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The Wondrous Town Hall of Amsterdam

Laudatory Poemson the Impact of Art

and Architecture

Stijn Bussels

In 1655 Amsterdam’s new Town Hall was inaugurated. To accompany the
occasion, many writers published laudatory poems on the building. Everard
Meyster, an eccentric squire from Amersfoort, wrote a laudatory poem in the
form ofa pastoral playin which the Olympian gods extensively praise the building
as a pure wonder.” At the end ofthe play, the discussion ends abruptly whenthe
sculpted reliefs in the Town Hall’s tribunal (Vierschaar), representing severe

punishments from the Greek, Roman, and biblical past, bring Jupiter to utter

despair, These decorations are so wonderful—at the same time horribly lifelike
andstartlingly beautiful—that he loses his commonsense and starts to believe that
Titans and other hellish creatures will storm Mount Olympus.

Jupiter's reactionto the decorations is extreme, but manyofthe other laudatory
Poems on the Town Hall describe a comparably disturbing combination of dismay
and delight to portray the wondrous character ofthe building. The use of wonder
in the poems builds ontwo traditions. First, there is the Graeco-Romantradition
of describing art andarchitecture that evokes wonder(the Greek thaumaston orLatin admiratio). These artworks and buildings can be fictitious, such as the Sun

| Fora recent bibliographical overview, sce Peter VIaardin i icadets gerbrock, Het paleis van de Republick:a TagishKatereetsenAstra @wolle: W Books, 2011); and for a thorough discussionGumben, 1959) Baroque Town Hall ofAmsterdam (Utrecht: Haentjens, Dekker &
7 EM. [EsSeatdonnepatandSpe OFGaden Kou, Der Amersfoortiche Landdouweni iewwe Stad-Huys (Amsterdam: s.n, 1655).Lorraine Daston and raneeeArfYronder as used in the medieval and early modern period, seeaoees and the Order of Nature, 1150-1750 (New York:‘motions? in ear concepts of ‘wonder, ‘awe’, and ‘overwhelmingHY modern literary theory going beyond the Dutch context, seeamong otherpublica.Pres, 2008) Jans) and Skepticism in Montaigne and MiltonCambridge Universty Pres, 2016), Detect) a: Porte, The Sublime in Antiovy (Corbridgeihe Englsh Renaisance (Painceton: Princes coe0074 Rhetoric: The Christian Grand Siyle It

ondeaan Univerty Press, 1988); James V. Miele, “Theurvels and Monsters in Early Modern Culture, ed. Peterof Delaware Pre
suggestions," 1999)pp. 24-44, ‘Manythanks to the anonymous

Sit Bus, The Hortus Town Hat LouttoyAmsterdam:CpbaatoeEtStearnoeBust "O.totasas7e0t9Re34687 003 opt
‘On the impactofrtandArchitecture In: The Places

And Alexandr Mar, Oford Unvesty Press (2021).  
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Palace which Ovid describesas highly elevated (sublimiSeven Wonders ofthe World, cal (siblimis or rel, sucha theled theamata or spectaculii
sual impact. All these wondersinspi

h ;
pired delightthanks to their magnificence (megaloprepeia or magnificentia), but also fear(ekplexis or stupor),thatis a fear of losing control dueto their sharp contrast

» thereis the theological tradition ofthe fear of

related to reading the Bible, entering a church, lookingatreligious art, orwitnessingreligiousfestivities.*
This essay will look at how the seventeenth-century laudatory poemson theTown Hall bring these twotraditions of wonder together to arrive at a betterunderstanding of the overwhelming impact of art and architecture. The laudatorypoems serve as places of criticism, in the sense that they are loci for observing howseventeenth-century criticism relied on the rich concept of wonder,
By concentrating on laudatory poems on the Amsterdam Town Hall, I will

furthermore look at the young Dutch Republic as a place ofcriticism. TheRepublic has not often been considered in scholarship as a breeding ground for
theoretical thought on art and architecture, but recent research on the early
history of the sublime has shown that a century before Edmund Burke and
Immanuel Kant, thinking about the impactofart and architecture had bloomed
in the Netherlands thanks to the revival of ancientrhetorical and poetical thought,

such as (pseudo-)Longinus’ treatise Peri hypsous. Humanists from the Republic,
with Daniel Heinsius and Franciscus Junius amongthe most prominentscholars,
were forerunnersin usingthis treatise to develop thinking about overwhelming

art.’ They influenced manyartists and writers, both in the Netherlands and in the
rest ofEurope, includingpainters such as Rubens and Van Dijck, andwriters such
as Racine, Corneille, Jonson,Milton, and Dryden.‘ In whatfollows,I will not focus

* The concept will be discussed more thoroughly laterin this essay. Therefore, I restrictmyselfhere
to onereference: Ralph Dekoninck and Annick Delfosse, ‘Sacer Horror, The Construction and
Experience of the Sublime in the Jesuit Festivities of the Early Seventeenth-Century Southern
‘Netherlands’, in the special issue ‘The Sublime and Seventeenth-Century Netherlandish Art’ of the
JournalofHistorians of Netherlandish Art,ed,Stijn Bussels and BramVan Oostveldt, 8.2 (2016), DOL
10.5092/jhna. 9. oo

7 Chikoaeie“The Sublimein Early Modern Theories ofArt and Literature’, in Stijn Bussels,
Bram Van Oostveldt, and Wieneke Jansen (eds), LiasJournalof Early ModernIntellectual Culture and
is Sources, 43.2 (2016), esp. the introduction and contributions of Clete Nativel anWieneke Jansen,

* Stijn Bussels, “Theories of the Sublimein the Dutch GoldenAge. Franciscus Jaa Joostsh
Vondel & Petrus Witewrongel, History of European Ideus, May 2016<hpfAbsleor/10.1080/
01916599,2016.1161532>;andthe speci issue ‘The Sublime an SeventeenthCenturyNetherland
Art’(see n. 4), Cf Thijs Weststeijn, Art and Antiquityin the Netherlands and Britain:
Arcadia of Franciscus Junius (1591-1677) (Leiden: Brill, 2015).
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dissemination ofPeri hypsous, but by
ier I hope it becomes clear that theontheuse ofthe term ‘sublime’, nor on the

rly reception of Longinus.”
despt of wont

king at the useof the conce]

ail ‘was a most obvious place for the €2

Laudatory Poems on Art and Architecture

5 nder in descriptions of art and
I will first look at theeeSevactaly Lebar rad tiie,

architecture. The history ofaeeeeeich fill show that te

research stil ineeds Sane poem on art and architecture relies on a tich
oedic the wondrous splendour of artworks and buildings isradi

io poem on art and architecture uses two narrative strategies that

the ain called ekphrasis and periegesis?” Ekphrass is adescription of some-
thing, and while in the ancient world there were ne restrictions on. its subject,

there were many ekphraseis of works ofart and architecture, Periegesis is a verbal
guided tour ofan area that very often focuses attention on large public andprivate

buildings and their decorations, as well as monuments, temples, andtheit idols.
‘These rhetorical strategies are foundin several key genres ofwriting,

The very first recorded uses ofthese narrative strategies concern fictitious, often

heavenly art and architecture. Homer's ekphraseis ofthe shield of Achilles (Iliad,

18.438ff) and the palace ofAlcinous (Odyssey, 7.81ff.) are famous early examples.
Latin poets took over this tradition and Ovid’s description ofthe Sun Palace is a
‘most influentia! highlight ofthe genre (Metamorphoses 2.1f£). In the Middle Ages,
heavenly artworks and buildings are described in chivalric romance, such as von

7 For the importance of the concept of wonder and the related concept of the marvelousin the
seventeenth century, se Joy Kenseth (ed), The Age of the Marvelous (Hanover: Hood Museum of
Art—Darmouth College,1991); R. J. W.Evans and Alexander Marr (eds), Curiosity and Wonderfrom
the Renaissonce tothe Enlightenment (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006).

* Jaf Elsner, “The Rhetoric of Buildings in the De Aedifciis ofProcopius’, in Art and Text in
Byzantium, ed. Liz James (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 33-57 (pp.36-4:Paul Friedlander, Johannes Gaza, Paulus Silentiarius and  Prokopius von Gaza:Kaunstbeschreibungen justinianischer Zeit (Hidesheim: Olms, 1912), pp. 1-104; Gisbert Kranz, Das
Architekturgedicht (Cologne: Bohlau Verlag, 1988); Carole Newlands, ‘Architectural Ecphrasis in
Roman Poetry. ia Generic Interfaces in Latin Literature: Encounters, Interactions and
eaagermation, ed. Theodore D. Papanghelis, Stephen |. Harrison, and stavros. PrangoulidisGferit: De Gruyter, 2013), pp. 55-78; Christine Smith, Architecture in the Culture of Early
Ruthwebopie: (stetcs and Eloquence 1400-1470 (Oxford: Oxford Univesity Press, 1992)1 Aesthetics of Sacred poxNarave, Metaphor and Motion in Ekphraseis of

‘ 5-t

 

Philosophie et roess© erga:la description antique comme parcours’, in Dire Tévidence:
Pp. 157-75, Jab lier ‘Goer af Behn"? and Laurent Pemot (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1997)fn

Roman

GeceSunreneRas, 31 (2002), 1-18; Pausana Travel and Memory
Ruth Webb,‘Ekphrass Anciensndgo24Jas Elsner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001);(pp.11-15), Modern: The Invention ofa Genre’, Word andImage, 15 (1999), 7-18
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Scharfenberg's Jiingere Titurel, which ©o:

Grail. This tradition feedsintolater des
Houseof Fame, Marot’s Temple ofCu
An important element of these f

wonderin contrast to everydaylife
ecstatic by the exceptional splendou

ntainsa description ofthe Templeofthe
scriptions of buildings such as Chaucer’spid, and Tasso’s Palace of Armida.

ctional descriptions is the expression ofManis overwhelmed, stupefied, and madei brought before his eyes. Moreover, thesefictional descriptions of wondrous art and architecture often involve a certainmorality, and areoften linked with discussionsof howto relate to that whichis
extremely high above us, which Ovidcalls sublimis,

death.’*

Another influential genrefor our laudatory poemsis thatof the laus urbium,inwhich panegyric accompanies the ekphrasis and periegesis." Ever since
Herodotus’ description of Babylon in The Persian Wars (1.178.2), cities havebeen highly praised for their extraordinariness, and claims made that no other
city has the samerichness or grandeur, Ancient examplesstimulated the flour-
ishingofthe Jaus urbium in the early modern period, the best-known examples ofwhich are Chrysoloras’s description of Rome, Sachs's German city praises, and
Guicciardini’s laudations of Netherlandishcities. Theystarted from the ancient
loci for praising cities: cities were deemed wonders thanks to flourishing com-
merceor exceptional magnitude, The laudes urbium ofthe early modern period
do notgive a neutral accountof what can be seen ina city, but accentuateit as a
marvel andrelate this marvelousness to the competenceofthe city’s municipality

and the dynamic ofits citizens. There are many examplesof leaders paying poets

to write a laudatory poem ontheir city. This makesit extremelydifficult to see
where wonderas an experienceelicited by art andarchitecture stops, and where
wonderas a propagandistic device to enforce the position of a patron begins.

Ekphraseis ofactual works ofart andarchitecture constitute another influential

genrethatcan hardly be overestimated.Theseincludeclassical authors’ praises of

the Seven Wondersofthe World.’? Originally meantto point ancienttravellers to
actual destinations and what would betheultimate highlights of their journeys

aroundthe world,bythe early modernperiod the Wondersofthe World had been

lost or destroyed. But nevertheless, the idea of themstill served as a fixed and

  

"* For Ovid's use of the concepts sublimis, hubris, and humilis and their reception in the
seventeenth-century Dutch Republic,see Bussels, ‘Theoriesof the Sublime’, esp. 5-11. .

" Laurent Pernot, La rhétorique de I'éloge dansle monde gréco-romain(Paris: Institut d'Etudes
Augustiennes, 1993), vol. 1, 178-214, . . Oo

eetA Clayton and MartinJ, Price (eds), The Seven Wonders of the World (London and New
York: Routledge, 1988),
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bilities ofthe display of powerin per}

ahora reference foretreagRelatingnew at and architect
of political, economic, an valved a praise oftheir own time as a new Golden Age,

to the ancient wonders im aadthere are also biblical descriptions ofet

i he most influential being the description of the Temple

sfsolomon, which in the medieval and eatly modern periods underlies the design

ofmanyer seated tradtions—descriptions of fictitious art and arch.
teawb, and descriptions of art and architecture in the rea}

ealyee ccremely popular in the seventeenth century. This can be seenin
Mito’ fantastic Pandemonium, Grills praise of Munich, Calderén’s gloritica

tion ofthe Retio Palace, and La Fontaine's tribute to Versailles. We may also
place the country house poem in this context, which, influenced by ancient

*thors euch as Plinythe Younger, flowered in England (and elsewhere) thanks
to Jonson and Marvell!* And also the Descriptio templi, which has important
medieval predecessors in Eusebius, Paulus Silentiarius, and Sugerof Saint Denis,
but which only developed fully as a genre in the seventeenth century,’*

Laudatory Poems on the Amsterdam Town Hall

During the Dutch Golden Age, this rich tradition of art and architectural descrip-
tions provided manytopoi and a fixed set ofpassions with which authors could
‘think about the overwhelmingimpact of art andarchitecture. Thanksto thelarge
quantity andexceptional quality of Dutch laudatory poemsonart andarchitec-
ture, ofwhich Constantijn Huygens's country-house poem Hofwijck is oneofthe
most famous examples, we can say they enjoyed a true Golden Age.’” Research has
brought more than one hundred poems on the Amsterdam Town Hall to light,

written from the 1640s, when the first plansfor the building were made, up until

jain Romer and Elzabeth Rome(eds), The Seven Wonders ofthe World: A History of theMafennetnNero Hey Hak9, of the World: AHistory of

Thames &eeorp amd David Rolph Sely, Solomon's Temple: Myth and History (London:

(Balimore: blraphy in Anne M. Myers, Literature and Architecture in Early Modern England
1 Oa ein aPkins University Press, 2013),ch, 2,

onfessionellen Zeitalte ,Descipte: templi: Architektur und Fest in der lateinischen Dichtung des
Research onthenua tg Schnell & Steiner, 2003),

ian

da

Yean the Dutch Republic is not extensive. For Huygens’s country
(Washington, DC: DunboroeCounty Estate Emmmortalized: Constantin Huygens’ Hofick
{Hideseim: Ole, 1961) (atingog eG" Weber, Der Lobtopos des Tebenden’ Bldes
Eddy ‘De woo 2longlaudatory poem on painting by Jan Vos from 1654).
bv in thesetenvfa(Hversum: Verloren,2011), concentrateson the ludes
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the end oftheseventeenth century, with»

w
i
t
h

a is ibuilding in 1655."* The fact that seve Surge around theinaugurationof the

not have to originate from actual experienc
legitimatelarge socio-political projects,

Thediversity of the laudatory poemson the

in size from the very first poem,

s, and can be used as propaganda to

Town Hall is considerable, ranging
a couplet i raVendes poem of 1.377 veer and NestersyonpeneSH1655).° Nevertheless, the poets did exercise a strong influence on eachoieMeyster even mentions Vondel’s poem explicitly in his own as an examy le -follow.” Moreover,just like Vondel’s poem, Meysters poem was partly written as

a legitimizationofthe high cost of the construction. Both putforward the idea thatthe building was a necessary visualization of the magnificence of the city andits
government.

Huygens’s Wonder

The prominentpolitician and poet Constantijn Huygens wrote oneof the most
famouspoemson the TownHall for the occasion ofits inauguration:

Illustrious founders of world’s eighth wonder,
Ofso manystones above, as so much wood under,
Ofso muchcostliness,soartfully made,

Ofso muchdelightfulness, broughtto so much benefit;
God, who gave you power andsplendour with reason,
God gaveyouthis building of reason and delight
Toshow whoyou are, and, as I include everything,
Prosperity will be eternally inside, and calamity eternally outside.
Evenifit is devised thatthese marble walls

Ofearth’s extremity cannot endure,
And, should it become necessary that a ninth appears
To become the descendantofthe eighth wonder,

“© ‘This research is primarily done in the PhD project of Laura Plezier as part of the ERC starting
grant‘Elevated Minds. The Sublimein the Public Arts in Seventeenth-Century Paris and Amsterdam’,
CE. Stijn Bussels, ‘Meer te verwonderen,als immer te doorgronden, Het Amsterdamse stadhuis, een
overweldigende burgerspiegel’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 126.2 (2013), 234-48;and MarijkeSpies,
““Minerva’s commentaar”: Gedichten rond het Amsterdamse stadhuis’, De zeventiende eeu, 9.1
(1993), 15-33. sia pestis Nelondupiche

' Matheus Gansneb Tengnagel, ‘Op het toekomende Racdhuis, in Verscheyde Nederduytss

edicht terdam: LodewyckSpillebout, 1648), p.225. "

ee Taomtrandes ‘YondInvydinge van ‘tstadthuis t'Amstedam,ed. Saskia Albrecht, Ottode Ruyter,
and Marijke Spies (Muiderberg: Countinho, 1982).
™ Meyster, 75,
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164 STIJN BUSSELS

ildren’s father,
hers’ God, God, your chil

eaeset Him be even nearer to those children,

so thatthe city’s prosperity can build and own @ house :

Which surpassesthe actual one, like thelatter surpassed the previous”
i

First, Huygens defines the wonder of the Town Hall through its outward

appearance. ‘ inks to its enormoussize, its
‘Thebuildingis the eighth Wonder ofthe World tha baganrrneer

skilfulness, andartistry. Then, Huygens places this wonder in torical per-

spective, Just asmost ofthe ancient wonders are gone, so this eighth wonder could

also disappear. Fortunately, as the actual Town Hall is a clear sign of God’sfavour

for Amsterdam and her leaders, if the eighth should disappear, a ninth wonder

would appear in Amsterdam soon after and thus God’s favour of thecity would be

confirmed once again. peee
Huygensrelates the Town Hall to two historiographical trac tions: te leology

andthe conceptofcyclic rise and fall. For centuries, architectural descriptions had

been dominated byreference to the Wonders ofthe World. These wonders were

often presented as transitory. Thus, wondrous architecture functioned as a means

to ponder the passage oftime: that even the greatest culturesinevitably perish and

leave only ruins behind. Huygens reworks this trope by imbuingit with God's
grace to conquer all misfortune.In this wayhe relates the concept andtradition of
wonder to the Town Hall, butsees the architectural wonderonly as a wonder of

the secondorder. He encourages his audience to considerthis wonderas a visual

indicationofa far greater wonder, namely God’s benevolence. Everyoneobservingwe ly
the magnificence, art, and skill displayed in the building hastorelate this to theiP! B
highest degree of wonder, God. Thus, wondrous architecture can bring the
spectatorclose to God and His providence.

The ingenious way in which Huygenselevates the magnificence of the Town
Hall to a divinelevel illustrates how thoroughly Dutch poets from the Golden Age
dealt with a long traditionof art and architectural descriptions. Moreover, thanks
to the rich information available regarding its distribution, Huygens’s poem also
. 8 ye! Pi
illustrates how these Dutch laudatory poems had a broad reach over manyyears.”*

® ‘Doorluchte Stichteren van ‘s Werelds Achtste wonder, Vi 7
Houts van onder, | Van s00 veel kostelicks soo konstelickCiepeperah00
veel nuts gebrocht; | God, die UMacht en Pracht met Reden gafte voeghen, | God gev’ u in ‘t Gebouw met
Reden en Genoeghen | Te thoonen wie hij zien, dae ick al in sui| Hel 2 daer eewlgh in
niaenti| Heesesoo serge, dt deze Marmer-muren | Des Acirleuytrst niet

5 et na0c het fn chat
nnakomelingh te zijn, | God, wwer VadenaNeGeto Orgtala Wendin
Kindren soo veel nade, |Dat haere Webernach en Hujs ousen bate?) oorGatNo steal't Oude stond bidit” Jacob Worp, De gedichton en ex oe otc best | Daerbij dit Niewesata
ols 6; 108, Tasilation w vat ‘onstantijn Huygens (Groningen: Wolters, 1896),
» ‘Stiin Bussels and Laura 4 oasogeNtihnotGtbo+ Splegel der Letteren, 59.23 (2017), 261-90.
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‘At the inauguration of the Tow:

years later, a friend of Haypens recited th igh a single-sheet Print, Two

© poem for the re-appointment ofburgomaster Huydecooper, who had been a amas. . reat supporter of the new Town.
Hall. In this period, the burgomasters also commissioned a calli hi
the poem to be hung,richly framed,in their chamber. In. 1866the raabought a black marble plate engraved with the poem, (Figure9) thepieil
hangs in the Town Hall, now the Royal Palace Amsterdam, Moreover, the oa
was published several times in verse collections throughout the seventeenth
century. The wide distribution of Huygens’s poem is maybe not representative

of all of the laudatory poems on the Town Hall, butit is not entirely exceptional
either, as manyofthem were distributed as single-sheet prints, recited at festiv-
ities, and afterwards published in collections of poems.

Considering these laudatory poemsas places ofcriticism we should note that

theyare different—in termsofdistribution—toart theory stricto sensu. Whereas
laudatory poemsenjoyed great acclaim duringcivic festivities and as published
works, publicationsofworks ofart theory were fewer in numberandless widely

distributed. They were distributed amongstthose art lovers and artists who could

afford to buy or had the connections to borrow the often extensive (and expen-

sive)treatises. Art theory was also disseminated to those who wereinvited to the

select partiesoftheartistic guilds and otherartistic circles, in which art theory was

presented and discussed orally.

Sacer Horror and Megaloprepeia

In his poem, Huygensdoesnotdeal with wonderas a passion thatthebuilding
evokes, but relates wonder to characteristics of the building, The step to the
wonderofthe spectators, however,is not very big, as the reader ofthe poemis

encouraged to go further thanhis/her mere observation and cometo an under-

standing of God’s grace. In another poem on the Town Hall, Huygens concen-
trates on the Carrara marble floorin the huge central hall (Burgerzaal) that depicts

twoglobes and

a

part of the firmament (Figure 10). He describes howthe ideal

visitor is elevated fromall everyday worries, floating in the highest regions.**

Huygensendsthis second poem with a clear warning: This imagining ofelevation

is a preview ofheaven, which only belongs to the elect of God. Here, Huygens

expresses a belief that is completely in line with the official doctrine of the

** Quoted in Inwydinge, p. 154.
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Figure 9, Elias Noski, Eny a Z a8raved Stone with Huygens’s Lamatte 100 x 90 em, Antietam leonaSes Laudatory Poem, 1660, black

Gaar{ferme Church): man can do nothing more than trust in
eeply awareofhis sinfulness,2°

Manyofthe other laudato mee
only treat ofHis gracebut El_s also deal with the subject of God. They not

sacer horror, the all-encompassing sensation ofhaving contact wi i
with the highest force (numen), which cannot be rationally

 

oieltcnd Sb
wygens (consulted 25 August 2017),

.
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Figure 10. Marblefloorof theCitizens Hall.

‘Source: Stichting Koninklijk Paleis Amsterdam.
Photo: Brik and Petra Hesmerg.

comprehended and which, paradoxically, both attracts and repels due to its
magnificence, In the seventeenth-century Republic, writers fromall religious

groups, from thestrict Calvinists to the underground Catholics, dealt with the

concept.?* One example is found in the Calvinist preacher Petrus Wittewrongel,

the concept ofsacer horrorin the seventeenth-century* Fora recent study on the importance of ;
“Sacer Horror. Their essay relies on Rudolph Otto's DasLow Countries, see Dekoninck and Delfosse,

Heilige of 1917.
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‘ f his influential Christelicke Huys-Houdin,

whodevotesaneachhe defines this sensation as so much oe
the Vreze Gods (fear ie it as a combinationofthe contrastingpassions of
than just anxiety ue ie tt and consternation.”
awe eeea‘sdatory poems on the TOWN Hall, this theological tradition of

praPtcodsovenbmig magnificence meetstheconeofwonder
: found in descriptions of art and architecture. I will first lefty discuss how Dutch

“theory used the concept ofSacer horroras a starting point to construct theideal
tee,the spectator ofart or architecture. ‘When in Depictura veterum of 1637

i» Junius gathers @ multitude ofancient concepts and statements to discuss
Sra4 sculpture,he begins with a discussion of God as the supreme artist.

God's creation, nature, inspires total awe; as Junius describesit, nature is ‘all those

things that above and about the earth doe terrifie the heart of man’. But he

‘adds thatmanis deeply attracted by ‘all such wondersofGod’(1.1.1)28
eeedeeperintothe paradoxical feeling ofbeingterrified andattracted at
the sametime with the help of (pseudo-)Longinus’ concept of megaloprepeia
(magnificence). True magnificence can only be admired and occurs time and
again in our thoughts:

ssit is worth our labour to observe out of Longinus an infallible markeoftrue

‘magnificence. “That is great indeed,’ sayth he, ‘which doth still returneinto our
thoughts, which we can hardly or rathernotat all put out of our minde,but the

smemiorie of it sticketh close in us and will not rubbed out.’

(3.1.15, quoting Longinus’ Peri hypsous 7.3)

The artist can bringhis audience to extreme wonder, as he can expressin his work
___ themost vigorous forces that provoke delight and frenzy, ardour andfright. Junius
_ also places the sublime experience of megaloprepeia next to an aesthetic gaze. As

theideal spectator may not be entirely swept away by magnificence,they also need
to evaluate and respond to the artistry and skill ondisplay. Theideal spectator—
the one who has intelligensjudicium (intelligent judgement’) and eruditos oculos
(learned eyes’) at his/her disposal (1.
assessmentofthe artwork,

The discussion ( ;Bee cies HagSuch layered observations which combine ancienttheoretical
the Town Hall, ayeS traditionsis also a feature of manyofthe laudations on

and architecture, the relying on the ancient traditions of the descriptions of art

“purely theoreti Pot at fr more concrete than Junius, and unlike Junius’
bees Spproach, they discuss specific responses to specific works of

5.3)—has to combine awe with a careful

anes
eeepete shine, pp. 8-10,
(163) ed. Keith Aldrich,mpDepictura veterum, According to the English Translation

and Raina Fehl (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991).
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art. They present spectators—
Olympian gods—standingin tot
Hall andits decorations. By di

from the abstract figure of the citizen to thetal wonder before the magnificence of the Townscussing two poems—oneby Vy Vondel and one byMeyster—I will show how the expressions of wonderinthelaudatory poems on
the Towa Hall canberelated to the longtradition of thinking about wondrous art
and architecture andtothe theological tradition of. sacerhorror.

Vondel’s IdealCitizen

As mentioned previously, Vondel wrote a long poem for the inauguration ofthe
Town Hall. To endorse the necessity of the costly building, the poet takes his
readers on twotours through it. First, he walks through the building discussingthe
purpose of every room and explaining how the burghers can put these rooms to
use. Then he repeats his tour, but looking at the building’s decorations and

explaining howtheygive a lessonin citizenship. Next, he moves on to a discussion
ofthe practicalutility of the building andthe proliferation of exemplary citizen-
ship. The poetlegitimizes the Town Hall byshowing how it presents Amsterdam
in an exceptionalposition. Thebuildingis a tour de force and with it Amsterdam
not only surpasses the most famouscities, such as Venice and Rome,but even
approaches legendary, mythological, and divine enterprises. Once again the
ancient Wonders of the World are invoked. When Vondelreachesthetribunal,

for example, he expresses the belief that Chersiphon,the legendary architect of the
‘Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, has come to help(1. 972).

Vondel deals with the impact of the wondroustribunal most clearly in his

discussion of Van Campen’s paintingof the Last Judgmentthere”? He describes
howthe painting verschrickt (terrifies) and ontstelt (dismays), as well as verquickt

(freshens) (Il. 1086-7). Vondel also usesthe trope ofsacer horror to spread apolitical
message as he relates the overwhelmingbas-reliefs depicting ancient andbiblical

jurisdiction to the impactofthe Last Judgment. First, he praises the works of art for
their exceptional beautyandrichness as beeltcieraet (image-jewel(s}) (1. 1063), and

then he discusses howthey legitimize and reinforce the crucial tasks of the burgo-

masters and aldermen:the judgementoverlife and death. The reliefs inspire fear by

depicting severe punishment, but they also compel admiration because of the

security of being optimallyprotected. Vondel’s ideal spectator not onlyfeels aes-

thetic joy in the tribunal, they also experience moral delight that eventually

everyonegets what they deserve. In this way Vondeluses the fear of God to explain

the importance and authority of the Town Hall and the municipality.

bunal, it would never hang there. This
» Although Vi inted this work especially for thetri . there

son abouanangenenencaehe mia:Ee
Goossens, The Palace of Amsterdam: Treasure Wrought by Chisel and Brush (Zwolle: Waanders, 2010),

p.l9.
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.e fear ofGod, Vondelfollows another bride sitting enthronedin the centr

isiSebuilding with everydaylife. He is around her (ll, 20-4): © ofthe macrocosm while the stars are dancing

centuriescustomcometsey related to heaven than to earth and urges
expatinalaa the utmost respect. Vondel 's poem starts with a
visitors to approach it Ifea farmer is harvesting his grain and Amsterdam has

description of everydeyUr ocuses on the exceptional bustle forthe impending Dance in circles, hand in hand, around our Town Hall
easeiTeHall, Vondel does not anticipate what the actual The Bride, around whomall is dancing, .inauguration of :‘ i taphysical level: the crowd will —

i tain, but elevates it to a met

CEuae (sce Figure 1 for a contemporary analogue). Inthe future

tense,Vondel describes how, duringits inauguration,the Town Hall will be like a

i.

Besides the Wonders ofth

 While every element will rejoice in happiness,
‘The heavenskips, andall chainsof stars

wh and who, so proud and rich,le shining on her most beautiful day.2

The heavenlyallure ofthe Town Hall is certainly notrestricted tothe dayoftheinauguration alone. Vondel reconfirms the metaphysical character of the building
in his discussion ofthe carillon, First he cheers the bells for their splendid sounds,
but quickly he turns to their heavenly character. Their music produces an extra.
ordinary calm and harmony under the burgerwandelaeren (walking burghers,
1, 513).

Meyster’s Godsin Ecstasy

Besides Huygens’s presentation of the Town Hall as God’s wonder and Vondel’s

discussion of the overwhelming impact of the wondrous buildingon the viewer as
anideal burgher,thereis a third wayto portraywonder. This way relies on giving
descriptions of fictitious reactions of complete awein order to construct ideal
reactions of spectators of art and architecture. By emphasizing how certain
personagesaretotally overwhelmed bythe Town Hall, the poets urge the actual
visitor to standin full admirationoftheartistry ofthe building. So here,the prime

focus is on the artistic rather than the societal impact, thus showing strong

parallels with Junius’s discussion ofthe spectator of art, A key example among
the Town Hall poemsis Meyster’s Hemels Land-Spel (Heavenly Pastoral Play).*

In this play, the gods gather in Amersfoort to discuss the Town Hall, but
quickly they notice that they need help with their descriptions, as they do not
succeed in capturing the wondrousbuilding in words. Jupiter sends Mercury to
get the most prominentartists andarchitects fromhistory: Vitruvius and Apelles,
Michelangelo, Raphael and Scamozzi, and Holbein and Van Heemskerck.In the

meantime, the Olympians laud Amersfoort forits pleasing beauty, restfulness,

 

Figure 11. Jurriaan Poo °° “Terwi hemel huppelen, enalle starretranssen| In ‘t
i i ‘Me

ijl elck element van blyschap juichenzal, | De hemel hup;
. L, Medal ij i ‘tal omdanst, endie,zoofier eni onde, als h 1 rontom ons Raethuis danssen,| De Bruit, daer ‘al ferenMaseum, Haslem. Like Vandeieothe Tove Hal, 1655, eyes TyeOp hacen sehoorten agi en kusen it fe pyek” All teasatinsfromthe howling

| 'S Inwydinge, Pooltransformsthe inauguration are miinto a metaphysical event, with Amphion, Playingthe lyre with whi aot d built a unis could have influenced Meyster via his De pictura veterumt that was published in hisown
the walls around Thebes’s citadel and Mercury flyi Ue eae Dutch translation in 1642, Moreover, Junius oftenvisited Alethea Arundel,the librarianin Anata

Reproduced by kind permission ofthe Teyler.hae above the wondrous building. so the internationallyrespected art theoretcian was frequentingthe town tthe sumetie as Meyster
‘eylers Museum. ‘waswriting his Heavenly Pastoral Play there.

Scanned with CamScanner



172 STIJN BUSSELS

.ds in contrast to whatfollows: the description of

rtists and architects. aiahe
er frye

overwhelmed by the ing. The

cope bidalbascal them completely upside down. fr

haveto admitthat be fein 's for Amersfoort and the Town Hall resembles the
difference between 4Burkewl make a century later between the beautiful and

iiteWear personages, however, do notuse the word‘sublime’, but

e
rd ‘wonder’.=ae the Town Hall as a wonder, Meyster follows Huygens and Vondel

and makes a connection with the longtraditionofthe Seven Wonders ofthe World,
Hetoo presents the building as an emulation of these wonders, but does not
substantiate this by relating the building to God’s benevolence like Huygens, orto

the extraordinary power of Amsterdam and her municipality like Vondel, but by
highlighting its exceptional artistic achievements. Meyster instructsus, ‘wonder at
the measure ofart’? Here, art points at the skill ofthe artist (the ancient concept of
technélars), as well as praelpracht (splendour), so technical genius and astounding
beauty transform thebuilding into a marvel neverseenbefore.

In the Hemels Land-Spel the use of the Dutch word ‘wonder’ is notrestricted to
references to the Seven Wondersof the World alone, but once again makes an
explicit referenceto sacer horror. This use is notrelated to the biblical God as in
Vondel’s poem,butto Jupiter:

amplicity. This stanrity, and simplicity. This s
the Town Hall by the famous @

Like Jupiter with his Thunder

Notto frighten, butto bring wonder,

Wonderis his {i.e. Jacob van Campen’s} objective,
More as one could imagine.

Here, wonder is Presented as the superlative offright, just as sacer horroris much
patilaoneistsea Meyster appropriates the theological conceptto laud the
the Touatiifianaehe deviates from Huygens who cast the wonderof
ehaln sie leading back to God’s grace, Meyster tears the over-

elming magnificence ofthe buildingloose from God by concentratingonits art

”For ecent literature showingtheextent to ‘which ‘wonder’concept of the sublime, see Emly Dumlerwing” eo  aBzecUrbrofthe eighteenth-century
Haske Ka, nite as Modern Re-Enchantment:
~22; Nathan Stormer, ‘Looking in Wonder: fur Neuere Theologiegeschichte, 22 (2015),

Journal of Women in Culture and Society, aj ‘aiaascoatand the Commonplace “Life”’, Signs:
Sah. , 647-73;

3 ‘wonder op de maet vaon i Kunst.’ Meyster,‘Glick is * P. 22, All translati ions fro;
lsmen icapi it slin Donder, | Totsclek filet swine so ftomthe Land-spelare mine.al
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and skilfulness. He clarifies this most ¢
Land-Spel wherethelegendary artists discuss the‘ s e decorati ilApelles says to Jupiterthat hehas to be ‘not specsenrdethactorteand charmed |Bythebaffling beauty’, a reacti> ion that i i
and morerelated to the expression of at in this period became more

xplicitly in the last scene of the Hemels

which the centralreliefs are made,as well as the artfulness with which they aresculpted. Furthermore, he expressesbelief in the living presence of the scenesthatis to say he thinks that he witnesses the scenes straightforwardly and not inrepresentation. While observingthe monstrous faces of Medusa and the Fury
Erinys (Figure 12),hestarts to believe that they ‘wanted to trample [us] | and tear

 

Figure 12. Medusa Headin the Tribunal of the Town Hall.
Source: Stichting Koninklijk Paleis Amsterdam.
Photo: Erik and Petra Hesmerg.

6 es art egrijpliik schoon.’ Meyster, p. 78.

__"Sniet sprake-toos, nocdof, maer opeingenameeTEEae
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ing, if we think of it, methinks, they still fo

{us) up alive we are stilSee connoisseur, but heis able to get er
437 ‘Thus Michelangelo #¢ "The fear thatthe sculpturesinthe tribunal elicit is no

ao gefined by the paradoxical combination offright and
normal anxiety. Thati So here the conceptofsacer horror turnsinto a non.

joy, repulsion andoevvork ofart. More particularly, an ideal is created, while
eeice‘enced the sacer horror he has not beencompletely para.

eeho has listened to Apelles and Michelangelo, does notget the point,

His reaction shows anall-encompassing panic. The father ofthe gods becomes too

much involved with the fiction and, rather than experiencing wonder,is totally

paralyzed by the idea that Medusa and Erinys will storm Mount Olympuswith the

‘Titans andother hellish creatures. Thus, the Hemels Land-Spel ends in complete

confusion. Earlier in the play, Meyster promotes his own medium asan excellent
means to avoid such misjudgement. Hehastheartists refer to previous laudatory

poems on the Town Hall as.a most welcomeaid to correctly dealing with all

‘vonders in and outside the building: ‘Oh, van de Vondel, come you Asseling
[Thomas Asselija], you Bos {Jan Vos], | You smart wits, loosen your tongues, |
Andhelp us with your wit to describe all spiritness.*" In doing so, Meyster
presents theliterarygenre ofthe laudatory poem andgives three famous examples
‘on the Town Hall as a means to help spectators avoid getting paralyzed, and to
deal correctly with the decorations by striking the golden mean between an.
aesthetic gaze and a living-presence response. For Meyster, it is thanks to the
extreme wit of authors such as Vondel that visitors of the Town Hall could
prepare themselves to react properly to all the marvels of the building. Byfirst
reading about the Town Hall they avoid therisk of getting too overwhelmedin the
moment. Excellent poetry can helpvisitors to rememberthatarchitects,sculptors,

and painters were at work and thus preserve a certain distance that enables them
to feel fright and joy without the risk of, like Jupiter, becomin;E ss g too strongly
involved in the representation.

i Conclusion

In the young Dut :

fipsredRepublc many writers pad attention in theiliterature tothe
tradition of discuuesis attention often relied on a theological

8 the magnificence of God. Junius, for example, starts his

””‘evend’hadden willen

aes mydu,volgenaeneen‘wy staen schier noch en trillen, | Als wy’rgedenken
la van de Vondel, ko B78.

En helptons met u Gees diesee)50% | Gy schrand re geesten komt, maeck uwe tonger 10,|

TH E WONDROUS TOWN HALL OF AMSTERDAM 175

De pictura veterum with a discussion of how
nature, canterrify and delight and howthis
corresponds with the impact of art. Further, in his art theory he gives art’smagnificence a deeper theoretical basis by using Longinus’ concept of megalopre.
peia. Thus, classical and Christian thought mergein discussing the overwhelmin,
passionsart can elicit. .

In the Dutch Golden Age wefindthis interest not onlyin art theory stricto
sensu; other media were put to use for thinking about the impact of art and

architecture as well. Moreparticularly,

God's magnificence,visible through
combination of contrasting passions

: : laudatory poems can be taken into con-
sideration as prominentplacesofcriticism,since theybuild on arichtradition of
thought on wonder,were widelydistributed, and had extraordinary socio-political
importance. In thecaseof the laudatory poemsonthe Amsterdam TownHall,the
emphasis on the wondrous aspectofthe building andits decorations can be
related to the legitimization of the enormousproject, and ultimately, of the
burgomasters’ position. This close political involvementcertainly does not exclude
thefact that the poets thought aboutthe impactofart andarchitecture in a most
profound way.

‘The poems of Huygens, Vondel, and Meyster praising the Amsterdam Town
Hall indicate that in theliterary genre of the laudatory poem too,theological

thoughtinspired the thinking about the impactofthe building. This theological

tradition was linked with thinking about wondrousartthatstarted in ancient
Greek descriptions of art and architecture. Huygensseesthe magnificenceofthe
Town Hall as an index for God’seternal benevolence for Amsterdam,but also

relies on the idea of the Seven Wondersofthe World to develop his thoughts on

the impact of the building, Vondelrelates the overwhelming decorations in the
tribunal to the theological concept of sacer horror, thus suggesting that the
burgomasters and aldermenin their function asjudges elicit an impact thatis

comparableto feeling contact with God. However, the poet alsorelies on ancient

models of description that contrast wondrous art andarchitecture with everyday

reality. Finally, Meyster deals with the overwhelmingeffect of the decorationsin

the tribunal and constructs an ideal spectator who correctly responds to the

breath-takinglifelikeness of the bas-reliefs by combiningan evaluation ofartistry

with a living-presence response.
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