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The Dutch architect Berlage and his
sense of festivity in 1887

Herman Van Bergeijk

H.P. Berlage, architectural projects for the 70th birthday of Dutch king Willhelm IIl.

The spirit, the mentality of a certain period, petrifies in a city.
And in turn, the city determines the spirit of the people who live and work there.
(Geert Mak, De goede stad, Amsterdam 2007, 24)

In 1887 The renowned Dutch architect H.P. Berlage made some architectural designs for the
festivities in the city of Amsterdam in honour of the 70th birthday of the king. They cannot be
considered as one of his most important buildings but their effect was crucial because the
designs not only drew the attention of a national audience but also because they marked the
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beginning of a period of transition in the personal and professional life of the architect that
finally led to his most famous work, the seminal Stock Exchange in Amsterdam. Yet, they show
how he operated in the Dutch context and are an ambivalent sign of his character.

Hendrik Petrus Berlage (1856-1934), by many considered to be the father of modern architec-
ture, was not a very festive person. On the contrary, his personality seems to be determined
from the beginning by a great sense of seriousness, a fact that is confirmed by how his grand-
son, the journalist Max van Rooy, described him in a recent biography. Already in a photo,
taken during his grand tour through ltaly in 1881, we see him standing with a wine bottle in
his hand, studying more the design of the object than enjoying its content. His intellect was
continuously looking for the reasons behind the object and never by the sheer pleasure that
they might have procured. In none of the photos that have survived we see him laughing, be-
ing happy or having fun. This does not mean that he did not have an investigative mind but
instead of accepting the reality for what it is he was looking for what that reality could be in
the future. He truly believed that in the end socialism would prevail but was not really ready
for fighting for the realization of this ideal, even if his whole life long he would design ideal
projects that represented his great hopes for society. Maybe his protestant upbringing can be
held responsible for this austere mentality, not permitting him to engage in any frivolities. The
seminal socialist journalist Henri Wiessing, who appreciated his work and was an advocate of
it, described him of being a ‘rather melancholy than cheerful man’. His drive to explain the
motives behind his work led to many articles in professional magazines that are an illustration
of his desire for an architecture of the future and the day to day practices of an architect who
had to deal with the conditions of a slowly changing society. This did not always turn to his
advantage. As Jan and Annie Romein, two of the most prominent Dutch historians, noted:

[Berlage] was a master builder, if not, and certainly not a writer. [...] The supernumerary para-
graphs in his writings betray this defect at first glance. He quotes randomly, he repeats himself
constantly and his argument is more confused than complete. In a word: his style of writing
strangely lacks all the constructiveness that characterizes his architectural style in such a special
way (Romein, Romein [1938-1940] 1973).

He nevertheless was relentless in his wish to understand the motives of his thinking and his
art. Already in his first writings, the young Berlage was exploring the ways that he could ap-
proach the reality in front of him. The observations that he had made during his long trip
through Italy not only found their way in a travel log but were also the basis for his first articles
in which he looked at the making of the Saint Peter church in Rome but in which he also made
a comparison between Amsterdam and Venice and to a certain degree Paris. Whereas Venice
was seen as picturesque, Paris was an example of a monumental city. Amsterdam, the city
in which he lived, had to be both, picturesque and monumental. This is the first token of his
belief that contradictions could and should lead to compromises and did not have to weaken
the result but in effect could make it stronger. It would, however, take a long time, before he
found a way to give form to the compromises in a convincing and alienating way. For a long
time he was wavering between all kind of historical styles depending on the context where the
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architectural object would be located. Only the gothic did not have his sympathy due to the
connection to the catholic church. But at the beginning of the 1890s would he begin finding
his own voice.

The foundation for his thinking was laid down in these years after his study at the Polytechnic
School in Zurich where he had received a notion of the teachings of the German architect Got-
tfried Semper. The treatise that Semper, who was not any more teaching in Zurich, had written,
on the technic and tectonic arts, was a bible for the Dutch architect. Unfortunately, or perhaps
fortunately, Semper never finished the third volume on architecture of this treatise. But from
the theoretical work of Semper Berlage learned the difference of a work and an art form in an
object whereby the work form was related to the structure and the art form was like a dress
that was draped over the work form. Berlage was also confronted with Sempers concept of
Stoffwechsel (metabolism), the idea that new materials led to a new art form. These theories
left a deep impression on him. He truly believed that there had to be a relation between theory
and practice, even if it was not clear to him how that could occur. This would be the strug-
gle of his life. Always occupied in trying to clarify his thoughts on architecture as a humanistic
practice. His approach to architecture was deeply rational and based on his optimistic social
beliefs.

In the Netherlands Berlage found a job, working for the civil engineer Theodor Sanders, who
was engaged in finding traffic solutions for the city of Amsterdam. He proposed tramways and
projected important breakthroughs in the city in order to adapt it to the rise of different means
of circulation. The employment of Berlage was intended to enhance the aesthetic qualities of
the designs and the projects they had at hand. Berlage was very much aware of this and often
provided his drawings with cartouches giving them the status of artwork. They were an extra
means of giving cachet to designs that were far from spectacular. As an architect Berlage was
hardly capable of liberating himself from the yoke of the historical styles. Nothing festive. In
fact, the people that inhabit his drawings are drawn in total isolation, showing that they were
not participating in togetherness, in the designs that he made. This in contrast with his ob-
servations of Italian realities where he had witnessed how people come together to celebrate
certain events, from carnival to the arrival of the Pope in Palermo.

Maybe this was what Berlage had in mind when he was asked by the national society for
the promotion of architecture to make the designs for the celebrative entry of the Dutch King
Willem Il in Amsterdam in 1887. The occasion was the 70th anniversary of the birthday of the
monarch. For Berlage it was the opportunity to put himself in the spotlight. He made draw-
ings for a special festive guide and designs of various temporal isolated structures that were
informed by his knowledge of the past but they were placed in the context of his view of the
city of Amsterdam. In the still existing drawings we see city gates, small monuments, pavilions,
arches and columns. On many of them flags have been placed. They cannot been seen as joy-
ful traces or clues of a new era to come. There is no homo ludens as Johan Huizinga would
define it in his famous book but instead contemplations of a young architect on the heaviness
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of his time in which poverty and other social malpractices were still in plain sight. It is probably
in the same period that Berlage was writing theatrical plays that are also loaded with idealistic
and moralistic symbolism and show no traces of any kind of happiness. They are ‘heavy’ in
every aspect and are based on classical traditions.

In regard to the event of 1887, the architect addressed his views and gave his opinion on
all the celebrative decorations in a lecture that he gave on the matter at the end of May of
that year, just two months before he married Marie Bienfait with whom he would have four
children. The lecture would also be published under the title Blijde inkomsten en steden in
feesttooi (Happy revenues and cities in festivities). It gave him the opportunity to expose his
ideas on the image of a big city, a subject very dear to him, that lead, in particular, to his later
interests in town planning. In his lecture he asked himself if Amsterdam had done everything
in order to present ‘a tasteful dress’ and started with exhibiting his knowledge of celebrative
entries in many European cities. Again he could depend on his Italian experiences and what
he had taken from the book of Semper. In his lecture he stated: “Whether this festive dress
was always just as tasteful, he thought he could doubt, when one consulted the ancient his-
tory of the Greeks, Romans or Egyptians. The speaker treated in detail the decorative art of
cloth and dress among the Greeks, and then described in minute detail the glad entry of an
Egyptian Pharaoh after a splendid victory, as still appearing on various monuments”. Again it
is from past history that Berlage found his material to criticize the way that the Dutch cities
and society had evolved. In his long lecture he slowly constructed his argument in an analo-
gous way as he would compose his buildings. Never showing a building that was designed in a
spontaneous and artistic way but always as an end result of a long and complicated process
of reflecting and reasoning.

In the end his conclusion was that one had to do ‘much with little means’ He gave some hints,
which should be kept in mind: ‘1. Only a few large decorative pieces need to be illuminated; 2.
there needs to be taken advantage of the water; 3. the lines should be simple and architectur-
al. Precisely because these requirements had been taken into account, the lighting on Dam
Square and Heerengracht were the most beautiful’. He pleas that in the future by such impor-
tant events only the silhouette lines of the buildings and architectural structures are lighted
in order to arrive at a maximum effect. If he kept to his own hints is difficult to deduce from
the drawings. The impression is that he was still trying to find his way of looking at things. In
symphony with the ideas that he had professed earlier he was convinced that for a city like
Amsterdam one had to look for solutions that were in the middle between picturesque and
monumental and that were not merely cosmetic. If he saw his own designs for the festivities
as such is hard to find out. He hardly expressed a word on his own work but embedded it in a
discourse with many Holzwege, wandering paths that led the listener in and through a maze of
small and bigger historical facts. His obsession for historical explanations had not given him
many new ideas as his drawings of the monuments or moments that he created show. A fes-
tive liberation had not occurred and the stern and austere but mild Berlage still had to wait for
his moment in a still unknown future. It is this liberation that many architects are searching
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for. It is however more ironic than strange to consider that an architect like Berlage, severe in
all his doings, would engage in the participation and arrangement of these kinds of festivities.
Maybe that is also one of the most conspicuous contradictions of modernity?
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English abstract

In 1887, Dutch architect H.P. Berlage designed some buildings for the festivities in Amsterdam honoring
the king’s 70th birthday. Although not considered his most significant work, they played a crucial role in
his career’s transition and marked the beginning of a period of personal and professional transforma-
tion leading to his seminal work, the Stock Exchange in Amsterdam. Berlage’s grandson described him as
serious and not a festive person, and his upbringing could be responsible for his austere mentality. His
belief in a future socialist society influenced his idealistic designs, which he supported through articles in
professional magazines. However, his writing style lacked the constructiveness that characterized his ar-
chitectural style. Berlage believed that contradictions could lead to compromise, which strengthened the
outcome, and his exposure to Gottfried Semper’s teachings reinforced his approach to architecture as a
humanistic practice. Berlage’s deep rationality led him to seek the reasons behind the object rather than
their immediate pleasure. He found a job working for a civil engineer, Theodor Sanders, in Amsterdam,
where he proposed aesthetic enhancements for traffic solutions. Berlage's approach to architecture was
deeply optimistic and based on his beliefs.*

*The English abstract above was written by ChatGPT and strictly unedited by the editors of this issue
(> Editoriale). This sentence itself was automatically translated with DeepL.

keywords | Hendrik Petrus Berlage; Willhem Ill; Festivities.
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