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Preface

This book has been long in the making. It goes back to my student days at the
University of Groningen in the 1970s, when as a research assistant I was to
asked to take a quick look at what Isaac Beeckman’s printed Journal might
reveal about his relationship with René Descartes. The material was so overwhelming that I decided to write a Ph.D. thesis at Utrecht University on Beeckman’s contribution to what at that time I called—in the tradition of E. J.
Dijksterhuis—the mechanization of the world picture. This book essentially
started as a translation, long overdue, of that Dutch doctoral dissertation of
1983. I have, of course, included new material, added new insights, and reﬁned
some of the conclusions, but those who are familiar with the original text will
see that basically my views of Beeckman have not changed.
Since it has taken so long to produce this study, I have incurred many
debts, and it is a pleasure to acknowledge them here. In the ﬁ rst place my
thanks are due to both of my supervisors, professor Harry Snelders from
Utrecht University and the late professor Edzo Waterbolk from the University of Groningen. The latter was the one who introduced me to the enigmatic
ﬁgure of Beeckman while I was his assistant at Groningen, and the former
invited me in 1978 to do my Ph.D. research at his Utrecht Institute for the History of Science. I will always be grateful for the freedom they gave me in
choosing my own topic and for the support they provided me while I was
working on the dissertation.
In the years since I defended and published my thesis, many colleagues have
encouraged me to publish an English translation. Especially Floris Cohen
(Twente University, at present Utrecht University) and Mordechai Feingold
(formerly West Virginia Polytechnic, currently California Institute of Technology) never gave up hoping that I would ﬁnally succeed in doing so. Yet, if it had
not been for Maarten Ultee (University of Alabama at Tuscaloosa), it might
never have happened. When I spent some time in Tuscaloosa on a trip through
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the United States, ﬁnanced by the United States Information Ser vice, by pure
coincidence I met Maarten and out of our discussions grew the plan to try to
interest the Johns Hopkins University Press in publishing an English translation of an updated version of my thesis. With generous ﬁnancial support from
the Netherlands Orga nization for Scientiﬁc Research (NWO), which is here
gratefully acknowledged, Maarten was able to produce a ﬁrst draft of a translation of a shortened version of my original publication. In the following years,
however, many other things intervened, and the Beeckman book threatened
to become one of those legendary books that are always “forthcoming” but
never appear in print. So, everything might have gone wrong if Moti Feingold
had not invited me to come to Caltech and finalize the book. During two
busy months in the fall of 2004, I managed to establish the text of this book.
I owe Moti a great debt for not giving up on me and for putting me to work
at Caltech.
In the last few years I was able, in between other duties, to put the ﬁ nishing
touches on this book. I thank the director of the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Study at Wassenaar, Wim Blockmans, for giving me the opportunity
to do most of this at the NIAS. I also thank Floris Cohen, Christoph Lüthy,
and Rienk Vermij for taking the trouble to carefully read through my text and
point out mistakes, obscure passages, and misinterpretations. The book has
evidently proﬁted from their constructive criticism. In the end, Linda Schneider (Harvard University) thoroughly went through the whole text and not
only partially retranslated it but also pointed out many remaining inconsistencies and minor gaps in my argument. I am extremely grateful for the eﬀort
she put into it. Nevertheless, only I remain responsible for what I have written
about Beeckman and his mechanical philosophy. I hope it will stimulate others
to take a look at his fascinating Journal for themselves—there is so much more
to do.

Isaac Beeckman on Matter and Motion
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Introduction

The so- called scientiﬁc revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
is and will forever remain one of the major episodes in modern history. The
more we know about it, the harder it becomes to say exactly what happened in
the century and a half between Copernicus and Isaac Newton, but we do know
that the new science that emerged in that period had a tremendous impact. It
changed the way we look at the world, it introduced new ways of interacting
with nature, and it even altered the notion of what it means to be human. It set
in motion a process of intellectual, social, and cultural transformation that
continues to the present day. Understanding the scientiﬁc revolution is essential for understanding the modern world.1
In the early stages of the scientiﬁc revolution, the Dutch natural philosopher Isaac Beeckman (1588–1637) played a crucial but not always recognized
role. He was the ﬁrst to devise a completely mechanical philosophy of nature
and thus introduced an approach to nature that was to become a cornerstone
of the new science. Beeckman also had a decisive inﬂuence on René Descartes,
who in the middle of the seventeenth century became one of the ﬁgureheads of
the scientiﬁc revolution. Yet, for all his importance, Beeckman remains a puzzling ﬁgure. His life is well documented and his scientiﬁc notebooks are available in print (and on the Internet), but there is still no general account of his
life and work that allows for a deeper understanding of his contribution to the
new science. His originality in devising a mechanical philosophy of nature is
generally acknowledged, and his inﬂuence on Descartes and others is undisputed, even among French students of Cartesianism, yet the extent to which
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Beeckman inﬂuenced his contemporaries continues to be a matter of debate.
Perhaps simply the fact that Beeckman wrote in Latin as well as in his native
Dutch deterred some historians—who otherwise were very well aware of the
signiﬁcance of his ideas—from closely studying his notebooks. As a consequence, our picture of the early stages of the scientiﬁc revolution remains incomplete and awaits further scrutiny.
There are essentially two ways to describe and interpret the emergence of
the new science in the early modern period. One is to treat the development
of modern science as a purely intellectual aﬀair, a process driven by the internal
logic of questions and answers. The philosophers’ search for the mathematical
laws that govern the behavior of natural objects was central to this process.
Accordingly, astronomy, physics, and anatomy take center stage in this account of the scientiﬁc revolution. The best-known representative of this way
of looking at the history of early modern science is the French philosopher Alexandre Koyré, author of the classic Études galiléennes.2
The second, and opposing, perspective is social. The history of science
when viewed in this way is not a set of theories but a bundle of overlapping social practices—ways of doing as opposed to ways of thinking. According to the
social perspective, the scientiﬁc revolution arose from the practical work of
highly skilled artisans, engineers, botanists, alchemists, and medical doctors,
and not from discussions among philosophers. In the ﬁfteenth and sixteenth
centuries, a new view of manual labor and artiﬁcial processes through which
nature was altered made its way into the work of artists and the treatises of engineers. Then, during the seventeenth century, the new appraisal of the arts
started to penetrate the world of the philosophers. Some of them became convinced that the methods employed by mechanics and artisans to modify and
alter nature might also be useful for acquiring knowledge of the natural world.
The work of Giordano Bruno, Descartes, Galileo Galilei, and others documents
the decisive impact that this new appraisal of techniques and the mechanical
arts had on prevailing concepts of nature, philosophy, and science. An early
representative of this line of interpretation was the Italian historian of science
Paolo Rossi with his Philosophy, Technology, and the Arts in Early Modern Europe.3 He argued that the idea of knowledge as construction, the introduction
of the machine model for the explanation and comprehension of the physical
universe, and the thesis that man can truly know what he fashions or constructs and only what he fashions or constructs were all assertions resulting
from the penetration of the philosophical and scientiﬁc world by the new artisanal way of thinking.4
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For many years, the intellectual interpretation of early modern science remained the dominant view. In the 1950s and 1960s, when the history of science
as a historical discipline came of age, the opposition between intellectual freedom in the West and social determinism in the communist world heavily inﬂuenced the Western image of science—past and present. For example, A. R.
Hall, a major historian of science, in 1959 argued that insofar as scholars owed
something to the craftsmen, the initiative had always been on the side of the
scholars: “It is the philosopher who had modiﬁed his attitude,” Hall stated,
“not the craftsman, and the change is essentially subjective.” He pointed out
that the success of craft empiricism was nothing new in late medieval and
early modern times, and that if scholars began to realize its signiﬁcance for
what they were doing, it was not because such success was more dramatic now
than in the past. “It was always there to be seen, by those who had eyes to see it,
and the change was in the eye of the beholder.”5
In recent decades, however, the social interpretation of the origins of the
scientiﬁc revolution has attracted new followers and by now has become at
least as fashionable as the intellectual interpretation. The literature abounds
with detailed descriptions of workshops and laboratories where engineers,
goldsmiths, potters, botanists, alchemists, apothecaries, and surgeons gathered productive knowledge about the world by dealing with material objects,
undisturbed by the scholastic opposition between philosophy and art or
between theory and practice. Knowledge was no longer acquired only by reading books but also by the physical encounter with matter. This approach to
nature appealed to some sixteenth- century scholars who were dissatisﬁed
with the established philosophy of nature. It dawned on them that the understanding of the material world attained by artisans and others might actually
be superior to those of scholars, who only read books. The crafts thus were
not only a source of speciﬁc techniques and knowledge of materials but also a
way of viewing matter and nature. The writings of Paracelsus, Francis Bacon,
Descartes, and others articulated, legitimized, and used this new approach to
nature to gain new and productive knowledge of the universe and all that
constitutes it. 6
Still, historians of science have only begun to understand how artisanal
practices and habits of mind, in short the material understanding of nature,
shaped the new science that developed in the seventeenth century. It is one
thing to show how the divide between scholars and craftsmen, with their
completely separate educational systems and their contrasting social status,
was bridged over the years by knowledgeable practitioners and inventive
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philosophers and how it changed prevailing conceptions in botany, medicine,
and chemistry; it is another to demonstrate how the knowledge gained by
artisans and craftsmen was diﬀ used in scholarly circles and how hands- on,
artisanal knowledge was transformed into the mathematical sciences. A study
of a botanical garden or the workshop of a goldsmith may indeed capture the
process of creating a body of empirical knowledge, but it still remains to be
demonstrated how artisanal knowledge ended up in the highly abstract mathematical constructions of people like Descartes, Christiaan Huygens, and
Newton. In- depth studies of natural history, alchemy, and other primarily
empirical disciplines are always helpful, but no account of the scientiﬁc revolution is adequate as long as we focus on just a few of the many disciplines that
constituted the world of science.
For this reason, a detailed study of the life and work of Isaac Beeckman is important for understanding the rise of the new science. Beeckman in a way is the
missing link between artisanal knowledge and mathematical science. He is the
perfect example of a “liminal” ﬁgure between the world of scholarship and
the crafts, someone who was actually able to incorporate an artisanal way of
dealing with nature into a new and academically acceptable discourse on nature.7 In contrast to people like Cornelis Drebbel, who was primarily an engineer and craftsman, and Descartes, who above all was an academically trained
philosopher, Beeckman was both a craftsman and a scholar. Like his father, he
earned his living by making candles and constructing water conduits for
breweries and fountains. In the 1630s, he picked up another craft when he
learned how to grind lenses. Yet Beeckman was also a theologian, studied
mathematics and medicine (though he never practiced), taught logic and rhetoric at several schools, and corresponded with some of the leading mathematicians and natural philosophers in Europe. Artisanal knowledge and scholarly
science were united in Beeckman, and he disseminated his way of looking at
things in the world of higher learning through his contacts with prominent
philosophers like Descartes and Marin Mersenne. His mechanical philosophy
of nature was grounded in both the practical knowledge of a craftsman and
the theoretical knowledge of a scholar. 8 This is what makes him a crucial ﬁgure
in the history of the early scientiﬁc revolution.
This was not a widely held view of those few people who considered Beeckman’s role after his untimely death in 1637. Up to the beginning of the twentieth century, he was remembered only as a vague acquaintance of Descartes.
Some of Descartes’s early biographers did indeed indicate that Descartes, in
his youth, had been inspired by this Dutch schoolmaster, but they also made it
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clear that Descartes had soon outgrown Beeckman’s inﬂuence and had broken with him when the Dutchman became a little too pretentious. Anyway, no
writings of Beeckman had survived and thus his ideas were hard to ascertain.
According to Descartes, they were of no par ticu lar value.
In 1905, however, Cornelis de Waard, a young physicist and historian of science from the Dutch city of Middelburg, in the Province of Zeeland, discovered
Beeckman’s original notebooks. In the nineteenth century, these notebooks,
long believed to have been lost, had been bought by the Provincial Library of
Zeeland simply because the author originated from that part of the country.
No one at that time had recognized the notebooks’ value, and the library paid
the purely symbolic price of half a guilder.9 De Waard, however, knew of Descartes’s remarks on Beeckman and immediately saw the potential impact
these notebooks could have on the study of early modern science and philosophy. He set out to transcribe the notebooks and to study speciﬁc problems that
were discussed in them, like the law of falling bodies and the phenomenon of
air pressure. He discovered that Descartes in deriving the law of falling bodies
was heavily indebted to Beeckman and that, many years before Evangelista
Torricelli and others had done so, Beeckman had demonstrated that a suction
pump works not because of some mysterious horror vacui but because of air
pressure. De Waard published a few articles about these topics and at the same
time tried to get his edition of the notebooks published. Even though the 1930s
were diﬃcult times ﬁnancially, he succeeded in publishing in 1939 the ﬁ rst of a
four-volume edition of Beeckman’s Journal.10
Historians of science have long focused on just a few pages in the Journal. De
Waard and Koyré concentrated on mechanics, Reyer Hooykaas on the relation
between science and religion, Floris Cohen and Frédéric de Buzon on music,
Mart van Lieburg on William Harvey’s theory of blood circulation, and Henk
Kubbinga on Beeckman’s conception of the molecule.11 But the wide range of
topics upon which Beeckman wrote, studied, and speculated immediately impresses anyone reading the Journal from beginning to end. Mechanics, medicine, music, logic, chemistry, and astronomy are only some of the scientiﬁc disciplines to which Beeckman devoted his attention. Furthermore, he also used
his notebooks to probe his religious feelings, to keep track of the history of
his family, and to tell about his interventions in various projects to improve
industrial technologies. Finally, the notebooks contain long lists of meteorological observations in several places in Holland and Zeeland and the proceedings of a mechanical society he founded while he was a schoolteacher in
Rotterdam. This is not a diary in the ordinary sense of the word, or a scientiﬁc
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logbook, but rather the papers of a highly creative albeit unsystematic natural
philosopher, who recounted everything he considered noteworthy.
The Journal’s apparent disorder constitutes a historian’s gold mine. Whereas
most natural philosophers can be studied only through their published work
and correspondence, in Beeckman’s Journal one can see how new ideas actually took shape, before they were polished and dressed up for publication. The
Journal oﬀers unique opportunities to study the philosopher’s mind at work.
What one encounters here is nothing less than natural philosophy in the making. On the basis of these notebooks, it is possible to ﬁnds answers to questions
about both the practice and the theoretical context from which Beeckman’s
ideas arose. These are opportunities we usually do not have in the case of other
philosophers.
Yet the value of the Journal reaches even further: Beeckman was not just
one of the many novatores of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries
who were dissatisﬁed with the prevailing Aristotelian philosophy of nature.
He stands out because he devised a strictly mechanical philosophy of nature,
the ﬁrst of its kind as far as we know. Notwithstanding the disorderly way in
which he recorded his thoughts, it is possible to reconstruct the fundamental
concepts that underlie his ideas about natural phenomena. Beeckman intermittently summarized the basic principles of his natural philosophy. In his
view, nature consists of nothing but matter in motion, and all phenomena can
be explained by combinations of material particles that behave according to
speciﬁc laws of motion. This mechanical way of interpreting natural phenomena lies at the heart of the scientiﬁc revolution. Beeckman developed this philosophy without the help of any predecessor and actually appears to be the
ﬁ rst natural philosopher to come up with such a philosophy of nature. Now,
Beeckman’s notebooks—his account of the development of his ideas—allow
us to investigate why and how he devised this philosophy. Whereas Descartes
had the example of Beeckman—whose ideas he copied extensively—Beeckman
had no such example and therefore could only trust his own wits. What then
made him interpret the world in the way he did?
With these considerations in mind, it is clear what the agenda should be for
gaining a full understanding of Beeckman’s contribution to modern science.
First, it is necessary to compile a clear and detailed picture of his biographical
background. Beeckman did not live a long life, but it was a life full of unexpected career changes that made him familiar with diverse intellectual and
social settings. From his early years in Zeeland to his studies of theology and
mathematics in Leiden, from his work as a candlemaker to his study of medi-

i n t r o du c t io n

7

cine at Caen, and from his involvement in technical projects to his job as a
schoolteacher in grammar schools in Utrecht, Rotterdam, and Dordrecht—
Beeckman’s life was never dull or uneventful. Second, it is essential to reconstruct his mechanical philosophy, which he developed in the 1610s and which
revolved around the central notions of matter and motion. Third, there is the
question what made him articulate this radically new philosophy of nature.
The literature he read, his background as a craftsman, and his religious convictions should all come into consideration, as should his adherence to the ideas
of the sixteenth- century French philosopher and pedagogue Peter Ramus.
The similarities between the visual strategies developed by Ramus and other
humanist pedagogues on the one hand and the tendency of mechanical philosophers to construct visual representations of natural phenomena on the other
suggest a link between the classroom and the laboratory, to say the least. The
new philosophy of nature of the seventeenth century may very well have been
not just a matter of mathematics, mechanics, and experiment but also of mundane pedagogical practices in dusty and stuﬀ y classrooms.
Finally, there is the question of how exactly Beeckman’s mechanical philosophy of nature impacted the new science that was emerging in the early seventeenth century. It seems that Beeckman not only inﬂuenced contemporary
philosophers like Descartes and Pierre Gassendi by suggesting speciﬁc solutions for speciﬁc problems, such as the derivation of the law of free fall or the
mechanism behind the phenomenon of magnetism or the compatibility of atomism with Christian thought. He also presented them with a new kind of
natural philosophy in which the mechanic’s technical ingenuity is combined
with the philosopher’s theoretical sophistication. By way of a coda, a further
analysis of the picturability that is so central to Beeckman’s idea of natural
philosophy opens the possibility of showing that this philosophy not only was
deeply rooted in the world of craftsmen and schoolmasters but also resonated
with developments in the visual arts, thus enabling us to ﬁrmly set Beeckman’s
philosophy in the wider frame of early modern European culture.

chapter one

The Making of a Natural Philosopher,
1588–1619

To the modern visitor, Middelburg, the capital of the Dutch province of Zeeland, appears quiet and friendly, perhaps even picturesque. Compared to the
bustling city of Rotterdam, an hour away by car or train, Middelburg is a small
city frozen in time. The medieval abbey with its cloister and the slender church
steeple, the city hall in late Gothic style, and the weather-beaten warehouses
along the quiet quays testify to a former golden age, when Middelburg was
much more than the provincial backwater it appears to be now.
Four hundred years ago, the atmosphere was indeed quite diﬀerent. Middelburg, located in the Scheldt estuary close to the thriving metropolis of Antwerp, was then one of the busiest cities in the Netherlands. The northern provinces had just thrown oﬀ the yoke of the Spanish king and formed a new state,
the Republic of the Seven United Provinces. Holland was the wealthiest and
most populous of these provinces, but the province of Zeeland, staunchly Dutch
Reformed, shared the general Dutch enthusiasm for maritime power, mercantile ventures, ﬁerce local patriotism, and a fervent desire for self- government
at every level of society. Middelburg occupied a central position in Dutch trade
during the early seventeenth century. Strategically located, the city served as a
crossroads for economic and cultural exchanges between the southern and
northern Netherlands.1
Middelburg owed its prosperity around 1600 in large part to the inﬂux of
immigrants who ﬂed areas under Spanish military control. These southern Netherlanders came north for economic and religious reasons, and Middelburg welcomed them. The city’s once-prosperous economy had been badly damaged by
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war during the years 1572–74. Furthermore, the citizens of Middelburg had lost
part of their jurisdiction over the surrounding countryside to rival towns, including Veere and Vlissingen. They even had to reconcile themselves to the
emergence of Arnemuiden—no more than an outport of Middelburg—from
their control, after its recent acquisition of city rights. Middelburg’s citizens
therefore gratefully accepted the opportunities presented by the northward
stream of refugees from Flanders and Brabant. After the Spanish recaptured
Antwerp in 1585, Middelburg sent a ﬂotilla there to pick up those who wished to
leave. Between 1580 and 1595, Middelburg registered about 2,500 new burghers,
compared to 1,660 in Amsterdam and about 1,000 in Leiden. At least 75 percent
came from the southern Netherlands: Middelburg oﬀered the burghers a safe
haven without forcing them to abandon Antwerp, which might regain its leading position after the war. Between 1570 and 1600, the population of Middelburg grew from some 6,000 to perhaps 18,000 people; during this period the
city had to be enlarged twice, and the area within its walls tripled. The people of
Middelburg built more houses, constructed new docks, and erected more impressive walls. Middelburg boomed. The city acquired an unmistakable “southern” accent because so many new residents had come from the south or had
parents who were from the southern Netherlands.2
The policy of favoring immigration brought substantial economic beneﬁts. In the ﬁ nal decades of the sixteenth century, Middelburg was at one point
the second most important commercial city of the northern Netherlands,
trailing only Amsterdam. Middelburg was more signiﬁcant than Rotterdam
and Dordrecht, two other major cities in the province of Holland. The traditional trade in French wine from Rouen regained its former prosperity. Hanseatic merchants who had avoided Middelburg for some years returned to the
city. The English Merchant Adventurers Company, which had a monopoly in
the wool trade, chose Middelburg as a depot for English wool in 1582. Trade
with the Indies opened new vistas as the Dutch East India Company, founded
in 1602, set up an oﬃce in Middelburg. Taken as a whole, the capital of Zeeland
around 1600 was a ﬂourishing commercial city with ample employment in numerous enterprises and trades, an attractive place for those who had had hard
lives elsewhere.3
In its religious life, Middelburg likewise bore a deﬁnite southern stamp.
Calvinism originally had its greatest appeal in cities in the southern Netherlands such as Ghent and Antwerp, and it had already shown its strength in Middelburg before the outbreak of the Dutch Revolt. But the inﬂux of so many
southern refugees made the city and its surrounding region a bastion of the
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Calvinist faith. Reformed Church records of Middelburg indicate that 400
southerners took communion there for the ﬁrst time in 1584; they were joined
by 1,155 others in 1585, and 1,150 more in 1586. The rapid progress of Calvinism
required increasing numbers of preachers: around 1585 there were six, but
their number doubled to twelve by the middle of the seventeenth century.
The southern Netherlanders put their stamp on the city’s economy and its
religious life.
Hendrick Beeckman, a well-to- do burgher from Turnhout in Brabant, was
among those who left the southern Netherlands for reasons of conscience.4
After some years of traveling around Italy, he operated a business in a large
house on the Great Market of Turnhout. He traded in candles, tallow, lead,
nails, and other wares. He converted to the Reformed faith in 1566 or shortly
before. When the weakness of the central government in Brussels that year
gave unexpected freedom to the new religion, he surfaced as a deacon in the
new Reformed Church of Turnhout. His position became untenable in 1567,
however, when the Duke of Alba forcefully restored Spanish order in the
Netherlands. Hendrick Beeckman ﬂed to England with a brother and several
other family members. He worked as a candlemaker in London, where he died
in 1581. Hendrick’s second wife and a son from his ﬁ rst marriage, Abraham
Beeckman, born in 1563, continued the business in London. 5
The sudden rush of immigrants from the Low Countries to London caused
conﬂ icts with English artisans and merchants. Therefore, many southern
Netherlanders who had sought safety in the English capital migrated again,
this time to the northern Netherlands. In the early spring of 1586, Abraham
Beeckman left his stepmother behind in London and crossed over to Middelburg with two of his underage half sisters. The twenty-three-year- old Beeckman settled in Middelburg as a candlemaker, after taking a burghership oath.
He also laid and repaired water pipes in private houses as well as in the many
breweries of the city. On January 10, 1588, he married Susanna van Rhee,
nineteen-year-old daughter of the wainwright Pieter Jansz van Rhee, who lived
in a house on the Beestenmarkt (Livestock Market). Suzanne also belonged
to the Calvinist immigrant community. Her father was born in the German
town of Jülich, her mother came from Sottegem in Flanders, and the two of them
had met in Sandwich, England. Abraham Beeckman, his wife, and his two half
sisters then moved into a house next door to his father-in-law—who also
owned this house. 6
Isaac Beeckman was born on December 10, 1588, in this house on the Livestock Market at 10 o’clock in the evening. The name Isaac was an expression of
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family identity, because it pointed toward the Old Testament God-fearing patriarchs who had left their homeland in order to build a new life. This biblical
theme continued in the birth names of subsequent children. The second son,
born in 1590, was named Jacob; and the third son, who followed three years
later, was called Daniel, a reference to the Babylonian Exile of the Israelites.
Isaac Beeckman grew up in a southern immigrant milieu which identiﬁed
strongly with the Chosen People of the Old Testament, a comparison frequently
made in Reformed circles.

beeckm an’s early years and education
As the family expanded, the house on the Livestock Market, which Isaac
Beeckman later recalled as a “small little house,” became cramped.7 After
the birth of Daniel, the family moved to a new house that father-in-law Van
Rhee had built in the nearby Hoogstraat (High Street). In that house, named
“The Two Roosters,” seven more children were born: Susanna (1595), Janneke
(1597), Sara (1600), Maria (1602), Gerson (1604), and the twins Abraham and
Esther (1607). Abraham Beeckman’s two half sisters, Sara and Elisabeth,
moved out when they married: the ﬁrst in 1595, the second in 1600. Meanwhile, Abraham Beeckman’s social standing rose considerably. In 1597, when
Van Rhee and his wife died of the plague, he inherited “The Two Roosters”
and two years later he bought an adjoining property. 8 He assumed a prominent role within the guild of fat merchants, to which all producers of oil and
tallow wares (including candlemakers) belonged. Abraham Beeckman served
as dean of the guild four times and as beleeder (member of the board) eight
times between 1593 and 1621.9
Abraham Beeckman was a highly cultured man in his own way. Isaac Beeckman later described him as a small, stocky man with a loud voice and a large
head, which in his son’s view indicated great powers of imagination and a
sharp understanding.10 An eighteenth- century historian said Abraham was
“a man well versed in Theology and many languages.”11 Understandably, he
also wanted his sons to be well educated. And Isaac Beeckman made good use of
his education. At age eleven, Isaac wrote poems and completed a play featuring
four characters.12 In 1601 Isaac was sent to study with Anthonie Biese or Biesius, rector of the Latin school in nearby Arnemuiden, a surprising move. Middelburg had a Latin school whose rector, Jacob Gruterus, was a renowned
scholar. Biesius by contrast was relatively unknown, and his one-man school
must have paled by comparison with the great school of Middelburg.13 It
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appears, however, that Abraham had a theological conﬂict with the ministers of
Middelburg, who were also directors of the Latin school and therefore inﬂuenced school matters. As a consequence, Abraham Beeckman preferred to
send his son to school in Arnemuiden.
The conﬂict arose in 1597 on the question of whether children of parents
who remained Roman Catholic could be baptized in the Reformed Church. The
oﬃcial teaching of the Reformed Church allowed this practice, but Abraham
Beeckman took a stricter view and thought that Reformed baptism should be
refused in such cases.14 He tried to win over various ministers, who were
friends, but they refused to adopt his opinion, arguing for church unity above
all; some ministers even tried to convince him that he was mistaken. Philip van
Lansbergen, a preacher in Goes and friend of Beeckman since his youth, wrote
him letters nearly every month in 1600, trying to persuade him of the error
of his ways.15 But Beeckman did not change his views. According to Isaac, although his father possessed a clear understanding, he was also domineering,
obstinate, and stubborn. Abraham Beeckman was not a man to suﬀer correction
by a few preachers; at the same time, the ministers viewed him as a troublemaker who attended church only to catch them in error.16
Beeckman and his wife were excommunicated in 1603 as a result of these
increasingly strident arguments; they could return to the church only if they
admitted they were wrong. Beeckman’s estrangement from the Reformed
community deepened. According to one source, some hundred church members left the church with him. There were numerous opportunities to attend
church elsewhere. While Beeckman’s daughter Maria was baptized as usual in
Middelburg in 1602, his next child, Gerson, was baptized in West- Souburg
in 1604.17 Most of the time Beeckman attended ser vices at the English church
in Middelburg.18 He sympathized with the separatist religious community of
Brownists, who formed a small but very active group in Middelburg. Under
the leadership of Robert Browne, they had separated from the Church of England in 1581. The Brownists not only objected to many of the Catholic usages
of the Anglicans but also viewed the Puritan movement in the Anglican
Church as insuﬃciently radical. They rejected any authority higher than the
community of the faithful, be it pope, bishop, or minister; holding such views,
they could not remain in England. In 1582 they emigrated to Middelburg,
where they held their own religious ser vices in private houses, and according
to reports, some Middelburgers also attended. The Brownists survived as a
small, hard- core group even after Browne’s death in 1583. Abraham Beeckman’s attraction to the Brownists was understandable, given that they held

