THE REYEN
in a seventeenth-century Dutch play

JOAN RIMMER

In the preface to his study of the Dutch rural economy in the Golden Age, Jan de Vries wrote
“The physical unity of the region and its small size must not mislead us into believing that its
economy can be quickly understood”.! It is equally valid to say “the physical unity of the region
and its small size must not mislead us into believing that its dance practice can be quickly
understood”. Elsewhere in the same book, some of which is concerned with the postulation of a
specialisation model for the northern Netherlands, de Vries asked the question, “When we turn
from models and theories and confront the stern matron who guards historical fact, what do we
find?’? In practice, very few people have so far approached the stern matron who guards historical
_fact about dance practice in the northern Netherlands, and rather than formulate theories or set up
models, I propose simply to make one case study.

Bredero’s play *“Het daghet uyt den Oosten” was printed in Amsterdam in 1638. It had been
left unfinished at his death in 1618 and, as the title page indicates, it was completed by ““a lover of
poetry™.3 It is based on a then already-old ballad of the same title, whose text — all fifteen stanzas
— is printed in full before the text of the play. It is a tragic tale of love, treachery and murder, in
five acts. There is a considerable amount of music and the cast includes two Reyen [choroi], one
of young girls (Rey van Jufferen) and one of nuns (Rey van Nonnen). A few items are unrelated to
dance; for example, one solo song is set to an identified Italian melody* and a vigil over a dead
body is sung offstage to the tune of Psalm 116.° All the other music is dance related and it is
identifiable structurally and in social association.

The second scene of the first Act consists of a Rey van Jufferen. The dramatic situation is
happy and the text is about the power of love. There are eight 6-line stanzas, each with two sets of
three lines with four stresses in each. This 6-line structure, sung to a 3-line tune used twice for each
stanza, is that of a later form of sequence, a Western Christian liturgical praise-song used on
festivals and saints’ days from the ninth century onwards. It was metrically formalised in the 13th
century by the Breton monk, Adam de St. Victor® and it had secular prototypes and analogues.’
There are a number of such songs from the 15th and 16th centuries with pious Netherlands texts.
Some of these have a significant difference from the Latin sequence texts. In place of the Latin
on-beat start and iambic division between stresses (as in Stabat juxta Christi crucem [ stabat videns
vitae ducem [ vitae vale facere,® which in terms of foot movement implies a walking or
processional progress) they often have an off-beat start and/or an implied trochaic division between
stresses (as in Fonteine moeder, maghet reine | bloem der ghenaden, edel greine [ laet ons di loven
talre tijt® or O ghi die Jesus wijngaert plant [ verblijt u op dat soete lant | daer ghi sijt toe
vercoren).!®

This is giga thythm — a rhythm which had a long association with ring dances, particularly of
young girls, with Spring, with May, with rejoicing. Some of the tunes to which some of these pious
texts were sung were secular tunes for May dances. Bredero’s first Rey van Jufferen fits a number
of these 15th-century tunes; for example that of Fonteine moeder, a praise-song to the Virgin in
regular sequence structure. The 15th-century text has both accented and unaccented beginnings to
the lines; this Rey of young girls has unaccented beginnings all through. A ring or line with simple
skipping steps fits this structure:
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This dance structure must have lasted to some extent into the 18th century. The Boerenlietjes
contain an example of this form — a self-contained 3-line tune with four stresses per line in giga
thythm — as the first part of a tune titled De Haagsche Meij (the second part has a different
structure with four lines, not three):
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