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Summary

The Reformed Church and hymns: the relationship between these 
two has always been problematic throughout Dutch church history. 
Following in the footsteps of Calvin, the 150 Psalms, as the God-given 
hymns for the worship service, have been afforded a central place since 
the establishment of the Reformed Church in the Netherlands from 
the sixteenth century onward. Other hymns are rejected as product of 
human ingenuity. Throughout the centuries the conservative Reformed 
have maintained that position and this principle is still supported and 
promoted within the Reformed experiential community, also referred 
to as the ‘Biblebelt’. But remarkably enough, the Dutch Reformed have, 
nonetheless, always had a small collection of hymns in their Psalters. 
A number of hymns is included in the Psalter of Petrus Dathenus of 
1566, that is used until far into the eighteenth century. And in the 
Authorized State Psalter of 1773, that replaces the Psalter of Dathenus, 
these hymns reappear in a new rhymed version as ‘Eenige Gezangen’ 
(‘A few Hymns’).

In this study Heilige gezangen (Sacred Hymns), the collection of 
‘Eenige Gezangen’ in the Authorized State Psalter of 1773 takes cen-
tral stage. This study intends to answer such questions as: How did this 
collection of hymns come into existence? What is the origin of each 
of these hymns? And why did they acquire this unique status? In our  
search for answers we must go back to the period in which the Psalter of 
Petrus Dathenus is used. The first edition of this Psalter contains seven 
hymns. Gradually this number grows into a collection of thirteen hymns. 
With the creation of the Authorized State Psalter of 1773 this situation 
is continued and this collection of hymns is virtually canonized. For that 
reason, this study pays ample attention to the pre-1773 period.

Chapter I offers a sketch of the historical background of the Psalter of 
Dathenus. In the Early Church period and the Middle Ages, three lines 
may be detected that form the background of the collection of hymns 
which Dathenus includes in 1566. This concerns the tradition of the ‘odes’ 
or cantica (in particular, the versified biblical texts besides the Psalms), 
the hymns from the ancient church and the catechetical versifications of 
the Decalogue, the Pater Noster, and the Credo. In the medieval Psalters, 
of which the Utrecht Psalter is the most prominent example, we find 
texts in these three categories. 
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In the sixteenth century, the different reformers all emphasize the im-
portance of congregational singing. In this context, Calvin is eager to 
see all 150 Psalms put into verse. But, in addition to the Psalms, every 
edition of the French Psalter also includes a few hymns. The same applies 
to the Reformed tradition in the Netherlands. In the rhymed version of 
the Psalms, which were composed, among others, by Lucas de Heere, Jan 
Utenhove and Marnix of St. Aldegonde, the emphasis is invariably on 
the Psalms, but at the same time a small collection of hymns is included. 
In 1566, with his collection of hymns, Dathenus follows an old tradition 
along with the practice of contemporary authors who composed metrical 
versions of the Psalms.

In chapter II the focus is on the origin of the Psalter of Dathenus of 1566, 
and in particular on the origin of the collection of hymns. We find that 
Dathenus borrowed his seven hymns from at least three traditions. The 
Decalogue, the Song of Simeon, and the Credo have been taken from 
the French Psalter. The Pater Noster and the Prayer before the Sermon 
had their origin in the Psalter of Utenhove. Most likely, the Song of 
Zechariah and the Song of Mary derive from a hitherto unknown French, 
or, possibly, German source. 

With regard to the relationship between the so-called Booklet of 
Boskoop from 1566, in which these seven hymns are included, and the 
collection of hymns of Dathenus, this study argues that these hymns were 
first published in March 1566, in the Psalter of Dathenus. Subsequently, a 
printer, probably in the Netherlands, published the hymns as a pamphlet 
in an inexpensive text edition. 

A comparison of the Psalter of Dathenus with contemporary French, 
English, German and Dutch, i.e. Utenhove’s, versions, reveals many  
similarities. Dathenus includes the core collection, namely the three New 
Testament cantica and the three catechism hymns, that is found in all 
editions of the Psalter. The only exception is Utenhove’s Prayer before 
the Sermon, that was used by the Dutch Reformed in their liturgy at the 
time.

Chapter III provides a list of almost 300 editions of the metrical Psalms 
of Dathenus from the period 1566-1773. On that basis an inventory is 
made of the development of the collection of hymns during this period. 
We find that the collection, which counted seven hymns in 1566, is quite 
soon enlarged with two hymns that are sung at meal times and a second 
metrical version of the Credo. In addition, around 1580, a translation of 
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the early Christian hymn Christe qui lux es et Dies (called the ‘Hymne’) 
appears in the Psalters. From circa 1585 onwards, these eleven hymns 
are found in nearly every edition of the Psalter of Dathenus. From the  
middle of the seventeenth century, two more hymns are included: the 
‘Eigen Geschrift Davids’ (‘David’s Own Words’) and a morning song. 
From 1675 on, most Psalter editions contain these thirteen hymns. 

This is a spontaneous development of the collection of hymns, un-
related to the ecclesiastical decision process in the Reformed Church. 
Consequently, printers and publishers must be held responsible for this 
increase in the number of hymns to thirteen. Nonetheless, these hymns 
acquire a more or less unassailable status, and thus it is no longer a ques-
tion whether they would be included in the new edition in 1773, when 
the Authorized State Psalter was published.

Chapter IV examines the thesis of A. Th. van Deursen that until 1621 the 
Dutch Reformed preferred to sing from the ‘handful of hymns’ found 
towards the end of the Psalter of Dathenus. This chapter examines how 
these hymns were used and appreciated in the period of 1566-1773. An 
analysis of a large number of sources and data such as ecclesiastical deci-
sions, alternative metrical Psalters, translations of the Psalter of Dathenus, 
frequency of citation of the hymns and their melodies in other publica-
tions, musical arrangements of the hymns and descriptions in various 
writings, shows that a part of the collection of Dathenus was popular 
and much used, while another part appears to have had little appeal. The 
Decalogue, the Pater Noster, the Credo and the Prayer before the Sermon 
are sung most often. Remarkably, only little is known about the use of 
the three New Testament cantica. From 1670 onwards, however, the Song 
of Simeon is used from time to time in the context of celebrating the 
Lord’s Supper, and sometimes also the Song of Mary. We lack almost all 
information about the use of the five so-called free hymns (in the church 
worship), namely the two hymns to be sung at mealtimes, the morning 
prayer, the Hymne and the ‘Eigen Geschrift Davids’.

However, these hymns are regularly included in alternative metrical 
Psalters, in translations of the Psalms of Dathenus as well as in musi-
cal works and choral books that are used in connection with the Psalter. 
This shows that these hymns were regarded as an integral part of the 
collection of hymns in this period. In the meantime, several synods of 
the Reformed Church determined that in the worship service, besides 
the Psalms, only the three cantica, the three catechism hymns and per-
haps the Prayer before the Sermon may be used. In the course of the  
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seventeenth century, a tendency develops to refer to the hymns of 
Dathenus as the ‘sacred hymns’, to distinguish them from other hymns 
that were not approved for liturgical use. 

Chapter V describes the process that led to the Authorized State Psalter 
of 1773, and, in particular, how the committee, comprised of nine minis-
ters of religion and two state representatives, approached the matter of 
the hymns. The choices that were made were mostly pragmatic in nature. 
Apparently, not all of the thirteen hymns that are usually included in the 
Psalter of Dathenus, were found in the three metrical versions to which 
the committee was restricted, i.e., those of Hendrik Ghysen, Johannes 
Eusebius Voet and the association Laus Deo, Salus Populo. The most 
intense discussion emerges around the ‘Eigen Geschrift van David’, which 
is not found in any of these three versions. However, the fundamental 
question, whether all thirteen hymns from the Psalter of Dathenus, some 
of which had never been formally approved by any ecclesiastical council, 
should be re-inserted in the new Psalter, is not asked. Eventually the 
States General decide that in the new metrical Psalter the collection of 
‘Eenige Gezangen’ will be limited to twelve. For reasons unknown, the 
‘Eigen Geschrift van David’ is not included, although a new metrical ver-
sion had been composed. 

It is quite obvious that the ‘Eenige Gezangen’ does not have great pri-
ority for the committee members. The work for this section of the Psalter 
is done in haste. In the meantime, the ministers strongly feel that the 
time has come to introduce real hymns: evangelical hymns of praise by 
which the church can directly sing about the New Testament salvation. 

In the Psalters with the new metrical version that are published from 
1773 onwards, the ‘Eenige Gezangen’ forms a well-defined section. The 
new hymns are hardly ever mentioned in eulogies or dedicatory ser-
mons. In any case, no criticism is heard. And in no instance do we find a 
division in the collection, where only the first eight hymns are intended 
for the worship service. 

Little is known about the actual use of the hymns. In the indexes the 
three cantica are classified as hymns for the Christmas season. We are 
best informed about the use of the hymn that is sung as an introduction 
to the sermon (the ‘Bedezang voor de Predikatie’): in several instances 
this hymn is sung just before the sermon.

Chapter VI describes the origin and development of each of the ‘Eenige 
Gezangen’, including the ‘Eigen Geschrift van David’. Unfortunately, it 
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proved impossible to establish the source from which Dathenus derived 
his Song of Mary and Song of Zechariah in 1566. However, the French 
source of the hymn before the meal could be identified for the first time. 
And, it has finally become clear when the morning prayer first appears 
in the Psalter of Dathenus, as well who is the author. This hymn in the 
Psalter of Dathenus comprises two verses of a longer hymn written by 
the Amsterdam publisher Dirck Pietersz. Pers. The entire collection of 
‘Eenige Gezangen’ consists of hymns that originated either in the Early 
Church or in a sixteenth or seventeenth century French, German or 
Dutch context. 

In the collection from the eighteenth century, which is the work of 
the Committee of the States, we notice the influence of Enlightenment 
theology in a number of places, but much less than in the Psalms. In  
general, the collection may be considered as classic Reformed with a ‘mild 
Enlightenment’ touch. The series consists of the three cantica, the three 
catechism hymns, the two hymns that are sung at mealtimes, a morning 
and an evening hymn and two hymns that are quite different: the hymn 
sung before the sermon and the ‘Eigen Geschrift van David’. The scope of 
the collection is rather limited: the collection does not adequately provide 
hymns for the major feasts during the liturgical year. But it does offer 
a rather unique collection of Bible hymns, catechism hymns and free 
hymns, in which a centuries-old repertoire of hymns from the medieval, 
French, German and Dutch traditions meet.

In chapter VII the line is drawn from 1773 to the present. We find that 
the collection of the ‘Eenige Gezangen’ remains untouched in the main-
stream of Dutch Reformed Protestantism until into the twentieth cen-
tury, also when in 1806 a collection of Evangelical Hymns (Evangelische 
Gezangen) is included in the Psalter of 1773, and another 306 hymns are 
added in 1938. The ‘Eenige Gezangen’ occupy, literally, a middle position 
between the Psalms and the other hymns. 

From around 1930, the Reformed no longer consider the collection as 
an entity in itself: the twelve hymns become the stepping stone to the 
inclusion of many more hymns. In the Liedboek voor de kerken, an ecu-
menical hymnal published in 1973, some of the ‘Eenige Gezangen’ may 
still be found at various places, but they can no longer be recognized as a 
separate entity. 

However, even until today there is a section of the Dutch church in 
which the original collection is preserved, in almost thirty congregati-
ons even the version of Dathenus. In this Reformed experiential com-
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munity, however, the collection ‘Eenige Gezangen’ is an uneasy herita-
ge, for it conflicts with the supposedly unique status of the Psalms in 
worship. On the one hand, these hymns are said to have acquired the 
status of an ‘established custom’, on the other hand it is argued that only 
the first eight hymns are intended for liturgical use. However, it is quite  
remarkable that the apocryphal hymn ‘Eigen Geschrift van David’ is  
reintroduced in recent Psalters of these conservative circles.

The Conclusion underlines the threefold importance of this study. 
Firstly, this study describes the origin of this collection of hymns for 
the current user of the Authorized State Psalter of 1773. Secondly, this 
study will be useful in the contemporary discussion about the repertoire 
that is approved for worship services, by clarifying how the difference  
between Psalms and hymns has been regarded through the centuries. 
And, finally, this book is important for Dutch church history in general 
and for Dutch hymnology in particular. It fills a hymnological gap, and 
offers a contribution to the study of the history of congregational singing. 
Moreover, it uncovers a common thread that runs through almost five 
centuries of Reformed Protestantism in the Netherlands. The Reformed 
Psalter, including the centuries-old collection of hymns, may be seen as 
a window into the way the common man practiced his faith. As a result, 
this study offers a unique look into the ‘inner world’ of Dutch Reformed 
Protestantism.

Translation: Vertaalbureau QuaTra




