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Ever since the publication in 2001 of the first installment of Jonathan Israel’s

series of books on the Radical Enlightenment, questions have been raised over

its allegedly anti-religious character. According to Israel, Spinoza’s rational-

ism served as the essentially secular culmination point of a wider movement

which first crystallized in theDutch Republic during the second half of the sev-

enteenth century and it was Spinoza’s refusal to strike any compromise with

revealed religion which defined the radical nature of his philosophical project.

Francesco Quatrini’s monograph on the Amsterdam Collegiant Adam Boreel

aims to contribute to the ongoing debate about the essence of the Radical

Enlightenment by highlighting the extent to which Boreel sought to reform

Christianity as he knew it rather than to abolish it. Boreel is such an interest-

ing figure in the early history of the Radical Enlightenment as he played a key

part in the establishment of the Amsterdam “college,” which emerged in the

late 1640s. During the 1660s, several of Spinoza’s closest friends attended the

meetings of so-called “Collegianten.” Quatrini is not the first scholar to study

Boreel, but his book represents a decisive advance on previous work, including

that of Werner Schneider and Leszek Kolakowski in particular.

Quatrini’s book is divided into two parts, covering the Life and Work of

Boreel, and it would seem he has consulted all the relevant sources, including

the Hartlib papers in London and Boreel’s unpublished writings. It turns out

the author’s Italian background has served him well, giving him access to the

surprisingly extensive literature in Italian. Born in Middelburg in 1602, Boreel

had an upper-class background, allowing him to travel, mostly to England, and

to study freely. Hismain claim to famewas his expertise as a Hebraist, although

his 1646 vocalized edition of theMishnah in Hebrewwas a commercial failure.

He hadmade his debut in 1645, publishing the anonymous Ad Legem et ad Tes-

timonium, in which we see Boreel wrestling with the paradox that seems to

have defined his efforts for the rest of his life: on the one hand he was deeply

convinced of the fallen nature of Christianity, which to his mind was in urgent

need of reform, while on the other he constantly kept trying to convert non-

Christians, especially Jews. He was, however, no millenarian.

One of the questions which Quatrini’s research appears to have settled con-

cerns the part played by Boreel in the establishment of the Amsterdam college.

In the past, the Mennonite minister Galenus Abrahamsz. de Haan, Michiel

Comans, andDaniel deBreenhavebeenput forward as its founding fathers, but

Quatrini demonstrates it was only after Boreel’s departure for England in 1654
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that Galenus started to dominate the gatherings of the Collegiants. Another

issuewhich has traditionally caused confusion concerns the sources of Boreel’s

spiritualist notion of religion and the Church. Quatrini makes a strong case

for the biblical inspiration of Boreel’s spiritualism and he goes to great lengths

to flesh out what Boreel might have had in mind when he spoke and wrote

about the “real” Church of Christ. Quatrini does so by concentrating on the

sixteenth-century antecedents of such crucial notions as the liberty to proph-

esize, religious toleration, and the Protestant “Sola Scriptura.” As it turns out,

Castellio, Acontius, and Coornhert served as Boreel’s main sources. They also

appear to have inspired the vision encapsulated in Boreel’s unpublished Jezus

Nazerenus Legislator, of which only a singlemanuscript copyhas survived, kept

in the Boyle papers. Unfortunately, Boreel failed to complete this attempt to

demonstrate by rationalmeans the universality of Christ’s laws, so it remains to

be seen how precisely he wanted to establish the conformity of revelation with

natural reason. Thismuch is certain, however: Boreel was in favor of a clear-cut

separation of State and Church. Again, his emphasis on the spiritual nature of

Christ’s rule shows great affinity with Coornhert’s feelings on thematter just as

Boreel’s notion of the perfectibility of man is reminiscent of Coornhert, whose

opposition to Calvin he shared.

In conclusion, Quatrini argues that the example of Boreel goes to show that

the Radical Enlightenment included a spiritualist, deeply religious aspect and

Boreel was clearly a major protagonist of the fascinating diversity that char-

acterized the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic. By their insistence on the

equality of all believers, the need for religious toleration, and the separation

of the secular, political, religious, and spiritual realms the Collegiants “played

a major role in the development of ‘enlightened’ concepts and practices in the

seventeenth-century Dutch Republic” (p. 381). Of course this claim could have

been elaborated upon by drawing out the similarities between the Collegiants

and the main representatives of the Radical Enlightenment such as Spinoza

and Bayle, but the fact remains that Francesco Quatrini has produced a won-

derful bookwhich no onewith a serious interest in the cultural and intellectual

history of the Dutch Republic will be able to ignore.
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