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For Rotterdam, 1986 is the year of the museum. Three
large establishments are reopening their doors: the newly-
built Maritime Museum (which will be the subject of an arti-
cle in a future issue of this magazine), the extensively reno-
vated Museum of Geography and Ethnology, and the
Museum of History, housed in the restored Schielandshuis.

The seventeenth-century Schielandshuis was originally the

Three museums reopen in Rotterdam this year

The *‘Schielandshuis’
no longer imposes fines
on local residents

Without water, the world port of Rotter-
dam would not be what it is. But it would be
going too far to say that the seaiswelcome to
go where it will. A five-metre high sea dvke
protects the city and the surrounding area
against the salt water invasion. Powerful
pumping stations regularly remove excess
water from the polders behind the dyke. For
more than seven hundred years. the Schie-
land Hoogheemraadschap has been re-
sponsible for this water management.

Seven hundred years ago the Schieland-
sche Hooge Zeedijk was considerably lower
than it is today (about 1.40 metres above
Normal Amsterdam Level) and the wind
pumps were less powerful. The mainte-
nance of the dyke was the duty of those who

Museum of History
now housed in a
magnificent building

had an immediate interest in it: the people
who owned land in the polders. The work on
the dyke was supervised by the dyke reeve
and the members of the dyke and polder
board.

This company, to which one could only be
admitted if one was “well-born” and in the
possession of “a certain wealth™, drove over
the dyke in coaches several times a year to
carry out an inspection. If they discovered
that the dyke had not been properly main-
tained, the gentlemen were able to impose a
range of fines to urge those responsible to
greater efforts. This could vary from a sim-
ple fine to a drinking bout at the the negli-
gent party’s expense.

Not all landowners were able to afford
costly dyke maintenance. The impover-
ished landowner could avoid his responsibi-
lities by “‘spade sticking™, a ceremony in
which he stood on the dyke in his under-
clothes and, with his hand on the spade,
swore to the dyke reeve that he was unable

to meet his obligations. This cost him his
land, because whoever pulled the spade out
of the ground became the new owner and
undertook to maintain the dyke.

The meetings of the Hoogheemraad-
schap were originally held in the castle of
one of its noble members. As its activities
expanded. so the need for an administrative
headquarters grew. Initially, existing build-
ings in the city were used.

In the prosperous seventeenth century.
the Hoogheemraadschap decided to build
new and extremely grand quarters: the
Schielandshuis. The site, a former refuse
tip, later converted to a “livestock market
and horse fair”, was presented to the
Hoogheemraadschap by the city author-

administrative headquarters of the Schieland Hoogheem-
raadschap (dyke and polder board). This board, whose re-
sponsibilities included supervising the maintenance of the
‘‘Schielandsche Hooge Zeedijk’’ (the main sea defence), com-
missioned Pieter Post and Jacob Lois to design the building in
1662. More than three centuries later, the building has
proved to be the ideal setting for the Museum of History.

ities. The famous Dutch master builder, Pie-
ter Post, and the merchant, amateur
architect and painter, Jacob Lois, drew up
the plans for the magnificent building.

In 1662, 730 piles were driven into the
ground. Three years later, these 730 “long
pine masts” supported the new Schielands-
huis, an imposing edifice which included
“eight bedchambers with all conceivable
appurtenances’’.

Aiming high
The Hoogheemraadschap had been over-
ambitious. It had had to digdeep into its cof-

fers and saw little chance of using the build-
ing to full advantage. Itis therefore not sur-

This beautifully restored toy kitchen-range (1852) has found a home in the new
“Schielandshuis” Museum of History. Not visible on the photograph is the little verse on the
front panel:

"'t Haardjen om in te stoken, potjes voor het koken, alles staat gereed, men kan nu
beginnen, maar eerst goed verzinnen wat men gaarne eet”. (The little fire for stoking, the
little pots for cooking, everything’s ready, now you can start, but first you must decide what
you'dliketo eat.)
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Seven hundred and thirty *‘long pine Longitudinal section after a drawing by Jacob Kortebrant (1731).
masts”’, each twenty metres long, support the '
Schielandshuis. An inspection of the
foundations revealed that - fortunately - they
are still in good condition.

prising that the building was regularly
loaned out to the city authorities. The
Schielandshuis was a much more suitable
setting for official occasions than the town
hall, which was too small. Receptions of all
kinds were therefore held in the Hoogheem-
raadschap’s building.

In 1811, when Napoleon arrived, the
Schielandshuis was the most obvious place
for the imperial party to stay. In the
eighteen-twenties, the  Schielandshuis
served as a temporary town hall, while the
old one was being rebuilt.

The municipal authorities, the national
government, the Roman Catholic church
and a number of banks were all interested in
taking over the building. The City of Rotter-
dam was finally successful, and bought the
Schielandshuis in 1840 for the paltry sum of
fifty thousand guilders. The Hoogheem-
raadschap moved to less expensive premises
in the Korte Hoogstraat.

The Schielandshuis was used to exhibit
the art collection of Frans Jacob Otto Boy-
mans. This collector, who died in 1847, left
his entire collection of superb paintings,
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The Schielandshuis after the latest - this time uninterrupted - restoration: Rotterdam’s

inner city has been enriched by a magnificent building.

prints and drawings, and Chinese and
Japanese porcelain to Rotterdam, and this
formed the basis of the present Boymans-
Van Beuningen Museum.

In 1864, the museum was devastated by a
serious fire on the top floor, which caused
severe damage to the buildinganddestroyed
part of the collection.

When repairs were carried out, little
account was taken of the original
seventeenth-century design of the building.
The high slate roof was replaced by a struc-
ture of wood, cast iron and glass. This not
only admitted more light, it also allowed
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rainwater to find its way in through the far
from solid roof construction. Both water
and fire risk continued to threaten the safety
of the collection.

Restoration work
interrupted

When the Boymans Museum moved to a
new building in 1935, it was decided to res-
tore the Schielandshuis. This work was
abruptly cut short, however, by the bomb-
ing of Rotterdam in 1940. The whole inner

city was transformed almost overnightinto a
tragic, confused heap of rubble, and restor-
ing a museum was the last thing anyone was
thinking about. The rebuilding of the city
demanded everyone'’s attention.

It was not until many years after the de-
vastation of Rotterdam, when the last scars
had virtually disappeared, that the question
of restoration was again raised. All those in-
volved agreed on the necessity, but the way
in which the restoration should be done long
remained a bone of contention. The
seventeenth-century Schielandshuis had
moved with the times and - as a result of re-
novations and additions, particularly after
the fire of 1864 - had acquired a nineteenth
century face.

First restoration
interrupted by the
bombing in 1940

When restoring a building, the aim is of
course to preserve as far as possible the his-
torical heritage. The question here was:
which one? The new user, the Museum of
History, wanted to restore the Schieland-
shuis to its original seventeenth-century
glory-inother words, with its high slate roof
and sandstone facades. Initially, however,
the project’s principal financier, the
Ancient Monuments Department of the
Ministry of Welfare, Health and Culture,
tended to favour the preservation of the
nineteenth-century appearance.

A return to the original condition would
be difficult, if not impossible, because the
original architects’ drawings were missing.
While Jacob Kortebranthad, itistrue, made
new drawings in the eighteenth century, it
remained uncertain whether they were an
accurate reflection of the original situation.
As much information as possible was there-
fore gleaned from the Schieland
Hoogheemraadschap’s incomplete ar-
chives, in order to establish the reliability of
these drawings. Measurements were also
carried out in the building, and small areas
of plaster were removed from its facades.

In this way, it was established that Korte-
brant’s drawings were astonishingly accu-
rate and could be used as the basis for the
restoration work. These drawings proved to
be decisive in bringing about a decision. The
Ancient Monuments Department now
agreed that the building should be restored
to its seventeenth-century condition.

A fascinating job

In 1981, the Schielandshuis was stripped
of its nineteenth century plasterwork - a fas-
cinating job which provided plenty of sur-
prises. Allkinds of seventeenth-century fea-
tures came to light, and the cellar and base-
ment were discovered to be in a virtually un-
damaged state.

Not all the surprises were pleasant ones,
however. The restorers found that all the
joists had to be renewed, and the quality of
the masonry work left so much to be desired
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Restoration proved
afascinating and
lengthy job

that it was decided to rebuild the outside
walls. When you consider that the roof also
had to be renewed, it will come as no sur-
prise to learn that the total restoration took
as long as the original building work. And
this is without taking the preparatory work
into account.

The national government bore the major
part of the costs of the restoration. A num-
ber of projects which did not fall within the
scope of the restoration budget were fi-
nanced by the “Friends of the Schieland-

shuis”. By publishing restoration reports,
this organisation was able to keep various
interested parties informed about the state
of affairs. Sponsors were and are still being
approached to contribute to the refur-
bishing budget. By auctioning off a number
of sponsored projects, the Friends of the
Schielandshuis found themselves more than
two hundred thousand guilders richer in a
single day.

Historical treasures

The Friends of the Schielandshuis are
continuing their activities and are thus mak-
ing a not inconsiderable contribution to the
preservation of Rotterdam’s historical trea-
sures. After eleven years in store, an impor-
tant part of the historical collection will be
exhibited again.

The top floor has been set aside for a dis-

play showing the history of everyday lifeina
medium-sized town in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries.

The exhibition on the first floor will con-
centrate on the administrative aspects of
Rotterdam’s city history, while the display
on the ground floor illustrates the history of
artin the city.

The cellar has been turned over to the
*Atlas van Stolk™, a collection of prints and
drawings which is almost one hundred and
fifty years old.

The basement houses the museum res-
taurant ““de Pappegay”, which will be open
to the general public as well as to visitors to
the museum.

Now restored to its former glory, the
three-hundred-vear-old Schielandshuis is
the ideal place to brush up on your history.
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