics of the Noble Outlaw? This shows 

similarities with the Gothic Villain. Both are, for example, rebels who 

refuse to conform to the laws and conventions of society. An important 

difference, though, is that the villain hardly ever enjoys our sympathy, 

while the reader often has positive feelings towards the Noble Outlaw. 

He may be a rebel, but a rebel with a heart of gold, a type of Robin Hood. 

In the fi rst instance the Noble Outlaw is ‘fi ery, passionate, and 

heroic; he is actually larger than the life around him’.24 He is a rebel who 

transgresses the laws of society, but he never questions Christian morals. 

Thus, in contrast to the autobiographical characters of Lord Byron, the 

Noble Outlaw is no atheist. Oft en he is the leader of a bunch of friends who 

are loyal to him in everything. The Noble Outlaw is a born leader; he has a 

natural advantage and his authority is not questioned. This is emphasised 

by his appearance: he is strong, has a powerful voice and a watchful eye. 

Even though this type of character is rebellious, his opposition to society 

is based on solid grounds, which makes him likeable. Oft en he had been 

unfairly treated or betrayed by friends or society in general. Unlike the 

Gothic Villain he is no misogynist: he is never cruel or sadistic, but always 

friendly, courteous and kind.25

A good example of a Noble Outlaw is the main character from Johan 

Wolfgang von Goethe’s play, Götz von Berlichingen (1773). Götz is the 

prototype of the brave, noble and loyal knight, and in this play the victim 

of a conspiracy by the bishop of Bamberg. Aft er having been betrayed by a 

friend, he is arrested. A protest by farmers erupts when he is conditionally 

released. Götz steps forward as their leader. Because of his role in the 

revolt, he is sentenced to death. He dies in prison in the arms of his wife. 
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With his courage and leadership Götz represents a true Noble Outlaw: he 

has a good heart and is fortunate in love. 

Also Schiller’s Karl Moor from The Robbers (1781) is a Noble Outlaw. 

Because of his brother Franz’s deceit, Karl is – without being aware of 

Franz’s intent – disinherited by his father. Because of his belief that his 

father no longer loves him, he wants to take revenge on the world. He 

becomes the leader of a gang of thieves, but remains kind. At a certain 

moment he discovers the betrayal of his brother, who then commits 

suicide. Karl shows remorse for what he had done to his father. At the end 

he stabs his beloved Amelia and then gives himself over to the judiciary. 

Karl is a Noble Outlaw, a rough-around-the-edges type and – like Götz – 

has no secrets. All criminal deeds fl ow from his circumstances. Thus the 

reader is sympathetic towards Karl.26

At fi rst sight Piet Paaltjens does not have many characteristics of the 

Noble Outlaw. He is, for instance, no open book. The pale young man 

may be an outsider, but he is no rebel and does not transgress any laws. 

Neither is he, as already mentioned, under all circumstances courteous 

in his dealings with women. He is also not a born leader with a natural 

advantage, but does command respect. ‘A solemn silence reigned at 

the tables in his vicinity’, HaverSchmidt mentioned in his biographical 

sketch. And once when he recited a poem at a student fraternity, 

everybody was dead quiet: ‘One could hear our tears fl owing, which we 

shed in silence.’27 These quotations indicate that he commanded respect 

in his direct vicinity, even though such moments were rare.

There were two things that Piet Paaltjens did have in common with the 

Noble Outlaw. In the fi rst instance he had an ‘air of the sublime’: he was 

presented as a superior human being, a disregarded genius, diff erent from 

normal people and incomparable to other students. Secondly, Paaltjens is 

under the impression that the world has treated him unfairly. The reader 

understands his bitterness and is therefore sympathetic towards him. 

Just as Goethe’s Götz and Schiller’s Karl feel betrayed by people from 

whom they did not expect betrayal, Piet Paaltjens feels abandoned by his 

friends. False friends and deceitful women friends had broken his heart, 

HaverSchmidt writes in his biographical sketch. In Immortelle ‘IX’ a best 

friend breaks his ‘vow of loyalty’, and elsewhere it is mentioned that he 

is mourning the broken friendship. He consequently loses his steadfast 

belief in friendship.28 Bitterness overpowers him and he becomes vengeful 

towards mankind in its entirety. Paaltjens has a good heart and big ideals 

but, just like the Noble Outlaw, he is disappointed in the world. 
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The Hero of Sensibility

As we have seen, Piet Paaltjens exhibits only a limited number of 

characteristics of the Gothic Villain or the Noble Outlaw. He does however 

have more similarities with the Hero of Sensibility. The latter model has 

its origin in the second half of the eighteenth century. He is not cheerful 

or strong, but weak and suffering from Weltschmerz. He also yearns for 

eternity. It is not his intellect but his feelings that determine his deeds. 

This explains why he is often characterised as feminine. His melancholy 

is expressed in his appearance. This is in accordance with his character: 

he is shy, cowardly and often unable to act.

The most famous example of the Hero of Sensibility is Werther in 

Goethe’s epistolary novel Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of 

the Young Werther, 1774). The novel is about Werther’s impossible love 

for Lotte, who is engaged to another. He sees no solution but to take his 

own life. This book caused Goethe’s immediate rise to fame. Since the 

time of its publication The Sorrows of the Young Werther and its character 

have belonged to the cultural repertoire of Europe and made a mark 

on European literature. In his creation of Piet Paaltjens, HaverSchmidt 

was probably also inspired by Werther. Snikken en grimlachjes is a nod 

towards Goethe’s Mignon line, ‘Do you know the Land, where the Lemons 

blossom’, but there are no traces of Goethe’s debut novel.29 Yet, various 

characteristics of the Werther model are discernable in the character of 

Piet Paaltjens. We also know that the young HaverSchmidt, even before 

he studied in Leiden, had made a thorough study of Goethe’s novel. 

Why can Piet Paaltjens be regarded as a Hero of Sensibility? In the fi rst 

instance he, just like Werther, followed his feelings and not his intellect. 

Both are ‘Men of Feeling’: they are hypersensitive and have a diff erent 

experience of reality from ‘normal’ people. At the same time they are 

also ‘Gloomy Egoists’; in their sombreness they are mostly focused on 

themselves. Werther sheds a fl ood of tears throughout the book. Piet 

Paaltjens cries so much that the pavement becomes wet. Both Werther 

and Paaltjens are overly sensitive to music. When Lotte plays the piano, 

Werther cannot hide his tears. And when Paaltjens hears a French horn or 

a Turkish drum, he starts crying.

In the second instance, their level of learnedness is characteristic of 

the Hero of Sensibility. Just like Werther, Paaltjens also comes from a 

wealthy, though not aristocratic, milieu. Werther reads Homer, Klopstock 

and Ossian, while the student Piet Paaltjens speaks French and German. 
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A servant discovers the dying Werther. On the wall is a silhouette of Lotte. Book illustration from the Dutch 

translation (1787) of Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774) (Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam). 
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Furthermore, Werther and Piet Paaltjens both suff er from love. Werther 

cannot bear the fact that Lotte is engaged to another. The same is true 

of Paaltjens. In Immortelle ‘LXXII’ he is devastated when he hears that 

the girl he is in love with is engaged to someone else. And in the section 

‘Tijgerlelies’ (Tiger lilies) it is clear that Paaltjens is suff ering from love: 

the women seem to be unreachable. Eventually Goethe’s Werther plucks 

up the courage to act and declares his love for Lotte. He falls on his knees 

and overwhelms her with kisses. Paaltjes does not go that far. For him it 

stops with admiration from a distance. This lack of decisiveness makes 

him an even more characteristic Hero of Sensibility than Werther.

Lovesickness is not the only reason for the melancholy of both these 

characters. They also suff er from what Thorslev calls ‘something of cosmic 

signifi cance’, which corresponds with a general existential suff ering.30 

Werther is restless and unhappy, even when he does not suff er from love. 

As such he diff ers from the harmonious Albert, Lotte’s fi ancé. Piet too 

is sad without any specifi c reasons. In Immortelle ‘III’ the I-character 

explains by means of a rhetorical question that he cannot pinpoint his 

sadness: ‘Everything has a cause, / But do my tears have a source?’ In 

the ‘Levensschets’ (biographical sketch) HaverSchmidt explicitly writes 

about Weltschmerz.31 The misery comes out of a clash between ideal and 

reality – the cause of bitterness for both characters. Werther laughs about 

his misery, but it is a sardonic laugh. And when Piet Paaltjens hears about 

doom and torment, he bursts out laughing. 

The Hero of Sensibility is an unhappy fi gure who tries to alleviate his 

sorrow, for example by drinking. Both Werther and Piet fi nd solace in 

the bottle. Both yearn for infi nity. In Goethe’s Werther it manifests itself 

mostly in the idealisation of youth. Furthermore, Werther is convinced of 

the possibility of an ideal love in a next life where Lotte could at last be 

his. Just like Werther, Paaltjens reminisces while staring at the moon – the 

symbol of a far, unreachable world. In both books infi nity is symbolised 

by nature where the meeting with the beloved takes place. 

The mark of melancholy is visible in the appearance of the Hero of 

Sensibility. About Werther’s appearance we have hardly any information. 

It is not that strange, considering that Goethe wrote an epistolary novel in 

the fi rst person. We do, however, hear that Werther is consumed with an 

unknown burden which tears at his chest and throttles him. Piet Paaltjens 

exhibits the prototypical exterior of the Hero of Sensibility: he is pale and 

thin and his cheeks are ‘marble white’. Tailor Jongmans is shocked when 

he takes his measurements for a pair of pants, barber Knaap is touched 
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when he sees that Paaltjens is starting to turn grey, and restaurateur Muller 

even refuses him a table, because he is worried that the other clients 

might think that his dishes are not substantial enough.32 It is signifi cant 

that the poem ‘De bleeke jongeling’ (The pale young man) is based on ‘De 

zieke jongeling’ (1846) (The sick young man) of the Flemish poet Jan van 

Beers. The poem describes a young man of about twenty suff ering from 

tuberculosis, preparing himself for death. He is pale and his hands are so 

thin that they appear to be translucent. Paaltjens thus has the appearance 

of a sick, emaciated young man, dying of tuberculosis. 

In conclusion, both Werther and Piet Paaltjens openly nurture a 

death wish. The fi rst threatens, in the presence of Albert, to make an 

end to his life. When eventually Werther remarks that he has decided 

to die, it does not come as a surprise to the reader. For Piet Paaltjens, 

too, the coolness of the grave is an attractive prospect. When he sees a 

death messenger, he is happy for it reminds him that this man will soon 

announce his death too. In ‘De zelfmoordenaar’ (The Suicide) we read 

how a woeful gentleman hangs himself from a tree. And the Frisian poet 

from Paaltjens’ poem with the same title ends his life by throwing himself 

to the hungry sharks. 

Goethe’s Werther also has another striking similarity with the work of 

Paaltjens. Throughout, Goethe suggests that the book was posthumously 

compiled by a friend of Werther’s. In a preface he writes that aft er having 

collected all information about Werther he is now revealing it for the 

fi rst time. He expresses the hope that Werther’s readers will fi nd solace 

in his legacy. The novel also contains footnotes in which the compiler 

provides additional information about places and people, or refers to 

so-called omissions. At times Werther’s outpourings are interspersed 

with fragments from ‘The publisher to the reader’, clarifying certain 

incidents. In Piet Paaltjens’ book we also come across similar suggestions 

of authenticity. HaverSchmidt too presents himself as the compiler of 

Paaltjens’ posthumously anthologised work, and also uses footnotes in 

his biographical sketch in order to give a sense of authenticity. Thus Piet 

Paaltjens can legitimately be called a Hero of Sensibility in the sense of 

Goethe’s famous character.
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Cult status in Leiden

Now that HaverSchmidt’s fashioning of Piet Paaltjens has been discussed, 

the focus will move to the admirer. It seems as if, during HaverSchmidt’s 

life, fan culture was almost non-existent. There were no statues of him, 

no celebrations in his honour, and he received no fan letters. During 

HaverSchmidt’s life, Piet Paaltjens had a cult status in Leiden only: 

the students devoured Snikken en grimlachjes. On 9 October 1885 a group 

of students even established a debating club called Piet Paaltjens. His 

popularity in Leiden was obvious.

Certain people, named in the book of poetry, became famous thanks 

to this work. Thus, all Leiden students in the nineteenth century knew 

who Plooi was: the servant at the Minerva student fraternity who, 

according to the biographical sketch, saw Piet Paaltjens for the last time 

before he disappeared between two billiard tables. Partly because he was 

immortalised through Paaltjens, he became a popular fi gure in Leiden, 

which he remained until his death. When he passed away in 1890 the 

news reached the newspaper, including the fact that he was immortalised 

through Paaltjens. 

Barber Knaap, too, who also plays a role in the book of poetry, became 

a local celebrity. In 1886 HaverSchmidt received a letter from the coiff eur 

P.J.W. Knaap, the son of barber Knaap from Immortelle ‘LX’. In the letter 

Knaap mentions that HaverSchmidt used to be a client of his father. 

Since being immortalised, students visiting his shop in Bree Street oft en 

talked about that. He therefore kindly requests HaverSchmidt to send 

him a copy of Snikken en grimlachjes. Not because he cannot aff ord to buy 

it, but because he is hoping to receive it as a personal gift  from the author 

himself. Subsequently HaverSchmidt sent him a letter with a portrait and 

a dedication. The gift  surpassed all Knaap’s expectations. As soon as he 

had opened the parcel, he went to show it to the student who stayed with 

him. The student then immediately went to his student club to show the 

beautiful gift  to his fellow students. Overly excited, Knaap Jr. could not 

fall asleep that evening. In his letter Knaap – from whose style of writing 

it was evident that he was an ordinary citizen – made it clear that he was a 

great fan of Piet Paaltjens. He had three children, among whom was one 

son whom he named Piet.33 When barber Knaap closed his doors in 1903 

because the owner moved and sold his shop, it was reported in the press. 

This anecdote illustrates the cult status of Piet Paaltjens in Leiden.
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The vicar buried and remembered 

The death of François HaverSchmidt on 19 January 1894 came as a shock. 

Newspapers and magazines published articles and necrologies, even 

in the Dutch East Indies. Even though various articles referred to his 

melancholia and the mental suffering that he had battled with, the reason 

for his death was initially not mentioned anywhere. 

Some people took the opportunity to make public what HaverSchmidt 

had meant to them. In the Leeuwarder Courant (Leeuwarder Newspaper) for 

example, an author expressed his admiration. He was still a child when 

he fi rst discovered Snikken en grimlachjes, which had a big impact on him. 

He had once had the good fortune to meet the author personally. Like 

yesterday he remembered HaverSchmidt staying over at his parents, when 

the famous man had to deliver a public address in Zwolle: ‘The entire city 

was envious of us and I was terribly proud to one good day tell my school 

friends: “Piet Paaltjens is coming to stay at our place.” I assure you that 

this announcement gave me a remarkable rise in stature at school!’34

Even though Snikken en grimlachjes was famous, its creator was not 

given a celebrity funeral. At least two things stood in its way. Firstly it was 

not Piet Paaltjens who was buried but vicar HaverSchmidt, and secondly 

there was talk of suicide. On the Sunday prior to the funeral a memorial 

service was held at Paulus, the Schiedam Protestant society. According to 

a report, a large crowd attended this service. 

On Tuesday 23 January 1894 François HaverSchmidt was laid to rest 

at the municipal cemetery of Schiedam. The event was sober, without 

any pomp and ceremony. ‘Loyal hands’ scattered fl owers into the 

grave. According to HaverSchmidt’s biographer, that aft ernoon many 

people were ‘gathered in deep silence along the the cemetery, where 

the procession passed by, most of them bare-headed and with wet 

cheeks.’ Willem van der Kaay, an old student friend of HaverSchmidt, 

remembered: ‘on the way to his grave I saw gathered along the streets 

and congregated at the cemetery a remarkably big crowd of people from 

all walks of life, from all directions and all age groups. I saw their desolate 

faces, the tears glistening in their eyes and heard the smothered sobs.’35 

According to a local newspaper a guard of honour fl anked the open grave 

and at the cemetery an ‘oversized crowd’ gathered, amongst whom were 

school pupils, ex-pupils and orphans from the orphanage, all with tears 

in their eyes.36 
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Even though many people attended, the funeral had a local character. 

It defi nitely was no national valediction. There were, for example, no 

representatives of the government or national literary organisations, as in 

the case of Nicolaas Beets. Present though were the board members of the 

Reformed church and Schiedam’s Paulus Society. The mayor, aldermen, 

secretary and other members of the city council of Schiedam also paid 

their last respects to vicar HaverSchmidt. Many fl ower arrangements and 

palm branches covered the coffi  n. The only tribute from outside Schiedam 

came from the Leiden students who, on behalf of their fraternity, placed a 

wreath on the bier. HaverSchmidt’s son announced that at the request of 

his father no speeches would be made at the grave. According to the local 

newspaper the silent tribute was remarkable.

It was mainly a valediction for a beloved vicar. The poet and author 

occupied a less prominent position. Somebody remembered his fi rst 

meeting with HaverSchmidt when the unknown gentleman came to 

reside in Schiedam. He expected to meet a light-hearted and humorous 

man, like the person he got to know from the poems during his time as 

a student – it turned out to be diff erent: ‘The author must have changed 

a lot!’ Aft er the poet’s death he reread Snikken en grimlachjes and realised: 

‘Now I know that the image I then had of HaverSchmidt was inaccurate; 

I now also know that the author did not change later, I was the one who 

earlier misunderstood the poems. Now I grasp them.’37 In earlier years 

HaverSchmidt was regarded as a humorous poet, but aft er his suicide 

people started reading his earlier poems from a diff erent perspective, 

as if they were premonitions of how he would meet his end. Thus, 

directly  aft er  his death, the process of autobiographising had already 

started. 

Early fan practices

At the time of HaverSchmidt’s death, literary fan culture was still very 

limited. Even so it was possible for fans to buy photographs in Schiedam. 

In 1894, responding to the need for HaverSchmidtiana the Schiedam 

publisher J. Odé published Uit geest en gemoed (From Mind and Heart), with 

lectures and speeches by the deceased. 

The next year, 1895, a commission – chaired by Jan ten Brink, 

professor of Dutch literature at Leiden – was put in place to organise a 

memorial statue for HaverSchmidt. The task of the commission was to 
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establish a fund for the manufacturing of a white marble bust to be placed 

in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. Members of the Maatschappij der 

Nederlandse Letterkunde (the Dutch equivalent of the Royal Society of 

London) were called upon to contribute to this project: ‘For Leiden and the 

students of Leiden Piet Paaltjens is a classic fi gure. His poems, published 

in the Leiden Student Yearbook, acquired more fame than poems of any 

other sons of the Muses.’ The speaker asserted that Piet Paaltjens was 

undoubtedly based on Heine, whose work HaverSchmidt admired as a 

student. He too interpreted Paaltjens’ poems from the perspective of 

HaverSchmidt’s self-chosen death and no longer as Spielerei. According to 

him, ‘with all the jocularity of Piet Paaltjens’ cheerful Muse a deeply sad 

chord was oft en audible.’38 

The planned memorial statue for HaverSchmidt in the Rijksmuseum 

never materialised. The biggest hurdle was HaverSchmidt’s son, François 

Jr., who in 1909 made it clear that he was not in favour of the idea. But 

if they wanted to go ahead, he would not prevent it, ‘because I saw my 

father as a public personality.’ Just like his father, he was too modest to 

support tributes.39 Even so, he did give Johannes Dyserinck, who wanted 

to write a biography, access to the HaverSchmidt archive. The book was 

published in 1908. At the same time popular editions of Familie en kennissen 

and Snikken en grimlachjes were published. For as little as 60 cents one could 

buy a stitched copy, and for 85 cents a bound copy of the latest work. 

Also other initiatives did not appeal to HaverSchmidt’s son. This 

became clear when Dyserinck presented three plans to him: a compilation 

of twelve of HaverSchmidt’s sermons, a bust of HaverSchmidt for 

the Senate Chamber of Leiden University and a memorial plaque at 

Hogewoerd 63, the house where HaverSchmidt lived as a student. His 

son was opposed to all three ideas. Despite continuous attempts by 

Dyserinck the book of sermons never materialised. The idea of a bust also 

ran aground as HaverSchmidt Jr. opposed it even more strongly than the 

book idea. Even though he was slightly less resistant about the plaque, 

he showed no real enthusiasm: ‘As far as I am concerned the poet P.P. 

is better honoured by being read and reread in privacy than by erecting 

these kinds of monuments.’40 

Which fan practices were successful? When in June 1910 the Leiden 

students celebrated 335 years of the university’s existence, a reception took 

place at the Minerva Leiden Student Fraternity, where a bronze memorial 

medallion with the profi le of HaverSchmidt was offi  cially presented to 

Minerva. The memorial medallion, placed in the boardroom, was an 
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initiative of Dyserinck, who pushed it through, despite HaverSchmidt Jr.’s 

disagreement.41

In the following years not much was heard about Piet Paaltjens. 

Every now and again a newspaper mentioned his name, but up to 

the Second World War there were hardly any signs of fan practices. 

In 1928 HaverSchmidt Jr. died. Two years later the Maatschappij der 

Nederlandsche Letterkunde obtained the HaverSchmidt archive. Under 

its control the archive, containing a collection of letters, editions and 

manuscripts, was put into order. It was not until 1955 – HaverSchmidt’s 

120th birthday – that it was displayed in the ‘Life and work of François 

HaverSchmidt’ exhibition at the library of Leiden University. 

Even today the HaverSchmidt archives are still kept at the Leiden 

University Library. That same year, on 7 June 1955, more than 40 

years aft er Dyserink’s death, his plan of a memorial at the Hogewoerd 

eventually came to fruition. This time the initiative was taken by H.W. 

Jeltes, a former member of the Leiden Student Fraternity. Thus, even in 

the twentieth century it was still the Leiden students who expressed the 

most admiration for HaverSchmidt. 

Piet Paaltjens fan fi ction

During the twentieth century Piet Paaltjens inspired many pens. Known 

and lesser-known authors expressed their admiration for him and Snikken 

en grimlachjes kept prompting parodies, pastiches and re-writings. In 1939 

for example, the poet Dirk Zijlstra from Zeeland published the volume 

Paaltjens Sr. (Somberder-Schoolmeester) (More Sombre Teacher) under the 

pseudonym Eric van der Steen. This was in response to his nineteenth-

century model. Also poets from after the Second World War such as 

Drs. P., Lévi Weemoedt and Anton Korteweg were inspired by Paaltjens. It 

is not far-fetched to call their work fan fiction: ‘fictional writing by fans, 

inspired by the objects of their fascination.’42 With fan fiction admirers 

can express their appreciation in an active, creative way, like writing a 

sequel to the admired work or creating an alternative ending. 

It is fascinating that examples of this can already be found in 

the nineteenth century. At about 1871 for instance the ‘sentimental-

humorous sketch’ De liefde van Piet Paaltjens (The Love of Piet Paaltjens) was 

published, written by a certain J.C. Philipsen.43 It consists of two parts: 

‘De student’ (The student) and ‘Veertien jaar later’ (Fourteen years later). 
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Part I is situated in HaverSchmidt’s (Haas’) room; the other characters are 

Piet, Kaai, Sand and Plooi. The text has numerous references to Snikken 

en grimlachjes. We read about the pale young man, with hands cold as 

ice and sad because Rika – the girl in Snikken en grimlachjes whom he saw 

sitting in the train and whom he admired from a distance – is engaged 

to a lieutenant. Here, as in the original book, the praises of Friesland are 

sung. Piet Paaltjens oft en gets the opportunity to air his complaints about 

life. At the end of the fi rst part Plooi describes how Piet has disappeared 

between two billiard tables. The friends decide from then on to get 

together every year in commemoration of Piet. 

Part II takes place fourteen years later in an unspecifi ed Leiden lodging. 

Once again Haas, Kaai and Sand have come together to commemorate 

Piet. While the friends are talking, a servant delivers a letter from 

Paaltjens, who is apparently in Leiden at that very moment. He enters, 

weighed down with hats and boxes, and tells them that he has fi nally 

discarded his Weltschmerz, because he is married to… Rika. It turned out 

that it was not Rika who was engaged to the lieutenant, but her twin sister 

Marie, who looks exactly like her. All along he has been unhappy for no 

reason at all! He tells them about his visit to the opera in Paris a month 

ago. The leading male actor acted so badly that Piet jumped on stage, sent 

him off , and started venting his own complaints. Aft erwards when he, a 

broken man, went backstage, Rika stood there waiting for him. All his 

suff ering disappeared and fi ve minutes later when he met the lieutenant, 

he could shake his hand convivially. The piece ends with the singing of 

the students’ song ‘Io vivat’. 

Considering the jovial tone and the references to Minerva, it is not 

improbable that the piece had its origin amongst Leiden students. That 

would also be in line with the admiration for and cult status of HaverSchmidt 

in those circles in the second half of the nineteenth century. Whether the 

piece was ever staged is not known. Similar to contemporary fan fi ction 

that oft en comes about in response to a cliffh  anger or the end of a book or 

fi lm, this anonymous author created a happy alternative ending in which 

the pale young man from the poetry book fi nds happiness.

Piet Paaltjens revival

The biggest Piet Paaltjens revival took place after the Second World War. 

One person in particular was responsible for this: Rob Nieuwenhuys 
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(1908-1999). In 1964 this Dutch critic published De dominee en zijn worgengel 

(The Vicar and his Strangling Angel), a mystifying biography in which he 

sketched HaverSchmidt as a man who from his earliest youth had longed 

for death and who had always been on the verge of ending his life, until he 

actually did it. In his sermons the vicar continuously alluded to his own 

death by speaking about an angel that was choking him. Nieuwenhuys’ 

book, a biography in the form of a documentary, was as it were the final 

stimulus in a process that had started after HaverSchmidts’s suicide: Piet 

Paaltjens and HaverSchmidt were flowing over into one another until 

they became one figure. 

The autobiographising of Snikken en grimlachjes that started at the end 

of the nineteenth century thus reached a peak thanks to Nieuwenhuys. 

Of all the humorous interpretations of the early poems of HaverSchmidt 

nothing remained. Though, according to Nieuwenhuys, the poems had an 

ironic tone, they were nevertheless a personal confession of unfathomable 

suff ering. Thanks to the television series made by Nieuwenhuys twelve 

years later – Rob Nieuwenhuys en de schim van Piet Paaltjens (Rob Nieuwenhuys 

and the Ghost of Piet Paaltjens) (1976) – this representation also started 

circulating amongst a broader public. 

That framing played a role becomes clear when one reads 

HaverSchmidt’s sermons. Until the last moment he defended modern 

theology. Moreover, he was a kind man, sensitive to social wrongs and 

who, with his sermons, wanted to bring some solace to believers. The 

references to death – which Nieuwenhuys had picked out quite selectively 

– were not an unusual practice for vicars. In so doing, Nieuwenhuys 

presented HaverSchmidt as much more melancholic that he actually 

was. This mythologising of his life fi ts the celebrity status that he, in the 

meantime, had already obtained. 

It is no surprise that, from the moment the dramatising of 

HaverSchmidt’s life had reached a peak, various theatre adaptations 

emerged. In 1981, for instance, the Haarlem theatre collective performed 

HaverSchmidt on the basis of HaverSchmidt’s texts, directed by Luc van 

de Lagemaat. Here the writer-vicar as well as his alter ego are presented 

as dramatic characters. The director and main characters all called 

themselves worshippers of HaverSchmidt. Before they wrote the play, 

they had three conversations with Rob Nieuwenhuys, whose views of 

HaverSchmidt are strongly represented in the play. Just as in the work of 

Nieuwenhuys, the play enacts the idea that HaverSchmidt was constantly 

preoccupied by death. In 2010 Piet Paaltjens, dé muzikale thriller (Piet 
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Paaltjens, the Musical Thriller) went into première – again with its focus 

on the relationship between HaverSchmidt and his alter ego. As such 

Nieuwenhuys’ enacted romanticised vision of HaverSchmidt was also 

presented on stage. These performances not only emphasise the fame of 

Piet Paaltjens even today, but also show that the writer is still presented 

as a suff ering romantic. 

Fans to Foudgum

During HaverSchmidt’s life person-focused literary tourism still did 

not yet exist. It is only since 1964, when put on the map again by Rob 

Nieuwenhuys, that this phenomenon emerged. One place in particular 

had a big attraction for HaverSchmidt fans: Foudgum. From 1859 until 

1862 HaverSchmidt was vicar in this little Frisian town. He spoke about it 

in the lecture ‘Mijn eerste gemeente’ (My first congregation) (1880). Apart 

from a couple of houses, a vicarage (where he lived with his housekeeper 

and the mice), and a little cemetery with sagging gravestones, there was 

and still is little else. 

According to Nieuwenhuys HaverSchmidt was profoundly unhappy in 

Foudgum: ‘HaverSchmidt must have felt exceptionally miserable, much 

sadder than he was prepared to reveal in his lecture twenty years later 

in Schiedam’.44 In that talk HaverSchmidt was actually melancholically 

thinking back to his fi rst congregation. Nieuwenhuys thus also 

dramatised the time in Foudgum. From that moment HaverSchmidt 

tourism emerged and quickly gained momentum. In 1965 a Frisian 

newspaper reported about a busload of people who visited the old vicarage 

where HaverSchmidt had lived.45 Aft er the broadcast of Nieuwehuys’ 

television documentary in 1976, in which he paid visits to all the places 

from HaverSchmidt’s life, including Foudgum, the number of visitors 

increased. Hendrikje Zuidema confi rmed this. When in 1982 she was 

appointed as verger in Foudgum she regularly received HaverSchmidt 

fans. People continuously came by, wanting to see where HaverSchmidt 

had lived. Aft er her involuntary resignation in 2008, she explained why a 

visit to this little town was a must for all HaverSchmidt admirers: 

With satisfaction they breathe the air, the same air that 

Haverschmidt breathed, they enjoy the sun that every now and 

again shines upon the church, even more so the moon that 
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sometimes stands just above or behind the church, and most 

of all the dense fog that occasionally makes the place virtually 

undiscoverable. The close vicinity of the Holwerder jetty and 

the Wadden Sea is also not unappealing. This could be the place 

where the pole stood on which the poet sat when he was looking 

out over the ‘immeasureable ocean’ between the Frisian mainland 

and Ameland and this could perhaps be the place where the name 

Piet Paaltjens came into existence. Certainly holy ground for the 

Paaltjens fan!46

In 1994 Hendrikje Zuidema was involved with the commemoration that 

took place in the town. A documentary was made, and a monument 

unveiled: an open book with a broken heart, symbolising HaverSchmidt’s 

double identity. All of this contributed to Foudgum’s increasing popularity. 

As Hendrikje Zuidema explained, this was not always pleasant: ‘The 

visitors arrive here at the strangest times, also during dinner time, which 

can be quite difficult.’ According to her the majority of HaverSchmidt’s 

fans were male: ‘Often they are poets, soon-to-be vicars, authors, actors 

or lecturers at the university or other institutions of tertiary education.’47 

When a poem of HaverSchmidt was recited from the pulpit, the verger 

recalled, the particular fan often became totally carried away. The poem 

‘De zelfmoordenaar’ (The Suicide) was exceptionally popular. In this 

poem, as has been mentioned, Paaltjens graphically describes how 

a woeful gentleman hangs himself from a tree. When after the winter, 

spring arrives and two lovers go into the woods to make love, a boot slips 

from the half decayed leg of the gentleman, and falls on top of them: 

While reciting they beat themselves on the chest and pound the 

floor of the pulpit, which has to endure quite a beating. Pretending 

that the church is filled with people listening to them, the lines 

of the verse echo through the little church. During the recital they 

move their heads fiercely, and sporadically gaze with a tormented 

look in the eyes through a window at the cemetery outside. It gives 

them an enormous kick to know that they are standing on the 

same spot where Haverschmidt himself once stood. … Once such 

a person goes outside, he becomes normal again. While he was 

standing in the pulpit, though, it felt as if he was HaverSchmidt for 

a little while.48
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Once even the entire staff of a school visited Foudgum for teambuilding. 

Part of the programme was the recital and presentation of ‘De 

zelfmoordenaar’. At the request of the gathering Hendrikje had to hang 

a doll from a tree: ‘When in the poem a boot slips from the decomposed 

left leg and lands in front of the eyes of the astonished couple I had to, 

in front of the eyes of the Haverschmidt gathering, drop a boot that was 

attached to string and pulleys.’49 It is clear that even today HaverSchmidt’s 

work inspires forms of re-enactment. 

Sporadically fans even became quite intrusive. It was as if they 

worshipped the vicarage. Sometimes they peeped unashamedly through 

the windows or entered without even asking permission. Hendrikje 

too was passionate about HaverSchmidt and oft en gave talks about 

him. The longer she kept herself occupied with the poet, the better she 

thought she got to know him. Against the wishes of her husband she 

had a photograph of HaverSchmidt up on the wall at home. Sometimes 

it felt as if HaverSchmidt’s eyes followed her as she walked down the 

passage. Just like many of the visitors to Foudgum, Hendrikje Zuidema 

shows characteristics of the prototypical fan. In her article, ‘Fandom as 

Pathology’, Joli Jensen distinguishes two types: ‘the obsessed individual’ 

and ‘the hysterical crowd’.50 Judging from the available sources Paaltjens 

admirers mostly fall into the category of obsessed individuals, with no 

indication of collective admiration. The Paaltjens admirers exhibit fan 

behaviour such as emotional involvement, blind adoration and feelings 

of intimacy. Their visits to Foudgum have an almost religious component 

too: a pilgrimage to feel what it feels like to be HaverSchmidt, to stand 

in his shoes and to experience something of his suff ering. The biggest 

Piet Paaltjens fans are thus not to be found in the nineteenth, but in the 

twentieth as well as twenty-fi rst centuries. 

Conclusion

All along readers have been gripped by Piet Paaltjens. Apart from Heine’s 

pale young man, Paaltjens also exhibits characteristics of other romantic 

models, especially that of the Hero of Sensibility. Remarkably, Paaltjens’ 

image was based on foreign models. Fan culture was just about non-

existent during HaverSchmidt’s life. It was only amongst the students 

in Leiden that he enjoyed a form of cult status during the second half 

of the nineteenth century. Fan initiatives, however, increased after his 
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death in 1894. It is significant that after HaverSchmidt’s suicide people 

started reading Snikken en grimlachjes from a more autobiographical 

perspective and in anticipation of his suicide, more aware of a serious 

undertone. It was no longer regarded as a witty flirtation with Weltschmerz 

in the spirit of Heine. After the Second World War this process reached 

a climax. Rob Nieuwenhuys portrayed HaverSchmidt as a man who since 

his birth had been longing for the grave. His suicide was inevitable. This 

representation did not miss its goal. Theatre productions emerged, the 

town of Foudgum changed into a place of pilgrimage and Piet Paaltjens 

became a true cult figure.





 5 Messiah with Girls: Multatuli

No other Dutch author from the nineteenth century inspired as many 

pens as did Multatuli, the pseudonym of Eduard Douwes Dekker (1820-

1887). And no other novel caused so much upheaval as his Max Havelaar, 

of de koffij-veilingen der Nederlandsche Handel-Maatschappij (Max Havelaar, or 

the Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trading Company) (1860). With his 

condemnation of the exploitation of the Javanese as well as his plea for 

personal rehabilitation, he attracted instant attention as an author. As late 

as 2002 Dutch men of letters chose it as the best book in national literary 

history. Over time the book has been translated into approximately 40 

languages, including Russian, Chinese and Esperanto.

It is quite extraordinary to see how soon aft er the publication of this 

book adaptations of Multatuli’s work appeared. In 1860, for instance, the 

composer Richard Hol had already set to music the dramatic passage ‘Ik 

weet niet waar ik sterven zal’ (I don’t know where I will die), by the elegiac 

song of Saïdjah. It was not the last time that Multatuli’s novel would 

inspire artists to create adaptations. In 1871 for example, Max Havelaar 

appeared as a play with fi ve scenes. Even in the twentieth century the 

book inspired adaptations: Fons Rademakers produced a fi lm in 1976, 

and eleven years later – 1987, the Multatuli-year – Max Havelaar the musical 

went into première, and as recently as 2005 a stage adaptation was made. 

It is not only his novel that has elicited interest. Between 1950 and 

1995 Multatuli’s complete works were published in 25 volumes, several 

Multatuli biographies were written, a magazine was named aft er him, and 

in the Netherlands as well as in Indonesia streets were named aft er him. 

Furthermore, there is a Multatuli Museum in Amsterdam, as well as an 

Eduard Douwes Dekker nursing home. For a long time ‘Max Havelaar’ was 

the brand name for what is now called ‘Fair Trade’. Even though people 

have alluded to a statue for him since soon aft er his death, it materialised 

only in 1987 in Amsterdam. That especially Finnish people seem to enjoy 

being photographed in front of the statue is probably related to the fact 

that the word ‘Multatuli’ (which the author had taken over from Latin, 

meaning ‘I have suff ered a lot’) has a sexual connotation in Finnish. 
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Commemorative page from De Amsterdammer following the death of Multatuli in 1887, with pictures 

of the house where he was born in Amsterdam and the house where he died at Nieder-Ingelheim in Germany 

(University Library Amsterdam).
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Even though the biggest appreciation came aft er his death, Multatali 

had already been regarded as a celebrity during his lifetime. It can also be 

pinpointed exactly when that happened, namely when Max Havelaar was 

published. ‘Dearest darling my book is fi nished, my book is fi nished!’ he 

wrote to his wife on 13 October 1859. A couple of months later, during 

May 1860, it was published. His prediction that it would hit the country 

like a bolt of lightning came true.1 Before its publication he was unknown, 

but from the moment he called himself Multatuli, the name rang a bell 

with everybody in the Netherlands. Unfortunately the book did not lead 

to the political action he had hoped for, but it did make him famous. Even 

those who had not read the book knew who he was. He was also the only 

Dutch author from this period who received some international fame. An 

English translation appeared in 1868; in 1875 a German translation saw 

the light and in 1876 a French version followed. Outside the Netherlands 

his fame was limited, though. 

Multatuli cannot be excluded from a book about Dutch literary fame 

in the nineteenth century. This chapter is about the celebrity culture 

that surrounded him during his life, especially aft er the publication 

of Max Havelaar. All subsequent writing by him mostly encountered 

incomprehension. This chapter consists of two parts. The fi rst is an 

analysis of Multatuli’s image as writer. The second part focuses on forms 

of fan culture. He, more than any other Dutch author, was confronted 

with mostly female admirers. 

Poets are the focus of this book. Why then a chapter about Multatuli, 

who became known for his prose? Granted, Dekker did write poems. And 

yes, his Max Havelaar does contain poetry fragments. But Multatuli was no 

poet in the usual sense of the word. What were his views about poetry? One 

can be brief about this: he totally disliked it. He was critical about almost 

all Dutch poets of his century. Hendrik Tollens, Nicolaas Beets and many 

others he regarded as rhymers who wrote verses but no real poetry. Of all 

of them, he was the most critical of Bilderdijk. Born in 1820 Dekker grew 

up in a time when Bilderdijk was generally regarded as the most important 

poet. Even aft er Bilderdijk’s death he was still regarded as a benchmark 

poet. No wonder Multatuli made him the target of his criticism. In The 

Anxiety of Infl uence (1973) the American literary scholar Harold Bloom 

explains the succession and replacement of literary generations in terms 

of an Oedipal confl ict. In the case of Multatuli patricide defi nitely seems 

to have played a role. Without apparently knowing Bilderdijk’s work well, 
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Dekker made a point of defi ning Bilderdijk as a rhymer rather than a poet, 

even the biggest rhymer of his time.

What then did Multatuli regard as real, true poetry? According to him 

most poems were false, because, as he emphasised in one of his essays 

(‘Ideas’), they tried to fi nd sedation in ‘unhealthy lies’.2 There was too 

much form, too much emphasis on sound, rhyme and meter, too much 

rhetoric and too little content. He mocked the desire for false poetry, 

which according to him existed in the Netherlands. Writing true poetry 

had nothing to do with being artistic or skillful, he asserted, but fi rst and 

foremost about telling the truth. The author summarised the relationship 

between poetry and truth in his oft en-cited Idea 263: ‘There is nothing 

more poetic than the truth. He who cannot fi nd poetry in it, will always 

be excluded as a pitiful little poet.’3 

Who then, in the eyes of Multatuli, was a true poet? Salomon, the 

famous author of the Biblical Song of Solomon, he regarded as a ‘poet of 

the fi rst order’. In his poetry everything was in balance: from the language 

up to the chosen imagery. Moses too he regarded as a ‘great poet’, who 

prescribed laws to his people.4 One other person also qualifi ed: Multatuli 

himself. In his debut novel he already presented the main character, Max 

Havelaar, in whom the readers recognised the author as a true poet. It 

is not for nothing that the narrator, aft er Max Havelaar has delivered 

his passionate speech to the chiefs of Lebak, comments: ‘One has to 

acknowledge that Havelaar was a true poet.’5

Multatuli’s self-presentation had the eff ect of leading his 

contemporaries to regard him as a poet. A girl wrote a letter to the author, 

wishing to meet ‘the poet Multatuli’.6 In a letter from 1863, his wife 

Tine wrote that she did not regard herself as capable of rising up to the 

greatness of his soul, and also that she did not regard herself as capable of 

being the wife of a poet, a genius.7 Also people further removed from him 

regarded him as such. Somebody who in 1879 attended one of Multatuli’s 

lectures wrote aft erwards: ‘Who doesn’t know that he is a magician of 

language, equalled by only a very few from all nations, whether poetry or 

prose? Because it is poetry all the time. In his case the born poet is never 

renounced.’8 Then there is also the characterisation by the Dutch poet 

Willem Kloos. In his introduction to the Gedichten (1882) (Poems) of the 

poet Jacques Perk, who died young, he characterises the author of Max 

Havelaar – without mentioning his name – as ‘the most vital and powerful 

poet that the Netherlands has ever given birth to’.9 That is an indication 
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that Multatuli, even though he wrote prose, was regarded as a poet. On 

these grounds a chapter in this book is dedicated to him. 

A tumultuous life and an eccentric character 

Eduard Douwes Dekker lived a colourful life. He was born on 2 March 

1820 in Amsterdam. In 1838 he travelled to the Dutch East Indies, a move 

that had a big impact on his life. In the shortest of times he made a career. 

Upon arrival he was employed at the General Audit Office in Batavia, and 

in 1842 appointed as second-class auditor in Natal on the west coast of 

Sumatra. In Batavia he fell in love with Caroline Versteegh, for whom 

he even converted to Catholicism. The marriage never materialised as 

Caroline’s father turned against this unconventional civil servant after 

he had heard rumours about his history with running up debts. In the 

meantime Dekker fell in love with the 13-year-old girl, Si Oepi Keteh, who 

is also a character in the novel. 

His employment in Natal did not last long. Because of a defi cit for 

which he was rightly held responsible, he was suspended in 1843. Aft er 

the lift ing of his suspension he returned to Batavia, where he met his 

wife-to-be Everdine (Tine) van Wijnbergen, whom he married in 1846. 

Dekker was then appointed to Poerwakarta, on Java. In 1848 he became 

secretary at Menado (on Celebes) and four years later he became assistant 

Governor on Ambon. There he fell ill. For his recovery he was granted 

leave and in 1852 he travelled with Tine to the Netherlands where they 

stayed in expensive hotels, dined in smart restaurants and where he tried 

his luck at gambling. 

Three years later Dekker returned to the Dutch East Indies where, at 

the beginning of 1856, he was appointed assistant Governor in poverty-

stricken Lebak (on Java). Here, as part of the indigenous tradition, 

indigenous leaders oft en commandeered goods from the citizens and 

demanded their services. Dekker objected to these practices and sued 

the regent Raden Adipati Karta Nata Negara. His chief, the resident Brest 

van Kempen, however, did not support Dekker. Eventually the Governor-

General became involved and Dekker was dismissed from his post and 

subsequently on his own request granted an honourable discharge. 

Dekker hoped for reinstatement, but when that did not materialise, 

he contemplated writing a book. In April 1857 he departed for the 
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Netherlands, leaving behind his pregnant wife and son Edu who was born 

in 1854. On 1 June his wife gave birth to a daughter, Nonnie.

It was not until 1859 that he met up with his family again. Aft er setting 

them up in The Hague, he travelled to Brussels. There, in an attic room of 

the Au Prince Belge boarding house, in only four weeks he wrote the book 

that would make him famous. With assistance from the then famous 

novelist Jacob van Lennep, it was published. Van Lennep was the fi rst to 

recognise the signifi cance of the novel, but also feared the consequences 

and therefore had an expensive, censored version published, in which 

names of places and people were made unrecognisable. The fi rst print 

run consisted of 1,300 copies. 

Aft er this Multatuli had no option but to continue writing, a situation 

that tormented him. Periods of manic productivity were oft en followed by 

long intermissions during which he, to his own annoyance, could hardly 

write a word. Even so, in the years that followed he published prolifi cally, 

including seven volumes of Ideën (Ideas) (1862-1877). He covered all 

possible topics, especially current politics, and social and literary issues. 

Aft er battling to complete the seventh part, Multatuli gave up writing. 

During the last ten years of his life he published nothing.

Aft er the publication of Max Havelaar Multatuli’s life was still in 

turmoil. His creditors followed him wherever he went. In vain he hoped 

for rehabilitation, had plans to reform the Dutch East Indies, fantasised 

about becoming Governor-General or Emperor of the Dutch East Indies 

and made himself electable for Parliament. It all amounted to nothing. 

In 1862 Dekker started a relationship with Maria Frederika Cornelia 

(Mimi) Hamminck Schepel. In 1865 he fl ed with her to Germany in order to 

escape the threat of a prison sentence following a violent incident during 

which he defended an actress in an Amsterdam theatre. In the hope of 

becoming rich quickly, he tested his self-designed gambling system in 

the casino of Bad Homburg. That of course ended disastrously. His debts 

continued to accumulate and Dekker could hardly aff ord to send money 

to his wife Tine. Consequently she departed with the children to Italy. 

Together with Mimi he moved to The Hague in 1869. He asked Tine to 

return with the children to the Netherlands, which she did. The author 

was then living with two women under one roof. Townspeople deemed 

this ménage à trois a disgrace. The situation did not last long. He and 

Mimi returned to Germany and Tine and the children to Italy. Thanks to 

benefactors, Tine managed to keep her head above water until 1874 when 

she died in Venice. On 1 April 1875, a couple of months aft er Tine’s death, 
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Dekker married Mimi. For the last years of his life he lived in Ingelheim. 

On 19 February 1887 Dekker died at the age of 66. 

Multatuli’s life has always spoken to the imagination, even while 

he was still alive. From the moment in 1860 when he became famous, 

contemporaries were either fascinated by or critical of his eccentricity, 

sometimes both. Some people regarded the author as an inspiration, 

torchbearer or prophet, as a guardian of the oppressed; others again saw 

him as a fraud, an immoral person, even as the antichrist because of his 

publically confessed atheism. With his promiscuity, gambling addiction, 

chronic shortage of money, aggression, godlessness and talent to unmask 

hypocrisy and overthrow holy cows, he provoked confl icting reactions. 

Regardless of what people thought of him, Multatuli always knew how 

to attract attention to himself. His colourful life and antisocial character 

undoubtedly contributed to his celebrity status.

Atheist with a messiah complex

Multatuli always felt that he was destined for a higher calling, that he 

had a special mission. To the outside world he consistently gave the 

impression that he had been chosen to defend the oppressed. In the 

ironic text, ‘Losse bladen uit het dagboek van een oud man’ (Loose pages 

from the diary of an old man) – in the context of his self-fashioning to 

be read as an autobiographical text – which he wrote in the Dutch East 

Indies, he compares himself to Napoleon. When Multatuli wrote this 

text he had, according to himself, not yet achieved anything. But, as he 

said, the desire to create something great was the first step to greatness. 

Though he had not yet identified his goal at that stage, he already knew 

that he was extraordinary: ‘I feel I am more than others.’ In a somewhat 

abstract manner his goal was to create a happy nation.10 A similar form of 

megalomania is also to be found in the character of Max Havelaar, who 

regards himself as destined to be the ‘Governor of a galaxy’ and thus too 

good to work.11

In later years Multatuli compared himself not only to Napoleon, but 

also to none other than Jesus Christ. It is not far-fetched, in his case, 

to talk about a messiah complex, a term that refers to the mental state 

of a person who believes that he or she is destined to be a saviour. In 

psychiatry this condition is oft en associated with a bipolar condition. 

Over time many authors have identifi ed themselves with the Man of 
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Sorrow. Multatuli was thus not unique in his Jesus identifi cation. His 

messiah complex did though occupy a very signifi cant part of his public 

image. Also in his work he practically always speaks in positive terms 

about the good and kind Jesus, whom he confesses to love greatly.

In the context of being one of the most famous atheists of the 

nineteenth century, Multatuli’s love for Jesus was quite paradoxical. 

Believing in God was for him similar to believing in ghosts. He called 

Vicars ‘pie bakers’ who added opium to their cakes to keep the people 

drowsy.12 Multatuli’s religious misgivings resulted in a condemnation 

and fi nally a total rejection of, not only Protestantism, but also religion 

in general.13 

Even so, Multatuli’s agnosticism and eventual atheism did not stop 

him from comparing himself to Jesus Christ. As early as in 1851 he wrote 

to Kruseman: ‘I have suff ered a lot.’14 And in 1860 Max Havelaar was 

published under the pseudonym Multatuli, translated by himself as: ‘I 

have endured a lot’. By the end of 1859, a couple of months before Max 

Havelaar was published, he wrote like a typical messiah: ‘I will suff er for 

the pitiful oppressed, I have chosen that as my mission. The devout will 

say that by closing all other roads for me, the Lord is leading me to do 

this.’ As Jesus defended the poor, Multatuli said he would defend the 

oppressed Javanese: ‘From now on the name Insulinde [used to refer to 

the Dutch East Indies] will represent my general mission, in the same way 

as Nazareth represents the notion of Christ.’15

An even clearer identifi cation with Jesus can be found in his 

‘Kruissprook’ (Tale of the cross) from his Minnebrieven (Love Letters) 

(1861), sometimes referred to by the author as the ‘Golgotha sprookje’ 

(Tale of Golgotha). Here we read about a man who ‘carried a heavy load, 

but had the strength to carry even more’. It was clear that Dekker was 

referring to himself. When, from 1862, he started publishing his Ideën, he 

used as preface a statement by Jesus – ‘Een zaaier ging uit om te zaaien’ (A 

sower went out to sow) – and a foreword fi lled with messianic language 

in which he called upon his readers to cover their loins in the skin of a 

camel and to move into the dessert in search of the truth.16 Multatuli’s 

preference for this parable can be seen as part of his Jesus image.17 Exactly 

like Christ he used the parable as a ‘wrap’ to cover the truth, such as that 

of Saïdjah and Adinda and the Japanese stonemason.

In so doing, Multatuli presented himself as a source of salvation, a 

messiah, a saviour. This issue has oft en been analysed. Philip Vermoortel, 

for instance, looked into Multatuli’s ‘passionate friendship’ with Jesus.18 
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Biographer Dik van der Meulen also discusses examples of Multatuli’s 

fascination with Christ. One of these took place in 1852 when Dekker 

was on leave and planned to organise a Saint Nicholas celebration for all 

the poor children of Europe, appropriating the words of Jesus, ‘Let the 

children come to me’.19 Even though this celebration did not materialise, 

he managed to treat all Amsterdam orphans to cake and almond milk, 

and inundated them with toys. 

Not yet mentioned is the ‘Christ role’ played by the eponymous main 

character of Max Havelaar. Max Havelaar is called by a higher power to see 

that justice is done. He is also referred to as a saviour and presented as 

the redeemer of the Javanese people, a man of many virtues: chivalrous, 

brave, honest, generous, and driven by a love for truth and justice. First 

the narrator recalls the suff ering of Jesus Christ in a paragraph, and then 

continues to mention that Max Havelaar also suff ered greatly. Aft er his 

resignation, Max tells his son: ‘My child, if people tell you that I am a 

villain who lacked the courage to do what is right … if people tell you that 

the oversights of your father deprived you of being blessed… oh Max, oh 

Max, please testify to my suff ering!’20

Max Havelaar also shares certain characteristics with Jesus. He too 

is generous and does not hesitate to part with his possessions. Just like 

Christ he defends the oppressed and cannot tolerate injustice. Even the 

suff ering of a spider is unacceptable to him. Jesus asked his disciples to 

turn the left  cheek when hit on the right one; about Max Havelaar we read 

something similar: he treats his enemies as friends. 

Multatuli’s messiah complex also comes to light in the famous address 

to the chiefs of Lebak in Max Havelaar. Never mentioned before, this 

address displays a similarity with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. In this 

speech Jesus explains to his disciples how they should behave in order 

to receive the Lord’s grace. Apart from providing a summary of practical 

rules, the Sermon is also a call for honesty, gentleness, peace, kindness 

and support for the poor or oppressed. It teaches that the last will be fi rst: 

‘Blessed are the poor, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’ and ‘Woe to 

you, who are well fed now, for you will go hungry’.21 

Before Havelaar, the Assistant Governor, starts his speech, his 

extraordinary talent as an orator is already noticed. As soon as he opens 

his mouth, his eyes become fi ery and the metaphors start fl owing from 

his lips. When he falls silent, everybody stares at him in astonishment, 

wondering: ‘my God, who are you?’22 The allusion is not meant to be 

fi gurative. As we read in Matthew 7:28, the apostles in the Bible are 
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equally moved when Jesus delivers his Sermon. Havelaar of course adapts 

himself to his circumstances. As he is addressing indigenous leaders, he 

speaks in Malaysian and directs himself not to God, but to Allah. Just like 

Jesus, he presents himself as a chosen one, a saviour. He also has a similar 

message to Jesus who warned his disciples against the consequences of 

misconduct, (‘Woe to you…’). Havelaar warns the chiefs of Lebak that 

the consequences will be great if their wrongdoings are not put right. In 

Matthew 7:23 Jesus says: ‘Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew you. 

Away from me, you evildoers!”’ Max Havelaar warns his audience that he 

will act harshly against those who are indiff erent and who continue to 

oppress his subjects. This message, combined with Havelaar’s biblical 

language and gospel-based images (such as the grain of wheat, rock, tree, 

rain), lends the Lebak speech the character of an alternative Sermon on 

the Mount. The speech intends to inform everybody that the new saviour 

has arrived. 

Another example of Multatuli’s identifi cation with Christ relates to 

the betrayal of Jesus by Peter (symbolised by the cock crowing thrice), 

a well-known theme based on Luke 22:34. Though no cock makes its 

appearance in Max Havelaar, Max is betrayed by the person he regards as 

his ally: Governor-General Albertus Jacobus Duymaer van Twist. Aft er his 

dismissal in Lebak, Havelaar travels with his family to Batavia. Three times 

the Governor-General in Buitenzorg is not in a position to receive him. 

The fi rst time is because of an abscess on his foot. Havelaar waits until it 

has healed, and then once again asks for permission to see the Governor-

General. This time His Excellency is too busy. Again Havelaar waits. He 

is then told that the Governor-General cannot receive him because of an 

impending departure. The suggestion here is that this messiah too has 

been betrayed thrice by a confi dant. 

Multatuli’s Christ pose does not remain unnoticed. He makes a 

messiah-like impression on many people. A contemporary who heard 

him speak thought that a new ‘Good News’ was being preached. He 

could not fall asleep that night, blinded by ‘the Light that continuously 

attracted our staring eyes, that will now forever shine upon our future’.23 

Did Jesus not say: ‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will 

not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life’?24

Multatuli’s appearance – his leanness, the long blonde hair, his 

moustache and his fi ery bright blue eyes – strengthened this image. In 

1860 a contemporary wrote: ‘There he stood in front of us, the blonde 

man with the likeable light blue eyes, from whose face could be read, “that 
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he had suff ered greatly”.’25 His admirer Marie Anderson had a similar 

experience: ‘Dekker, with his lean, pale face in the light of the moon, 

and his twinkling eyes directed at me, fulminated so, that I hesitated 

involuntarily and almost thought that he was a Jesus.’26

The myth of Multatuli’s youth

The mythologising of youth fits in with the celebrity status of nineteenth-

century poets. Bilderdijk claimed that, as a child, he had already possessed 

unusual spiritual abilities. About Multatuli, too, anecdotes, exaggerated 

to mythological proportions, have been told. Some were written down by 

admirers, others have their origin in Multatuli himself. In his case though, 

he is not presented as a wonder child but a badly behaved one with all 

kinds of excessive fantasies. Even so, he is presented as a remarkable 

boy in whom the later idealistic activist Multatuli was hiding. In his early 

years he was courageous, fought injustice and defended the oppressed, 

or so it is said. 

The following anecdote was written down by his cousin, Sietske 

Abrahamsz. When, one day Eduard came home aft er school where he 

was oft en punished for disobedience, he had hardly crossed the doorstep 

when a maid stopped him in his tracks. Apparently she had broken a 

windowpane by accident and blamed Eduard for it. Multatuli immediately 

took it upon him to defend the girl and accept the blame for the broken 

windowpane, as well as the punishment. Thus, in his youth he already 

excelled in generosity. That even as a child he was prepared to give 

money to somebody needy is clear from yet another anecdote. Aft er his 

father had taken him out of school, he started working as an errand boy. 

One particular day the cash register was a coin short. Eduard eventually 

admitted that he had stolen it for a friend who was in debt. 

Not only was Dekker prepared to sacrifi ce himself for others and to 

give money to the needy, he was also very courageous. This is evident in 

another story about the time when he travelled to the Dutch East Indies 

on his father’s ship, on which his brother Jan was pilot. One day Jan 

challenged him to climb to the top of the mast. This he did but when 

he returned Jan was gone. One of the crewmembers told him that Jan 

became so angry that he turned white as a sheet. This anecdote was told 

by Mimi, and added to the mythologising of Multatuli’s courage. This was 

boosted even more by another memory she wrote down. Shortly aft er 
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their arrival in the Dutch East Indies, Eduard and his brother apparently 

sat on a little boat at the anchorage of Batavia. The sea was tumultuous 

and Jan warned his younger brother to be careful not to fall overboard 

as there were sharks around. The next moment Eduard jumped into the 

water. When he climbed on-board again, Jan lashed out at him for being 

reckless. Immediately Eduard dived into the water again, which made Jan 

keep quiet.

Many anecdotes about the courage he displayed in his youth were 

told by him personally. In Max Havelaar he relates, through the character 

Droogstoppel, the story of the Greek. Around 1833-1834 Droogstoppel, 

who was still a young boy, got a hiding from a Greek who had a stall at the 

fair on the Westermarkt in Amsterdam. All his friends disappeared, apart 

from one of them, the much younger Sjaalman (one of Dekker’s alter 

egos). He punched the Greek and Droogstoppel could escape. Another 

anecdote from Max Havelaar, a story about a dog, is situated in the Dutch 

East Indies. When the dog was thrown into the water by a couple of 

rascals, Max apparently jumped aft er the dog that he thought could not 

swim. The fact that there might have been sharks in the water did not 

worry him. 

From the anecdotes that circulated about Eduard Douwes Dekker it 

was clear that, from an early age, he stood up for the oppressed. In the 

nineteenth century the oppressed were mostly Jews. Even though they 

had the same rights as everybody else according to the constitution, in 

practice they were second-class citizens. In 1845 Multatuli described an 

incident from the time when he worked as an errand boy at an offi  ce and 

had to fetch the letters from the post offi  ce in the morning. There, one 

day, he started chatting to a poor Jewish man who was selling pens and 

pencils. Back at the offi  ce he was reprimanded for speaking to a Jew. That 

this incident did not upset him was supposed to be proof of the fact that 

then already he did not care about submitting to the demands of others. 

On several occasions Multatuli described a particular incident that 

contributed to the Multatuli myth: the story of the Jewish yarmulke. One 

aft ernoon he was walking through Amsterdam. In front of him walked a 

Jewish boy with his sister. On his head the boy wore a velvet yarmulke that 

got blown away by the wind and ended up in the water. The bystanders, 

refusing to help a Jew, were greatly amused by the incident. The boy stood 

crying. Of course it was Dekker who ran to his rescue and jumped into the 

water, and aft erwards had to be pulled out. Dekker commented: ‘I tore 

my clothes and skinned my hands, but for me it was not enough.’27 Never 
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before had he felt so happy as at that moment when he was applauded by 

a group of Jews. The torn clothes and bruised hands obviously refer to 

Multatuli’s Christ pose. 

In this way Multatuli personally contributed to the myth of his 

engaged authorship. His contemporaries fell hook, line and sinker for 

these legendary tales. In 1920 one of his biographers even mentions that 

these incidents are proof of the ‘heroism, which later in his life would 

empower him to fearlessly confront the sober, calculating, business-

orientated Holland’.28 

Freezing in an attic room 

When reading Multatuli’s letters, one is continuously confronted with 

complaints about a lack of money, hunger and other deprivations. 

We know that he was not capable of controlling his finances, that he 

accumulated debts everywhere, gambled his money away in casinos and 

neglected his wife and children. Just like Bilderdijk, Multatuli created the 

impression that he was continuously battling to keep his head above water. 

Even though there were times when he obviously was short of money, he 

also enjoyed pleading poverty and often exaggerated his situation. This 

was exploited by him as an aspect of self-fashioning.

The image of the suff ering author appears for the fi rst time in the 

letters he wrote at the end of 1859 when he was working on Max Havelaar. 

According to his own account he suff ered great poverty in Brussels. He 

hardly had ink. Thanks only to a couple of centimes he had borrowed 

from a boy he could obtain some ink, which he then diluted with water. 

The cold made it diffi  cult to write and caused his fi ngers to cramp, 

but there was no money to warm up his room. Added to the cold, the 

room was draughty because of a broken windowpane. And if he was not 

troubled by the cold, it was the bedbugs in the walls of his room that 

made his life a misery. Because of insuffi  cient money, dry bread was all 

he could aff ord to eat. Sometimes he cried while working, and the tears 

fell on his handwriting. His only consolation was that he thought he 

was busy creating something great. On 19 October 1859 he wrote to an 

acquaintance: ‘I will send my book into the world, even if only to make it 

possible for my wife to keep her head up high when people ask her how 

she could possibly be the loving wife of somebody so poor.’ A couple of 

days later he wrote to Tine that once his book was published he would no 
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more be ashamed of his poverty, even if people were to point at him and 

whisper: ‘that is Multatuli of Max Havelaar, or the man who has no winter 

coat or watch…’29 

The drawing made by Johan Braakensiek in 1890 confi rms this 

Spitzweg-like image. In his drawing the author is seen working on 

Max Havelaar. It is obviously cold: there are cracks in the window, and 

the fi replace has no fi re. The author wears his coat and has his hat on 

while sitting on a rickety little chair, writing the book that will make him 

famous. 

Multatuli continued fervently to play the role of the poor poet. Even 

though some contemporaries questioned his poverty, this image has 

remained intact, even up to today. As with Bilderdijk, it all seems to have 

been a pose. Multatuli’s endless laments should thus be understood as part 

of his public image. In this way he tried to convince his contemporaries 

that he, just like Jesus, suff ered a lot. Over time this picture gained 

mythical proportions. In 1883, for example, he writes in a letter – that has 

since become famous – about his life in Amsterdam around 1861 when 

he was ‘dirt-poor’. One specifi c night at around midnight he received a 

The myth of the poor poet: Multatuli in Brussels in 1859, working on Max Havelaar. Drawing by Johan 

Braakensiek, 1890 (University Library Amsterdam).
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telegram from Brussels where at the time his wife was staying with the 

children, informing him that their son had gone down with diphtheria, 

and that the doctor was expecting the worst. Multatuli writes how much 

he wanted immediately to take a train, but had no money to do so. 

Therefore, in the middle of the night, he had to wake up people to ask for 

money: ‘When I think of that night I still shudder, and try to shrug aside 

what happened to me.’30

More of these anecdotes, told by the author himself, are known. 

In his letters he for instance continuously complains about his shabby 

appearance. In 1864 he wrote about his clothes: ‘My trousers are ragged. 

At the back a seam is torn and in front a button is missing. Yet, I don’t 

want to take it to be mended as it is so old.’ On another occasion he 

complained about the ‘terrible state’ of his suit trousers.31 Similar 

complaints were uttered regularly. During the 1870s when he stayed in 

Wiesbaden in Germany, he was paid a generous retainer – forty gilders 

per page – by G.L. Funke and could surely not have been penniless. Yet, 

on 28 April 1872 he wrote to his publisher: ‘Can you believe that I have 

gone through the whole winter without a coat!’32 

In this passage Dekker identifi es with Sjaalman: the nickname for 

Max Havelaar invented by Droogstoppel. In the novel it is mentioned 

that, instead of a winter coat, he wore a ‘kind of shawl over his shoulders’, 

and that he looked impoverished.33 Thus, to the outside world Multatuli 

presented the image that he attributed to his alter ego in the novel. 

Dekker’s letters also contained complaints about hunger. Already 

back in 1851 he wrote from the Dutch East Indies: ‘I remember something 

… about potatoes that I dug from the ground – of a turkey that I stole’. 

During his leave in 1855 he wrote about himself in a letter to the minister 

of the Colonies: ‘It is not for the fi rst time that he is facing death – also 

starvation – in all calmness.’34 Twelve years later he claimed that he had 

to give away his umbrella in exchange for borrowing a couple of Groschen 

[German coins] to buy food. And in 1870 he wrote that he had to sell his 

shirts to buy bread. Indiscriminately he told people, whether he knew 

them or not, that at night he roamed the fi elds to steal unripe apples, sour 

cherries and peas and beans to cure his hunger pangs. 

Many people accepted Multatuli’s mythologising as the truth. This was 

evident from several responses to his claims. For instance, immediately 

aft er the publication of Max Havelaar a collection was organised for 

him. In about 1870 there were even attempts to establish a Multatuli 

commission in order to help the author. In the Java-Bode (Java Messenger) 
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an anonymous admirer published a piece that called for assistance on 

behalf of the author: ‘Multatuli is roaming around, poor and miserable. 

The great, omniscient genius is doomed to suff er deprivation. He, who 

Portrait of Multatuli from 1862, photo by H. Lowenstam (University Library Amsterdam).
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has brought personal sacrifi ces for so many, he, who let the light of his 

spirit shine through all of us, from him all help is withheld.’35 It would not 

be the last time that a call for help would go out on behalf of Multatuli. 

While other Dutch authors were honoured with festive commemorations, 

statues and laurel wreaths, for Multatuli money was collected. 

Some people questioned his fl aunting of poverty. A contemporary 

mentioned that Multatuli was less poor than he pretended to be. In reality 

he apparently oft en gave generous tips, once even a handful of silver 

coins to a servant. The literary critic Conrad Busken Huet also suspected 

that Dekker exaggerated his situation. During the same period when the 

author complained about holes in his trousers, the critic from Haarlem 

noticed that wherever Multatuli made his appearance he looked like a 

gentleman. According to Huet he took care with his appearance and was 

familiar with the addresses of the very best hat and boot manufacturers 

and tailors.36 That Multatuli was not as hungry as he pretended to be also 

became clear from various letters and eyewitnesses.

Biographer Dik van der Meulen states in his book about Multatuli: 

‘Remarkably Dekker’s poverty never prevented him from spending 

lavishly.’37 Every other person could, with the money that Multatuli 

received, live a decent life. Marie Anderson even stated that with Dekker’s 

income six households could easily survive. Therefore we should not 

take Multatuli at his word, but see it as part of his self-fashioning. It 

contributed to his image of the suff ering poet and enhanced his Christ 

pose. 

The experience of celebrity

Even though it does not often happen that an author becomes a celebrity 

immediately, it is not impossible. Byron, for example, woke up one 

morning and realised that he was famous. Something similar happened 

in the case of Goethe. After the publication of the play Götz von Berlichingen 

(1773) and the novel The Sorrows of the Young Werther (1774) he all of a sudden 

became a cult figure. According to Safranski, Goethe was the first writer to 

fashion himself as an author of Olympic stature. With him stardom made 

its entry into the world of literature. Henceforth the life of the author was 

in itself regarded as a work of art.38 Whenever Goethe appeared in public 

he was confronted with admirers. Fans travelled to Frankfurt and later 

to Weimar in the hope of seeing him, or went on pilgrimage to Wetzlar 
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to visit the grave of Karl Wilhelm Jerusalem (the jurist who committed 

suicide and who was a model for Werther), or the house of Lotte Kestner-

Buff (the model for Lotte in the same novel). It went even further. In the 

wake of Werther a wave of suicides followed throughout Europe. Young 

men also copied his clothing style, the Werther outfit: a blue coat with 

yellow trousers, yellow waistcoat and long boots. The image of Werther 

appeared on dinnerware, and fans sprinkled themselves with Eau de 

Werther. Even Napoleon liked the book; in 1808 he admitted to Goethe 

that he had read it seven times.

From the moment that Goethe became famous, he was regarded as 

a genius. Who else was capable of writing such a brilliant novel in only 

four weeks? He was seen as a magician with an ‘aura of the incredible’: 

‘People compared him to Jesus and did not feel worthy of “writing 

something comprehensible about this extraordinary creation of God”’.39 

The experience of celebrity not only had positive aspects. Sometimes the 

young writer felt stifl ed by his sudden fame. 

Multatuli also became a celebrity all at once. A diff erence was that he 

was already forty, while Byron and Goethe were both in their twenties. 

Part of a Werther dinnerware (Goethe-Museum, Düsseldorf ).
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But as far as the pace of becoming famous is concerned, their experiences 

were similar. Later on Multatuli claimed that it was never his intention to 

become well known. Yet, during the weeks that he worked on his book, 

he certainly had it in mind. He even anticipated a scandal. On 19 October 

1859 he wrote to his wife Tine, explaining how he expected his readers 

to respond: ‘They have never read a book like this and will say: “Hey” 

with an open mouth … My book will be the event of the day. That I can 

assure you.’ In the same letter he said ‘I only want to establish the name 

Multatuli, and within three months I must be the hero of the day. If in 

three months I am not yet famous, I will stop writing. It has to happen at 

once or not at all.’40

Even before Max Havelaar was published, the book was already spoken 

about. In 1859 the former Member of Parliament, W.J.C. van Hasselt, who 

corresponded with Dekker sent an alarming letter to the minister of the 

colonies, J.J. Rochussen. The letter informed him about the rumour that 

the former Assistant Governor had written a bitter book along the lines of 

Uncle Tom’s Cabin; or, Life Among the Lowly (1852) of Harriet Beecher Stowe. 

Van Hasselt asked Rochussen whether the publication of Dekker’s book 

could perhaps be prevented. Also others cautioned the minister. Thus, 

months before the publication of his novel, the writer was already a topic 

of conversation. 

On 15 May 1860 the newspaper announced the publication of Max 

Havelaar. The fi rst print sold out quickly, and in the same year a reprint 

was published. In September 1860 the book was even mentioned in 

Parliament. ‘Recently a shudder has gone through the country, caused 

by a book’, a Member of Parliament remarked in reaction to the, according 

to him, too rose-coloured Speech from the Throne of that year. In his 

opinion the book had caused concern and indignation throughout the 

country.41 This statement is probably the best evidence of Multatuli’s 

sudden rise to fame. 

To what extent did Multatuli have a similar experience of celebrity 

to that of Goethe? In his letters to Tine we fi nd an answer. When Max 

Havelaar was published, the author was staying with his family in Brussels, 

where he was initially not personally confronted with his fame. That only 

happened a couple of weeks later, when he travelled to the Netherlands. 

Even before he arrived, at Brussels station a gentleman approached him, 

informing him that he had read his book with much appreciation. It was 

only the conclusion where William III was brought to book that bothered 

him as it felt somewhat treacherous. Dekker’s comment that the man 
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would never have addressed him if it were not for the publication of his 

book is signifi cant. Multatuli had become a celebrity.42 

The above-mentioned reader was not the only one who thought like 

this about Max Havelaar. On 15 June Multatuli reports to his wife from 

Rotterdam: ‘The book is making furore, that is certain. Everybody takes 

off ence at the conclusion.’ The next day he explained this in more detail. 

According to him everybody was ‘crazy’ about his book, which had become 

a hot topic: ‘I have never experienced such a response.’ Even strangers 

addressed him. Everywhere he appeared he was received hospitably. A 

couple of days later he said that he had become ‘a sort of celebrity of 

the day’. At his lodgings everybody greeted him and the servants made 

haste to serve him. Some people addressed him, saying that no book had 

ever made such an impact as his. Exactly as in the case of Goethe people 

came up to him, wanting to see him face to face. Also he was asked: ‘Sir, 

are you Max Havelaar?’43 Like Goethe’s novel, Multatuli’s book was read 

autobiographically. 

Multatuli was famous also in Amsterdam. ‘The ascent of Max is still 

rising. You will see it’ll cause a commotion’, he wrote to his wife in August 

1860. Wherever he went, he was recognised. When he walked down the 

street he heard voices whispering, ‘there he is’. Some called him ‘a true 

genius’. When he visited the Royal Library in The Hague, people were 

‘more than polite, without any introduction, only from my name’. Ten 

days later: ‘The M.H. is still rising, it is becoming ridiculous. Everybody 

is overly polite.’ Strangers approached him to say that they had read his 

book. And when he walked through the park, people turned to look at 

him. A striking quotation from a letter of 27 August 1860 exemplifi es this: 

‘If I want to light a cigar, everybody off ers me a match. It is funny. And 

everybody asks for ‘ú’ (you in polite form). You have made a wonderful 

impression, and true to form! People are speaking fondly about Tine and 

little Max.’44

From all directions Dekker received invitations to contribute to 

magazines. Publishers asked permission to publish his work, fraternities 

invited him for readings and many a prominent citizen of Amsterdam 

asked him for tea. Vicars wrote him letters or presented themselves en 

masse in a futile attempt to restore his faith. 

In the case of Goethe, readers dressed like Werther. In 1860 something 

similar was about to happen, at least if we can believe Multatuli: ‘It 

surprises me that there are still no garments à la Havelaar, because it is 

a rage. I am totally l’homme du jour.’ There is, however, no proof that 
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readers really followed his dress style, but that he was a national celebrity 

is certain. On 4 September he wrote: ‘At the moment I am the most 

popular man in Holland.’45 

In the meantime Multatuli was getting used to fan letters. Since the 

publication of Max Havelaar he had been inundated with mail. Some time 

later, not without exaggeration, he mentioned that he was corresponding 

with the whole world. In his Minnebrieven (Love letters) of a year later he 

complained: 

I continuously receive all kinds of letters. I cannot send them all to 

you – it is too expensive – but it is starting to become a fascinating 

collection. Uncles and aunts who reprimand me… stepmothers 

idem… fathers idem… … In short, a new category has emerged 

in the family of incomprehensible letters. It seems as if Public is 

spreading the word that I am very wealthy, and everybody is asking 

me… you will never guess… is asking me for… money! … A poor 

midwife… A crashed carriage with abandoned pregnant women… 

A fire… A threatening bankruptcy… A dyke break… Desire and 

calling to start a business in potatoes… … Bone-breaking painters 

who fall from scaffolding… All kinds of letters asking for help! And 

do you know what they say? ‘Oh, if you don’t have money, then just 

write something… go sit in front of your desk for a while…’ As if I 

had a desk, Tine! Oh, how cruel that is! What should I call this? Is 

it irony, is it sarcasm, is it scorn, or is it… stupidity? I believe the last 

… I write for potato business, or crashed carriages, I?... My God, 

aren’t we in need ourselves… aren’t we ourselves in need of credit 

for potatoes?... I have no understanding for this at all.46

Another consequence of Multatuli’s fame was that his book elicited 

numerous critical responses. Some people blamed him for not having 

chosen a different way in which to vent his grievances and questioned 

whether his intentions were good. Other readers pointed out that certain 

passages in the novel did not correspond with reality. In the meantime 

gossip started flourishing: stories were circulated about the author being 

a drunkard, that he mistreated his wife, seduced young girls, and that he 

was a depraved genius. The author mentioned that at public appearances 

he had to combat an ‘according to me, deliberately fuelled prejudice 

claiming that it was inappropriate to listen to me.’47 Inappropriate or 

not, the halls were packed, hats were taken off and applause was heard. 
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A contemporary who in 1862 saw him during one of his performances 

wrote: ‘Everybody was waiting anxiously to see and hear Multatuli, the 

expectations were high.’48 

The status of star author stayed with Multatuli throughout his life. 

Wherever he went, he was treated like a celebrity with fanfare music 

and applause, gift s and honorary memberships. People came from all 

over to see him. An author writes about his attendance in 1878 at one of 

Multatuli’s lectures in Friesland, for which he had to travel four hours 

there and four hours back. He would not have missed the lecture for 

any amount of gold. Not only in the Netherlands, but also in Flanders 

Multatuli was in the shortest of time confronted with celebrity status. 

Aft er a reception in Antwerp in 1867, he wrote saying that he felt like a 

spoilt child: ‘I was fl ooded with gift s, kisses, and embraces. I was given 

a watch, cigars were packed in my case, tea was sent aft er me, as well as 

smoked meat – I am embarrassed by all of it.’49

That his fame was not only pleasurable but also somewhat vexatious, 

is evident from Idea 608, where Multatuli writes about Rammelslag, 

a character who symbolises the superfi cial babbling desire of so many 

of his admirers. There were dozens like Rammelslag. According to 

Multatuli, people did everything to obtain admission to the lounge where 

the ‘celebrity’ was on display. There was no end to the babbling: the fi rst 

wanted to convert him, the second gave him unasked-for writing tips, 

the third went into a discussion about morality, the fourth spoke about 

fi nances, the fi ft h about spelling, the sixth informed him about local 

gossip, the seventh asked his advice about investments and the eighth 

‘requested the famous author to use his infl uence to improve the salting of 

fresh buff alo skins on Java’, the ninth orated about immortality, the tenth 

could not stop talking about perpetual motion, the eleventh discussed 

education, and the twelft h wanted to hear his opinion about a text he had 

written. And to his annoyance, so it continued.50

Anyhow, one thing was evident: in 1860 Dekker became famous in the 

shortest period of time. A contemporary noted that no other author’s star 

had ever risen so quickly as that of Multatuli.

Portraits and personality cult 

Was the author really recognised and spoken to on the street by strangers? 

How did people know that Dekker was Multatuli? The book was published 
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without a portrait. And as usual, newspapers and magazines published 

their articles without a picture of him. If people indeed recognised him, 

it would have been in small circles and by means of word of mouth 

advertisement. A visual culture in the modern sense of the word did not 

yet exist in 1860. Even though Multatuli claimed that he was by then all 

over treated as a famous author, there are also stories that in actual fact 

people did not recognise him. In 1862 he was sitting in a train when a 

merchant and co-passenger, reading one of his books, exclaimed: ‘this is 

so beautiful!’ The reader who turned to Dekker to share his enthusiasm 

did not recognise the author. Dekker, who responded in agreement, said 

that he had also heard that Multatuli was a ‘mean guy’, about whom many 

stories were circulating. Only when it was time to leave the train did 

Dekker reveal his identity.51 

On another occasion he got involved in a conversation with a posh 

gentleman who at a certain moment asked him: ‘Sir, you seem to be 

very knowledgeable about many things, could you tell me who this 

Mukkelitukkeli is about whom people nowadays so oft en talk?’ The 

author replied that this Multatuli was a strange creature of whom little 

positive could be said. He had heard that the author was 70 or 80 years 

old, but despite his age had hijacked two girls the previous week and 

then fl ed to Great Britain; even though his Dutch was good, he was 

actually an Englishman. Along these lines the author related several 

‘foolish things’ about himself, without revealing his identity.52 Such 

an incident illustrates  two things: fi rstly, that Multatuli, despite his 

extraordinary appearance, was oft en not recognised. And, secondly, 

that he enjoyed  a  good story and was oft en personally responsible for 

initiating rumours. 

Incidents like these would have strengthened Multatuli’s idea about 

the importance of bringing portraits of himself as soon as possible onto 

the market. Already in August 1860 he considered having a photograph 

taken of himself for the production of 500 lithographs. From his letters 

the assumption can be made that he was consciously and frequently 

occupied by his public image. On 31st of August he wrote: ‘They [the 

public] have to be infl uenced from all angles.’ The author was convinced 

that if the public was exposed to an image of him it would only increase 

his fame: ‘If the portrait appears in shop windows, it [the fame] will only 

get bigger.’ He added: ‘This is exactly the way it should go!’ However, 

when he saw the portrait he was not very impressed. According to him he 

looked too young, as if he had not suff ered enough.53



188 Star Authors in the Age of Romanticism

Attempting to increase his fame and boost his personality cult, 

Multatuli quite oft en brought out new photos of himself. The best 

known is the portrait he commissioned in 1864 from César Mitkiewicz, 

apparently the best photographer in Brussels at the time. Because of 

the constant fl ow of letters from people who were interested in him 

as a person as well as an author, Multatuli believed that he could earn 

money with the sales of his portraits, and thus had 1,000 copies made. 

For an original photo he charged 50 gilders, while he ‘only’ charged 

ten gilders for a lithograph copy. All copies carried a signature and a 

proverb. Although he initially received some orders, the interest was 

limited and the initiative eventually failed. The photographer forfeited 

his honorarium. A failure, yes, and also vanity, but the fact remains that 

Multatuli was actively and consciously trying to promote a personality 

cult. This made him, consumed as he was with the power of the image, 

one of the fi rst authors in the Netherlands to employ photography for 

self-promotion. Unfortunately the disadvantage of the use of the black-

and-white technique was that the author, in reality light blonde with a 

blonde moustache, appeared to have dark hair. Was that a reason why in 

later years people oft en did not recognise him? Nevertheless, Multatuli 

was a literary trendsetter – aft er him other Dutch authors followed in his 

footsteps and also used photography for self-fashioning.

It was not only by means of portraits that Multatuli created a 

personality cult; his literary work of course also played a role. Already 

in Max Havelaar he toyed with fact and fi ction, giving his readers a 

feeling that the book should be read autobiographically. Right from 

the start the main character and the author overlap. Also in his later 

work he created the impression that the contents were authentic. Some 

readers, however, noticed a diff erence between Multatuli and the image 

he portrayed in his book. Many people were also disappointed when 

they fi nally met him because of the big disparity between image and 

reality. This was, for instance, the experience of a young fan who, in 

1875, paid him a visit in Rotterdam. Even though Dekker received him 

hospitably, the young man was surprised by the author’s nervousness 

and his constant complaining about pain in his back. In about 1878 the 

young author Willem Kloos, born in 1859, had a similar experience. 

He regarded himself as a fan of Multatuli. When once he had the 

opportunity of attending a lecture by the famous author in Amsterdam, 

he grabbed it. That evening it was a long time before Multatuli made 

his appearance, but eventually an ‘inconspicuous looking thin man’ 
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stepped onto the stage and began to speak. Later Kloos wrote about his 

disappointment: 

I expected to see appearing before me a tough character who, while 

moving around gracefully, would tell fascinating things that I did 

not yet know and would interest me, but because I had naively read 

his apparently fluently written and charming work, I received from 

the mouth of the author, whom I admired, nothing more than what 

I already knew. In the end, causing me some sadness, the deepest 

impression I held over from all the fast babbling by my idol was: 

Multatuli might be a great author, because that he will always be 

for me, but an orator … he definitely is not.54 

Kloos was disappointed by Multatuli’s performance and from then 

onwards lost his admiration for the man whom he previously idolized, 

but still continued appreciating his work. Seeing his idol in real life 

destroyed for him the magic of Multatuli’s personality cult. Thus Kloos 

also experienced a schism between the Multatuli who arose from his 

work, and the man behind the mask. 

The women at his feet 

The twentieth century produced many examples of young girls acting 

hysterically at the sight of their idols. Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley and 

especially The Beatles were often confronted with hundreds of shrieking 

girls. In the early 1960s, fan response to The Beatles was so immense 

that the word ‘Beatlemania’ came into existence. When the fans saw the 

four band members, they started yelling, peed in their pants or fainted. 

Undoubtedly there was also an erotic dimension to this behaviour. Some 

analysts interpreted it as a reaction to the social repression of women’s 

sexual desire at the time. Though this desire was initially only expressed 

from a distance, the late 1960s saw the emergence of the groupie: the 

female fan who physically follows her idol and who is prepared to go all 

the way, emotionally as well as physically.55 This phenomenon is mostly 

linked to the world of pop- and rock music, and sports. The term ‘groupie’ 

was introduced by Pamela Des Barres who, after sharing a bed with 

famous musicians such as Mick Jagger, Jim Morrison and Frank Zappa, 

proudly described these experiences in numerous books.
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In the nineteenth century there were already incidents of girls who 

gushed over celebrities. Whether that can also be regarded as a response 

to sexual repression is uncertain, but the fact remains that there was a 

taboo on female sexuality until the end of the century, at least outside 

marriage. Young girls, who became fascinated by celebrities, were mostly 

unmarried. We have already seen that Byron’s female fans regarded him 

as an object of desire. Goethe also had to deal with ladies in love. 

The most extreme example of female fan behaviour during the 

nineteenth century occurred during the 1840s around Franz Liszt and 

was referred to as ‘Lisztomania’. Some people regard this composer and 

pianist as the fi rst pop star ever. Women tried to get hold of souvenirs of 

him, such as a lock of hair; others carried portraits of him on their chests. 

About this mania several anecdotes were told. One is about a fan who took 

the pip of a cherry with Liszt’s saliva still on it from a restaurant where 

he had dinner. This relic she had set in a ring, like a diamond. Another 

is about a German admirer who took a half-smoked cigar butt from an 

ashtray used by Liszt. And yet another about girls who, when Liszt had left  

some coff ee in his cup, poured it into a little bottle to keep as a relic. 

Also Multatuli noticed that once he had became famous girls started 

approaching him diff erently. It is not an exaggeration to say that Multatuli 

was the fi rst Dutch author with groupies. In June 1860 somebody told 

him: ‘You have all the women in your power’. Soon he experienced how 

true this was. Two months later he could not even walk in Amsterdam in 

public without being the object of staring girls. According to him they 

even followed him to a park to take a good look at him. In one of his 

letters he wrote about his recently married neighbour who every morning 

off ered him her hand to kiss.56

The more famous Multatuli became, the more oft en female fans 

approached him. To the outside world he pretended not to be bound by 

social standards and values. It was not for nothing that he stated: ‘Jesus 

started with fi shermen, I start with girls!’57 On 31 August 1860 he said: ‘I 

am overwhelmed by… yes, how should I call it? Amourettes is not the right 

word, such crazy relations, too much to tell.’ A couple of weeks later: ‘To 

tell about all my aff airs would take too long.’ Some asked him to write 

them poems. One girl approached him, saying: ‘Oh, dear sir, I am soo 

hungry! I would not dare to tell anybody, but you I dare to tell…’ From 

the emphasis she placed on ‘you’ he could make the assumption that she 

knew who he was. A couple of days later Multatuli wrote: ‘In general it is as 

if the women are crazy, even on the street’. Some months later the author 
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attended a musical performance with ladies and wrote: ‘They were openly 

staring at me. It was very annoying.’ This attention was not limited to 

looking. A couple of months later girls also started trying to seduce him.58 

Biographical research has pointed out that Multatuli, during the 

years that he became famous, undoubtedly also had extra-marital aff airs. 

Marie Anderson, a great fan of Multatuli, heard from some of the girls 

that they not only sympathised with him, but also ‘had a connection with 

him, diff erent from only spiritual’.59 Much biographical attention has 

been given to Multatuli’s Legion of Insulinde,60 his dream to establish a 

unit of female ‘soldiers’, who would support him in his struggle for better 

management of the Dutch East Indies where he would be emperor. It 

mostly concerned young girls who were orphaned or half-orphaned and 

who oft en supported him fi nancially. 

All the girls of the Legion were fans, each with her own motive. The 

greatest fan of them all was Maria Frederika Cornelia (Mimi) Hamminck 

Schepel. Aft er having read Max Havelaar she started worshipping him. 

In 1862, like so many other girls, she wrote a letter to the famous 

author, aft er which he made contact with her. Multatuli had the habit of 

communicating with his readers on the cover of the Ideën, which appeared 

as separate issues, in a kind of question and answer section. Responding 

to the letter of the then 23-year-old Mimi he wrote: ‘I urgently request the 

honorable writer of a letter from The Hague, to send me her address.’61 

It was Marie Anderson who showed Mimi that specifi c issue of the 

Ideën with Multatuli’s request, calling out: ‘Oh, it is you!’62 Aft er the girl 

had revealed her identity, he sent her an invitation to start a relationship 

with him. He added that he oft en received similar letters from girls and 

that she needed to know that he had several girlfriends ‘more or less like 

you’.63 Shortly aft er this the author was walking on the street when a girl 

approached and kissed him. It was Mimi. Even though she had not yet 

seen a portrait of him, she obviously recognised the author. A turbulent 

relationship followed. Mimi evolved from being an anonymous admirer 

to becoming a groupie and eventually Multatuli’s second life partner. 

Groupies avant la lettre

Sietske Abrahamsz and Marie Anderson, both born in 1842, were 

obviously Multatuli fans. But could they also be regarded as groupies, 

in the sense of young women who wanted intimacy from a celebrity, 
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physically as well as emotionally? Thanks to the fact that both of them 

wrote about their respective relationships with him, this question can 

be answered. Sietske, 18 years old when Max Havelaar was published, was 

Multatuli’s cousin. Dekker got to know her in the summer of 1860. In his 

letters to Tine he spoke about her with great admiration. ‘That Sietske is 

an angel of a girl’, he wrote on 12 August. And shortly thereafter: ‘I am 

absolutely in love with Sietske. She is such an angel.’64 

Whether it was a sexual relationship, is not certain. Nevertheless, 

Multatuli’s liaison with his cousin undoubtedly had an erotic dimension. 

On 27 March 1861 he wrote to his wife Tine: ‘I am very attracted to the 

passionate spirit of Siets’. And from the beginning of May he started 

characterising his relationship with her as ‘passionate’, remarking about 

Sietske’s temperament: ‘Never before have I encountered so much fi re, 

a française is nothing in comparison to her.’ In a rather racy letter to 

Tine, dated 6 May 1861, he asks his wife not to think that Sietske only 

has physical needs and apart from that is nothing but ‘trash’: ‘It is true 

that she attracts me with her passion, but if that was all, it would not be 

much.’ A couple of days later he writes that Sietske explicitly told him in 

writing that if he wanted to, she would be his with body and soul.65

But how did Sietske experience the relationship with Multatuli? In 

her ‘Multatuli-herinneringen’ (Multatuli-memories) (1910) there is no 

mention of an erotic relationship with her uncle. From her memories it is 

clear that she adored him and greatly admired the man who created Max 

Havelaar: ‘Into our boring girls existence he landed like a meteor, with 

his halo of martyrdom for the rights of the Javanese.’ He also made her 

believe that he was destined to become emperor of the Dutch East Indies 

and that she was chosen to be the ‘Crown Princess of Insulinde’. She 

believed him entirely and fantasised about how the two of them would be 

inaugurated at the palace of the Governor-General at Buitenzorg.66

With such messianic statements he managed to enchant her. She later 

stated: ‘As an innocent eighteen-year-old girl, I had an overwhelming 

admiration for this colonial Napoleon.’ His company was almost hypnotic 

to her. She even recognised herself in the heroic main character of Jules 

Verne’s novel Michael Strogoff , the Courier of the Czar (1874-1875), who was 

prepared to go through fi re for his czar. When she had the opportunity 

to do something for her idol, everybody and everything else paled into 

insignifi cance. She dismissed any negative rumours about him as the 

shortsightedness of mundane minds that lacked the ability to understand 

a genius.67 Because of this loyalty towards him, Multatuli used her to 
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perform various tasks for him, as a kind of secretary. Her admiration was 

so immense that she even claimed her legitimate child’s portion of the 

inheritance from her mother, in order to give it to Multatuli. This caused 

her father, who was unable to prevent her from doing it, great sadness. 

Eventually the magic was gone. Sietske Abrahamsz woke up from her 

hypnosis. The main reason for this awakening was that the author had 

left  Tine, whom he had always portrayed as a goddess, and went off  with 

another woman. In Sietske’s eyes that made him ‘morally bankrupt’.68 

She could no longer believe in his plans to reform the world. From her 

writing the power of Multatuli’s infl uence during her youth is clear. Her 

experience as a Multatuli fan she described with a metaphor: it was 

as if she was fl oating in a hot-air balloon above the earth, from where 

everything looked small and insignifi cant.69

A second admirer was Marie Anderson from The Hague. She too came 

under his spell and wrote about it aft er his death. Like Sietske she was 

also 18 when Max Havelaar was published. Two years later she came into 

contact with the author. Through the reading of his work she had by then 

already lost her faith. Like her friend Mimi she started her correspondence 

with the author in 1862. Multatuli immediately answered, complained 

about his suff ering and concluded with: ‘I am sending you a kiss. Or is it 

wrong?’70 At the time she was 19 and the author 42. 

Shortly aft erwards the fi rst personal encounter took place. They went 

for a walk and at the end of it he kissed her. From then onwards they started 

seeing each other regularly. During these encounters they took long walks, 

in sunshine or by the light of the moon. To the astonishment of her family 

they walked like a couple in love, arm in arm and close to each other. When 

he was not with her, he wrote her sombre letters. When once she had 

received such a woeful letter and her mother enquired what the matter was 

with her, she answered ‘that it was because of Multatuli, the noble man, 

the poor wanderer, the martyr!’ It was mostly Multatuli’s personality that 

‘swept her along’. Aft erwards she defi ned her relationship with him as 

sentimental. She regarded Dekker as a soul mate, and like Sietske she had 

the feeling that the author transferred her into another universe.71

As in the case of Sietske, Marie Anderson’s encounters with Dekker 

were not always innocent. According to Marie they sometimes wandered 

into the dunes to be together undisturbed. During one of these occasions 

they lost track of time and, caught by darkness, could not fi nd their way 

back. He then said: ‘If we cannot fi nd our way back, you will become 

my wife here tonight.’ When they were not lying in the sand where he 
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gave her lessons in natural history (as Marie referred to their physical 

encounters), they looked for a gazebo or a bench: ‘to make love (again 

very wrong), with an opened umbrella as a shield, but not against the 

rain; it was lovely weather.’72 However, it seems that they never really had 

sexual intercourse, even though it came very close.

That Marie, just like the Liszt fans, wanted a souvenir of her idol is 

apparent from the fact that she asked him for a tuft  of his moustache. She 

saved it as a precious relic. According to her, this made Mimi jealous since 

she also wanted such a ‘genius piece of moustache’. Like other fans she 

gave the author gift s such as cigar knives and teacups. She also supported 

him fi nancially. When he lived in Germany, she sometimes travelled to 

him in order to give him some money. Aft er the death of her father it all 

changed. Multatuli demanded her bonds and even her house. When she 

refused this, he sent her an angry letter with the sentence: ‘Weighed and 

found wanting.’ 73 Yet, up to Multatuli’s death she stayed in contact with 

him, even though distanced.

To what extent could Sietske Abrahamsz and Marie Anderson be 

defi ned by the anachronistic term of ‘groupies’? Their fascination for 

Multatuli developed from their love for his work. Both girls took the 

initiative in contacting him, Marie more actively than Sietske, and both 

surrendered to him. That was not only physically (of which Marie gave a 

graphic description), but also mentally: they went along in his thinking 

and adopted all his eccentric ideas and fantasies. As already mentioned, 

both of them were even prepared to support him fi nancially.

To the outside world Multatuli gave the impression that other rules 

applied to him than to the rest. In his writing, for example his Minnebrieven 

(Love letters), he purposefully created the impression that he was involved 

in adultery. He writes about a mysterious (and imaginary) girl, Fancy 

whom he portrays as his mistress. In 1861 he even begs his publisher to 

not reveal the fact that Fancy was a fi gment of his imagination: whether 

my creations are of fl esh and blood is my business and not that of the 

public.’74 In this way Multatuli was personally responsible for this side 

eff ect of his celebrity status.

A male fan spotted

Multatuli also had male admirers. One of them was James William 

Theodoor Cohen Stuart, born in 1854 at Surakarta. At the time of 
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publication of Max Havelaar he had just turned 6. His fascination for 

Multatuli started when he was a Law student in Leiden and his hero still 

lived in Germany. He did what so many others did: he wrote Multatuli a 

fan letter. 

At the end of 1872 the then 18-year-old wrote his fi rst letter to Dekker. 

He started by asking forgiveness for his brutal behaviour. It was not 

his intention to intrude upon an extremely busy man whose name was 

mentioned everywhere. But he had the desire to let the great author know 

what he felt for him. Not without emotion he writes: ‘Because, Multatuli 

– oh, allow me, to address you with familiarity?! – I respect you, no much 

more, – I sympathise with you, I feel attracted to you,… I love you!’ He 

added that the author could have no idea how much he cared about his 

wellbeing. His gushy writing would even befi t a love letter. Through his 

work he started idolising Multatuli and regarded him as a role model. 

Like the female fans he tried to get closer to his idol. The young man, 

realising that he was not the only person who wrote to the author, begged 

him: ‘Please don’t reject me, Multatuli! I wish to learn from you, I wish 

to be advised by you!’75 Whereas Sietske and Marie played the role of a 

mistress, James took on the humble stance of a disciple.

The author felt fl attered and responded with a friendly letter in which 

he advised his admirer to always be honest, sincere and diligent. A 

very pleased James received the letter on New Year’s Day. From then on 

various letters were exchanged. The young man was fascinated, not only 

by Multatuli’s work, but also by his life and character. Though he believed 

that Dekker, with his way of life, gave his enemies a weapon to use 

against him, he was not judgmental. On the contrary, he regarded it as 

unfair that the Netherlands treated Multatuli so awfully, and came to his 

defence whenever he could. James too wanted a souvenir: he hoped that 

Multatuli would send him a portrait of himself, ‘which I would appreciate 

immensely’. Hereaft er he sent a follow-up letter in which he bombarded 

Multatuli with questions about his work.76

In the meantime the young man’s father, Abraham Benjamin Cohen 

Stuart, found out that his son had made contact with Multatuli. Adding 

to his disappointment, his son also refused to inform him about the 

contents of his letters. The father was concerned that the controversial 

writer could have a bad infl uence on James. He therefore wrote to 

Multatuli, expressing his concerns. Aft er having read Max Havelaar James 

was convinced that it was his mission to fi ght against the oppression of the 

Javanese people. For that reason he even travelled to England, from where 
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he wanted to go to America where he hoped to make his fortune. This 

he wanted to use in his mission to save the Javanese. Thanks to an uncle 

who tracked him down in London, James returned to The Netherlands. 

The young Cohen Stuart was obviously so strongly under the infl uence of 

Multatuli that he wanted to make the author’s mission his own.

His father used the opportunity to write to Dekker about his 

disapproval of his political ideas and that these could, in the way that 

his son had adopted them, endanger the young man’s future. Multatuli 

sent the father a comforting letter, in which he said that it was not his 

intention to incite the young man, but rather to encourage him to be 

diligent. He added that he oft en received letters similar to those of James 

and that he always responded in the same way: inspiring the writers to 

be industrious. This was a fair answer, but father Cohen Stuart replied 

with a cold, distanced and confrontational letter. Consequently Multatuli 

broke out in fury. James too received an angry letter, in which the young 

man was told off  for being ‘unstable’ and in which Multatuli bade him 

farewell. Appalled by Multatuli’s insults directed at his father, James 

sided with the latter. Highly upset he demanded that the author retracted 

the, according to him, bitter words. Dekker refused. More letters were 

exchanged, but eventually Dekker put an end to the correspondence. 

Like Sietske Abrahamsz and Marie Anderson, James Cohen Stuart also 

experienced what it was like to be under Multatuli’s spell. 

In 1875 in the magazine De Banier James published an article with the 

signifi cant title: ‘Multatuli-infatuation’. In this article he defi nes excessive 

infatuation with the writer as a disease, which he calls ‘Multatulisme’ 

(Multatulism). Even though he acknowledges that the author had meant 

a lot for the Netherlands, he scorns excessive fi xation with the author, 

who also had him in his grip. He especially takes it out on Carel Vosmaer, 

who in the previous year published Een zaaier. Studiën over Multatuli’s werken 

(A  Sower. Studies on the Work of Multatuli). According to James this 

book highlighted only positive aspects of the author. He agrees that 

Multatuli has done a lot of good, but ‘even if that is true, it does not 

justify uncritical glorifi cation and continuously shrouding him in a cloud 

of incense. Good heavens! It was certainly wrong to slander him, – but 

it is also no good to pretend that the man was immaculate, which he, 

like you and I, are certainly not.’ He objected to the fact that Multatuli’s 

admirers regarded him as a genius and that everything he said was met 

by ‘hosannas’.77 According to James the author himself was already bad 

enough by happily accepting all praises, like a kind of Nero. In his article 
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the young Cohen Stuart failed to mention that he, not that long ago, also 

belonged to the legion of sentimental Multatuli fans.

On pilgrimage to Germany 

As in the cases of Bilderdijk and Tollens, there was already a form of 

person-focused literary tourism during Multatuli’s life, especially during 

the 1870s and 1880s when he lived in Germany. Many fans went on 

pilgrimage in order to express their admiration. He was often paid visits 

by people he corresponded with and whom he invited to come round. 

Amongst them was the Dutch author Mina Kruseman. In September 

1873 after she and Betsy Perk, hoping for good luck, rang the bell at 4 

Schillerplatz in Wiesbaden, she wrote: ‘I have met Multatuli!!!!!!’ The 

address was given to her at the local post office. She was received by Mimi, 

who led her into a side room. Eventually a tall, thin and pale man with 

‘terribly bad eyes’ appeared, who offishly asked her what he could do for 

her. ‘“Multatuli?” I then asked.’78 Without saying a word she handed him 

the letter he had written her the previous winter. Multatuli responded 

extremely nervously, upon which Kruseman left as quickly as possible. 

Shortly afterwards she received a letter in which he invited the ladies to 

tea and asked them to accompany him to a concert. 

The literary critic Carel Vosmaer also paid a visit to Multatuli in 

Wiesbaden. Aft er he had written generously about Multatuli in De 

Nederlandsche Spectator (The Dutch Spectator), they started corresponding. 

In 1874 Een zaaier. Studiën over Multatuli’s werken was published. The 

same year Vosmaer visited Multatuli. He later wrote a fi ctionalised but 

autobiographical story ‘Idylle’ (Idyll) about this visit. In this story Dekker 

is called Don Zefi ro Bueno, Mimi is referred to as Nanna and Vosmaer 

goes by the name of Tscharmaranda. It was Vosmaer’s intention to 

present Multatuli as a friendly and homely man, who plays chess and fl ies 

a kite. He also described a walk they made in the area. The author amused 

himself by feeding chickens and asking a couple of German girls to sing 

them a song. To accompany the story Vosmaer made a few drawings, 

including Dekker feeding the chickens and the interior of Multatuli’s 

parlour.

This was not the last time that Vosmaer visited Multatuli. In 1833, 

together with his wife and daughter he paid him another visit. Once 

again they were received warmly. This second visit took place in Nieder-
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Ingelheim where, thanks to the fi nancial help of his admirer Jan Zürcher, 

Multatuli was able to buy a house in 1881. It was situated a couple of 

kilometres outside the city and had a beautiful view over the Rhine 

valley. Dekker was proud of the fact that it was the very same place where 

Charlemagne had lived.

Another of his admirers who visited him there was Hendrik Clemens 

Muller, teacher of classical languages at the Amsterdam grammar school. 

In the early 1880s he decided to visit Multatuli, the man he admired. From 

the railway station of the little town he took a carriage to Multatuli’s house. 

He was thoroughly aware of the personal importance of this moment: 

‘For the fi rst time I would see Dekker and speak to him, I would shake 

the hand of the man whose work had made such an immense impact on 

me.’ As he approached, he could see the house from a distance. When he 

got out of the carriage, somebody called to him from a window: ‘Are you 

Muller?’ It was the voice of Multatuli, who subsequently received him in 

a friendly manner. Because Muller was eager to hear the author speak, he 

let him do the talking while he himself mostly remained silent. Multatuli 

The doorbell of Multatuli’s home at Nieder-Ingelheim (University Library Amsterdam). 
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addressed many diff erent topics. That night, at Multatuli’s home, Muller 

could not fall asleep: ‘I was overwhelmed by the impression of this 

powerful personality, who lived like a hermit all by himself outside the 

country he loved, far away from the home of the language in which the 

prints of his soul were written like a series of masterpieces, far away from 

everybody who loved him and admired him.’ For Muller it was incredible 

to spend the night at the home of the man he regarded so highly. The next 

day he departed.79

A second visit followed in the summer of 1886. This time he was even 

permitted to enter Multatuli’s study, a place that Muller regarded as a 

sacred space. While gazing in awe at all the books and papers, they were 

suddenly alarmed by the sound of terrible screaming. It turned out to be 

a child who, out on the street begging for money, was beaten up by a 

passer-by. Multatuli stormed outside. With clenched fi sts he defended 

the abused child, upon which the man left . This incident enhanced the 

myth of the author’s battle against injustice: ‘Yes, that was Multatuli, in 

all his might, all his strength, in all his sense for justice, in his entire royal 

character.’80

That Dekker, even in his last years of life, still had an immense 

infl uence on women is evident from the incident with Marie Berdenis 

van Berlekom. In August 1885 this 25-year-old woman from Middelburg, 

already mentioned in the context of Nicolaas Beets’ seventieth birthday 

(Chapter 3), wanted to pay Multatuli a visit while travelling back to the 

Netherlands aft er a period of studying music in Frankfurt. Her visit was 

announced in advance: she wanted to shake the hand of the great author. 

From a farm boy she asked directions and then continued towards 

the house of Multatuli, excited to meet him at last: ‘My cheeks were 

glowing!’ She had informed nobody else about her plan, not even her 

father. Eventually she reached the home, where a servant girl took her 

to Multatuli. According to Van Belekom’s description he was ‘a slender 

man, pale, with light eyes like those of a clairvoyant’. Apologising for her 

visit, she asked him: ‘Are you not angry that I have come?’ Apparently his 

answer was: ‘Dearest child, if that was the case, I would certainly have a 

heart of stone.’81

The reception was warm and welcoming. She intended to continue 

her journey on the same day, but Multatuli invited her to stay. Listening 

to him talk had something enchanting about it: ‘It was so quiet and 

peaceful, and in this delicate atmosphere the genius of his soul opened 
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up completely, image upon image followed, idea upon idea, and the 

unfolding of the thoughts of this great poet and thinker was listened to 

with respect and in awe.’ Thus the hours passed. Marie was surprised that 

the author, who in his work could be so sarcastic and who employed such 

‘razor sharp satire’, turned out to be so gentle.82

This was the fi rst and also the last time that she met Multatuli, but 

the encounter made a deep impression on her. Aft er his death she tried 

to put into words exactly what it was that had impressed her so much: 

‘Every subject addressed by him emerged in a thousand new colours, – as 

in a kaleidoscope, where, at the smallest movement, the glass particles 

take on entirely diff erent forms, – or like a sombre landscape that, 

suddenly illuminated by the sun, produces complete new impressions. 

The smallest thing grew larger and larger in his hand, and one could do 

nothing but stand astonished and be carried away.’83 Like so many others, 

Marie Berdenis van Berlekom also had a kind of religious experience. 

During the same month, August 1886, four men arrived from Antwerp. 

It was Willem de Bom with his three friends travelling on foot through 

Germany. Arriving at Dekker’s house they knocked at the door: ‘Aft er a 

couple of minutes He made his appearance in front of us!’ The capital letter 

says it all. Multatuli’s appearance made an overwhelming impression on 

Bom. According to him, Multatuli looked unhealthy, like somebody who 

had suff ered from constant spiritual anguish. The men were treated with 

cigars, good wine and water from the well in his garden. With fascination 

they listened to Multatuli’s conversations. When, aft er two hours, they 

departed the author shook the hands of his visitors, saying: ‘And tell the 

friends that my biggest ambition has been to be a good person.’84 

From the described examples it is apparent that, during his lifetime, 

Multatuli’s home – initially at Wiesbaden and later at Nieder-Ingelheim 

– became a place of pilgrimage. Oft en by invitation, but sometimes also 

on their own initiative, literary tourists travelled to Germany to see the 

famous author with their own eyes. Many experienced the encounter as 

very special and had the need to write about it. Their memories present 

paradoxical images. On the one hand they describe Multatuli as an 

ordinary person, who could also be homely, gentle and adorable. On 

the other hand he made on many the impression of a larger-than-life 

personality, a crusader against injustice – the way he is known from his 

writing. Of all H.C. Muller had the most authentic Multatuli experience 

when he saw the myth of the author fi ghting injustice come true in real 

life.
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In 1908 a memorial plaque was placed on the façade of the house at 

Nieder-Ingelheim. Until 2016, it was a hotel, and the building is still a lieu 

de mémoire for Multatuli admirers. 

Conclusion

Multatuli was and still is the most famous Dutch author of the nineteenth 

century. His image, identifying with the man of sorrows who defended the 

oppressed and personally suffered from poverty, resembled something of 

a poète maudit. Dekker consciously stimulated the cult around his person 

and was certainly successful in achieving his goal: from 1860 he was 

generally regarded as a celebrity with messianic allure. His death in 1887 

was regarded as the loss of a great man. A flood of articles appeared in the 

press. Even posthumously he was described as a genius. In a special issue 

of De Dageraad (‘Dawn’) the editorial stated: ‘We, Dutch-speaking people, 

have lost in him a man greater than has ever lived in our century. We can 

call it Multatuli’s century.’85

The home where Multatuli lived and died at Nieder-Ingelheim, photo from 1908 (University Library 

Amsterdam).





 6 The Dutch Dynamic

In the previous chapters Dutch literary celebrity culture has been 

described in five case studies. How did poets manifest themselves during 

the nineteenth century as public figures? Willem Bilderdijk was analysed 

as a Calvinist celebrity. Hendrik Tollens became famous mostly for his 

role in creating a national identity. Nicolaas Beets, who as a student 

became inspired by Byron, was at the age of seventy celebrated as the 

Dutch Victor Hugo. François HaverSchmidt became famous thanks to his 

alter ego, Piet Paaltjens. After the publication of Max Havelaar, Multatuli 

acquired instantaneous celebrity status. All five succeeded in attracting 

much public attention and acquiring celebrity status in the Netherlands. 

As has been mentioned, literary celebrity is connected to the rise 

of Romanticism. But what was the case in the Netherlands where 

Romanticism hardly got a foot in the door, as is oft en claimed? Even 

though there was some ‘fl apping of wings, no real fl ying’ took place,1 and 

the couple of traces of (foreign) tendencies never developed into fully-

fl edged Romanticism. The romantic whim was short-lived – more or less 

from 1830 to 1840. 

That Romanticism never took root in the Netherlands can be attributed 

to several factors. At the time there was some obsession with purifying 

the Dutch language and culture from foreign contamination. From 1795 

the Netherlands was occupied by the French, which brought an end to 

the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands and the rule of stadtholder 

William V of Orange. Initially the Netherlands was permitted to control 

its own political system, but from the moment that Napoleon seized 

power in France, he strengthened his hold on the Netherlands. Between 

1806 and 1810 the Netherlands was a monarchy with Louis Napoleon 

(Napoleon’s younger brother) as king, but from 1810 inaugurated as a kind 

of colony of France. Napoleon introduced several unpopular measures, 

such as censorship and military service, and prohibited the Dutch from 

trading with England, which brought about an economic recession.

This gave way to a strong anti-French sentiment, and many poets 

started writing ultra-nationalistic poetry, which continued into the post-
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Napoleon period. In 1813 King William I – the son of expelled stadtholder 

William V – came to power. The hatchet was buried and, in the words 

of the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga, everybody laid themselves 

to rest in the shadow of the Orange Tree. A lot of hard work went into 

the reconstruction as well as the development of a Dutch identity. 

Throughout this process there was obviously not much appreciation for 

foreign infl uences. Instead the focus was on the seventeenth century, 

the golden era, when in the Netherlands the economy had boomed and 

literature had fl ourished thanks to authors such as Joost van den Vondel, 

P.C. Hooft  and Jacob Cats. This led to a fascination with Dutch history 

and Dutch heroes. This nostalgic discourse – in combination with a 

discourse of modesty (‘in comparison to world literature we are nothing, 

so let us rather withdraw into ourselves’) – led to a situation in which the 

Netherlands primarily focused on its own culture.2 Consequently many 

foreign developments, such as the rise of Romanticism, either went by 

almost unnoticed in the Netherlands or appeared in quite diluted forms. 

This was a consequence of the particular political situation. 

There was another, more literary-sociological factor that gave way 

to a particular form of celebrity culture in the Netherlands. Contrary to 

the situation in other countries literary life, especially in the fi rst half of 

the nineteenth century, was strongly institutional and organised around 

literary societies. These societies developed during the second half of 

the eighteenth century, remaining infl uential during the nineteenth 

century, with a strong infl uence on literary discourse. A lively culture 

of public readings existed; poetry and prose were recited in association 

with these societies. Well-known authors travelled from city to city 

to read from their work before it was published. Bilderdijk, Tollens, 

Beets, HaverSchmidt and even Multatuli all made their mark in the oral 

culture of nineteenth century literary society life. This societal model, 

typical of the Netherlands, could have had a paralysing eff ect on the 

introduction of Romanticism to the country. During this period poetry 

was mostly regarded as community art, as useful and pleasurable, and 

not as autonomous, individual expressions of feelings.3 As a result of the 

infl uence of these societies, which continued throughout the nineteenth 

century, the utilitarian aspect of literature played a central role: literature 

had to encourage good citizenship, and stimulate nationalist feelings 

and better society. That an author could disregard social conventions and 

embrace aesthetics as a new religion was unthinkable. In the Netherlands 

L’art pour l’art was a notion defended by nobody. As far as this is concerned, 
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the Netherlands was a couple of decades behind, for example, England 

and France. 

The societal model resulted in an elitist literary scene: a small group 

of male authors stood at the core of this, had contact with each other and 

referred to each other. Robert van Krieken, mentioned in the introduction, 

describes in his book of the same title how the world in his perspective 

changed into a Celebrity Society. Especially developments of the nineteenth 

century, which he explains mostly in relation to the situation in England, 

were responsible for this. Through the introduction of trains, steamships, 

telegraphy and new printing techniques information could be circulated 

more easily and quickly. The number of newspapers and magazines grew 

explosively. From this emerged the tabloid press, which oft en printed 

articles about celebrities. The arrival of photography around 1840 was 

another important stimulus for the democratisation of celebrity. 

At this time literary life in the Netherlands was of a totally diff erent 

nature. While in England Byron was making a furore as a fi rst true celebrity, 

partly due to the modern print- and visual culture, the Netherlands showed 

no signs even of the beginning of a mass culture. Until the 1870s the 

newspapers were meant for the elite, much-read magazines or tabloids 

barely existed, images of authors were hardly, or not at all circulated, nor 

printed on a large scale. In the Netherlands the literary circuit, organised 

around the societies, was in comparison to other countries small-scale 

and elitist. Also, photography hardly played a role on the Dutch literary 

scene. The literary-sociological constellation was thus diff erent in the 

Anglo-Saxon world, where in the early nineteenth century a modern 

print- and visual culture already existed with, as a consequence, a real 

celebrity culture. That which was already visible in England at the time 

of Byron would in the Netherlands only start emerging during the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century. 

Literary celebrity in the Netherlands

Even though the Netherlands was fixated on its own culture, had an elitist 

literary scene controlled by societies, and was hardly familiar with mass 

media and modern print techniques, it does not mean that there were 

absolutely no traces of celebrity culture. Even though in a diluted, less 

media-oriented and more small-scale manner some aspects of celebrity 

culture started appearing in the Netherlands. Eventually modern 
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romantic ideas found their way to the Netherlands where the supreme 

reign of rationality gradually gave way to that of feeling. Originality, 

innovation and authenticity started becoming requirements for good 

literature. Thus, as in other countries, the genius culture made its entry 

onto the literary scene of the Netherlands. Where a poet is regarded as an 

exceptional genius, a celebrity culture is bound to develop. 

As was mentioned in the introduction, two approaches can be 

identifi ed in the research about literary fame. On the one hand there is 

interest in the production side. How did the author create his own public 

image? If interested in the self-image of the author one quickly ventures 

onto this terrain of self-fashioning. Another aspect that interests 

researchers is the public side and the expressions of fandom. In this book 

both points of view are brought together. 

Did the mentioned authors actively participate in creating a 

recognisable writer’s image? The answer to this question is a defi nite yes. 

Willem Bilderdijk constructed a unique but recognisable self-image of 

a melancholic, religiously inspired, poverty-stricken prophet of doom, 

troubled by exile, and at the same time he evoked an air of intimacy in 

his work. Hendrik Tollens proclaimed himself to be no true poet. He 

continually excused himself for his apparent lack of talent. His modesty 

was characteristic of his image, even though he also presented himself as 

a devinely inspired poet. In the construction of his own writer’s identity 

Nicolaas Beets followed an example from abroad: Byron. Copying this 

English poet he created an image of a noble melancholic, but in his 

writing – contrary to his source of inspiration – he did not turn away from 

Christianity. François HaverSchmidt invented the alter ego Piet Paaltjens 

and held on to it throughout his life. He too followed foreign examples in 

the self-fashioning of this character. Apart from aspects of the pale young 

man of Heinrich Heine, Piet Paaltjens also exhibited characteristics of 

romantic models, especially that of the Hero of Sensibility. Multatuli’s 

image became legendary while he was still alive. To the outside world 

he presented himself as a type of contemporary Christ, living in poverty 

and never ceasing to fi ght injustice. He was the fi rst Dutch author who 

enhanced his image by making use of photography. 

To what extent did literary fan culture exist in the Netherlands of 

the nineteenth century? This is the second question addressed in this 

book. The point of departure was the idea, developed in the theory 

about fandom, that the fan is no passive consumer, but that he or she 

fulfi lls an active function. We analysed various forms of fan culture. The 



The Dutch Dynamic 207

focus was not only on institutionalised expressions – such as large-scale 

commemorations and the unveiling of monuments – but more on author 

adoration by individual fans. It is, however, necessary to mention that a 

large-scale fan culture did not yet exist: only a small group participated in 

fandom. These participants were from high society and active in literary 

life. 

All the writers discussed in this book were, to a greater or lesser 

extent, regarded as celebrities during their lives. They were approached by 

fans who wanted to meet them. The student-author Beets, for example, 

noticed that he was treated diff erently aft er the publication of his poem 

Jose (1834). Even later in life he was still considered an extraordinary 

person. Many fans came to visit Tollens, and in 1860 Multatuli was 

suddenly recognised and spoken to. To a certain extent HaverSchmidt/

Piet Paaltjens represents an exception in this book: it was only in the 

second half of the twentieth century that he became the literary celebrity 

he still is today.

Some nineteenth century fans were so eager to meet their idol that they 

were prepared to make journeys: literary tourism related to the person 

of the author. There are also international examples of literary tourism 

inspired by specifi c books. The historical novels of Walter Scott, for 

example, invited his readers to visit the Scottish countryside. No similar 

examples existed in the Netherlands: there literary tourism was limited 

to admirers who visited famous authors. Fans, for example, visited the 

old Bilderdijk at his home in Haarlem, Tollens in Rijswijk, and Multatuli 

even in the German Wiesbaden and Nieder-Ingelheim. The Frisian town 

of Foudgum where HaverSchmidt became vicar aft er his studies became a 

lieu de mémoire only during the second half of the twentieth century. 

There were also fans who sought souvenirs. In the Netherlands literary 

relic culture was just as widespread as in England: in the same way that 

pieces of Shelley’s skull or locks of Byron’s hair were collected, relics from 

Dutch authors were sought aft er. The Bilderdijk fan, Jan Wap, collected 

letters, manuscripts, objects and locks of hair. For him the adoration 

of his idol went so far that he even tried to get Bilderdijk letters from 

members of the family. In the case of Multatuli there were women who 

even wanted a tuft  of his moustache. It is signifi cant that these practices, 

which at fi rst glance seem to be related to Roman Catholicism, frequently 

occurred in Protestant Netherlands. 

There were also fans who tried to bring about lasting remembrances: 

memorials, busts or statues. Tollens, of whom miniature statues were 
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already being sold during his lifetime, was the fi rst to receive, as soon 

as four years aft er his death (in 1860), a statue in Rotterdam. Also a 

monument was erected at his grave in Rijswijk. As far as the statue culture 

is concerned, the Netherlands was running far behind other countries. 

Already twenty years earlier the fi rst stone was laid of an enormous 

monument for Walter Scott in Edinburgh, which was unveiled in 1846. In 

comparison to this, the marble statue for Tollens was very sober despite 

the fact that King William III personally did the unveiling during a festive 

ceremony. 

Not all authors were paid respects by their fans while they were 

still alive. Some, like Bilderdijk and Multatuli, were too controversial. 

Authors like Tollens and Beets again witnessed large-scale national 

tributes in their honour. In both cases ships were also named aft er them. 

When in 1850 Tollens turned seventy, he received a royal distinction and 

was inundated with gift s and accolades. In 1884 Beets received even 

more commendations at the celebrations of his seventieth birthday. It 

was the greatest homage ever paid to a nineteenth-century author in the 

Netherlands. Apart from these national tributes there were also local 

initiatives from literary admirers, for instance in honour of François 

HaverSchmidt in Leiden. 

Furthermore, fans also demonstrated their own creative abilities. 

Throughout the nineteenth century they wrote praise poems celebrating 

their heroes, both alive and dead. Even fan fi ction was written. In the case 

of Tollens an entire school of followers emerged, imitating his poetry. 

Students from Leiden created an alternative ending for Piet Paaltjens 

– in the play De liefde van Piet Paaltjens (The Love of Piet Paaltjens) from 

circa 1871 Paaltjens ends up happy and in love. The writing of letters by 

fans is another recurring phenomenon in the nineteenth century. When 

Beets turned seventy he received piles of fan mail from people known 

and unknown to him. Also Multatuli, from the moment that he became 

famous, was inundated with fan mail. That was in 1860 and similar to 

Byron’s situation when he became famous fi ft y years earlier.

This book pays special attention to the female fan. Like Byron, Goethe 

and Liszt, who were oft en approached by young ladies in awe of them, 

Dutch authors too were confronted by female fans. Beets noticed that 

girls started treating him diff erently following his debut. They wanted to 

know everything about him and wherever he went women came to talk to 

them. The best example is Multatuli with fans such as Sietske Abrahamsz 

and Marie Anderson, and who even married one of his admirers. 
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However, the literary public was not only positive in its response. 

There were also incidents of anti-fan culture in the nineteenth century. 

With his controversial opinions Bilderdijk for example provoked hatred 

and was criticised in satirical poems and sardonic texts. Also Tollens was 

confronted with anti-fans. Multatuli too had opponents who took up the 

pen against him. 

Whether it concerns fan- or anti-fandom, it needs to be kept in 

mind that those involved were from the top social layer. It was mostly 

professors, vicars, advocates and the like who practised literature, 

admired authors, wrote praise poems and organised commemorations. 

Compared to the Anglo-Saxon situation, fan culture in the Netherlands 

was elitist. Organised and institutionalised fan culture (fan clubs, etc.) 

hardly existed in the Netherlands. 

The Dutch Dynamic

The apocryphal comment that in the Netherlands everything happens 

fifty years later than elsewhere has been attributed to Heinrich Heine. 

If the world is about to perish, he advised, everybody should relocate to 

the Netherlands. Thus far it has been illustrated that, despite a couple 

of impediments, the nineteenth-century Netherlands certainly showed 

signs of a literary celebrity culture similar to that of neighbouring 

countries. The biggest difference with international celebrity research 

is that the fame of the Dutch authors discussed here was limited to 

the Netherlands. Their work was not known outside the country. Even 

Multatuli, whose Max Havelaar was translated into many languages, was 

no international celebrity. The Italian Edmondo de Amicis rightly says 

in his study about the Netherlands of 1874 that even though the country 

had a thriving literature, it had brought forth no single book ‘that had 

become famous in Europe’.4 As such Dutch literary celebrities differ 

from celebrities like Byron, Goethe and Hugo. It therefore comes as no 

surprise that Dutch celebrity culture was less widespread. 

At this point of the discussion an important question arises: can a 

distinctive ‘Dutch dynamic’ be identifi ed? What was unique to Dutch 

culture in comparison to other countries? What sociocultural factors can 

be considered exclusively Dutch as far as literary fame is concerned? And 

what perceptions and signifi cant trends can be deduced from the Dutch 

model? 
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1. The paradox of the Calvinist celebrity

Firstly, there seems to be a conspicuous connection between literary 

celebrity and Calvinism. The extent to which literary fame and popularity 

in religious circles in the Netherlands coincide is quite remarkable. Since 

the battle against Spain during the Dutch Uprising, the Dutch had been a 

Protestant nation. It is therefore not strange that most men of letters have 

a Protestant background. Religion played a significant role in the life of 

the nineteenth-century citizen. Everybody belonged to a church, the vicars 

exercised immense authority and criticism of the Bible was unacceptable. A 

situation as in England where authors like Byron and Shelley emphatically 

proclaimed their atheism was unthinkable in the Netherlands. Whereas 

Shelley published his essay The Necessity of Atheism as early as 1811, the 

Netherlands had to wait another forty years, and even then criticism of the 

Bible was expressed only in mild terms. When in 1858 the critic Conrad 

Busken Huet published his book Brieven over den Bijbel (Letters about the 

Bible) it was met by a big commotion. Also Multatuli’s openly expressed 

atheism led to social indignation. Well known is his Gebed van den onwetende 

(Prayer of the ignorant) (1861), which ends with: ‘Oh God, there is no 

God!’5 Thus, as far as religion is concerned, Dutch writers were much more 

conservative than England during the same period.

Even though religious freedom had been enshrined in the constitution 

since 1814, the Dutch Reformed Church held a position of privilege. A 

large majority of nineteenth-century Dutch citizens were reformed. The 

House of Orange also belonged to the Reformed Church. In the 1820s, 

however, confl ict arose in the church. Conservative Calvinists resisted the 

modernisation of the church, which they regarded as excessive and leading 

to a too moderate dogma. The most signifi cant resistance came from the 

group that was later called the Réveil: a Christian revival movement in 

which feeling was of utmost importance. They pleaded for religion to be 

an intimate part of daily life and opposed the spirit of nineteenth-century 

Enlightenment. Home gatherings were held on weekdays where praying, 

singing and Bible-reading took place. The Réveil had a clear link with 

Romanticism – no wonder that Willem Bilderdijk was the godfather of 

this movement. 

In 1817 Bilderdijk moved to Leiden, where he gave private lectures. 

Even though his controversial ideas stood in the way of him becoming a 

professor, he still exerted a strong infl uence on the younger generation 

through his home lecturing. In the 1820s Bilderdijk started manifesting 
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himself increasingly as an orthodox-Calvinist cultural critic with the 

allure of a prophet. He also started venting ideas that many regarded as 

reactionary and which caused upheaval. He was, for example, against 

democracy and people’s sovereignty, but for the absolute monarchy; 

against social welfare and smallpox vaccination, but for slavery and 

the fundamental inequality of people. In his poetry he attacked the 

supporters of the Enlightenment: ‘Those professing this abominable 

doctrine / (May God forgive those who do!) / I will frantically fi ght / Up 

to my last drop of blood.’6 This tone earned him the status of an Old 

Testament prophet. Congruently with this status, he regularly reminded 

his readers of the Covenant with God, who had sent him to be a mirror 

to his contemporaries. This elicited a lot of criticism, but also gave him 

heroic status within a limited religious circle. Thus Bilderdijk was not 

only a literary celebrity, but also a Calvinist celebrity. 

Bilderdijk was certainly not the only example of this curious 

combination of literary and Calvinist fame, typical of the Netherlands. 

His best-known pupil was the Amsterdam poet Isaäc da Costa (1798-

1860) (already mentioned in Chapter 1) son of Jews of Portuguese origin. 

Though Jewish people had been oppressed for a long time, they received 

equal rights during the French rule over the Netherlands. This made it 

possible for Da Costa to study. From 1806 he attended Latin school. Five 

years later his father registered him for the study of law at the Athenaeum 

Illustre in Amsterdam. Da Costa turned out to be a talented young 

man. In 1813 he met Bilderdijk in Amsterdam, where he received private 

tuition from the well-known poet. During the autumn of 1816 Da Costa 

moved to Leiden to complete his studies. When in 1817 Bilderdijk also 

transferred to Leiden, their contact was renewed. Da Costa belonged 

to the fi rst batch of students who attended his privatissimum in Dutch 

history. Under the infl uence of Bilderdijk he became convinced that he 

lived in an era of decay. On 20 October 1822 Da Costa, together with his 

wife and a literary friend, embraced the Christian Reformed religion. He 

was baptised in St Peter’s Church in Leiden. From then onwards he would 

become involved in the fi ght against Enlightenment. A highlight as far 

as this is concerned was the publication of his Bezwaren tegen den geest der 

eeuw (1823) (Objections to the Spirit of the Age), which caused quite some 

upheaval. 

According to Da Costa nineteenth-century religion had degenerated. 

Human reasoning was given too important a role, he argued, while 

true faith was disintegrating. According to him this led to a collapse of 
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morality, which was encouraged by the numerous ‘infernal texts’ (like 

those by Voltaire and Rousseau), the ‘heart- and mind-destroying and 

demoralising Novels’ (like those by August Lafontaine) and the pernicious 

poems of Byron. Also Science was guilty of human corruption because it 

was implemented as a ‘weapon against God’s Revelation’ and attempted 

to give rational, physical explanations for religious issues.7 Da Costa 

followed Bilderdijk in his war against the infl uences of the Enlightenment 

of his time. 

It was a thorn in Da Costa’s fl esh that man was increasingly trying 

to occupy the throne of God. The ideas about the abolition of slavery he 

regarded as proof of ‘delusional human wisdom’. The Negro had to serve 

‘the whites who were bodily and mentally of a higher order’. From this 

point of view he also rejected the constitution. A monarch does not have 

any responsibility apart from a responsibility towards God and therefore 

does not have to abide by his constitutional oath. The latter was an 

insult to God. It was an abomination before the eyes of God that public 

opinion could infl uence the decisions of a ruler. He thus also pleaded 

for the abolition of press freedom. Sickness was from God; man should 

not resist it. Philanthropy was working against the will of God who 

created paupers poor. Because people were not equal, equal education 

was also not required. Da Costa supported the Synod of Dordrecht, 

which sympathised with the position of the Contra-Remonstrants, the 

defenders of the predestination. ‘A heretical mentality has taken hold of 

mankind,’ Da Costa claimed.8

He also had interesting views about poetry. According to him there 

was a connection between the loss of morality and the arrogance of the 

nineteenth century. Literary associations and societies were rife, but 

this was not where true artists (such as Homer and Rafaël) were born. 

According to Da Costa a true artist was formed by God, and not by 

man: ‘A true poet can never be brought to silence; he does not need the 

encouragement of people to feel the emotions that inspire him to sing, 

or express them as heavenly melodies into the hearts of those who are 

poetically equipped.’ In the same way that a ruler receives a throne from 

God, a poet receives artistic abilities from God and should not let himself 

be constrained by human institutions. The nineteenth century was, 

according to him, also lost as far as the arts were concerned: ‘In earlier 

days people wrote poetry, painted, and built, inspired by belief and a need 

to praise; in our time, inspired by wealth and in need of fame; in earlier 

days, for pure heaven; in our time, for the degenerated world.’9 This 
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illustrates to what extent religion and poetry overlapped in Da Costa’s 

mind, following Bilderdijk. He not only expressed these opinions in 

prose, but they also found their way into numerous poems. 

Da Costa continued publishing many controversial works in which 

he fl ogged the spirit of the century. From 1824, every Sunday night, he 

presented Bible readings at his home in Amsterdam. These brought him 

national fame. He deliberately presented himself as a contemporary Paul 

– the Apostle who at fi rst was a non-believer but then saw the light – and 

called upon his contemporaries to convert before it was too late. 

Undoubtedly Bilderdijk and Da Costa can be considered examples of 

Calvinist celebrity, an identity that contains a peculiar paradox. According 

to the dogma of John Calvin and the belief in predestination (the doctrine 

that God had predestined who will be granted eternal life and who will be 

rejected), man is regarded as an insignifi cant creature in comparison to 

almighty God. Therefore he should be humble. Or, as Da Costa put it in 

one of his poems:

  No, I was no Poet, brave and strong,

  Whom by his own power to the heavens

On wide wings did soar.

  I am a little worm, weak and insignificant,

  In my own, and in God’s eye impure! 10

On the one hand, man is an unworthy creature and should thus be humble. 

On the other hand, Bilderdijk and Da Costa presented themselves in their 

work as exceptional beings, elevated above normal people. Already early 

on the Amsterdam literary critic Allard Pierson pointed out this apparent 

contradiction. He found it curious that in his poems Da Costa often 

referred to his human insignificance and claimed not to be interested in 

fame. Pierson argues: ‘If one really does not care about worldly praise, 

one would not mention this modesty and insignificance so elaborately. 

… If Da Costa did not desire any admiration or applause he would, in the 

lineage of great men, be an astonishing exception, yes, a wonder.’11 

How can the paradox of Calvinist celebrity be explained? Even though 

Bilderdijk and Da Costa presented themselves as humble men, they also 

presented themselves as prophets, messengers of God. As godly inspired 

poets they were, aft er all, chosen people who could reach up to higher, 

godly spheres. This put them in a position to present themselves as public 

fi gures, similar to the elevated status of vicars in the seventeenth century, 
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which John Exalto aptly refers to as ‘reformed saints’.12 Nevertheless, the 

inextricable link between Calvinism and celebrity seems typically Dutch.

This link goes even further back than Bilderdijk and Da Costa. There 

were also other authors who were famous for both their literary functions 

and positions as vicar. Unique to the Netherlands was the fi gure of the 

vicar poet who throughout the nineteenth century had a prominent 

position in literary life. These men had two channels whereby they taught 

the believers in their fold: sermons as well as poetry. Nicolaas Beets was 

regarded as the king of the vicar poets. It is therefore not surprising that 

admiration for him was driven by both religious and literary motives. The 

same counts for François HaverSchmidt – when he was buried in 1894, he 

was honoured much more as vicar than as poet. In the nineteenth century 

literary and religious fame were intertwined in the Netherlands.

2. Students and foreign countries as example 

A second characteristic of the Dutch dynamic is that the Netherlands 

was, as far as literary celebrity culture is concerned, strongly susceptible 

to influence and inspiration from foreign countries. Therefore the 

Netherlands did not play a leading role, but by choice followed in the 

footsteps of foreign countries. Some authors even managed to obtain 

national fame by imitating the images of famous authors abroad. 

We came across this phenomenon in the cases of Nicolaas Beets and 

François HaverSchmidt. During his youth, Beets was influenced by 

Lord Byron whose image and melancholy he imitated. He even started 

writing like Byron – so-called Byronian narrative poems with a Byronic 

Hero as main character. But he never went so far as to reject Christianity. 

François HaverSchmidt created the figure of Piet Paaltjens for which he, 

as has been explained, made use of the Byronian model. His ‘pale young 

man’ was also based on the pale young man who appears in Heine’s 

early poetry. 

The fi gure of Piet Paaltjens can be seen as part of the Dutch Dynamic. 

No other author in world literature has ever become so famous through 

the creation of a fi ctional author-identity than him. HaverSchmidt might 

have been famous as vicar, but it was the mysterious young man, suff ering 

from Weltschmerz, whom everybody in the Netherlands knew. 

Both Beets and HaverSchmidt made use of international writer-

models for their self-fashioning. It is signifi cant that in the fi rst instance 

both were fans of foreign authors and both chose that particular fandom 
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as a foundation for their own images. In both cases it is not far-fetched 

to talk about a ‘lookalike syndrome’ and to see their self-fashioning as a 

form of fandom. As has been explained, the theory of ‘fandom’ regards 

the fan not as a passive consumer, but as an active participant. In her 

PhD dissertation on fan culture related to twenty-fi rst century television 

series, Nicolle Lamerichs writes aptly about ‘productive fandom’.13 In 

various ways admirers can express their admiration through fan practices: 

they dress like their favourite characters, visit fan conventions and 

produce creative writing products (fan fi ction). John Fiske refers to this 

as the ‘textual productivity’ of fans.14 In short, fans undertake activities 

to express their admiration. In the case of Beets and HaverSchmidt the 

creation of their images can be seen as fan activities, by means of which 

they expressed their admiration for a (more or less) contemporary foreign 

author. What is interesting about both these cases is the interlinking of 

self-fashioning and fandom. Both Beets and HaverSchmidt connected 

their fandom to their self-representation. This fi eld of tension between 

self-fashioning and fandom has not yet been picked up by international 

celebrity research and seems to be characteristic of the Netherlands. 

Why were Beets and HaverSchmidt in particular so strongly inspired 

by foreign countries? Their social position as students must have played 

a role. Both were editorial board members of the Leiden Studentenalmanak 

(Student Yearbook), which was published for the fi rst time in 1815. This 

publication provided students with literary aspirations with a platform 

on which to manifest themselves as writers. This is where both Nicolaas 

Beets and François Haverschmidt had their fi rst writing published. The 

Yearbook functioned as breeding ground for young literary talent and 

could provide a positive stimulus in the literary career of a young writer. 

In the case of Beets the literary society structure also played a 

signifi cant role in the creation of his fame. He was a member of the 

Rederijkerskamer voor Uiterlijke Welsprekendheid (The Chamber of 

Rhetoric for External Eloquence). This ‘Romantic Club’, as opponents 

scornfully referred to it, was established in 1833 and started fl ourishing 

around 1835 when they organised several well-attended public meetings. 

15 The club focused on excellence in public speaking, and perfection was 

the ultimate goal of the members, who were in awe of foreign romantics 

such as Hugo and Byron. Through his public speaking Beets attracted 

attention to his authorship. 

Beets and HaverSchmidt were still students of theology at Leiden 

University when they started moulding their images along the lines of 
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foreign models. Beets studied there from 1833 to 1839, and HaverSchmidt 

from 1852 to 1858. During the fi rst half, but partly also in the second 

half of the nineteenth century, the Netherlands was a stand society. 

Social mobility hardly existed. Each class had its own regulations and 

prescriptions. The only group that did not need to adhere to any of this 

was students. They formed a unique group with its own rules, and more 

or less led an existence free of class distinctions and not bound to social 

codes and prescription. This explains why Beets could, without any risk, 

immerse himself in Byronic melancholy – it was, aft er all, nothing more 

than a lighthearted game played by a student. Also for HaverSchmidt the 

sad young man was a gimmick. It was thus exactly because they were 

students and for several years stood outside the strict rules of society that 

they had the freedom to be inspired by controversial foreign examples, 

such as Byron, who made no secret of the fact that he did not believe in 

a God. 

Even so, that does not imply that these two students embraced 

everything of their heroes. Aft er all, both Beets and HaverSchmidt were 

students of theology and wanted to become vicars. Presenting themselves 

as atheists in their work was unimaginable. Beets drizzled the Byronic 

heroes in his work with a Christian dressing, and HaverSchmidt also gave 

no indication of Piet Paaltjens as a non-believer. Even though Paaltjens 

was disillusioned in love and in friendship, actually in everything, he 

did not become estranged from his religion. It was characteristic of the 

Dutch Dynamic that students imitated foreign authors as well as that 

their imitations manifested themselves in diluted form, which never 

brought into question their Christian belief. At the end of his study Beets 

explicitly turned his back, as we have seen, on his ‘black time’.

Finally, it is remarkable that not only did authors copy foreign models 

in their self-fashioning but that certain manifestations of fandom also 

followed foreign models. The best example is the tribute to Nicolaas 

Beets on the occasion of his seventieth birthday in 1884. When the 

time approached and the celebration had to be organised, a close look 

was taken at how the French had celebrated Victor Hugo three years 

earlier. The Dutch press had reported extensively on this event. When 

on 23 September 1884 it was Beets’ turn, he was honoured as the Dutch 

Victor Hugo, though on a more modest scale. The tribute to Beets was 

also a celebration of the Dutch national character that he represented. 

This entailed sobriety and moderation. 
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3. A tenacious male discourse 

It is no coincidence that the authors discussed in this book are all male. 

Even though there were cases of female authors with a large reading 

public, they did not become celebrities because they never, or hardly 

ever, succeeded in attracting public attention. For a very long time 

female writers in the Netherlands believed the ingrained Dutch saying: 

‘doe maar normaal dan doe je al gek genoeg’ (just act normal, that is 

already strange enough). A lavish image was unacceptable. Researchers 

of literary fame in the nineteenth century in the Netherlands have noted 

that this phenomenon is strongly gendered. Hardly any women authors 

obtained celebrity status comparable to that of Bilderijk, Tollens, Beets, 

HaverSchmidt or Multatuli. 

The same cannot be said for the international literary scene. Yet, 

even there, according to Brenda Weber in Women and Literary Celebrity 

in the Nineteenth Century (2012), the status of the female celebrity was 

problematic. Take, for example, the American author Harriet Beecher 

Stowe, writer of the novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), which made her world 

famous. When already regarded as a celebrity, she travelled to England 

for a promotional tour, her behaviour was not at all like that of a celebrity. 

The biggest part of the time she sat quietly in the ladies’ gallery, separated 

from her fans by a screen through which they could look at her, but could 

not be seen. Mostly she let her husband do the talking on her behalf. For 

a celebrity public visibility is a prerequisite, but in the case of women that 

was problematic. They were confronted with ‘a broad range of cultural 

stereotypes that positioned the famous female author in a metaphorical 

straitjacket, bound by images of angelic purity on one side or monstrous 

and masculine excess on the other’.16 A woman who dared to be assertive 

was regarded as aggressive, ambitious and asexual. 

Internationally too the literary discourse was dominated by men. This 

led to a situation in which an author such as Jane Austen had to publish 

her books anonymously and became famous only aft er her death. This 

phenomenon has its roots in antiquity. The Greek statesman Pericles, for 

example, stated that a woman would only earn glory (kleos) if she were 

never a topic of discussion, either in positive, or in negative terms. In 

this regard Robert Garland stated that social invisibility counted as ‘the 

yardstick of female respectability’. Accordingly the number of famous 

women was much smaller than the number of famous men. This also 
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explains why very little is known about the lives of the handful of female 

poets like Sappho. About the Latin poet Sulpicia we know a little more, 

but the fact that for a long time her work was ascribed to Albius Tibullus 

proves that her public profi le was ‘extremely low’.17 

Later on female celebrities became famous mainly because of their 

role alongside great men.18 The position of the female author remained 

inferior. Even during Romanticism, when authors started claiming more 

artistic freedom, her role remained largely unchanged. The thought 

that a genius could also be female needed time to ripen: ‘Although the 

Romantic genius was supposed to have qualities such as sensibility and 

intuition, which was traditionally associated with femininity, he was 

almost always imagined as a virile, masculine fi gure.’ Even though the 

female genius was sometimes written about, her status was undoubtedly 

‘less powerful and less extensive than male genius’.19 

It is signifi cant that some nineteenth-century female authors who 

did manage to obtain fame had to adapt the male discourse. A ‘link 

between masculinity and artistic creation’ was an obvious assumption. 

Male authors and critics did not regard women as being capable of true 

authorship – only men could write real literature, it was believed. This is 

probably one of the reasons why some women preferred to publish under 

a male pseudonym. Amantine-Lucile-Aurore Dupin, for example, used 

the name George Sand for her writing. She also wore trousers and openly 

smoked cigars, which caused quite a stir. There was also Mary Ann Evans 

who chose the pseudonym George Eliot. 

What was the position of women in Dutch literary life in the nineteenth 

century? In comparison to the Anglo-Saxon world it seems that the climate 

for writing women was even more conservative in the Netherlands with its 

strict male discourse. More so, the female writer herself oft en went along 

in this and conveyed a conservative women-unfriendly message in her 

work. The literary world of the nineteenth century was obviously a male 

stronghold. Women were generally not welcome in the literary societies. 

Just like elsewhere, the Netherlands had an exclusive male representation 

until deep into the nineteenth century. This was in accordance with the 

prevalent ideology that required of women that they be modest, behave 

discreetly and fulfi ll domestic duties. The writing of literature should be 

left  to the men. More so, writing women were regarded as intruders in an 

arena where they did not belong. Many texts reproduced this attitude. A 

woman had to be a good wife, mother and housewife before she should 

start thinking about writing. 
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With this mode of thinking dominating the scene, it was obviously 

not easy for women to acquire a literary position. Appropriating a 

conspicuous image was a taboo. There are, however, several international 

examples of eccentric female artists from the nineteenth century, such as 

the already mentioned French author George Sand, the French painter 

and sculptor Rosa Bonheur and the actress Sarah Bernhardt. They applied 

their eccentricity as a ‘posture of celebrity’. Bonheur and Bernhardt wore 

men’s clothes, whereby they created an androgynous look. In addition, 

the two women had cats (through the ages associated with witches) as an 

added characteristic of their public image. Bernhardt also kept all kinds 

of wild animals such as a lynx, a wild cat, a lion, a cheetah, two horses, 

dogs, birds (of prey), even a python and two alligators. Bonheur loved 

cats – as in the case of Bernhardt it was undoubtedly ‘a performative 

gesture’: ‘When Bonheur and Bernhardt brought a large wild cat into a 

domesticated space, they expressed a desire not only to cause trouble, but 

also to attract attention.’20.

Such examples of female eccentricity did not occur in the Netherlands 

during the nineteenth century. Therefore all the chapters of this book 

are devoted to men. It was certainly not appropriate for women to 

be intellectual, let alone eccentric. Characteristic, as far as this is 

concerned, is the attitude of Nicolaas Beets regarding writing women: 

‘A writing woman is a renegade who joins the troops of the enemy and 

should be executed by her gender.’ It was, according to Beets, similar to ‘a 

proper girl who goes to bed with her door open, or tells about her bed.’21 

In 1870, in a talk about the ‘Emancipation of women’, the same author 

spoke out against female celebrity. He had no objection to emancipation, 

but a woman’s education should focus on the task that she would fulfi ll 

alongside her husband, he argued, and not ‘on acquiring some fame, of 

all things one can desire the least conducive to one’s happiness, and for 

the woman so oft en the cause of discontent, and always of isolation’.22

It is striking that many female authors agreed with this and even 

expressed this view in writing. So did the blind poet Petronella Moens 

(1762-1843), famous in her own time, despise learned women. Even 

though she regarded it as important that a girl should learn to read and 

write, she believed that a woman was primarily destined to be a mother. 

Signifi cant as far as this is concerned is a passage from Legaat aan mijne 

vrouwelijke landgenooten (Legacy to my Female Compatriots) (1829). One 

of the scenarios she describes here demonstrates what would happen 

if a woman decided to become a famous poet. A certain ‘Mrs. S.’ was a 
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famous poet and had written many beautiful poems that oft en moved her 

readers to tears. But because she was always preoccupied with poetry, her 

home became chaotic. When the kitchen maid came to ask her what she 

should serve for lunch and missus was once again occupied with poetic 

thoughts, she told her off  and demanded to be left  in peace. When her 

husband returned from work, he found an empty table. It eventually went 

from bad to worse:

The management was now left in the hands of the servant girls, 

and way too often this led to negligence, waste, and even stealing. 

The children, whose births should have been a blessing for the 

marriage, only caused more chaos. The poetic mother regarded 

herself as much too important to be occupied with the care of her 

children, which she regarded as trivial. The impatient man, who 

only saw chaos, tried to avoid his own house as much as possible. 

It all led to the total demise of his family, whose wellbeing could 

have thrived perfectly well with order, prudent handling of money, 

and diligence.23

Thus, a woman had to devote herself to her main task: her family. Those 

who neglected this, such as the mentioned poet, would eventually 

meet their demise, according to Moens: ‘Boredom, hatred, and a need 

to cast aspersion would accompany her on her lonely path in life, until 

unmourned she would disappear into her grave.’24 

Even so, the nineteenth century did produce a couple of famous female 

authors, such as Elisabeth (Betsy) Hasebroek, A.L.G. Bosboom-Toussaint 

and Mina Kruseman. All three of them wrote novels that during their time 

were well received in the Dutch press. Quite interestingly, the complex 

position of women is addressed in the novels of all these authors. These 

novels shed light on how female authors themselves thought about women 

who refused to conform to social codes and conventions, and women 

who wanted to attract a lot of attention – all characteristics of a celebrity. 

In 1838 Betsy Hasebroek (1811-1887), who in the early nineteenth 

century enjoyed a certain amount of fame as a novelist, published her 

debut Te laat (Too late) anonymously. As was mentioned, Jane Austen’s 

novels were also published anonymously. This strategy was oft en used by 

female authors in the Netherlands. In her preface Hasebroek apologises 

to the reader – she was not sure whether she was doing the right thing to 

publish this book, as she had mainly written it for herself. But she added: 
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‘Her Readers would probably be too polite to criticise a woman too 

fi ercely’.25 The gender issue is a central theme in Hasebroek’s novels. In 

the novel Twee vrouwen (Two Women) (1840) the male character, Alexander 

van Montfoort, is confronted by a dilemma. Should he marry Clara, a 

learned woman who is his intellectual equal, a woman with whom he 

can converse on the same level and who regards the development of her 

mind as more important that the care of her child? Or should he choose 

the kind, naïve and childlike Marie, who dutifully performs her homely 

duties, even when she is treated unfairly? Eventually he chooses the latter. 

Hasebroek confronts her readers with the dilemma of either choosing for 

their hearts or their minds as the decisive factor in their lives. According 

to her, men do not like women who want to attract too much attention to 

themselves, or strive for fame. The woman was, according to her, created 

for the man, ‘to fl atter him rather than to impress him, an instrument 

that sounds and sings when he plays it, and is quiet when he wishes not 

to hear it.’ Hasebroek’s message is: ‘Thus be careful, those sisters of mine 

who want to carry the heavy sword of the mind, removed from the velvet 

sheath of female modesty.’26 In other words: women should by all means 

be humble. 

Gender issues were also addressed in the work of A.L.G. Bosboom-

Toussaint (1812-1886). She was married to the famous nineteenth-century 

Dutch artist Johannes Bosboom. With her psychological-historical novels 

(inspired by Walter Scott) situated in the Netherlands, she has earned the 

status of the most famous female Dutch author of the nineteenth century, 

a status that is still valid today. Her most famous work, Het Huis Lauernesse 

(House Lauernesse) (1840), is situated against the backdrop of the rise 

of Protestantism in the Netherlands of the sixteenth century. The novel 

Majoor Frans (Major Frans) followed in 1875 and was situated in its time. 

When one day the main character, Leopold van Zonshoven, hears that 

an old aunt has bequeathed him millions, on condition that he marries 

her granddaughter Francis Mordaunt, Leopold decides to pay the girl, 

his cousin, a visit. He needs to get to know her. The stories he heard 

about her were not very promising. People who knew her regarded her 

as bad-mannered and referred to her behaviour and manner of dress as 

improper. She was seen as eccentric and almost everybody called her by 

her nickname: Majoor Frans. This perception is confi rmed when Leopold 

visits her and fi nds her wildly riding a horse. Initially Leopold is uncertain 

whether she is a man or a woman. Apart from the fact that she is dressed 

like a man, she is also wearing a man’s hat on her wild hair. Her way of 
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dress is indicative of Francis’ approach to life. As a woman she refuses to 

be limited in her freedom, she dislikes normal bourgeois girls, only wears 

clothes that are comfortable and does not give marriage a thought (‘I will 

not trade my freedom’).27

Majoor Frans is not prepared to adapt to the social codes of her 

environment. Nobody has any appreciation of this, let alone men. 

Leopold is an exception. From the very fi rst moment that he meets 

her he recognises the girl behind the mask: an ‘attractive, truly female 

fi gure’.28 Soon he discovers that the reason for her eccentricity is to be 

found in her youth. Her mother died when she gave birth to Francis and 

her father neglected her during her upbringing. Because his son, also 

named Francis, had died, he treated his daughter like a son. She wore 

boys’ clothes, received tuition in fencing, was given a gun and could do 

whatever she pleased. In the end Leopold succeeds in letting Francis 

come to terms with herself as a woman, and marries her. 

Even though Majoor Frans has been categorised as a novel about 

emancipation, this was not Bosboom-Toussaints’ intention. Even though 

she casts Majoor Frans as a strong woman, her message was more 

conservative than what some readers later wanted to believe. Francis 

indeed wanted to protect her independence up to a certain point, but in 

the end she did succumb to her husband. The implicit message is that 

eccentricity does not make a woman happy; peace and stability are to be 

found only in marriage. Bosboom-Toussaint was certainly no advocate of 

female eccentricity. On the contrary. 

During the nineteenth century women clearly still had a diff erent 

status from men. It was only at the end of the century that some changes 

started taking place. Under the infl uence of the fi rst wave of feminism 

(from 1870) the possibility of education for women started increasing. 

The famous Dutch doctor and feminist Aletta Jacobs (1854-1929), also the 

fi rst woman to complete a university course in the Netherlands, became 

an example for many to follow. Gradually the opportunities to participate 

in social life as well as the perspectives to pursue a literary career started 

to increase. Somebody who benefi ted from this was the Dutch actress, 

singer and writer Mina Kruseman (1839-1922). With her fl amboyant 

image and her inciting performances she became an icon of feminism. 

She was, however, a short-lived celebrity who, with highly successful 

performances, experienced fame in the Netherlands from 1873 to 1877. 

Her image was that of a diva – a beautiful but unreachable woman. She 

is regarded as an early Dutch example of celebrity.29 Because her fame is 
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mostly attributed to her status as a feminist rather than an author, she is 

not discussed in a separate chapter.

Kruseman’s debut novel Een huwelijk in Indië (A Wedding in the Dutch 

East Indies) (1873) is about Lina van Wageningen who refuses to conform 

to traditional female stereotypes; instead she lives a life that according to 

her environment does not suit a woman. Also in her case the reasons for 

her unconventional attitude can be found in her youth. Aft er the death 

of her mother her father, who teaches her to apply her mind, brings her 

up. Consequently her peers see her as too learned, women regard her as 

a know-all, and men consider her too cheeky. According to her father it 

is also perfectly fi ne that Lina practises fencing. He even teaches her to 

shoot. When she is 18 and her father is asked for her hand in marriage, he 

leaves it up to her to make the decision. She turns the candidate down. 

Society starts to despise her as eccentric and eventually she decides to 

travel to the Dutch East Indies. Her father, who stays behind, comments 

as follows: ‘May God bless all eccentric people! Oh! may normality be 

destroyed and may eccentricity become normal. That would be such a 

giant leap for mankind in terms of progress!’30 

Thus, during the nineteenth century, the period covered by this book, 

female celebrity was still socially unacceptable in the Netherlands. This 

phenomenon had a historical background. In previous centuries female 

fandom was also problematic. For women to exceed in whatever area, 

they had to enter a domain reserved for men. Thereby the female hero 

found herself performing a balancing act: if she acted in too masculine a 

manner, she disqualifi ed herself as a woman, but if she acted according 

to what was expected of her, she could never become a star.31 Because it 

was inappropriate for a woman to enter the arena, it was also unfi tting for 

her to manifest herself as a literary celebrity. 

Even magazines of the second half of the nineteenth century focusing 

on the emancipation and development of women, such as Ons Streven 

(Our Aim) (1870-1878) and Onze Roeping (Our Calling) (1870-1873), did not 

indorse any strong progressive point of view. The editors, in their own 

words, could not relate to the fi erce, activist feminists from the United 

States. Disapprovingly they wrote: ‘Male clothing, male behaviors were 

imitated and many women thought that they had achieved their goal if 

they smoked a cigar and through their appearance showed the world that 

they had cast off  female modesty.’32 Even though the editors promoted 

emancipation and encouraged women’s writing, they did not believe that 

women should behave like men. They had to be modest.33 
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Internationally there were examples of women who had discovered that 

‘eccentricity as a strategy of public exposure worked very successfully’.34 

In the Netherlands there were no such examples. Thus, in comparison 

to abroad, the presiding male-dominated discourse was much more 

resilient and continued up to the twentieth century. 

Conclusion

Even though international research on literary celebrity is flourishing, 

even as far as the nineteenth century is concerned, it is almost exclusively 

aimed at the Anglo-American world. The role of the Netherlands in 

relation to the origin of modern authorship has up to now not been a 

topic of research. The goal of this book is to put the Dutch scenario on the 

map. The biggest difference with abroad is that no Dutch author became 

famous outside the borders of the country. The literary world was a small, 

elitist male club. There were no signs of mass media, and in comparison 

to, for example England, the Netherlands was running decades behind. 

In comparison to the international situation both its celebrity culture and 

fan culture were small-scale. Wide-ranging worship of authors did not 

exist. Still some practices reminiscent of international literary celebrity 

culture did take place in the Netherlands.

This chapter started off  with the question whether a Dutch dynamic 

is an identifi able phenomenon and which sociocultural factors could be 

regarded as characteristic of the Dutch situation. We have seen that the 

political situation in the Netherlands caused the country to be strongly 

focused on its own culture and identity. Culturally, the Netherlands was 

turned inward, with a strong preference for the seventeenth century, the 

era of Rembrandt. Literary-sociological factors had an inhibitory eff ect 

on Dutch celebrity culture. Because literary life predominantly took place 

within the structures of the literary societies, there was little exposure to 

the outside world. Literature remained an activity by and for the elite. Also, 

throughout the nineteenth century, literature was supposed to perform a 

useful social function. In the context of communality it was unthinkable 

that authors could turn their backs on society. It was, therefore, not easy 

for Romanticism to put a foot in the door. Partly related to this, literary 

celebrity culture was not exuberant. 

We have seen that in the Netherlands a peculiar link existed between 

Calvinism and celebrity, especially clear in the cases of Bilderdijk and 
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Da Costa. This phenomenon was characteristic of the Netherlands 

where Protestantism was all-encompassing. Both Bilderdijk and Da 

Costa were not only well-known poets, but also became famous (or 

infamous) as orthodox-Calvinist mentors. Nicolaas Beets and François 

HaverSchmidt became famous authors during their student years. 

This too is a phenomenon characteristic of the Dutch situation. Being 

students these authors had the freedom to experiment within the literary 

context. Finally, authors were strongly infl uenced by literary examples 

from abroad. Beets and HaverSchmidt did not shy away from modelling 

their images as lookalikes of international authors like Byron or Heine. 

HaverSchmidt’s fame was mainly due to the heteronym Piet Paaltjens, 

a fi ctitious fi gure that HaverSchmidt, throughout his life, claimed had 

really existed. No international example is known of an author who went 

that far in construing a fi ctional writer’s personality. These sociocultural 

factors could be regarded as characteristic of the Dutch Dynamic.
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beetje HaverSchmidt geweest.’ 

 49 Eekhof 2008, 59: ‘Als in het gedicht een laars van zijn al lang verteerde 

linkerbeen glijdt en voor de verbijsterde ogen van het paar neerkomt, 

moest ik een met touwtjes en katrollen bevestigde laars voor de ogen 

van het Haverschmidtgezelschap laten neerkomen.’ 

 50 Jensen 1992, 9.

5. Messiah with Girls: Multatuli 

  1 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 73: ‘Lieve hart mijn boek is af, mijn boek 

is af !’. 

 2 Multatuli 1950-1995, dl. 4, 338: ‘ongezonde leugen’. 

 3 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 2, 464. 

 4 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 19, 129-130: ‘poëet van den eersten rang’; 

‘groot poëet’. 

 5 Multatuli 1992, vol. 1, 82: ‘Men erkenne dat Havelaar werkelyk dichter 

was.’ 

 6 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 19, 119: ‘met den poëet Multatuli’. 

 7 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 11, 243. 

 8 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 19, 873: ‘Wie weet niet, dat hij toovert met de 

taal, gelijk slechts enkelen onder alle natiën, hetzij hij verzen of proza 

dicht? Want dichten is ’t altijd. Nooit verloochent zich de geboren 

dichter bij hem.’ 



Notes 249

 9 Kloos in Perk 1999, 25: ‘de meest frissche en krachtige dichter, dien 

Nederland ooit voorbracht’. 

 10 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 8, 371, 373: ‘Ik gevoel dus dat ik meer ben dan 

anderen’. 

 11 Multatuli 1992, vol. 1, 113: ‘gouverneur van een zonnestelsel’. 

 12 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 3, 185: ‘pasteibakkers’. 

 13 Van der Meulen 2003, 52. 

 14 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 9, 146: ‘Ik heb veel geleden.’ 

 15 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 101, 693: ‘Ik zal strijden voor die arme 

verdrukten, ik heb mij dat nu voor mijne roeping gekozen. De vromen 

zouden zeggen dat de Heer mij daartoe dringt, daar hij mij alle andere 

uitwegen afsloot’; ‘De naam Insulinde representeert voortaan mijn 

algemeen streven, als Nazareth het Christus-idee’. 

 16 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 2, 112, 309: ‘véél droeg, maar kracht heeft  

méér te dragen’. 

 17 Cf. Vermoortel 1994. 

 18 Vermoortel 1984. 

 19 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 9, 157. 

 20 Multatuli 1992, vol. 1, 60, 227: ‘Myn kind, als men je zeggen zal dat ik 

een ellendeling ben, die geen moed had om recht te doen […] als men 

je zeggen zal dat het verzuim van je vader den zegen wegstal van je 

hoofd… o Max, o Max, getuig dan wat ik leed!’. 

 21 Gospel of Luke 6:20, 25. 

 22 Multatuli 1992, vol. 1, 78: ‘myn God, wie zyt ge?’. 

 23 De Gruyter 1920, vol. 2, 142-143: ‘het Licht, dat aldoor onze starende 

oogen trok, dat nu wel voor altijd onze toekomst bestralen zou’. 

 24 Gospel of John 8:12. 

 25 Horsman 1960, 41: ‘Daar stond hij vóór ons, de blonde man met de 

sympathieke lichtblauwe oogen, op wiens gelaatstrekken te lezen 

stond, “dat hij veel had geleden”.’ 

 26 Anderson 1981, 72: ‘Dekker-zelf, met zijn mager, bleek gelaat in ’t 

maanlicht, en zijn fonkelende oogen op mij gevestigd, fulmineerde 

zóo, dat ik onwillekeurig huiverde en zelf haast dacht, dat hij een Jezus 

was.’ 

 27 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 8, 511: ‘Ik scheurde mijne kleederen en 

schaafde mij de handen, maar niet genoeg naar mijn zin.’ 

 28 De Gruyter 1920, vol. 1, 36: ‘heroïsme, dat hem op lateren leeft ijd zich 

zoo onbevreesd tegenover het nuchtere, berekenende, zaken-doende 

Holland’. 
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 29 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 79, 81: ‘Ik zal mijn boek de wereld 

inzenden, al ware het alleen om mijne vrouw in staat te stellen het 

hoofd hoog te houden als men haar vraagt hoe ze de liefh ebbende 

vrouw kan wezen van iemand die zóó arm is’; ‘dat is Multatuli of Max 

Havelaar, of de man die geen winterjas en geen horologie heeft …’ 

 30 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 22, 597: ‘Nog ril ik als ik aan dien nacht denk, 

en ik stap heen over veel wat me weervoer.’ 

 31 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 11, 307, 333-334: ‘Myn broek is stuk. Achter 

is een naad getornd en voor een knoop af. Nu, en ik wil hem niet te 

maken geven omdat-i zoo oud is’; ‘ellendigen staat’. 

 32 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 15, 199: ‘Zoudt ge gelooven dat ik den 

geheelen winter heb doorgebracht zonder overjas!’. 

 33 Multatuli 1992, vol. 1, 10: ‘soort van sjaal’. 

 34 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 9, 155, 381: Ik herinner mij iets […] van 

aardappelen die ik uit den grond graafde – van een kalkoen die ik stal’; 

‘Het is niet voor het eerst dat hij den dood – ook den hongerdood – 

met kalmte tegemoet ziet’. 

 35 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 14, 238: ‘Multatuli zwerft  rond, arm en 

ellendig. Dat groote, veel omvattende genie is gedoemd tot het lijden 

van diep gebrek. Hij, die zich opoff erde voor zoo velen, hij, die de 

lichtstralen van zijn geest tot ons allen door deed dringen, hij is van 

alle hulp verstoken.’ 

 36 Busken Huet s.a., vol. 22, 130. 

 37 Van der Meulen 2003, 340: ‘Het opmerkelijke aan Dekkers armoede is 

altijd geweest dat het hem niet belette fl inke sommen uit te geven.’ 

 38 Safranski 2015, 167-168. 

 39 Safranski 2015, 18, 148-149, 167-168, 195, 341: ‘aura van het 

ongeloofl ijke’: ‘Men vergeleek hem met Jezus en voelde zich niet in 

staat “iets begrijpelijks over dit buitengewone schepsel Gods op te 

schrijven”. 

 40 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 81-83: ‘Ze hebben nooit zoo’n boek 

gelezen en zullen zeggen: “Hè!” met ’n open mond […] Mijn boek zal 

het evenement zijn van den dag. Dat verzeker ik u’; ‘ik wil alleen den 

naam Multatuli stichten, en ik moet in drie maanden de held van den 

dag wezen. Als ik in drie maanden niet beroemd ben, schrijf ik niet 

meer. Het moet in eens of niet’. 

 41 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 316: ‘Er is in den laatsten tijd eene zekere 

rilling door het land gegaan, veroorzaakt door een boek’. 

 42 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 254. 
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 43 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 2, 116: ‘Het boek maakt opgang, dat is zeker. 

Ieder valt over ’t slot’; ‘ik heb nooit zulk een eff ekt gezien’; ‘een soort 

van renommée van den dag’; ‘Menheer, is Uwe Max Havelaar?’. 

 44 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 281, 286, 293, 296-297, 634: ‘De opgang 

van Max is nog klimmende. Je zult zien ’t wordt een waar standje’; ‘daar 

is hij’; ‘een puur genie’; ‘meer dan beleefd, zonder eene introduktie, 

alleen op mijn naam’; ‘De M.H. stijgt nog altijd, ’t wordt bespottelijk. 

Ieder is meer dan beleefd’; ‘Als ik een sigaar wil opsteken, geeft  

ieder mij een lucifer. ’t Is grappig. En ieder vraagt naar ú. Je hebt een 

heerlijke impressie gemaakt, en juist naar waarheid! De menschen 

spreken familiair van Tine en kleine Max.’ 

 45 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 302, 305: ‘’t Verwondert mij dat er nog 

geen kleedingstukken zijn à la Havelaar, want ’t is een rage. Ik ben 

compleet l’homme du jour’; ‘Ik ben op ’t oogenblik de populairste 

man in Holland.’ 

 46 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 2, 117-118: ‘Ik kryg voortdurend allerlei 

brieven. Ik kan ze u niet alle zenden – ’t is te duur – maar ’t wordt 

een kurieuse verzameling. Ooms en tantes die my uitschelden… 

stiefmoeders idem… vaders idem… […] Sedert een paar dagen is 

er een nieuwe variëteit opgekomen in de familie van onbegrepen 

brieven. ’t Schynt dat Publiek nu gaat vertellen dat ik schatyk ben, 

en ieder vraagt me om… ge raadt het nooit… ieder vraagt me om… 

geld! […] Een arme kraamvrouw… Een verongelukte brik met 

nagelaten zwangere vrouwen… Een brand… Een dreigend bankroet… 

Een dykbreuk… Lust en roeping om een negotie te beginnen in 

aardappelen… […] Beenbreukige schilderknechts die van een stelling 

vielen… […] Allerlei brieven om hulp! En weet ge wat zy zeggen? 

“Och, als gy geen geld hebt, schryf dan maar wat… zet u even voor 

uw lessenaar…” Alsof ik een lessenaar hád, Tine! O, wat is dat wreed! 

Hoe moet ik dat noemen van Publiek? Is dat ironie, is dat sarkasme, is 

dat hoon, of is dat…domheid? Ik zou ’t laatste geloven […] Ik schryven 

voor aardappelnegotie, of verongelukte brikken, ik?... Myn God, zyn 

wyzelf niet verongelukt… zyn wyzelf niet verlegen om crediet voor wat 

aardappelen?... Ik begryp er niets van.’ 

 47 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 6, 278: ‘naar me bleek, opzettelyk levendig 

gehouden – vooroordeel dat het onfatsoenlijk was om naar hem te 

komen luisteren’. 

 48 De Gruyter 1920, vol. 1, 153: ‘Iedereen was in spanning om Multatuli te 

zien en te hooren, iedereen had groote verwachting van hem.’ 
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 49 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 12, 168: ‘Ik werd overladen met geschenken, 

kussen, omhelzingen. Men hing me een horologie om, men pakte 

sigaren in myn koff ertje, en zond me thee na, en rookvleesch – Ik ben 

er verlegen meê.’ 

 50 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 4, 357, 363: ‘den beroemden schryver uit te 

nodigen tot het aanwenden van z’n invloed op ’t beter inzouten van 

verse buff elhuiden op Java’. 

 51 Horsman 1960, 53-54: ‘wat is dat mooi!’; ‘gemeene vent’. 

 52 Horsman 1960, 80-81: ‘U mijnheer schijnt nog al van veel dingen 

verstand te hebben, zou u mij ook kunnen zeggen wie toch die 

Mukkelitukkeli is over wien ik tegenwoordig zoo dikwijls hoor 

spreken?’. 

 53 Multatuli 1950-1995, dl. 10, 301, 306, 321, 325: ‘Ze moeten gehavelaard 

worden van alle kanten’; ‘Als nu ’t portret voor de glazen van de winkels 

komt, wordt het nog erger’; ‘Zóó moet het juist gaan!’. 

 54 Kloos 1986, 109: ‘onopvallend lijkende schrale man’; ‘ik had verwacht 

een kranige verschijning voor mij te zullen krijgen die harmonisch 

bewegend belangrijke dingen zou zeggen, die ik nog niet wist en die mij 

dus interesseren zouden kunnen, maar ik kreeg doordat ik naïefweg 

zijn ogenschijnlijk vlotgestelde en mij bekorende werken had gelezen, 

uit den mond van de door mij vereerde schrijver niets anders te horen 

dan wat ik reeds kende. En de mij diepst-in, een beetje weemoedig 

makende indruk, die ik ten slotte van al dat snelle babbelen, door mijn 

idool, had overgehouden was: Multatuli moge een groot schrijver zijn, 

want dat zal hij voor mij blijven, maar een redenaar […] is hij in geen 

enkel opzicht.’ 

 55 Ehrenreich, Hess and Jacobs 1992.  

 56 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 249, 295: ‘gij hebt alle vrouwen op uw 

hand’. 

 57 Anderson 1981, 50: ‘Jezus begon met visschers, ik vang met meisjes 

aan!’. 

 58 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 301, 307, 314-315, 369, 458: ‘Ik ben 

overstelpt van… ja, hoe moet ik het noemen? Amourettes is het 

woord niet, maar zulke gekke relaties, te veel om te vertellen’; ‘Al mijn 

amourettes meetedeelen zou te lang worden’; ‘Och, m’nheer, ik heb 

zoo’n honger! Ik zou dat niemand durven zeggen, maar ú durf ik het 

wel te zeggen…’; ‘Over ’t geheel is ’t of de vrouwen mal zijn, zelfs op 

straat’; ‘Ik had een enorm bekijks. ’t Was puur lastig.’ 

 59 Anderson 1981, 7. 
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 60 Haan 1995. 

 61 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 630-631: ‘Ik verzoek dringend dat de zeer 

geachte schrijfster van een brief uit den Haag, mij haar adres opgeve.’ 

 62 Anderson 1981, 65: ‘O, dat ben jij!’. 

 63 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 632, 640: ‘nagenoeg als gij’. 

 64 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 259, 283-284, 306-307: ‘Die Sietske is een 

engel van een meisje’; ‘Ik ben puur verliefd op Sietske. Dat is een 

engel’. 

 65 Multatuli 1950-1995, dl. 10, 423, 426, 432, 435, 467: ‘Ik voel mij door het 

vurig gestel van Siet zeer aangetrokken’; ‘vurig’; ‘Ik heb nooit zooveel 

vuur gezien, een française is er niets bij’; ‘’t Is waar dat zij mij aantrekt 

door hare vurigheid, maar als ’t dat alleen was zou het weinig wezen.’ 

 66 Wienecke-Abrahamsz 1995, 9-10, 14: ‘In de cirkelgang van ons eentonig 

meisjesbestaan viel hij binnen als een meteoor, met zijn stralenkrans 

van martelaarschap voor de rechten van de Javaan’; ‘Kroonprinses van 

Insulinde’. 

 67 Wienecke-Abrahamsz 1995, 10, 14: ‘In de onbevangenheid mijner 18 

jaren was ik vervuld met een grote bewondering voor deze koloniale 

Napoleon’. 

 68 Wienecke-Abrahamsz 1995, 28: ‘moreel bankroet’. 

 69 Haan 1995, 118. 

 70 Anderson 1981, 66: ‘Ik zend je een zoen. Doe ik daar goed aan?’. 

 71 Anderson 1981, 48, 67-71: ‘dat het was om Multatuli, dien edelen man, 

dien armen zwerver, dien martelaar!’; ‘medegesleept’. 

 72 Anderson 1981, 71-73: ‘“Als we nu den weg niet vinden, dan wor’ je 

vannacht hier mijn vrouw.”’; ‘te vrijen (heel verkeerd weer), met een 

opgestoken parapluie ten schild, juist niet voor den regen; ’t was heel 

mooi weer’. 

 73 Anderson 1981, 73-75: ‘geniaal stukje snor’; ‘Gewogen en te licht 

bevonden’. 

 74 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 10, 472: ‘’t Is mijne zaak en niet die van ’t 

publiek, of mijne fancies, vleesch en been hebben.’  

 75 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 15, 540-541: ‘Want, Multatuli – ach, sta toe, 

dat ik U zoo gemeenzaam toespreek?! – ik acht U, neen veel meer, – 

ik voel met U meê, ik voel mij door U aangetrokken,…ik bemin U!’; 

‘Verstoot mij niet, Multatuli! ik wensch van U te leeren, ik wensch 

door U geraden te worden!’. 

 76 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 15, 650-653; Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 16, 

33-40: ‘waaraan ik zeer groote waarde hecht’. 
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 77 Cohen Stuart 1875, 313: ‘Maar al is dat alles nog zo waar, het is geen 

reden, om hem nu over ’t paard te tillen en voortdurend te hullen 

in een wolk van wierook. Mijn hemel! het was zeker slecht hem te 

belasteren, – maar ’t is ook niet goed, den man een vlekkeloosheid toe 

te schrijven, die hij evenmin als gij of ik bezit’; ‘hosanna’. 

 78 Kruseman 1877, 35-37: ‘Ik heb kennis met Multatuli gemaakt!!!!!!’; 

‘vreeselijk zwakke oogen’. 

 79 De Dageraad 1887, 6-7, 10, 12, 14: ‘Voor de eerste maal zou ik Dekker 

zien en spreken, hem, wiens werken mij zulk een ontzettenden schok 

hadden gegeven, zou ik de hand drukken’; ‘Ben jij Muller?’; ‘De indruk 

van die machtige persoonlijkheid, die eenzaam als de kluizenaar 

leefde buiten het land dat hij liefh ad, ver buiten het gebied van de taal, 

waarin de afdruksels zijner ziel als een reeks meesterstukken waren 

geschreven, ver van zoovelen die hem lief hadden en vereerden, was 

voor mij overweldigend.’ 

 80 De Dageraad 1887, 16: ‘Ja, dat was Multatuli, in al zijn kracht, in al zijn 

rechtvaardigheidszin, in geheel zijn koninklijke persoonlijkheid.’ 

 81 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 23, 419-420: ‘Mijn wangen gloeiden!’ ‘een 

slank man, bleek, met lichte zienersoogen’; ‘Bent U niet boos dat ik 

gekomen ben?’; ‘Kindlief, dan zou ik wel een hart van steen moeten 

hebben’. 

 82 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 23, 421: ‘’t Was er zoo stil en rustig en, in 

die lichte atmosfeer, opende zich geheel het genie van zijn ziel, beeld 

stapelde zich op beeld, idee op idee, men volgde met eerbied en 

verrukking het ontplooien der gedachten van den grooten dichter en 

denker’; ‘vlijmende satire’. 

 83 De Dageraad 1887, 77: ‘Elk onderwerp, door hem aangeroerd, vertoonde 

zich in duizend nieuwe kleuren, – als in een caleidoscoop, waar, bij 

de geringste beweging, de glasdeeltjes geheel andere fi guren vormen, 

– of als een somber landschap, dat plotseling verlicht door de zon, 

geheel nieuwe eff ecten biedt. Het kleinste in zijn hand, werd grooter en 

grooter, en men kon niets doen dan: “staunen” en zich laten opvoeren.’ 

 84 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 23, 672-674: ‘Na een paar minuten stond 

Hij vóór ons!’; ‘aanhoudend geesteswroeten’; ‘En zegt maar aan de 

vrienden, dat mijn grootste ambitie geweest is, een goed mens te zijn’. 

 85 De Dageraad 1887: ‘Wij, menschen die Hollandsch spreken, hebben in 

hem een man verloren, zoo groot als er geen enkele in onze eeuw heeft  

geleefd. Wij kunnen haar de eeuw van Multatuli noemen.’ 



Notes 255

 6. The Dutch Dynamic

1 Van den Berg 2004, 247: ‘klapwieken zonder opvliegen’. 

 2 Van den Berg 2004, 248. 

 3 Van den Berg 2004, 249. 

 4 De Amicis 1876, 161: ‘dat van Europeesche vermaardheid is geworden’. 

 5 Multatuli 1950-1995, vol. 1, 477: ‘O God, er is geen God!’. 

 6 Bilderdijk 1856-1859, dl. 12, 208: ‘Wie dien gruwelleer belijden / (God 

vergeve ’t, die het doet!) / Zal ik rusteloos bestrijden / Tot mijn laatsten 

druppel bloed.’ 

 7 Da Costa 1823, 13-14, 39: ‘helsche schrift en’; ‘hart- en verstand 

verpestende en ontzenuwende Romans’; ‘wapen ter bestrijding van 

Gods Openbaring’. 

 8 Da Costa 1823, 27-28, 89: ‘hersenschimmige menschlijke wijsheid’; 

‘naar lichaam en ziel verre boven hem verhevenen blanken’; ‘Een geest 

van dwaling is uitgegaan over het menschdom’. 

 9 Da Costa 1823, 32, 34: ‘Men brengt geen waren dichter ooit tot zwijgen; 

veel min behoeft  hy de aanmoediging van het volk om de aandoeningen 

te gevoelen, die hem doen zingen, of om ze in hemelsche melodyen 

over te storten in harten, die dichterlijk bewerktuigd zijn’; ‘men 

dichtte, men schilderde, men bouwde in de vroegere dagen uit geloof 

en om te loven; in de onze, uit weelde en om naam te maken: in de 

vroegere dagen, voor den reinen hemel; in de onze, voor de afgevallen 

wereld’. 

 10 Da Costa 1861-1863, dl. 2, 370: ‘Neen, ’k was geen Zanger, stout en 

sterk, / Wien eigen kracht naar ’t ruime zwerk / Op breede vleuglen uit 

deed schieten. / Ik ben een wormke, zwak en klein, / In eigen, in Gods 

oog onrein!’. 

 11 Pierson 1865, 23: ‘Is men inderdaad op ’s werelds lof niet gesteld, dan 

zal men deze nederigheid of eenvoudigheid niet met zooveel ophef 

vermelden. […] Indien da Costa geen lof of toejuiching had begeerd, 

hij zou in de rij der groote mannen een verwonderlijke uizondering, ja 

een wonder zijn geweest.’ 

 12 Exalto 2005: ‘gereformeerde heiligen’. 

 13 Lamerichs 2014. 

 14 Fiske 1992. 

 15 Van Zonneveld 1993: ‘Romantische Club’. 

 16 Weber 2012, 194-195. 
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 17 Garland 2006, 117-127. 

 18 Weber 2012, 3-4. 

 19 Higgins 2005, 6. 

 20 Roberts 2013, 103, 113. 

 21 Mathijsen 1982, 56-57: ‘Een schrijvende vrouw is een overloopster naar 

het vijandelijke leger, die door hare sexe gefusileerd moest worden’; 

‘een fatsoenlijk meisjen met een open deur naar bed ging, of van haar 

bed vertelde’. 

 22 Beets 1858-1873, vol. 6, 97: ‘op het verwerven eener beroemdheid, van 

alle goederen, die een mensch begeeren kan, het minst dienstig tot 

zijn geluk, en voor de vrouw zoo vaak een oorzaak van ongeluk, en 

altijd van isolement’. 

 23 Moens 1829, 105: ‘Aan de dienstmeiden werd nu het bestuur overgelaten, 

en dus maar al te veel aanleiding gegeven tot verwaarloozen, 

verkwisten, en zelfs tot dieverij. De kinderen, wier geboorte een 

zegen voor het huwelijk scheen te moeten worden, hielpen de 

verwarring slechts vergrooten. De dichterlijke moeder waande zich 

veel te verheven, om zich met het oppassen van hare kinderen, dat 

zij beuzelachtig noemde, bezig te houden. De ongeduldige man, die 

niets dan wanorde zag, schuwde zijn eigen huis allengs meer, en alles 

eindigde met den volkomen ondergang van een gezin, welks welvaart 

door orde, spaarzaamheid en vlijt den heerlijksten bloei had kunnen 

bereiken.’ 

 24 Moens 1829, 106: ‘verveling, menschenhaat, en lasterzucht vergezelden 

haar op den eenzamen levensweg, tot zij onbetreurd in het graf zonk.’ 

 25 Hasebroek 1838, v: ‘Hare Lezers zullen zeker te heusch zijn om een 

vrouw hard te vallen’. 

 26 Hasebroek 1840, 201: ‘om hem te streelen dan om te verbazen, als een 

speeltuig, dat klinkt en zingt als hij het bespeelt, en dat zwijgt als hij 

niet hooren wil’; ‘Wees dus voorzigtig, gij onder mijn zusters, die het 

scherpe zwaard des verstands wilt dragen, onttogen aan de fl uweelen 

scheede der vrouwelijke terughouding’. 

 27 Bosboom-Toussaint 1983, 26, 60, 69: ‘Ik drijf geen ruilhandel met mijn 

vrijheid’. 

 28 Bosboom-Toussaint 1983, 71: ‘aantrekkelijke, echt vrouwelijke fi guur’. 

 29 Kemperink 2014. 

 30 Kruseman 1873, 19: ‘God zegene alle excentrieke menschen! O! mocht 

het hedendaagsch gewoon vernietigd en het excentrieke gewoon 
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worden. Welk een reuzenstap zou dan de menschheid op het gebied 

van vooruitgang gedaan hebben!’. 

 31 Jensen 2008, 92-93. 

 32 Geciteerd naar Jensen 2001, 203-204: ‘Mannenkleeding, 

heerenmanieren werden nagebootst en menige vrouw verbeeldde zich 

dat zij haar doel bereikt had, als zij een cigaar rookten en de wereld 

door uiterlijkheden kon toonen, dat zij geheel gebroken had met 

vrouwelijke bescheidenheid.’ 

 33 Jensen 2001, 206-208. 

 34 Van Krieken 2012, 47. 
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