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EDITOR’S NOTE

In this volume of the Journal we are privileged to publish the
scholarly and interesting article “Jacob Haafner. Travels through the
Island of Ceylon in 1783" by the two distinguished Dutch historians
Paul van der Velde and Jaap de Moor.

This article is the outcome of research which will ultimately
result in the republication in three volumes of the complete works of
the Dutch orientalist, artist and witer, J. G. Haafner, in the series
Werken van de Linschoten Vereeniging, a series which can be
considered the Dutch counterpart of the “Works of the Hackluyt
Society”.

In this article the authors will start out with a short biographical
sketch of the life of Haafner, which is based on a combination of
biographical data contained in his works and data gathered from
research in the VOC archives, in the Hague and in other archives.
The authors will then tell you about his writings and proceed with
an examination of Haafner as a writer of travel stories. They will
continue with some remarks about the influence of both Enlighten-
ment and Romanticism as they can be discerned in the writings of
Haafrner. They will conclude with a more detailed investigation of
his writings about Ceylon and of what most people consider to be
his masterpiece, his Travels on Foot Through the Island of Cevlon.

The DBLU notes with regret the death, during the past year, of
four distinguished members. Dr Drogo Austin, FRCS, was one of
the most brilliant surgeons for several decades in this country. After
he retired from Government Service he served for a few years in
Liberia, On his return to Sri Lanka he became an active member
of the DBU and served on the General Committee. We extend to
his widow Nora our deepest sympathies.
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Mr Richard Jansz was a serving member of the General Commit‘fee
of the DBU when he unexpectedly died. QOur deepest sympathies
to his widow Loretta.

Mr Noel Emst of Matara was a long standing member of .the
DBU and took a keen interest in its affairs. His sudden death is a
. sad loss to the DBU. :

Miss Ella Brohier, another long standing member of the DBU
and St Nikolaas’ Home will be grievously missed by many of the
BBU.

JACOB HAAFNER. TRAVELS THROUGH

THE ISLAND OF CEYLON IN 1783 [1]
by '

Paul Van Der Velde and Jaap De Moor

1. INTRODUCTION

This article is the outcome of research which will ultimately
result in the republication in three volumes of the complete works
of the Duich orientalist, artist and writer, J. G. Haafner, in the series
Werken van de Linschoten Vereeniging, a series which can be
considered the Dutch counterpart of the “"Works of the Hackluyt
Society”.2 The first volume, containing a biographical introduction,

‘will appear in March 1992, The other two volumes will be pub-

lished over the next two years.

In this article we will start out with a short biographical sketch
of the life of Haafner, which is based on a combination of biographicat
data contained in his works and data gathered from research in the

VOC (the United Dutch East India Company) archives, in the Hague

and in other archives.® We will then tell you about his writings and
proceed with an examination of Haafner as a writer of travel stories,
referring to the classic study on travel writing in the eighteenth
century by Percy C. Adams.4 We will continue with some remarks
about the influence of both Enlightenment and Romanticism as they
can be discerned in the writings of Haafner® We will conclude

‘with a more detailed investigation of his writings about Ceylon and

of what most people consider to be his masterpiece, his Travels On

Foot Through the Island of Ceylon.

2. BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

-Jacob Gotfried Haafner was born in Halle (Germany) on the
13th of May 1755. . Shortly after his birth his father settled in Embden
as a physician. In 1763 the family moved to cosmopolitan Amsterdam.
When Haafner senior's practice failed to attract enough patients, he
decided to enlist as a ship's surgeon in the service of the Dutch East
India Company. His decision to take his son with him ‘had far-
reaching consequences for the course of Jacob Haafner's life. Hardly

had they reached Cape Town when Haafner Senior died.

At first Jacob was cared for by a friendly Dutch family but after
two years, his foster parents decided that Jacob should. start working.
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Thus, in 1768, Haafner mustered as a cabin-boy on a §hip bound for
Batavia (Jakarta). In the capital of the Dutch Indies for seye_ra!
months he was tutor to the children of a high-ranking VOC official,
Realising that he was not a born teacher he returned to Cape Toyvn
where he was employed by a slave-trader. Intensifying confll_cts
with his employer about the treatment of slaves n}ade' him dec[de
to return to Amsterdam in 1770. He became a painter's apprentice
but soon the atmosphere of the city began to oppress him, one of
the reasons being his vexatious mother, who had tried in vain to
gain possession of the money Haafnar had earned as a VOC employe:e.
Haafner, who according to himself was gripped by travel mania,
decided to go East. “The love of travelling is an unfortunate, incurable
desire, ending only with life, which it frequently shortens. T have
been possessed with this desire from my childhood; it troubles me
still now I am become older, and embitters many of my days. T_hls
insatiable curiosity to examine everything myself, and foolish passion
for adventures, has exposed me to many dangers, and been the
occasion of much adversity and vexation; it has ofterl rendered me
unhappy, or forced me from the happiness I enjoyed.”®

After two years of wandering on the high seas he enlisted as
an assistant bockkeeper at Negapatnam in 1773, the head office of
the VOC on the Coromandel coast. In 1779 he became secretary -
bookkeeper at a branch office in Sadraspatnam, a post which c¢ould
have been the beginning of a promising VOC career. The outbreak
of the Fourth Anglo-Dutch War in 1781 cut short that prospect. He
was taken prisoner-of-war and was held for one year in Madras.
After being released at the end of 1782 he arrived in Ceylon at the
beginning of 1783 and made a journey through Ceylon from approxi-
mately June till September of that year. Then he went to Calcuita,
wheré he arrived at the end of 1783. He became bookkeeper to the
former Governor of Benares, J. Fowke. During his two-year stay he
moved in the circles of the Asiatic Society, which had bgen founded
in 1784 by Sir William Jones. He survived in the international
business community of the Subcontinent with great ease. He was
fluent in the modern European languages and Tamil and Hindi, while
he also had a limited understanding of Sanskrit. He succeeded in
amassing a small fortune, whereupon he returned to Amsterdam in
1787.

There he led the life of a gentleman scholar and he corresponded
with English orientalists. He probably. came into contact with the
theoretician of the German early Romantic movement A. W. Schlegel,
who resided in Amsterdam from 1791 to 179b. At the enc_i of the
nineties he started to write his travel stories. the first of which was
pubtished in 18086. His books met with success and were translated
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into English, German, French and Danish. ' However, he did not live
to see this because, on the third of September 1809, he died of 3
chronic heart disease.

3. HIS WRITINGS -

From the year 1801 onwards Haafner started publishing about
his experiences in Asia, in particular about India and Ceylon and from
1806 onwards his travel stories began to appear These were not
published chronologically and only two of them were published by
Haafner himself. His son, Christian Mathias. published the other works
of his father and, in 1826 - 1827, he published the complete. trave|
stories of Haafner. 1In all, five books containing trave! stories have
been published. - Lotgevallen en vroegere zeereizen (Amsterdam 1820)
[Adventures and Early Sea-voyages] dealing with his first sea-journey
and his stay in South. Africa and Batavia {Jakarta). Lotgevallen op
eene reize van Madras over Tranquebar naar het eiland Ceyion
(Haarlem.1806) [Adventures on a Journey from Madras via Tranquebar
to Ceylon], dealing with the period 1773-1783, his stay in Negapatnam.
Sadras, his escape. from Madras to Ceylon; Reize te voet door het
eiland. Ceilon (Amsterdam 1810) [Travels On Foot Through the
Island of Ceylon], being an account of his journey through Ceylon
in 1783; Reize. in eenen Palanquin {(Amsterdam 1808, two volumes),
[Travels in. a Palanquin], being an account of his journey along the
Coromandel coast in 1786 and his infatuation for the Indian dancer,
Mamia; Reize naar Bengalen en terugreize naar Europa (Amsterdam
1822) {Journey to Bengal and Return-vovage to Europe], about his:
stay in- Bengal from 1784 to 1786 and his return-vovage to Europe.

His travel stories attracted a lot of attention. and positive reviews;
and became popular in Holland witnessing several reprints in: the
twenties and the fifties of the nineteenth century. Abroad also his
books were praised. The first German translation appeared: in 18086,
a French one in 1811 and an English and Danish: one in 1821..

Two. other books of Haafner's deserve equal mention. His essay
On the Usefulness of Missionaries and Missionary: Societies. and his;
translation of part. of the Ramayana. After his return from. Asia:
Haafner was actively involved in the study of Indian languages and’
cultures. He worked on a translation of the Ramayana and at the:
same time on a book about Indian agriculture, which never appeared..
The intellectual climate in Amsterdam did not encourage the. study:
of the Indian languages . and culture at that time.. To: escape. from
his isolation he contacted English. proto-Orientalists,, whose work
had received a great deal of attention. The republic. of letters: in:
England was: deeply involved in translating Indian, classical; texts-and:
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writing about Indian culture. Such a conducive environment was
completely facking in The Netherlands.

Nevertheless, Haafner's knowledge of India and Indian literature
received a degree of recognition in 1797, when a specimen of his
translation. of the Mahabarata and Ramayana was recited by the
president of one of the Literary Societies of Amsterdam. The latter
observed. that the Duich now had a better opportunity than the
English to translate Indian texts directly from the Sanskrit. It would
be just as well to view this remark about the English in the context
of the era around the turn of the eighteenth century when anti-
English sentiments were prevalent in the Batavian Republic.

We have evidence that Haafner translated Indian texts or con-
tended that he translated Indian texts. His sudden death in 1809
prevented him from publishing these texts himself. In 1823 his son
published a translation of part of the Ramayana. 1t contains 300
pages and in the introduction his son claims that his father had
translated directly fram the Sanskrit original. However we have to
conclude that, although Haafner must have had a basic understanding
of Sanskrit grammar and must have known many Sanskrit words,
the claim by his son is ill-founded. Haafner's translation of the
Ramayana offers a correct excerpt of the Ramayana which he must
have based on oral sources and on Tamil and Hindi versions of the
Ramayana. Haafner's "translation’ was the first to appear in Dutch.”
Notwithstanding, the founder of scientific Sanskrit studies in The
Netherlands, Hendrik Kern, does not mention Haafner in his works.
This is curious since abroad Haafner's work was mentioned in one
breath with the works of Schilegel, Wilkins, Jones and others, for
example in a German survey about Sanskrit literature by Friedrich
Abglung, and in an English translation of the book by D. A. Talboys.®

Another of Haafner's books should now be discussed since it is
essential for our knowledge of Haafner's ideas about colonialism and
the influence of Enlightenment and Romanticism on his way of
thinking. Itis the already mentioned speculation about the significance
of Christian missions: Essay on the Usefulness of Missionaries and
Missionary Societies. Haafner sent his manuscript to the Teyler's
Theological Society in Haarlem which had offered a prize for the best
answer to the question: What is the usefulness of the Missionaries
and Missionary societies? In his answer Haafner completely rejected
the mission as such and condemned the behaviour of missionaries.
The Directors of the Theological Society will probably have been
galvanized while reading Haafmer's manuscript. Nevertheless, they
were willing to give the award to Haafner if he polished his text and
quoted his sources. Maybe another reason why he was awarded
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the prize was the fact that he was the sol
; ) : e entrant! Haafner had
one good piece of advice for future attempts to missionarize: Try to

Christianize the Europeans i i
r in the colonies and lea
population alone. ve the Iocall

n his anti-missionary attitude to a certain degree he foreshadoWe
Multatuli, whose Max Havelaar, in contrast to Haafner's essav, becamg-
world famous.: However, while Multatuli considered it to. be the
task of the colonizers to educate the local population so that in due
course they could become independent, Haafner argued for the
complete withdrawal of all imperial powers from their colonies. It
would take 150 years for Haafner's wish to come true.

4, HAAFNER AS A WRITER OF TRAVEL STORIES.

. While thg; significance of the work cited above is not debated,
hig travel-stories can provide the food for controversy. In these he
recounts about'hls adventures in Asia, his work in the service of the
Dutch East India Company, his contacts with Indian and Singhalese
civilisations and his life at the Dutch factories on the Indian and
Ceylonese coasts. His description of his life in Asia departs in many
cases from the rather stereotyped images depicted by other writers
of travel stories. His sketches of the informal, relaxed life style, the
mangfold_ interactions between Europeans and local population, the
marny friendships resulting from it, the enervating parties, are en-
thralling and cheerful, a quality markedly absent from stories written
by othe_r writers of travel stories at that time. - Apart from this clear
‘cut dlstm(_:tuon', Haafner had a lot in common with other writers of
travel stories around the turn of the eighteenth - century.

Readers of Percy Adam’s Traveffers and Travel Liars will be
aware tha_t any historian who is, for the most part, dependent on
travel stories as source material is liable to find himself out of his
:c!epth._ Adams distinguishes three categories of travel stories. The
first categoty, the true travel story, is written by a traveller who has
been to the places he describes. The second category is that of the

imaginative travel story such as Gufliver’s Travels. The third category

Adams notes is the travel lie written by people who have never been

to the piaces they so colourfully describe in their books; the so-called
armchair travellers,®

_ The thirst for travel stories, real and fabricated, during the
eighteenth century, which was marked by an outburst of intellzctual

-activity and an urge for geographical discovery, was enormo

" Irgs cal \ us. The
-travel stories satisfied both. the ‘scientific and exotic curiosity of this
«century, which is.commonly. referred to as the Century of Reason.



Jt could just as well have been called the Century of Plagiarism, and
the travel-story was the literary genre most contaminated by it.
Therefore the first' task of anyone wanting to assess the eriginality
of the travel stories of the writer he is researching, is to. detect all the:
plagiarisms in the writings. This task is a daunting one, as it involves
reading large numbers. of other travel stories. Some clues. as ta what
we: are: up: against can: be: found' in: Haafnet's aforementioned essay
on: the: Usefulness of Missionaries and Missionary societies.

Tn respanse to. criticisms:made. about the first draft of his: essay
by the: directors: of the: Enlightened and. Patriotic: Teyler'’s Teological
Society, Haafner buttressed his. arguments with. quotations from a
wide range of writers, Voltaire, Rousseau, De Las Casas, Ziegenbalg.
Charlevoix and: Gage.. It gives an: idea of Haafner's wide reading
hut it puts. us.specially on eur guard. The theme.for his. third book”
Travels. in- a Palanquin, which deals mainly with his ‘alleged’ love
affair with an: Indian dancer, Mamia, ¢could have: been borrowed: from
the: then immensely popular Pau/ et Virginie by the French writer
Jean Bernardin de St. Pierre or from the: equally popular Johanna
by the English writer J. Stedman.’® In Haafner's book cited above
we find a description of Haafner visiting an old acquaintance who is
bewailing the death of his daughter, who had died of a broken heart,
This touching scene was taken from QOud” en Nieuw Qost-Indien by
the Dutch writer F. Valentijn, whose works teem with plagiarisms.™?
We can conclude that Haafner, just as practically all other travel story
writers, did not hesitate to borrow themes and stories from a wide
range of other travel books.

Although Haafner may have borrowed from other books, he was
not an armchair traveller. The VOC-archives in The Hague generally
confirm. the statements in his books regarding his whereabouts at
particular times.  Letters from the Fowke Collection in the India Office
Library prove that he did indeed reside in Calcutta from 1784 to 1786.72
One of these letters has been quoted by H. Furber in his John
Company.'® Further proof of his stay in Calcutta has been found in
the Oriental Collection of the Utrecht University Library whete, amongst
‘other papers, there is a receipt stating that James (sic!} Haafner had
paid the rent for his house to a certain Mr. Burke and letters to Haafner
written in Bengali.'* More research remains to be done in the
archives of the Asiatic Society of Bengal in Calcutta, the Madras
State: Archives in: Madras: and the VOC-Archives in. Colombo.

The: fact that once in a while Haafner mixes. up dates can be

attributed to the fact that twenty years: had elapsed between his -

-return to Europe and the first publication of one of his travel stories.
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The publication in 1806 of his Adventures On a Journey from Madras.
Via Tranquebar to Ceylon, at the height of the Continental System,
reinforces Percy’s contention that an old man who, had been back
in Europe for some years, came forward at the appropriate time to
present his evidence - in this case of the cruel conduct of the English
in india.'® The book deals with the destruction of the Dutch
factories on the Coromandel coast during the Fourth Anglo-Dutch
War and with the havoc wrought by the war betwesn the English
and the Indian leader, Hyder Ali Khan, whom Haafner considered to
be the dyed-in-the-wool leader of a war of liberation.

We can also trace the motive which Adams labels the Adario
motive, i.e. the use of a philosephic Indian to criticise Western
culture.’®  In the Adventures quoted above, a sannyasin criticises
Woestern hunting practices and the eating of meat. Haafher claimed
to have become vegetarian under his influence and he describes with
repugnance scenes in Amsterdam ‘where the blood of butchered
animals gushes down the gutters.”? This motive can also be found
in the writings of Romantic authors who held up distant lands and
distant times as a model for Western man, Similarities may thus be
discovered in Enlightened and Romantic writing. The differences
between Romantic thought and Enlightened thought, on the other

“hand, far outweigh these similarities.

5. THE INFLUENCE OF ENLIGHTENED THOUGHT 'AN_D

ROMANTIC THOUGHT ON HAAFNER!3
The French philosopher, A. Finkielkraut, in his Defaite de fa

_Pensee, [Defeat of Thought] published in 1987, draws a line from

Entightened thought to Imperialism -and another line from Romantic
thought to Anti-imperialism, on the basis of his analysis of the
fundamental tenets of these opposing world views.1®

The main tenet of Enlightened thought is a universalistic one.

~According to Voltaire reason will in due course conguer all parti-
-cularistic tendencies. This linear process will result in the growth

of supra-national juridical, aesthetic and moral concepts hased on

“humanitarian insights. This way of thinking had a profound influence

on French revolutionary thought, which did away with ‘tradition -and

~based the individual's membership of a state on that individual's
“free will. This meant that man, no longer the prisoner of a certain
regime, religion or country, had become a phenomenon of ail seasens,
cunrestricted by traditions. Thus institutions could no longer derive
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‘their authority from traditions but had to feed on ideals. This break
from historical consciousness (and facts) gave birth to a timeless will
‘and unprecedented ideals which, due to their absolute aspirations
fostered an imperialistic tendency.

The main tenet of Romantic thought, on the other hand, was a
particularistic ‘one. According to the German philosopher Herder,
‘man did not belong to a nation from free will but was chained to it
by birth, language and religion. Thus man could only be understood
in the context of his time. The institutions by which he was governed
derived their authority from their longevity. These deterministic,
particularistic claims "excluded universalist aspirations.  Therefore
.Romanti¢ thought provided ammunition for the counter-revolution-
-aries of the beginning of the nineteenth century, who for a long time
hampered imperialistic aspirations of continental European countries.2¢

How are these eslements of Enlightened and Romantic thought
reflected in the works of Haafner? The Dutch. Otientalist Vogel has
already noted that. there was a strong contradictory undertone in
Haafner's way of thinking in his address on the study of Indian
-literature in The . Netherlands, delivered in Amsterdam in 189821
After he had praised. Haafner as being the first Dutchman to have
shown a profound interest in Indian languages and Indian thinking,
he went on to say that Haafner was a child of the Enlightenment
~which was, however, contradicted by the fact that Haafner stressed
the right to independence of all ‘nations’.?* Seen in the context of
the foregoing exposé on Enlightened and Romantic thought we can
conclude that, aithough Haafner shared the attitudes of Enlightenment,
"he did not share its universalist claims if this involved colonial rule.
He agreed with Herder that every nation should be governed by its
own rulers.2® In the case of India this was reflected by Haafner's
admiration for the Indian leader Hyder Ali Khan and in the case of
Ceylon for the emperor of Kandy.

In the introduction to his book on the Usefulness of Missionaries

“and Missionary societies Haafner declares that his main goal was to
 remove prejudice against and notions of barbarism in foreign cultures
which had bsen . disseminated by obtuse travellers and fanatical
missionaries.24  Furthermore he thought that Western influence on
indigenous culiures was detrimental. It was embodied by depraved
colonizers, who enslaved or decimated whole populations, and by
missionaries. who- were completely uninformed about the people they
. wanted to convert. In this respect he greatly admired the Jesuits,
who adapted religion to local circumstances and not the other way

k|

around, 1In this Haafner once again showed himself to be in line
with Herder's contentions that there was no universal religion but
that every country had its own God who spoke that country’s language.
With the Jesuit example in mind he did not oppose all missionary
activity, provided that the missionaries acquired a profound knowledge
of the indigenous language and culture, Only then would they stand
a chance of converting the local population to the Christian faith,
although this missionary activity should not concentrate on civilised
people such as the Hindus and Singhalese whose religions - here
Haafner was quoting Voltaire - shared many of the basic tenets of
Christianity.

Missionary activity should concentrate on less civilized people,
for example the Hottentots in South Africa and the Vedda's in Ceylon,
whom he considered to be the least civilized of ail nations. On the
othetr. hand he feared that it would lead to their destruction and, in
the vein of Rousseau, he admired these barbarians: ‘The desires of
barbarians are few’, he said, ‘and are easily satisfied. Therefore he
is always happier than civilized men whose desires are innumerable.”?8
May be Haafner has also been influenced by Buddhist teachings
wherein the source of human grief is defined as human desire,
Haafner's saying that - from a humanitarian point of view I could
become barbarian - can be better understood, in view of his being
caught between Enlightenment and Romanticism as - from a humani-
tarian point of view (from the point of view of Enlightertment) - I
could become barbarian (I could embrace Romanticism).

6. HAAFNER’'S WRITINGS ABOUT CEYLON

Haafner's first serial publication, which consisted of four articles
an Ceylon was never completed due to a combination of circumstances,
It was published in the Vaderlandsche Letterkundige Oefeningen, a
literary journal, in 1801 and 1802 under the title, Iets over het eiland
Ceilon (Information About the Island of Ceylon). The serial publi-
cation fitted the mood prevailing in Holland at that moment. when
former VOC employees were trying to find reasons for the collapse
of the once all-powerful Dutch East India Company, in connection
with the Peace Treaty of Amiens (1802) which among other thmgs
-stlpulated that Ceylon would become a British colony.2®

In his serial publication Haafner blames the downfall of the
Company on the neglect of defences, corruption and nepotism. The

‘main theme of his serial publication is one of the biggest.and longest

colonial wars of the eighteenth centuty; the wat waged by the Dutch
against the Emperor of Kandy, which lasted from 1759 to 1766 and
cost the Dutch about 10 million guilders. - As far as we know it was






