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Catastrophes on Stage: Interurban Connections
in Disaster Prints of the Late Eighteenth Century
Hanneke van Asperen

Prints depicting disasters were produced to create visible and explicit markers of memorable
events. In this essay, a print with an allegory of a ﬁre in Amsterdam’s Schouwburg theatre is
used to investigate this particular function of disaster prints, ﬁrst by looking closely at the
iconography and then at the larger network of disasters that were used as points of
reference after the ﬁre. The print serves as a starting point for investigating the deeper
impact of images in the longer term. The same format was adopted 35 years later, in a print
depicting the explosion of a gunpowder ship in the heart of the city of Leiden. It seems that
the allegory of the ﬁre gave the artist the same possibilities of visualising communally felt
feelings of loss. Furthermore, the print of the Leiden explosion was consciously designed to
evoke memories of a ﬁre in Amsterdam where its primary audience was located. These
destructive disasters had an impact that transcended towns and regions, and prints referred
back to disasters in the past to communicate impact of recent events. In the Leiden print,
meant for an Amsterdam audience, the usual points of reference were complemented with
an image of a local disaster, i.e. the Schouwburg ﬁre, to underline and encourage interurban
connections. This allusion to a carefully chosen disaster in the past helped evoke an
appropriate response to a catastrophe in the present. This art historical study offers insight
into the importance of images in disaster responses and demonstrates how disaster prints
could stimulate interurban charity by evoking familiar pictures of local catastrophes.

Keywords: Art History; Disaster Studies; Charity; Emotions; Community; Identity

Shortly after the ﬁre in Amsterdam’s Schouwburg theatre in 1772, publisher, printer, and
book seller Theodoor Crajenschot (1716/17–1803) published a series of four prints
telling the story of the disaster from the outbreak of the ﬁre to the clean-up afterwards.
The four anecdotal scenes are preceded by a frontispiece incorporating symbolic and
allegorical elements which add an extra layer to the narrative of the ﬁre (Figure 1).
Allegorical prints, such as this frontispiece, offer an interpretative framework of disasters.
The image is part of a larger corpus of works produced in the wake of the catastrophe
shaping collective memory of the horrible event that shook the city.
The perception of calamities and the way they are commemorated have become
popular topics in historical disaster studies.1 In the introduction of Cities and Catastrophies (2002), environmental historian Geneviève Massard-Guilbaud wrote that ‘the
production of memories are not entirely spontaneous but embody contemporary
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Figure 1. Cornelis Bogerts after J. Crajenschot WZ, Allegory of the Schouwburg Fire, published by Theodoor
Crajenschot in Amsterdam, 1772, etching, 287 × 365 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-1998-624. Image in
the public domain.

efforts to give the event a particular kind of meaning’.2 These insights help communities to heal, to adapt and to confront future challenges.3 To put it another way, disasters
from the past, present, and future, are interconnected and images are a pivotal part of
this intricate network of disasters. Not only do images record and hand down memorable events, they also give rise to new meanings and interpretations and actively shape
memories. It has been argued that representations, both modern and early modern,
construct collective memory of catastrophes, perhaps even more than concrete experiences.4 In fact, disasters are viewed through the lens of past experience, and the images
of past events shape representations of new ones. This begs the question which images
are being reproduced and why. How and in what ways do these ‘key visuals’, as Juneja
and Schenk called these pivotal images, shape the perception of and responses to new
disasters? To make matters more complex, Felix Mauch argued that ‘[v]arying perceptions, overlapping plots, counter-narratives and conﬂicts shape (and re-shape) the catastrophe’s diverging interpretations’.5 To understand the role of images in disaster
memories it is vital to establish who remembers, and why.
Printed images, such as woodcuts, etchings, and engravings, played an essential
role in ways knowledge of disasters was reproduced and distributed.6 The allegory of
the Schouwburg ﬁre is used here to investigate the perception of this tragedy, ﬁrst
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Figure 2. Jan Lucas van der Beek after C. van Waard, Leiden’s Tragedy [Leydens Jammer Tooneel], published by
H.J. Banse in Amsterdam, 1807, etching, 420 × 555 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-86.923. Image in
the public domain.

by looking closely at the iconography and then at the larger network of disasters that
were used as points of reference to communicate the impact of the ﬁre. Additionally,
the print serves as a starting point for investigating the memories of the ﬁre in the
longer term. Signiﬁcantly, as I will argue, the format of the Schouwburg ﬁre allegory
was adopted 35 years later, in a print depicting the explosion of a gunpowder ship
in the heart of the city of Leiden in 1807 (Figure 2). The visual references to the allegory
of the Schouwburg ﬁre helped to steer the Amsterdam-based audience of the Leiden
print toward the appropriate emotional response, which was charity. From a broader
perspective, the case study of the Schouwburg ﬁre illustrates how an art historical approach can contribute to disaster studies. It offers insight into visual strategies to evoke
appropriate emotional responses and enforce interurban connections.

The Fire of Amsterdam Schouwburg
When a ﬁre broke out during the performance of an opera in the theatre on Keizersgracht on the Evening of May 11, 1772, the inhabitants of Amsterdam were shocked.7
Afterwards an anonymous writer suggested that a rope hanging too close to one of the
burning tallow candles had probably caught ﬁre.8 But in his Historie van den Amsterdamschen Schouwburg Jan Fokke wrote that what was left after the ﬁre did not
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provide enough evidence to sustain this hypothesis, and that it was more likely that the
slide on one of the lanterns had remained closed for too long.9 Whatever the precise
cause, the ﬂames spread rapidly and the ﬁre got out of hand in a matter of minutes.
Spectators, staff, and players were caught by surprise, they panicked, and many were
unable to ﬂee the scene in time. Their escape was impeded because the theatre was
located in the densely built old town and had only two narrow exits.
The ﬂames were extinguished after two hours, but the peat inside smouldered until
May 16 and the last bodies were not retrieved from the rubble until May 17.10 The catastrophe claimed the lives of 16 people from all walks of life, as lists naming the deceased published shortly after the ﬁre indicate. Among the victims were members of
the Amsterdam elite, such as Jacob de Neuville and his wife Cornelia Bierens, and
city architect Cornelis Rauws, but also the theatre company’s tailor, the stage
manager called Brinkman, and a scene shifter named Teffers.11
News of the Schouwburg ﬁre spread quickly via written media and printed images.
In the edition of the Mercurius of August 1772 new mention was made of the disaster,
illustrated with a print of the ﬁre. To this image the author adds
that this catastrophe gave occasion to authors and printers to keep their pens
and presses busy making sure that since this calamitous mark in time, over a
hundred writings on the subject … have seen the light; the public will have
sensed by now exactly how valuable these are.12
The ﬁre was a blow for the cultural scene in Amsterdam. The Schouwburg was a beautiful
and loved ediﬁce that had been designed by city architect Jacob van Kampen in 1637,
decorated by famous painters as Gérard de Lairesse, and embellished with verses by
Joost van den Vondel. Furthermore, the loss of the theatre affected poets, playwrights,
and printers personally and professionally. For instance the poet Meindert de Boer
accentuated his personal relationship with the building in a poem preceding the Historie
van den Amsterdamschen Schouwburg, and published in the year of the catastrophe:
‘Although destroyed by ﬁre, my theatre continues to exist, in spirit, because of their
pens, and the hand of the engraver.’13 As well as expressing the desire for the theatre to
be remembered, the poet De Boer was accentuating a personal connection to the theatre.14
Burning shortly but intensely, the inferno of 1772 had left the Amsterdam Schouwburg in ruins. Although theatre buildings were known ﬁre hazards and ﬁres would
occur at regular intervals, in Amsterdam many agreed that this one was the worst to
have occurred in the city in decades.15 The desire to claim a place in memory for
the theatre surfaced almost immediately. Indicatively, some of the works created in
commemoration of the disaster do not just focus on the ﬁre, but some also give detailed
accounts of the long history of the theatre before the catastrophe.
Another way of claiming a place in memory was to link the catastrophe with disasters of a comparable nature and impact. Meindert de Boer compared the ﬁre to an
eruption of Mount Etna in order to emphasise the incredible violence of the blaze.16
Some of the prints produced after the catastrophe capture the ﬁerceness, visualising
the pointed fronts of the theatre belching ﬂames, almost like a volcano (Figure 5).
Another writer compared the Schouwburg catastrophe with an inferno that had
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Figure 3. Cornelis Bogerts after Pieter Barbiers, View of the Fire on the Theatre Stage, 1772, etching and engraving,
265 × 350 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-1998-625. Image in the public domain.

reduced the town of Hilversum to ashes in 1766.17 The inferno had been so ﬁerce, and
the deaths so cruel, that the catastrophe was paralleled with the earthquake of 1755 in
Lisbon. An anonymous writer quoted verses from the poem Verheerlijkt en Vernederd
Portugal by Rotterdam poet Frans de Haas (1708–1761), to describe the horrors in Amsterdam.18 Although the earthquake in Lisbon had resulted in many more casualties
than the Schouwburg ﬁre, the comparison with these large-scale disastrous events indicates the enormous shock the ﬁre had caused. More importantly, it shows how disasters from the recent past were used as points of reference to communicate the effects
and impact of the more recent ﬁre.

Allegory of the Schouwburg Fire
It is impossible to know exactly who instigated the print series on the ﬁre (Figures 1 and
3–6). The ﬁve prints were the product of a collaboration between a publisher, a writer,
different inventors, and an engraver who translated the designs into print. The ﬁrst
three of the four narratives were engraved by Cornelis Bogerts (1745–1817) after
designs by Pieter Barbiers (1717–1780). The addition ‘ad vivum del(ineavit)’ to Barbiers’s name probably refers to his professional familiarity with the Schouwburg
before 1772.19 Before the ﬁre Barbiers, Bogerts and publisher Crajenschot had collaborated to produce engravings of operas performed in the Amsterdam Schouwburg.
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Figure 4. Cornelis Bogerts after Pieter Barbiers, View of the Panic among the Visitors of the Theatre, 1772,
etching and engraving, hand-coloured, 262 × 355 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-1918-1667. Image
in the public domain.

Amongst these was a print of the opera De Deserteur that was being performed on the
night of the ﬁre.20 The four scenes (Figures 3–6) are preceded by a frontispiece also engraved by Bogerts after a design by ‘J. Crajenschot, WZ’ whose name is known only
from this print (Figure 1). No other work has been attributed to this artist who was
probably, but not necessarily, related to the publisher of the entire series.
The instigator of the print series was likely Theodoor Crajenschot. He has a prominent mention on the frontispiece, together with his son Jacobus Adrianus, who was
afﬁliated with his father’s business in the period 1771 to 1773. Originally from
Zwolle, Crajenschot settled in Amsterdam in 1741 where he was included in the poortersboek – a citizen’s register – in that same year and established a ﬂourishing business.21 Living on the corner of Herengracht and Heisteeg – the latter being a
continuation of the Runstraat, and close to Keizersgracht where the entrance to the
theatre was situated – Crajenschot will likely have personally witnessed the ﬁre and
the attendant consternation. He was 65 years old at the time and had developed a
close network of authors, painters, and engravers to work with, necessary for the realisation of a print series such as that of the ﬁre.
Crajenschot promoted his prints of the Schouwburg ﬁre in a series of advertisements in regional newspapers. In the Haerlemse courant of June 2, 1772, the publisher
announced the availability of ‘a beautiful original image of the ruins or remains of
Amsterdam’s theatre, as they appeared after the horrible ﬁre of May 11, 1772,
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Figure 5. Cornelis Bogerts after Pieter Barbiers, View of the Burning Theatre from Keizersgracht, 1772, etching and
engraving, 265 × 356 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-AO-25-77-4. Image in the public domain.

elaborately drawn from life and transferred to copper by C. Bogerts’.22 From the advertisements in newspapers in Haarlem and also in Leiden, it seems the publisher hoped to
sell his prints series beyond Amsterdam. The last print to appear in Crajenschot’s series,
announced in December 1772, was the aforementioned allegorical frontispiece.23 Even
though exact information on copies sold is missing, we may assume that the publisher
sold at least some of his prints in Leiden and Haarlem, considering the subsequent ads
in these towns’ newspapers in July, August, September, and December.
In the advertisements, Crajenschot mentions the engravings are printed on small
and large sheets of paper.24 They could be especially prepared for the optical diagonal
machine, set in a frame with gilt beads, or in a heavy frame, so the images could be
hung on a wall as paintings. In other words, Crajenschot provided prints to ﬁt every
desire and every décor. Moreover, these options had different price ranges to please different purses. From the variety on offer we may conclude that the publisher aimed at a
broad audience in the region of Amsterdam, Haarlem, and Leiden.
After the publication of the theatre in ruins (Figure 6), Crajenschot published three
other narratives of the ﬁre. The ﬁrst two of the four narrative prints depict the ﬁre
inside the theatre after the ﬂames have reached the stage and panic breaks out
among the audience, the musicians, and the actors. The ﬁrst print depicts the scene
looking toward the stage, with ﬂames breaking out from the wing (Figure 3), the
second the standing room and balconies as seen from the stage (Figure 4). A man
falls from the 12-penny seats in the top in an attempt to escape, as was described literally in the May edition of the Maandelijkse Nederlandsche Mercurius.25 A third
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Figure 6. Cornelis Bogerts after his own design, Ruins of the Amsterdam Theatre, 1772, etching and engraving,
hand-coloured, 263 × 352 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-1918-1668. Image in the public domain.

print offers a view of the theatre’s exterior as seen from the opposite side of Keizersgracht, presenting a view of the conﬂagration from a distance (Figure 5). Here, it is
clear that the theatre is completely blocked in. A light-coloured gate marks the entrance
to the theatre that is hidden from view by the surrounding buildings. Contrasting
sharply against the ﬂames, the two black spout gables behind the ﬁrst row of houses
indicate that theatre was located deep inside a block of adjacent buildings. Flames
break out high above the building and sparks ﬂy through the air, almost like a volcanic
eruption. The street is lined with people, either trying to rescue objects from the
burning buildings or pumping water from the canal and using ﬁre-hoses to put the
ﬂames out. The fourth and ﬁnal image in the series – but produced and published
ﬁrst – depicts the ruins after the ﬁre, with men cleaning up the debris (Figure 6).
The scene of the frontispiece merits careful consideration (Figure 1). To visualise
the impact of the ﬁre in the longer term, it adds an allegorical and interpretative layer to
the image of the catastrophe. The series title ‘Schouwburg’ is written in a cartouche
below, whilst a scroll on either side reiterates the famous verses of poet and playwright
Joost van den Vondel (1589–1679) that adorned the lintel above the Schouwburg entrance on Keizersgracht: ‘The world is a stage; each plays his role and gets his share.’26
The cartouche bearing the word Schouwburg also points to the theatre entrance that
carried a similar cartouche. The entrance, with its cartouche, was one of the few building parts to survive the ﬁre and can still be seen on Keizersgracht today as a continuous
reminder of the former theatre building (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Entrance to old Amsterdam Schouwburg on Keizersgracht, Amsterdam. Image in the public domain.

On either side of the cartouche is a poem explaining different aspects of the print, in
Dutch to the left and in French to the right, signed by a monogrammist using the initial
R. The words were written with the image in mind, or in close consultation with its inventor, because the poet explicitly refers to pictorial elements. The monogrammist may
be identiﬁed as musician, composer, and poet Bartholomeus Ruloffs (1741–1801) who
had a close professional connection with the Schouwburg when the ﬁre happened.27
Ruloffs became the orchestra leader at the new theatre when it was opened in 1774,
having been a violinist in the orchestra of the old theatre from a young age. He also composed short poems, for example one that accompanied Reinier Vinkeles’s frontispiece of
Willem Hendriks Sels’s Salomon, Koning van Israel, published in Amsterdam in 1765.28
Ruloffs certainly was part of the close network of artists involved with the production of
the print series on the Schouwburg ﬁre. His album amicorum with contributions from
the period 1769 to 1796 also includes a drawing by Pieter Barbiers who also produced
drawings for the print series on the Schouwburg ﬁre.
The stage provides a window on the burning theatre. The artist has introduced different allegorical and symbolic elements to elaborate on his vision of the burning
theatre. The monogrammist writes that Father Time shows ‘the fortune of the Schouwburg’ who ‘seated on the ruins of the magniﬁcent building’ laments the terrible catastrophe. Time, personiﬁed as an winged senior holding a scythe pulls away a curtain to
show the burning theatre. He also shows us the grieving woman identiﬁed in the text as
the Schouwburg. She is two personiﬁcations at once. Holding the coat of arms of Amsterdam she is the so-called Amsterdam Maiden personifying the city of Amsterdam.
The hive created by bees, the epitomes of diligence, had been a well-known, and
much-used, symbol at the theatre, instigated by the rhetoricians that had founded
the Schouwburg. The bees epitomise the hard work that lies at the core of the plays
and performances. Symbolised by the coat of arms and the bee-hive, the city of Amsterdam and the theatre are personiﬁed in the woman, reﬂecting, as she does, the close connection between the city and the institution.
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Some signiﬁcant changes were made after the ﬁrst proof of the print appeared.29
The personiﬁcation of the Amsterdam theatre looks towards the burning beehive on
her lap. Visualised in the proof as an intact reed frame, in the ﬁnal print the beehive has been transformed into a burnt-out wreck (Figure 1). In addition, the legs of
the town patroness were bare in the proof, perhaps to indicate her sad state. The uncovered legs possibly symbolise how the ﬁre has ravaged the theatre and left her
exposed. In the ﬁnal print, the woman’s legs are covered.
Beyond the stage to the left is a small group of people looking tearfully at the ruins
of the theatre. They visualise Vondel’s ‘old cane and parentless orphaned children’,
words that had been written on the theatre’s curtain.30 They are the elderly and the
orphans mourning the loss of the building that generated money for their support.
It was explicitly stated on the text sheets announcing the performance that the
proﬁts of the operas on the night of the ﬁre would have gone to the orphans and
elderly.31 These ﬁgures are included to suggest that feelings of pity should not just
be directed towards those who have lost their lives, and their relatives, but also
towards the needy who were left without means of support when the theatre burned
down.
The design shows striking similarities to the frontispiece of Jan Fokke’s Historie van
den Amsterdamschen Schouwburg, designed by the Amsterdam etcher and engraver
Simon Fokke (Figure 8). The lower half of Historie’s frontispiece consists of the
same pictorial elements: the mourning personiﬁcation of Amsterdam theatre, the
burnt-out bee-hive with the swarm of bees, the books, papers, and prints scattered
at her feet, the burning spout gables in the distance, and Vondel’s ‘old cane’ and
orphans on the other side. Although the publication of the Historie was announced
in the May and June editions of local newspapers, it was not published until later
that same year.32 Assuming that the Historie with its frontispiece was published
before Crajenschot’s allegory, announced in December, we may assume that Historie’s
allegory provided the inspiration for many of the details in the latter.
Contrary to Historie’s frontispiece Crajenschot’s allegory has an explanatory text
below the image. In the last lines, R (Ruloffs?) stresses the importance of the theatre
for the noble arts. Highlighting this aspect of the theatre, different objects on the
stage refer to the range of activities inside the theatre: musical instruments, sheet
music, masks, costumes, the counterweights in the theatre rigging system, books of
plays, and engraved portraits of famous playwrights. These lie among the rubble covering the bodies of those who lost their lives in the ﬁre. The prominent depiction of
these objects, so symbolic of the theatre and encapsulating its cultural function, poignantly communicate the loss of the cultural heart of the city.
Focusing on different levels of loss, the theatre’s ruin becomes an emblem of
transience. Pulling back the curtain to reveal the deplorable condition of the
theatre, the personiﬁcation of Time indicates the transitory nature of the material
world. Created for the gate of the theatre, the appropriateness of Vondel’s verses
for the now-mournful condition of the building did not go unnoticed. Daniel
Hendrik Dautun, for example, wrote that: ‘[Vondel’s] poem, however appropriate
for performances it may be, is not less appropriate for the theatre in its current
sad state.’33 Signiﬁcantly, Dautun’s book was published by Crajenschot who had
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Figure 8 Simon Fokke, Allegory of the Schouwburg ﬁre, etching and engraving, 149 × 100 mm, frontispiece of Jan
Fokke and Meindert de Boer, Historie van den Amsterdamschen Schouwburg (Amsterdam: Warnars, 1772). Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-84.757. Image in the public domain.

also overseen and published the Schouwburg print series. Sounding almost prophetic
in the context of the ﬁre, Vondel’s words were no longer metaphorical: the world
had become a stage, literally. Turning the world back to front, the viewer of the
Schouwburg frontispiece is on stage, looking beyond the veiled Amsterdam to the
room where the public once stood, now replaced by the wailing spectators of the catastrophe. There is no more play. Instead, the reality of the ﬁre has become the

12

van Asperen

performance and the dark silhouette of the two connected spout gables has become
the stage set.

Memories of the Schouwburg Fire
On January 12, 1807, a ship transporting gunpowder from Haarlem to Delft exploded
while it was moored in Rapenburg, in Leiden city centre.34 The impact of the blast was
enormous, and the explosion left a crater in the heart of the city. There were many casualties and some of the bodies were never retrieved. Houses were turned to ruins in the
blink of an eye. Aggravating the feeling of dislocation, the catastrophe took place in the
oldest and most prosperous part of Leiden. Jan Cornelis Potgieter, registrar of the magistrate’s court in Leiden, wrote in a public letter published shortly after the explosion
that ‘the most beautiful, richest, and happiest part of the same [city of Leiden] had suddenly turned into a smoking and burning pile of rubble; the adjacent part ready to collapse … ’35
At the time of the Leiden explosion in 1807, the memory of the Schouwburg ﬁre
was still fresh, kept alive in text and image. The news about the ﬁre had quickly spread
beyond the city. Dautun emphasised that the Schouwburg was ‘worthy of the immortal
remembrance of all well-disposed people from Amsterdam and from the Netherlands’.36 The ﬁre was included in national history books, for example in the sequels
to Jan Wagenaar’s multi-volume work that found ready buyers all over the Netherlands.37 The Schouwburg ﬁre was therefore quickly incorporated into cultural
memory. Crajenschot even actively anticipated the incorporation of the event in the
history books when he adapted the format of his prints to Wagenaar’s work.38 The extensive production of poems and prints after the Amsterdam ﬁre meant that these were
still readily available in the ﬁrst decades of the nineteenth century. These pictures often
repeated the same recognisable elements and some of these pictorial details, such as the
silhouette of the spout gables, had become iconic and the Schouwburg ﬁre continued to
be depicted long after it had taken place.
One of the prints, by Bogerts after Barbiers (Figure 5), was used by Hendrik
Numan for a woodcut, published by the heirs of Jan van Egmond in Amsterdam
(Figure 9). The explanatory text below describes the ﬁre as a disaster ‘that was so horrible as there ever was one from time immemorial in Amsterdam’.39 Numan’s version
of the Schouwburg ﬁre had a long life. When the publishing business of the heirs Van
Egmond closed in 1804, the printing blocks were sold. Numan’s copy of Bogert’s engraving was re-used in woodcuts published by T.J. Wijnhoven Hendriksen in Rotterdam (Figure 10) and another by Lutkie & Cranenburg in ‘s-Hertogenbosch who
opened their shop in 1838.40 In the latter two woodcuts, the burning building is not
identiﬁed as the theatre, nor is Amsterdam mentioned. The image of the Walloon orphanage is accompanied by the text: ‘Look at this large ediﬁce, who tells me what it is, a
royal residence or a penitentiary.’ The text ‘Fire! Fire! Help! Bring water! Or the entire
neighbourhood will perish’, accompanies the image of the burning theatre.41
The wide distribution of popular prints exposed a large audience to the same
images over and over again. Publishers played with the audience’s knowledge of
these familiar but unidentiﬁed images of Amsterdam buildings, turning it into a
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Figure 9. Hendrik Numan, View of the Schouwburg Fire from Keizersgracht, published by widow Jacobus van
Egmont in Amsterdam, 1772-1820, woodcut, 270 × 365 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-85.041.
Image in the public domain.

guessing game. By the 1830s knowledge of the precise location of the disaster may (or
may not) have faded into the background, but these popular prints demonstrate that
the images of the Schouwburg ﬁre circulated for several decades. And since the ﬁre
and the Leiden explosion occurred not too far apart in time, some artists depicted
both catastrophes. Reinier Vinkeles (1741–1816), for example, engraved images of
both. He produced engravings of the Schouwburg ﬁre for the third volume of
Jacobus Kok’s Vaderlandsch Woordenboek, published in 178642 and in 1807 he engraved
a print series of the Rapenburg. At that time, the Schouwburg ﬁre was still part of the
repertoire of different artists.

Linking Catastrophes
Although there were many differences between the disasters in Amsterdam and Leiden,
they were quickly linked in the minds of people for several reasons. Both disasters had
been ﬁerce conﬂagrations that had had a devastating effect in a matter of minutes. The
Leiden explosion had the same association with volcanic eruptions and earthquakes
that had coloured the responses after the Amsterdam ﬁre. Interestingly, some
authors used the term ‘eruption’ [uitbarsting] that is associated with volcanos, rather
than the word ‘explosion’ [ontplofﬁng] when describing the catastrophe in Leiden.43
After a visit there, publisher and bookseller Evert Maaskamp described the state of
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Figure 10. Hendrik Numan, Walloon orphanage (above) and Fire of the Schouwburg (below), published by T.J.
Wijnhoven Hendriksen, Rotterdam, 1848–1881, coloured woodcut, 410 × 335 mm. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum,
RP-P-1984-402. Image in the public domain.

the city, saying it looked to him ‘as if lava had come from Mount Vesuvius, because the
streets were lined with glass that had cracked from the windows of houses half an hour
in circuit’.44 An anonymous author writes in a lamentation published by Johannes
Wendel in Amsterdam: ‘People thought that God’s almighty voice shook the earth
in Holland … ’.45 The tragedy in Leiden was compared explicitly to Lisbon’s earthquake, just as the ﬁre in Amsterdam had been.46
Second, and more importantly, both disasters were said to have taken place in locations that were considered breeding places of the arts. The cultural and intellectual
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life in Leiden also felt the loss. Leiden was home to publishers, bookshops, and literary
societies.47 The university seat and the botanical gardens were situated on the Rapenburg where the explosion took place. Many famous book sellers were housed close to
the university building on the Rapenburg. Not surprisingly, the sense of loss after
Leiden’s disaster was often directed towards the university which formed such an intrinsic part the city’s identity. Leiden was identiﬁed as Academiestad (city of the university), with Minerva, the ancient goddess of wisdom, as her embodiment. Professors,
students, and visiting scholars lived there, and although no students had died, a professor was killed by the explosion. Others had become homeless, such as Professors
Johannes le Francq van Berkhey and Wyttenbach.48 Furthermore some of Leiden university’s libraries and cabinets with different collections had been housed on Rapenburg. After the catastrophe in Leiden, writers kept commenting how many books,
manuscripts, naturalia, paintings, and other memorabilia from ancient and modern
times were lost.49
These cultural and intellectual losses were reminiscent of the losses the elite Amsterdam had experienced after the Schouwburg ﬁre. In Amsterdam, different authors
had also said how the ﬁre had destroyed a treasury of precious items, works of art,
and ornaments.50 Looking back on the Amsterdam ﬁre, Wagenaar wrote in his Vaderlandsche Historie (1789) how much poets had mourned the loss of a place where ‘art’s
potential having risen to its highest peak revealed itself in tragedy and comedy’.51 Fokke
had written about the theatre as ‘a breeding ground for taste, ingenuity and eloquence’,
Wagenaar as ‘a practice ground for ingenuity and art’.52 In Leiden the same language
was used. Pastor and teacher Jan Roemer (1769–1838) described Leiden as ‘the breeding ground of the arts and sciences’.53 An anonymous describes Leiden as ‘a garden to
breed arts, and sciences’, and another anonymous author as a ‘breeding ground of
scholarship, arts, and sciences’.54
As might be expected after a disaster of this magnitude, the explosion gave rise to a
ﬂood of poems and prose. Recent counts mention a couple hundred different texts
ranging from incidental poetry to published sermons and commemoration books.55
Writers also mention how immediately after the catastrophe artists had ﬂocked to
Leiden to depict and describe the ruins.56 Leiden’s town council even decided to install
a committee to oversee the quality of these images. Reinier Vinkeles, Jan Willem Pieneman, Noach van der Meer, Friedrich Christoph Dietrich, Joannes Bemme, and Leendert
Overbeek are only a few of the many artists to produce prints of the ruined city. Shortly
after the explosion in Leiden, publishers announced the publication of prints via newspapers and pamphlets. Also in Amsterdam publishers prepared subscription lists for prints.57
Some of the disaster prints were explicitly produced to evoke mercy and sympathy in the
audience and to generate support for the victims.
Additionally, draughtsmen and engravers tried to stimulate donations by picturing
the disaster in a way that enhanced sympathy for the victims. Amongst these products
produced after the gunpowder explosion is a print depicting the ruins of Leiden with an
allegory in the foreground, engraved by etcher Jan Lucas van der Beek (1753–1818)
after a design by C. van Waard (active between 1793 and 1814; Figure 2).58 The
Leiden print was clearly designed to induce mercy and generate charitable donations.
The print speciﬁcally addresses people outside Leiden with the text: ‘You, fellow
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countrymen! Weep with the poor people of Leiden and be willing to give to them
generously.’59
As many of the other images of Leiden after the explosion, the print refers back to
other images of cities in ruins, notably images of Delft after the gunpowder explosion
of 1654 that became known as the Delft Thunderclap. Famous for his brandjes [little
ﬁres], Delft painter Egbert van der Poel (1621–1664) had painted different versions of
the city during and after the explosion, one now in the National Gallery in London.60
The Delft Thunderclap was still providing inspiration for artists in the eighteenth
century: the engraver Simon Fokke produced a print on the centennial of the explosion
in 1754 after the paintings by Van der Poel.61 And the memory of the Delft disaster resurfaced again in 1807, at the time of the tragic gunpowder accident. Author and publisher
Adriaan Loosjes wrote a play which he called Amelia Fabricius of Delft door Buskruid
Verwoest: Treurspel [Amelia Fabricius, or Delft destroyed by Gunpowder: Tragedy]
which was published in 1807, the year of the gunpowder disaster. Van der Poel’s paintings
were also dusted down again. The vignette on the title page, produced by the engraver
Reinier Vinkeles, shows an image of the city of Delft, after one of Van der Poel’s paintings.
The addition of an allegorical frame sets the image by Van Waard apart from the
other prints. The artist added an arch that frames the view of the Rapenburg in ruins,
with drapes on either side. Victims and objects are prominently placed on a stage in the
foreground. It is not just a window, it is a theatre platform with curtains on either side.
This is reminiscent of Schouwburg print, although a stage-like frame is not unique to
these two images. What ﬁrmly ties them together is the careful arrangement of characters and attributes on stage, symbolically representing the city in despair in the background. To the left of the theatre platform are a father and mother who mourn the
loss of their children and relatives that lie dead amongst the rubble of the collapsed
buildings. As did the orphans and elderly in the Amsterdam print, they represent the
larger group of people who are affected by the catastrophe.
Seated on the right side of the stage is the personiﬁcation of Leiden. Like the personiﬁcation of Amsterdam theatre in the Schouwburg frontispiece, she is barefoot and
veiled. She points out the cause of her distress with a look of deep sorrow on her face.
Signiﬁcantly, she does not point to the city in the background, but downward towards a
pile of rubble that contains books, papers, and ofﬁcial documents bearing the seal of
Leiden. Among the bricks and beams are fragments of classical architecture.
C. van Waard (ﬁrst name not known), who is identiﬁed on the print as the inventor of the Leiden allegory, could have easily come across the print of the Schouwburg
ﬁre. Possibly living in Amsterdam, this artist certainly collaborated with many Amsterdam artists and publishers on different occasions. Draftsman, etcher, and engraver Jan
Lucas van der Beek (1753–1818), who transported Van Waard’s design into print probably lived and worked Amsterdam where, certainly, he was baptised.62 The Leiden print
was published in Amsterdam, as indicated below the image: ‘Published by H.A. Banse,
in Amsterdam [Uitgegeven door H.A. Banse, te Amsterdam].’
Van Waard did not only work in Amsterdam; the artist belonged to an Amsterdam
network of artists who were deﬁnitely familiar with prints of the Schouwburg ﬁre. Van
Waard worked with Noach van der Meer who had engraved a vignette for Fokke’s Historie. Moreover, the artist knew Cornelis Bogerts who had engraved the Amsterdam
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print series. Bogerts also produced prints after drawings by Van Waard, for example a
print of six Amsterdam Lutheran pastors, also published by Banse who would later
publish the Leiden allegory.63 Cornelis Bogerts thus provides a direct link between Amsterdam frontispiece on the one hand, and Van Waard and Banse on the other. Van
Waard could easily have been familiar with Crajenschot’s design via the professional
connection to Bogerts, or to other artists and publishers the artist worked with.64
The Amsterdam print, also made available in Haarlem and Leiden by Crajenschot,
would have been an appropriate starting point for creating an image of Leiden
focused on similar feelings of loss.
Disaster prints (and other publications) were essential during the recovery phase
mobilising support at a regional level.65 Signiﬁcantly, a point of reference for the
Schouwburg ﬁre was the town ﬁre of Hilversum, a village near Amsterdam, that had
elicited a charitable response from the Amsterdam community. The Hilversum ﬁre
seems to have been carefully chosen in order to nudge the public towards a similar reaction. After the Schouwburg ﬁre, an anonymous author wrote that ‘beneﬁcence to the
destitute is one of the ﬁrst responsibilities of true gratitude. – Our fellow townsmen are
rightfully famous for it. – The previously mentioned people of Hilversum have already
seen proof of this.’66 Indeed, Pieter Jan Entrop in Amsterdam had published a broadsheet with an appeal addressed to the people of the Seven United Provinces of the Netherlands [Ter Gedagtenisse der Liefdadige Inwoonderen van de Vereenigde Nederlandse
Provincien] to donate money in support of the town of Hilversum.67 The anonymous
author who compared the Schouwburg catastrophe to Hilversum’s ﬁre concluded by
saying that now was not the moment to abandon these responsibilities.
University professor Johannes le Francq van Berkhey, who had become homeless
during the explosion, wrote a book on the Leiden catastrophe entitled Oud Hollands
Vriendschap which roughly translates as ‘Long-standing Ties of Amity in Holland’.
Dedicating almost two pages to the Amsterdam ﬁre he linked the Schouwburg ﬁre
to the Leiden explosion to incite a similar charitable response. Le Francq van
Berkhey explicitly referred to the Schouwburg when he mentioned that the bees ‘had
been Amstel’s comfort [and] now their entire swarm ﬂies, carried by the roaring
noise in the air, towards Leiden’s sorrowful moans; they seek far and wide gathering
honey to ease the pain of Leiden’s sad citizens … ’68 Once symbols of the diligent
workers of the Amsterdam theatre victimised in the Schouwburg ﬁre, the diligent
bees are presented here as symbols of the theatre companies exerting themselves to
raise money in assistance of the recent victims in Leiden.
The bonds of fellowship, potently visualised in the frontispiece of Oud Hollands
Vriendschap (Figure 11), connected Amsterdam to Leiden and obliged Amsterdam to
assist. Leiden is ﬁgured as a woman closely resembling Van Waard’s grieving widow.
While writing about Leiden’s tragedy she turns her head looking at two Roman soldiers
amidst the ruins. The image of two Roman commanders shaking hands can be found in
emblem books going back to the sixteenth century.69 The text with these emblems traditionally reads: ‘This is a token of alliance; concord has this for a sign – those whom
affection joins the hand joins also.’
Both authors – the anonymous one, and Le Francq van Berkhey – use examples of
charity and gratitude to demonstrate and underline existing links between
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Figure 11. Noach van der Meer after Johannes le Francq van Berkhey, etching and engraving, 110 × 174 mm,
frontispiece of Johannes le Francq van Berkhey, Oud Hollands Vriendschap, Tot Leydens troost bij haren ramp in
den jare 1807 (Leiden: Van Thoir, [1808]). Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-86.937. Image in the public
domain.

communities. Similar motives may have prompted the artist Johannes Jelgerhuis
(1770–1836) to paint an image of Leiden after the explosion, and add to his signature
that he was an actor in Amsterdam’s theatre.70 With this addition to his signature, he
seem to underline the bond between Leiden and Amsterdam, and perhaps even with
Amsterdam’s Schouwburg. Signiﬁcantly, a preacher in Hilversum used the town ﬁre
of 1766 to incite the people of Hilversum to help the poor citizens of Leiden in
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1807.71 These testimonies illustrate how a network of disasters was carefully constructed to underline interurban alliances and to elicit suitable charitable responses
to new calamities.

Concluding Remarks
Disaster prints served different purposes. They were produced to feed a hunger for
news about what had happened, but they were also visual records. Some may have
been sold as part of an appeal to raise money for the victims and their families. Catastrophes seem to have had an aesthetic attraction for artists and for their public as well.
In order to sell more prints, Crajenschot mentions in his advertisements after the
Schouwburg ﬁre that their design will ‘please enthusiasts’.72 And ﬁnally, some contemporary authors allude to the desire to create ‘memorials’ after a catastrophic event.73
The explicit wish to create ‘monuments’ in print, visible and explicit markers of memorable events, has been noted in historical disaster studies, and has been identiﬁed as
‘both a therapeutic resource and device to domesticate’.74
Referring back to earlier disasters, new occurrences were ﬁtted into a structure that
gave meaning to these violent communal experiences. Parallels with earlier catastrophes
had deeply inﬂuenced the images of the Schouwburg ﬁre. Shaped by pictures of volcanic
eruptions and other ﬁres, the depictions of the Schouwburg in ﬂames became part of a
repertoire themselves, and some pictures became iconic. In turn, these depictions were
used to shape new images of more recent disasters. The Schouwburg ﬁre that shocked
the large community beyond Amsterdam became a point of reference, and the memory
of the Schouwburg ﬁre resurfaced after the gunpowder ship exploded in Leiden, also in
the minds of several artists who took up their pens, pencils and brushes, to wit Van
Waard and Le Francq van Berkhey. Crajenschot’s print series continued to inﬂuence
images of ﬁres in Amsterdam. In two prints of the ﬁre of Amsterdam’s round Lutheran
church in 1822, for example, the painter and draftsman Hendrik Greeven refers back to
two images in the series of the Schouwburg ﬁre. The ﬁre as seen from the opposite of the
canal refers back to Barbiers’s design of the Schouwburg ﬁre as seen from Keizersgracht
(Figure 5), and the image of the interior of the Lutheran church in ruins is reminiscent
of Bogerts’s depiction of Amsterdam’s theatre after the ﬁre (Figure 6).75
Artists chose their models carefully. With the stage and the personiﬁcation of
Leiden in the foreground the Amsterdam-based Van Waard added another layer of
meaning to a familiar image of Leiden in ruins. It seems that the artist used the allegory
of the Schouwburg ﬁre, ﬁrst because it presented the possibility of visualising the destruction of the cultural and intellectual heart of the city. Second, it was consciously
designed to evoke the memory of a catastrophic event in Amsterdam where its
primary public was probably located. In other words, Van Waard presumably chose
Crajenschot’s print, because he aimed at an Amsterdam audience. Alluding to the
drama of the Schouwburg ﬁre Van Waard forged an emotional bond between Amsterdam’s residents and the victims of Leiden’s disaster to steer the Amsterdam-based audience towards an appropriate charitable response. To encourage interurban charity
the artist complemented the obvious visual models with a print of a disaster close to
the hearts and minds of the Amsterdam-based public.
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Disaster prints serve different purposes, but they do not all fulﬁl the same functions at
once. Especially when it came to prints serving, as they did, a broad audience, there could
be different motivations behind these pictorial cross-references. To better understand how
these prints functioned, it is important to identify their intended public. Produced shortly
after a catastrophe printed images created a network of disasters that was consciously used
to demonstrate the impact of recent events, to evoke appropriate reactions, and enhance
affective relationships, often across local borders. The repertoire of suitable models, or ‘key
visuals’, was never chiselled in stone, but subject to a continuous re-interpretation and the
selection depended on the print’s function and its audience.
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