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Abstract

The aim of the current article is twofold. First, it is to present in general terms the author’s 
doctoral research project on the early Dutch reception of F. M. Dostoevskij.1 The theoretical 
framework, methodological tools, main research questions and research domain employed 
are briefly elucidated. Second, this article intends to exemplify in the light of the early Dutch 
reception of Dostoevskij how, on the basis of translational data, polysystemic working 
hypotheses can be formulated with regard to the reception of a translated author. More 
specifically, tentative and preliminary conclusions are drawn from the observed translational 
indirectness, the inadequate translation of titles, translational paratexts, the translation of 
macro-structural features, as well as the (non-)selection of source texts and quantitative 
bibliographical data. 

1. Dostoevskij penetrating the Dutch polysystem

1.1. An untraditional reception study

The ultimate goal of the research project in question is to contribute to literary historiography 

by offering a study of the Dutch literary reception of Fëdor Michajlovič Dostoevskij (1821-

1881) in the period preceding the outbreak of WW I. 

The literary reception of any author is, of course, a very complex and dynamic 

process, affected by many actors (writers, readers, translators, publishing houses, critics, etc.) 

through various media and by various means. Obviously, an author can be received by a given 

culture even without being read within that culture. This was the case with Dostoevskij 

among a small portion of literary Dutch speakers: before the publication of Schuld en boete

(1885, Guilt and Penance), the very first Dutch translation of a work by Dostoevskij, the 

writer already had a reputation among some Dutch readers, mainly based on his preceding 

                                               
1 All Russian names and titles are transliterated in accordance with the international standard ISO 9.
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reception in Germany and France. In this respect, it is of course possible and valid to study 

the reception of a ‘foreign’ author without taking into consideration the texts of his works or 

their translations. 

Nevertheless, it makes sense for a literary reception study on a given author to 

concentrate first on his works or, in the case of a reception study of a translated author, on the 

translations of his works. It has been said that “translations as such are an indicator of 

reception” (Scheltjens 2006: 71). More importantly, it is widely recognized today that 

translations play a major role in the crystallization of a given author within the receptive 

literature (see Even-Zohar 1978: 45). Hence, a reception study which does not concentrate on 

the translations of a translated author risks neglecting or minimizing the possible distance 

between the source and target texts, and the important implications this raises. 

Unlike more traditional reception studies of Dostoevskij – such as Zajdman (1911) 

and Romein (1924), who are basically only interested in criticism and academic literature2 –

this research project aims to be in the first place a descriptive translation study. Of course, this 

does not mean that no attention will be paid to institutions involved in the early Dutch 

reception of Dostoevskij, or to extra-translational literary facts, such as articles, reviews, 

surveys, or even a poll of the Dostoevskij readers,3 but these will be interpreted primarily 

according to their relationship to the Dutch translations of Dostoevskij. 

1.2. Theoretical framework and methodological tools

During the last three decades in the field of translation studies, the gap between a theoretical 

and a descriptive approach of literature has been progressively filled. According to Hermans 

(1988: 11) and De Geest (1996: 75), the Polysystem Theory by Even-Zohar is one of the 

theories which actually prove their value as a ‘searchlight’ for descriptive researchers dealing 

with literary historiography. The Polysystem Theory can also serve well as the theoretical 

framework for a study on the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij, not least because of its 

focus on the wide contextualisation of translational and other literary facts as well as on the 

interaction between different cultures. As will appear further on, it is useless to discuss this as 

                                               
2 Another drawback of Zajdman (1911) and Romein (1924) is that, by putting all Western European critics and 
scholars in the same category of Western literature, they largely neglect the relative autonomy of the different 
Western European literatures.  For a Marxist discussion of Romein, see Šiller (1928).   
3 An ambitious Dostoevskij-poll was organized in the early 1920s by the Dutch journal De Stem. For the 
bibliographical references of the survey results and their discussion, see Kingma (1981: 174-175). 
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if Dutch literature were independent, i.e. without referring to Dostoevskij’s reception in the 

neighbouring German and French literatures.  

As is common in descriptive translation studies with a polysystemic approach, this 

study accounts for Toury’s concept of translational norms, as well as some methodological 

recommendations related to descriptive translational research as formulated by Lambert and 

Van Gorp (1984).     

  

1.3. Main research questions

To put it very generally, the main aim of this research project is to shed light on the way 

Dostoevskij was fit into the Dutch literary polysystem during the period from his introduction 

into Dutch literature until the outbreak of the Great War. Otherwise said, the purpose is to 

discover to what extent and in which specific respects Dostoevskij was naturalized by the 

Dutch receiver system.

More specifically, this descriptive translation research aims to study (1) the 

translational transfer, including the main shifts present in the Dutch target texts vis-à-vis both 

the Russian source texts and the mediating translations, (2) the dominant preliminary and 

operational translational norms underlying the translational strategies, (3) the positions the 

pre-war Dutch translations of Dostoevskij occupied within the Dutch literary polysystem, (4) 

the functional roles they played, and, last but not least, (5) the extent to which the whole of 

the observed shifts change Dostoevskij’s original literarity.

According to Holmes (1988: 47), translations governed by acceptability tend to be 

more naturalizing, whereas translations governed by adequacy tend to be more exoticizing. 

Yet, since “no translational activity is completely coherent with respect to the dilemma 

‘acceptable’ versus ‘adequate’” (Lambert & Van Gorp 1984: 46), it is necessary to determine 

which specific features of the Dutch translations of my corpus are more naturalized, or target-

oriented, and which ones are more exoticized, or source-oriented. Therefore, the translational 

transfer should be studied both at the macro-structural and micro-textual level.

At the micro-textual level, the descriptive analysis will concentrate on the Dutch 

translation of a selection of culture-bound textual references of the original source texts. The 

way in which these translational problems were solved is expected to be very indicative of the 

‘exoticizing’ vs. ‘naturalizing’ dilemma. At this point, the selection consists of the following 
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elements: (1) realia, (2) proper names of persons, (3) toponyms, (4) non-standard language,

(5) heterolingualism4 and (6) forms of address.

Both theoretical and descriptive approaches to the translation of socio-cultural 

references are interesting for this research: before studying the way a given culture-bound 

reference was translated, it should be discussed how it can or could be translated, and how a 

given translation choice could be interpreted in terms of ‘exoticizing’ vs. ‘naturalizing’. 

Therefore, theoretical works with a pragmatic approach, such as Vlachov and Florin (1986), 

which provide the researcher with useful translational categories, will also be taken into 

consideration.  

1.4. Why Dostoevskij?

The choice to study the early Dutch reception of F. M. Dostoevskij in particular, and not the 

reception of, for instance, Ivan Turgenev, is not coincidental: it is the consequence of various 

considerations. 

First, the choice for Dostoevskij was inspired by the fact that, in many respects, he is 

perceived as a typical Russian writer, a representative of Russian realism. Unlike a writer like 

Turgenev, who appeared relatively easy to translate to Western European cultures, the reading 

of Dostoevskij provoked, and provokes even today, a culture shock among readers belonging 

to other literatures. It was not in vain that the French critic Vogüé (1886: 203) began the 

chapter on Dostoevskij of his Le roman russe with the warning “voici le Scythe, le vrai 

Scythe, qui va révolutionner toutes nos habitudes intellectuelles”.5 Also Gobbers (1984: 3) 

confirms that Dostoevskij was “probably the most surprising and disorienting among the 

Russians, who were experienced as totally exotic”. Because of this, and also because 

Dostoevskij was and remains a polemical writer in his very own idiosyncratic way, the early 

translational transfer of Dostoevskij from the Russian into Dutch literature is expected to be a 

particularly interesting one. 

The choice for Dostoevskij was also motivated by the fact that, except for the 

reception study by Romein (1924), hardly any systematic research on his early Dutch 

                                               
4 ‘Heterolingualism’ is the English translation of ‘hétérolinguisme’, a term introduced by R. Grutman in his 
doctoral thesis entitled Formes et fonctions de l’hétérolinguisme dans la littérature québécoise entre 1837 et 
1899 (University of Montréal,1994).
5 Scythians, a nation of horse-riding nomads who dominated the Pontic steppe throughout Classical Antiquity, 
often stand symbolically for an Eastern people that cannot be subjected to the laws of Western civilisation. The 
image of the Russians being Scythians is present, for instance, in the famous poem Skify (1918) by Aleksandr 
Blok (see Blok, Kemball 1955).  
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reception has been carried out to date. Moreover, the study by Romein (1924) does not pay 

attention to the actual texts of the translations. This lack of systematic research was the main 

reason why Waegemans (1988: 59) suggested as early as two decades ago that the time was 

ripe for a study of the first Dutch translations of Dostoevskij. At present, such a study 

promises to be very fruitful thanks to the existence of a sufficiently rich body of available data 

and documents. This treasure of research material includes unstudied translations and useful 

secondary works, such as the bibliography of Russian literature in Dutch translation by 

Waegemans and Willemsen (1991).6  

1.5. Bounding the research domain

The present study focuses on the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij. The starting point lies 

in 1881, when Dostoevskij’s obituary “Necrologie van Feodor Dostoieffsky” was published in 

the literary weekly paper De Portefeuille (1881: 443). This was one of the very first times that 

the writer’s name was mentioned in the Dutch-speaking literary press. The early Dutch 

reception of Dostoevskij ends when the Great War broke out in the Dutch-speaking regions of 

Europe. 

WW I is not a purely arbitrary demarcation line. Quite the reverse, it seems to be a real 

turning period in the Dutch reception of Dostoevskij, both in qualitative and quantitative 

respects. Before the war, Dutch literature was marked by a relatively slight interest in 

Dostoevskij – particularly when compared to French and German literatures. His penetration 

into the Dutch literary polysystem was very slow. For instance, whereas the complete works 

of Dostoevskij were translated into French and German before the turn of the century, his 

novels Besy (Devils) and Idiot (The Idiot) were still not available in Dutch on the eve of the 

Great War. Moreover, before this event Dostoevskij was systematically translated into Dutch 

indirectly, with the only exception being Witte nachten (1907). During the First World War, 

no new Dutch translations of novels by Dostoevskij were published. At the beginning of the 

interbellum period, Dutch readers finally took a real interest in Dostoevskij. This went hand in 

hand with the increase of direct translations from Russian. In the years 1922-1923 the Dutch 

                                               
6 Recently, this bibliography was recommended by Scheltjens (2007: 75) as one of the “excellent translation 
bibliographies which are workable, almost without any adaptation, for quantitative-institutional reception 
research”.



Pieter BOULOGNE. “The Early Dutch Construction of F.M. Dostoevskij: 
From Translational Data to Polysystemic Working Hypotheses”                                                          6
       

© 2008. Pieter BOULOGNE (ed.). Translation and Its Others. Selected Papers of the CETRA Research Seminar in 
Translation Studies 2007. http://www.kuleuven.be/cetra/papers/papers.html

appreciation of Dostoevskij culminated in a cult, which was materialized in a quantitative 

peak of his published translations.7

As indicated above, the present study focuses on the Dutch reception of Dostoevskij. 

Taking into account that the adjective ‘Dutch’ is meant here to refer to Dutch literature, and 

that the theoretical framework of my dissertation is a polysystemic one, the question could 

arise whether Flemish8 literature could or should be included in the Dutch literary polysystem. 

On the one hand, Dutch literature being – like any polysystem – principally open, dynamic 

and flexible, its confines surely do not coincide with the geographical borders of the 

Netherlands. The concept of ‘national littératures,’ which Lambert (1983: 355) calls “fondé 

sur une idée naïve des frontières entre les littératures, qu’elles soient de nature politique ou 

linguistique”, cannot be reconciled with a genuine polysystemic approach.9

However, it is possible to perceive some important differences between literature in 

Flanders and the Netherlands, differences which may also concern the early reception of 

Dostoevskij. For instance, Gobbers (1984: 15), after having compared three Flemish and 

Dutch critical appreciations of Dostoevskij published in 1885 or 1886, concludes that 

Dostoevskij was only accepted by his so-called conservative Flemish critic Gustaaf Segers

because of his nationalism and people’s love. Gobbers thereupon generalizes this presumed 

conservatism to the whole of Flemish literature. In the High Dutch reception of Dostoevskij, 

this nationalist theme would be less present. Gobbers (1984: 15) states that the Flemish 

reception model of Dostoevskij he observed “is based on the typical argument of a small and 

weak literature, which, feeling the need to prove its right to exist and to assure itself of an 

identity of its own in the oppressive shadow of the powerful neighbour and rival, searched for 

support in the example from abroad”. Yet, several objections can be lodged against this 

reasoning, which differentiates between the Flemish and High Dutch reception models of 

Dostoevskij. For example, it should be stressed that the critic Segers appeals to both Flemish 

and Dutch readers, and moreover systematically refers to them as being one cultural 

community. Additionally, the periodical in which his article was published was brought out in 

both the Netherlands (Amsterdam) and Flanders (Antwerp). Hence, Segers’ study on 

                                               
7 According to Frank (1990) and Romein (1924: 171-172), the striking after-war interest in Dostoevskij, which is 
also present in other Western European literatures, was due to the crisis of humanism provoked by the World 
War itself.  
8 Geographically speaking, Flemish refers to Flanders, the northern and Dutch-speaking part of Belgium, 
whereas High Dutch refers to the Netherlands. 
9 Nonetheless, researchers with a polysystemic approach often speak about so-called “national literatures”. For 
instance, Andringa (2006: 555) repeatedly refers to Dutch literature in the period 1920-2000 as the “national 
polysystem” of the Netherlands. In the same article, she maintains that the literatures of Flanders and the 
Netherlands “doubtless form different subsystems” (idem: 530). 
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Dostoevskij contributed not only to the author’s Flemish reception, but rather to his reception 

in a shared Dutch literature.  

Since observable qualitative differences exist between the High Dutch and Flemish 

reception models of Dostoevskij, one could object to considering Flemish literature as an 

integral part of Dutch literature. Perhaps it would make more sense to consider Flemish and 

Dutch literatures as two partially overlapping polysystems. In any case, the question 

concerning the confines of a given literature is tricky and does not have an unequivocal 

answer. This is why a pragmatic approach will be adopted: the research will focus on the 

reception of Dostoevskij in the Dutch language.

Nonetheless, Dostoevskij’s High Dutch reception will occupy a central position, for 

the simple reason that all pre-war Dutch translations of Dostoevskij were published in the 

Netherlands, and none of them in Flanders. The Flemish reception of Dostoevskij, as revealed 

in Flemish reviews and other paratexts, will be taken into consideration with special attention 

to its possibly typical Flemish features. 

Confining the research to the reception of Dostoevskij in the Dutch language presents 

the obvious risk of neglecting the fact that many Dutch and Flemish readers read him in 

German or French translation. Yet, it is very difficult – perhaps even impossible – to judge the 

direct impact of German and French translations of Dostoevskij on Dutch-speaking readers. 

From the Dostoevskij-poll conducted by the literary journal De Stem in the early 1920s, it 

appears that many Dutch readers indeed read Dostoevskij in German or French translation. 

However, it must be stressed that the respondents were, for the most part, highly educated 

intellectuals. The direct impact of the French and German translations of Dostoevskij on the 

whole of Dutch literature should not be overestimated. Whereas a part of the Dutch-speaking 

cultural elite in the Netherlands and Flanders read books in German or French, this was 

certainly not the case with the overwhelming majority of readers. For instance, in 1885 the 

popular Dutch weekly paper De Amsterdammer still spoke of Dostoevskij as “the great 

Russian writer, unknown in this country” (Cooplandt 1885: 10), whereas at that time he was 

already famous in Germany and France (see Hoefert 1974: viii and Hemmings 1950b: 2).

The research corpus was limited to the first editions of Dutch translations of 

Dostoevskij published in book form. This was done for practical reasons, but also because 

“the popular reception of an author can be judged more accurately by the publication of his 

works in book form than by their single appearance in periodicals” (Edgerton 1963: 62). 
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Moreover, since Dostoevskij’s works are generally prolix, only fragments of his prose can be 

found in periodicals.

It is taken for granted that the Dutch reception of Dostoevskij, as revealed in the 

Flemish and High Dutch translations published in book form before WW I, consists of 

sufficient primary material to deal with the relevant research questions. Nevertheless, 

following the example of Van Gorp (1985: 262), I refer here to the opinion of Martini (1970: 

47), that a researcher dealing with literary historiography “muss sich […] des 

Fragmentarischen, ja des Unzureichenden dessen was er unternimmt, bewusst sein”.

   

1.6. The Dutch research corpus   

Having confined the research domain, the next step is to determine consistently, with the aid 

of bibliographies, the corpus of Dutch translations to be studied. Three works contain 

bibliographical information about the early Dutch translations of Dostoevskij: Romein (1924), 

Kingma (1981) and Waegemans and Willemsen (1991). The latter, also the most recent, 

“aims at containing all [Dutch] translations of Russian literary works published in book form 

in whichever country – the Netherlands, Belgium, Russia” (Waegemans and Willemsen 1991: 

7).

According to the data provided by Waegemans and Willemsen (1991: 158-179), 

before the Great War the following fifteen Dutch translations of Dostoevskij were published: 

Schuld en boete (1885), De misleide (1886), Arme menschen (1887), De kerstboom (1887), 

De onderaardsche geest (1888), De speler (1890), Arme Nelly (1891), Uit Siberië (1891), Een 

misdaad (1895), Schuld en boete (1904), Arme menschen (1906), Uit het doodenhuis (1906), 

Witte nachten (1906), De echtgenoot (1907) and De gebroeders Karamazow (1913).10

Of the Dutch translations listed above, Arme menschen (1906) and Schuld en boete 

(1904) turned out to be reprints of Arme menschen (1887) and Schuld en boete (1885) 

respectively. The research corpus can thus be reduced to thirteen different Dutch target texts. 

Of these, De kerstboom and Een misdaad appear to be untraceable,11 although they may still 

exist in private collections.12   

                                               
10 The complete bibliographical references of these and other translations mentioned in this article are included 
in the bibliography.
11 According to Waegemans and Willemsen (1991: 165), De kerstboom is a translation of just 15 pages of 
Dostoevskij’s Ëlka i svad’ba (1848, The Christmas Tree and the Wedding). Since its translator, F. Van 
Burchvliet, translated De onderaardsche geest from French (see infra), probably De kerstboom was also 
translated from French. Een misdaad is a translation of Prestuplenie i nakazanie (1866, Crime and Punishment). 
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2. In search of preliminary norms

Toury (1995: 58) distinguishes between preliminary and operational translational norms. 

Preliminary norms have to do with two sets of considerations: “those regarding the existence 

and actual nature of a definite translation policy, and those questions related to the directness 

of translation” (Toury 1995: 58). Considerations concerning the directness of translations 

“involve the threshold of tolerance for translating from languages other than the ultimate 

source language” (Toury 1995: 58), whereas considerations regarding translation policy 

concern “the factors that govern the choice of text types, or even of individual texts, to be 

imported through translation into a particular culture/language at a particular point in time” 

(Toury 1995: 58).   

2.1. (In)directness

Lambert and Van Gorp (1984: 48) recommend collecting information about “the general 

macro-structural features” before anything else. These preliminary data, including title, title 

page and paratexts, should help reveal the nature of the dominant preliminary norms of a 

given translation.

Yet, it is not easy, and often even impossible, to answer questions related to (for 

instance) the ‘directness’ of a translation purely on the basis of its macro-structural features, 

such as title, title page and paratexts. This is due to the fact that inadequate translations often 

do not present themselves as translations and that second-hand translations tend to hide their 

mediated nature (see Toury 1995: 133).

The title pages of the majority of the Dutch target texts in the corpus also turned out to 

be rather economical in providing data about the translational status. For instance, three Dutch 

translations do not even mention the name of the translator. This is the case of De speler, De 

misleide and Uit Siberië. The latter two translations do not even indicate that they are 

translated works (e.g. see figure 1). Furthermore, of all Dutch translations in the corpus, only 

Witte nachten – not coincidentally the only direct translation – mentions the actual source 

language on its title page.

                                                                                                                                                  
Consisting of no more than 320 pages (see Waegemans and Willemsen 1991: 167), it is possibly a shortened 
version.
12 Many Dutch translations published in the 19th century were not preserved because of the low quality of the 
paper as well as the destructions of both World Wars.
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These observations, along with the fact that in most of the cases the ultimate source 

text is not specified, indicate that Dutch literature paid little heed to adequacy in its concept of 

translation, at least with regards to Dostoevskij in the pre-war period. According to Toury 

(1995: 133), this leads one to suspect that the literature in question was “hardly apt to bother 

with the possible non-adequacy of the mediating texts as translations”.  

Since practically all Dutch translations of the corpus neglect to mention the title of the 

mediating translation and the mediating language, other sources had to be used in order to 

reveal the genealogy of the translations, the actual mediating languages and texts. 

           Figure 1. The title page of De misleide (1886)        Figure 2. Title page of Arme Nelly (1891)

According to Waegemans and Willemsen (1991: 158-179) French was the mediating 

language for De gebroeders Karamazow and German for Schuld en boete, Arme menschen, 

Uit het doodenhuis and De echtgenoot. Concerning the remaining translations of the Dutch 

research corpus (De misleide, De onderaardsche geest, De speler, Arme Nelly, Uit Siberië and 

Witte nachten), Waegemans and Willemsen (1991: 158-179) do not mention the mediating 

language. The preface of their bibliography – which states that “if the source language is not 

mentioned, it means the work was translated from Russian” (Waegemans and Willemsen 

1991: 12) – dangerously tempts one to conclude, erroneously, that the latter six works were 

all directly translated from Russian. The unrealibility of the information that bibliographies 

provide is a very common problem, as Ringmar (2008: 7) points out: “the information in 
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catalogues and bibliographies is mostly based on paratexts, on title-pages and [is] 

consequently as reliable as its sources, which means that it is not always to be trusted”. 

Fortunately enough, Kingma (1981) collected useful data on the registration of 

translation rights for Dutch publications of Dostoevskij.13 Thanks to his information, it was 

possible to draw a more or less precise bibliographical profile of the actual mediating texts for 

each of the Dutch translations of my corpus, except for Arme Nelly.

According to its title page (see figure 2), the translator of Arme Nelly was a certain 

“Madame C. A. La Bastide”. Since the translator’s name (or pseudonym) is French, one may 

suspect Arme Nelly to be a translation from French. The lady C. A. La Bastide is, however, 

also mentioned as the translator on the title pages of Dutch translations of English and 

German works.14 Hence, she may have translated Arme Nelly not from French, but from 

English or German. In order to find out which concrete work was used as mediating text for 

Arme Nelly, a list was compiled, with the aid of bibliographies,15 of all French, English and 

German translations of Dostoevskij’s novel Unižennye i oskorblënnye (The Humiliated and 

Insulted) published before or in 1891, i.e. the year of publication of Arme Nelly. 

Apparently, in 1891 the following French, English and German translations of 

Unižennye i oskorblënnye existed: Humiliés et offensés (1884), Injury and Insult (1885), 

Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1885) and Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1890). Having compared 

each of these translations at various levels with the Russian source text and the Dutch target 

text, by means of samples,16 it emerged that Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1890) was the only 

translation which systematically presented analogue shifts as Arme Nelly vis-à-vis the Russian 

source text. Logically, this German work must have been used as the mediating translation for 

the Dutch target text.

                                               
13 For instance, concerning De misleide, Kingma informs us that “according to the Nieuwsblad van Boekhandel 
52 (1885), p. 559 C. L. Brinkman announced on 30th September 1885 to the Commission of Translation Rights 
its intent to publish Erniedrigte und Beleidigte. [Roman. Aus d. Russ. übers. und mit einder Einl. Versehen von 
Konst. Jürgens. Berlin-Stuttgart, Collection Spemann, 1884]” (Kingma 1981: 157; my transl.).
14 The title pages of the following translated English and German works, all edited in Amsterdam by Holdert, 
mention La Bastide as the translator: Ouida. De toren van Taddeo; Godfrey Hal. De verjongingskuur van 
juffrouw Semaphore; Crawford, F. Marion. Een roos van gisteren; Ebers, George. Kleopatra.
15 For an extensive but incomplete overview of early German translations of Dostoevskij, see Romein (1924: 
196-200) and Bautz (1990: 1365-1372). In spite of its promising title, the recent bibliography of Schweikert 
(2003: 7) does not mention the German translations of Dostoevskij, nor the translations of other “generally 
known authors”. For an overview of early French translations of Dostoevskij, see Romein (1924: 210-212), 
Boutchik (1934: 50-58), and Gide (1923: 5-6). Romein also gives a rather exhaustive list of the early English 
translations of Dostoevskij (1924: 205-206).
16 In particular, footnotes introduced by the translators of the mediating texts appeared to be especially 
informative of what concerns the genealogy of the Dutch translations.
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According to the bibliographical profiles of the mediating texts which were drawn for 

the other Dutch translations of the target corpus, only French and German works were used as 

mediating translations. With the aid of bibliographies, a list was made of all German and 

French works, of which the bibliographical references corresponded to the drawn 

bibliographical profiles. Subsequently, again with the use of samples, the possible matches 

were at various levels compared to both the Russian source texts and Dutch target texts. If a 

specific German or French work systematically presented analogue shifts as the Dutch target 

text with respect to the Russian source text, it was taken for granted that the translation in 

question was used as a mediating translation for the Dutch translation.

This kind of comparison revealed that of all the Dutch works of my corpus only Witte 

nachten (1906) was translated directly from Russian, eight Dutch works were mediated by the

German polysystem, and two by the French.17 The resulting filiations are presented in figures 

3 and 4.

Russian source text                German  mediating translation Dutch target text

Raskolnikow (1882) Schuld en boete (1885)         
Bednye ljudi (1856)
                                                                             Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1885) De misleide (1886)
Unižennye
i oskorblënnye (1861) Aus dem todten Hause (1886) Arme menschen (1887)

Zapiski iz Arme Leute   (1887) De speler (1890)
mërtvogo doma (1860-1862)

Der Spieler (1888) Arme Nelly (1891)
Prestuplenie
i nakazanie (1866) Der Hahnrei (1888) Uit Siberië (1891)

Igrok (1866) Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1890) Uit het doodenhuis (1906)

Večnyj muž  (1870) Aus dem todten Hause (1890) De echtgenoot (1907)

Figure 3. The German mediation in the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij

Since Witte nachten is the only first-hand translation of the target corpus, it is 

legitimate to conclude that the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij was systematically

mediated. This fact is neither coincidental nor innocent: apparently, the Dutch literary system 

                                               
17 More specifically, Schuld en boete was translated from Raskolnikow (1882), De misleide from Erniedrigte und 
Beleidigte (1885), Arme menschen from Arme Leute (1887), De speler from Der Spieler (1890), Arme Nelly
from Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1890), Uit Siberië from Aus dem todten Hause (1891), Uit het doodenhuis from 
Aus dem todten Hause (1890), De echtgenoot (1907) from Der Hahnrei (1888), De onderaardsche geest from 
L’esprit souterrain (1888) and De gebroeders Karamazow partially from Les frères Karamazov (1888) and 
partially from Les frères Karamazov (1906).
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was tolerant of second-hand translations of Dostoevskij, and possibly even felt it necessary to 

mediate him.

Russian source text French mediating translation Dutch target text

Chozjajka (1847) L’esprit souterrain (1886) De onderaardsche
geest (1888)   

Zapiski iz Les frères
podpol’ja (1864) Karamazov (1888) De gebroeders

Karamazow (1913)
Brat'ja   Les frères 
Karamazovy (1880) Karamazov (1906)

Figure 4. The French mediation in the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij

One may suspect that the Dutch works of Dostoevskij were translated indirectly 

simply because no translator with the Russian-Dutch language pair was available. However, it 

is an important insight of Descriptive Translation Studies that indirect translation is “not 

always, and often not at all, a mere matter of lacking knowledge of certain languages” 

(Ringmar 2008: 4). It is, indeed, a question of offer and demand: the mere fact that no 

translator was contracted to translate Dostoevskij directly from the Russian is a proof of the 

existing lack of interest in translating Dostoevskij directly. If there really was a demand for 

direct translations in the 1880s, then a Dutch-Russian translator would have been found or, if 

necessary, trained by the end of the century. As such, the observed tolerance for second-hand 

translations of Dostoevskij within the Dutch literary polysystem is very significant.

Logically, “the constant choice of mediating texts in a dominant language may 

reinforce the loss of adequacy as a result of Itr [indirect translation]” (Ringmar 2007: 1). This 

is due to the fact that in the mediated translational transfer, shifts can arise when translating 

from the source text to the mediating translation, as well as when translating from the latter to 

the target text. It is thus tempting to presume that the publishing house’s tolerance for second-

hand translations as such is an indication of the non-existence of adequacy as a preliminary 

norm. Yet, caution is needed when drawing such conclusions, for publishing houses may 

choose to make use of mediating translations precisely because of the norm of adequacy.18

Given the facts that the French translations L’esprit souterrain and Les frères 

Karamazov were presented to the readership as ‘adaptations’, they clearly were not selected 

as mediating translations for respectively De onderaardsche geest and De gebroeders 

                                               
18 For instance in 1981, the novel Ferdydurke (1937) by the Polish author Witold Gombrowicz was translated a 
second time into Dutch from German and French, whereas it was translated the first time directly from the 
Polish. Surprisingly, this was done to gratify the explicit wish of the author himself, who “preferred a good 
translation from French and German over a mediocre one from Polish” (my transl.; Gombrowicz 1992: 283).
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Karamazow because of the norm of adequacy. The case of the German works which mediated 

the Dutch translations of Dostoevskij is less clear: the German mediating translations of 

Dostoevskij did not manifest themselves as point-blank adaptations, and they were, indeed, 

macro-structurally much more adequate than the French ones published in the same period.   

The (in)directness with which the translational act is performed can also be norm-

governed in another respect. As Toury (1995: 129) points out, recourse to an indirect 

translation is often highly significant in its cultural facet. According to him, the recurrence of 

indirectness should be taken “as evidence of the forces which have shaped the culture in 

question, along with its concept of translation” (Toury 1995: 129) – especially if regular 

patterns can be detected, as is clearly the case with the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij.. 

Hence, the recurring German and French mediating translations of Dostoevskij indicate, or 

rather confirm, that the Dutch literary polysystem was substantially subordinated both to 

German and French neighbouring literatures. 

The wide extent of the translational mediation of Dostoevskij suggests that Russian 

literature had no literary prestige in the Dutch perception. It seems that there was hardly any 

real interest for the Russian Dostoevskij. If works by Dostoevskij were selected for translation 

in Dutch literature, this was possibly merely due to their position in German and French 

literatures. In that case, the first test for a work by Dostoevskij to be selected was if it was 

recognized as a successful French or German literary product, without regard for his central 

position in the Russian polysystem. The second test was if it was in accordance with the 

dominant norms governing the Dutch polysystem from the inside. 

According to Toury (1995: 134), the mode and the extent of using indirect translation, 

along with the changes that may occur in them, can be viewed as symptomatic of the 

constellation of a given literature. He asserts that “since second-hand translation always 

involves more than just two systems, it can clearly be taken as at least a clue to the position of 

one literature in relation to other languages/literatures, acting as mediating and mediated” 

(Toury 1995: 134). Since the Dutch reception of Russian literature was mediated by French 

literature as well as by German literature, the triangular relationship between receiving, 

mediating, and mediated literature was in a way doubled, and hence made rather complex. 

Since predominantly German texts, and not French texts, mediated Dostoevskij’s early 

penetration of the Dutch polysystem, it is tempting to conclude that in the early Dutch 

reception of Dostoevskij, German literature was a more important mediating agent than 

French literature, and that its influence as a subordinating polysystem was of more 
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importance. This could then be seen as an indication that in the observed period the centre of 

Dutch literature was moving eastward. 

Against this, one can state that French literature could have had a much greater 

qualitative impact on the early Dutch reception and construction of Dostoevskij. For one 

thing, it is probable that the position of translations of Dostoevskij within the French 

polysystem contributed substantially to their selection for translation – this was certainly the 

case of Prestuplenie i nakazanie (Crime and Punishment). Moreover, it must also be said that 

the shifts in the French mediating translations are in general much more important than the 

shifts in the German ones (see infra). In this respect, the early Dutch Dostoevskij was thus 

more Gallicized than Germanized. Finally, one should also bear in mind that the pre-war 

Dutch subordination to the French literary polysystem was probably responsible, at least 

partly, for some works by Dostoevskij not being selected for translation into Dutch.

For instance, Dostoevskij’s work Idiot (The Idiot) was not translated into Dutch before 

WW I. Possibly, the non-selection of this masterpiece to be translated into Dutch was partially 

due to the way in which it was originally received by the French literary polysystem. The first 

French translation of Idiot, made by Victor Derély, was published in 1887 with a preface by 

Vogüé, who, as Ėjchenbaum (1913: 124) and May (1994: 21) among others assert, had a huge 

impact on the European reception of Dostoevskij in all of Europe.19 Interestingly, in his 

avertissement, the influential French critic did not exactly express his admiration for the 

literary value of the novel: 

Devant la critique littéraire, l’Idiot ne soutient pas la comparaison avec Crime et Châtiment. 

Le début est alerte et habile, les principaux personnages nous sont familiers dès les premières 

pages; mais bientôt un brouillard fantastique nous les dérobe: ils se perdent au milieu 

d’innombrables figures qui viennent grimacer au premier plan. Ce livre n’a pas l’unité et 

l’intensité d’action de l’autre roman […] Ce n’est pas aux lettrés que je le recommande. 

(Dostoïevsky 1887: i)   

It is important to note here that the French and German critics – and hence also the 

corresponding literatures – influenced one another in the early reception of Dostoevskij to 

such an extent that this “double reception” is considered to be one of the proofs of the 

                                               
19 Vogüé’s influence even had repercussions on the Russian reception of Dostoevskij. For instance, the well-
known Russian expression “Все мы вышли из гоголевской Шинели” (“We all came out from under Gogol’'s
Overcoat”) originates from Vogüé’s (1885: 320) article in Revue des deux mondes. It was translated into Russian 
in the 1880s, whereupon the phrase was erroneously attributed to Dostoevskij (see Rejser 1968). 
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existence of a pre-revolutionary triangular cultural relationship between Russia, France and 

Germany (see Espagne 1996). In this respect, it is not a surprise that the early Dutch reception 

of Dostoevskij appeared to be mediated by both French and German literary polysystems. It is 

not only a sign of Dutch literature being subordinated to both mediating literatures, but also of 

the interplay of these literatures with regard to the reception of Dostoevskij (see figure 5). 

French 
literature

Dutch Russian
literature literature

German 
literature

Figure 5. The Dutch reception of Dostoevskij and the interplay of French and German literatures

As Toury (1995: 134) maintains, “the more significant the role of intermediate 

translation, the more severe the problems involved in establishing the body of texts that 

should be taken into account”.  Since all Dutch translations of the target corpus, except one, 

appeared to be mediated, the newly established body of texts to be studied consists of the 

following three sub-corpora: (1) the target corpus, consisting of ten mediated Dutch 

translations and one direct Dutch translation; (2) the intermediary corpus, consisting of three 

mediating French translations and eight mediating German translations; (3) the source corpus, 

consisting of ten Russian works that were directly or indirectly selected for translation into 

Dutch.          

2.2. Translated titles 

Besides the matter of translational (in)directness, the titles of the Dutch translations also 

provide interesting indications of the preliminary norms. Generally, titles of translations 

governed by adequacy tend to reach a relatively high degree of denotative equivalence with 

respect to the original titles, whereas translations governed by acceptability often have titles 

which have little in common with the original title.    

When the titles of the eleven Dutch works of my corpus are compared to the titles of the 

corresponding Russian source texts, it shows that only the following four titles were translated 

fully adequately vis-à-vis the Russian: Arme menschen (Poor People), Uit het doodenhuis
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(From the Dead House), Witte nachten (White Nights) and De gebroeders Karamazow (The 

Brothers Karamazow). 

The case of Schuld en boete (Guilt and Penance) is ambiguous. On the one hand, it 

must be said that the Dutch title is certainly a more adequate translation of the original title 

Prestuplenie i nakazanie (Crime and Punishment) than Raskolnikow – the title of the German 

mediating translation.20 On the other hand, Schuld en boete is not the most adequate 

translation of Prestuplenie i nakazanie imaginable: as generally known, these Dutch terms 

originate from ethics, whereas the original Russian title consists of legal terms.  

For what concerns De speler (The Gambler), the Dutch subtitle De gedenkschriften 

van een gouverneur (The Memoirs of a Tutor) was translated inadequately from the rather 

adequate German translation (Aus den Erinnerungen eines jungen Mannes) of the original 

Russian title Iz zapisok molodogo čeloveka (From the Notes of a Young Man).  

The following five titles were translated inadequately: De misleide (The misled vs. The 

Humiliated and Insulted), De onderaardsche geest (The Underground Spirit vs. The Landlady

and Notes from the Underground), Arme Nelly (Poor Nelly vs. The Humiliated and Insulted), 

Uit Siberië (From Siberia vs. Notes from the House of the Dead) and De echtgenoot (The 

Husband vs. The Eternal Husband). Strikingly, of the latter five titles only one, De 

onderaardsche geest, was translated adequately from the title of the intermediary translation 

(L’esprit souterrain). De echtgenoot is an adaptation of the German title Der Hahnrei, which 

itself is not an adequate translation of the Russian original. The other three Dutch titles were 

translated inadequately from the perfectly adequate German translated titles. 

Considering these shifts in the translation of the Russian titles, it seems once again that 

acceptability was a dominant preliminary norm in the early Dutch translational reception of 

Dostoevskij. Since the titles of the Russian source texts were not specified by the Dutch 

second-hand translations elsewhere, the described shifts also give support to the hypothesis 

that Dostoevskij was introduced into Dutch literature without regard for his position in 

Russian literature.  

                                               
20 Possibly, the publishing house in question preferred not to use the name of the novel’s main character as the 
title because of the novel’s fame in France under the title Le crime et le châtiment. This could be an indication 
that the position of the French translation of Prestuplenie i nakazanie in the French literary polysystem was 
crucial at least for its Dutch selection for translation.
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2.3. Translational paratexts   

For the researcher trying to discover the dominant preliminary norms, advertisements as well 

as prefaces are among the most interesting sources. This is due to the fact that in these 

paratexts preliminary norms are often explicitly mentioned and possibly also commented on 

by the editor or translator. Of course, one should bear in mind that publishing houses and 

translators often have good reasons to hide the truth. 

The overwhelming majority of the Dutch translations of the research corpus, namely 

ten works,21 include neither prefaces nor afterwords. This observation can be considered as a 

possibly meaningful indication as far as translational norms are concerned: in general, 

translations governed by acceptability do not include such kinds of paratexts. This is due to 

the fact that a paratext draws the reader’s attention to the translated status – i.e. the foreign 

origin – of the work in question. 

Only one work of the Dutch research corpus includes a preface: Schuld en boete. Since 

adequate translations tend to include introductions or comments by the editor or the translator 

more often than translations targeted toward acceptability, it might not be a matter of 

coincidence that the only text of the Dutch corpus having a preface is already proven to be a 

rather adequate translation, both at a macro-structural and a micro-textual level. 

The preface of Schuld en boete consists of quotations of George Ebers and “the 

famous professor” George Brandes, both expressing admiration for the novel, and a list of 

eight writers, which according to the editor all agree that the novel “deserves the attention of 

all serious writers and friends of literature” (Dostojewsky 1885: [iii-iv]). The fact that the 

editor felt the need to refer to the positive opinion of so many authorities in literature, for the 

greater part Germans, can be seen as an expression of his fear that Dostoevskij would not be 

easily accepted in the Dutch literary polysystem. For that matter, the fact that this editorial 

note, which is after all on a Russian novel, does not refer to even one Russian critic, suggests 

that Russian literature as a whole was perceived as irrelevant. 

The fear that Dostoevskij would be rejected by readers is also present in a very 

revealing advertisement for De misleide, the second Dutch translation of Dostoevskij.22 By 

stating that measures were taken not to shock the audience, the editor explicitly revealed his 

                                               
21 Namely: De misleide, Arme menschen, De onderaardsche geest, Arme Nelly, De speler, Uit Siberië, Uit het 
doodenhuis, De echtgenoot, De gebroeders Karamazow and Witte nachten.
22 The advertisement was included in the appendix of Een liefde (1887) by the Dutch author L. Van Deyssel.
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wish to please the readership and critics rather than present an adequate translation of 

Dostoevskij’s Unižennye o oskorblënnye (The Humiliated and Insulted):  

On several occasions Dostoevskij was accused of roughness and vulgarity. In the work we 

present to the Dutch readership, not one touch of this can be detected, and in case we thought 

we may have discovered its traces, we avoided the obstacle as much as possible. Therefore, we 

do not doubt that ‘De Misleide’ will meet also in this respect the requirements that a cultured 

readership makes, rightfully, for any literary product. (my transl., Van Deyssel 1887: [191]) 

Hence, at first sight the paratexts also seem to provide evidence for the hypothesis that 

the dominant preliminary norm in the Dutch reception of Dostoevskij was acceptability.

2.4. Macrostructures in translation  

From a macro-structural comparison between the division in chapters and chapter order of the 

Dutch target texts, the French and German intermediary translations, and the Russian source 

texts, the following three major tendencies emerged: 

(1) Macro-structurally, the direct translation Witte nachten is adequate. Also the 

second-hand translations Schuld en boete, Arme menschen, De echtgenoot, Uit Siberië and De 

onderaardsche geest seem to be rather macro-structurally adequate vis-à-vis the German and 

French mediating translations. Arme Nelly is a blatant exception to this observation as its 

Dutch translator left out thirteen of the forty-five chapters of the German mediating text. Also 

De speler is an exception, for several paragraphs of the German mediating translation were 

omitted, and in one case moved to another chapter. The translators of De Misleide and Uit het 

doodenhuis, in turn, inconsistently modified some of the chapter numbers, though without 

omitting the chapters themselves. 

De gebroeders Karamazow is a special case, for it is a remarkable amalgam of two 

different French translations. The overwhelming majority of the pages are translated from Les 

frères Karamazov (Dostoïevsky 1906), a translation by Jean-Wladimir Bienstock and Charles 

Torquet. The remaining pages however are translated from Les frères Karamazov

(Dostoïevsky 1888) – a polemical translation by Ely Halpérine-Kaminsky.23    

                                               
23 Whereas the pages 1-324, 326-330, 360-372, 379-403 and 415-417 of De gebroeders Karamazow (1913) seem 
to be translated from Les frères Karamazov (1906) by Bienstock and Torquet, the principal source text for the 
pages 325, 331-359, 373-378 and 418-442 was Les frères Karamazov (1888) by Halpérine-Kaminsky. However, 
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(2) At the macro-structural level, the German texts Raskolnikow, Der Hahnrei, Arme 

Leute, Der Spieler, Aus dem todten Hause (1886), reach a high degree of adequacy with 

respect to Dostoevskij’s original works. The main German shifts at the macro-structural level 

concern the renumbering or renaming of chapters. Those shifts are present in three German 

mediating texts: Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1885), Erniedrigte und Beleidigte (1890) and Aus 

dem todten Hause (1890). 

(3) At the same macro-structural level, two of the three French intermediary 

translations of the research corpus, namely L’esprit souterrain and Les frères Karamazov

(1888), both by Halpérine-Kaminsky, are highly inadequate.

L’esprit souterrain is a noteworthy translational amalgam of Dostoevskij’s sentimental 

novel Chozjajka (1847, The Landlady) and his post-Siberian Zapiski iz podpol’ja (1864, Notes 

from the Underground) (see Minssen 1933:16 and Miller 1973). Most probably, the two 

translations were fused together to make the controversial novel Zapiski iz podpol’ja more 

acceptable. The latter marks the evolution from the early, rather sentimental Dostoevskij –

present in Chozjajka – to the mature, more philosophical and prolix Dostoevskij, who wrote 

Prestuplenie i nakazanie (Crime and Punishment), Idiot (The Idiot), Besy (Devils) and Brat’ja 

Karamazovy (The Brothers Karamazov). 

Les frères Karamazov (1888) by Halpérine-Kaminsky and Morice presents itself as an 

adaptation. This is not an inappropriate label: the original order of the chapters was changed, 

several chapters were completely omitted and two thirds of the translated epilogue was 

completely invented by the translators. 

In Dostoevskij’s Brat’ja Karamazovy (1879-1880), the plans to liberate Mitja 

Karamazov from jail, which come up in the epilogue’s first chapter, are not carried out. The 

novel ends, somehow unsatisfactorily, with Alëša Karamazov’s moralizing speech after the 

funeral of the little boy Iljušečka. The epilogue of the mediating translation Les frères 

Karamazov (1888) by Halpérine-Kaminsky and, logically, also the epilogue of the mediated 

translation De gebroeders Karamazow (1913) provide Dostoevskij’s last novel with a much 

more spectacular ending: Alëša frees his brother, takes voluntarily his place in prison, and is 

sent for trial (see Hemmings 1950a). 

According to the translator himself, this translation strategy was adopted because the 

source text was all too prolix and the epilogue all too unsatisfactory to be successful among 

the French readers of the 1880s, who were not yet ready for a raw Dostoevskij. 
                                                                                                                                                  
in several places in the Dutch target text one can find examples of interference of both mediating French 
translations.   
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Since at the eve of WW I, much more adequate French and German translations of 

Dostoevskij’s Brat’ja Karamazovy were available, it is striking that precisely the epilogue 

invented by Halpérine-Kaminsky was used as a source text for the epilogue of the Dutch 

target text. This might indicate that in the beginning of the 20th century the publishing house 

in question, Van Holkema & Warendorf, still thought that the Dutch readership was not 

mature enough for an unpolished ending of Dostoevskij’s final masterpiece.

Regarding the chapter order, number and division, the more recent translation Les 

frères Karamazov (1906) by Bienstock and Torquet – the second mediating translation of De 

gebroeders Karamazow (1913) – is much more adequate than the translation by Halpérine-

Kaminsky. Yet, this translation is also a shortened reproduction of Dostoevskij’s original.

Figure 6. An illustration of a scene in De gebroeders Karamazow (1930, II-III: 248),

translated from the epilogue invented by Halpérine-Kaminsky and Morice

Taking into account the important macro-structural shifts in the French translations of 

Brat’ja Karamazovy of 1888 and 1906, it goes without saying that the Dutch translation De 

gebroeders Karamazow (1913) by van Gogh-Kaulbach is, in a macro-structural sense, a 

highly inadequate translation of the Russian source text. Yet, its monopoly of the Dutch 

creation and manipulation of the image of Dostoevskij’s last masterpiece lasted until the 
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1930s, when two new Dutch translations of Brat’ja Karamazovy were published; one 

shortened and adapted (De gebroeders Karamazow in 1930) and one complete (the translation 

by A. Kosloff De gebroeders Karamazow in 1932). Strinkingly, the former once more 

includes a translation of the epilogue invented by Halpérine-Kaminsky and Morice. 

Interestingly enough, it even provides the reader with illustrations of the novel made by the 

artist André Vlaanderen, including an illustration of an invented scene which shows Alëša

sitting in jail having his vision of the monk Zosima (see figure 6).24

As shown above, both Dutch target texts of Dostoevskij translated via French, namely 

De onderaardsche geest and De gebroeders Karamazow, are genuine belles infidèles, or 

highly inadequate translations in terms of their macro-structure. Oppositely, the Dutch target 

texts established indirectly or through German are macro-structurally rather adequate – except

Arme Nelly. 

It seems that Dostoevskij’s early, rather sentimental works, which were most probably 

rather acceptable as such, were systematically translated from the macro-structurally 

predominantly adequate German mediating translations, whereas his later, more prolix and 

philosophic works, such as Zapiski iz podpol’ja (Notes from the Underground), Idiot (The 

Idiot), Besy (Devils) and Brat’ja Karamazovy (The Brothers Karamazov), were either 

translated from the macro-structurally inadequate French mediating translations, or not 

translated at all. 

Prestuplenie i nakazanie (Crime and Punishment) is an exception, since this mature, 

prolix, and philosophical work was translated into Dutch via the adequate German mediating 

translation Raskolnikow. Undoubtedly, this novel was the first by Dostoevskij to be selected 

for translation into Dutch because of its central position in both German and French 

literatures. This, along with the fact that the critic Vogüé presented this novel in his Le roman 

russe (1886) as if it were Dostoevskij’s best masterpiece, may also explain the Dutch 

tolerance for such an adequate translation, macro-structurally speaking, of the source text in 

question. 

Thus, the selection of the German and French mediating texts to be translated into 

Dutch is to be explained in the first place by referring to intersystemic relationships. It seems 

that the more literary prestige a work by Dostoevskij had in French and German literatures, or 

the more a work was considered acceptable as such, the greater the tolerance was within 

Dutch literature for a macro-structurally adequate translation provided by the German 
                                               
24 For a more elaborated case study on van Gogh-Kaulbach’speculiar translation De gebroeders Karamazow
(1913), see Boulogne (2009).
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mediating agent. In line with this, the more a work by Dostoevskij was criticized in France 

and Germany, the more changes to the original text were imported into Dutch literature. 

When in doubt about the possible success of a translation, the publishing houses could play it 

(relatively) safe by using a French adaptation as a mediating translation.   

2.5. Translation policy

Other indications for the formulation of the dominant preliminary norms underlying the Dutch 

translational corpus can be found in general information on translation policy. This policy 

involves, among others, questions related to the quantitative dimension of Dostoevskij’s 

Dutch reception and to the choice of his works to be translated, published and, possibly, 

republished.  

2.5.1. The selection of source texts 

In the present day, with Dostoevskij canonized, he is mainly admired for his Zapiski iz 

podpol’ja (1864, Notes from the Underground) and his bulky philosophical works, such as 

Prestuplenie i nakazanie (1866, Crime and Punishment), Idiot (1868, The Idiot), Besy (1872, 

Devils) and Brat’ja Karamazovy (1880-1881, The Brothers Karamazov). These lead the 

reader into a socially unjust world populated by criminals, murderers, suicides, alcoholics, 

atheists, nihilists, paedophiles, prostitutes, etc. All of these novels are considered late works 

of Dostoevskij, except Zapiski iz podpol’ja, which marks the transition of the early 

Dostoevskij to the late one.   

Dostoevskij’s shorter, early novels – such as the rather sentimental works Bednye ljudi

(1846, Poor People), Chozjaka (1847, The Landlady), Belye noči (1848, White Nights) and,

Zapiski iz mertvogo doma (1860, Notes from the Dead House) – are presently somewhat 

forgotten, or at least remain in the shadow of his later, larger novels. 

Strikingly, Dostoevskij’s early novels Bednye ljudi, Belye noči, Zapiski iz mertvogo 

doma and Chozjaka are present in the short list of his works translated into Dutch before WW 

I, whereas Brat’ja Karamazovy was not translated until the eve of WW I, and Besy and Idiot

were not translated at all before the Great War. The subversive novel Zapiski iz podpol’ja – a 

monologue intérieur of a cynic misanthrope – in its turn, was translated into Dutch rather 

early, in 1888. However, it was made more acceptable: as mentioned above, it was translated 
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from the French L’esprit souterrain, which is an amalgam of this novel and Dostoevskij’s 

earlier written sentimental novel Chozjajka. 

Hence, the early Dutch selection of Dostoevskij’s works to be translated could seem 

somewhat surprising. Yet, it becomes more understandable if one takes into account that 

according to the dominant French and German critics E.-M. de Vogüé (1885, 1886) and E. 

Zabel (1899) Dostoevskij’s best novels were precisely his late work Prestuplenie i nakazanie

(Crime and Punishment) and his earlier written works Bednye ljudi (Poor People) and Zapiski 

iz mërtvogo doma (Notes from the Death House). It was thus not a matter of coincidence that 

Dutch translations of all these works were brought out several times before WW I. On the 

other hand, the Dutch lack of interest towards Dostoevskij’s late works can partially be 

explained by the shared opinion of Vogüé and Zabel that after Prestuplenie i nakazanie

(Crime and Punishment) the creative art of Dostoevskij “fell into decline” (see also 

Ejchenbaum 1913).  

Though, it should be stressed that the early Dutch reception of Dostoevskij was not at 

all a copy of the French or German reception: whereas French and German translations of all 

his novels were published before the turn of the century – their lasting authorative positions 

notwithstanding, Vogüé and Zabel were not the only voices in the French and German 

discussions of Dostoevskij – the Dutch polysystem, with its relative autonomy, manifested 

itself as being much more reluctant towards his late, prolix and philosophical works. For 

several decades, the Dutch book-market showed a marked preference for translating 

Dostoevskij’s early sentimental novels.              

2.5.2. The early Dutch Dostoevskij in numbers 

It is not only the choice of Dostoevskij’s works to be translated that is meaningful, but the 

quantitative data of his translations also speak volumes. As shown in diagram 1, from 1885 

until 1914, only sixteen translations of Dostoevskij were brought out (reprints included).25

This makes clear that the Dutch discovery of Dostoevskij in 1885 did not provoke a lot 

of enthusiasm. Considering translated literature as a subsystem of the Dutch literary 

polysystem, and translated Russian literature as coherent enough to be seen as a section of this 

subsystem, one is dangerously tempted to take for granted that the Dutch readers’ lack of 

interest in Dostoevskij was symptomatic for their attitude towards Russian literature in 

general.
                                               
25 This and the following diagrams are based on the bibliographical data provided by Waegemans and Willemsen 
(1991).
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Diagram 1. Dutch translations of Dostoevskij 
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Diagram 2, representing the quantitative dimension of the Dutch reception of all 

literary translations from Russian, neither confirms nor totally counters this intuition: 

apparently, the Dutch antebellum interest in Russian literature was small – if compared to the 

interest of the interbellum period or the period after WW II – but not totally insignificant.

Diagram 2. Russian Literature in Dutch translation from 1880 till 1980
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Diagram 3, representing the quantitative dimension of the Dutch reception of 

Dostoevskij’s contemporary and compatriot Lev Tolstoj (1828-1910), gives a totally different 

picture. Strikingly, it shows a true antebellum boom of Tolstoj-translations, which proves that 

before WW I the Dutch readership took a huge interest in the latter Russian writer. This boom 

was so overwhelming, that the number of translations of Tolstoj published in this period was 

never exceeded afterwards.
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Diagram 3. Dutch translations of Tolstoj
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Thus, whereas Dostoevskij was largely neglected – not even all his major works were 

translated – Tolstoj, who was translated and retranslated on a yearly basis, appears to have 

been a true goldmine for the publishers in the very same historical period.26

As many scholars and critics before him did, Dostoevskij’s famous biographer Frank 

(1979: 60) has pointed out that, in many regards, Dostoevskij and Tolstoj are each other’s 

opposites. For instance, Dostoevskij was born in a middle-class family and educated by God-

fearing and loyal citizens of the Tsar, whereas Tolstoj was born a true Russian nobleman and 

educated by French and German tutors. What is more important, living in the middle of 

Russian society, Dostoevskij was very aware of social injustice and made it the central theme 

of his oeuvre. He depicted the life of the majority of Russian citizens, which Frank called 

(1979: 6) “[a life] of confusion and moral chaos, of a social order in continual flux, of the 

incessant destruction of all traditions of the past”. Tolstoj, on the other hand, depicted the 

tranquil life of the landed gentry “with its settled traditions of culture and fixed moral-social 

norms” (Frank 1979: 6). 

Hence, it seems that the intrasystemic constellation of antebellum Dutch literature was 

predominantly too conservative to tolerate an unpolished Dostoevskij, who described a world 

governed by social injustice and populated by subversive elements, whereas Tolstoj presented 

fewer such problems, and therefore could be easily admired. 

                                               
26 Béghin (2007), who studied the reception and diffusion of Russian literature in Turin, did similar observations: 
about 220 translations of works by Tolstoj were published in Turin between 1870 and 1915, whereas in this 
period only eighteen translations of Dostoevskij were brought out, mainly between 1897 and 1902 (see Béghin 
2007: 26-27). It must also be said that the Turin reception of Russian literature was considerably mediated by 
French literature. This dependency on the French mediation was definitively abolished in the 1920s and 30s (see 
Béghin 2007: 97).     
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3. Conclusions

3.1. Working hypotheses on the operational norms, the position and function of Dostoevskij 

within the Dutch literary polysystem  

The research on preliminary data that was carried out so far showed that before WW I (1) 

Dostoevskij was more or less systematically translated indirectly from Russian, (2) that the 

majority of the titles of his works were translated inadequately, (3) that some paratexts

expressed the publisher’s fear that Dostoevskij would not be accepted or the wish to please 

the readership rather than provide an adequate translation, (4) that totally inadequate French 

translations were used as mediating texts, (5) that a relatively low number of translations of 

Dostoevskij were brought out, and finally (6) that some of Dostoevskij’s major works were 

selected very late for translation, or not translated at all.

According to Lambert and Van Gorp (1984: 52) descriptive research on preliminary 

data “should lead to hypotheses for further analysis at both macro-structural and micro-

structural level”. The conclusions drawn from the provisional research on preliminary 

translational data all seem to point in the same direction: Dostoevskij’s antebellum 

penetration of the Dutch polysystem was governed by the preliminary norm of acceptability. 

Since a preliminary norm affects the operational translational norms, the translations 

of the Dutch corpus are expected to be characterized both at the micro-and macro-levels by 

important shifts vis-à-vis Dostoevskij’s original texts. This leads to the expectation that, at 

some points, the Dutch translations will be described as tending more to the pole of 

naturalizing than to that of exoticizing. Thus, some of the culture-bound references of the 

Russian source texts, such as realia, proper names of persons, toponyms, non-standard 

language, elements of heterolingualism, and forms of address, might appear to be translated 

into Dutch with the aid of naturalization techniques. 

Since translations governed by acceptability are usually meant to occupy the periphery 

of the receptive literary polysystem, and given the above described preliminary data (see 

Even-Zohar 1978), the working hypothesis can be formulated that Dostoevskij occupied a 

peripheral position in the antebellum Dutch polysystem and, in line with this, that his 

functional role in Dutch literature was conservative. Clearly, in the pre-war Dutch literary 

polysystem Dostoevskij was not given the occasion to revolutionize intellectual habits – as 
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was so eloquently predicted by the French critic Vogüé (1886: 203) with respect to French 

literature.   

The translational data indicate that the antebellum reception of Dostoevskij within 

Dutch literature was governed by intersystemic relationships with the subordinating French 

and German literatures.27 Thanks to this subordination, the Russian writer was allowed to 

penetrate the Dutch polysystem, at least with some specific translations. On the other hand, 

the introduction of some of his mature works seemed seriously hindered by the predominance 

of conservative tendencies from within Dutch literature. In this respect, the early Dutch 

construction of Dostoevskij could very well reflect in miniature the constellation of the Dutch 

literary polysystem, which before WW I was apparently not ready to respond positively to 

Dostoevskij’s philosophical literature.  

3.2. By way of epilogue: guidelines for further research

The facts that before WW I some of Dostoevskij’s major philosophical novels, such as Besy

(Devils), were not translated at all, and that others were translated from particularly 

inadequate French mediating translations – this was the case of Zapiski iz podpol’ja (Notes 

from the Underground) and Brat’ja Karamazovy (The Brothers Karamazov) – show that 

before WW I the many-sided, prolix, and controversial Russian writer was fit into the Dutch 

polysystem by being rigorously selected and filtered by the subordinating French and German 

literatures. It appears that Dostoevskij was primarily appreciated within Dutch literature as the 

Gallo-Germanized “champion of the humiliated and insulted”, and not as the Russian writer 

of moral chaos. Further translational research on the micro-textual level – comparisons of the 

target texts with both source and mediating texts – is needed to determine to what extent the 

translators actively contributed to this construction. Special attention should be paid to the 

literary effects of the observed translational shifts. 

Ultimately, it should be studied to what extent extra-translational data provide 

evidence for the observed Dutch reluctance toward Dostoevskij. That literary criticism can be 

very revealing, for that matter, is illustrated by a review of De gebroeders Karamazow by 

                                               
27 It would be interesting to study the mediation of Dostoevskij into other European literatures, and determine to 
what extent Dostoevskij was Gallicized in 19th century WesternEurope. Since French literature occupied a 
central position in the European macro-systemic hierarchy all through the 19th century and longer, it is plausible 
that the Gallicization of Dostoevskij was widespread in Europe – as was the case with Shakespeare in the 
Romantic Age (see Delabastita and D’Hulst 1993). In line with this, my comparative translational research has 
shown that the English translation Injury and Insult (1887) by F. Whishaw was made from the French translation 
Humiliés et offensés (1884) by Humbert, or at least considerably influenced by it. Furthermore, until the 1920s 
and 30s, translating Russian literature from mediating French translations was also a common practice in Italy, 
more precisely in Turin (see Béghin 2007: 97).     
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Nieboer (1916), in which the critic tried to explain the high price of the translation by 

referring to the unpopularity of all translated novels by Dostoevskij. According to him, even 

the Dutch translation of Prestuplenie i nakazanie (Crime and Punishment) – so widely 

acclaimed by critics all over the world – appeared to be “a rope around the neck” of the 

publishing house. In line with this, he predicted little success for the Dutch translation of 

Brat’ja Karamazovy (The Brothers Karamazov). Moreover, in his view Dostoevskij would 

never become a popular writer in the Netherlands for two reasons, one related to the 

readership and the other to the writer. First, in the case of the Dutch people “the narrow-

minded conventionality” or “the inclination to reject everything that is stranger than usual, 

that is not in accordance with what is generally accepted and what is, in their opinion, fixed 

for all times” would take “a revolting shape”. Second, as a fictional writer Dostoevskij would 

be “a Russian in all his fibres, in each pulse beat; because all his men are Russians, because 

they are who they are. If need be, they are beasts, miraculous mixtures of animal and God, 

men full of lies, betrayal and childlike truth, tough and cynic, but at the same time with a 

female softness; stupid and barbarian, and deep, perceptive thinkers with a beautiful 

consciousness of Christianity… everything that a man can be if he dares to be a man” 

(Nieboer 1916: 420). 
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