3 The 1786-prize contest for the
design of a new building
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question how to raise enough money to realize their goals. As the Netherlands
lacked a royal court, all funds had to come from the individual members of the so-
ciety. Thus a loan was organized, the first “negotiatie’ of March 1786, The enthu-
stasm of the Sociery's members was grear. Very soon enough money was raised
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could he '|'|11-|.11-;hr. at the ]"i.nri;-::-u;|'.'.'|;1'.=i:]'|'|:F ane of the most ]'.Irn-mi.nnnl; canals of Am-
sterdam., Atter the demolition of these houses new premises could be erecred. A
map of the acquired terrain was produced by Lector Die Hartog as a result of a
surveying excreise in his mathemaries classes. In April 1786 the building-com-
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listing the Society’s preconditions was prepared by Pieter Kerkhoven, represen-
tative of the Physics Department. The program requested a complete design fora
spacious building. This building should enhance the glory of the city and should
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partment for instance requested a room for 6o persons, suited to produce draw-
ings at dayhght as well as at mght; the Department of Literature and Commerce
requested space for gatherings up to 350 persons, but they were willing to share
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inner construction of this hall had to fulfil all necessary *mathematical and physi-
cal demands’ that would make this music hall a success. The Physics Department
had alse listed quite some preconditions. The first wish was a physics theatre with
space up to oo persons in the shape of a ‘rotunda or hexagon®. This amphithe-
atre had o be dusiﬁnurj in such a way that 1t uns”:.' could be darkened. |",;l-;]'.w_'ri-
ments with light or with a solar microscope would need such a setting, Next 1o
this physics theatre, other rooms were planned, such as ‘a Museum’ or cabinet
for housing the scientitic instruments, a chemical laboratory “with a large chim-
ney and a stone floor’, and a working space “suited to prepare raw experiments’.
And indeed, the building had to be completed by a modest astronomieal obser-
vatory: The architect had to design a small plattorm on the roof of the building,

1 Progremma } Felix Merbas (1786),



sutted for taking simple astronomical observations. The construction however
had to be designed in such a way that an enlargement of the observatory at a lazer
date could be made “at low cost and with few changes”. Further some space had
to be reserved, hirstly o be used as a storage room bor the ascronomical mnstru-
ments, and secondly to use it for observational purposes, Instruments placed in
this room had to have a clear view at the heavens, at least 1o the southern parts
of the meridian.?

The unexpected emergence of a renowned collection of astronomical instru-
ments from Batavia

The announcement of the architectural prize contest was printed in November
1786 in goo copies. It brought the ambinons of the Felix Merins Socery o the
attention of a much wider Amsterdam audience.! This imuanve lriggun.'rj at least
one rather unexpected resule, Within a month after the publication of the scheme
in which the intention to install a modest astronomical observatory was re-
vealed, two Amsterdam merchanes came torward with an efter the Society could
hardly refuse. Ir placed the proposed observarory in a complewely new perspec-
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Heineken revealed to the board of the Society that they were in the possession
of most of the astronomical instruments that had been used at the well-known
and well-equipped private astronomical observatory of the late reverend Johan
Mavries Mohr (1716-1774) at Batavia in the Dureh East Indies (nowadays Jakarta,
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until 1775. Afeer the death of 1ts wealthy founder, the astronomical instruments
of Mohr's Observatory had been bought by the local clergyman Jacob Hooij-
man, who in 1778 would become one of the founding fathers of the ‘Baraviaasch
Genootschap voor Kunsten en Wetenschappen', the first Evropean-modelled
scientific society 1in Asia. Imually Hooyman had hoped w continue Mohr's ob-
servations, but as a result of the humid Indonesian climate the instruments were
in such bad shape that repairs were urgently needed. For that reason Hootjman
had shipped the instruments to Amsterdam, but tor reasons unknown to us they
were not repaired, but stored at Van Akker's warchouse, gathering dust on an ar-

tic for almost ten years,



Van Swinden’s plea for an astronomical observatory

Again it was Van Swinden, who at Felix Merius had the deaisive vote in accept-
ing the offer of the usage of Mohe's former instruments. Earlier in that very year
1786 he had been appointed member of the board {*Commissaris'] of the Am-
sterdam “Kweekschool voor de Zeevaart’, a newly tounded maritime institunon
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the policy of this institution with regard to the Dutch educanion in seamanshap
until his death in 1823.° Van Swinden was convinced of the vital importance of
astropomical knowledge for the improvement of navigation and geography.
LEarly 1787 Van Swinden had pressed the Amsterdam Admiralty o form a com-
mittee for the improvement of navigation, also called the *longitude commanee”.
Van Swinden personally would chair this commattee. The two other members
were the publisher and instrument maker Gerard Hulst van Keulen {member
of both the board of the Amsterdam ‘Kweckschool voor de Zeevaart” and the
P'hysies Department of the Felix Mernns Society) and the gifted mathemaneian
Meter Mieuwland, a voung student of the Felix Merius Lecror Henrieus Ae-
neae. Together they would publish in November 1787 a Verbandelimg over et
bepaalen der lengte op zee, door de afstanden van de maan tor de zon, of vaste
sterver ( Treatise on the determination of longitude at sea, by the distance of the
moon to the sun, or fixed stars’), 1o be tollowed by the first volume of 2 mariome
almanac with astronomical tables. This Almanack ten dienste der zeelieden [*Al-
manach for sea pilots) would be published annually for a lang time.” So, for Van
Swinden, the erection of a well equipped astronomical observatory at the Felix
Meritis Society fitted in his individual scheme of the advancement of navigation
for the benetit of commerce.

S0, 11 J.:nu.:r].' 1787, hnv;ng heard Yan Swinden’s advice on this matter, the
board of the Felix Mentis Society accepted Van Akker and Heineken's offer.
The board of the physics department commissioned the Amsterdam instrument-
maker Bernard Frangois Pasteur to repair Mohr's famous instruments.® In addi-
tion Van Swinden was granted permission to order a precision clockwork from



Title page of the Verban-
deling over bet bepaalen
der lengte op zee, door de
afstanden van de maan tot
de zom, of vaste sterven, od-
ited in 1787 by Van Swin-
den, Nicuwland and Hulst
van Keulen.

the famous Parisian instrument maker Antide Janvier. This instrument arrived in
the spring of 178y, according to the invoice drawn up under the supervision of
the French astronomer De Lalande.® Finally, at the cnd of 1789 the Frisian tele-
scope maker Bauke Eisma van der Bildt also delivered new mirrors for Mohr's
two Dollond-reflectors.'



The winning architectural design

The unforeseen acquisition of Mohr's astronomical instruments caused a more
significant tocus to the proposed scheme for an observatory. This shift becomes
obvious from the assessment of the plans by the twelve members of the build-
ing commitiee, Before 1 March 1787, the {postponed} deadline of the prize con-
test, sixteen architectural designs had been submitted.” These proposals had to
be delivered anonymously, only to be distinguished by Latin motros. The names
of the contesting architects were put in separate envelopes bearing these morttos.
Only the two best designs would recerve a prize (7o ducats for the winming de-
sign; jo ducats tor the second best). The envelopes of the other contestants would
be burned, and the designs returned.'” For that reason we now know only five
architectural designs: the three winning ones and two which by chance (partly)
have survived.” On 30 March 1787, after a month of deliberations, the building
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te be made by Jacob Otto Husly, one of the main city-architects.

The second plan with the morto “Felix si Mercar' [= ‘Fortunate like com-
meree’| came from the drawing table of the architeer and broker Jan Willem le
MNormant, a member of the Felix Mernins Sociery. Surpnisingly, the building com-
mittee also selected a third design "Pour Satsfaire’, which was awarded 20 duc-
ats, because of 1ts impressive architectural significance. According to the archi-
rect-historian Meischke who studied the plans, this design was undoubredly the
most elegant. The designer had vsed the most modern windows, atter the laest
French fashion. The faet that ths third scheme was dismssed, underlined in the
eves of Meischke that not the architectural quality, but the usefulness of the de-
signs was valued as the most important factor.' But perhaps there were also other
reasons not to choose this plan. For this third design was drawn up by Pierre Es-
ate Duyvend, ‘architect evile 2 Amsterdam’. He was a person with a nasry history
concerning the Felix Mernus Sociery, Three vears before Duyvené had competed
with a few members of the Felix Meritis Physics Department, in the construction
of a large hot air balloon. At that time the Felix Ments effort had failed dramati-
cally, whilst Duyvené's elegantly erafred balloon had made a successful flight. At
the time many pamphler writers had ridiculed the affair, and especially the mem-
bers of the |:'|1:.-'5i-:5 Department res pnn.'.'-;l.'.-ln: for the ]'.ITnjL'L'L"‘ If this p:linFu] affair
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Cross scetion and fagade of Husly’s first
design ‘Ornet et Proficiat’, 1787.

had not happened, one can wonder if the choice for the design had been different.

About the two remaining designs very hittle can be said, as the names of the
designers are not known, One of these plans is rather crudely executed and can
hardly be seen as serious, although it is evident that the proposed observatory
had received a prominent place. A fifth and last known design was expanded in



Cross section and fagade of Le Narmant's design “‘Felix st Mercar', 1787,

great detail, but reduced the obscrvalury to the status of a g.lz.cbo. jusl like the
choice made in Haarlem at Teyler's Museum, in this design the observatory was
only seen as symbolical.

Although the final report of the buslding committee has not been preserved, a
minoril)' Teport prcscntcd b_v two of the twelve members of the committee does
reveal that the observatory playved an important role in their deliberations, at least
to exclude some of the architectural plans. In this report the design of the ob-
servatory was the first item to be tested against the requirements of the printed
program. Both winning designs were severely eniticized as far as the observaro-
ry was concerned. Husly’s design had large chimneys on the roof of the build-
ing, which would obstruct astronomical observations. Also the construction of a
separate observation tower was questioned, Amsterdam's geology, with its rath-
er loose soil probably would present a problem. A separate tower would proba-
bly sway too much to guarantee any accurate astronomical observation. For that
reason the 'Program’ had requested an observation platform founded on the en-
tire structure, Similar eriticism was given to the second design of Le Normant.
A large chimney near the centre of the observational platform, and the roofs and
other chimneys in its vicinity also would seriously obstruct astronomical obser-
vations. So both winning plans had to be adjusted on this point.” Nevertheless



Cross section of an anonymous fourth design, possibly by [LF. Helmers, 1787,

Husly's final design for the
fagade, with a colonnade in
Corinthian style, Engrav-
ing by N, van der Meer
after a drawing by |, Kuij-
per and . Outen Husly (c.
18¢0).




the minonity members preferred Le Mormant’s plan, mostly for economic rea-
sons, They feared that Husly's design would end up far too costly, with even-
tually bitter consequences for the Society. History would prove how right they
were !

In the mean time the Felix Meritis Society had been able to buy another adjoin-
ing house, which enlarged the bwilding area, so the winning architect, Jacob Otta
Husly, had to adjust his architectural design in order to make space for a more
salidly grounded and more spacious building, This adaptation of the first design
was very remarkable, not indoors, but on the front side of the building. Husly"s
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from a traditional canal side house. But now he was instructed to design an archi-
tectonical statement: a palace-like fagade thar reflected the new self-awareness of
the upcoming Amsterdam social middle elass.” Eventually Husly came up with
an impressive building in a neo-classical style, on a seale unheard of before a1 ane
of the Amsterdam eanals. Afver 1ts complenion, contemporaries stated that such a
|_.1.rg1.: edifice would have been hetter surted on a |_.'|.r|:11.: square, like some of ather
Husly designs, such as the town halls of Groningen and Weesp."*

A costly building

After a second fundraising session,” the demolishing of the old houses started
on 2 May 1787, On the 7" of July the first stone of the new building was laid by
Cornelis Seballe Roos, at that nme President-Direetor of the Soctery. ** The con-
struction of the Felix Ments “temple’ required more than two vears. Years that
belonged to the most polinically turbulent period in the history of the MNether-
lands.** In 1787 the clash between two political factions, the conservative “Oran-
gists' and the more liberal ‘Patriots’, resulted in a tailed revolution, turned down
by the military foree of the King of Prussia, the brother-in-law of the Dutch
stadholder, the prince of Orange William V. But as the Sociery’s laws prohibited
any politcal or religious discussion, the Felix Menitis organization managed in
this respect ta remain in calm waters.* After the political upheavals of September
1787, the Felix Meritis membership grew further, then with a large pardcipation
of the politically silenced well-to-do aristoeracy.



The ceremony of laying
the foundation stone of the
Felix Mentis Building on
23 June 1787 by Cornelis
Sebille Roos, Drawing by
C.L. Hansen,
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The contractor Hendrnk Blomberg and his mason Cornelis Twisk were able to
work quite rapidly. In October 1788 the front side of the building was comples-
ed far enough to hold an opening ceremony.” Professor Jan Hendrik van Swin-
den was invited 1o deliver the opening speech. As we saw in the introduction Van
Swinden praised the new building and the possibilities it offered for pursuing the
arts and sciences. In enthustastic words he also referred to the astronomical in-
struments, acquired in 1786:

[ know thar [Felix Meritis] has a wonderful collection of artefacts, made by the mosi
famous English artisans, first shipped at great costs o the East Indies, where they were
used in Batavia by the late Mr. Mohr. They were returned to the Fatherland after his
death and were relegated to an attic as dead weight, being subjected 1o rust and decay
[-..], but you have been able to retrieve them, and had them restored [...] with the intent
of installing them in your ohservatory.”



Title page of the program
for the architectural prize
contest, 1786,
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Van Swinden's speech at
the inauguration ceremony
of the Felix Merinis build-
ing (1789). Drawing by |
Buys, engraved by R. Vin-
keles in 1799,

Van Swinden deliberately used the phrase ‘intent”. Although the building was
officially opened, 1t was far from being completed, The rear part of the building
with all the planned facilities of the Physics Department was finished only in out-
line. In the months to come it even became questionable whether these facilities
were to be finished ar all!

As time had gone by, the fears of the minority members of the building com-
mittee came true. The actual building process was more complicated and required
much more funds than had been raised. In January 1788 a financial crisis almost
ended the Society, and bankruptcy seemed near. In early 1787, in the budget ac-
companying his prize proposal, architect Husly had estimated go.oco guilders as
the cost of the carcass of the building. In reaction it was feared by the minority



members of the building committee that the completion of the premises would
demand almost twice as much. But at the opening ceremony it was revealed that
already 120000 guilders had been spent, and that a deficiency of some goooa
guilders was forcseen.

Pamphlets were spread in which the mismanagement of the building committee
was severely eriticized. Especially the president of the building committee, Pie-
ter Kerkhoven (also president of the Physics Diepartment), was seen as the per-
son most to blame. His accumulation of functions was one of the reasons tor
the late notice of this financial derailment. “The right honourable is principal,
treasurer and director, which resules that one has 1o come 1o the same person for
questioning or confession’, an anenymous crine wrote, Kerkhoven's proceedings
‘had jumped over millions of stars, and these large numbers evidently had
confused his honourable, so now he had tumbled down from the observatory to
the bare earth’.® As a resulr the building actvities were halted and three wealthy
:'l'l.”:il.rl._'f' I'I'IL'T.|'I]:IL'r!i WLTL ﬂ.TIﬂ.L-'L'I L Come [I:I‘r'l.'.-'.ITi'_:I 'A'"”.I.'I L ]'.'ﬂFF :!'Hﬂ.l [:Fr 1 {;nﬂnl:i.ﬂ.l
solution.® Ther in'.-'r.-xl:iﬁ.'itinn revealed that the i:l:l]'n'p]q.:ti_n::un and '|:r.|.r_|1:i5|'|in|-_l'I of the
building would demand up to a total amount of no less than 4oo.coc guilders.
However, they succeeded 1o avert the erisis. In June 1789 they proposed to fill the
enormous bnancial gap by ntroducing a series of bonds that would pav off only
.ﬂI-IL'r jﬂ }I'Eﬂ.rﬁ ﬂrll'] ITHLErE. SI:: al I'.I'II.' Il-Lﬁ! marment a 1'.|.=I'I|'I.rLI.F-LL'_'|-' Wk av L'T!L'I'J--.'- Tl_“:
construction of the bwilding could be fimshed, and the noble work of the Society
continued. In Movember 1789 the last rooms, containing the Departments of
Plysics and Dirawing, were opened, this in spite of the fact that a year later much of
the fimishing work sull had 1o be done.® Nevertheless, in one of the birst speeches
.I-“.'II'J 111 I.I-ll.r I'.IT.'I.I'IL:I MW P.I-l:r'.'l'il:ﬁ l]‘li.':l.lrl.' |..I-|f_' Imc: il:ﬂ.] rJi:l-:iI::-l.' ﬂnd ‘[]IJI:-L‘]‘I |:|-|.|.'|'|'|i!'il.r
Jan Deiman cheered the moderate but regular practise of science as being healthy
for humans, paying a special tribute to the star-spangled sky above the building,
and to the “perfect instruments” that could provide its user with unexpected
di!l:l:[!llllltr;tﬁ. Dl:imﬂ.n. l:'i]“]l'j real lhl"h lFF ﬂ.n[ﬁ[htr F]"IL':I'.I-::II’J"IL‘:I"HJT'I I.l-l.ﬂ.[ L'll.lll'l"II'I'I:I.r'I-L:IL'-L:I
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A year later, in the fall of 1792, at last the remarkable event of completion of
the observatory could be proclaimed. This moment was commemorated by the
advertisement of a large plate work in folio. The portfolio was issued in 1794,
highlighting various parts of the illustrious building with several floor plans,
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Floor plan of the Department of Physics (1790).
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Cross section of the Felix Ments building {1787).

The ohservatory

The observatory itself was situated on the third floor of the rear building. An at-
re above the large *physics theatre’ provided entrance to the Observarory. The
KL |.I'.|Er'|'| F‘ﬂ.r1. 11{ L.I-l'i'l'- Jl!il: WS I'j-L'ﬁ l;TIL'rJ. [1‘r Aslrarnoem i.l:ﬂ..l 11!154.' r'f.lr.i:”'l.ﬁ in l.l-lﬂ
southern menidian.'* Here a transit telescope was posinoned, having 1ts axis ro-
tating in two brass pivots, fixed into the stone wall, guarantecing the telescope™s
movement in the meridian plane. A window and a hatch ar the rear of the build-
ing offered an unhindered view from the honzon up o an angle of some 8a de-
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part of the attic was reserved for the storage of other instruments. Above this ar-
tic another smaller one was situated: here a space with eight windows gave an un-



The interior of the Felix Mentis Observa-  Present interior of the Felix Mernus Obser-

tory dunng the recent restoration {2011),  vatory: the 'Sterrenzaal’ (z012).

hindered view to the heavens, suitable for making observations when the winter
cold would frustrate telescopic observations from the platform above. Also visit-
ing ladies could observe here. A gnomon at the southern window was used as a
sundial. From this attic a small staircase provided entrance to the upper observa-
tory, This was an oval platform, measuring 8o to 49 feet, on which several astro-
nomical instruments could be placed. In the middle of the platform, a deck was
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‘Rough draft” of a *plan for secing the stars at day-light’, published in 1816 by a mislead-
ed visitor of Felix Merits,

xitualcd, cnvcﬁng the opcning for ra"ing budics, mentioned before. By a stray
visitor this ‘tube’ was mistakenly thought to be a zenith telescope, to be used for
daylight observations of stars passing overhead.” In the end this arrangement was
hardly used for actual experiments on falling bodics, for in 1793 the Physics De-
partment bought an Atwood Fall Machine, which made these experiments obso-
lete.® On top of the deck of the Observatory, a fixed stand was placed, equipped
to hold a telescope parallel with the Earth’s axis. As the time keeper, hanging in
the lower observatory could not be heard at the platform, observations here re-

quired a portable chronometer.



