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PREFACE

Some early modern poets never lose their attraction. One of them is
Shakespeare. Another one is the Dutch poet and playwright Joost van
den Vondel (1587-1679), whose lifetime roughly coincides with the
Dutch Golden Age. However, to the same degree to which the figure of
Shakespeare is an elusive one, the life and work of Vondel are clear and
well-documented. He was a famous and well-known figure in political
and artistic circles of Amsterdam, a contemporary and acquaintance of
Rembrandt (1606-1669). He was familiar with Latin humanists, Dutch
scholars and authors and Amsterdam burgomasters. He interfered in
literary, religious and political debates. His writings include over thirty
plays, epics, epigrams, rhymed treatises, hundreds of poems and occa-
sion poems, songs, eulogies and elegies. His tragedy Gysbreght van
Aemstel was played on the occasion of the opening of a new town thea-
tre hall in 1638, was to become the most famous play in Dutch history,
and can probably boast holding the record for the longest tradition of
annual performance in Europe. In general, Vondels texts are literary
works in the full sense of the word, attracting attention throughout the
centuries because of their use of language and the multi-layered ambi-
guities that are hidden within them.

This volume is dedicated to the playwright Vondel, and therefore to
his plays. Its aim is to present scholars, students and lay readers of
Vondel’s plays with a series of well-documented and readily intelligible
essays that were made for the occasion and that will enhance the read-
er’s ability to deal with the plays by bringing in a store of knowledge on
a wide range of relevant topics. Secondly, our aim is to increase the
knowledge of Vondel’s work internationally. In this context, the volume
fits in with a growing attempt to disclose Dutch literature to an interna-
tional audience, witness the increasing number of Dutch literary histo-
ries in English, the latest ones being A Literary History of the Low
Countries, edited by Theo Hermans (2009) and the two volumes
Women’s Writing from the Low Countries, edited by Lia van Gemert
et al. (2010). A third aim of this volume is to fuel scholarly discussion
on Vondel’s plays, nationally and internationally, not only because they
are deserving of it, but because they are of relevance to both his and
our times.
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First, Vondel’s place in history is dealt with, in terms of his own
times, of the centuries that followed these, and our own times. This is
to say that the ‘actual potential’ of his work is taken into account
throughout history. Part I of the volume offers a survey of Vondel’s life
and works, of his literary, historical and social contexts, and of the
reception of his plays in other countries of Europe. Part II discusses
most of Vondel’s plays, each considered from a specific point of view,
approached from a different methodological or scholarly angle. Finally
a bibliography with regard to Vondel’s life and dramatic oeuvre is pre-
sented. The volume is designed so that individual contributions can be
read either on their own or in conjunction with other ones. The essays
in the third part, for instance, all discuss a play in relation to a specific
approach. This does not imply, however, that other approaches are not
equally applicable to that work. Readers are encouraged to make their
own connections between the theories or methods employed, and
between Vondel’s plays.

The idea to compile this volume arose when the editors were hav-
ing a cup of coffee waiting for their plane at Newcastle Airport after
having been to a conference in Durham in September 2007. It should
not have come as a surprise, but the road from idea to realization was
longer than we thought or wished for. Nevertheless, considering that
we sent out our first invitation in February 2008, we are happy to be
concluding a three-year collaboration with such an impressive collec-
tion of essays, provided by such a rich diversity of scholars, from emer-
itus professors to young scholars at the beginning of their career,
and from those within the walls of Dutch studies and Dutch literary
scholarship to those in other fields and disciplines and both intra and
extra muros.

We wish to thank in the first place all contributors for taking
the effort to write, rewrite, revise and correct all the texts and then wait
for the final result. The translations of the chapters by Schenkeveld-
van der Dussen, Grootes, Smits-Veldt and Spies were financed by the
Translation Fund of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and
Sciences and Stichting Reprorecht. The translations were made by Liz
Waters. The final English correction, carried out by Will J. Kelly
(Minerva Professional Language Services; http://www.minerva-pls.
com), was financially supported by the Dr. C. Louise Thijssen-Schoute
Stichting. We wish to thank Becky Stamps who helped us with proof-
reading the text for the last mistakes and errors.


http://www.minerva-pls.com
http://www.minerva-pls.com

PREFACE xi

Special thanks are due to Stefan van der Lecq, who not only contrib-
uted one essay, but also co-edited a number of essays in his character-
istically thoroughgoing and precise way, before deciding that there
were other paths to be explored than just scholarly ones.

Finally we thank the publisher, Brill, who was so kind as to turn this
volume into the one that opens the series Drama and Theatre in Early
Modern Europe.

This book is published with the financial support of the Translation
Fund of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences, the
Dr. C. Louise Thijssen-Schoute Stichting, the Netherlands Organization
for Scientific Research (NWO), the Huygens Institute for the History
of the Netherlands and the Institute for History and Culture (UvA).

Frans-Willem Korsten
Jan Bloemendal






CHAPTER ONE
VONDELS DRAMAS: A CHRONOLOGICAL SURVEY!

Eddy Grootes and Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen

Vondel's dramatic work is marked by a series of paradoxes. He pro-
duced a remarkably extensive theatrical oeuvre of thirty-three plays? -
many original, others translated from Latin or Greek - even though he
only really started writing his major works for the theatre when he was
around fifty. He was without doubt the most important Dutch play-
wright of the seventeenth century, deeply respected and with well-
considered ideas on the theatre, but only just over half his plays were
performed during his lifetime. He was a great propagandist for Latin
and later also classical Greek drama, but he used their formal struc-
tures almost exclusively for the purpose of conveying content that was
biblical and Christian. To later generations he was the preeminent
writer of the fatherland and in his own time he served as Amsterdam’s
unofficial city poet, yet he was not actually born in the Low Countries
but in Cologne. His parents had been forced to flee Antwerp because
of their Mennonite faith. In about 1597 the Vondel family settled in
Holland.

As an immigrant from the Southern Netherlands living in Amster-
dam, the young Vondel joined the Brabant chamber of rhetoric ‘Het
Wit Lavendel’ (“The White Lavender’), and it was for this theatrical
company that he wrote his first play, Het Pascha (Passover, first printed
in 1612). This drama about the exodus from Egypt features an epilogue
comparing the liberation of the Dutch Republic from Spain with the
liberation of the Jews from Egypt. Eight years would pass before his
second play was completed, Hierusalem verwoest (Jerusalem Destroyed,
1620), a tragedy about the destruction of Jerusalem. Meanwhile he had
taught himself Latin, and formal aspects of the play are strongly influ-
enced by Senecas Troades. In the 1620s, as part of the process of

! Parts of this chapter have been published previously in Hermans, A Literary
History of the Low Countries, pp. 212-20. For an earlier survey of Vondel’s dramas see
Meijer, Literature of the Low Countries, pp. 127-42.

* Including the fragment of Rozemont, but excluding the unpublished Messalina.
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improving his Latin, he translated Troades as De Amsteldamsche
Hecuba (1626) and Senecas Phaedra, also known as Hippolytus, as
Hippolytus (1628). Another translation, this time of a Neo-Latin play
by Hugo Grotius, Sophompaneas, on the biblical theme of the reconcili-
ation of Joseph and his brothers, and on just government, was pub-
lished in 1635.

Vondel had by this point developed into an ardent polemicist, and
an advocate of the Arminian position in the religious and political con-
flicts of that time. His Palamedes (1625) treats the political process of
the Grand Pensionary Oldenbarnevelt, disguised as the classical story
of Palamedes and Ulysses. Vondel was heavily fined as a result, but
Palamedes went through seven editions of the 1625 imprint.

Gysbreght van Aemstel (1637), his most frequently performed play
right up to the present day, was written for a special occasion. It was
intended to have its premiere in 1637, at Christmas, on the occasion of
the opening of the new municipal theater, the Amsterdam Schouwburg,
which was built by Jacob van Campen. In a typically paradoxical twist,
Vondel chose to write a play for this festive occasion that describes the
downfall of Amsterdam - although a prophecy by the angel Raphael
right at the end does hold out the prospect of a radiant future. The
planned festive performance was not to be. It became known that
Vondel had included a celebration of the Catholic Mass in his play. This
made perfect sense in the context of the time in which the play was set,
the late thirteenth century, but it was unthinkable to show a Mass on
stage in the current religious and political climate, especially on an offi-
cial occasion. The Republic was a tolerant place, but this was going too
far for the Protestant magistrate of Amsterdam. An expurgated version
had its premiere on 3 January 1638. The play’s success lasted for well
over three centuries. It was traditionally performed around New Year’s
Day, right up until 1969 when the children of the revolutionary sixties
abandoned the centuries-old custom. In recent times, however, direc-
tors have responded to the challenge of finding new forms for the play,
some discovering ways to give it direct contemporary relevance, others
looking back to the manner in which it was originally staged.

A translation of Sophocles’s Elektra (1639) marked the start of a new
period. Vondel used Latin translations, but sought advice from learned
friends as well. It indicates his growing fascination with Greek tragedy,
which would acquire prominence in his later work. About the same
time he converted to Catholicism and one result was his tragedy
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Maeghden (Maidens, 1639), dramatizing the legend of Saint Ursula and
her eleven thousand virgins. In this period Vondel was using innocent
victims as protagonists. In his play Maria Stuart (1646), for instance,
Vondel presented Mary Queen of Scots, whom he regarded as a
Catholic martyr, as the innocent victim of a heretical and vengeful
Elizabeth I. This was simply unacceptable, even in tolerant Amsterdam.
The Dutch government had no wish to become involved, even in such
an indirect manner, in the ongoing power struggle between Charles I
and Cromwell. The poet was brought before the courts and ordered to
pay a substantial fine of one hundred and eighty guilders.

The play also presented a theoretical problem. In this period Vondel
was engaged in a deeper examination of the practice and theory of
Greek drama, which brought him new insights into the essence of trag-
edy, such as an awareness of the Aristotelian injunction that a hero
should be somewhere between good and evil, that he should not be
entirely blameless but rather brought down by his own shortcomings.
The most brilliant result of this new insight was his Lucifer (1654).

Already in his Gebroeders (Brothers), published in 1640 and per-
formed almost annually from 1641 to 1659, Vondel had been inspired
by the example of Sophocles. The play, based on the story of 2 Samuel
21, portrays the moral struggle of King David who is forced by God’s
command to execute seven descendants of Saul. In the same year, 1640,
Vondel wrote two plays about Joseph: Joseph in Dothan and Joseph in
Egypten. Moulded into a trilogy with his earlier Sofompaneas (a trans-
lation of Grotius™ tragedy), they were staged throughout the second
half of the century. With his Gysbreght and these plays from the 1640s
Vondel attained the peak of his success in the Amsterdam Schouwburg.
His next play, however, was never performed. Peter en Pauwels (1641)
is a rather static Roman Catholic drama about the martyrdom of St.
Peter and St. Paul in Rome. Reason enough to assume that Amsterdam
audiences would not have liked it.

In 1647, when the negotiations to end the Eighty Years’ War with
Spain were expected to produce the desired result very soon, Vondel
wrote an occasional play to glorify the peace. Leeuwendalers has a rural
setting in which peasants and hunters from North and South finally
end their longstanding conflict. It constitutes an exception in Vondel’s
predominantly tragic dramatic oeuvre. The play was staged five times
in 1648, the year of the Peace of Westphalia. That same year Salomon
was published, the next play in Vondel’s series of biblical tragedies.
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It shows King Solomon as a weakling. Carried away by sensuality, he
causes his own downfall. Passionate arguments between two oppos-
ing groups of courtiers make good theatre. With more than thirty
performances between 1650 and 1659, Salomon became one of Vondel’s
more successful productions.

Given its outstanding qualities, a modern reader would think that
Lucifer (1654), regarded by many as Vondel’s masterpiece, should have
met with even greater success. But the subject - the Fall of the Angels
and the Fall of Man - and the setting ‘in Heaven, made staging the play
unacceptable to influential circles in Amsterdam, especially the
Reformed consistory. Lucifer was banned from the stage after two per-
formances and the publisher’s stock was confiscated. This did not pre-
vent the rapid publication of seven new editions, but the financial
damage was considerable, the theatre having invested a great deal of
money in the heavenly scenery. Vondel wrote a new play with a mytho-
logical subject, Salmoneus, for which the same decor could be used, but
it was not printed and performed until 1657. In Greek mythology, as
well as in the play, Salmoneus is king of the Greek island of Elis who
aspires to be worshipped as if he were Zeus.

There is every reason to think that with his Lucifer Vondel was not
only exploring the heavenly matters of Fall and Redemption but stak-
ing out his ground in the political arena on earth. He believed the
authority of the monarch to be divinely ordained and inviolable, and it
is in these terms that he composed his dedication of the play to the
highest authority on earth, Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand III. Even
the Dutch Revolt against Spain comes in for criticism on matters of
principle, although of course this did not mean Vondel would ever be
disloyal to the Republic as it now stood. Many of his Catholic contem-
poraries, and indeed later generations of Catholics, adopted the same
stance.

In 1659 one of his most important and interesting tragedies appeared:
Jeptha. Vondel presents it as a model tragedy or, as he put it in his intro-
ductory essay, as a ‘theatrical compass. The introduction demonstrates
his vast knowledge of classical drama theory and its interpretation by
contemporary Dutch scholars like Hugo Grotius, Daniel Heinsius and
Gerardus Johannes Vossius. The story of the play is from chapter 11 of
the Book of Judges. After a military victory Jephthah promises to sac-
rifice to God the first thing he lays eyes on when he arrives home. To
his horror the first thing he sees is his daughter, whom Vondel calls Ifis.
The play has everything an Aristotelian drama requires: a noble and
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courageous protagonist who brings down suffering upon himself
through a fatal mistake (hamartia), thereby evoking fear and empathy;
a sudden peripeteia from joy at victory to pain at Ifis’s death; and the
accompanying anagnorisis or insight into the situation. In his intro-
duction Vondel expounds upon these and other theatrical matters in
detail, pointing out with some pride that he has managed to achieve a
double sequence of reversal and insight, in both Jeptha and his wife
Filopaie. Jeptha represents a pinnacle of Vondel’s dramatic art, but it
did not fulfil its intended purpose as a model for other playwrights to
follow. Only a limited number of performances took place. It was not at
all what the Schouwburg audience was looking for, and the literary
elite, especially the younger adherents of the French classicist theories,
based their critical assessments on quite different criteria.

Even so, in the eight years between 1659 and 1667 Vondel published
no fewer than ten tragedies, aside from complete verse translations
after Sophocles (Koning Edipus, 1660) and Euripides (Ifigenie in Tauren,
1666). 1660 also saw the publication of Koning David in ballingschap
(King David Exiled), Koning David herstelt (King David Restored) and
Samson. The David plays deal with the conflict between King David
and his son Absalom (2 Samuel 15 ff.), while Samson is based on the
well-known story of Samson’s humiliation and revenge. Inspired by the
use of peripeteia in Oedipus Rex, Vondel chose characters from the Old
Testament who go through a drastic reversal of fortune. The same
applies to his Adonias of the following year, which tells of the failed
attempt by Adonijah to depose his younger brother Solomon. In 1663
Vondel interrupted this long series of biblical plays with a tragedy on a
secular subject, using an episode from the revolt of the Batavians
against Rome as told by Tacitus. In Batavische gebroeders (Batavian
Brothers) Claudius Civilis and his brother, regarded as heroic ancestors
of the Hollanders, are portrayed as victims of Roman tyranny. The
mythological content of his next play, Faéton (also from 1663), looks
like another digression from Vondel’s normal practice, but as W.A.P.
Smit has argued, it corresponds with Adonias and Batavische gebroed-
ers in its concentration on the complex relationship between guilt, jus-
tice and punishment.’

In the fifth act of Lucifer, the Archangel Gabriel reports the fall of
Adam and Eve. Ten years later, in 1664, Vondel devoted a complete

3 Smit, Van Pascha tot Noah, 3, p. 319.
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tragedy to this subject, Adam in ballingschap (Adam Exiled), nowadays
valued as a literary highpoint of Vondel’s oeuvre, although it was not
staged in Holland until 1910. A free adaptation by Jan Frans Cammaert,
however, was rather popular in Flanders between 1756 and 1796. Along
with Lucifer and Noah (his last biblical tragedy), it belongs to a trilogy
of sorts about the fall and punishment of man and the prospect of sal-
vation. Vondel was eighty years old when the last of his dramas were
published. The subject matter of Noah, of Ondergang der eerste weerelt
(Noah, or Downfall of the First World, 1667) fits the pattern of his
earlier works, but Zungchin, of Ondergang der Sineesche heerschappye
(Chongzhen, or the Downfall of the Chinese Dominion), probably con-
ceived before Noah but published in the same year, comes as a surprise
with its exotic subject: the end of the Ming dynasty in 1644, when the
defeated emperor Zungchin (Chongzhen) took his own life. The Jesuit
missionary Adam Schall plays an important part in Vondel’s plot, and
this offers some explanation as to how a Catholic like Vondel could be
fascinated by such a story. Moreover, by the mid-seventeenth century a
lively interest in Chinese matters existed in Holland, demonstrated by
important publications such as Johan Nieuhoft’s report on his embassy
to China (1665), which was quickly translated into English, French and
German. And, of course, the downfall of this emperor and his realm
offered Vondel another opportunity to construct a moving peripeteia.

Two translations, one of Euripidess Phoenissae and the other of
Sophocles’s Trachinian Women, conclude an impressive career of more
than fifty years as a dramatist. Vondel’s versions, Feniciaensche and
Herkules in Trachin, both came into print in 1668 and can be seen as a
final tribute to his great classical precursors, both admired by Vondel
for specific qualities of their own.



CHAPTER TWO

VONDELS WORKS FOR THE STAGE READ AND
STUDIED OVER THE CENTURIES

Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen

Vondel and Shakespeare

In the Netherlands Joost van den Vondel (1587-1679) is traditionally
regarded as the ‘prince of our poets. The Dutch are proud of Vondel.
There is a statue of him in the internationally famous (or infamous)
Amsterdam Vondelpark, many streets are named after him, and he
used to feature on our postage stamps as well as our pre-euro bank-
notes. In recommending him abroad we sometimes compare him to
Shakespeare (1564-1616). They were after all contemporaries.
Shakespeare died in 1616, by which time Vondel had seen his first trag-
edy performed (Het Pascha, Passover, 1612). They both produced a
large number of plays, as well as much other writing. Shakespeare left
more than forty works for the stage while Vondel wrote thirty-three.
An important difference between the two men is that Shakespeare’s
oeuvre is more diverse, including both comedies and tragedies, some
in the form of history plays, others with a fairytale character, while the
majority of Vondel's work consists of biblical tragedies. In his political
and historical dramas too, with a few exceptions, Christian thought is
central. As a relatively young playwright and actor Shakespeare pre-
sented dramatic works on the stage with great regularity from 1590
onwards, whereas Vondel, after a hesitant start in 1610, did not begin
producing his main body of work until 1637, when he was fifty. An
important twentieth-century Dutch critic, Menno ter Braak, made the
rather harsh observation that, as a result, ‘senex’ Vondel contrasted
with the youthfully vibrant Shakespeare.

The reputations of both authors have had their highs and lows, but
on the whole Shakespeare lives on in the theatre and in countless pub-
lications while Vondel, despite surges in attention occurring with per-
sistent regularity, languishes. Rightly or wrongly? Either way, there is
no disputing the facts.
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Despite temporary dips in his reputation, Shakespeare is alive today
in the English collective memory, as demonstrated by the fact that so
many lines from his work remain familiar. Innumerable book titles are
quotations from the bard, from Brave New World to Pale Fire. As a
result his language does not seem so old-fashioned; indeed it actually
becomes richer with time as later generations add further content to it.!
Although an occasional citation of ‘Waar werd oprechter trouw’
(‘Where was Fidelity More True’) can be heard at weddings, Vondel is
hardly ever quoted and so his language has missed its chance at the
revitalization that Shakespeare enjoys. Still, Vondel too was a language
virtuoso; more than that, he was a builder of language. Until well into
the nineteenth century Dutch poetry was coloured by Vondel, even
though what he wrote, certainly in his works for the stage, was almost
always serious, biblical. His subject matter was serious: mankind full of
guilt and shame in the presence of God. Even his lovers love each other
before God’s eyes: Adam and Eve in their nascent and deeply earnest
happiness, or a sexually charged Urania as the ultimate sinner in the
final play, Noah.

There is some truth in Ter Braaks remark. The playwright Vondel
was a mature man who had left the passions of youth behind to con-
cern himself with the great questions of human history, of state and
law, good and evil, guilt and reconciliation, parent and child, fate and
providence, mankind and God. What he wrote was topical at the time
and indeed still is, for anyone willing to take a little trouble in reading
it. In Shakespeare people act, play, joke and (also) think. With Vondel
they always end up thinking. In his dramas he is never light-hearted.

The Seventeenth Century

Vondel (1587-1679) lived for almost a century and in the course of
his life he increasingly became a leading figure in the Amsterdam the-
atrical world. It is true that his late tragedies, such as Adam in balling-
schap (Adam Exiled, 1664) and Noah (1667), were not performed
during his lifetime - fashions had changed - but the issuing of regular
reprints of his tragedies proves they were read, admired, and indeed
became the subject of dispute over many years. Controversy is surely

! For a far from complete list see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_titles_of
_works_based_on_Shakespearean_phrases
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one of the more crucial signs of life. In his own long life he built up
an impressive and extensive oeuvre of thirty-three plays, some of
them translations from Seneca or Euripides but the vast majority his
own work. Several of his plays were extremely successful, including
Gysbreght van Aemstel (1637), specially written for the opening of the
new Schouwburg, which was traditionally performed on New Year’s
Day and the days that followed, even well into the twentieth century,
or the Joseph trilogy about the son of a shepherd who becomes viceroy
of Egypt (1638-1641). The Joseph trilogy was performed, either as
separate plays or as a series, a great many times until 1665. Other trag-
edies quickly disappeared from the stage, but Vondel's work often
sparked disputes for one reason or another. Palamedes (published in
1625) was actually intended not as a play but as an allegorical indict-
ment couched as a play, attacking Prince Maurits of Nassau and his
followers for the conviction and execution of Oldenbarnevelt in 1619.
It had no chance of being performed at the time; on the contrary, the
published script was banned. Vondel was in danger and he escaped
harsh punishment only with the help of highly placed friends in
Amsterdam. He got away with a fine. Yet the play that had caused such
outrage provoked responses in pamphlet form and sold extremely well
for many years. On this occasion it was his political stance that had
displeased those in power.

More often, his religious insights aroused opposition. To some extent
this also applies to Palamedes, which Counter-Remonstrants i.e. ortho-
dox Calvinists in particular campaigned against. It was clearly the case
with the historical drama Gysbreght van Aemstel. The original intention
was that one of the characters, Bishop Gozewijn, would celebrate a
Mass on stage as part of the performance. That was going far too far for
the Amsterdam church council and the play could not be staged until
the offending passage had been scrapped. The instincts of members
of the church council had in fact been rather incisive, since a short time
later Vondel became a Catholic and one of the fruits of his conversion
was Maria Stuart (1646), a tragedy about Mary Stuart who, as a pious
Catholic in Vondel’s eyes, had been executed as a martyr for the faith.
It appeared in a highly volatile period. In England the Civil War had
begun, ending in 1649 with the beheading of Charles I, grandson of
Mary Stuart. Sympathy for the Scottish Catholic queen did not sit well
in the Republic, where the Catholic Church was tolerated only as long
as believers kept quiet. Exaltation of a Catholic martyr was beyond the
pale. Even though he had published the play anonymously and with a
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fictional publishing house, Vondel was once again convicted and fined.
The controversy led to five printings being issued in a single year.?
A few years later there were problems with Lucifer (1654), the famous
drama about the rebellion and fall of the angels. Again the Calvinist
clergy moved against Vondel; from the pulpit came a campaign of
opposition to the portrayal of heaven and its angels in the theatre. After
just two performances, pressure from the church caused Lucifer to be
taken off the stage. A major part was played in all this by the Reverend
Petrus Wittewrongel. In 1661 he summarized his objections to the
theatre and more specifically the theatrical work of Vondel in a long
passage in his Oeconomia Christiana ofte Christelicke huys-houdinghe
(Oeconomia Christiana or Christian Housekeeping), in which he allies
himself closely with William Prynne’s celebrated and exhaustive cri-
tique of the stage Histriomastix: The Player’s Scourge, or Actor’s Tragedy
(1632). Vondel defended himself that same year with his Tooneelschilt
(Shield of the Stage). The fact that in it he presents Jesuit school drama
as an example worth emulating will not have done anything to soften
the clergyman attitude.

It was not only strict Calvinists who opposed him. The Remonstrant
clergyman Geeraardt Brandt, who wrote the first biography of the poet
in 1682, makes it fairly plain that he held the explicitly Roman Catholic
Vondel in less than high regard. Even some liberal Protestants, Andries
Pels for instance, objected to religion on stage, whether because the
kind of religion being propagated was ‘wrong’ for the Republic or
because debates on stage, however well-intentioned, would only con-
fuse simple listeners.’

In all these disputes it is noticeable that people tended simply to
assert their own standpoints rather than entering into serious debates
about the content of the plays. No analyses were published that set out
with clarity and precision the sincere objections people had. It was
more a matter of principle. In reality the church council was opposed
to the theatre in general, and certainly to theatrical works by a Catholic,
let alone a Catholic who put biblical subject matter on stage, thereby
competing, as it were, with the only true exegetes, the Protestant clergy.
Any pretext would do: a Catholic central character, a Mass, a world

2 Schuytvlot, Catalogus Vondel, nos. 282-83 (pamphlets) and 433-481(editions);
Maria Stuart nos. 369-71 (pamphlets) and 633-39 (editions from 1646-1647).

3 Brandt, Leven van Vondel, pp. 35-36, 38-40, 45-47; Pels, Gebruik én misbruik des
tooneels, ed. Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, 1. 550-630.
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populated by angels. No further debate was needed. A debate would
have shown, for example, that in his biblical plays Vondel was in fact
presenting not an explicitly Catholic vision but rather one that was
Christian in a general sense, and ‘ordinary Christians’ — which is what
most readers and audiences in the seventeenth century were — had little
difficulty with it.

The only person to make a proper analysis of a Vondel drama in
order to prove an ideological point was an otherwise completely
unknown woman called Meynarda Verboom. Immediately after it was
published she put Adam in ballingschap under a textual microscope to
demonstrate that in his tragedy Vondel had set down an unbiblical and
anti-feminist vision of women. In her Pleyt voor onse eerste Moeder Eva
(Plea on Behalf of Our First Mother Eve, 1664), a poem of 296 lines in
pamphlet form, she contended in an astute close reading that Vondel
had used a distorted, incomplete, and above all fanciful interpretation
of biblical evidence to place the blame for the Fall on Eve and as far as
possible to exonerate Adam.

Why, then, does Vondel feel for women such contempt?
Or does he think, perhaps, his pen will strike them dumb?
But no, the man is getting old and quarrelsome;
Whatever any woman says he’ll contradict.

Since women lack both power and the kind of wit

To write a strong defence and rescue their good name,
It's perfectly all right to give them all the blame.

Make them the cause of sin, of every crime and curse;
Then man is master still, for better or for worse.

No need for Adam then to feel the least unease

Or ever blush with shame, since all the guilt is Eves.

If that’s what Moses wrote, then that’s how it should be.
But he did not; it’s just a poet’s fantasy.

(Translation: Myra Scholz)

She explains at length why it was indeed a poet’s fantasy, one for which
there is no basis in the Bible.*

Aside from all these ideological objections there was in general great
admiration for Vondel’s artistic qualities, though towards the end of his
life criticism began to be heard in this regard too, if only after initial
expressions of admiration.

* Meynarda Verboom, ‘Pleyt voor onse moeder Eva, Schenkeveld-van der Dussen,
Met en zonder lauwerkrans pp. 305-12. See also Schenkeveld-van der Dussen in Van
Gemert et al., Womens Writing from the Low Countries 1200-1875, pp. 48-49.
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Andries Pels, an advocate of French classicism, began by praising
Vondel as one of the ‘greatest and brightest lights of the Dutch lan-
guage’ — later he would call him, with heartfelt admiration, an impor-
tant theoretician of drama, as demonstrated in particular by Vondel’s
Preface to the play Jeptha (1659) - but he went on to formulate objec-
tions to the structure of Vondel’s tragedies, pointing out that they often
went on for a full act after the dénouement, winding up events. He also
found the circumlocutory language unsuitable for the stage. As a
telling example of Vondel’s dramatic poetry he quotes the first two
lines of Salomon:

Thus you come far from the South, where the Cancer
paints the Moors, the tree casts so little shade.’

A few decades later, attitudes to Vondel became an important matter
of contention in the so-called Poets’ War. Admirers rejected French-
oriented classicism and advocated Vondel's dramatic art and poetic
language as a product of their native soil and worthy of imitation.
The authoritative critic Balthasar Huydecoper, himself a playwright,
declared in 1730 that ‘all poets nowadays have their eyes on Vondel.
Vondel’s language became the prevailing language of Parnassus.

The first explicatory studies to look at Vondel’s political, religious,
and ideological opinions, and at the stylistic structure of his work,
which was gradually coming to be seen as old-fashioned, set the tone
for later readers and researchers. The points made in them were
returned to over many years.

Eighteenth Century

By the eighteenth century little remained of the admiration for Vondel
as a writer for the theatre. The use of the word ‘God’ on stage was seen
as objectionable and to the extent that Vondel's work was still per-
formed at all, the scripts were expurgated. In 1729 an edition of
Gysbreght van Aemstel appeared that was ‘printed word for word as it is
played in the Amsterdam Schouwburg, with the words God and Christ
and all references to Catholic services of worship excised. It remained
the standard text for years. People also criticized the structure of the

* ‘Gij kwaamt dus verre van het Zuiden, daar de Kreeft / de Mooren verft, de boom
z0 weinig schaduw geeft’
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plays. Vondel did not, for example, stick to the absolute unity of time,
a requirement whereby the time taken by the action represented
must coincide with the time taken by its representation, while others
believed that his lengthy monologues led to one-sidedness because
the character in question could not be contradicted for so long. His
language was seen as uneven, with ‘base’ expressions occurring in
elevated passages. When it came to the content, people complained
that the ‘love interest’ was accorded too little attention. His plays were
hardly ever staged, with the exception of Gysbreght van Aemstel and
occasionally Faéton and Palamedes, both of which were made more
attractive by the addition of spectacular ‘shows.

Although biblical tragedies were regarded as unsuitable for perfor-
mance, there was a general belief that it was acceptable for them to be
read.® Yet Vondel's work rarely was. In 1720 the complete plays were
issued in two volumes by the publisher Joannes van Oosterwyk as Alle
de treurspelen (All the Tragedies). After that, with occasional exceptions
(the Joseph trilogy, Maeghden), no new editions were published. The
work nowadays seen as one of his most important, Lucifer, was not
reprinted at all between 1661 and 1826. Only Gysbreght remained in
print throughout the century.

Not everyone was happy about this failure to appreciate the
Netherlands’ most famous poet. In 1770 Le Francq van Berkhey, a
poet and cultural historian, complained that ‘the excellent plays of the
great Vondel, Hooft [...] gems in their language, distinguished in style,
are now [...] being supplanted by bastard hordes. But such voices had
little influence. One authoritative literary theorist, Hieronymus van
Alphen, did value Vondel’s ‘genius’ and credited him as a representative
of the seventeenth century, a time when literary refinement and ‘good
taste’ had flourished in the land. He also admired his powerful and
expressively emotional language. Nevertheless, in his view Vondel
lacked the proper insight into aesthetic principles and as a result took
liberties that detracted from ‘the truly beautiful’” In any case, as a pious

¢ See De Haas, De wetten van het treurspel. For the text expurgated on religious
grounds see pp. 204, 224; for playing time p. 98; monologues p. 144; linguistic usage
pp. 18-182; love interest p. 44; biblical subject matter onstage p. 228.

7 For eighteenth- and nineteenth-century attitudes to Vondel see Molkenboer,
Rhythme van de Vondelwaardeering; Smit ‘De waardering van Vondel’; Wiskerke, De
waardering voor de zeventiende-eeuwse literatuur tussen 1780 en 1813; Wiskerke, ‘Wat
zal ik U van onzen Vondel zeggen’; Spies, ‘Nederlands vele Vondels.
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Protestant Van Alphen will no doubt have had little respect for the
Catholic Vondel.

Nineteenth Century

Atthe end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth
various different notes were sounded. In reaction to the French classi-
cism that had been dominant throughout the eighteenth century, more
value was now attached to poetic originality. At the same time there
was increasing admiration for the great Greek authors who had laid the
foundations of European theatre, and in this context fresh admiration
arose for Vondel as a representative of classical Greek theatre.

Of even greater importance than these diverse literary-theoretical
opinions was a nationalistically tinted notion of progress. The seven-
teenth century had been a Golden Age; never had the Netherlands
been so prosperous, so powerful, and so culturally rich as it was then.
Of course the concept of progress brought with it the insight that even
at that time perfection had not been achieved. A few years into the
nineteenth century, national decline became painfully obvious: the
‘Kingdom of Holland” was governed by a brother of Napoleon and
thereafter became merely a part of the Napoleonic Empire, from
which low point it was possible to look back for inspiration to the
seventeenth century when the nation had flourished, and to express
the expectation that, building upon what had been achieved in those
years, a fresh start could be made, with renewed zest. Anyone who
imagined progress as a spiral could combine a view of Vondel as a
model with the hope of attaining a higher level. There was no need to
overlook the shortcomings of his work, since they could be attributed
to the more primitive cultural level of Vondel’s time, but appreciation
of his imaginative power, his vivid language, and especially his patriot-
ism ought to be an inspiration - even if some dissenting voices claimed
that Vondel, as a Catholic, was clearly in some respects the opposite of
a useful national model.

Only a person who saw progress as purely linear rather than spiral in
form would place emphasis on Vondel’s shortcomings. One such per-
son was the literary critic PG. Witsen Geysbeek, whose views were
expressed in a biographical dictionary of Dutch literary figures. He dis-
cussed the bourgeois dialogues between Sir Gijsbreght and Lady
Badeloch in derisive tones and denounced the base sensuality of the
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language used by the angel in Lucifer, who falls in love with Eve.
Furthermore Witsen Geysbeek views Vondel with contempt as a
Catholic perpetuator of the ‘Medieval Dark Ages.

Another important factor was the emancipation of the Catholic
segment of the population, which had been achieved in full at the time
of the Batavian Republic (1795-1806). To this sizeable slice of the
Dutch nation Vondel had now become a great hero. In their eyes
Vondel’s Catholicism was not something to be glossed over wher-
ever possible. On the contrary, his conversion was an event of central
importance. Only then had he found his true calling, only after he
became a Catholic had his series of biblical tragedies grown to its full
stature, only then had he written those wonderful apologetic didactic
poems about the Eucharist, Altaergeheimenissen (Secrets of the Altar,
1645) and Bespiegelingen van Godt en Godtsdienst (Reflections upon
God and Religion, 1662). It was the Catholics who introduced Vondel
as a champion of the Counter-Reformation and a great baroque poet,
presenting him as the literary counterpart to Rubens.®

Such debates and differences of opinion prompted responses from
the academic world. The first professorships of national history and
literature had been established, and their occupants pointed out that
poets from the past could not be talked about as if they were contem-
poraries. The necessary knowledge of seventeenth-century language
and culture was lacking, so it was not possible simply to praise or con-
demn Vondel’s linguistic usage and representation of things. Professor
B. Lulofs (among others) argued that much study would have to be
done first. Commentaries on Vondel’s work were needed and in 1831
he set an example by publishing an anthology that included notes and
an introduction providing the historical background.

Catholics were particularly industrious in producing editions of the
texts with accompanying commentary. They felt a need to make
Vondel's work accessible to fellow Catholics. A lawyer called
Hoppenbrouwers, for example, produced an edition of Altaergehei-
menissen (Secrets of the Altar, 1822-1825) and the Catholic professor
J.M. Schrant, who lectured on Vondel in Ghent and Leiden, was respon-
sible for new editions of plays including Gysbreght van Aemstel
(in 1851) and Lucifer (1856).

8 Anton van Duinkerken, ‘De Roomse Vondelschool.
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It was not a Catholic, however, but a liberal who, as an admirer of
the great seventeenth-century poet, was the first to set in train a
weighty chronologically arranged multivolume edition of Vondels
complete works, editing and partly financing it himself. His name was
Jacob van Lennep and he had been a devotee of Vondel since child-
hood; he knew Gysbreght by heart by the time he was six, having been
mesmerized by a New Year’s Eve performance of the play. Between 1855
and 1869 twelve volumes appeared, dedicated to King William III. It
firmly established Vondel as a national poet for all Dutch people. To
make it more attractive Van Lennep had his edition illustrated by con-
temporary artists. Events in Vondel’s life were depicted, and illustra-
tions were included in the works themselves. Seventeenth-century
plates were replaced with nineteenth-century versions, for which Van
Lennep was later much criticized.

But Van Lennep wanted above all to produce a scholarly edition. He
put a great deal of work into elucidating the text, dating the poetry,
unearthing biographical details, and exploring the political and reli-
gious context of the poems. The resulting scholarship was made acces-
sible by means of extensive indexes that have retained their usefulness
to this day.

Van Lenneps work gave an impetus to further editions of Vondel’s
texts, which appeared relatively soon afterwards. The freethinker
Johannes van Vloten produced an edition in modern Dutch spelling in
1864-1866 that was intended to make Vondel accessible to a broader
readership, and the leading Catholic J.A. Alberdingk Thijm initiated an
edition with Catholic commentary that was completed by others after
his death and published in 1887. Vondel was truly a poet for everyone.
It was also the time of the great Vondel festivals. In 1867 a statue of him
by Royer was erected in Amsterdam. The Catholic architect Pierre
Cuypers designed the plinth for the statue as well as the floats that
paraded through the city as part of the festivities surrounding its
unveiling. 1879 saw the celebration of the two hundredth anniversary
of the poet’s death.

The Roman Catholic Vondel School

Vondel editor Alberdingk Thijm is regarded as the founder of the
‘Roman Catholic Vondel school’. He was the editor of a new edition of
Vondel’s work and he had published a generally well-received series of



VONDEL’S WORKS FOR THE STAGE READ AND STUDIED 17

‘portraits’ of Vondel. Moreover, he regularly produced critical reviews
in response to the work of Van Lennep. In putting together his own
edition he was supported by J.EM. Sterck, who in turn became a lead-
ing Vondelian and in 1901 the founder of the Vondel Society, which
published a periodical called Vondel-Museum to which Sterck made
frequent contributions of an archival or bibliographical nature. The
first Catholic Vondelians produced their theses in about 1910: Moller,
Brom, Molkenboer - they would all write about Vondel and edit edi-
tions of his work for decades to come. In 1933 a Chair in Vondel Studies
was established at Nijmegen Catholic University and Molkenboer was
the first to occupy it. To mark the occasion he gave an inaugural ora-
tion called Het rhythme van de Vondelwaardeering (The Rhythm of
Vondel Appreciation), which was written mainly from a Catholic per-
spective. 1930 had seen the first issue of the Vondelkroniek, again at the
instigation of Sterck, with Molkenboer as editor-in-chief. The journal
remained in existence until 1941.

The veneration of Vondel reached one final highpoint in this period,
the Commemoration of 1937, celebrated at a solemn meeting in
Amsterdam, with a Gedenkboek (Commemorative Book) as a perma-
nent contribution. That year also saw the publication of the final vol-
ume of an edition begun in 1927, De werken van Vondel. Volledige en
geillustreerde tekstuitgave in tien deelen (The Works of Vondel. Complete
and Illustrated Edition of the Texts in Ten Volumes). The series editor
was J.LEM. Sterck and it was largely the work of Catholic scholars,
including Molkenboer and the philologist L.C. Michels, but since this
was after all a national publication, scholars from other denominations
worked on it as well. It remains to this day the most recent scholarly
edition of the complete works. In the same year, 1937, Albert Verwey,
man of letters and a professor at Leiden University, issued an edition of
Vondel in modern spelling, this time as a single volume and aimed at a
wide, culturally engaged readership.

Vondel in Modern Research

After the Second World War, interest in Vondel among a broad
audience became, frankly, a thing of the past. Even the annual tradi-
tion of performing Gysbreght van Aemstel to see in the New Year was
abandoned in 1968. There is no longer a place for Vondel in Dutch
secondary schools.
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The debate about his work that began in the seventeenth century
belongs to the past as well. The issues that dominated discussion of
Vondel for several centuries seem to have lost all relevance. Vondel’s
ideology leaves readers and audiences cold. The question as to whether
and to what extent his work should be interpreted as Catholic excites
no one any longer. His language is perceived as alienating, even curi-
ous, and hardly anyone nowadays can detect the supposed contrast
between elevated and earthy tones in his work. The long speeches in his
plays no longer cause irritation for their alleged one-sidedness, they
merely put audiences to sleep. In short, none of the things that once
angered people and led to fierce debates arouse any interest today, even
in a negative sense.

Vondelian academic research quickly revived, however, and for a
time it flourished once more. The customary philological method
remained in vogue, as evidenced by innumerable studies and editions
of the works. It would be impossible to discuss or even to name all
these modern studies in this very short essay, even were we to limit
ourselves to theatrical research.’ There is space only for a few examples
of books that make innovative contributions. The 1950 dissertation by
philosopher and literary theorist ].G. Bomhoft, for instance, influenced
by the then prevalent philosophy of existentialism, attempts to under-
stand Vondel through the prism of ‘the tragic’ as a universal and eter-
nally valid category. Taking a rather different approach, Norwegian
expert on German and Dutch literature Kare Langvik-Johannessen
tried in several studies between 1963 and 1987 to offer what he called a
‘psychosymbolic’ interpretation of Vondel’s tragedy as expressing the
antinomy between heaven and earth, spirit and matter, and thereby to
present him as a typical baroque poet. He often interprets the charac-
ters in the tragedies as symbols for inner conflicts in the protagonist,
between for example his objective-earthly and subjective-earthly
selves. American professor of German studies James A. Parente studied
neoclassical tragedy, including works by Vondel, in terms of its rela-
tionship to older, Christian-Humanist drama (1987). Peter King com-
piled word indexes and frequency lists for several works by Vondel,
including Lucifer, and based on his interesting semantic investiga-
tions concluded that, from a dogmatic point of view, Lucifer is ‘a failed

° For a thorough discussion of works on Vondel from 1945 to 1987 see Spies, ‘Vondel
in veelvoud
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theological play’ Incidentally, these studies indicate that Vondel had
his enthusiasts and admirers, some with critical comments to make as
well, even beyond the Dutch-language area. Several of his plays have
appeared in translation in various European languages.'’ Lieven Rens,
whose doctoral thesis took the form of a study on the narrowly focussed
theme of the priest-king conflict in Vondel’s tragedies, took the first
step towards a psychoanalytical interpretation of Vondel’s dramas in
1979. None of these approaches has as yet been taken further to any
great degree.

Particularly influential, on the other hand, has been the approach of
Utrecht professor of Dutch language and literature W.A.P. Smit.
Between 1955 and 1962 he published a three-volume work called Van
Pascha tot Noah (From Pascha to Noah) in which he treats the tragedies
in chronological order, tracing the development of Vondel’s poetics.
Having started out as a member of a chamber of rhetoric, Vondel later
encountered Seneca and translated works including Troades and
Phaedra. Then he got to know Sophocles and translated Elektra.
He also seems to have followed closely the literary theories of his
contemporaries Hugo Grotius and Daniel Heinsius. All this led him
to new Aristotelian insights: the character of the protagonist lies in
the tension between good and evil, and key moments in the tragedy are
the agnitio, or sudden insight into the true situation, and the accompa-
nying reversal of events, the peripeteia. At this point something devel-
ops that Smit calls the duality drama, in which the central character
himself is at stake. Smit believes Vondel’s work is lent its significance
by the idea of ‘the meaningfulness of God’s rule. This is strongly remi-
niscent of Milton’s ‘to justify the ways of God to men, the stated pur-
pose of Paradise Lost (1667) (I, 26). Yet the difference in emphasis
should not be overlooked. In Vondel’s view God does not need to be
‘justified’ to men; his intention is to demonstrate God’s just and merci-
ful rule.

Each volume of the study closes with an ‘overview’ in which the
defining characteristics of the tragedy under discussion are set out
schematically, a didactic aid that made the book significantly more
persuasive.

10 For example, English versions of Gysbrecht van Aemstel (1991) and Mary Stuart,
or Tortured Majesty (1996) by Kristiaan Aercke and of Lucifer by Charles van Noppen
(1898 repr. 1942) and Noel Clark (1990).
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Smit’s book, with its strongly historicizing approach, combined
with ‘close reading’ as he himself remarks, was in a positive sense a
milestone and in a negative sense almost a terminus. There seemed to
be hardly any room left for alternative readings, all the more so since
Smit, from his principles based on contemporary insights, also seri-
ously and powerfully contested the studies produced before and after
his own. Bomhoff’s opinions were in his view ‘typically modern’ and
took no account of Vondel’s beliefs or his sources. J. Poulssen suggested
in 1963 that the all-pervasive influence of seventeenth-century literary
theory which Smit describes may have amounted to an obstacle to
Vondel, perhaps adversely affecting his ‘poetic identity. Smit claimed
that this argument had largely remained stuck at the hypothetical
stage."!

Smit’s approach fits neatly into the literary-historical paradigm in
force in his own day, with its focus on seventeenth-century rhetoric
and the literary theory of the author’s time. The same foundations were
built upon for many years. Other interesting and innovative studies on
Vondel’s dramas appeared, theoretically following in Smit’s footsteps,
along with editions of the works that continued to build upon his
insights. The chorus was studied by Lia van Gemert (1990). Jan Konst
wrote his 1993 dissertation on the passions in seventeenth-century
tragedy, paying much attention to Vondel, and in his Fortuna, fatum en
providentia Dei in de Nederlandse tragedie (Fortuna, Fatum, and
Providentia Dei in Dutch Tragedy, 2003) he devotes the entire second
volume of some 125 pages to Vondel. Points of departure are formed by
the ideas of Vondel’s day about the passions and about the broad issue
of fatum (fate) and divine dispensation.

To get out from under the shadow of Smit’s book a paradigm shift
was required, a switching of attention from the literary historian to the
reader, the self-determining reader, the deconstructing reader. In his
detailed responses to positions taken by others, Smit noted that their
interpretations were too modern or too hypothetical, but such argu-
ments were no longer regarded as valid. Readers refused to be gov-
erned by seventeenth-century literary theories. Poulssen had already
put forward the hypothesis that Vondel had perhaps allowed himself to
be overly browbeaten by the demands of the literary theory of his day,
and others went a step further and read Vondel on the basis of their
own ideas.

' Smit, Van Pascha tot Noah, 11, p. 176; Smit, ‘Nieuwe Vondel-literatuur’



VONDEL’S WORKS FOR THE STAGE READ AND STUDIED 21

In one sense in particular this was certainly no loss. As Smit saw it,
the modern reader needed to step out of his own world. He ought to be
interested in Vondel in the light of the poet’s own time, and if that spe-
cific interest was lacking then unfortunately there was nothing to be
done. That it was lacking became all too clear. Vondel had hardly any
readers and his plays were performed only rarely. Even when they
were, the directors who took them on were not about to let Smit lay
down the law. Far from it. In 1979, for instance, Hans Croiset produced
a Lucifer that omitted the final chorus, in which insight is offered into
the salvation of mankind by Christ. Dramatist Guus Rekers made
Lucifer into a character corresponding to Thomme révolté as described
by Camus. It was an impressive and much praised production, but
Vondel would have rejected any such interpretation.'

In academic discourse this kind of modern approach to Vondel
was first advocated by Ernst van Alphen in a chapter in his book Bang
voor schennis (Fearful of Desecration, 1987) in which he uses Vondel’s
Lucifer to demonstrate how the convention of dramatic unity causes
the reader to smooth away contradictions and problems in a text. One
such contradiction in his view is the clash between the social code
according to which the angels are entirely right to stage a revolt and the
theological code according to which they should submit to God’s com-
mands as a matter of course. The fall of the angels is therefore both
justified and unjustified, and it is up to the reader to choose which code
to follow. He should do so irrespective of what Vondel himself thought.
Van Alphen assumes the poet favours the theological reading, so there
is a suggestion here that the reader can stand in opposition to what an
author explicitly lays before him. Such opposition was manifested in
the feminist reading of Vondel’s theatrical works, for example, in which
criticism was made of his one-sided view of women as martyrs, tempt-
resses, and obedient wives - criticism that, as we have seen, arose even
in the seventeenth century.”

Frans-Willem Korsten, in his study Vondel belicht: Voorstellingen van
soevereiniteit (2006, translated in 2009 as Sovereignty as Inviolability:
Vondel’s Theatrical Explorations in the Dutch Republic), went a step fur-
ther. He investigates the concept of sovereignty in Vondel’s theatrical
works and argues that according to Vondel the political system of law

12 See Guus Rekers, ‘Vondel in het perspectief van “Uhomme révolté”; of Hoe kun je
de onspeelbare Lucifer laten werken?’ (1981).
3 Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, Vondel en het vrouwelijk dier.
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cannot be founded on the almighty God, who imposes a system of law
of his own, but that we should instead look to the value of the natural
order. Smit’s ‘meaningfulness of God’s rule’ is in Korsten’s view not the
statement of a conclusion but on the contrary a position that comes up
for debate and is ultimately rejected. The historical figure of Vondel, a
convinced Christian who bowed down before the authority of God as
revealed to him in the Bible, is thereby sidelined altogether. Whatever
Vondel may assert in the various prefaces to his tragedies about the way
in which he has read the Bible and what his characters are intended to
represent, Korsten dismisses it all as a series of rhetorical constructs to
which he pays no further heed. In his book he rightly objects to a one-
sided reading of Vondel as an author who does not ask questions but
instead offers certainties, but he himself gives a no less one-sided read-
ing, based on what he as a modern reader wishes to see. His book
expresses no opposition to the author; as a person he is simply put to
one side. There is no further debate with him. The reader has taken
command.

In my position as a philologist of the old school I have every respect
for deconstructionist innovation as a fascinating, indeed perhaps nec-
essary heuristic method. Nevertheless, readings that arise from a con-
centration on detail, never addressing the fact that the work as a whole
contains signals that clearly point in a different direction, I regard as an
incorrect way of dealing with the past.

With Korsten the new paradigm, in which the reader is the central
figure, is taken all the way to its logical conclusion. The many reviews
ranged from admiring to negative. It remains to be seen how the study
of Vondel will develop from this point on.



CHAPTER THREE

VONDELS DRAMAS: WAYS OF RELATING PRESENT
AND PAST

Frans-Willem Korsten

Interest and Anachronism

It is a question that can be asked for any writer, but still: why read
Vondel? Of course, one possible answer could be that a figure such as
Vondel — more famous than Rembrandt in his own times - should not
be forgotten. History, however, is not fair. Lots of historical figures who
were famous in their own times are now forgotten. Vondel is not. The
question why we should still read him or, by extension, Dutch
Renaissance literature in general, was central to Eddy Grootes, one of
the towering figures in the study of seventeenth-century Dutch litera-
ture, when he said his farewells to the Academy in 1997.! Tellingly, the
work of Vondel sparked controversial comments. But the very contro-
versy was a sure sign that Vondel (metonymy for his work) was not
dead. His texts are very much ‘present,, for instance on the much-vis-
ited website of DBNL, the Dutch on-line wealth of literature from the
recent and distant past. His texts are evidently with us, there, among
many texts from different times: they exist simultaneously, now.?
When we address the question as to what the relevance may be of
this historical work for our present, one question is already answered,
then. To the question ‘how can the work still be with us?, the straight-
forward answer is that, apparently, there is something in the work that
has kept it alive throughout the centuries as a point of interest. It sur-
vived the literary market that is in perpetual development over time, as
George Orwell formulated it.> Vondel survived the test of time.* This is

! Van den Berg and Pleij, Mooi meegenomen?

2 http://www.dbnl.org/. On the presence of historical texts on the web, see McGann,
Radiant Textuality.

* George Orwell in his essay ‘Lear, Tolstoy, and the Fool, in which he dealt with the
arguments concerning this issue by Samuel Johnson and David Hume.

* Savile, The Test of Time; note that Savile is the first to contend that in the field of art
mere survival is not the most relevant issue.
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not all that self-evident, nor does it need to be something special. More
artefacts are lost than there are artefacts preserved, for a host of rea-
sons, and lots of artefacts survived that might as well have been lost.
We can only salvage and safeguard so much. Anyone who has ever had
to decide what to do with all the goods accumulated by deceased par-
ents during their lifetime knows that more is thrown away than kept.
So, in a rather simple sense, relevance is proven when the work is still
preserved, studied or performed.

Talking about the dead, one could argue that they speak to us, and
we speak with them. In the Low Countries, this has been one of the
major points of concern in the work of Jiirgen Pieters.” His work,
inspired by scholars such as Stephen Greenblatt, Lisa Jardine, Catherine
Belsey and Jerome McGann,® can be seen as an ongoing exploration of
the relation between past and present. It is within that context that the
conversation between the living and the dead is a recurring topos. The
dead are not gone. They are still here, in a different form, addressing us
by way of their manifold manifestations. Attractive as this notion may
be, however, it does not explain why we choose to speak to this specific
deceased person and not to any of the others. Many more of the dead
are forgotten than the marginal number we care to remember. This rid-
dle can be solved by pointing to the aesthetic power of the text, which
is why Pieters especially focuses on the work Jerome McGann. Both,
however, tend to ignore the inescapable issue of interest. Why would
we study texts if we are simply not interested in them?

The matter of interest directs the questions as to how the historical
work is actualized, how it acquires meaning, and how it is able to show
its force as a work in the present or, somehow, of the present. Such
questions are distinctly different from what has been called by
Greenblatt (for instance) ‘Old Historicism. This approach would be
dealing with the work of art as a piece of history, in which case its force
and content is unequivocally determined by its historical appearance
and context. In contrast, Greenblatt proposed his New Historicism

> Pieters’s thoroughly revised studies on this issue can be found in his Historische
letterkunde vandaag en morgen. For earlier studies on New Historicism, see his
Moments of Negation.

¢ Notably Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-fashioning from More to Shakespeare, Jardine,
Reading Shakespeare Historically, Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy, and Shakespeare and
the Loss of Eden, and McGann, Radiant Textuality and The Beauty of Inflection.
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(although, perhaps, we had better stick to his idea of ‘cultural poetics’).
The major difference between the Old and the New was that New
Historicism would shun any totality in the description of an historical
situation. Still, both are forms of historicism. The alternative would be
to consider the historical work as an actual thing of the present. To this
end, it can best be studied in semiotic terms - or in material terms, as
Paul de Man would describe it, with language and textuality as forms of
acting matter.”

In relation to the materiality of language, one could argue that
the very idea of ‘history in the present’ is only the result of the rhetori-
cal or linguistic turn in the twentieth century. The point would be
that there is no thought or meaning without manipulated — and manip-
ulating - language, or any other sign-system. There is not one
untarnished meaning deep within language; neither is there thought
without language; and nor is there history without mediation. Through
language, thought, meaning and history are made, which is why
Michel de Certeau called the writing of history a matter of ‘making
history’® Philosophy as well as historiography, in their search for truth,
are not simply using language: they are made by language itself, time
and again, in a specific present. Within that context, principally, the
‘present past-ness of historical works may be called a form of
anachronism.’

The term ‘anachronism’ has its advantages, because it is a technical
term and a necessary concept to indicate a mismatch between two
times. To be sure, this term has been used pejoratively to indicate, for
instance, how awkward it is when, in a movie that purports to be his-
torically accurate, we meet a Jesus wearing rubber shoes. But this awk-
wardness, the unease or strangeness produced by anachronism, is
functional, as Mieke Bal argued in a study that was tellingly titled
Loving Yusuf: Conceptual Travels from Present to Past. Anachronism
opens up another potential of ‘interest, as that which is in-between
and can never be contained in one domain alone. When, for instance,

7 See the volume edited by Tom Cohen, Material Events.

8 ‘[F]aire de I'histoire, Michel de Certeau, Lécriture de Uhistoire.

° The dominance of the present in our study of the past has often been called ‘pre-
sentism’ lately. The notion has rather easily turned into a pejorative term that serves to
disqualify those accused of using the past for their own, present, agenda. This is one
reason why I prefer anachronism.
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characters from the Bible wear seventeenth-century clothes in a
Rembrandt painting, this is surely a kind of mismatch. However, one
could also describe it as the coincidence of different times, or the new
embodiment of things past in a present — what Hans Blumenberg called
Umbesetzung."” Things, ideas and texts travel through time and are
taken up differently in different times. In a fundamental sense, any his-
torical artefact that functions in some kind of present can be seen as an
example of anachronism. The complexity here is not so much a matter
of language or representation, but is primarily an issue of how we can
connect to, or experience history, or deal with history in terms of
actuality.

Gilles Deleuze convincingly argued that time as history - chrono-
logical time - cannot deal with history on its own terms." The radical
cleavage in time between one moment and the next excludes history
from being present. There is simply no getting back to history. This is
why Deleuze postulated another mode of time in which history and the
present are, or can be, brought together. This is the mode in which his-
tory is always in, or together with, the present. The two are not reduc-
ible to each other, but they are principally connected or related. As a
consequence it is impossible to consider them as two separate posi-
tions. Such a separation would allow the present to become a position
from which one can survey a radically different past. In fact, bringing
the two together in time causes them to be lifted out of the chronologi-
cal organisation of time called history. This is what produces anachro-
nism, as was put forward by Walter Benjamin, although he did not
explicitly use this term. He defined it as a form of understanding that
consisted in blasting open ‘the continuum of history’'?

Is this a typically postmodernist stance? I think not, as the case of
Benjamin, or Vondel, may indicate, or that of Catherine Belsey, who
is rightly quoted at the end of the aforementioned study by Pieters:
‘“To read the past, to read a text from the past, is always to make an
interpretation which is in a sense an anachronism’" If anything, Belsey

10 Hans Blumenberg, Die Legitimitiit der Neuzeit.

' Deleuze, Différence et répetition.

2 See Benjamin. ‘A Berlin Chronicle, or ‘On the Concept of History’ and
‘Prolipomena to “On the Concept of History”’ (especially thesis XV1, Selected Writings
IV, p. 396). For a survey, see Ferris, ‘Introduction: Reading Benjamin’ or Pensky,
‘Method and Time: Benjamin’s Dialectical Images.

" Quoted in Pieters, Historische Letterkunde vandaag en morgen, p. 207.
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surely cannot be called a postmodernist. Moreover, even if this is a
characteristically postmodernist position, the qualification need not be
damaging - as long as it does not amount to the recurring and nonsen-
sical view of postmodernism as the philosophy of ‘anything goes. In the
case of historiography such a view would come down to saying that, if
history does not exist independently, we can do anything with history
and manipulate it in any way we see fit, or appropriate it for our own
needs. There are several forms of postmodernism, or postcolonialism,
in which scholars and writers are highly interested in such manipula-
tion, in relation to notions of truth and representation. By and large
they acknowledge that truth and representation cannot be considered
separately from subjectivity, power and interest. They also insist on the
fact that, as a result, there can never be such a thing as ‘the’ history.
There are always different histories, connected to different parties and
interests, which is anything but relativism.

Moreover, the accusation that postmodernism implies an ‘anything
goes’ has its ironies when brought forward from within the field of his-
tory. Generally, history is qualified as the substance of recorded history.
The very fact that history exists because of records, because of writing
and representation, means that manipulation stands at the heart of his-
tory."* With regard to this manipulation, there are indeed many dis-
turbing traces of an ‘anything goes’ attitude. This attitude would not be
the result of scholarly or philosophical irresponsibility, but of a pivotal
connection between recording and power. To put it simply, having the
power and ability to record implies having the power and ability to
make ‘history’ or to contest it. One famous and relatively recent exam-
ple is the sudden rise of attention that has lately been paid to the
Chinese admiral Zhengh He (or Cheng Ho, 1371-1435). Anybody
surfing the net right now will find hundreds of sites and a society
entirely devoted to the study of Zheng He’ life and works."” He trav-
elled to the east coast of Africa, to South and North America and
Australia, before any European did. The story goes that the fifth Ming
emperor Yongle (or Xuan Zong) had ordered his admiral to give testi-
mony to other nations that he was now emperor. The records of these

4 This can be seen as one of the dominant themes in the work of Michel Foucault,
throughout its different phases, as in Madness and Civilization, The History of Sexuality,
The Order of Things and especially The Archaeology of Knowledge with the influential
‘Discourse on Language’

15 See http://www.chengho.org/
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travels were destroyed, however, on the orders of Xuan Zong’s succes-
sor (presumably his son), who would prohibit the building of ships
with three masts, thereby effectively ending China’s imperial expansion
overseas.

This is a clear case of history being made, in different ways and
modes, in past and present. It is rather evident that the renewed atten-
tion for Zheng He is almost directly linked to the rise of China as a
dominant global power. The fact that Zheng He was a Muslim even
expands the possibilities of claiming him as a heroic ancestor (although
this complicates things as well, in the Chinese context). For those read-
ers who are a little surprised that I use this Chinese example in relation
to Vondel’s historical presence in the present, it may be of interest to
know that Vondel wrote a play in 1667 on the fall of the last emperor of
the Ming dynasty that took place some decades earlier, in 1644:
Zungchin of ondergang der Sineesche heerschappije (Chongzhen or the
Downfall of the Chinese Dominion). In this play about the emperor
Chongzhen, Vondel amply testifies to his ability to handle histories,
bringing together distinctly different strands of culturally diverse and
even disparate histories in his text. It will come as no surprise that, in
doing so, he was appropriating the history of others. Still, in doing this,
the play highlights an important distinction.

If we speak about history in the present, this can mean either our
present or the present of the play in its own time. For both, similar
questions are involved. Consequently, we can look at the way in which
Vondel’s plays are part of our present, or at the way in which history
was made present in the plays by Vondel in his own day and age. In
what follows, in order to stress the importance of this distinction I will
devote two sections to the force of history in Vondel’s present and three
sections to history in our present.

Perhaps the most direct way in which history is built into the present
consists of structuring characteristics that lead to the recurrence
through time of unresolved issues and problems within a certain socio-
cultural body. Consequently there is the possibility of a dialogue
through time, which is always performed within a certain present, with
partners from different historical times debating the issue concerned.
The second, rather direct form of history in the present consists in path
dependency, or tradition, as a result of which the contingent and yet
pre-given character of history manifests itself in the present. With the
third form of history in the present, we enter more complex territory. It
concerns the issue of trauma, which keeps human beings ‘caught in



VONDEL’S DRAMAS: WAYS OF RELATING PRESENT AND PAST 29

history), as if the past is a cage that holds subjects imprisoned in any
future present, freezing the way in which they can or wish to remem-
ber. As a fourth option, history can also be located on the level of rep-
resentation. The past as such is not what is present, but its active
representation is. Likewise, memory is not a natural given, but an act.'®

Finally, with the fifth form we will deal with the dynamic between
‘pre’ and ‘post’. This dynamic is commonly considered in terms of prec-
edence - the pre coming before the post. What I will question is not the
issue of precedence, but what, in some context, is the pre and the post.
Historically, for instance, all material from classical antiquity predates
the material from the seventeenth century. The point is that the classi-
cal material is taken up the other way around, in the light of seven-
teenth-century (Christian) society. What came later in time is put up
front in order to read what came earlier as, somehow, the result of what
came later. This once again indicates how, indeed, one can also con-
sider history in Vondel’s present. But allow me to first continue with
Vondel’s historical presence in our present.

Transcendence in History: Speaking to Each Other Through Time

Vondel’s works cannot be reduced to the issues and problems they deal
with or the thoughts they express. This, however, has been a dominant
way of dealing with art, as Jean Mary Schaeffer has argued. When dis-
cussing the work of Hegel, he explains how for the latter, ideal knowl-
edge and real being conflate in philosophy and art but in a markedly
different way. With art, they do so in ‘sensuous reality’.'” This will lead,
in the Hegelian frame, to the question of what art is about, thus abstract-
ing an ideal expression from a real object. It is as sensuous objects,
however, that works of art can do many things, both at the same time
and through time. This never occurs in an abstract fashion, but always
in particular ways.

Works of art are part of a history in which it is hard to speak of some
kind of progress. In the field of art things surely change, but one can-
not say that twentieth-century authors write better plays than their
seventeenth-century predecessors. They simply write different plays.

6 On memory as an act, see Huyssen, Present Pasts, the collection of essays edited
by Bal et al., Acts of Memory, or Todorov, Hope and Memory.
17" See Schaefter, Art of the Modern Age, specifically p. 139.
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Because of this, one can trace formal or technical problems that make
works comparable through the ages, in a relatively horizontal way. They
exist on a par. In the case of Vondel, for instance, one of his artistic
problems is how to write Christian tragedy. Whereas Christian comedy
could consist of the change of a miserable, desperate situation into a
spiritual and enlightened one, Christian tragedy had a basic problem,
for the end of any history had to be just. There could not be such a
thing as an undeserved fate. Consequently, the issue of the possibility
of Christian tragedy has vexed many authors throughout the centuries,
and they have come up with rather different ways of dealing with it."®
One can see this as an ongoing discussion that transcends time. When,
for instance, Dutch author Connie Palmen published her novel Lucifer
in 2007, she was not engaging with Vondel’s play Lucifer as a historical
piece locked in its own time, but rather as a work in the present that
deals with a recurring theme or problem." In fact, the notion of inter-
textuality developed by Kristeva pointed to this possibility of looking at
texts on a strictly horizontal level.

As the example of Christian tragedy may have indicated, there is
more to this particular problem than formal organization. In terms of
content, it is hard to speak in terms of progress in many cases. One can
argue that the present-day juridical organization of the Netherlands is
surely better than the juridical organization prevalent in the seven-
teenth century. If the possibility of time travel existed, one might have
second thoughts about being transported to the seventeenth century if
one had homosexual or kleptomaniacal tendencies, or if one were dis-
posed towards religious or political radicalism. In this strict context
one can speak of progress. This does not mean, however, that historical
texts cannot deal with issues of content that may contribute directly to
an ongoing discussion in the present. The issue of sovereignty as it is
explored in many (and perhaps all) of Vondel’s plays is a good case in
point. If one approaches it in classical hermeneutical or exegetical
terms, one would have to specify how Vondel’s explorations were

18 For different recent attempts, see Cox, Between Earth and Heaven: Shakespeare,
Dostoevsky, and the Meaning of Christian Tragedy, or Hunt, The Paradox of Christian
Tragedy, and Bouchard, Tragic Method and Tragic Theology: Evil in Contemporary
Drama and Religious Thought. Perhaps the best, but also the most confusing study is
Pranger, ‘The Artifice of Eternity’.

1 To get just one impression of the enormous discussion surrounding the appear-
ance of Palmens Lucifer, see http://www.nrcboeken.nl/leesclub/connie-palmen
-lucifer.
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particular to his times, how they built upon specific works and thoughts
and were followed by others. In my own work, I decided to take another
approach by placing Vondel’s works within a discussion that transcends
history, as a result of which it is present in an ongoing discussion. This
possibility exists because of two elemental aspects of history.

The first elemental aspect is that any cultural organization has cer-
tain structuring characteristics. The issue of sovereignty, for instance,
presents a fundamental problem that shows a clear development in
European and Western history as a result of the clashes, fusions and
encounters between distinct cultural bodies and coinciding political
organizations. It bears the marks of classical antiquity (Greek and
Roman), of the peoples inhabiting or invading Europe (in relation to
this specific theme: Germans, Franks), of Judaism, or of Christianity
(in its different modalities). It is not coincidental that one of the most
influential studies on this issue, by Giorgio Agamben had a Roman
concept in its title: homo sacer. Up until this day several problems
posed by the idea of sovereignty have not been resolved, such as the
question as to what grounds sovereignty, or what the relation between
the sovereignty of the ruler and the sovereignty of the ruled may be, or
whether sovereignty requires a centre or not. In relation to these ques-
tions it is of interest to see how Vondel dealt with them in his plays, to
see what his explorations contribute to the ongoing discussion. In that
context it is possible and valid to confront his works with the work of
contemporary — both modern and postmodernist - theoreticians.

It goes without saying that I still consider Vondel’s works in their
historical specificity. It is a principally dialogic way of dealing with the
object, although it is a different type of dialogism than proposed by
New Historicism. Whereas the latter approach would remain within
the confines of a historical period to show its fundamentally dialogic
structure, here the dialogue transcends time. Historical texts are taken
seriously now whilst their meaning is not exhaustively explained or
framed by their own historical context. This possibility of reaching
through time depends for a considerable part on the fact that we are
dealing with a work of art, the potential of which is not restricted to the
times of its production. As we know, in different times and differing
historical circumstances, a work of art can be opened up anew, and its
manifold potential is developed in different directions.”® The work

2 For an overview of editions and performances, see the contributions by Mieke B.
Smits-Veldt and Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen in this volume.
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keeps speaking, as a force in the present. If it stops doing that, people
will probably lose interest in it. It may get lost at a certain moment, or
it will become a historical curiosity.

Tradition, or History’s Resilience

Nothing could seem to be more common than saying that we have to
read or understand something within a tradition. In the case of Vondel,
for instance, we would have to read his work in the tradition that was
shaped and defined by the sociocultural organization of the Netherlands.
Although this appears to be quite straightforward, there is ample his-
torical evidence that tradition can be very hard to define, and appears
to be flexible as well. There is no such thing as a tradition that is solid
and stable through time. Tradition is constantly being made.”
Obviously we cannot reconstruct it from scratch. There are pre-given
elements with which we have to work. Tradition is analogous to his-
tory, here, in a fundamental way, since there is no way we can recon-
struct history from scratch. In history, there is a principal path
dependency in operation, which causes some possibilities to be opened
up and others to be closed. If, for instance, Europe would not have been
successful in its process of colonization and subsequent colonialism,
we would have lived in a completely different world. But as it is Europe
was successful in conquering large parts of the world. In other words,
there is something in the past that determines our current situation,
whereas we have the power to reconstruct history at the same time. We
are able to present our view on it, another view, to pay attention to
something that has been neglected so far, to explore possibilities that
were there but not realized, and so forth.

When studying Vondel’s play Palamedes 1 was fascinated by a pas-
sage that may illustrate the issue. This play is an allegory that was meant
to accuse Maurits, the Stadtholder of the States, of having murdered
Oldenbarnevelt, Grand Pensionary of the States General and the most
powerful political figure in the Dutch Republic. The accusation had to
be an allegory, since a blunt accusation would have brought Vondel
before a court that most surely would have sentenced him to prison or
to death. In order to avoid such a grisly fate, he wrote a play in which
the characters are taken from a classical story about a miserable set-up,

21 On this dynamic, see Bal’s chapter ‘Tradition