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      FOREWORD AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




      No, nothing shall remain. Not our names [which] become empty sounds, at the very most recalling a personality who never existed for those who come afterwards. Not what we said or what we did; because, as soon as words are uttered, actions performed, they become alien to us, chill and detached; they go their own way, without ever looking back.


    




    

      Robert van Gulik,




      from At the Hot Springs of Odawara.


    




     




    

      People of genius cannot be summed up in a single formula. They are gifted with an extra dimension that sets them apart from others who are merely talented. Their genius imbues them with something unexpected and intangible. Robert van Gulik, diplomat, multi-facetted scholar, Sinologist, calligrapher and author of Chinese detective novels, fits into this category.




      The absence of a biography of Van Gulik was the incentive for some of his friends and his eldest son to gather material about the life and work of this exceptional Dutchman; the present work is the result of this effort. There is a short description of his life in Chinese by Dr Chen Chih-mai, entitled Ho-lan Kao Lo-p’ei (‘The Dutchman Robert van Gulik’) and there is another, also short, by Janwillem van de Wetering (Robert van Gulik: His Life, His Work), neither of which can really be called a biography. Unlike Dr Chen, the second author did not know Van Gulik personally; in spite of this, even with the scanty material at his disposal, he succeeded in producing an extremely personal sketch of some distinction about Van Gulik and his work. In 1981, the academic journal Orientations, published in Hong Kong, devoted the whole of its November issue to Van Gulik.




      It is not uncommon to find authors, or poets and scholars for that matter, among diplomats, but among his twentieth-century colleagues Van Gulik occupies a unique place. Not only was he a truly extraordinary ambassador, he was also one of the greatest scholars, indeed perhaps the most versatile, of Chinese culture. He learned about and experienced China and Japan from the inside, and felt completely at home in the cultures of both countries.




      Moreover, every time his Chinese calligraphy, seal-carving, lute playing and learned papers on extremely diverse subjects arouse the admiration of the intellectual elite in China, this raises such questions as: What sort of person was he? How did he live? How did he achieve all this? These questions become even more insistent when we note that the interests of this uomo universale were not restricted to the already immense field of Chinese studies.




      As a schoolboy of only eleven he produced a study of the Javanese wayang or shadow theatre. Later he learned Sanskrit and Tibetan, Japanese, Korean and Mongolian and thereafter he studied Islam and Arabic. He thus mastered an astonishing breadth of knowledge. This knowledge was not in itself his highest goal, as is the case with many academics. His overriding interest was always in people, Eastern people in particular. He wanted to learn about how they thought and how they functioned, so that he could think and work this way himself.




      Robert van Gulik did not restrict his studies to languages; he was even more interested in ethnography and the fine arts. Whatever the circumstances, his cultural activities took priority over those arising from his job. Imperturbably and with great perseverance, he followed his own path; when he lost his library, manuscripts and artefacts during the Second World War, he simply began again.




      Among the general public he acquired worldwide fame above all for his Judge Dee detective novels and stories, of which more than a million copies have been published in a large number of languages. They are a fascinating synthesis of Van Gulik’s comprehensive knowledge of Chinese culture, art, jurisprudence and society. The fictional protagonist, Judge Dee, based on a historical Chinese magistrate of the same name, is the principal character in the numerous exciting plots, many of whose elements Van Gulik had come across in Chinese literature. The author also produced the illustrations, which were drawn in the Chinese style. These novels have won great popularity both in the West and in Asia because of their originality and authenticity, their thrilling plots and incisive style.




      So he was diplomat, author and scholar, but what struck those who knew him best was that he actually led three lives: his own Dutch life, and also his Chinese and Japanese lives.




      It is virtually impossible to describe and understand a man as versatile as Robert van Gulik completely. Anyone who has the audacity to attempt the task and is undeterred by the thought that a biographer of Van Gulik may only be able to conjure up a personality which was not him, often stumbles across unexpected and surprising twists and turns and uncovers questions which are sometimes difficult to answer.




      Partially, and usually even then only cautiously, Van Gulik answered a number of these questions in his own autobiographical notes—written in English—which he committed to paper in 1964 at the request of the British publisher of his Judge Dee novels. In these notes, with a few rare exceptions, he far more often reveals the external side of his life rather than his internal world. Thus he remains an elusive figure who invariably seems to have shrouded himself in a veil of secrecy. Nevertheless, when these notes, together with the contents of a large number of his pocket diaries, as well as his academic and other publications, are combined with what many of his contemporaries can say about him, and are all taken into consideration, one finds enough material for a biography which conjures up an incredibly intriguing personality. While he might never be known fully, this image of a personality is indisputably Van Gulik’s.




      In this volume, two authors who knew him well have recorded the life of this great Dutchman who died in 1967, in his fifty-eighth year.




      Leentje de Vries-Van der Hoeven wrote the two last chapters; Carl Barkman the rest. Mrs. De Vries also collected a huge amount of data and was always an inexhaustible source of information which was essential to the completion of this book. As the basis for their work, they have drawn on the autobiographical notes Dr Van Gulik left and these have been included in this volume, almost without alteration, in his own words in English. To these have been added his diary entries (written in Dutch and translated here). Almost throughout his entire career he kept a pocket diary in which he would note down where he was, whom he had met, etc., on a daily basis. The selection of photos in this book is also largely based on Van Gulik’s own choice; namely, they are the photos which he had incorporated into his own autobiographical notes. Although there is no autobiographical report covering his third period in the Netherlands or his final sojourn in Japan, he did continue to keep a pocket diary and his contemporaries were also prepared to make their own contributions. Mrs De Vries was present during Van Gulik’s final stay in Tokyo and thus her recollections of this period are first hand.




      Both authors are profoundly grateful to the following individuals for their diverse, important contributions and co-operation (including making available the autobiographical notes and pocket diaries): the late Mrs Frances van Gulik (Shih-fang); as well as Willem (Professor Dr W.R.) van Gulik, who supervised the entire work, and also Pieter, Pauline and Thomas van Gulik, and those whose initiative set the whole project in motion—Dr H.N. Boon, who unfortunately did not live to see this book in print, and Iwan Verkade.




      They would also like to thank the following people for their valuable contributions and suggestions: Mea Wheatley-Bakker, R. Borgerjoff Mulder, Professor C.R. Boxer, J.G. Bruggman, A.F. Calkoen LL.M., Dr Chen Chih-mai, L.W Claassen, A.H. Croin LL.M., Prof. Dr Wisse Dekker, G.J. Disselvelt, A.H. Duijf, J.H. van Gemert, W. Gout, W.J. van Gulik M.A., Mrs A. Henny, Mrs C.W. Heijbroek-De Valk, Prof. Dr W. Idema, Prof. Dr A.E. Kersten, F. van Kispal, J.G. Kist LL.M., Mrs N.K. Kist-Tanser, F. Koopstra M.A., R.H. Count van Limburg-Stirum LL.M., A.H.J. Lovink, H.J. du Marchie Sarvaas, M. Ondei M.A., Mrs A. Reuchlin-Blom, Mrs A. van Roijen-Snouck Hurgronje, E.L.C Schiff LL.M., Mrs J. Schwarz LL.M., Ch. van der Sloot, J. van der Steen, Jonkvrouw I.F.A. Taets van Amerongen, Mrs Etsuko Teruyama, S.J. Baron van Tuyll van Serooskerken LL.M., Mrs G.A. Vixseboxse-Besier, Prof. Dr F. Vos, G.W. Baron de Vos van Steenwijk, J.W.M.H. Waalkens and C. van Wermeskerken M.A.




      An exceptional contribution was made by Mrs A.M. Evers, who some time ago compiled a bibliography of the complete oeuvre of Dr Van Gulik and had it published. It is now in the Mugar Memorial Library of the University of Boston.




      We are also grateful to Henk Figee, Marijke Bartels and Gerrie Lindenburg for their encouragement and editorial assistance and to all the many others who have, in some way another, facilitated our task as authors.




      Of course, it goes without saying that the authors are completely responsible for the text of this biography.




      Finally a word of special thanks to the Board of the Stichting ter Bevordering van de Culturele Betrekkingen tussen het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden en China (Foundation for the Encouragement of Cultural Relations between the Kingdom of the Netherlands and China) for its financial support and also to the M.A.O.C. Countess van Bylandt Foundation.




      In this work, in remaining true to Dr. Van Gulik’s notes and other writings, as well as those of his contemporaries, the Wade-Giles system of Chinese transcription has been used. The few exceptions are in the cases of established geographical and other names, the transcriptions of which are now widely known in Hanyu Pinyin—indicated where appropriate by the abbreviation ‘p.y.’.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 1




      THE BEGINNING




      Robert Hans van Gulik was born on 9 August 1910 in Zutphen, in the Dutch province of Guelders, while his father was in charge of reorganizing the Royal Dutch East Indies Army (KNIL—Koninlijk Nederlands-Indisch Leger) military hospitals in The Netherlands.




      Robert’s autobiographical notes reveal that his grandfather, Willem Jacobus van Gulik (1834-1910), was the first in the family to show an interest in the Orient, which Robert personally attributed to his grandfather’s deeply held belief in reincarnation.




      This grandfather, through self-tuition, had developed a reasonable knowledge of electrical engineering, at that time a newly emerging area of study. The competence he thus acquired enabled him to obtain a position as a technical advisor at the Central Post Office in Utrecht. Religion played a dominant role his life, and he was also attracted to spiritualism—it was said that his constant preoccupation with telegraphy had aroused his interest in ‘invisible communications’. He was the founder of the spiritualist society Veritas, gave lectures and wrote extensively on this subject, and devoted a great deal of his spare time to what would now be called parapsychological experiments. He has been described as a tall man of imposing, dignified appearance, who had the gift of clairvoyance. He often stayed with his brother-in-law, the well-known theologian the Reverend J.C.W. Quack (1826-1904), in his beautiful old manse in Ravestein, a small town on the Meuse in the province of North Brabant, where they would sit until deep into the night discussing supernatural phenomena.




      Robert’s grandfather loved Oriental art and had a special partiality for Japanese and Chinese lacquerwork. He passed his interest in the East on to his own two sons as well as to his grandsons, Robert’s three elder brothers and Robert himself. Robert’s father, who was named Willem Jacobus like his father, studied medicine in Utrecht. Despite his affinity with animals and biology, he had a strong military streak. Hence it is not surprising that, after passing his medical finals, he chose to join the KNIL Medical Service. This was the time he also met Bertha de Ruiter, who was to become his wife. She was the daughter of a merchant in Arnhem (the provincial capital of Guelders) whose German mother came from a family which had produced a number of talented artists and musicians.




      In 1897, Willem was posted to the Dutch East Indies (present-day Indonesia) with the rank of captain in the KNIL Medical Corps. He and his wife remained in the colony until 1909 and four of their children were born there. When they returned to the Netherlands, they settled down in Coehoornsingel 58 in Zutphen, an old Hansiatic town in Guelders, where Robert was born. When he was three years old, the family moved to Nijmegen, where the largest colonial army military hospital in the Netherlands was located.




      As a toddler, Robert’s older brothers were already regaling him with colourful, enthralling stories, telling him about everything they could and could not in the Indies—a word imbued with a magical allure for him. His parents were also hoping to return to that distant country with which they had fallen in love, even though their initial years there had been a difficult time for his mother.




      When she first arrived, she had had the greatest difficulty in adapting to her new, unaccustomed way of life (humid, oppressive heat, the busy social calendar, servants, the foreign language, the hundred and one things which might make one feel awkward, including the wrap-around skirt or sarong which kept slipping down the first time she tried to wear it and the chignon which refused to stay in place). Precisely at this unsettling time the family had to move several times and three sons were born in very quick succession: Willem Jacobus, born 10 January 1897 in Batavia, then the capital of the Dutch Indies, now Jakarta, Pieter Johannes, born on 15 July in Batoedjadjar (now Batujajar, then a KNIL barracks, north-west of Bandung in West Java) and Ben Adolf, born on 31 July 1899 in Batavia. A daughter, Bertha Lina, was born on 18 May 1905 in Makassar, the colonial and present-day capital of the south-western part of the island of Celebes (now Sulawesi).




      Robert’s mother found herself frequently left to her own devices. Her husband was away participating in various colonial military expeditions, among them, the Boni Campaign against the Buginese in South Celebes and in the Aceh War in the northern tip of Sumatra, in which he distinguished himself. His courage and martial appearance, accentuated by a moustache, earned him the nickname of Willem the Cossack, which he would keep throughout his military career.




      In spite of all their vicissitudes, Robert’s parents had enjoyed a pleasant life in the large, comfortable colonial-style houses, surrounded by high white walls and graced by spacious front verandas decorated with exotic plants in Chinese porcelain pots. Father enjoyed a glass of beer or a tot of Dutch gin after he returned home from his duties and had made himself comfortable, stripping off his uniform, taking a bath to freshen up (splashing dippers of water over himself: mandiën) and donning short batik trousers and a light-weight badjoe tjina (long Chinese shirt).




      Sometimes, once night had fallen they might drive around for hours in their comfortable carriage in the moonlight under the darkened palms. There were plenty of house parties from which mother sometimes had to excuse herself because of her pregnancies. The men enjoyed sociable gatherings at the club exchanging tall stories, the latest news and snippets of gossip as they relaxed over a drink. Colonial society was fairly rigidly divided, primarily by rank and position, but there were also horizontal divisions, into groups which exchanged greetings but did not socialize with each other. The women tended to be the strictest guardians of the sharply defined boundaries. The Van Guliks were members of one group, the military officers, but because father was a doctor as well as being an officer, their social circle was less restricted, a happy coincidence which allowed them to indulge in a far wider range of interests than would have been usual in an average officer’s family.
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          Robert van Gulik’s parents with their three sons and Uncle Piet in a carriage, Batavia 1900
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          Father, well-known by the nickname ‘Willem the Cossack’, Celebes 1904


        


      




      By present-day standards, life in the Indies was still fairly primitive, but around the turn of the century Batavia had already begun to assume a more modern air. The hissing, swaying steam tram (the tjèbol—dwarf) was replaced by an electric model. Shops selling ladies’ fashions and department stores with brightly lit windows had made their appearance. Deleman and sado (horse-drawn taxis) drove around and could be hailed when required.




      The Van Guliks were not unduly bothered by the climate, and the eternally green, unchanging landscape dominated by the blue mountains never palled. Robert’s father was a member of the ‘colonial school’. He was absolutely convinced that the Dutch administration was the best for both the ‘natives’ and the Dutch. He was completely impervious to Indonesian nationalist aspirations for independence within the foreseeable future. Nevertheless, despite his conservatism, he was profoundly interested in the languages and cultures of Indonesia, and he had acquired a wealth of in-depth knowledge about them.




      As mentioned above, Robert’s father was transferred back to the Netherlands in 1909, first to Zutphen and then to Nijmegen. Robert could remember the back garden of the large house on the Bergendalscheweg in the latter town better than the house itself. He played in the shrubbery with his dog Tippie and closely observed the behaviour of the hedgehogs, lizards and tortoises which his older brother Piet kept in various terraria.




      In 1914, his father was posted back to Java. He travelled out ahead alone. Robert’s mother remained behind a little while to ensure that the three oldest boys, who were now at secondary school, were safely boarded with one of their teachers. In 1915, Mother, Bertha (Bep) and Robert also boarded a Dutch steamship to sail to the Indies. The First World War had broken out and Robert remembered the large piles of sandbags on each deck and that everybody had to remain in their cabins as they sailed through the Suez Canal.




      Later when he wrote about his parents Robert said that




      …my parents were a well-matched couple and their marriage went better than average. By nature and by his profession Father was inclined to be rather authoritarian, and he was always the undisputed head of the household. Mother was by nature pliable, but she got her way in her own quiet manner, especially with regard to our education and household matters. Her children and her house were the centre of her interest, her hobbies reading and music. Later I learned that from time to time there had been conflicts, but these were of a minor character and my parents always took good care that we, the children, never noticed that there were difficulties. Although it seems terribly trite and outmoded nowadays to say so, I wish to state that I loved and respected my parents, and cherish their memory. Reading other persons’ autobiographies it strikes me how often the writers state that they violently hated either their father or their mother, and I consider myself lucky that I for one had a perfectly normal, happy childhood.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 2




      ELEMENTARY SCHOOL IN JAVA




      1915-1923




      The happiest years of Robert’s youth were those he spent in the Indies. His father’s first posting was for a year in Surabaya, the provincial capital of East Java, but after his promotion to colonel and appointment as Director of the Military Medical Service whose headquarters were in Batavia they moved to the capital of the East Indies.
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          Robert, Batavia 1922.


        


      




      At first Robert was troubled by the heat and often ill, but once he had become acclimatized, he rapidly grew into a sturdy boy, mad about football and other sports.




      Father was assigned an official residence that even in those days of the grand colonial style was considered very large; after Father’s retirement the Topographical Service was housed there. I retain a vivid picture of our home: spacious, marble-tiled rooms, a huge pillared central hall where Father put his ever-growing collection of Indonesian arms and Chinese porcelain on display, an extensive garden full of high fruit trees and where stood two guest-pavilions (furnished by me and my playmates as robber nests), and all kinds of animals including my Father’s favourite white horse, parrots, singing birds (Mother’s hobby), and my favourite brown monkey. A host of quiet and friendly native servants, and their numerous offspring, definitely not quiet, but excellent playmates! And the ever-present image of Mother, dressed in the native sarong (batik long loincloth/wrap-around skirt) and kabaya (white-lace, long-sleeved jacket), the sensible and becoming garb then worn by all Dutch ladies when at home. When in the course of the twenties they took to humdrum European dresses, life on Java lost much of its former charm.




      Father’s main orderly and groom was a Javanese sergeant who was a lover of the wayang, the ancient Javanese shadow-play. The puppets he had hung on the wall of his room caught my fancy at once (these stylized puppets constitute as a matter of fact one of the finest expressions of Javanese artistic genius) and prompted by me he began to relate to me the stories enacted on the shadow stage. The wayang thus became the dominating passion of my childhood. My parents knew that I expected no other birthday present than a new wayang puppet, and I built up a small collection of the main characters, with which I gave performances against a bedsheet hung across the room, and under the guidance of the Javanese groom.




      The name of Robert’s friend and instructor in the art of the shadow theatre (wayang) was Wongso, but Robert also often addressed him as Oppas (Caretaker), his function in the household. When not on duty, he exchanged his uniform for a simple batik coat and a head-cloth. This quiet, gentle man, who seemed so frail and vulnerable, was actually gifted with great physical strength and intrinsic poetical power. When he manipulated the puppets, which could be made to express tender or fierce emotions, his slender hands were eloquent. Yet, those same hands and arms were so sinewy he could keep a grip on the strongest man. His movements were unhurried and predictable, hence reassuring. Wongso was delighted that Robert showed such an intense interest in his favourite form of theatre. Never before had he had come across the son of a Belanda (Dutchman)—a colonel no less—who was so absorbed in Indonesian culture, and he assisted young Robert when the latter gave performances in his bedroom, where he hung up a bed sheet to make a screen on which to project his wayang characters.




      The delicate Wongso had a resonant voice. Alternating narration and song, he would recount sections of an ancient story enshrined in a Javanese epic poem, sometimes in the rounded cadences of the beautiful, sonorous High Javanese or at other times in the shriller, staccato tones of Low Javanese, punctuated by the angry beating of gongs. Robert thrilled to it and would join in the drama, making his puppets laugh or cry. There is a photo of him in Javanese costume taken during a wayang performance in Nijmegen in 1925.
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          Robert gives a wayang performance, Nijmegen 1925.


        


      




      The family often spent its holidays in a government bungalow amid the breathtaking mountain scenery of the Priangan Highlands, south of Batavia. He and his five-year-older sister Bertha, a cheerful child who loved plants and animals and was very knowledgeable about them, would go for pony rides. The small, fast, tough local mountain ponies would carry them from one tea or rubber plantation to next; wherever they went they were welcomed with open arms. The snacks which could be bought from the warung (roadside stalls) tasted much better than the food at home: saté (meat grilled on a stick), rice steamed in a banana leaf which could be kneaded by hand into edible balls, the most delicious fruit, cendol (thick syrup containing pieces of coconut flesh mixed with finely shredded ice), plus a host of other delicacies.




      Sometimes in the evening Robert was allowed to accompany his father to a village feast, where wayang golek was performed to the accompaniment of a small gamelan (orchestra composed mainly of bronze percussion instruments). Darkness falls early in the tropics and the whole village would be lit by the light of kerosene lamps. The villagers would be dressed in their best clothes, newly washed and starched. The mood would be animated and festive. The music of the gamelan, which sounded so enchanting in the open air, would accompany the drama, this time not told by shadows as at home but by large wooden puppets carved in the round, conjured into life by the dalang (puppet master) and his assistants. Robert and his father, so well-acquainted with these figures and knowing the stories inside out, could never have enough of it. Father was a man of few words, but father and son had no need of verbal communication, they understood each other.




      These holiday weeks were made even more special for the children because on such occasions their father had more time for them. Usually they only saw him at the evening meal, so there was seldom an opportunity for any long conversations.




      Father spoke little of religion and we did not go to church, but he had us follow a Bible class, and he taught us his simple code of right and wrong, and the importance of doing our duty; he always told us that we would have to make our own choice in due time as to our religion, our profession and our marriage-partner. Later I understood that Father’s views on all these matters had been strongly influenced by Grandfather. Despite Father’s military strain and curt manner he was at heart a mystic; it was probably therefore that the Indonesians liked and respected him, although they violently disagreed with his colonial views.




      Robert thoroughly enjoyed his elementary school. His classmates were a mixture of Dutch, Indonesian-Dutch and Chinese-Indonesian children. Even then he had a thirst for knowledge and paid great attention to the lessons, even though this did not stop him enjoying all the mischief he and his friends got up to before and after school. Above all else, Robert and his friends valued feats of physical daring and courage. Their heroes were the silent film actor Eddy Polo, Buffalo Bill, Nick Carter, the master detective, and Raffles, Lord Lister, the gentleman thief (‘my mother dismissed the books about the last two’, he was to write later, ‘as pennydreadfuls, but as I remember it, the ‘plots’ were often very good’.) Girls were a waste of time.




      Their chief interest was fighting. This was taken very seriously. They studied and practised the holds and throws used in pencak silat (one of the Indonesian martial arts) and organized proper contests, umpired by a referee. The more informal bouts were held behind the bicycle stand in the school playground, the more serious contests were decided in the old abandoned fort close by. They had three sorts of competitions: boxing (punches only), a combination of boxing and wrestling and (the highest grade) boxing, wrestling and kicking. No wonder Robert often came home with a black eye! Only later did it dawn on him how miraculous it was that no serious accidents had ever happened. The art of fighting could also be turned into a sort of duel. For instance, sometimes as Robert and his mates cycled past a small group of Indonesian boys they would stare at them provocatively. Eventually, in order to challenge him, one of them would call out: ‘Why are you staring at us, Fatty?‘ Naturally an insult like that could not be ignored, so he would get off his bike and make an appointment for a fight: ‘Tomorrow afternoon 4 o ‘clock at the old fort…’




      Football came second only to fighting and took precedence over kite-flying (preferably from the neighbour’s roof) and hunting birds and the larger species of bats with air-guns. In the mind of a Dutch totok (someone born and bred in the Netherlands), the word kite-flying conjures up a picture of these boys simply launching their kites into the air and then placidly following the course of their flight. For Robert and his friends it was a very different matter. First they boiled a small pot of glue and crushed a piece of glass into fine shards, using the mortar and pestle used to prepare sambal (chilli relish). After they had mixed the glue and the glass, they pulled the tails of their kites through the mixture. If ordinary kite-flying was a question of skill, the real fun began when they could manoeuvre their kites so that they could cut the tail of someone else’s kite. When that happened, they shouted Láyangan pedót! (Kite cut!) and everybody chased after it armed with long bamboo poles. Even if a boy still happened to be at home when the cry went up, he would race outside, of course with bare feet and perhaps even still in his pyjamas, through gardens, over hedges and walls, in pursuit of the kite. The boy who found it, kept it. This point was never disputed.




      Life was full of adventure, branie (daring) or what was called dash in the west. People observed a communal code of honour, which was particularly important in a multiracial society. There was never any question of racial conflict among these boys. What was of overriding importance was that a boy was a chap who was not afraid to do things and abided by the rules.




      Robert hated hunting, he loved animals far too much to indulge in it, but he did find the hunting trips which he and his friends made into the jungle on the outskirts of the town exciting. He was also thrilled by the covert bike rides he and his friends made to the Chinese quarter to buy their air-guns and ammunition, an expedition strictly forbidden by their parents.




      In the Chinese quarter, Robert was intrigued by the Chinese characters on the signboards and scroll paintings, the same strange signs he admired so greatly on the porcelain in his father’s collection. He was fascinated by the mysterious, shadowy interiors of the Chinese temples which housed exotic statues of a whole pantheon of gods, as well as incense-burners standing on richly decorated altars. He interrogated his Chinese classmates about all such matters, but they tended to be very shy and reticent about their own culture, and pretended ignorance.




      The Javanese shadow theatre, the wayang kulit, continued to be his main hobby. As long as he was doing well at school, his parents raised no objections. In fact, they constantly stimulated his intellectual and artistic development:




      On my tenth birthday Father and Mother presented me with a bulky blank ledger, nicely bound, and told me to write down there all I knew about the wayang; they hoped that thus my hobby would serve the useful purpose of improving my handwriting and my Dutch style. I set to work with relish, and in the course of the ensuing year covered all its 200 folio pages with notes and coloured drawings. I completed it on my eleventh birthday, and then added a solemn ‘Preface’. Later I thought that the book had become lost, but Mother had preserved it and I was much amused when I got it back in my University days and I found I had stated blithely in the Preface: “Everything recorded in this book is completely true.”.




      The contents of the manuscript are organized so systematically and in such an academic manner that only the letter N on the title page, which occasionally faces the wrong way, betrays that the author was only eleven years old. He deals with the current variations of the wayang, meticulously describes the puppets, the musical instruments and decor, sketches the substance of the plays and gives insights into the roles of the principal characters.
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          A description of the face and eyes of satrias (knights) and butas (demons or monkeys) in the wayang. From De Wajangs, a manuscript completed by Van Gulik at the age of eleven.


        


      




      When I entered the 7th and last grade, I happened to read Jules Verne’s novel [Tribulations of a Chinaman in China] and was fascinated by its description of the life and ideals of the Chinese. I realised that besides the Javanese culture I so much admired there were other, superior cultures. These doubts were strengthened when I read the Dutch version of Sister Nevadita’s fine book Myths and Legends [of Hindus and Buddhists], and found that nearly all of the stories of the wayang are based on the ancient Indian epics Mahābhārata and Rāmayāna. Moreover, the Indonesian way of life and the language were familiar, whereas Chinese life and language were an unknown mystery. I was beginning to think of ways and means for learning more about this mysterious culture when my years on Java came to an end.




      In the summer of 1923, shortly after Robert had completed elementary school and had sat his grammar school entrance examinations, his father reached the end of his army career and retired with the rank of major-general. They made the voyage home to the Netherlands on a large Dutch passenger ship. Robert and his mother wept as they stood at the ship’s rail and watched the coast of Java disappear.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 3




      GRAMMAR SCHOOL IN NIJMEGEN




      1923-1930




      Back in Holland we settled down in an old country-house called Severen in the village of Beek, near Nijmegen. I got the turret-room from where on clear days I could see Germany across the border. Father and Mother had always wanted to devote their remaining years to country life, and Severen with its extensive grounds on the edge of the forest was ideal for that. Father kept a riding horse, dogs, poultry, and a host of other animals, Mother looked after the flower garden. Father’s oriental collection was housed in the large reception hall.




      I went to the Municipal Gymnasium in Nijmegen, half an hour’s bicycle ride from Severen. It was an attractive 19th century building near the quay of the river Waal, and with a competent staff. Having a nice home and going to a good school I should have been happy, but I kept comparing life in Holland with that in Java, and was sulky and morose most of the time; puberty will have been a contributing factor. I looked down on the other boys because they would not fight (fighting was considered in Holland fit only for guttersnipes) and sniggered about sex which we, grown up in the east, considered as something quite natural. I still feel ashamed when I think of the beastly way I used to treat the other boys.




      When they went to the boat to meet his brother Wim and his family, he held his four-year-old nephew over the rail for a moment in his outstretched arms. Robert also liked to tell the tall story of how his jaws had grown so powerful as a result of his boxing practice, that while a tooth was being extracted not he, but the dentist, fainted, from exhaustion. Robert had all sorts of gymnastic equipment with which to work out in his turret room in Severen.




      My acting as “school-bully” had only one good result; I took under my protection a boy called F.M. Schnitger (Martijn), a thin fellow with a harelip who also came from Java and was the target of the other boys’ teasing. We exchanged nostalgic memories of Java, and bought books on the Javanese language and history which we studied together before and after classes. Martin also assisted me in staging wayang performances at home when I dressed in native garb.




      I liked the classes, especially those in the Classics and modern languages, and could not help noticing that Javanese literature, though not lacking in a certain artless charm, yet could never be compared to the great western literatures. So I turned again to Chinese, and bought the Chinese volume in the Marlborough Self-taught Series. Later I realised that this is about the worst handbook ever written, and the print was so small that it made me nearsighted. At that time, however, it was a gate to paradise: the study of Chinese characters, combining profound meaning with perfect beauty of form, brought me in a trance of happiness. Having read somewhere that Sanskrit is the basis of all languages, I bought a Sanskrit grammar too. Martin, who did not do too well in class, kept to Javanese and in later years continued his studies in Vienna. He acquired fame because of his pioneering archaeological explorations on Sumatra (v. his book Forgotten Kingdoms of Sumatra, Leiden 1938, reprinted 1964) and we remained close friends till his untimely death during the war which cut short a brilliant scholarly career.




      Robert’s father raised no objections to his son’s extra-curricular studies because they did not interfere with his schoolwork, but he: ‘wisely insisted that I devoted the remainder of my spare time to physical exercise, all the more necessary since I was growing fast and was getting on for six feet when I was fifteen. Reading voraciously, I took to reading till after midnight, a habit that has stayed with me ever since.’ He read western literature and began to write his own poems, which were occasionally published in the school magazine, but his studies were his chief absorption. Everything Asian seemed to fascinate hm. Although his love of Java did not dim, his main focus of interest now shifted to China. It seems he had lessons from a Chinese student who later became a professor in Wageningen (the Agricultural University). He had already learned a great many Chinese characters before he went to university.




      The Chinese name he used and was to keep for the rest of his life, by which he is known in Chinese circles, Kao Lo-p’ei, (p.y. Gao Luopei, 高羅佩) dates from this period. Chinese is a monosyllabic language; Kao stands for Gu(lik) and Lo-p’ei is the pronunciation which approximates Robert best. Later he was also given a Chinese literary name.
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          Seals of Van Gulik’s Chinese name, from the last page of Ch’un Meng So Yen, 1950 (left) and the title page of Chinese Pictorial Art, 1958 (right).


        


      




      Because he devoted so much time to Chinese, he had to repeat one year, either the fourth or the fifth, which meant it took him seven years to complete grammar school, a study normally done in six. During the holidays his father sent him to work for a farmer, paid employment, ‘to earn his own living’.




      He also devoted much of his time to studying Sanskrit, partly as a linguistic exercise but also, as he said himself, to obtain better access to the world of Buddhism. However, chance played a role in this as well:




      Then I had the great good fortune to meet the famous linguist and Sanskrit scholar Professor Dr. C.C. Uhlenbeck, who had just retired from Leyden University to settle down with his wife in Nijmegen. Our meeting was brought about by a lucky accident: I had bought in a curio shop a bamboo-leaf inscribed with a script [neither] Martin nor I could identify, so I paid a visit to the professor to ask him what it was. He corresponded in every respect to my idea of a learned professor: a thin man with a slight stoop and a straggling beard, and the high dome of a bald head. He was very kind, told me the script was Burmese, and questioned me about my studies. Thereupon he offered to teach me general linguistics and Sanskrit, once a week on Wednesday afternoon when there were no classes. At first Father objected, saying that this was imposing on the professor’s kindness, but he replied that upon retiring he had not realized how much he would miss lecturing to students and that moreover he thought he could make me into his special pupil who would in years to come continue his own school of linguistic thought.




      Soon I went there Saturday afternoons too, and the Uhlenbecks being childless themselves, came to consider me more or less as their adopted son. The professor did not know Far Eastern languages, but he pointed out to me the best Chinese handbooks to use and the right approach to Chinese studies. He gave me a sound grounding in general linguistics, even going over with me my Latin and Greek homework, and taught me Sanskrit and later also Russian. When in 1928 the First International Linguistic Congress was held at The Hague and when he was elected President, he took me along as his secretary.




      He was a scholar of remarkably wide interests, being an expert also in anthropology and sociology and comparative religion and what is more a fine pedagogue who could explain the most complicated problems in a simple and crystal-clear manner. He encouraged me to write essays and articles on Chinese subjects, so as to get experience in formulating my thoughts.




      When Robert was in his sixth year there, the school moved to a larger building and, on the evening on which it was inaugurated, the students performed two plays: Orpheus, a comedy accompanied by modern melodies, was the contribution of the lower classes, and Ajax by Sophocles, also to a modern musical accompaniment, was the offering of the seniors. Robert played the protagonist and a girl whose surname was Van Enk, a born actress, played his wife and co-star. The daughter of the Headmaster, Dr Schwarz, who was then twelve years old and in her first year, recalled it all very well. She also played the role of Ajax’s son. She did not have to say anything, but when Robert took farewell of his wife and child, he solemnly laid his hand on her head while he addressed his last words to them. Robert was an impressive Ajax, a mighty warrior. With his serious character accentuated by his height and sturdy build, he made an older, more mature impression than his fellow students. His maturity was also betrayed by the way he behaved. He had no girlfriends. It seems as if he found schoolgirls too childish. The Headmaster, who shared his interest in Sanskrit, had a soft spot for this outstanding student, and Robert was often invited to visit him at home. He made friends with Jaap R.W., a boy who lodged in the headmaster’s house. He was a rather weak character and was very persuadable. Dr Schwarz sometimes tended to worry a little—needlessly as it would turn out later—when Robert took this boy to the pub to play billiards and perhaps have a couple of beers. In those days, these sorts of entertainment were thought to be rather precocious for a boy at secondary school.




      As I was about to commence the sixth and last grade of the Gymnasium, I had an opportunity for showing Prof. Uhlenbeck my gratitude. He and his wife had formerly lived for one year with the Peigan tribe of North American Algonquin Indians and for the first time recorded their language; their notes were written on thousands of cards which filled two large suitcases. When he told me his failing eyesight prevented him from working this material out into a dictionary, I offered to do it for him. He accepted because he thought it would broaden my linguistic insight if I came to know also a language of a so-called “primitive people”. He gave me a brief course on the structure of the language and on the phonetic system he had used, Father bought a typewriter for me and I set to work. I had finished the typescript of the first, English-Blackfoot part in six weeks, and it was accepted for publication by the Netherlands Royal Academy of Sciences. I had hoped that the Professor would mention my name in preface as the one who had typed out the book, but on receiving the first proofs I saw to my astonished delight that he had put my name next to his on the title-page, as co-author! (Later, in my student days, I also prepared the second Blackfoot-English volume, also published by the Royal Academy; it is on this—very slight!—foundation that my name appears also on lists of scholars of Americanologists).




      Professor Uhlenbeck’s generosity made it all the more difficult for me to tell him about a decision I had made shortly before passing my final exam of the Gymnasium. He as well as my parents had taken it for granted that after that exam I would be enrolled at Leyden University as a student of philology, as the beginning of a purely academic career, and I myself had also come to accept that. Then, however, I saw an advertisement in the paper of the Netherlands East Indies Government; they were needing junior officials in the Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs at Batavia (the capital of the Indies), and offered to pay for three years Chinese and Japanese studies at Leiden University, and one year studying in China, the candidate thereafter to be appointed at the said Bureau (which resembled that of the British Office of the Protector of Chinese in the F.M.S [Federated Malay States, now part of Malaysia]). I came to the conclusion that this was the career I really wanted, and for which I was best suited. For although I had a certain facility for learning languages, my aim in doing so was primarily to come to know more about the people who used these languages, and not to become an accomplished philologue. Also, I wanted to live in the Orient, not temporarily as visiting lecturer or in some other academic position, but for many years, and in an official capacity which would enable me to take an active part in their life. Finally, I wanted to be independent, and to earn my own money.




      My decision astonished my parents, and it was a great blow to Professor Uhlenbeck. But great man as he was, he said that he appreciated my honesty, and that after I had gone to Leiden he would always welcome my passing part of my holidays with them, when he would continue his teaching of Sanskrit and Russian—subjects that would later always come in useful, even if I would keep to an official career. I did indeed stay every University holiday one week or so with the Uhlenbecks, till I left Holland in 1935, and we corresponded regularly till he died in Switzerland many years later. I never regretted my decision, for I am by temperament unsuited for a sedentary life and although I like to deliver occasional lectures on subjects that interest me, I lack the patience to guide students through a long-term course; to put it frankly, I am keener on learning than on teaching, and thus am lacking one of the chief qualifications for becoming a really good professor. Up to date (1964) I have twice acted as Honorary Professor, but each time for one year only, and charged with a course for advanced students on subjects that particularly interested me, and this I enjoyed very much.




      Although Robert’s decision about his future career had been made, he still had to sit his final school examinations. He passed them without any difficulty on 14 June 1934, after which he spent a gloriously peaceful summer at Severen with his parents.




      In September Robert left for Leiden, where he enrolled in the Faculties of Arts (Chinese and Japanese) and Law, as prescribed by the terms of the contract which he had signed with the Dutch East Indies Government. His scholarship was not large (around 80 guilders a month), but enough for his board and lodgings and a few small expenses, yet out of this he still managed to save around 30 guilders. He used the books in the University Library. His father offered to supplement his scholarship, but he refused. He wanted to be completely independent.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 4




      STUDENT IN LEIDEN




      1930-1935




      Although Robert van Gulik had been something of an odd man out at elementary and secondary school, while he was a student at the University of Leiden his lifestyle certainly was the absolute opposite to that of the general run of his contemporaries. Like other students he lived in digs, but in his case for less than a month. He never became a member of the Corps, the elite student society, nor any other student association.




      In the notes he made we read:




      Looking back after thirty years, I think I understand what exactly made me so keen on complete independence. I was vaguely thinking of a bohemian style of living, where “wine, women and song” would play an important role. To put it plainly, I longed for sensual pleasures, but intended to pay for those myself. Thus my desire for independence was partly a typically adolescent dream, partly a natural reaction to six years of over-strenuous, purely intellectual pursuits with sport as the only outlet. A kind Fate decided that I would get all I wanted—though in a quite different manner from which I imagined.




      Nowadays the fate which fortune had in store for Robert would not be considered unusual by students (with the exception perhaps of the age difference), but for those who studied before the revolution of the sixties, it is astonishing to learn that, instead of indulging in a free and easy student life unencumbered by any ties, Robert chose to live with a widow who was eighteen years his senior and had a young son of seven, and that he rapidly showed signs of developing a sense of responsibility for being a fellow breadwinner.




      After I stayed about one month in a small rented room, I met Nelly R[emouchamps], the widow of a well-known archaeologist who had died very young, and this meeting was to prove the first turning point in my life. She was 38 at the time, had a son of seven, and supplemented her modest pension by working as an assistant in the University Library. Nelly was a remarkable woman, well-read in Dutch, French and German literature, a more than average amateur pianist and singer with a wide knowledge of modern art; far from being a bluestocking, she had a great zest for life. She had travelled with her husband all over Europe, visited the great art collections and many archaeological sites, and digested what she had seen. Since she looked at least ten years younger than her actual age, and I ten years older, we did not make an incongruous couple. We decided to pool our meagre resources, and I moved into the small house she had inherited, and where her late husband’s fine collection of books on archaeology and art took up nearly all the available space. There I stayed until my departure from Holland five years later.




      Nellie was a vivacious woman, with a French air about her. She had a cheerful, open face, wreathed in smiles, beautiful eyes, a strong, prominent nose (just like Robert’s mother’s); her dark hair was cut in a bob and she was just a tiny bit on the plump side. In contemporary photographs, she seems rather younger than thirty-eight, and Robert certainly appears at least ten years older than he actually was.
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          With Nellie Remouchamps, 1932.


        


      




      Now that he had taken the plunge directly from being a secondary school pupil to being the head of a household, as he described it himself, he needed more income than that provided by a student scholarship. Nellie helped him to earn a little extra in a way which also benefited his studies (it is amazing how strongly considerations of what might be useful played a role both with Robert personally and with the people who cared for him). Nellie, who had a wide circle of acquaintances in artistic and literary circles in The Hague and Amsterdam, introduced him to newspaper and magazine publishers. It was not long before his articles and book reviews about oriental art and literature were earning them a satisfactory extra income. This money gave them the opportunity to make trips to Brussels and Paris, two cities which Nellie knew very well.




      He later told his son Willem that it was possible to live quite well in Paris with the extra 75 guilders a month which the publishing house Elsevier paid for his contributions to its magazine. The time he spent in the French capital was among the most carefree in his whole life. He thoroughly enjoyed going riding in the Bois de Boulogne with the famous song-writer Lucienne Boyer, both wearing a sort of Russian Cossack uniform, which was then all the rage. When he wrote the Judge Dee novel, Poets and Murder, thirty years later shortly before his death, he drew his inspiration from the lyrical, bohemian background of this Paris interlude and from the song L’âme des poètes. Evening after evening while he was writing this book, he played gramophone records of Juliette Greco, who included this Lucienne Boyer composition in her repertoire.




      In Paris he and Nellie often stayed in small hotels in Montmartre. They talked until deep into the night with artists and writers, visited collections of Eastern art and went to operas and concerts. Nellie was deeply interested in his Chinese studies and encouraged him to practise calligraphy. It was she who pointed out to him the link between this form of writing and modern abstract art.




      In the summer, during long walks and cycle rides they would explore the countryside in the east and south of the Netherlands. They were often joined by Martijn Schnitger. Robert, who was a life-long gastronome, was lucky in this respect too: ‘[Nelly] was also an excellent cook and instilled in me the subtleties of French food and wines.’




      Although his private life was ‘completely satisfactory’ (as Robert said himself), he was far less pleased with his Chinese lectures. They were given by a ´fairly young professor who taught Chinese as just another job and was interested in history rather than in Chinese art and literature’. Apparently, even though he was a Chinese scholar of world renown, Professor Duyvendak inevitably suffered in any comparison with Uhlenbeck. He was certainly far more interested in Chinese history and philosophy and was more a competent classical philologist than a connoisseur. Duyvendak also tended to be a know-all, but in that respect, young Van Gulik, with his own private study and lessons from the great Uhlenbeck behind him, probably far outstripped him.




      Nevertheless, Professor Duyvendak did take Robert´s private study into account and his acknowledgement of this enabled the latter to pass his bachelor’s exams in Chinese, with Japanese as a minor, which would normally have taken three years, on 19 February 1932, after barely two years´ study. He passed his bachelor’s exam in Indies Law at the same time, after submitting a thesis entitled De ontwikkeling van de juridishce positie van de Chinezen in Nederlands Oost-Indië (The Development of the Juridical Position of the Chinese in the Dutch East Indies). His professor in this subject was the eminent scholar Cornelis van Vollenhoven, founder of the Adat (Traditional) Law School, with whom he got on very well.




      He also liked his professor of Japanese, Professor Dr J. Rahder. An ‘absent-minded Buddhologist who lived in a world of his own of Tantric mysteries’, who also taught him Tibetan. What Robert fails to record in his notes is that Rahder also gave outstanding, absorbing lectures on the modern and most recent history of the Far East, and in his background material in all of them he dealt with the whole political game played by the Great Powers. In his attitude to women, Rahder was certainly far from absent-minded. At one conference of Japanese scholars he gave a learned address in the language the use of which is restricted to Japanese women, much to the delight of the Japanese who were present. Any student who happened to visit him at home would come across an attractive lady, who would introduce herself in a Russian accent as: ‘Je suis la maîtresse de Monsieur’, which hinted that she gave him Russian conversation lessons, among her other duties.




      Shortly after Robert had passed both his bachelor’s examinations, the Dutch East Indies Government decided to retrench (the peculiar quasi-euphemism ‘reorganization’ had not yet come into use) and the cadets’ contracts were cancelled. After this blow, he found a job as an assistant at the Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde (National Museum of Ethnology) in Leiden, where he was put in charge of the Southeast Asian section. He spent many enthralling hours sorting out the fine collection of wayang puppets—his old love—and he wrote a series of articles about the shadow theatre in Asia. He gave up his law studies and concentrated on Chinese, Japanese and Tibetan. Whenever he went to stay with the Uhlenbecks, he continued his studies of Sanskrit and Russian.




      During one of these holidays with his old preceptor, Van Gulik completed his Dutch translation of a Sanskrit play by the great Sanskrit dramatist Kālidāsa and a publisher who was prepared to print it was found. Robert chose the type face, designed the dust jacket and drew the illustrations, and in doing so discovered that ‘taking care of the make-up of a book is nearly as great a joy as writing it’. This book, entitled Urvaçī, was his first published work (he did not count his co-authorship of the Blackfoot dictionaries).




      In his notes, Robert explained his reasons for choosing to attend the University of Utrecht to do his master’s degree and his doctorate:




      I mentioned already that I didn’t get on well with my Chinese professor, Dr. J.J.L. Duyvendak—partly my own fault, for I was a cocksure and opinionated youngster. Although Duyvendak does not rank among the great Chinese scholars, he did a tremendous lot for the organization of Chinese studies, and conducted himself splendidly during the German occupation. His main interest, however, was ancient Chinese history and philosophy, while I was attracted by the later great periods of the flourishing of Chinese art and letters (Tang, Sung and Ming dynasties), and contemporary China. The University of Utrecht appointed Thos. Ferguson as Professor of Chinese, a man who had spent more than forty years in China (lastly as Commissioner of Customs), and was an authority on modern Chinese history and modern Chinese. Therefore I enrolled at that University to follow his lectures. I remained in Leiden, however, and went every Friday to Utrecht for Ferguson’s lectures, and those in Sanskrit by Prof. J. Gonda. It was there that on April 21, 1934 I obtained my MA in Oriental languages with honours, having previously submitted a thesis on the famous 12th century Chinese painter and art-critic Mi Fu and his treatise on ink-slabs (Yen-shih).




      In consultation with Prof. Uhlenbeck I chose for my doctoral thesis horse-cult in China and Japan, and its origins in India and Tibet—a subject that covered the entire field of my studies, while my love of horses and horse-riding inherited from Father would act as an extra incentive. I estimated that it would take me about a year to write this book, so now the time had come to think about what to do thereafter. The Netherl. Indies Government again needed officers for its Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs. I still cherished my childhood memories of Java, and the idea of going there as an official, treading in the footsteps of Father, Uncle Piet and my brothers Willem and Ben, was very attractive; however, I now knew that China itself, and also Japan, were the great centres of Far Eastern culture, and I preferred to go there, and as soon as possible. Nelly suggested the Foreign Service, because she thought that a diplomatic post would give ample scope to both my scholarly and practical interests. I presented myself at the Foreign Ministry in The Hague, and was told that since our missions in China and Japan were in great need of oriental experts, I could enter the foreign service directly after I would have obtained my doctor’s degree, without having to pass the regular Foreign Service examinations.




      In those days, the Foreign Service was still divided into three sections: the diplomatic, the consular and the interpreting services. The highest rank which officials posted to the legations or consulates in China and Japan in the last-mentioned service could attain was secretary-interpreter. Robert commenced as an assistant-interpreter but it would otherwise have been impossible for him to enter the diplomatic service without having first passed the compulsory entrance examinations.
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          Dinner in a Chinese restaurant in Utrecht after conferral of doctorate, March 1935 (on the right both parents).


        


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 5




      FIRST JAPANESE PERIOD




      1935-1942




      TO JAPAN VIA HARBIN, CHINA




       




      On 7 March 1935, Robert van Gulik was awarded his doctorate in philosophy and literature with first class honours for his thesis entitled Hayagrīva: The Mantrayānic Aspect of Horse-cult in China and Japan (Leiden, 1935). It was a sound, excellently documented study about an original topic. Hayagrīva is a horse-headed tantric deity whose ritual spread from India throughout Tibet, Central Asia, China and Korea as far as Japan—countries whose languages he had studied. The Sanskrit scholar and philosopher Frits Staal later wrote: ‘It was typical of him that he did not choose to follow the familiar path which another person might have made his life’s work, but immediately embarked on other topics.’ (De Gids, No. 10, 1989). This is true, even though in later publications Van Gulik also revealed evidence of his interest in Tantrism.




      The period between the award of his doctorate and his departure for his first foreign posting on 3 May 1935 was completely taken up by preparations for his journey and saying good-bye to his family and friends. On 27 March he was sworn in as assistant-interpreter by the Minister of Foreign Affairs. He also paid a courtesy call on the Chinese envoy.




      It is noteworthy that one of the friends he took his leave of was the poet J. Slauerhoff, to whom he had given Chinese lessons. He had dinner with Slauerhoff and his wife at the restaurant Zomerzorg in Leiden, another time he dined with him alone and they played chess. He even spent the evening before his departure with Slauerhoff. They had a great deal in common and this was what attracted them to each other. Van Gulik had a feeling for poetry and Slauerhoff, the great nomad, had, like Van Gulik, fallen under the spell of Asia and of Chinese culture. Consequently, it was no coincidence that the journal China, for which Van Gulik had written on such topics as Chinese literature and in which he published poems he had translated from Chinese, had also printed a story by Slauerhoff, ‘Het Lente-Eiland’ (Island of Spring) about an island in the vicinity of Amoy (now Xiamen), and a number of poems from his anthology Oost-Azië (Eastern Asia).




      In Het Lente-Eiland, Slauerhoff published these verses about the Chinese lute:




      

        In my mouldered frame


      




      

        And my time-worn strings




        Slumber the songs, once


      




      

        Admired, now long disdained.




        Dimmed the jade keys,




        The golden studs stolen.




        Dust clogs my once resonant insides.




        The notes still linger on.




        But, Oh, who still plays me?


      




      

        The song is ignored




        And as time passed I’ve grown lonely.




        Poets are wanderers, their number few.




        The people now clamour for




        Shang’s flute, Chin’s flageolet




        Shrill and barbaric.


      




      In the same journal (China, vol. 5, 1930), in a translation by the first-year student Robert van Gulik, the great Song dynasty poet Su Tung-p’o:




      I mourn the impermanence of our lives… I wish that human life was as inexhaustible as the great river, then I would keep company with the soaring Immortals, arrest the moon in her course, and be eternal… I know now that this cannot be granted me, hence I have cast my song to the melancholy wind.




      

        [From ‘Het gedicht van den rooden muur’ (Poem of the Red Wall)]


      




      Young Van Gulik was an accomplished writer, even though his style could sometimes verge on mawkishness, but the quotation below from his article ‘De Wijze der Vijf Wilgen’ [The Sage of the Five Willows] (China, vol. 8, no. 1, 1933) does show that at that time, like his friend Slauerhoff, he did occasionally come across a Chinese lute, the instrument to which he would later devote himself with great commitment.




      Lingering in the memory, it faded to no more than the enchanting, musical lilt of melodious Chinese verse. It was a song of a lute, a garden full of roses and chrysanthemums. there was a little wine and a hint of melancholy. Nothing more.




      Although Slauerhoff liked the lute, so much cloying sentiment irked him. Once, as they sat playing chess, they had had talked and shown each other some of their verses. ‘Not bad’, said ‘Slau’, ‘but enough of the roses and silk, and that melodious, scented business. Reality, even a dream, is more brutal.’




      Hence the lute remained but eventually, except on a few rare occasions, Van Gulik abandoned poetry because, as he said himself, he knew how beautiful and how perfect Chinese poetry could be, and realized that such heights were beyond him.




      After a trip to Paris with his companion Nellie to revisit old haunts and to say good-bye to their many friends there, Van Gulik left the Netherlands on 3 May 1935.[1] He took the shortest route to Japan at that time, by rail through Siberia, Manchuria (as the three north-easternmost provinces of China were then called) and Korea, from where he took a ship. With mixed emotions, a pleasurable sense of excitement, probably mixed with the dull ache caused by the final farewell from Nellie, he finally boarded the train on his way to China, the country of which he had dreamed ever since he was a child, to whose language and culture he had devoted years of study. The journey took nine days. Neither at the time nor later did he give any description of the trip. Obviously he was not in the mood to do so. The abrupt, final parting from the woman with whom he had spent five happy years was still too grievous.




      The idea was that Nellie and her son would follow me later, after the ministry had specified my final destination. However, she had only encouraged this idea to spare me pain. When she accompanied me to the station to say good-bye, at the very last moment she said that, for both our sakes, this must be the end; gradually the difference in age would assume disastrous proportions and that we should therefore grow apart from each other. She made me promise that I would destroy all her photographs and letters, would never write to her and never ever attempt to see her again. I did never see her again because she died, ten years later, of a heart attack during the war while I was serving in China. The only photographs of the two of us which I have are those which I recently received from her son. Only as the years passed did I fully begin to realize what a wonderful woman she had been and how much I owed her.




      The photograph of my PhD dinner shows mother sitting on my left, behind her stand father and Uncle Piet. Mrs Ferguson is sitting on my right and Nellie is next to her. She was there as my landlady; as if by tacit agreement, our real relationship was never broached between me and my parents. Father had always said that we were completely free in the choice of our women, and he abided strictly by his word. Professor Uhlenbeck was unable to be present; his health, his eyesight in particular, was deteriorating and he no longer ventured out very much. I was not aware that the photographer had pressed the shutter, and this photo shows me precisely as I was: a self-satisfied stripling. With my PhD diploma in my pocket at the age of twenty-four (a normal university study took eight years and a PhD was rarely attained before a person was thirty) and the glamour of the prospect of a diplomatic career, I considered myself as a rather remarkable young man. However, a few weeks in the Far East were enough to bring me sharply back down to earth with both feet on the ground.
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