


Visions of Virtue



Aen Vre(deryck) de Vroom.

Ick wensche u, vrome vrundt, alle schepselen uuijt, waer
maer den schepper alleen in u herte. Aen hem alleen heb-
dy genoech, al waerdy anders heel ongenoechlyck. Niet
en hadde ick te schrijven dan dat ic noch leve, naerder en
bereyder aen ende tot myn sterfven dan oijt, Godt danck.
Om wel te sterfven dient wel leven; die konst is zo geheel
ende seltsaem by den menschen, als 't leven gemeen is.
Dese konste zendt ende wenscht u als sich selve u oudt
bekende vrundt.

To Vrre(derik) de Vroom,

For you, my pious friend, | wish that only the Creator
may be allowed to reside in your heart, and all creatures
outside of it. With Him you have enough, even if you
were to be dissatisfied with everything else. Other than
that, | have nothing to share except that | am still alive,
closer to my death and more willing to die than ever,
thank God. To die well, one has to live well. As obvious
as life is to people, so utterly rare is this art. I’'m hereby
sending you this art, and | wish it upon you and myself,
your old, declared friend.

Brieven-Boeck, letter 56 (ed. Gruppelaar, 2022)
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Introduction

For most of us, Dirck Volckertszoon Coornhert is not a name that will likely
spring to mind when asked to name one of the most famous Dutch people of
all time. However, in the second half of the sixteenth century, Coornhert was a
highly influential and productive figure. He wrote about philosophy, theology,
religion and religious strife, politics, love, the Dutch language, and reform of
the prison system. His work includes plays, poems, moral treatises, dialogues,
theological treatises, songs, and political essays. And he wrote nearly all of this
in Dutch. This was unusual at the time, but for Coornhert it was a conscious
choice: he felt that knowledge should be available to everyone, regardless of
education, position, or social status. With those same valuesin mind, Coornhert
produced Dutch translations of important classical and contemporary authors,
among which Homer, Plato, Cicero, Boccaccio, Sebastian Castellio, and Colijn
van Rijssele.

But Coornhert was more than just a writer. He was a public figure; a key figure,
who often found himself at the centre of public debates regarding the main issues
and conflicts of his century. In a time of great political, social, and religious
polarisation, he was a fundamental, and notorious, supporter of tolerance,
humanity, and sober rationality. In a time when the Netherlands slowly developed
into a kind of unitary state, he was a well-known advocate of linguistic purism,
the development of Dutch as a full-fledged language, and “the Netherlands” as
an independent cultural and political whole.

Coornhert also enjoyed special fame as a visual artist. At a time when
visual art entered into a new and unruly phase, the effects of which were
felt throughout Europe and which is now globally considered to be among
humanity’s most eminent art traditions, Coornhert played a leading role as a
designer, engraver, and publisher of didactic, moralistic, and historical prints
for a broad audience. For many years, he collaborated with world famous painter
Maarten van Heemskerck (1498-1574), and he was a teacher to internationally
renowned etcher Hendrick Goltzius (1558-1617).

Through his work and actions, Coornhert has had a profound impact on the
Dutch sixteenth century and the development of the Netherlands as a cultural
and political unity. This book can be seen as a sampler for the wide array of
literary, intellectual, and artistic instruments Coornhert employed to achieve
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Portrait of Dirck Volkertsz Coornhert. Engraving after a design by Hendrik Goltzius,
c. 1600, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



INTRODUCTION

his deepest purpose: enlightening and emancipating all (Dutch) citizens and,
in doing so, creating a peaceful and (more) honest society.

Life

Coornhertwas born in 1522 in Amsterdam as the son of a rich textile merchant.
His mother hailed from a respectable Amsterdam family. Coornhert’s extraor-
dinary talent was soon recognised by those around him. He enjoyed a broad
education, even though, for reasons unknown, he never visited the Latin school.
Against the will of his family, aged only seventeen, he married Neeltje Simons-
dochter, a lower-class woman twelve years his senior, and was (partly) disin-
herited as a result. This was no trifling matter, as the Coornherts were counted
among the wealthiest families of Amsterdam (Coornhert’s eldest brother
Clement is mentioned in 1543 as one of the city’s five richest merchants).
When he was twenty, Coornhert became steward to Reinoud 111 of Brederode.
There, he gained access to the well-stocked library of castle Batestein in Vianen
(Utrecht), where he came into contact with unorthodox and “heretical” ideas.
There, he read Luther, Calvin and Menno Simons. And this was also where
he familiarised himself with spiritualism, particularly the work of Sebastian
Franck, and the anonymous mystical text Theologia Deutsch, which would
become an important guideline throughout his life.

Coornhert was politically active for most of his life. He served as secre-
tary for the Haarlem city council and, later on, the States General. He was
also an advisor to, and friend of, stadtholder William of Orange, leader of the
Dutch Revolt against Habsburg Spain, with whom he discussed his ideas about
tolerance, and freedom of religion and conscience. His role in the Revolt came
at a high cost. In 1567, he was arrested and brought to trial by the Council
of Strokes (the “Blood Council”), which Alba had implemented to eliminate
all enemies of Philip 11. Coornhert defended his revolutionary activities with
panache; he had done nothing that was not in the interest of peace, rationality,
and the Dutch people. When he realises it is a lost cause, he manages to escape.
He flees to Germany, where he spends several years in exile. During this time,
he assists William of Orange in funding the war against Spain, while earning
a living as an engraver.

Coornhert was the fiercest and most prominent opponent of the Dutch Calvin-
ists. In his eyes, the Reformed Protestants tried to establish a “new tyranny over
the conscience,” now that the Catholics had lost their influence in the Nether-
lands. He single-handedly took on several leading Calvinists in a number of
notorious public debates, during which he fought for freedom of thought, and
the intellectual and moral formation of all Dutch citizens. Because of these
ideas, and his critical attitude towards the Reformed Church, Coornhert was
forced to flee the Netherlands yet again.
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After his return, he moved from Haarlem, via Delft, to the tolerant Gouda.
There he died on October 29%, 1590, and was buried in the Church of Saint
John (Sint-Janskerk).

After his death, and particularly during the seventeenth century, Coornhert’s
rationalist approach to man and morals would become one of the native inspi-
ration sources for the radical rationalism practiced by the Collegiants and, later,
Spinozists such as Jarig Jelles (c. 1620-1683), and the Mennonite Pieter Balling
(died before 1664).

Philosophy

Coornhert is best described as a vernacular humanist or vernacular ration-
alist. His philosophical and theological ideas are based on principal goodness,
rationality, and the improvability of humankind. All people are created good;
through reason, our inborn voncxken des Godlijcken Lichts (spark of Divine
Light), we have direct and unmediated access to truth and goodness. In other
words: we are already connected to God and do not require any special interven-
tion from consecrated people or holy rituals. We therefore have everything we
need to become good people. However, as long as we do not use these means,
we remain stuck in our unreason and do the wrong things. Evil is therefore not
the consequence of our depraved will or of what the Reformed Protestants call
original sin, but of our own ignorance, which Coornhert sees as the root of all
sins (wortele alder zonden). If you would even want to use the misleading word
“original sin,” Coornhert, who really disliked that word, believed it had to be
understood in terms of ignorance: you simply “inherit” the wrong convictions
and habits from your parents (and in a wider sense: your social environment),
which makes you unwittingly copy bad behaviour and learn to mistake the
wrong things for the truth.

Because humans have reason as their defining characteristic, they are also
obliged to live according to reason — and those who truly live according to
reason automatically do the right thing. Conversely: when we do not practice
virtue, we do not use our reason and consequently do not rise above the level
of animals. Each person has an individual duty to break the power of sin and
ignorance and, through trial and error, build a good and truthful life for them-
selves: the art of living well (wellevenskunste) as Coornhert calls it. And this art
of living well begins with an awareness of our own ignorance. Only then can
we start to become a different, better kind of person. For this process, Coorn-
hert borrows the spiritualist concepts of rebirth and deification, but he puts a
rationalist spin on them. Unlike traditional spiritualism, Coornhert does not
see the divine spark as something mystical, but as the reason or ratio, which
is present in each human being and forms the basis for moral improvement.
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In this respect, Coornhert has been deeply influenced by Platonic philosophy
and the Stoa.

The Bible (the “literal Law of the Lord”) is not essential when it comes to
becoming a good human being and is described by Coornhert in various texts
as an additional source of examples, stories, and descriptions, which makes it
even easier to see our own ignorance and God’s goodness.

True (self) knowledge leads to good behaviour and enables us to already become
perfect during our earthly life (“perfectism”). The idea that each person can
already become perfect in this life (that is: can become what God intended them
to be) is central to Coornhert’s philosophy. And it is attainable for each human
being; remarkably, Coornhert makes it clear in several texts that this does not
solely apply to Christians, but equally to Jews, Muslims, and “heathens.”

Based on these ideas, Coornhert was also a fundamental supporter of complete
tolerance and liberty of conscience. Because each human being has the duty
(and the opportunity) to shape their life based on their direct, individual bond
with God and the Truth, it is completely pointless to try and force people to
assume a certain religion. Coercion even works counterproductively; it is better
to enter into discussion with dissidents and so together arrive at higher know-
ledge and truth. In texts such as Proces vant Ketterdoden (Trial About the Killing
of Heretics, 1590 (see p. 146)) he therefore declares war on all forms of religious
persecution and imposed religion.

Coornhertalso had progressive ideas about the prison system and the treatment of
criminals and “idlers.” In his eyes, people generally do not turn to crime because
of any kind of inherent personality flaw. They are often driven to it by poverty or
misfortune. He was among the first in Europe to draw the link between crimi-
nality and socioeconomic circumstances. For that reason, he believed the penal
system should not be exclusively aimed at punishment and compensation, but
also on the re-education of criminals and their successful return to society.

These views were at the basis of the famous Rasphouses (for men) and Spin-
houses (for women) which were established in the Republic from the end of the
sixteenth century onwards.

Work

This anthology expressly does not take an academic approach. Solid academic
studies about Coornhert and text-critical publications of his work are widely
available by now — albeit still mainly in Dutch. With his work, Coornhert
specifically also wanted to address the “common people.” In this vein, this
anthology aims to offer an accessible overview of Coornhert’s oeuvre rather
than providing yet another academic reflection.

13
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Visions of Virtue has been divided into four parts:

Part I: Man and morals

Part II: Church, faith, and freedom of religion

Part III: State, freedom, and living together

Part IV: Language, poetry, theatre, and printmaking

Accessibility has always taken priority. This means most texts selected for this
anthology are on the shorter side. Of some essential, longer texts, representa-
tive fragments have been included. Most texts are self-explanatory. They are
only introduced (briefly) when this is necessary for a proper understanding of
the text in question.

For a couple of texts, I was grateful to be able to use existing English translations.
I have, for instance, copied fragments from Synod on the Freedom of Conscience
(Voogt, 2008) and Ethics, the Art of Living Well (Voogt, 2015). In addition, I have
used a number of modern Dutch translations. This applies primarily to the
letters, published in a modern translation by Jaap Gruppelaar (Nieuw brieven-
boek, 2022), and dialogues from the so-called Kruidhofjes (Buys 2023).

In addition, a few texts have been translated from Weet of rust (Bonger &
Gelderblom, 1985) and Coornhert in het klein. Korte teksten over deugd, onwe-
tendheid en volmaakbaarheid (Buys, 2010). These sources are always mentioned
underneath the text in question. I have chosen to leave out annotations and
footnotes when these were not interesting for the non-academic reader or when
they detract too much from the text itself. I have also removed text-critical indi-
cations, unless they are necessary to understand the text. The same goes for the
explanations, references, or signs in the margins (marginalia), which Coorn-
hert occasionally made rather enthusiastic use of.

However, most of the texts for this anthology first had to be translated into
modern Dutch — which I have done with great pleasure. In those cases, I
mention the original source; in many cases this is Coornhert’s collected works,
published in 1630 in three parts under the title Wercken, waer van eenige noyt
voor desen gedruct zyn (Works, Some of Which Have Never Been Printed Before).
The Dutch translations then also had to be translated into English. This some-
times difficult task was undertaken by Elizabeth Verwey. I am convinced
her efforts have led to a very authentic translation that also offers non-Dutch
readers the opportunity to become acquainted with Coornhert’s original texts.

Due to their varied origin (existing and new translations), the reader will notice
style differences between the texts. I have chosen to leave these in. For example,
the reader will find American English in text fragments from Synod and Ethics,
while British English has been used for the other texts.
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Both lyrically and visually, Amsterdam
born and bred Dirck Volckertsz Coorn-
hert (1522-1590) was a real pioneer. His
extensive oeuvre includes the first ethics
in a European vernacular, a ground-
breaking treatise about the treatment of
prisoners, and a unique language guide
aimed at both boys and girls. In addition
to a great number of prose texts, he also

wrote poems, songs, and plays.

As a visual artist, Coornhert created hundreds of top-quality
engravings, enabling him to also reach an illiterate audience with
his ideas about tolerance, freedom of expression, and the impor-
tance of correct knowledge for the good life.

The anthology Visions of Virtue is the first to bring together a
rich selection of Coornhert’s work, largely translated into English
for the first time. The texts and engravings in this book offer an
insight into one of the first advocates for tolerance and freedom
of conscience in Europe. At the same time, they shed a surprising
light on pressing contemporary issues such as truth versus lie,
democracy versus autocracy, and rational thought versus gut
feeling.
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