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Introduction

Johan Huizinga is among the foremost scholars the Netherlands has ever 
produced. He studied Dutch literature in Groningen and received a broad 
academic education. In the winter of 1895-96 he visited Leipzig University, 
attending lectures in comparative linguistics. His dissertation in 1897 dealt 
with a subject related to Indonesian dramaturgy. In 1905, having worked for 
a number of years in secondary education, Huizinga became Professor of 
General and Dutch History at the university of Groningen at the age of 32. 
Within a few months after his wife’s early death in July 1914, he accepted the 
chair of General History at the university of Leiden. 

In 1919 he published a book which was to make him famous all over the 
world: Herfsttij der Middeleeuwen (Autumn Tide of the Middle Ages). This 
specimen of cultural history is usually looked upon as the counterpart of 
Jacob Burckhardt’s Kultur der Renaissance in Italien (The Civilization of the 
Renaissance in Italy). It was the first of three works that would bring him 
lasting international fame. Five years later his biography of Erasmus appeared, 
and in 1938 his last creative phase culminated in Homo Ludens: Proeve ener 
bepaling van het spelelement der cultuur (Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play 
Element of Culture). This work was received worldwide with great enthusiasm 
not only by cultural historians, but also by anthropologists, philosophers, 
sociologists, and representatives of many other disciplines. In the sixties the 
adjective ludiek (‘playful’), which was coined by Huizinga, became a vogue 
word in the Netherlands.


