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CHOOSING POSITIONS:
SOCIAL AND LITERARY
STRATEGIES OF WOMEN

WRITERS FROM THE DUTCH
REPUBLIC

L1A VAN GEMERT

Introduction

In the early modern Dutch Republic, the social and literary
spheres were closely interlinked and, in order to wield
authority in the literary world, women writers had to
develop strategies that could be applied to their literary
endeavours as well as to their social environment. The
Republic had a self-confident ‘burgher’ culture, different
from elsewhere in Europe where other state models, such
as absolute monarchy, conditioned life. As a consequence,
Dutch socicty had a certain advantageous ‘openness’,
especially in its cultural and artistic domains, and Dutch
women had relatively more chances to maintain a public
profile than in other countries." The most famous example
of this is the internationally recognised academic
scholarship of Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678).> A

' See, for instance, Merry E. Wiesner, Women and Gender in Early

Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993),
p. 152.
See Pieta van Beek, ‘““One Tongue is Enough for a Woman”. The

Correspondence in Greek between Anna Maria van Schurman and
Bathusa Makin’, Dutch Crossing, 19 (1995), 24-28; Mirjam de
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second example, which is particularly suitable in the
context of this essay, is the Dutch variant of Boccaccio’s
De mulieribus claris (Famous Women): Van de
winementheyt des vrouwelicken geslachts (On  the
Excellence of the Female Sex), by the Dordrecht physician
Johan van Beverwijck, published in 1639 and expanded in
1643. Unlike Boccaccio, who (ambivalently) chose not to
name contemporary outstanding women explicitly because
of their small number, Van Beverwijck devoted some fifty
pages to Dutch women writers, naming and citing them.”
He perceived them as a group, a fact that is symbolic of
their recognized agency. Besides Van Schurman (who had
the double agency of academic and lyrical writing), female
poets such as the sisters Anna and Maria Tesselschade
Roemers Visscher, Charlotte de Huybert and Johanna
Coomans were among them; these women will be
discussed in more detail in this essay.

Baar, ‘The Network Surrounding Anna Maria van Schurman’, in ‘/
have heard about you'. Foreign Women's Writing Crossing the
Dutch Border: from Sappho to Selma Lagerldf, ed. by Suzan van
Dijk and others (Hilversum: Verloren, 2004), pp. 108-135; Pieta
van Beek, The First Female University Student: Anna Maria van
Schurman (1636) (Utrecht: Igitur, 2010).

Johan van Beverwijck, Van de wmementheyt des vrouwelicken
geslachts (Dordrecht: Jasper Gorissz., 1639, enlarged edition
1643), pp. 176-190. For further information, see: Cornelia Niekus
Moore, ‘“Not by Nature but by Custom™. Johan van Beverwijck’s
Van de winementheyt des vrouwelicken geslachts’, The Sixteenth
Century Journal, 25 (1994), 633-651; Lia van Gemert, ‘The Power
of the Weaker Vessels: Simon Schama and Johan van Beverwijck
on women’, in Women of the Golden Age: An International
Debate on Women in Seventeenth-Century Holland, England and
Italy, ed. by Els Kloek, Nicole Teeuwen and Marijke Huisman
(Hilversum: Verloren, 1994), pp. 39-50.
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Although women writers could gain a position on the
literary stage in Dutch society from the seventeenth and
eighteenth century onwards, they were basically con-
sidered as exceptional phenomena, similar to elsewhere in
Europe. The principal reason for that was the dominant
concept of the typical author as a well-educated man. In
fact, exception to this norm was the main potential cause
of conflict within the social and literary scene of the time,
especially in relation to moral issues. The general history
of women’s writing has been significantly influenced by
the intervention of male authorities and, as a consequence,
by the strategies women employed to gain a place in the
male-gendered world of written literature. Several
examples can, for instance, be found in Merry Wiesner’s
Women and Gender in Early Modern Europe. This
valuable book registers the advantageousness of Dutch
society but does not pay much attention to specific
examples from the Low Countries.* This shows how
difficult it is to develop international scholarship in an
area whose literature has not been abundantly translated
for foreign eyes.” When looking at opportunities and
hindrances for Dutch women from the seventeenth and
eighteenth century, and some recordings of their

Except for some women, such as Anna Maria van Schurman. See
Wiesner, Women and Gender, pp. 117-118, 133-135.

An overview of developments concerning women in the Dutch
literary scene can be found in the general introduction by Dieuwke
van der Poel, Hermina Joldersma, Riet Schenkeveld-van der
Dussen, and Lia van Gemert to Women'’s Writing from the Low
Countries 1200-1875, ed. by Lia van Gemert and others
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010), pp. 21-67.
Furthermore, this book offers a bilingual anthology of some 75
women writers, brief introductions to their work and an extensive
bibliography.
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experiences in literary texts, I will endeavour to compare
them to colleagues and texts from outside the Republic.’

This essay will encompass various types of literature. It
ranges in scope from very complicated intellectual lyrics
to pragmatic occasional poems, from scholarly
argumentative theses about women’s qualities to fierce
feminist statements, and from journalistic pamphlets about
human rights to novels on models for love and marriage.

The seventeenth century

From 1568 onwards the Low Countries had been fighting
their rulers from the Burgundian-Hapsburg dynasty,
resulting in the official independence of the Northern
Netherlands in 1648. But, even around 1610, these
Northern Low Countries — roughly, the middle, western
and northern provinces of the present-day Nethellands -
had been operating as an independent Republic.” This ur-
ban society became famous for its humanistic tolerance in
religious and philosophical matters, for its scholarly
experiments in natural sciences and, last but not least, for
its economic prosperity. Painters and writers often
characterised the era in a comparison to the Golden Age
from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. ‘Here the Golden Age in
lovely arbours laughs’, the Dutch poet Joost van den
Vondel wrote in 1644, in praise of the luxurious prosperity
of the Beemster Polder near Amsterdam and in praise of

¢ A valuable contribution to the study of Dutch and Flemish women

writers’ international contacts from the middle ages to the
twentieth century is: ‘I have heard about you'. Foreign Women's
Writing Crossing the Dutch Border, ed. by Van Dijk and others.

For an analysis of political, religious, social and literary
developments, see Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Women’s
Writing from the Low Countries 1575-1875’, in Women's Writing,
ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 39-63.
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the rich merchant who owned an arbour there, Karel
Looten.® This (second) Golden Age lasted some 50 years,
from 1620 until about 1670. For the following 125 years,
the Republic had to give up its leading position in
economics and politics. As a consequence of the French
Revolution, the Republic was also reformed into a more
democratic one, the Batavian Republic, in 1795.

These revolutionary developments at the end of the
eighteenth century were reflected in women’s literature
too, as we will see later, but first it is worthwhile to
consider women’s position in the literary world of the
Golden Age. As I already mentioned, the self-confident
‘burgher’ culture of the cities in the western and northern
provinces stimulated a Dutch version of Renaissance
culture. The poets strove for recognition of Dutch as a
fully-fledged poetic language, equal to Latin and other
vernaculars. If women had the ambition to enter this male
literary universe, they would certainly be considered as
intruders, so they had to choose strategies carefully. I will
examine the strategies of four kinds of authors, whom I
describe as follows: the talented author, the learned
author, the feminist author and the pragmatic author. Of
course, they do not cover the full range of writing women
between 1600 and 1800, but they give enough evidence on
the theme at hand: women choosing their position and
dealing with the problem of wielding agency in the artistic
world.

‘Hier lacht de goude tijt, in lieve lustpriecelen’. The Dutch text is
available here:  http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/vond001dewe04 01/
vond00ldewe04 01 0125.php. (All internet references in this
essay were accessed in March 2011).
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The talented author: the Visscher sisters

This first example of women’s authorship seems to be the
least problematic. It concerns women from a wealthy mer-
chant background, well-educated and utterly familiar with
humanistic ideas and, above all, very talented. It was
precisely this liberal humanistic climate that created space
for the two famous sisters Anna (1584-1652) and Maria
Tesselschade Roemers Visscher (1594-1649) to enter the
circle of their father’s friends. Roemer Visscher — an
author himself — initiated this contact in his house in
Amsterdam, a lively meeting place of intellectuals.”
Nevertheless, even talented and widely accepted authors
like the Visscher daughters had to deal with social
tensions. A closer look will reveal that they each made use
of interesting strategics.

Firstly, the astute tactics demonstrated by the elder
sister, Anna (often called ‘our Dutch Sappho’), at her
entry to the literary world, will be examined.'’ Through
the agency of the Neo-Latin poet Jacobus Gruterus in
Heidelberg (a friend of her father), she got hold of a copy
of the Heidelberg edition from 1602 of Emblemes ou
Devises Chrestiennes, by the French poet Georgette de
Montenay (ca. 1540-1607). She translated poems from this
collection, and sent her Dutch variants to De Montenay

® See Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Poetic Wit and Self-
Deprecation: Anna Roemers Visscher’, in Women’s Writing, ed.
by Van Gemert and others, pp. 232-243, and Olga van Marion,
“The Truest of Friends: Maria Tesselschade Roemers Visscher’, in
Women’s Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 244-251. See
also Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Women’s Writing from the
Low Countries 1575-1875°, in Women's Writing, ed. by Van
Gemert and others, pp. 41-43.

For instance, by Van Beverwijck in his On the Excellence of the
Female Sex, Book Il, p. 85.
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herself, posing as a pupil training in poetic skills. Thus,
she not only showed the effects of the reading material at
hand, but she also used the female colleague De Montenay
as a shield for taking up her own pen. As Riet
Schenkeveld-van der Dussen rightly characterised it, Anna
‘translated [her admiration] into deeds’."

This strategy proved to be successful. Once Anna had
entered literary circles, Maria Tesselschade followed and
both sisters maintained intensive contact with the leading
male poets and scholars of the young Republic, such as
Pieter Hooft, Constantijn Huygens sr., Jacob Cats, Daniel
Heinsius and Caspar Barlacus. These five eminent figures
recognised and praised their talent and involved them in
their poetic competitions: for instance, in a series of
sonnets (Maria and Anna) and in contributions to the
anthology Zeeland Nightingale (Zeevsche Nagtegael 1623,
Anna). Anna was especially keen to establish networks
with scholars and poets and took pains to position herself
as a poet, for instance, in her sonnet for Zeeland
Nightingale, in which she teasingly portrayed her Zeeland
colleagues as croaking frogs who thought they were
singing nightingales. Anna implied here that she — the
guest from Amsterdam who applauded the Zeeland poets
— would raise the quality of the anthology.'? But
immediately after this joke and before being accused of
impudence, she showed wise self-deprecation: J. Cats —
the instigator of Zeeland Nightingale — received a poem on
the challenges of writing, implying that he was the better
' Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Georgette de Montenay and
her Dutch Admirer, Anna Roemers Visscher’, in 7 have heard
about you’, ed. by Van Dijk and others, pp. 100-107 (p. 101).

See the Dutch text on: http://www.dbnl.org/tekst/ zee001
zeeu01_01/_zee001zecu01_01 0017.php. The pun about the
nightingale and the frogs is in the last two lines of the poem.
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poet of the two. In another important contact, this time
with professor Heinsius from Leiden University, she
equally permitted herself a little joke based on his love for
a good glass of wine. In the meantime, she left no doubt
that Heinsius was to be praised highly for his devotional
poetry on Christ, so there could be no question regarding
Heinsius’s authority.

Anna’s sister, Maria Tesselschade, also showed
modesty, but in her case it sprung from truly felt
dissatisfaction with her own work. She was even more
talented than her sister and perfectly corresponded to the
description of Judith Shakespeare, the imaginary sister of
William, conceived by Virginia Woolf."”> Except for a
decisive point: contrary to Judith, Maria Tesselschade had
every opportunity to display her talent in comradeship
with the top poets of the Duich Republic, but her high
standards regarding quality made her destroy most of her
work.'* As a consequence of this strategy, she prevented
herself from becoming the leading poetess of her time.
Her friends Hooft, Huygens and Barlacus seem to have
respected that, but outside poetical matters they
considered themselves naturally superior. When, in a
poem about her conversion to the Catholic Church,
Huygens accused her of insanity, and when Barlacus and
Huygens secretly joked in Latin about their erotic lust for

3 Virginia Woolf, 4 Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas, ed. by
Morag Shiach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 63-64.

The remains of Maria Tesselschade’s work were published in: De
gedichten van Tesselschade Roemers, ed. by A. Agnes Sneller and
Olga van Marion (Hilversum: Verloren, 1994), see: http://www.
dbnl.org/tekst/viss002gedi0l 01/. Anna’s remaining work was
published in: Alle de gedichten van Anna Roemers Visscher, ed. by
Nicolaas Beets (Utrecht: J.L. Beijer, 1881), see: http://www.dbnl.
org/auteurs/auteur.php?id=viss001.

14
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the widow Maria Tesselsschade, she openly quarrelled
with them and strategically involved their mutual friend
Hooft in the argument also. She sent Hooft some poems
that showed her sanity and chastity, above all claiming her
right to make her own decisions. Consequently, Huygens
and Barlaeus made their apologies.

Most of this happened in the relatively small private
circles of the poetical and scholarly elite who read each
others’ handwritten manuscripts in the province of
Holland. While Maria Tesselschade had no ambition to
see her work in print, her sister Anna published somewhat
more. As a consequence they did not create space to gain a
wider authority: their work was not widespread, nor do we
have authentic portraits of them. That these sisters
nevertheless became the most renowned duo of Dutch
women poets from the seventeenth century largely had to
do with the authority of their elite male literary friends.
They praised them in their lyrics and letters, and that work
was studied by later historians who were, in turn, very
pleased to have at least some examples of female talent to
prove the high quality of Dutch Golden Age poetry. For a
long time, this image of these two exceptional writers
dominated the landscape of women’s writing in the
seventeenth century. With the rise of women’s studies and
women'’s history at the end of the twentieth century, a new
scholarly perspective was introduced, which resulted in a
re-evaluation of their position and in a strong new wave of
research into other carly modern women writers.

The learned author: Anna Maria van Schurman

The Visscher sisters reveal an important requirement in
gaining literary authority: no matter how talented the
woman may be, she must be strategic and be mindful of
social boundaries. Another Dutch writer illustrates this
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also: Anna Maria van Schurman (1607-1678). She came
also from a well-to-do merchant family, who were
members of the Dutch Calvinistic (‘Reformed’) church.
Her parents had fled from Antwerp in the Southern
Netherlands for religious freedom, first to Cologne —
where their daughter was born — and then on to Utrecht, in
the centre of the Republic. They quickly discovered their
daughter’s talent for learning and her father encouraged its
development. In the autobiographical sketch of her
education, Eucleria, or Choosing the Better Part
(Eucleria, of Uitkiezing Van Het Beste Deel, 1684) Van
Schurman gratefully looks back to the climate of her youth
and the possibilities her parents gave her.'”  The
description of her own role in this sketch reflects the
positions of Christine de Pisan and of Sor Juana Inés de la
Cruz, as demonstrated by Elizabeth Teresa Howe; Van
Schurman fashions herself as an example of womanly
virtue and in this way promotes her claim on authority.'®

When the new, strictly Calvinistic Utrecht University
opened its doors in 1636, Van Schurman herself took the
initiative to enter academic circles and was allowed to
attend classes — albeit hidden behind a curtain, to avoid
distraction of the male students and professors. Van
Schurman also wrote poetry in Latin and in Dutch. In her
Dutch poem on the opening speech of the university given
by Gisbertus Voetius (professor of theology), On the
Sermon (Op het sermoen), she urges other women to use
their time in the service of Pallas, goddess of wisdom."”

5 See Olga van Marion, ‘Choosing the Better Part: Anna Maria van

Schurman’, in Women’s Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others,
pp- 252-259.

Elizabeth Teresa Howe, Education and Women in the Early
Modern Hispanic World (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), p. 12, 177.

Women's Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 254-255.
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A few years later, she published a Latin treatise in
which she argued that women were indeed suited to study
and scholarly work: Dissertatio de Ingenii Mulieris ad
Doctrinam et Meliores Litteras aptitudine. The message
was the same as in On the Sermon, a plea for women’s
intellectual development. Wiesner rightly pointed out that
her statement, in fact, was conservative, as Van Schurman
only meant ‘unmarried middle or upper-class women who
desired to serve God through study’; Van Schurman saw
education as an end in itself.'® Despite this, Van Schurman
became the most famous paragon of learning in the
Republic of Letters and was considered a serious
participant in discussions on themes such as euthanasia.
She was ‘crowned’ in national and international circles as
a wonder of wisdom, and time and time again was
represented as a leader for women and men. Usually only
male correspondents like the philosopher René Descartes
and the theologian André Rivet are mentioned, but it is
worth noting that she had lively contacts with both sexes.
She corresponded also with, for instance, the French
Mariec le Jars de Gournay, the Bohemian princess
Elisabeth of the Palatine, the Anglo-Irish Dorothy Moore,
the Danish Birgitte Thott and the Swedish queen, Chris-
tina.'” She seems to have had absolute authority as a
scholar and poet and was allowed a special place in the
bulwark of men’s learning. But it is important to note that
even for her there were limits, and that they were there
despite the fact that she had a double agency: as scholar

'8 Wiesner, Women and Gender, p. 135. The treatise was translated

into English in 1659: The Learned Maid or Whether a Maid may
be called a Scholar. '

De Baar, ‘The Network Surrounding Anna Maria van Schurman’,
in I have heard about you’, ed. by Van Dijk and others, pp. 108-
135.
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and as poet. She could never really cross the borders that
would bring her into the men’s world. The only reason for
her special place was that she was not married and
therefore did not risk confusing the demands of the male
and female domains.

She was considered to have risen above the sexes, as
the Dordrecht physician Johan van Beverwijck put it in his
Excellence of the Female Sex’® But her position
depended on the absolute moral and physical chastity of
the virgin, as became clear when she joined the separatist
community of the preacher Jean de Labadie in 1669. They
were severely criticised. She then withdrew from public
life but, nevertheless, her reputation was destroyed by
religious adversaries. They doubted not only the spiritual
thoughts of De Labadie but also the group’s morals of
living together without marriage. Again, the rule of
acceptance is illustrated: women could not cross forbidden
boundaries or, in this case, could not favour religious
opinions that threatened the public church and common
social viewpoints on the morality of marriage.

The feminist author: Johanna Hoobius and Charlotte
de Huybert

In 1643, none of this debate about Van Schurman’s
chastity had yet taken place, and her reputation was in its
heyday. Johanna Hoobius (1614-ca. 1642), from the
province of Zeeland, commemorated Van Schurman’s role

2 Van Beverwijck, On the Excellence of the Female Sex (Van de
uitnementheyt des vrouwelicken geslachts), Book II, pp. 88, 96-98.
See Van Gemert, ‘The Power of the Weaker Vessels’, in Women
of the Golden Age, ed. by Kloek, Teeuwen and Huisman, pp. 39-
50 (p. 43).
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as a learned model in a posthumously published poem /n
Praise of Women (Het lof der vrouwen, 1643):

Wie zal niet staan versteld? wie zal niet zijn verwonderd?
als Utrecht zeer vermaard der vrouwen lof uitdondert,
daar Fama hene vliegt, en roemt door ’t ganse land

den wijdvermaarde lof van Schuurmans edel pand.

O bloeme van het land, o siersel van de vrouwen,

gij doet een groten naam voor eeuwig ons behouwen.

Gij komt ons altemaal verlichten door uw glans,

ja, zijt ons hoogste eer in ’t midden van de mans

Who can believe her ears? Who will not stand amazed

As Utrecht offers women thund’rous rounds of praise?
There and throughout the land, borne on the wings of Fame,
The name Schurman is reaping loftiest acclaim.

O jewel of all women, flower of this land,

Your splendor falls on us, in your bright rays we stand.

The name we have in you will live on without end.

Yes, we feel honoured, too, when you stand tall with men.?!

Hoobius applauded van Schurman and was glad to place
her among the learned men of the country. Hoobius placed
herself in the longstanding European debate about the
dignity of women, the participants of which included the
previously mentioned Boccaccio and Christine de Pisan.
And as we have briefly seen already, there was a Dutch
variant of Boccaccio’s De mulieribus claris (Famous
Women): On the Excellence of the Female Sex (Van de uit-
nementheyt des vrouwelicken geslachts), by a male writer,
Johan van Beverwijck.?? This was an extensive laudatory

' Women's Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, p 44. Translation

by Myra Heerspink Scholz.
2 See Van Gemert, ‘The Power of the Weaker Vessels’, in Women

of the Golden Age, ed. by Kloek, Teeuwen and Huisman, pp. 39-
50, and Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Women’s Writing from the
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catalogue with female examples from classical antiquity,
the Bible, and European history, including women from
France, Italy, England, Scotland, Spain, Sweden, Denmark
and the Netherlands. Hoobius was not mentioned by Van
Beverwijck — he probably had not become aware of her
work in time for the second edition of his catalogue.

A much more critical evaluation of the opportunities
for women writers was also to be heard in 1643,
particularly in the second edition of On the Excellence of
the Female Sex. Charlotte de Huybert (1622/1623-1646/
16557?), who also lived in Zeeland but about whom very
few biographical facts and whereabouts are known, wrote
a skilful poem for the aforementioned book. At first she
applauded Van Schurman and others, but then she
suddenly changed the tone of the discussion on the gender
pattern and cynically asked Van Beverwijck what effects
were to be expected from this laudatory catalogue:

Wat heeft de vrouw, mijnheer, nu toch van al haar deugd,

haar vroomheid, en vernuft, die gij verhalen meugt?

Wat heeft een vrouw van 't lof, waarmee zij haar hoort roemen,
dan hoogverheven roem van neergebleven bloemen?

Wij blijven die wij zijn: ons deugd is d’ onz’ alleen:

en daarvan komt toch niets ten dienste van 't gemeen.

Want zo wij ons bijwijl tot schrijven schoon begeven,

veel tijd daaraan besteén in ’t beste van ons leven,

geen mens die dit geschrift om wijs te worden, leest,

maar om ’t vermaak in ’t schrift van ene vrouw haar geest.

Those virtues, sir, that you so laud in womankind —
What good are they to her? What good her nimble mind?
What does a woman gain from all the praise you shower

Low Countries 1575-1875°, in Women’s Writing, ed. by Van
Gemert and others, pp. 45-46. '
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But grandiose applause for lowly roadside flowers?
We are who we have been. Our virtue’s ours alone:
To serve the commonweal is totally unknown.

For even if we write and diligently spend

The best years of our lives with paper and with pen,
No one will read our work to grow more erudite

But just to catch a glimpse of how we women write.”

This succinctly characterises the social and literary
situation of the time. Men had governance, women served
and could not gain intellectual leadership, and men lauded
women but only for the act of writing, not for anything of
erudite value in their texts.

The pragmatic author: Katharina Lescailje

So far, the pattern of seventeenth-century Dutch women’s
writing has included authors from the middle and western
provinces who combined talent with social strategies.
When they failed to do so (as in the case of Van
Schurman), their social reputations were besmirched. The
Visscher sisters and Hoobius were satisfied with their
authorship without aiming for public acclaim and only
complained in cases of personal discontent. De Huybert
was an exception: she cynically took issue with social life,
feeling that women’s talent was not being taken seriously.

But the most typical authorship of the seventeenth
century is another one: the pragmatic author who focused
on social strategies. It should be noted that this type of
authorship was not specifically female; it was the most
common type among male writers also. Thus, women
were simply imitating conventional behaviour of all

2 Women’s Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, p. 46.
Translation by Myra Heerspink Scholz.
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authors of their time. A striking example is Katharina
Lescailje (1649-1711), who lived in the most important
city of the Republic, Amsterdam.** On one hand, she
represented the typical social status of Dutch female
authors. Many of them belonged to the highest level of the
middle class, being members of trading dynasties. By far
the most activities were concentrated in Amsterdam. On
the other hand, Lescailje wielded double agency as a poet
and a business woman and, in this regard, was an
exceptional female author. The Lescailje clan were book
publishers, and Katharina had taken over the shop from
her father in the heart of Amsterdam in 1679, on what is
now Dam Square. She knew a lot of writers, especially
from the theatre world, because her shop owned the city
privilege of printing the dramas played on stage. She was
already famous during her lifetime and would remain so
until far into the eighteenth century.

Literary historians have considered the fact that
Lescailje was wont to imitate the most famous Dutch poet
of her time, Joost van den Vondel, as the most important
element in her fame. In fact, this surely gave her an
outstanding position: Vondel had only a small circle of
followers, because he had completely isolated himself;
being the only woman in this group made Lescailje the
perfect exception. It did not matter that her talent was far
inferior to Vondel’s. Further additions to this fame are
Lescailje’s translations of seven French tragedies, all from
male poets, such as Pierre Corneille and a number of
political verse pamphlets, e.g. Daphnis’ Pastoral Song to
Peace (Daphnis harderszang op de vrede, 1697).

#* See Lia van Gemert, ‘A Life of Books: Katharina Lescailje’, in
Women's Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 308-315.
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Fig. 10: Title page of Lescailje’s collected works
(Amsterdam, 1731). The portrait suggests resemblance
to the author’s face, but is probably idealized: Lescailje
had died twenty years carlier. [Private copy]

Unsurprisingly, she is portrayed in the accompanying
illustration as a traditional classical writer, receiving the
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laurel and the pencil from the muse on the left, along with
the spirit of poetry that is sent to her in a flash of light
from above. ;

Nevertheless, the main contemporary reason for Les-
cailje’s fame may have been her great social skills. She
wrote a vast number of social occasional lyrics (more than
300 poems on occasions such as weddings, deaths, trips to
friends, portraits, or book publications) and used this fact
to strongly support her business network.” Not only did
she address a wide circle of fellow townspeople, she also
contributed poems to anthologies. In this way, she raised
brand awareness and made sure her name was widely
known.

But an honourable reputation required a careful life, as
some of Lescailje’s more personal poems show. From a
gender perspective, some of her work is highly
complicated. She never married and, without obligations
to a husband or children, she could move relatively freely.
But from the example of Van Schurman we already saw
that this kind of freedom was limited and fragile, and
some of Lescailje’s poems may be interpreted as careful
recognition of this fragility. Her personal life may not
have always been happy, as some curious love laments in
the Petrarchan style secem to indicate. They are included in
her collected works, which appeared twenty years after her
death. Some of these poems deal with pure sadness about
a short love affair that Lescailje shared with somebody
unknown:

%5 See also Nina Geerdink, ‘The Appropriation of the Genre of Nup-
tial Poetry by Katharina Lescailje (1649-1711)°, in Women
Writing Back / Writing Women Back: Transnational Perspectives
from the Late Middle Ages to the Dawn of the Modern Era, ed. by
Anke Gilleir and others (Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp. 163-200.
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Anders. Aan de liefde

O zoete stoorder van mijn slaap, en zachte rust!
O lieve vijand! die mij al te vroeg voor ’t dagen,
zo onmeédogende bestrijdt met minlijk plagen,
eer Venus aan ’t gestarnt” haar Mars ontvonkt met lust.
Waar ’t niet genoeg dat gij uw vlammen had geblust
aan mijne kuise borst? En daar uit weggedragen
mijn hart, wanneer uw oog het mijne kon behagen,
en mij verrukt had als uw mond mij had gekust?
’t Schijnt neen: de liefde brengt uw beeld in mijn
: gedachten,
daar gij, tot and’rer spijt, gedurig komt vernachten,
en maakt u dichte bij, hoe ver ge van mij zweeft.
Helaas! wat doe ik dan om slaap en rust te rapen?
Doch zijn die nooit op aard voor 't minnend oog geschapen,
zo heb ik in de min, hoe kort, te lang geleefd.

On a Different Note: To Love

O sweet intruder in my sleep and gentle rest!
O dearest foe! who at this early hour torments
Me tenderly, before coy Venus sets her Mars’
Desire ablaze among the panoply of stars.

Could you, then, not be satisfied with my chaste breast
To quench your flames? Or with the way you stole from me
My heart, when your eyes made mine glow with happiness
And kisses from your lips filled me with ecstasy?

But no; love brings you to my mind so vividly:

Though others disapprove, you spend each night with me.
Love keeps you at my side no matter where you roam.

Alas! If kindly sleep was never made to bless
A pair of loving eyes, how will I find some rest?

Then my brief life in love was nonetheless too long.*®

% Women’s Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 312-313.
Translation by Myra Heerspink Scholz.
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Other verses are full of unrequited love and were written
to beloved women on behalf of anonymous gentlemen — or
so Lescailje claimed. Was all this yearning for the beloved
really just a game? That is very much the question, and
further questions are raised by some poems that lack the
suggestion of a male author but do indicate that the
beloved may have been a woman, the Amsterdam poet
Sara de Canjoncle. A further noteworthy fact is that
another woman friend and fellow author from Amsterdam,
Cornelia van der Veer, was jealous of De Canjoncle.
There is no hard evidence of tribadism, nor is any to be
expected. Yet it is certain that the authors knew the
concept: Van der Veer wrote in a letter to Lescailje that
they should not jeopardise their honour for the ‘unchaste
sodomitic fruit’. Whatever her feelings may have been,
Lescailje highly valued the freedom her unmarried status
gave her, and it is certain that she put her financial
interests first, in life and in lyrics. She illustrates that,
more than poetic talent, social skills were needed to gain a
place on the contemporary literary podium and from there
into literary history. In the end, her economic motives for
wielding agency were the most important.”’

2 See also Lia van Gemert, ‘Hiding behind Words? Lesbianism in
seventeenth-century Dutch Poetry’, in Thamyris. Mythmaing from
Past to Present, 2 (1995), 11-44 (http://dbnl.org/tekst/geme003
hidi01_01/geme003hidi01_01_0001.php) and Geerdink, ‘The Ap-
propriation of the Genre of Nuptial Poetry by Katharina Lescailje
(1649—1711)’, in Women Writing Back / Writing Women Back, ed.
by Gilleir and others, pp. 163-200. Further studies of ‘the silent
sin’ include Emma Donoghue, Passions between Women. British
Lesbian Culture 1668-1801 (London: Penguin Books, 1993) and
Lillian Faderman, Swurpassing the Love of Men. Romantic
Friendship and Love between Women from the Renaissance to the
Present (London: The Women’s Press, 1981, 1991).
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The eighteenth century: major changes in Dutch
literature

Between 1700 and 1800, some major changes took place
in the Dutch literary landscape. Firstly, along with the
ideas from the Enlightenment, a learned education that
included Latin was no longer considered essential in order
to become a respected author. It meant that the number of
female writers increased quite spectacularly: ‘we live in
the Age of Women’, an annoyed Dutch critic remarked in
1772. ® Lescailje’s pragmatic strategies were also
employed often: women contributed to common genres
and did not transgress gender codes so much that they
were opposed or obstructed. Secondly, two new or
relatively new genres broke ground in the Republic from
1780 onwards: the epistolary novel and children’s
literature. The breakthrough of the novel — which
happened much later than in other European countries —
was instigated by women; in children’s literature, the male
author Hieronymus van Alphen was the first and greatest,
but he was mainly followed by women. The novel could
not be neglected by critics, but children’s literature was no
serious threat to the male authorities; so, after Van
Alphen, it did not get much attention in reviews. Thirdly,
professional authorship was taken up by women too. In
the seventeenth century, there were already male
translators and novelists who earned their money through
writing; at the end of the eighteenth century, some women
became professional authors. Among them were
Petronella Moens, Maria Hulshoff, Elisabeth Wolff and
Agatha Deken. Fourthly, the authors did not live almost

% See Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Women’s Writing from the
Low Countries 1575-1875°, in Women’s Writing, ed. by Van
Gemert and others, p. 55.
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exclusively in the Dutch cities anymore: they were spread
all over the Republic.

As for types of women’s authorship, the former four
types from the seventeenth century were still evident in
the eighteenth: the talented, the learned, the feminist and
the pragmatic author. The general focus of all their work
shifted primarily to an often idealistic view of social
relations. It can be argued that two of these types
predominate: the feminist author and the pragmatic author.
With the issue of equality becoming the main goal of all
statements towards the end of the century, wielding
authority became more complicated. We will see various
strategic manoeuvres here: humour, ardour and pragmatic
realism.

The feminist author: Juliana de Lannoy, Petronella
Moens and Maria Hulshoff

The first author to show this strategic complexity was an
ardent champion of writing activities for women, Juliana
de Lannoy (1738-1782).%° Time after time, she reminded
men of their dominant intellectual position and urged
women to take initiatives to become authors and to
participate in literary debates. In a discussion with her
own intellect, To My Intellect (Aan myn geest, 1776), she
stated that she was even prepared to take the risk of social
exclusion for delivering her pleas. This never happened to
her in reality, thanks firstly to her very talented and witty
poetry, and secondly to her relatively detached position
and choice not to intrude too much on a practical level of

¥ See Lia van Gemert ‘Writing as a Way of Life: Juliana Cornelia de
Lannoy’, in Women's Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp.
418-427.
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Fig. 11: Baroness Juliana de Lannoy in 1778, aged forty
years old, portrayed by Niels Rode [Collection Noord-
brabants Museum’s-Hertogenbosch, inventorynr.
00841]

social contacts, and thirdly thanks to the powerful position
of some of her friends.

De Lannoy’s tactics can be described as an ironic reac-
tion to the culturally authoritative manuals that prescribed
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women’s ideal behaviour.’® She claimed authority by
invoking models of womanly virtue that addressed male
behaviour. A well-known example of her seemingly ironic
treatment of feminist engagement is her reaction to the
first ever invitation of a Poetry Society to a woman, in
1772. When the literary Society Love of Art Spares No
Pains (Kunstliefde Spaart Geen VIytf) in The Hague
offered her an honorary membership — which required a
change to the Society’s statutes — she playfully asked the
gentlemen if they had considered the severe effect on their
reputation. It is also typical of De Lannoy that she agreed
to join, but only on the condition that she would not be
required to contribute to the society’s poetry publications.
By determining the conditions governing the
dissemination of her work, she claimed her own authority.

Humour pervades De Lannoy’s work. In this sonnet on
a perfect man, she applies burlesque tactics to characterise
him. The surprise ending recalls the tradition of the
Spanish writer Lope de Vega (1562-1635) and the French
Paul Scarron (1610-1660).

De volmaakte man

Gestadig in het werk tot nut van ’t huisgezin,
en ijvrig om zijn ambt met glorie te bekleden;
niet driftig, nooit geneigd tot wufte of dartle zeden;
bezorgd voor zijn belang, maar wars van slecht gewin:
aan 't spel niet toegedaan, aan Bacchus’ vocht nog min;
bedacht om zelfs met nut zijn speeltijd te besteden;
geen laf bewonderaar van vreemde aanvalligheden;
verliefd, en tederlijk, maar op zijne echtvrindin!

0 . , .
3% See Laura Gowing, Domestic Dangers;, Women, Words, and Sex in

Early Modern London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998)
and Margaret Franklin, Boccaccio’s Heroines: Power and Virtue
in Renaissance Society (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006).
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Getrouw tot in den dood aan de eedle vriendschapsbanden;
bereid om voor den staat zijn leven te verpanden;
meedogend, heus, oprecht, wijs, vriendlijk, zacht van geest.

De man, met zo veel deugd, met zo veel roem beschonken,
die man, zo dubbel waard in dichtlust mij te ontvonken,
is naar ik merken kan, nog nooit op aard geweest.

The Perfect Man

Dependably supportive of his family,
Acclaimed for work performed with utmost diligence;
In temperament serene, in morals never loose;
Protective of his interests, but with honesty:
Averse to games of chance and Bacchus’ wanton life,
In leisure hours even wisely occupied;
Not taken in by charms exotic fads prescribe;
Aglow with tender love, but only for his wife!
To noble bonds of friendship faithful till he dies;
So loyal to the State, his life he’d sacrifice;
Compassionate, sincere, kind, courteous and wise:
The man admired by all who solid virtue prize,
Sweet theme of poetry, this man of untold worth,
As far as I can tell, has never walked this earth.”’

De Lannoy took an autonomous position and did not join
in public debate; she confined herself to her literary circle
and thus did not strive for wide public recognition. Others
began to seek the journalistic platform to fight for
authority, using opportunities to comment directly on pub-
lic affairs and political issues. Petronella Moens (1762-
1845) and Maria Hulshoff (1781-1846) were both par-
liamentary journalists avant la lettre.’* The contemporary

' Women’s Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 422-425.

Translation by Myra Heerspink Scholz.

32 See Lia van Gemert, ‘A Blind Beacon: Petronella Moens’, in
Women's Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 454-461, and
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term for their stance is ‘patriotic’, which means in this
context: democratic. Moens, who was almost blind and
employed a secretary to write down her fexts, ran a
magazine from 1798 until 1799, The Woman Friend of the
Fatherland (De Vriendin van het vaderland). She devoted
it almost completely to the framing of the new, democratic
Batavian Republic and advocated, for instance, the right of
women to vote, making her an early suffragette, to a
certain extent comparable to Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-
1779), whose work she probably did not know.

Moens also wrote many other texts, such as tragedies,
epics, poems and children’s stories. Perhaps this is the
main reason that contemporaries did not take too much
offense at her Woman Friend of the Fatherland: it did not
attract exclusive attention amid her other writings and, if it
were read, it was considered a relatively harmless way of
forming opinions, as was often the case in similar
magazines. Serious seizing of power was not at stake here,
however much Moens herself wanted that.

Neither De Lannoy nor Moens crossed forbidden social
boundaries. In contrast, ‘the Dutch Joan of Arc’ Maria
Hulshoff is only known for her strident pamphlets that
were intended to encourage active participation of
burghers in the practical business of state. In 1806, when
Napoleon elevated his brother Louis to become King of
the Netherlands and thus destroyed the Batavian Republic,
she published an Appeal to the Batavian People
(Oproeping van het Bataafsche volk), calling for massive
democratic protest. To give an idea of her zealous tone, I
quote the opening lines:

Olga van Marion, ‘The Dutch Joan of Arc: Maria Aletta Hulshoff”,
in Women's Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 490-499.
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Bataven!

Ontvonkt door die verontwaardiging, welke thans alle
ware Republikeinen bezielt, weerhoude ik mij niet langer
van schrijven. Schoon wel overtuigd van de geringheid
mijner bekwaamheden, ben ik het niet minder van mijne
verplichting om alles te doen wat mij mogelijk is, ter
redding van mijn vaderland. Mijn taal is die der
waarheid; de gevoelens welke ik aan den dag leg,
huisvesten in de ziel van elke ware patriot.

Republikeinen doet uw plicht! Gij kunt het vaderiand nog
redden! Het vaderland ’‘twelk met deszelfs gehelen
ondergang, met volslagen afhankelijkheid, met
vernietiging van deszelfs staatkundig bestaan bedreigd
wordt!

Dat ik vruchten moge zien van mijn onderneming! Maar
ook al valt mij dit heil geenszins te beurt, ik heb
gehandeld zoals ik behoorde.

Wat mij moge overkomen, patriotten, het ontzette u zo
min als het mij ontzetten zal; ik stel mij veel als zeer
mogelijk voor, en vrees nicts: ik ben republikein en
christen.

Wie mij enige achting toedraagt, betone zulks door daden
van vaderlandsliefde!

Gij die de Bataven zockt te onderdrukken, gelukt het
ulieden, weet dat mijn landgenoten langen tijd de uiterste
verbittering in hun hart kunnen verbergen, maar dat
hunne wraak eens, vroeg of laat, onverhoeds u treffen zal.
Gij ziet hoe cene Vrouw, door niemand ondersteund,
handelt.

Batavians!
Fired by the indignation which lives in the breast of all -
true republicans these days, I will no longer refrain from
writing. Although well aware of my limited abilities in
this field, I am no less aware of my obligation to do
everything in my power to save my country. My
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language is one of truth; the feelings I express inhabit the
souls of all true patriots.

Republicans, do your duty! You can still save our
country, this country threatened with utter ruin, complete
dependence, and the destruction of its body politic!

That I may see the fruits of my endeavour! But even if
this blessing is denied me, I will have acted as I ought.
Whatever happens to me, patriots, let it shock you as
little as it will me; I imagine much that could very well
happen and [ fear nothing, for I am a republican and a
Christian.

Anyone who has any regard for me, let him show it by
acts of patriotism!

You who seek to oppress the Batavians know that, should
you succeed, my countrymen may long be able to hide
their great bitterness in their hearts, but that sooner or
later their revenge will strike you unexpectedly. As you
see from the actions of a single woman, alone and
unsupported.*?

The pamphlet was seized immediately and the rebel
Hulshoff was sent to prison for two years. After that, she
continued her controversial activities and was forced to
flee the country, first to London and later to New York.
There, she wrote a Peace Republican’s Manual (1817), a
kind of resignation from politics. She returned to Holland
a few years later, where she wrote as a zealous Christian
advocate for peace. All this resulted in a reputation as a
fanatical, even hysterical woman, and this was the perfect
excuse for ignoring her. Thus, the perception -of her
activities was the main hindrance for gaining authority.

3 Women’s Writing, ed. by Van Gemert and others, pp. 492-493.
Translation by Brenda Mudde.
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The pragmatic author: Elisabeth Wolff and Agatha
Deken

Looking back, there finally had to come a moment after
which critics could no longer reject women’s authorship
and after which women no longer were considered as
exceptional writers just because of their sex. In the
Republic, this happened in 1782, with the publication of
the epistolary novel History of Sara Burgerhart (Historie
van Mejuffrouw Sara Burgerhart). It was inspired by the
novels of Samuel Richardson, such as Pamela; or, Virtue
Rewarded (1740) and Clarissa;, or, The History of a
Young Lady (1747/48), but the plot was original and the
characters were genuine Dutch burghers. The fast friends
who wrote it were the ‘sisters in art’ Elisabeth Wolff
(1738-1804) and Agatha Decken (1741-1804), who are
remembered for their perennial bestseller today. The book
is still on the market, in several editions, and is on the
regular literature programme for Dutch high schools. A
more convincing sign of canonical authority hardly needs
to be sought.**

The huge success of the book is firstly built on the
elements we have seen before: good writing, humour,
and above all social pragmatism that is in line with the
general public’s morals. Wolff and Deken framed the
story concisely into the dominant morals of Dutch society,
but the difference from earlier novels was that they gave
the principal part to a woman. As Josephine Donovan has
traced, this discursive frame greatly benefited feminist

3 See Riet Schenkeveld-van der Dussen, ‘Fast Friends: Elisabeth
Bekker and Agatha Deken’, in Women’s Writing, ed. by Van
Gemert and others, pp. 402-417.
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pruii,Yen het enweer op mijne kamer ontweeken,
i blads. 26,

Fig. 12: In this famous scene from History of Sara Bur-
gerhart, Sara smashes her napkin away, hitting the wig
of her aunt’s male visitor. It is her first step to freedom
(from the second edition, 1783) [Librarynr: University
of Amsterdam, University Library OG 63 4246]
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purposes.”> However, this should not be mistaken for a
revolutionary text: Wolff and Deken urged women to take
responsibility for their behaviour, without directing them
towards autonomy. Marriage was still the best destination
for a woman. The main character has an onomastically
appropriate name: a Burgerhart (‘the heart of a burgher’)
signifies a well-meaning citizen, and Sara lives up to that.
She wants to know life and the world, so she leaves the
house of her aunt, who is supposed to replace her dead
parents lovingly but has failed totally. Sara eventually
learns that a marriage with someone who really suits her is
preferable to superfluous flattery. This message was well
received by the Dutch burgher class. The second reason
for its success was the appraisal of the literary critics: for
the first time a novel got positive reviews for its moral
message. At last, now there was an alternative to all those
libertine novels that were so much despised officially.
Sara Burgerhart marked the definitive entrance of the
novel among the respected literary genres. And thirdly, the
social behaviour of the authors was in line with the
message of the book. In the previous years, Wolff, in
particular, had been a critic of Dutch morals (for instance,
of those in the Dutch Reformed Church); after 1780,
Wolff and Deken supported the Dutch Enlightenment
ideas of a better society for its citizens. These ideas were
outlined by the Society for the Common Good that was
established in 1784: education for everybody, in order to
learn about the relationship between individual
responsibility and (Dutch) public welfare. Many of Wolff
and Deken’s texts elaborate on the daily practice of these
ideals.

%% Josephine Donovan, Women and the Rise of the Novel, 1405-1726
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1999), p. 30.
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Conclusion

In overview, it is clear that, until 1780, all Dutch women
writers knew that they were considered as exceptions
because the standard author was male. This forced them
to act strategically in social and literary matters. As long
as social boundaries were not violated, they could write
considerably freely within their social and literary
networks and wield agency in that way. Four types of
authorship were considered: the talented, the learned, the
feministically engaged, and the pragmatic. The first two
types of writers were quite extraordinary and seem to have
given the women involved (the Visscher sisters and Van
Schurman) some extra social, artistic and scholarly
privileges, although this also had to do with the privileged
circles to which they belonged. It is important to note also
that the freedom of the Visscher sisters and Van Schurman
was not absolute: being talented or learned did not mean
that all social boundaries could be crossed. On the point of
gaining authority and seizing power, it is clear that the
Visscher sisters did not seek a public role, but Van
Schurman did and was, at first, highly successful.
However, her powerful position heavily depended on
social morals of chaste virginity; when she was accused of
ambiguous relations with a man, she lost her influence.
Despite withdrawing from public life, she could not avert
her loss of power.

The other two types of authorship were the most
common among women in the seventeenth and eighteenth
century. Both the feminist and the pragmatic types
demonstrate a direct link to gender patterns and to Dutch
circumstances. The feminist authors Coomans, De
Huybert, De Lannoy, Moens and Hulshoff all reflected —
in various ways — on their social position and sometimes
on their literary status as well. They took initiatives to gain
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authority but did not reach a position of power, either
because they were ignored (such as Coomans, De Huybert
and Hulshoff), or their fame did not live long (such as
Moens), or they preferred to safeguard their autonomy (for
example, De Lannoy). The pragmatic authors, Lescailje
and Wolff and Deken, joined artistic life in the same way
as their male colleagues. Lescailje used her work to
support her economic affairs; Wolff and Deken used theirs
to underline the ideas of the Enlightenment. They focussed
completely on the Dutch burgher society and represented
the behaviour of the ideal citizen, with a strong moral
accent. Lescailje took successful initiative to create her
own public, but did not strive for great poetic honour.
Wolff and Deken seized power thanks to their strategic
initiative, which combined moral convenience with the
novelistic frame and an independent professional
authorship. Wolff and Deken were the most successful of
the authors surveyed here. Furthermore, they opened the
door to a new status for Dutch women writers: after the
eighteenth century, the tide slowly turned and women no
longer had to justify themselves for taking up the pen. It
was an important change that allowed women to move
away from the subordinate position. Alluding to the words
of the seventeenth-century Charlotte de Huybert, this
meant: read my work to grow more erudite, not just to
catch a glimpse of how we women write!







