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    When celestial order confronts the magnetism of self-assertion, the stage becomes a tribunal where obedience, ambition, and the meaning of justice collide, and in this exalted arena—radiant with ritual, rank, and song—a single arch-spirit’s eloquence gathers allies, provokes resistance, and sends tremors through a hierarchy that has long imagined itself unshakable, so that every oath and omen measures how far a conscience may stretch before it breaks and how a community bound by harmony might answer the perilous summons of a will determined to test the limits of authority.

Vondel’s Lucifer is a verse tragedy by the Dutch poet-dramatist Joost van den Vondel, set in the courts and battlements of Heaven and composed in the mid-seventeenth century during the Dutch Golden Age. This edition presents the work in English through Leonard Charles Van Noppen’s translation, produced in the late nineteenth century. Readers thus encounter a canonical drama of early modern Europe refracted through a careful Anglophone rendering, one that seeks to convey the original’s elevated diction and ceremonial pacing while making its arguments and imagery accessible to those who approach it outside its original language and theatrical milieu.

The premise unfolds in a radiant, ordered cosmos where rank, duty, and song uphold the peace of a celestial commonwealth, until a high prince of the host questions the justice of a new dispensation and rallies sympathizers to his view. What follows is a courtly and strategic drama as councils convene, watchful eyes interpret signs, and speeches test the commitments of allies and adversaries. Vondel stages the conflict as a contest of persuasion and resolve rather than a mere clash of arms, offering readers a dignified, measured progression of scenes in which mood and argument deepen, guided by choruses that frame emotion with reflection.

At its core, the play meditates on pride and obedience, on freedom and the claims of legitimate authority. It probes how charisma can dazzle judgment, how rhetoric can masquerade as reason, and how the desire for honor can blur into a challenge to the common good. The tragedy persistently asks what kind of loyalty is worthy, what kind of dissent is just, and what happens when conscience parts ways with order. It also considers the weight of leadership: the burden of decision, the risks of partial knowledge, and the fragile balance between mercy and firmness in a realm that defines itself by harmony.

Written amid the intellectual and civic ferment of the Dutch Golden Age, the drama reflects an era absorbed by questions of governance, religious conviction, and communal stability. Without confining itself to any single controversy, it draws on the period’s habits of public debate—formal, argumentative, steeped in scripture and classical precedent—and turns them into living theater. Vondel’s disciplined architecture, with its choral interludes and ceremonious councils, mirrors the age’s faith in reasoned deliberation while exposing its vulnerabilities. The result is a work that situates cosmic rebellion within the recognizable dynamics of policy, persuasion, and the ethics of rule in a complex society.

Leonard Charles Van Noppen’s translation opens the Dutch masterpiece to English-language readers with an ear for the play’s elevated cadence and structural clarity. His rendering favors stately rhythms and lucid argument, allowing speeches to move with the gravity of public oration and the chorus to register as communal conscience rather than mere ornament. For readers new to Vondel, the English text provides a dignified path into a tradition of early modern tragedy beyond the familiar English canon, preserving the sense of ceremony, the architecture of debate, and the measured transitions from counsel to crisis that define the original’s dramatic experience.

Today, the work matters because it dramatizes tensions that remain urgent: the allure of charismatic defiance, the responsibilities of power, the strain between individual vision and collective order, and the difficulty of discerning justice when principles collide. As literature, it offers austere beauty—formal symmetry, luminous imagery, and rhetorical fire; as theater, it promises a slow-burning crescendo of moral argument and spectacle. Approached in Van Noppen’s English, the tragedy invites contemplation rather than haste, asking readers to listen as much as to judge, and to consider how the highest ideals are tested when dissent enters the very heart of an ordered world.
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    Vondel’s Lucifer is a five-act tragedy set in the celestial realm, where a chorus of angels celebrates the ordered beauty of creation and the emergence of a new world. The drama opens with solemn pageantry and ceremonial praise, situating the audience within a strict hierarchy that governs heaven. Reports of a fresh, verdant sphere, endowed with life and promise, stir wonder among the hosts. The Almighty’s governance is presented as absolute yet benevolent, sustaining harmony through rank and duty. This serene frame provides the contrast against which tensions gradually rise, as admiration for creation begins to intersect with questions of authority and precedence.

A pivotal proclamation introduces the central conflict: the Son is elevated as ruler and viceroy over the new creation, commanding homage from all orders of angels. The announcement redefines celestial protocol and confirms a future course for heaven and earth. Lucifer, radiant prince among the highest, perceives a displacement of honor and begins to brood over the change. His closest companions register the shift with mixed reactions, some urging caution, others stoking grievance. Michael, Gabriel, and Uriel exemplify steadfast allegiance, counseling acceptance of the decree. The stage is set for a trial of loyalties, with reverence and rank now sharply in view.

Councils gather among the northern legions, where debate crystallizes into competing visions of duty. Belzebub advances calculated arguments, Belial offers seductive rationalizations, and Apollyon urges hard resolve. They invoke ancient rights, the dignity of their station, and the fear of diminished glory. Opposing voices point to oath, order, and the peril of presumption. Lucifer listens, weighs the rhetoric, and gradually inclines toward defiance while maintaining an aura of princely restraint. In measured speeches and oaths, positions harden, alliances are sworn, and a course is chosen. The drama emphasizes deliberation as much as fervor, showing conflict born first in counsel.

Amid these councils, heaven gazes on the new-made earth, with its fresh skies, clear waters, and a garden set apart for innocence. The first humans appear as a sign of promise and stewardship, entrusted with a freedom that evokes both admiration and scrutiny. Angels contemplate their role as guardians and witnesses. Lucifer’s attention turns to this nascent sphere, perceiving in humankind a test of the new order and a potential fulcrum for larger designs. The contrast between unfallen simplicity and celestial ambition intensifies the dramatic stakes. Praise and wonder remain, yet they now frame a more charged and watchful silence.

Messengers and wardens of heaven seek to steady the wavering ranks. Gabriel and Uriel, bearing authority without harshness, appeal to memory, oath, and the clarity of the decree. They invoke a chain of being that safeguards all, promising honor within obedience and peril in revolt. Omens and portents echo through the firmament, underscoring the gravity of choice. The chorus reflects on the fate of those who test the limit between service and sovereignty. Opportunity for reconsideration is offered in formal summons and warnings. Through exhortation and negotiation, the play allows room for reversal, even as a point of no return draws near.

When persuasion falters, the drama pivots to preparation. Musters are called, banners unfurled, ranks arrayed in disciplined tiers. The rebellious cohort gathers around northern strongholds, while the loyal host forms under Michael’s unwavering command. Celestial engines and radiant armor are evoked in rich imagery, signaling a conflict that is both martial and metaphysical. Signals course through the vaults of heaven; watchfires burn; trumpets answer each other across crystalline expanses. The Son’s mandate stands at the center of the order that is to be preserved, though intervention remains measured. The perfection of heavenly peace now frames the imminence of a decisive test.

The clash unfolds in scenes of expansive spectacle and precise choreography. Assaults rise against glittering ramparts, countered by disciplined arrays and resounding judgments. Spear meets shield; thunders roll; the firmament reverberates with contending wills. Tactical feints, bold charges, and steadfast stands mark the oscillations of advantage. A turning point emerges through an unmistakable manifestation of sovereign authority, reasserting the hierarchy proclaimed at the outset. The conflict achieves resolution in a manner that confirms the established order without dwelling on spectacle for its own sake. The narrative maintains momentum while preserving the moral and legal framework underpinning the celestial realm.

In the wake of the struggle, consequences ripple through heaven and the new-created world. Stations are clarified, boundaries fixed, and the grand decree affirmed. Though the tumult subsides, purpose persists. Lucifer, undeterred in spirit, contemplates a more oblique path: to test the strength of the decree not by open force, but by reaching the new creation through subtler means. The garden on earth, with its promise and prohibition, offers an avenue to challenge, if not the throne, then the creatures under its care. Plans take shape around a disguised approach and a chosen instrument, pointing toward a different theater of action.

The play closes by gathering its themes into a solemn reflection. Order, service, and humility stand against ambition, self-claim, and the rhetoric of grievance. The chorus underscores the security found in obedience and the unrest bred by pride. Without detailing future events, the drama gestures toward the human stage as the next field of trial, linking celestial deliberations to moral choices on earth. Vondel’s structure preserves dignity and ceremony while tracing a clear arc from decree to crisis and consequence. The overarching message is concise: true greatness adheres to rightful sovereignty, and the fate of worlds turns on the acceptance or rejection of that truth.
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    Vondel sets Lucifer in a prehistorical, scriptural cosmos, unfolding in Heaven’s court and at the threshold of Eden. The action occurs before and just after the Creation of Adam and Eve, in a realm conceived as a hierarchically ordered monarchy under God. The geography is celestial rather than terrestrial: the Empyrean, the crystal spheres, the gates of Heaven, and the yet-innocent Paradise. Yet the play was written and first staged in Amsterdam in 1654, and its celestial polity mirrors the civic and courtly structures familiar to a seventeenth-century Dutch audience, where questions of sovereignty, obedience, and rebellion were not abstract, but urgent and contested.

The Dutch Revolt against Habsburg Spain (1568–1648) forged the political sensibilities of Vondel’s world. Key milestones include the Union of Utrecht (1579), the Act of Abjuration (1581), and the fall of Antwerp (1585), which sent merchants, artisans, and intellectuals north, swelling Amsterdam. Peace came with the Treaty of Münster, signed on 30 January 1648, as part of Westphalia. This created an officially independent Dutch Republic, dominated by urban regents. The play’s obsession with loyalty and revolt echoes these decades of insurrection and state-making, translating the memory of rebellion into the cosmic register of angelic obedience and Lucifer’s refusal of divine sovereignty.

The Remonstrant–Contra-Remonstrant conflict (1609–1619) polarized the Republic over predestination, authority, and tolerance. The Synod of Dort (1618–1619) condemned Arminian views and entrenched strict Reformed orthodoxy. Political crisis climaxed when Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, the Grand Pensionary of Holland, was executed on 13 May 1619, and Hugo Grotius was imprisoned, escaping in 1621. Vondel lamented these events in public verse and learned the costs of factional zeal and punitive justice. In Lucifer, the crisis of judgment, the fate of a powerful rebel, and the tension between justice and mercy bear the imprint of these Dutch struggles over law, conscience, and sovereignty.

Vondel’s conversion to Catholicism in 1641 situated him within a tolerated yet politically marginalized community in the Dutch Republic. Catholics worshiped in clandestine churches, or schuilkerken, under the watch of Reformed magistrates. The Counter-Reformation’s ceremonial sensibilities, visible in the Southern Netherlands, informed Vondel’s sense of hierarchy, sacrament, and celestial order. While the Republic allowed private Catholic practice, Catholics were excluded from public office and faced social suspicion. Lucifer’s ordered angelic ranks, exalted ritual language, and emphasis on obedience to a sacred monarchy reflect a confessional worldview Vondel embraced, while simultaneously engaging a public culture governed by Reformed civic authorities.

The political rupture of 1650 reshaped Dutch governance. Prince William II of Orange attempted a coup against the regents of Holland, marching on Amsterdam in July 1650 and arresting six leading regents. His sudden death on 6 November 1650 ushered in the First Stadtholderless Period (1650–1672), empowering urban oligarchies. Under English pressure, the Act of Seclusion (20 January 1654) excluded the young William III from the stadtholderate. The dispute over monarchical charisma versus regent rule is refracted in Vondel’s depiction of divine kingship and angelic command, where Lucifer’s mutiny tests the legitimacy, limits, and duties of authority and counsel.

Amsterdam’s public theater, the Schouwburg, opened in 1638 amid clerical hostility to the stage. Municipal regents defended its civic value, but Reformed consistories decried plays as morally dangerous. Lucifer premiered briefly in early 1654 and was halted by city order after fierce church protests. Scenes of celestial rebellion and the portrayal of angels in arms were attacked as irreverent. The episode reveals how ecclesiastical influence could shape urban policy even without formal theocracy. The play’s reception thus became part of its history: a work about obedience and revolt was itself censored, demonstrating the living tensions between art, church, and magistracy.

War and commerce formed the immediate backdrop to Lucifer’s staging and suppression. The First Anglo-Dutch War (1652–1654) erupted after England’s Navigation Act of 1651, which restricted Dutch shipping. The conflict saw major fleet actions: Dungeness on 30 November 1652, Portland (the Three Days’ Battle) from 28 February to 2 March 1653, the Gabbard on 12–13 June 1653, and Scheveningen on 10 August 1653, where Admiral Maarten Tromp was killed. Amsterdam, a city of roughly 200,000 inhabitants by mid-century, felt acute economic and social strain as convoys were armed and merchant fleets endangered. The Treaty of Westminster on 5 April 1654 ended hostilities but included the Act of Seclusion, demanded by Oliver Cromwell, deepening domestic constitutional rifts. In this climate, magistrates prized order and moral discipline, and Reformed ministers intensified calls to curb scandal. The Schouwburg, overseen by civic poets and stage managers such as Jan Vos, stood at the center of debates about public spectacle and virtue. Lucifer, with its tableaux of command, counsel, and mutiny, inevitably resonated with naval discipline and republican anxieties: admirals and captains had to suppress insubordination at sea just as regents sought unanimity at home. The play’s brief run in early 1654, followed by prohibition after only a few performances, coincided with the war’s unsettled aftermath, when authorities were especially sensitive to any representation of rebellion that might embolden faction. Thus, military conflict, maritime policy, and urban governance directly conditioned both the audience’s perceptions and the city’s intervention, making contemporary geopolitics an essential part of the play’s historical context and public meaning.

As a social and political critique, Lucifer exposes the perils of faction, pride, and demagoguery within hierarchical systems. It interrogates counsel, urging rulers to temper justice with prudence, and warns elites against self-exalting cabals that distort common good into private ambition. In a Republic wary of princely overreach yet governed by oligarchs, the play scrutinizes authority’s legitimacy and the rhetoric that sustains it. Its censorship reveals a further critique: clerical policing of culture and the fragility of civic freedoms. By dramatizing the catastrophe of disobedience and the risks of unexamined power, the work indicts both rebellious vanity and coercive, moralizing governance.
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Vondel's Lucifer in English.

It has become a matter of literary tradition, in Holland and out of it, that the choral drama of "Lucifer" is the great masterpiece of Dutch literature. The Dutch critics, however, are by no manner of means unanimous in this opinion. In point of fact, it has been assigned by some a place relatively subordinate among the works of this "Dutch Shakespeare," as they are fond of calling Vondel[1] at home. No other one, however, in the long list of his dramas and poems, from the "Pascha" of 1612 to his last translations of 1671, the beginning and the end of a literary career, in which one of the greatest of Dutch writers on its history has pronounced the poetry of the Netherlands to have attained its zenith, will, none the less, so strongly appeal to us, outside of Holland, as does the "Lucifer." Vondel's tragedy "Gysbreght van Amstel" may have found far greater favor as a drama, and the poet may possibly in his lyrics have risen to his greatest height; but neither the one nor the other, in spite of this, can have such supreme claims upon our attention.

Why this is so is dependent upon a variety of reasons. It is not solely on account of the lofty character of the subject, nor because we have an almost identical one in a great poem in English literature, between which and the "Lucifer" there is a more than generic resemblance. The question of Milton's indebtedness to Vondel is no longer to be considered an open one, and has resolved itself into an inquiry simply as to the amount of the influence exerted. This is an interesting phase of the matter, and, since it involves one of our great classics, an important one. The two poems, nevertheless, however great this influence may be shown to be, are by no manner of means alike in detail, and one main source of interest to us, to whom "Paradise Lost" is a heritage, is undoubtedly to compare the treatment of such a subject by two great poets of different nationalities. The paramount reason, however, why the "Lucifer" should appeal to us is because it is, in reality, one of the great poems of the world; because of its inherent worth, its seriousness of purpose, the sublimity of its fundamental conceptions, its whole loftiness of tone. When the critics praise others of Vondel's works for excellences not shared by the "Lucifer," they extol him immeasurably, for there is enough in this poem alone to have made its author immortal.

It is a matter of surprise that down to the present time there has been no English translation of "Lucifer," although, after all, its neglect is but a part of the general indifference among us to the literature of Holland in all periods of its history. Why this should be so is not quite apparent; for wholly apart from the important question of action and reaction as a constituent part of the world's literature, the literature of Holland has in it, in almost every phase of its development, sublimities and beauties of its own which surely could not always remain hidden. An era of translation was sure to set in, and it is a matter of significance that its herald has even now appeared.

That the first considerable translation of any Dutch poet into English should be Vondel, and that the particular work rendered should be the "Lucifer," is, from the preëminent place of writer and poem in the literature of the Netherlands, altogether apt.

It is particularly fitting, however, that such an English translation, both because it is first and because it is Vondel, should be put forth, beyond all other places, from this old Dutch city of New York. There is surely more than a passing interest in the thought that, at the time of the appearance of Vondel's "Lucifer" in old Amsterdam, in 1654, its reading public was in part New Amsterdam[5], as well. Whether any copy of the book ever actually found its way over to the New Netherlands is a matter that it is hardly possible now to determine; but that it might have been read in the vernacular as readily here as at home is a fact of history. Only two years after the publication of the "Lucifer," that is in 1656, Van der Donck, as his title page states, "at the time in New Netherland," printed his "Beschryvinge van Nieuw-Nederlant," in which occurs the familiar picture of "Nieuw Amsterdam op 't Eylant Manhattans," with its fort, and flagstaff, and windmill, its long row of little Dutch houses, and its gibbet well in the foreground as an unmistakable symbol of law and order.

Strikingly enough, too, during the lifetime of Vondel we were making our own contributions to Dutch literature; modest they certainly may have been, but real none the less. Jacob Steendam, the first poet of New York, wrote here at least one of his poems, the "Klagt van Nieuw-Amsterdam," printed in Holland in 1659, and from this same period are the occasional verses of those other Dutch poets, Henricus Selyns, the first settled minister of Brooklyn, and of Nicasius de Sille, first colonial Councillor of State under Governor Stuyvesant. Steendam, after he had returned from these shores to the Fatherland, is still a New Netherlander in spirit, for he continued to sing in vigorous, if homely, verses of the land he had left, which in his long poems, "'T Lof van Nieuw-Nederland," and "Prickel-Vaersen" he paints in glowing colors:

Nieuw-Nederland, gy edelste Gewest

Daar d'Opperheer (op 't heerlijkst) heeft gevest

De Volheyt van zijn gaven: alder-best

In alle Leden.



Dit is het Land, daar Melk en Honig vloeyd:

Dit is't geweest, daar't Kruyd (als dist'len) groeyd:

Dit is de Plaats, daar Arons-Roede bloeyd:

Dit is het Eden.


A translation of Vondel, from what has been said, is, accordingly, in a certain sense, a rehabilitation, a restoration to a former status that through the exigency of events has been lost. While this may be considered from some points of view but a curiosity of coincidence, it is in reality, as has been assumed, much more than that: it is a pertinent reminder of our historical beginnings, a harking back to the century that saw our birth as a province and as a city, to the mother country and to the mother tongue.

Of the literature of Holland, from the lack of opportunity, we know far too little. The translation into English of Vondel's "Lucifer" is not only in and for itself an event of more than ordinary importance in literary history, but it cannot fail to awaken among us a curiosity as to what else of supreme value maybe contained in Dutch literature, and thereby, in effect, form a veritable "open sesame" to unlock its hidden treasures.

WM. H. CARPENTER,

Professor of Germanic Philology,

Columbia University, New York.


NEW YORK, April 4, 1898.
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When Vondel, in 1653, finished his "Lucifer," he stood, notwithstanding his sixty-six laborious years, with undiminished vigor upon one of the loftiest peaks in his towering career.

A long road lay behind him, in some places rough and steep, though ever tending upwards. What had he not experienced, what had he not endured since that day in 1605 when he contributed a few faulty strophes to a wedding feast—the first product of his art of which we have any knowledge!

After a long and wearisome war, full of brilliant feats of arms, his countrymen had, at length, closed a treaty full of glory to themselves with their powerful and superior adversary. The Republic of the United Netherlands had taken her place among the great powers of the earth. In the East and in the West floated the flag of Holland. Over far-distant seas glided the shadows of Dutch ships, en route to other lands, bearing supplies to satisfy their needs, or speeding homewards freighted with riches.

Prince Maurice was dead. Frederic Henry and William II. had come and gone. De Witt, however, guided the helm of the ship of state; and as long as De Ruyter stood on the quarter-deck of his invincible "Seven Provinces" no reason existed to inspire an Englishman with a "Rule Britannia."

Knowledge soared on daring wings. Art reigned triumphant. The Stadhuis at Amsterdam was nearing completion. Rembrandt's "Night Patrol" already hung in the great hall of the Arquebusiers, and his "Syndics of the Cloth Merchants" was soon to be begun.

Fulness of life, growth of power, and the extension of boundaries were everywhere apparent. The life of the period is like an impressive pageant: in front, proud cavaliers, in high saddles, on their prancing steeds, with splendid colors and dazzling weapons, while silk banners gorgeously embroidered are waving aloft; in the rear, beautiful triumphal chariots and picturesque groups; around stands a clamorous multitude that for one moment forgets its cares in the glow of that splendor, though often only kept in restraint with difficulty.

In the midst of this busy, murmurous scene, Vondel with steady feet pursued his own way; often, indeed, lending his ear to the voices with which the air reverberated, or feasting his eyes upon color and form; often, too, lifting his voice for attack or defence; though still more often with averted glance, and lost in meditation, listening to the voice within.

Life had not left him untried. In many a contest, especially in his struggles against the Calvinistic clergy[2], he had strengthened his belief on many a doubtful point, developed his powers, and sharpened his understanding.

He had lost two lovely children; his tenderly beloved wife, who lived for him, had left him alone; his conversion to Catholicism had cost him much internal strife, and had brought with it the loss of former friends; his oldest son, Joost, had plunged him into financial difficulties, which resulted in ruin: yet beneath all this his sturdy strength did not fail him.

The fire of his spirit, not suppressed or smothered by the piled-up fuel of early learning, but constantly and richly fed with that which was best, burned with a fierce flame, ever hungry for new food. Treasures of art and knowledge he had gathered, even as the honey-bee culls her store out of all meadows and flowers; for towards art and knowledge his heart ever inclined—towards those muses of whom, in his "Birthday Clock of William Van Nassau," he said:

"For whom all life I love; and without whom, ah me!

The glorious majesty of sun I could not gladly see."


In an awe-inspiring number of long and short poems, he had, since those first lame verses, developed his art; he had taught his understanding to make use of life-like forms in the construction of his dramas; his feelings he had made deeper and more refined; his taste he had ennobled; his self-restraint he had increased; his technique he had made perfect.

Did his Bible remain the fount from which he preferred to draw the material for his dramas, he also gladly borrowed his motifs from the past of classical antiquity, and from the every-day Netherland life around him. His own fiery belief and deep convictions, and irrepressible desire to give vent to them, caused the person of the poet to be seen more clearly in his characters than we observe to be the case in the productions of his masters, the classic tragedians.

"Palamedes[3]" is a tempestuous defence of the great statesman Oldenbarneveldt—a defence full of intemperate passion, bitter reproach, and burning satire. How fiercely glows there, in each word, in each answer, in transparent allusion and in scornful irony, the fire of party spirit! How often, too, do we there hear the voice of the poet himself, as it trembles with tender sympathy or with lofty indignation!

"Gÿsbrecht van Amstel," a subject dearer to the burghers of Amsterdam than most others, is illuminated with the soft glimmer of altar-candles mingled with airy incense. That same light, that same perfume, we also perceive in "Maeghden," "Peter en Pauwels," and "Maria Stuart."

The Christ-like, humble thankfulness of a Dutch burgher falls upon our ears in the "Leeuwendalers," that charming pastoral, in which the wanton play of whistling pipe and reed is constantly relieved by the silvery pure tones of ringing peace-bells.

Does the history of the development of the Vondelian drama teach us more about the man Vondel, it also most clearly shows us the evolution of the artist. Especially after his translation of "Hippolytus" he had weaned himself from the style of Seneca. More and more he became filled with the grandeur of the Greek tragedians, Sophocles and Euripides above all others. Æschylus he had not yet made his own; that hour was not yet come.

In "Gÿsbrecht van Amstel" we feel, for the first time, that Vondel acknowledges the Greeks as his masters, that he strives to follow them in their sublime simplicity; in their naturalness, that never degenerates to the gross; in their freedom of movement, so different from the stiffness of the school of Seneca; in the exquisitely delicate manner in which the lyric is introduced into the drama. In "Joseph in Dothan," "Leeuwendalers," and "Salomon," we behold the poet pursuing the same path, and here the influence of the Greeks is still more perceptible.

We have attempted in a few rapid strokes to give a brief outline of the time in which the tragedy "Lucifer" had its origin, and also of the man, the poet, who created it.

When Vondel first conceived the plan of writing this tragedy is not known. However, it is well known that this subject had early made an impression upon him. In the collection of prints entitled "Gulden Winkel" (1613), for which Vondel wrote the accompanying mottoes, we already find the Archangel whom God had doomed to the pit of hell. In the "Brieven der Heilige Maeghden" (1642), and in "Henriette Marie t'Amsterdam" (1642), we also find mention of the revolt of the Archangel. In the first-named work the strife between Michael and Lucifer, with their legions, is already seen in prototype. About 1650 he had undoubtedly resolved upon a plan to expand this subject into a tragedy.

Was the fallen Archangel for a long period thus ever present to the poet's eye? Did that subject so enthrall him that, at last, he could no longer resist the impelling desire to picture it after his own fashion? For the causes of this interest we shall not have far to seek.

The seventeenth century was, more than almost any other, the age of authority, and "Lucifer" is the tragedy of the individual in his revolt against authority. Vondel, the Catholic Christian, to whom the ruling power was holy—holy because it came from God; Vondel, the Amsterdam burgher, reared in the fear of the Lord, and full of reverence for those in authority as long as his conscience approved; Vondel must thus have been deeply impressed by the thought of the presumptuous attempt of the Stadholder[4] of God, "the fairest far of all things ever by God created," in his revolt against the "Creator of his glory." Out of this deep agitation this tragedy was born.

Only a genius such as that of Vondel or Milton could bring itself to undertake so dubious a task—out of such material to create a poem; only the highest genius could succeed in such gigantic attempt. Only such a poet can translate us on the mighty wings of his imagination into the portals of heaven; can present to us angels that at the same time are so human that we can put ourselves in their place, but who, nevertheless, remain for us a higher order of beings; can dare to bring into a drama a representation of God, without offending His majesty.

With chaste taste the poet has only rapidly sketched the scene of the drama; by means of a few suggestive strokes, awaking in reader and hearer a sympathetic conception: an illimitable spaciousness radiant with light; an eternal sunshine, more beautiful than that of earth, mirroring itself in the blue crystalline, above which hover hosts of celestial angels; here and there in the background, the dazzling pediments, towers, and battlements of ethereal palaces; far away, upon the heights beyond, the golden port, from which God's "Herald of Mysteries" came down into view. The earth lies immeasurably far below; high, high above, "So deep in boundless realms of light," God reigns upon His throne.

In that endless vast live and move the inhabitants of Heaven in tranquil enjoyment. "Grief never nestled 'neath those joyful eaves" until the creation of man. Pride and envy now awake in the breasts of the angels, and their suffering begins.

Lucifer's passionate pride, which in its outbursts occasionally reminds us of the heroes of Seneca; his dissimulation in the conversation with the rebellious angels; his wretchedness when Rafael has opened his eyes to an appreciation of his position; his obstinate resistance and untamed defiance—all this Vondel has portrayed for us in a masterly manner. Belzebub, more than Lucifer, is the real genius of evil, the wicked one. He is this in his inclination towards subtle mockery and sarcasm; in his hypocrisy; in his wily use of Lucifer's weakness to incite him to destruction; in the art with which he, while himself behind the curtain, directs the course of events.

After the grand overture of the drama, wherein men and angels are placed over against one another, we see how, in the second act, Lucifer comes on the scene, mounted on his battle chariot, excited, embittered; and then the action develops itself in a remarkably even manner. The clouds roll together; more threateningly, more heavily they impend; the light that glows from the towers and battlements of Heaven grows tarnished; the seditious angels gradually lose their lustre; the thunder approaches with dull rumblings; one moment it is stayed, even at the point of outbursting, where Rafael, "oppressed and wan," throws himself appealingly on Lucifer's neck; then it precipitates itself in a terrible storm of strife between desperate rage and the powers above. The fall of man is the sombre afterpiece of this intensely interesting drama.

All of this is discussed in verses that know not their equal in nobility of sound, in fulness and purity of tone, in rapidity of change from tenderness to strength, in wealth of coloring.

Through its opulence and beauty this tragedy holds a unique place in our literature. Only "Adam in Ballingschap" can be placed beside it. Only Vondel can with Vondel be compared. If, however, one should compare this production with the best that has been produced in this kind of poetry by other nations, its splendor remains undimmed; beside the masterpieces of Æschylus, Dante, and Milton, Vondel's maintain an equal place.

To this tragedy and to other works of Vondel and of some of our other poets we proudly point, if strangers ask us in regard to our right to a place in the world's literature. It could, therefore, not be otherwise than that a Netherlander who loves his countrymen should be glad when the bar between his literature and that of the outside world is raised; when other nations are furnished occasion to admire one of our national treasures, and are thereby enabled to have a better knowledge of the character and the significance of our people.

We heartily rejoice over the fact that Vondel's drama has been translated into English by an American for Americans, with whom we Netherlanders have from time immemorial been on a friendly footing. We rejoice, too, that this rendering into a language which is more of a world tongue than our own will also give to Englishmen an opportunity to enjoy Vondel's work.

Were this translation an inferior one, or were it only mediocre, we should have no reason to be glad. Then, surely, it were better that the translation had never been made; for to be unknown is better than to be misknown.

But in this case it is otherwise. Although no translation can entirely compensate for the lack of the original, it is, however, possible for the original to be followed very closely. This is well shown by this rendering, which to a high degree possesses the merit of accuracy, while, at the same time, the spirit and the character of Vondel's tragedy are felt, understood, and interpreted in a remarkable manner.

Whoever is in a position, by the comparison of the translation with the original, to form an individual opinion of Van Noppen's work, will probably be convinced, even as I have been, that here an extraordinarily difficult task has been magnificently done. May this translation, therefore, aid in the spreading of Vondel's fame. May it also be followed by many another equally admirable rendering of the poetry and prose of the Netherlands, and may thereby, furthermore, the bond be drawn more closely between America and that land which at one time possessed the opportunity to be the mother-country.

G. KALFF,

Professor of Dutch Literature,

University of Utrecht.


UTRECHT, HOLLAND, October 10, 1897.
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His Life and Times.

"Vondel! thousand thousand voices

Echo answer—grandly sing

Praises to our greatest poet,

Hailing him the poets' king."

Dr. Schaepman.


THE DUTCH RENAISSANCE.

"Yes, truly, it is a great thing for a nation that it get an articulate voice—that it produce a man who will speak forth melodiously what the heart of it means."

Profounder truth, that keen aphorist, the Sage of Chelsea, never cast into heroic mould.

The consciousness of a great literature is a grander basis for national exaltation than the possession of victorious fleets and invincible battalions. The nation whose highest aspiration and most glorious impulse, whose noblest action and deepest thought, have been crystallized into fadeless beauty by the soul of native genius, has surely more lasting cause for pride than she whose proudest boast is a superiority in mere material achievement.

The everlasting shall always have precedence over the momentary[1q]; the time-serving heroics of to-day are the laughter-compelling travesties of to-morrow; the golden colossus of one age is the brazen pigmy of the next. Beauty alone is unfading; art alone is eternal[2q].

"All passes: art alone

Enduring—stays to us;

The bust outlasts the throne;

The coin, Tiberius.



"Even the gods must go;

Only the lofty rime,

Not countless years o'erflow,

Not long array of time."


Happy the country blest with a heritage of noble deeds! Thrice happy she whose glory is a treasury of noble words! Only from great actions can gigantic thoughts be born[3q].

Nowhere was the Revival of Learning more joyfully received than in the Netherlands. At the bidding of the Renaissance, the monasteries, those storehouses of the knowledge of the past, unlocked their precious lore. The classics were now for the first time conscientiously studied; not so much for themselves, as to shed the light of the past upon the present, to furnish suggestions for new discoveries.

Erasmus was but the pioneer of a host of scholars and philosophers. Thomas-à-Kempis was but the forerunner of a race of distinguished literati. The following generation also studied the moderns; and the wonderful genius of Italy, as well as the brilliant talent of France, now lighted up the dark recesses of the Cathedral of Gothic art.

The Reformation, like a tiny acorn, first pierced the rich mould of civil life. Then bursting into the sunshine, it towered into the sky of religious life an imperious oak. The dormant energies of the Low Germans were now kindled into a blaze of creative activity. As in Italy, this first revealed itself in the increased power of the cities, the Tradesmen's Guilds, the Chambers of Rhetoric, and the growing privileges of the citizens; for example, the burghers of Utrecht and of Amsterdam. It next manifested itself in the Universities and in the Church.

Hand in hand with this extraordinary intellectual development went the sturdy manliness of a vigorous national life. It was the era of enterprise and adventure; of
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"STORM AND STRESS."
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