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‘Better not put your rucksack on that
chair. It’s seventeenth century,’ says
Esther Oosterwijk-Ritman, matter of fact-
ly. It’s living history all around in the Huis
met de Hoofden on Keizersgracht, even
more so now that Joost Ritman, founder
of the Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermeti-
ca—also known as the JR Ritman
Library—has bought the property, with
the intention of moving his complete col-
lection of books to this monumental
grachtenpand. His daughter Esther is
director of the library and pulls up two
other 17th-century chairs to the table,
where she gives the interview. ‘Sitting on
them is fine. Rucksacks tend to have
sharp protrusions.’

Oosterwijk-Ritman has brought a few
specimens from the library’s present resi-
dence on Bloemstraat, and has laid them
out on the table. These are not your ordi-
nary books, however. There is a
14th-century manuscript of the Grail leg-
end. There is a 17th-century book by the
German theosophist Jacob Böhme and
the manuscript it is based on. In the mar-
gin, in red pencil, three-and-half centuries

ago, someone wrote exact instructions
for the printer. Oosterwijk-Ritman says:
‘For book historians this is unbelievably
interesting.’ Then there is a first edition of
De Civitate Dei by Saint Augustine, dated
1470, with exquisite margine decorations.
The books on the table represent a small
fortune but, as Oosterwijk-Ritman puts it,
‘the immaterial worth is invaluable.’

Amsterdam businessman Ritman
gained enormous wealth from the pro-
duction of disposables for airline
companies. Ritman has a deep interest in
spirituality and began collecting rare
books after his mother gave him a copy of
a 17th-century edition of the Aurora,
another work by Jacob Böhme. In 1957,
Ritman decided to establish the private
library Bibliotheca Philosophica Hermeti-
ca, which opened its doors to the public
in 1984. The library holds a collection of
over 20,000 volumes in the fields of Her-
metic philosophy, alchemy, mysticism,
Rosicrucians, and gnosis and Western
esotericism. On 25 October, the Ritman
Library will celebrate its 50th anniversary
with a two-day—private— conference.

God is the cosmos is man
‘Amsterdam has always been a centre of
freedom of religion and press,’ says
Oosterwijk-Ritman. ‘After the fall of
Antwerp in 1585, many people fled to the
Northern Netherlands. Over time, Ams-
terdam became a melting pot of all kinds
of people who took views on life and
spirituality that didn’t exactly match
with the official, Christian doctrine. That
freedom of expression is reflected in our
collection, which is unique in its kind.’

The library derives its name from
Hermetic philosophy, which itself comes
from Hermes Trismegistus, who never
really existed. He is rather a legendary
figure whose name is a conflation of the
Greek god Hermes and the Egyptian god
Thoth. It was believed in the Renais-
sance that he was a contemporary of
Moses; hundreds of texts from the first
century BC have been attributed to him.
Oosterwijk-Ritman explains: ‘Hermetic
philosophy deals with the relationship
between God, the cosmos and man, and
sees God as the fountainhead of all life.
“All is one” is the core of the doctrine.
The Hermetic texts state that there will
always be certain people with this inher-
ent knowledge, knowledge of God that
cannot be learned. It is called “gnosis”,
the Greek word for knowledge.’

Oosterwijk-Ritman goes on to
explain that, in Hermetic philosophy, the
cosmos is the revelation of the divine.
Man is a micro-cosmos, and as such a
mirror image of God. Therefore, it is man
who is best capable of knowing God and
accordingly may even become his equal.
‘One can imagine that that wasn’t a very
popular way of thinking with the reli-
gious authorities in those days.’ The
library director says she fully appreci-
ates the essence of the doctrine. ‘I look
upon this wisdom as an important
source in my life.’

In the first centuries CE, Alexandria
in northern Egypt was a melting pot of
many cultures, where Hermetic writings
were also studied. There, Hermetic phi-
losophy was influenced by Eastern
philosophies, among many others. In the
15th century, Cosimo de’ Medici, ruler of
Florence, was given a codex by a monk
who had returned from Macedonia,
which contained a work by Hermes Tris-
megistus. Medici commissioned Marsilio
Ficino to translate it into Latin. It was
printed in 1471. The work, now known as
the Corpus Hermeticum, had an enor-
mous influence on the Renaissance way
of thinking. Since man and the cosmos
are the mirror image of God, nature is
also God. That notion encouraged
Renaissance scholars to study nature, in
an attempt to get closer to the deity.

Spectacular discovery
The Huis met de Hoofden was built in
1622 and derives its name from the orna-
ments on the outside, which depict the
heads of six Greek gods. In 1634, arms
merchant Louis de Geer bought the
premises. De Geer was interested in reli-
gious reform, for instance in reconciling
the Lutheran and Protestant churches—
to no avail, as a matter of fact. He got
acquainted with Comenius, who had
much bigger plans, for he wanted to
reform the whole world. The Czech
philosopher and theologist’s basic idea

was to appoint a council which would
deal with every aspect of human life,
including politics and religion. It was his
ideal to look for things that unite people.

Oosterwijk-Ritman says: ‘Only a few
weeks ago we discovered something
unbelievably spectacular. De Geer main-
tained close ties with the Swedish royal
house, and somehow his library ended
up in Norrköping. As it turns out, De
Geer’s collection bears many similarities
with ours. Once we have moved in com-
pletely, the Huis met de Hoofden will be
the home base of a collection of books
not unlike that which existed in the sev-
enteenth century. My father’s patronage
is true to a long-standing tradition. In
that respect, there is a straight line from
Medici via Louis de Geer to the Ritman
Library.’

And there’s more. It’s no coincidence
that the anniversary exhibition is devot-
ed to Jacob Böhme. In 1600, Böhme, a
shoemaker by profession, had a vision in
which a blueprint of the creation was
revealed to him. Based on that vision, he
started writing down his ideas, which he
claimed were perfectly in line with Chris-
tianity. Böhme attracted many admirers,
also abroad, one of them being the Ams-
terdam businessman Abraham Willemsz
van Beyerland. Van Beyerland was eager
to collect Böhme’s manuscripts and also
translated and published them. With the
exhibition, the library celebrates Van
Beyerland’s role as a keeper of Böhme’s
manuscripts at a time when it proved
impossible to safeguard and publish the
now-famous Christian theosophical writ-
ings in Lutheran Germany. Oosterwijk-
Ritman says: ‘Van Beyerland visited De
Geer here, in this house, without any
doubt whatsoever. And Comenius lived
here. That’s an exciting thought.’

IKEA feel
Somehow, with the centuries-old books
in mind, you’d envision the present
library on Bloemstraat to be a place like
the Huis met de Hoofden, with high ceil-
ings, lots of marble and dark brown
bookshelves. But in the Bibliotheca
Philosophica Hermetica in the Jordaan,
the ceilings are low, the wear-resistant
carpet has a non-descript colour and the
white bookshelves have an IKEA feel
about them. Oosterwijk-Ritman com-
ments wryly: ‘We liked the idea of
putting old books in a modern environ-
ment.’

The ground floor and the reading
room on the first floor have open book-
shelves filled with modern books.
Admission to this part of the library is
open to all. The rare book room with the
pre-1800 books and manuscripts is not
accessible to the general public. Yet
these books are readily available on
request to scholars visiting the library.
Oosterwijk-Ritman states that the people
are increasingly interested in Hermetic
philosophy. The interest coincides with a
more open and questing attitude towards
religion in general. The director herself
says she really enjoys reading Hermetic
texts. ‘What’s so good about it? The texts
often consist of really short passages
that express an idea or a view, enough to
give me food for thought.’

Jacob Böhmes Weg in die Welt opens 29
October, Bibliotheca Philosophica Her-
metica, Bloemstraat 15, 625 8079,
www.ritmanlibrary.nl.

16th-century polyglot Bible.

All is one
The world-famous Bibliotheca Philosophica

Hermetica in the Jordaan celebrates its 
50th anniversary with a symposium and 
a new exhibition. The library is attracting

increasing attention from the general public
with an interest in unorthodox religiousness.

BY FLORIS DOGTEROM
PHOTOS BY JUDITH JOCKEL
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Thumbing 
through medieval
manuscripts

In the high table in the middle of the rare-
book room, one of the most precious
gems of the library’s collection lies open.
In one of the top corners of one of the
pages is a beautiful, detailed miniature
against a background of gold leaf. The
characters look like they are printed, but
they are not, says Dr Martine Meuwese.
It’s handwritten—printing had not been
invented yet. And Meuwese should know:
the book was the subject of her Masters’
thesis. It is a 13th-century version of the
Grail legend in French, which has been
copied at the beginning of the 14th centu-
ry, presumably somewhere in Flanders or
northern France.

Meuwese’s interest in the legends of
King Arthur, the Knights of the Round
Table and the quest for the Grail arose
when she studied art history and
medieval French literature. ‘The stories
are wonderful,’ she says, ‘and very poetic.
In the numerous medieval literary works
in which the Grail appears it assumes
many forms and functions. Sometimes it’s
a stone, sometimes a dish or a cup, and in
this text it’s a bowl in which the blood of
the crucified Christ is caught by Joseph
of Arimathea. But what all versions have

in common is that the Grail is a supernat-
ural object that has the power to supply
food or heal the wounded. And you can
only find it if your heart is pure.’

Nearly 20 years ago, Meuwese discov-
ered that this illustrated manuscript was
kept at the Ritman Library and wrote a
letter asking permission to study it. ‘I did-
n’t have high expectations. After all, I was
only a student. But I immediately got a
letter in reply, inviting me to come over
and talk about it.’

‘I can read it now like I would read a
newspaper,’ she says, thumbing through
the priceless manuscript with her bare
hands. ‘No problem. The pages are parch-
ment—animal skin in other words. It’s
really strong. But you have to wash your
hands first and be careful not to have per-
fume on them.’

After all her years of study, Meuwese
still hasn’t had enough of Arthur and the
Grail: she compiled the exhibition King
Arthur in the Netherlands for the Ritman
library in 2005, and she participates in a
pan-European research project at Univer-
siteit Utrecht about all medieval versions
and manuscripts of the Arthur legend. ‘It
gives me the chance to take my students
to this wonderful library. They love it
when they can see and touch such a valu-
able medieval book.’

So much to read

The University of Amsterdam has a chair
in Hermetic philosophy. But it wouldn’t
be there if the Bibliotheca Philosophica
Hermetica wasn’t based in Amsterdam,
says Joyce Pijnenburg. As a Masters’ stu-
dent of Mysticism and Western
Esotericism, Pijnenburg has the run of
the library. She first learned about its
existence when she went to an exhibition
in Venice about alchemy. She discovered
that a big part of the books had come
from Amsterdam. ‘It was a wonderful
exhibition,’ she says. Originally, Pijnen-
burg wanted to become an astrologist,
but she chooses to be somewhat reticent
about this. ‘Now I want to be a
researcher, and I know that people won’t
take me seriously if I talk about astrology
in that way. I am interested in the history
of astrology. The basic system behind
astrology stems from Hermetic and Pla-
tonic philosophy. Astrologists say that

that which is below is as that which is
above. In the mirroring principle [see
main article] you see the same idea in
Hermetic philosophy, albeit a bit more
complicated.’

Pijnenburg states that studying old
philosophical works is relevant for mod-
ern society, in that it is important to
understand how people think and what
the underlying development is. ‘There is
so much material that still needs to be
documented, for instance, the history of
ideas and the role of Hermetic and Pla-
tonic philosophy in that history. Many
philosophers today don’t realise that
their ideas are the same as the ancient
ones.’

Pijnenburg is very fond of the library.
‘I like studying here. They have all the
books I need.’ Upon leaving she looks at
the walls of books and sighs: ‘There is
still so much to read.’

Rare books in the Comeniuszaal.

Esther Oosterwijk-Ritman in her rare chair.
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