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Stand up for Your Right!
Representations of Mothers and Daughters in Early Modern
Dutch Literatute

Lia van Gemert

Introduction

In the Dutch Republic of the seventeenth century, women tended to enjoy
considerable independence. It was possible for them to become business
women ot wrters, for example, and gitls from mercantile and patrician
families received a good education, enabling them to let their voices be heard.
In the 1630s, 2 Dutchwoman became the first female student to be admitted
to a Huropean university. She was the highly talented Anna Mada van
Schurman (1607-1678), who took classes in theology, medicine and the liberal
arts in Utrecht and knew Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, Sytiac, Samaritan,
Arabic and Ethiopic. She was convinced that women were capable of
pursuing academic studies and should be allowed to do so, an opinion she
defended in her Latin treatise from 1638, Dissertatio de ingenii muliebris ad
doctrinam et mekores litteras aptitudine (A Dissertation on the Aptitude of the Female
Mind for Science and Letters). She also wrote lyric poetry, both in her native
Dutch and other languages. In her Latin letters, which — like many intellectual
correspondences of the time — were intended for publication, she took part in
debates on issues such as God’s decree concerning the Tlimit of human life’
(De vitae termino, 1639). In later life she joined the radical Protestant group
surrounding the Geneva preacher Jean de Labadie, whose ideas about a
church consisting solely of teborn Christians wete greatly to her liking. When
Labadie left the Reformed Chutch in 1669, she was one of the fitst to follow
him. She wrote a Latin autobiography entitled Eukleria sen melioris partis electio
(The Good Choice or Choosing the Better Part, 1673).! With her shrewdness and

! On Van Schurman cf. Pieta van Beek, The first female aniversity student: Anna Maria van
Schurman (1636) (Utrecht, Tgitur, 2010: igitur-books library.uunl/bookdetails. Phprbookid
=22); Mirjam de Baar, “Now for the faint rumours of fame attached to my name™: the
Eukleria as autobiography’, Mifjam de Baar, A.Agnes Sneller a.o. (eds.), Choosing the better
part: Anna Maria van Schurman (1607—1678) (Dordrecht/Boston/London: Khrwer Academic
Publishess, 1996), pp. 87-102; J. Irwin, ‘Learned Woman of Utrecht: Anna Maria van
Schurman’, KM. Wilson and F.J. Warnke (eds.), Women Whriters of the S evenicenth Century
{Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1989), pp. 164-70. Sce also: Lia van Gemert, The
power of the weaker vessels: Simon Schama and Johan van Beverwijck on women’, Els
Kloek a.0. (eds.), Wamen of the Golden Age (Hilversum: Vedoren, 1994), pp. 39-50.
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tremendous erudition, Schurman was regarded by her contemporaries as
exceptional. That she had been admitted to university and played a full role in
the international fraternity of scholars was indeed unusual, but still consistent
with the views prevalent in the Dutch Republic at the time, which favoured
the humanistic ideal of a community of free citizens sharing their knowledge
and discussing ethics. No wonder then that the Dutch literature of the period
features many women defending the cause of women. Debates between men
and women were enacted for example in tragedies, where they reflect a
number of conflicting ideas and ideals of behaviour. In this chapter to the
present volume, I will analyse some well-known examples of mothers and
daughters in Dutch literature in order to discover whether the authors judged
them as dignified or undignified women.

Serve your country!

The first mother I will discuss is Louise de Coligny (1555-1620), the fourth
wife of the ‘Father’ of the Dutch Republic, William of Orange, and an
excellent illustration of one important aspect of how women were judged. A
woman was supposed to follow and support her husband, and only if he
violated social norms (in public or private) was she allowed to correct him; in
private matters she was even expected to do so. To ‘stand by her man’ was
more than a personal obligation that came with marriage. It was also a form of
unquestioned support of the public order and the community of which she
was part. If, like stadtholder William of Orange, the husband held power over
the community, her support of him was automatically also a suppott of ‘the
national cause’. For Louise de Coligny this meant that through her marriage
she undertook to serve her husband’s country, which was not her own.

A member of the French Protestant (Huguenot) nobility, Louise de Coligny
was married to a victim of the St. Bartholomew Day’s Massacre (24 August
1572). In that mass killing her father died as well, making her a widow and an
orphan in a single night. Because of her religion, her noble rank and his need
of male heirs, she was the petfect choice of bride for the Dutch commander
William of Orange, and they married in April 1583. Soon after, on 29 January
1584, she gave birth to a son, the future stadtholder Prince Frederick Henry.
Barely six months later, in July 1584, she was widowed a second time when
her husband was shot dead. According to many (but not allf) repotts, she
ggain proved a model widow, playing her sodial role to perfection. The
literature that was written about her held her up to the Dutch people as an
example of how grief could be a soutce of strength.
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The murder of William of Orange was a sore blow to the fledgling
Republic, which had only been established a few years eatlier, in 1579, and
was fighting for survival against Spain.” Wiliam was succeeded as
commander-in-chief and stadtholder first by his second son Maurice, and then
by his third son Frederick Henry.” The Republic was officially recognized as a
sovereign state in 1648, but in 1584 everything was still in the balance — and
the balance seemed to be tipping in Spain’s favour when William was killed
and all hope seemed to vanish. In the turbulent period since the Spanish King
Philip II had ascended the throne in 1555, only William had been able to talk
the divided provinces of the Low Countries (roughly today’s Belgium,
Luxembourg and the Netherlands) into some semblance of unity, at least
enough to create a chance of victory. William was not only known for his
courage and tolerance, especially in religious matters, he also knew when to
speak and when to be silent — hence his nickname ‘the Silent’. In his necrology
of William, P.C. Hooft (1581—1647), the most highly regarded Dutch histotian
of the seventeenth century, emphasizes the wisdom of the stadtholder’s
conduct, which he describes as a fine balance of forcefulness, persuasive
speech, avoidance of unnecessazy strife, and cheerful social drinking when the
occasion demanded it. William accepted that not everyone around him
understood his character but was more intetested in improving his standing in
international diplomatic circles in order to further the cause of the Low
Countries. With success. Hooft proudly points to the praise accorded to
William by various foreign dignitaries, such as the Italians Bentivoglio and
Strada. Then as now, image-building was a crucial element in how the
inhabitants of the Low Countries saw their rulers. So how did this process of
image-building develop in the case of Louise de Coligny?*

2 On 23 January 1579 the Union of Utrecht (Unie van Utrecht) was signed, a treaty unifying
the northern provinces of the Netherlands, until then under the control of Habsbusg Spain.
The Union of Utrecht is regarded as the foundation of the Dutch Republic, which was not
recognized by the Spanish Empire until the Twelve Years’ Truce in 1609.
http:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Union_of_Utrecht (2 August 2010).

® William of Orange’s eldest son Philip William was held hostage by the Spaniards on
Spanish soil and could not take part in the struggle. William did not let this blackmail deter
him.

* On William’s nickname, see for instance Mark Lamster, De meester van de schaduw: Peter Paul
Rubens, gobeim agent (Amsterdam: De Bezige Bij, 2009), p. 65 (translation of Mark Lamster,
Master of Shadows: The Secret Diplomatic Career of the Painter Peter Panl Rubens (New York:
Random House, 2009)). Hooft published his necrology in 1642, in his famous Nederlandsche
Historien. See: P.C. Hooft, Nederlandsche Historien (...). (Amsterdam/Leiden: Wetstein &
Sceperus, Van den Dalen & Van de Water, 1703), Bk 20, pp. 907-08. Also in: P.C. Hooft,
Nederlandse Historién: Een kense uit et grote verbaal van de Nederlandse Opstand, ed. by Frank van
Gestel, Eddy Grootes & Jan de Jongste (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2007), pp. 256-58.
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Louise de Coligny witnessed the murder of her second husband, which
took place right after lunch in a former convent at Delft where the Orange
family had taken refuge. She played only a minor role in the Republic’s
subsequent political history. After Orange’s death she negotiated with the
authonties about private affairs, such as money to raise his children. Later,
between 1617 and 1619, when the religious conflict between two Protestant
factions (Arminians and Gomarists) had started to take on political
dimensions, she came into conflict with Maurice, Orange’s second son and
her stepson. He sided with the Gomaxists, she with the Arminians. Maurice
and the Gomarists won, and she became a persona non grata. Vilified as an
‘Arminian whore’, she fled the Republic, disappointed, her cartiage pelted
with dirt as she left Delft. Consequently, any moral judgment of Louise’s
behaviour made around 1620 would have been heavily influenced by the
political and religious views of the person doing the judging. It is important to
note that her literary role tends to be both more important and more
favourable than her political one,> because the authors emphasize her social
role of wife and mother. The tragedies discussed here illustrate this.

Tragedies about the death of William of Orange were written until far into
the eighteenth century, the two most famous and influential ones being Daniel
Heinsius’s neo-Latin Auriacus, sive libertas sancia (William of Orange, or Freedom
Wounded, 1602) and Gijsbert van Hogendorp’s Truer-spel van de Moordy, begaen
aen Wilkelm by der Gratie Gods Prince van Orangien [...] (Tragedy of the Murder
Committed against William, Prince of Orange by the Grace of God, 1617), both in the
rthetorical tradition of Seneca and Scaliger.® The large majority of these
tragedies were pro-Orange, with the notable exception of an eatly one written
by the Catholic author Salmus (Toussaint du Sel). His neo-Latin Nassovins
Tragoedia (Nassan Tragedy, 1589) makes no secret of the authot’s sympathy for
the Spanish cause. Salius believed that William of Orange and his wife had
made the wrong choice by rebelling mstead of loyally serving their king, Philip
of Spain, and that William’s murder was justified because rebellion should
never go unpunished. Louise de Coligny, however, is presented as much more
evil than her husband: after the murder, the pregnant widow is so mad with
rage that she literally wants to eat the murderer’s heart. Her hysteria provokes
a spontaneous miscarriage. Salius thus implies that Frederick Henry was never

5 Cf. Lia van Gemert, “Hoe dreef ick in myn sweet”, de rol van Louise de Coligny in de
Oranje-drama’s’, De geventiende eenw, 10 (1994), 169-80.

¢ On Heinsius’s tragedy see especially Jan Bloemendal (ed.), Daniel Heinsins, Auriacus, (with a
summary in English) (Voorthuizen: Florivallis, 1997), 2 vols. On Van Hogendorp see Van
Gemert, “Hoe dreef ick in myn sweet”, and references mentioned there. Heinsius’s play
can be downloaded on http:/ /www let.leidenuniv.nl/Dutch/Latijn/HeinsiusAuriacus.html,
Van Hogendorp’s play on http://www.dbnl.ol/ dtels/titel php?id=hoge001 true01.
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even bom! The message is clear: Louise lost control over her emotions and
killed her child. That Salius considered her incapable of making rational
decisions is shown eatlier in the play, when she has a nightmare of William
lying outside the house, dead and covered in blood, from which she concludes
that he should not go out. She adamantly refuses to yield to arguments abogt
the unreliability of dreams. Her fear causes William to stay inside, where he. 1s
killed, and, in the play, this makes her responsible for his dgath. Salius
evidently found Louise guilty on two counts: killing het husband with her‘ fear
and her child with her raging grief. In Salius’ eyes, Coligny had served nelthgr
her husband and his progeny, nor the (Spanish) fatherland, and he makes it
very clear that he believed William equally guilty of the second crime. One ~of
Coligny’s mistakes was that she did not cortect her husband, but followed him
in his evil ways. This etror was exacerbated by her uncontro]lab.le female
tempet, which caused her hysterical behaviour. Salius attributes this lack of
self-control to a fundamental lack of morality.

Fear and grief are recurting themes in the tragedies about Orange’g flea'rh,
and all authors follow the convention that women are especially sensitive to
such emotions. Salius is exceptional in his dislike of Coligny. In other dramas,
her fear and sortow serve to emphasize her noble character. 'The authors
dramatize her fear using the well-known dream motif, often in the Ser_lecajn
style: they make either her father or her first husband (who had both dlgd n
the St. Bartholomew Day’s Massacre) appear to her in a dream and predict a
catastrophe. The account of the dream on stage will have provided many fine
instances of Senecan horrot, with the audience waiting for the murder to be
committed while Louise’s opposites William and (in some plays) his son
Maurice try to reassure her that her fears are groundless. After thg murder
Louise gives vent to her grief, often in long, thetorcal declamations. Her
complaints are full of sadness but also have a cleansing effect: she manages to
overcome her gref by following the stoics’ advice to remain calm and
composed in great adversity. This composure enables her to concentrate on
the well-being of her child, a symbol of the well-being of the gaﬁon. Coligny
was held up to the Dutch public as an exemplar of the grief-stricken bgt calm
and courageous widow, who, undaunted and unbroken, would continue to
defend the ideals of her murdered husband, support Maurice and easure that
Frederick Henry was given the upbringing required for a military commander.

While taking women’s heightened sensitivity to fear and grief for granted,
these plays do not treat such emotions as exclusively female. The deepest fears
are expressed by the murderer, the Frenchman Balthasar Gerards, who knoxys
that killing 2 man is anathema and fears God’s judgment of his deed. Yet ‘hls
fear is treated very differently from Coligny’s, as evidence of the Catholics’
cowardly hypoctisy as perceived by the Protestants. After the mutder, sorrow
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is felt throughout the Orange camp, and the family and the other leaders of
the Revolt share the widow’s grief. The leaders soon realize that they must
continue the war wisely and follow in William’s footsteps. Then there is
William’s son Maurice. As he is supposed to take on his father’s role, he
‘naturally’ cannot be overly emotional — the code of the soldier and warrior
forbids the expression of private emotions. In other words, the only
acceptable way for him to show his grief is to take his father’s burden upon
his own shoulders.

We have seen that, with one exception, the plays about the death of
William of Orange treat his wife Louise de Coligny as an ethical role model,
an example of correct, unselfish behaviour. Her fear is shown as wise instead
of hysterical, and her grief leads not to weakness, but to a firm decision to
serve her adopted country and bring up her son to become a strong leader. In
Coligny the private and public spheres clearly interconnect.

Another woman famous for her patriotic fervour during the Dutch Revolt
was Matia van Reigersberch (Mary [of] Reigersberch, 1589—1 653), the wife of
the renowned jurist and author Hugo Grotius.” She is best known for a clever
tuse to help her husband escape from prison. The event continued to appeal
to the popular imagination long after the Revolt. Like Louise de Coligny,
Grotius took the side of the Arminians in the conflict between Arminians and
Gomarists. When stadtholder Maurice assumed power in 1617—1618, many
Arminians were banned from office or even arrested if they were considered a
danger to the state. Grotius was deemed dangerous enough to be sent to
prison for life. The prison in question was the ‘state penitentiary’ Loevestein, a
medieval castle built at a strategic spot at the confluence of the rivers Rhine
and Meuse (the two large rivers that divide the north and the south of the
Northern Netherlands). Grotius was not kept in total isolation: he was
allowed to take his wife and children with him, to work and to receive books.
This was to prove fortunate for him and the way to fame for his wife.

In spite of this relatively open prison regime, several sources tell us that he
started suffering badly from melancholy. It was his wife who came up with the
solution: Reigersberch proposed to smuggle him out of prison in his book
chest. Ot so the story has it — and it is likely true. Grotius apparently far from
telished the idea, but she managed to persuade him, and on 22 March 1621 he
got into the book case. Leaving his wife and children behind, he was carried

7 On the canonisation of Van Reigersberch see Micke B. Smits-Veldt, ‘Maria van
Reigersberch: De canoniserdng van een vaderlandse echtgenote’, Nederlandse letterkunde, 2
(1997), 2711-91. On De Groot see Henk Nellen, Hugo de Groot: Een leven in de strijd om de vrede
15831645 (Amsterdam: Balans, 2007).
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out and taken to the town of Gorcum on the other side of the river, where he
dressed himself as a labourer and fled to Antwerp and later on to Paris. 3
His successful escape left his wife m prison and in a tﬁcky position.
Reigersberch might not have meddled in state affairs before, but did her role
in Grotius’ escape not mean that she had now? This probably explains why
Grotius published an anonymous pamphlet (Antwerp, 1621) to spread the
word that he himself had conceived the plan. The pamphlet was soon
followed by a poem in his own name, in which he implicitly credited the
whole plan to ber. He emphasized her devotion as a wife in general more than
her active part in his flight, stressing her prayers for his safe escgpe’and her
self-effacing dedication. Grotius pictured her as a noble, self-sacrificing wife.
The traditional stereotype of pious wife proved stronger than the role of the
inventive, ingenious, active woman. ‘

But it was not her husband’s poem that established Reigersberch’s
reputation for cleverness and courage. Many writers sang her praises, most
notably the best-known Dutch poet of the seventeenth century, Joost van dPTn
Vondel (1587-1679), who frequently wrote about politics and was not afraid
to take sides. In 1632 he dedicated the ode ‘Hvigh de Groots verlossing’ ("The
Deliverance of Hugo Grotius’) to Maria Reigersberch. In it he does not only
honour her as a sufferng heroine who helped her husband bear.hls ctoss,
likening her to her namesake Mary who had aided her son Chrst — such
compassion was expected of both spouses in a seventeenth-century Du‘Fch
marriage — but he makes her even more active: he makes her take charge? like
a good wife should when her husband was unable to. She refuses to acquiesce
in their unfortunate circumstances and prefers resourcefulness ovet
complaints. Vondel crowns her leadership with four apt verses that were read
in Dutch secondary schools for centudes, until around 1970. Ig “The
Deliverance of Hugo Grotius’, Vondel describes Reigersberch’s trick as
follows:

Fen vrouw belacht al die haar perssen —
En laat hen op de tanden knarssen.

Een vrouw is duisent mannen tergh.

O eeuwige eet van Reigersbergh, (.. 572

® Van Reigersberch and ber children were released from prison once it was clear that
Grotius had fled the country and was out of reach of the Dutch judiciary. .

® For the complete poem Hvigh de Groots vedossing’ (in a Dutch version) see:
http:/ /www.dbnl.nl/ tekst/vond001dewe03_01 /vond001dewe03_01_0066.htm.
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A woman mocks all those who press her —
And makes them gnash their teeth.

A woman bests a thousand men.

O Reigersberch forever honoured, (...).

Mary of Reigersberch was accorded a much mote prominent place in the
history books than Touise de Coligny, even though the latter’s influence may
have been bigger. Coligny withdrew from public view after her husband’s
death, steadfastly carrying on and btinging up her son to become stadtholder
and commander-in-chief of the Republic. Reigersberch’s ruse, however, had
very little impact on political events. After his escape Grotius was never
gragted permission to return to the Republic permanently; he lived mostly in
Pgns and died in Rostock (Germany). After obtaining her release from prison
with the argument that it was not she but her husband who had been
condemned, his wife joined him and disappeared from public life. This did
not prevent her from becoming a heroine of literature and the arts — a smart,
courageous woman who had acted on het own accord and taken the helm
when leadership was called for. Indeed, I believe it is just this sequence of
public prominence followed by withdrawal that may have ensured that her
energy and determination wete never perceived as a threat or a break with the

tradition of the wise and docile wife. Heroines like Reigersberch were ‘safe’
heroines.

Protect your children, stand up for your right!

Today, the Dutch still regard William of Orange as their country’s founding
father, whose name is honoured in its national anthem and will be botne by its
future king, William Alexander (who will be William . IV). Grotius is
remembered as well, be it primatily among intellectuals and jusists, as one of
the founders of international law — the International Court of Justice in The
Hague is named after him. In early modern times, the Dutch had another
model of national heroism in the brothers Julius and Claudius Civilis, the
leaders of the anti-Roman revolt of the Batavians in the first century AD. The
Civilis brothers were regarded as perfect heroes who had stood up against
Roman tyranny. Surpdsingly, Batavian women were introduced into
seventeenth-century lhiterature as well, again through Vondel’'s pen, which
produced the tragedy Batavische Gebroeders of Onderdruckte Viyheit (Batavian
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Brothers or Oppressed Freedom, 1663)."° Contrary to the title, the play’s hero is a
heroine.

The prelude to the uprising of the Bafay against the Romans in AD 69 is
desctibed by Tacitus (¢ AD 55-120) in his Historize and Germania. Having
subjected the Batavians (whose tertitory comprised a small part of what was
to become the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century), the Romans
granted them relative autonomy as long as they honoured the old alliance that
gave the Romans suzerainty and hence the right to claim men for their army
and part of the produce of the land.! These claims were increasingly resented,
and untest began to grow. In AD 69 the Batavian leaders Julius and Claudius
Civilis were falsely accused of conspiracy against the Romans: Julius was
executed, his brother Claudius taken captive.

Now let us turn to Vondel’s treatment of the subject. That he adapted
Tacitus quite freely is clear from the prominent role given to the Batavian
women, whom the Roman histotian barely mentions. The situation desctibed
in the play resembles that of Grotius and van Reigersberch: the Romans
watch the Batavian men with such suspicion that these dare not take action
and mostly stay indoors, silence and obedience being the only strategy the
brothers can think of to avert war. Vondel did not condemn but understood
this, as is clear from his translation of the name Civilis: Burgerbart (Citizen’s
Heart). In his play, the brothers are good, law-abiding citizens (although the
Batavians, of course, knew no citizens — Vondel used the word in a
contemporary sense). The men’s passivity, however, gives the women ample
scope for action. By assigning the active parts in the play to women, Vondel
subtly changes the traditional roles of men and women and plays with
questions of morality, such as, are women brave and strong enough to assume
the roles of men? And, if so, do they have a chance of succeeding?

To answer the first question, no, not all the women in the play are hero
material. Julius and Claudius’s sister Heldewyn clearly is not. In an attempt to
flee with her little son, she disguises him as a typically Dutch milkmaid. Scared
and dependent, appealing to her brothers for assistance (which they refuse to

'* See http:/ /www.dbnl.org/ tekst/vond001dewe09_01/vond001dewe09_01_0120.php for
the complete text.

" On this tragedy see especially: Henk Duits, ““Uw stcoom kan geen stadthouders dragen”.
Vondel en het stadhouderschap in 1663 of de politicke actualiteit van Batavische Gebroeders,
in Idem, Van Bartholomensnacht tot Bataafse gpstand. Studies over de relatie tussen politiek en toneel in
bet midden van de seventiende eesw (Hilversum: Veroren, 1990), pp. 214-72; Lia van Gemert,
“Vyouwen voor vrijheid: Krachtmetingen in Vondels Batavische gebroeders’, Wouter
Abrahamse, Anneke C.G. Fleurkens, Marijke Meijer Drees (eds.), Kort #ijt-verdrijf: Opstellen
over Nederlands toneel (vanaf ca 1550) aongeboden aan Micke B. Smits-Veldt (Amsterdam: AD & L
uitgevers, 1996), pp. 213-18.
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give), she takes on the role of victim. No wonder, then, that the Romans
discover her gitd-son. The name Heldewyn means ‘friend of a hero’ and is
symbolic of her role, type and character: she is no heroine and far from self-
reliant. Nor is she the only ‘typical woman’. Just as traditional is the chorus of
Batavian women lamenting their husbands and sons, who must leave them to
fight in the Roman war. But even they are less afraid than Heldewyn and dare
to accost the Roman leaders openly to plead for their men, hoping to mollify
them with arguments not about politics, but about blood ties and family
duties and love. To no avail, of course. Such arguments are unlikely to sirke a
chord with Roman soldiers caring for nothing but conquest and power.
Ironically, the Romans suspect throughout that the secret force behind this
female protest are the brothers, who have stayed at home all along with their
doots locked! This brings us to the question of whether the women have any
chance of success at all. Obviously, the unheroic stance of Heldewyn and the
chorus will get them nowhere, and they will need to fight with different
weapons if they ate to reach their goal. Now, is there a woman with sufficient
courage?

‘There is indeed, and it turns out that she acts on ber own against the Roman
leaders and uses her eloquence in a /%ga/ plea. Remembering the cases of
Louise de Coligny and Mary of Reigersberch, it will come as no surprise that
she is the oldest, the brothers’ mother, a clever and courageous widow who
knows all about tactics. As Vondel must have done, because he spices his text
with allusions to Oldeabarneveldt and Dutch politics of the early seventeenth
centuty. Johan van Oldenbarneveldt (John [of] Olden barneveldt, 1547—1619),
the leader of the Dutch parliament, had come into conflict with Maurice in
the dispute between Arminians and Gomatists, just like Louise de Coligny and
Hugo Grotius. Unlike them, it was to cost him his life. Following a sham trial
he was convicted of high treason and beheaded in 1619. When Vondel wrote
his play in 1663 these allusions were highly topical, as yet another diplomatic
battle was raging between the House of Orange and ome of van
Oldenbarneveldt’s successors, Johan de Witt (Jonn de Witt, 1625—1 672).

The position of the falsely accused Oldenbarneveldt resembles that of the
Batavian brothers in the play, who have meanwhile been arrested and
mterrogated by the Romans but fail to convince them of their innocence, even
though there is no evidence of any conspiracy. The intetrogation comprises a
catalogue of received opinions about women: they have no place in politics,
are unreliable and utterly lack self-control. The only defence the brothers
manage to come up with is to distance themselves from their women. So
much for morality. But this defence avails them little, for one of them is
condemned to death, the other to slavery. All seems lost, just because these
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women did not know their place! If the Roman and Batavian men agree on
anything, it is that interfering women are most unwanted. .
Only one woman can save the situation. Her name is Walburgh{ and'she is
the brothers’ mother. Like Heldewyn she has 2 man’s name, which in this case
signifies the wall surrounding a fortress, castle or city. In other words, a
‘walburgh’ is the defensive wall that protects against violence. The bearer of
this speaking name now confronts the Roman leaders with a plea foJ.c her sons’
rights. They ate innocent, so they should not be imprisoned or punished. The
Romans reply that old women are unreliable. This contradicts the'common
saying that old people are wise and often speak true, as Vondel’s audience play
would have known. Walburgh knows it too. Convinced of herself, proud and
fearless, she withstands all pressure and presses the other women to follow
her and show fierceness instead of grief and fear. She does not plead for
mercy but for justice, as Oldenbarmeveldt’s relatives had done 44 years eaf:her
in their plea to stadtholder Maurice. Vondel alludes here to the famous lines
about Oldenbatneveldt from his earlier poem Hef stockske (The Walking Stick):

Dit taeie stoxke kan de krancke leén nau draegen.
Hoe zwaer valt ’s lichaems pack den hoogen ouderdom.
Alree met eenen voet in ’t graf, gebuckt en krom.

This sturdy stick can scarcely bear the vulnerable limbs.
"The body’s burden weighs heavy on old age,
Stooped and bent, with one foot in the gtrave.

As a metaphor for Oldenbareveldt, the walking stick has caused some
‘gender confusion’ among scholars, who, on the premise that 2 woman must
always be a woman, have concluded that Walburgh must l?e van
Oldenbarnevelds’s widow pleading for him."* There is, however, no h15tor1c.al
justification for such a conclusion. The plea was made by his sons and sons in
law, not his wife Maria van Utrecht (Mary of Utrecht). Indeed, his widow did
not refer to the matter until a few years later, when one of her sons was
arrested and she wrote Maurice 2 letter saying: “Your Excellency, my son is
guilty, my husband was not.” More important perhaps than historical accuracy
is that Vondel has given Walburgh a male name and uses the poem about the
walking stick to refer to Oldenbarneveldt. So the conclusion must be that

2 oo W.A.P. Smit, Var Pascha tot Noah (...) (Zwolle: Tjeenk Willink, 1956-1962) 3 Yols.,
vol. 3, p. 258; Lieven Rens, ‘Egmont en Hoome als model voor de Baf:avmche
Gebroeders?”, De nienwe taalgids, 62 (1969), 42540, esp. p. 436 and Henk Duits, Van
Bartholomeusnacht of Bataafse apstand: Studies over de relatie tussen politiek en toneel in het midden van
de geventiende eenw (Hilversum: Verlorea 1990), p. 258.
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Walburgh is not Oldenbarneveldt’s widow, but the man himself.”® This
transgression of gender borders is of great symbolic significance, as it shows
that a woman could be brave, wise and intelligent like 2 man ~ or at least that
Vondel thought so. Unfortunately, Walburgh also fails to sway the Romans,
but she is wise enough to accept defeat and recondile herself to the verdict
passed on her sons. At the narrative level, Vondel gives the brothers in
Batavian Brothers or Oppressed Freedom no choice but to remain passive. At the
symbolic level, however, he criticizes them and through them the world. From
historical facts he created a fictional story that ends with a message to the real
world: go and act, stand up for your right!

Mothers and daughters revisited — stand up for your right?

As we have seen, taking the limelight did not automatically improve a
woman’s image. Traditional feminine behaviour — the expression of fear,
sotrow ot emotions generally — tended to be condemned as undignified. Such
condemnation was sometimes politically motivated, like Salius’ unfavourable
opinion of Louise de Coligny’s morals. Because Salius disapproved of the
husband, he presented the widow as a bad example as well. The same is true
of the opposite, pro-Orange, camp. Authors were equally driven by politics
who painted Coligny in a positive light and presented her fear and grief as a
means of supporting and serving the country wisely and forcefully. For a
woman’s behaviour to be labelled as dignified, however, it must be both
exceptional and unexceptionable. Coligny fails on the second count: the badly
tarnished image of the Arminians stuck to her, and she ended up fleeing the
country, branded as a whore. Reigersberch and Walburgh, who continued to
be judged sympathetically, also show exceptional behaviour: they even cross
gender borders. The first arranges for her husband to escape from an almost
impossible situation and subsequently makes a successful legal plea to have
herself and her children freed from prison, the second makes an unsuccessful
one for her falsely accused sons. Both take on the man’s role and step outside
their traditional domain.

One might argue that these actions remain symbolic because they are not
real but imagined, literary acts. Despite such historical facts as the trials of
Grotius and van Oldenbatneveldt and the quashed Batavian uprising against
the Romans, there is no hard historical evidence of the conduct of Grotius’
wife or the Batavian leaders’ mother. But the effect of literature should not be
underestimated. Like all art, literature acts as enablet, as opener of possibilities

¥ See Van Gemert, ‘Vrouwen voor vitjheid (n. 11), pp. 216-17.
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by creating realities that have yet to be realized. It also exposes the limits
imposed on these created realities by historic facts, as we have seen with
Walburgh and her sons. Vondel never considered letting Walburgh succeed,
because that would have been contraty to historical events. Not only would
such adaptations not have suited his purpose, they were also highly unusual in
Renaissance texts, governed as they were by the convention of imitation."*
Forced by history and convention, Vondel situated the ‘Walburgh episode’
between the onset of Roman pressure and the brothers’ passivity, on the one
hand, and the climax of the Batavians’ defeat, on the other, in a time window
he regarded as “free’. The writers staging Coligny and Reigersberch did the
same, taking advantage of a ‘“free’ time window to avoid going against historic
fact.

This throws up the question how much freedom authors i the Dutch
Republic enjoyed to make fictional characters say and do controversial things.
I use two Dutch tragedies about the well-known biblical story of Jephthah
(Judges 11-12), adapted many times in the Renaissance, and the story of
Samson and Delilah (Judges 13-16) to analyse this question.

First of all, the duty to be faithful to the facts was obviously even stronger
when the subject matter was taken from the Bible, as it often was in eartly
modetn drama. In this area, too, Vondel played a major role on the Dutch
stage. He wrote over twenty tragedies, many of which dealt with biblical
themes. He also translated several dramas and on top of that produced a
thorough study of Asistotle and the theory of tragedy. With his theoretical
approach to drama, he manoeuvred himself into a very isolated position: only
a few of his tragedies were staged, as many wete considered too complicated if
not too dangerous by the Dutch Reformed Church and the Amsterdam city
council. It is 2 moot question how many of his plays reached a wider audience
than just his inner circle of friends and fellow intellectuals, and it is true that
since the nineteenth century Vondel has been read and staged morte frequently
than in his own time. A few of his plays, however, were very popular indeed:
Gysbreght van Aemstel (1637), about the destruction of Amsterdam; Laudafer
(1653), about the rebellion of the angels against God; Phaeton, about the proud
and reckless son of Apollo, the god of light; and the play I will discuss first:
Jeptha of Offerbelofte (Jephtha or Sacrifice Promised, 1659). 1 will compare this play
with another on the same subject that contains even more interesting
examples of gender tensions: Iephthahs Ende sijn Eenighe Dochters Treur-spel (The
tragedy of Jephtha and bis only danghter), published in 1615 by Abraham de Koning

" The convention of free creation is a much later, Romantic concept and as such not
introduced into Dutch literature until the nineteenth century.
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(1588-1619). Koning was a fdend of Vondel’s and fellow member of the
Chamber of Rhetoric “The White Lavender’, where the play was staged.”

The Old Testament story of Jephthah tells of the eponymous judge and man
of God who fights the enemies of the Jews in God’s name. Although he
petforms these tasks well, he is disadvantaged by not being of purely Jewish
blood. His heritage explains his behaviour: afraid of being accused of
disloyalty to God, he always strives towards petfection. This eventually pushes
him into the position of the tragic hero who takes a decision that will prove
fatal. Jephthah’s decision puts him in the terrible predicament of having to
choose between God and the life of his child — or at least that is what he
believes. What is at stake? Having sworn to God that, in the event of a victory
over the Ammonites, he would sacrifice the first creature he met on his return
home, Jephthah is dismayed to see his daughter Ifis coming to meet him on
his arrival. Convinced that he cannot break his promise to God, he gives his
daughter two months to prepare hetself for death. Jephthah agonizes over his
deciston, but in the end he kills her.

Jepthd'® (1659) was Vondel’s attempt at a model tragedy that would obey the
rules of Arstotelian poetics. The many studies devoted to this play generally
agree that his daughter acted like a loyal child and acquiesced in her father’s
will without too much of a struggle (Il. 503—05). This view has recently been
crticized - rightly, in my opinion — by Frans-Willem Korsten, whose
painstaking analysis of Vondel’s use of words has shown that Ifis is rather
more self-assured and active than previously believed.”” Still, Vondel does not
give her many lines, and she ultimately submits to her father. She knows that,
as a judge, her father has the right to kill, and she shifts the blame onto herself
for being the one coming to meet him. All she asks is to be allowed to see her
mother one last time, which the law entitles her to. She 1s refused.

It takes a meticulous teader to find the evidence of the daughter’s self-
assurance in Vondel's play. This evidence is much mote apparent in a tragedy

¥ I used: Abraham de Koning, Iephtbabs Ende siin Eenighe Dochters Treur-spe/ (Abraham de
Koning; Amsterdam, 1615), University Library Amsterdam OTM Port.ton. 57-20. See also
Lia van Gemert, ‘Schuld en boete bij Vondel en De Koning’, Irena Barbara Kalla & Bozena
Czarnecka (eds.), Neerlandistische ontmoetingen: Trofpunt Wroclaw (Wroctaw: Oficyna Wydaw-
nicza Atut, 2008), pp. 132-46.

" This play is published in: Joost van den Vondel, Jeptha, Koning David bersteld, Faston, ed. by
Jan W.H. Konst (Bert Bakker; Amsterdam, 2004). For the full text from WB, see also:
hetp:/ /www.dbnl.nl/titels/titel php?id=vond001jept01. Cf. Van Gemert, ‘Schuld en boete
bij Vondel en De Koning’ {n. 14). On Jeptha see also: A.Agnes Sneller, De marges centraal:
Vondels Jeptha in genderperspectief” (1998), http:/ /www.sun.ac.za/afrndl/tna/ 522.html.

" Frans Willem Korsten, Vondel belicht: Voorstellingen van soevereinifers. (Hilversum: Verloren,
2006), esp. pp. 71-88; idem, Sovereignity and Inviolability: Vondel's Theatrical Esploration in the
Dateh Ropublic (Hilversum: Verloren, 2009), pp. 70-76.
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Vondel must have known well, Abraham de Koning’s Igphthabs Ende zijn
Eenighe Dochters Treur-spel (The tragedy of Jephtha and bis only daughter, 1615). The
play has two protagonists, father Iephthah and his daughter, and about half
the lines in the play are spoken by the daughter, who is here named Mirta. She
is an independent, intelligent gitl who ponders her father’s character in an
attempt to explain his restlessness and eternal fear of failing the Jewish cause.
She does this largely alone, as she has only a group of girlfriends (the chorus)
to confide in since her mother died, and there is never time to talk with her
father, who is mostly away waging war for the Jews. Full of doubt, wrestling
with her conscience and at first not really wishing to obey her father’s will, she
finally convinces herself that she must, because God demands this obedience
from her and only He can judge whether her father’s oath was wrong. Like
Ifis, Miria eventually acquiesces in her father’s decision. (Jephthah realizes his
guilt on the vow but is convinces that he must fulfil it.) It 1s tmportant to note
that the play does not condemn or ridicule Minia in any way. On the contrary,
her mner struggle is sincere and never presented as adolescent histtionics, but
as a careful weighing of atguments in the form of rational monologue and
dialogue. Although Miria will never matry, the play makes it clear that she
might have played a role like that of Reigersberch, Coligny or Walburgh if she
had lived long enough. I regard Koning’s play as an example of literature as
enabler, as opener of possibilities by creating realities that have yet to be
realized. The Pplay also exposes the limits imposed on these created realities
and makes it conceivable that women — even young, unmarred and
inexpetienced women — take equal part in debates on essential questions of
life and death, the obedience owed to parents, and the role of God m personal
and private life.

Now let us return to Vondel’s Jeptha, which was written 45 years later, in
1659. Does the fact that Vondel accords the daughter a much smaller part
than Koning did mean that he thought the ideas of his now dead friend too
progtessive, too free, and believed that the female voice should be given less
scope? Did he, although understanding the daughter’s struggle against her
father’s will, nevertheless believe that obedience should trump? It is possible,
but I doubt it. If that was how he felt, why would he, four years after his own
Jeptha, make Walburgh perform het one-woman act of resistance against the
Romans? No, restrictions on women are not the reason for Ifis” smaller part,
but restrictions of a different kind. The Anstotelian unities as understood in
the Renaissance required dramatists to confine the action of a play to within
24 hours and the number of protagonists to one. This made a reduction of the
daughtet’s part inevitable, but Vondel did retain her independence.

Vondel uses another woman, the mother, to give a second sign that
Jeptha’s behaviour is morally contemptible. She had died in de Koning’s play
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but does feature in Vondel’s. Although the Bible does not mention 2 mother,
she must logically have existed, giving us another example of a playwright
using the ‘wriggling room’ provided by the blanks in history. Vondel named
Ifis’ mother Filopaie (ie. love of one’s child). She takes up much of the
beginning of the play, looking forward to the return of het husband and
daughter, who have both been away from home for two months. She is
completely unaware of what is about to happen, and will remain so for some
time. She is sent away by Jeptha’s servant before her daughter is sacrificed and
when she returns, it is only to find her daughter’s dead body. The scene
following this discovery has become famous in Dutch dramatic terature:
Filopaie attacks her husband in a frenzy of grief and rage, calling him a
butcher and an animal. He is, in other words, no longer fit to be called human.
Jeptha shows remorse.

So although both mother and daughter in Vondel’s play show resistance,
their moral protests are ultimately futile. There is an important difference with
the fear and sorrow displayed by Coligny in the tragedies about the William of
Orange’s death. Coligny’s behaviour tended to be regarded favourably, as
good for the country. Her grief made her stronger. Filopaie is crazed with
grief, attempts to murder her husband and eventually faints from emotion.
But where Salius views the widow Coligny’s hysterical conduct as 2 moral
failure, Vondel does not condemn Filopate, even though her conduct is
reprehensible. She has been cleansed by her emotions when she comes round,
but more important than this catharsis is the moral support for the
condemnation of her husband’s actions that her unacceptable attack on his
life provides. In the end, Jeptha admits guilt and does penance, thus closing
the circle: all the play’s charactets have now pointed their finger at the guilty
party. The moral judgment expressed by the mother and the daughter is futile
but not lost, because, ultimately, it is shared by the father. Vondel may have
prefetred the Anistotelian model and put Jeptha centre stage, but he leaves the
audience in no doubt about whom he considers to blame. All characters in the
play follow the axiom that individuals should put the good of society before
their own interests. Society, however, did not accept just anybody’s
contribution. Women needed legal family ties to be credible, as the case of
Delilah will show.

The alternative — free women
So far, we have looked at mothers and daughters who unsuccessfully stood up

to the male order and had to accept women’s traditional subordination and
inability to decide their own fate, despite being morally right. This raises the
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question of whether Dutch seventeenth-century drama featured any
independent women who went their own way. I believe that it did, and my last
example will show what consequences such independence could have. It is
again taken from Judges (Chapters 13-16) and is the story of Delilah, the
Philistine lover of the Jewish judge Samson.

A very different type of woman from the ones we have discussed so far,
Delilah was neither a wife/widow nor a mother but a lover. She was young
but not a daughter, a grown woman who had not yet grown old — unbound
and a symbol of freedom.'® The Bible portrays Delilah as unsympathetic, and,
given her role in Samson’s story, that is only to be expected. Not only was she
a member of the Philistine people, the enemies of the Jews, she also deceived
Samson in order to follow her own instead of God’s will. When Samson told
her the secret of his strength, she enslaved him. Samson overcame his
humiliation by taking revenge. God gave him back his strength and he used it
to kill numerous Philistines and destroy the temple of their God. In this
massacre Delilah and Samson died as well.

The stoty of Samson and Delilah was a popular subject among
seventeenth-century painters, especially the scene after their love-making,
when Samson sleeps in Delilah’s lap. Literary examples are fewer, but we have
two important tragedies from writers we already know: Vondel and Koning.
Vondel wrote Samson of Heilige Wraeck (Samson or Holy Revenge) in 1660." In line
with the Aristotelian unities he limited the plot to 24 hours, so what we
actually witness is Samson’s last day, when his meetings with Delilah have
already taken place. To tell the audience what went before, Vondel uses a
single flashback, in which Samson relates the story of his and Delilah’s love to
the chorus of Jewish women. Delilah does not appear in the play at all; we
only hear about her. Vondel suppressed Delilah because he wished to focus
on Samson’s purification, but she is significant because she made him sin.
Samson portrays her as the ‘she devil’, the incarnation of evil.

Like Jeptha, Vondel's Samson alludes to a play written by his fiiend Koning:
Simsons Treur-spel (Samson’s Tragedy) from 1618. Unlike the Aristotelian Vondel,
Koning followed the conventions of the then popular tragedy in the tradition
of Seneca and Scaliger. The main purpose of Dutch seventeenth-century
drama in this tradition was to show standards of correct, unselfish behaviour,
directly, but often also indirectly by punishing deviations from the moral

' Cf. Van Gemext, ‘Schuld en boete’ (n. 15).

1 used: Abraham de Koning, Simsons Trenr-spel (Abraham de Koning; Amsterdam, 1618).
University Library Amsterdam OTM Vondel 1 F 27 (3); and: Joost van den Vondel, Samson
of Heilige Wraeck, J.F.M. Sterck a.o. (eds.), De werken van Joost van den Vondel (Maatschappij
voor goede en goedkoope lectuur; Amsterdam 1936), vol. 9, pp. 173-239. Also on:
http:/ /www.dbnl.nl/titels/ titel. phprid=vond001sams01.
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norm. This putpose was primarily to be achieved by means of wpia ef varietas.
abundance (of events and characters) and vadety (in style, scenes etc).
Another characteristic of this tradition was that it allowed cruel or violent
scenes to be shown, such as fights, fires and appearances of ghosts. Koning’s
play fits this pattern well, and his treatment of the biblical text satisfies the
demands of copia et varietas. He even went one step further by adding folksy
and comical scenes, and characters that are not in the Bible.

Koning was primarly interested in demonstrating the cruelty and rudeness
of the Philistines. Unlike Vondel, he gave Delilah an important part and a
great deal of text. We witness her inner struggle, het being torn between her
love for Samson and her love for her people. That she finally chooses the
latter and betrays Samson, knowing that she will lose him, is the result of the
moral blackmail she is subjected to by the Philistine leaders. It is true that they
offer her a large sum of money, but they also increase the pressure she is
under by repeatedly emphasizing her duty to her people. An important point
from our perspective is that Delilah is considered an unteliable woman by the
leaders of her own people as well. Neither the Jews nor the Philistines really
know what to make of her and her independent ways, and this makes her a
threat to both sides. This ambiguity is also found in Koning’s text, which gives
us both Delilab’s (and Samson’s) inner struggles and her morally reprehensible
behaviour, while also showing us that neither Jews nor Philistines are prepared
to tolerate her autonomy.

From Mary to Madonna

The women described in this Chapter fulfil the ancient roles of Mary and
Madonna, and in their judgment of Mary as dignified and (teferring to the
actual American singer who uses the name) Madonna as undigpified, Dutch
literary texts from the Renaissance tend to follow the established pattern.
Christ’s faithful mother Maty is most clearly mirrored in Louise de Coligny
and her commitment to raising her son after her husband’s death. Brave and
inventive Mary of Reigersberch who helped her husband Grotius escape is
another ‘Mother Mary’, she is even explicitly likened to her. The third Mary is
Walburgh, mother of the innocent Batavian leaders Julius and Claudius Civilis
who unsuccessfully attempts to save her sons’ lives in court. The role of two
of these three is made more difficult than that of Christ’s mother by the fact
that they are widows. As such they transgress gender boundaries and enter the
male domain. Their masculine behaviour is consideted dignified. However —
and this is an important proviso — whether these Matys are portrayed in a
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favourable light depends on the author’s political preferences, as we have seen
in De Coligny’s condemnation by pro-Spanish Salius.

The one Maty who is judged favourably despite her lack of dignity is
Filopaie, wife of Vondel’s Jeptha and mother to Ifis. Understandably in a
Christian society, her frenzied, uncontrolled behaviour and her attempt to kill
her husband are not tolerated. Yet morally, she is in the right and the play
acknowledges this. By showing us a Mary who temporaiily strays off the path
but returns to it because she is a dignified person, literature provides a
window on the wotld and on what society regarded as desirable conduct.

The unmarried women discussed in this Chapter belong to one of two
moral categories, dignified and undignified. The dignified women are the two
Marys-to-be Ifis and Miria. In Ifis’ case, the message is not immediately
obvious, and it is only because her (undignified) mother and ditto father
support it, that it is understood at all. Here two undignifieds and one dignified
add up to a positive judgment about the women! That Mitia is perceived as
dignified is obvious, and she, too, is supported by an undignified father
admitting he was wrong. It is evident that unmarried women who follow the
accepted norms of society ate socially acceptable.

Undignified — and socially unacceptable — are unmartied women who flaunt
soctal mores, like Delilah in the plays by Vondel and, particulatly, Koning.
The unwillingness to accept Delilah’s independence mirrors the disapproval
seventeenth-century Dutch society felt for free and independent women. And
not just seventeenth-century society. In view of today’s reactions to the
American singer Madonna — which range from scathing to ecstatic — free,
autonomous women who go their own way regardless of social motes.
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