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While strolling along Leiden’s seventeenth-century Rapenburg canal today and standing in front
of the unversity’s academic building, it feels as if time has stood still for the last 400 years. The
differences between students from 1620 and now are also slight: in 2010 the average age of a male
student enrolling at the university was 18 to 19 years old. The student today is likely to choose a
major in the humanities, and the most common first name for a male student is Kevin, followed
by Thomas and Jeroen. The young man is likely to come from a middle-class background.1 In
1620 some 297 students enrolled at the University of Leiden. The average age of a new student
was 21.7 years old, he was likely to study law, and the most common name was Johannes, followed by Jacobus, and he would have come from an affluent family. Besides students of the early
modern period having different names and being slightly older than students today, the manner
in which young men expressed their youth culture and masculinity 400 years ago was also quite
remote from contemporary student life.2
Let us first examine the social, economic, and cultural setting of the Dutch Republic
during the 1620s and 1630s. We will zoom in on the province of Holland, which was the most
urbanized area in Europe in 1622. Half of the province’s 672,000 inhabitants resided in cities.
More than 100,000 lived in Amsterdam alone. Dutch cities and towns were swarming with
young people, mainly men in their late teens and early twenties. From all over Northern and
Central Europe, job-searching and adventure-seeking young men converged on Amsterdam and
other cities in Holland and the Dutch Republic for the prospect of employment, religious freedom, education, apprenticeship or perhaps even adventure. The largest group of men sought
employment in the Republic’s maritime industry, namely on board one of the many ships of the
Dutch West and East India Companies, or in the marines. There is no exact data on foreigners
recruited in the 1620s and 1630s, but for the entire seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there
were approximately 475,000 foreigners employed by the Dutch East India Company, and an additional 35,000 foreign-born men that worked for the marine. The second largest group of young
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men that came to Holland consisted of soldiers; at least half of the Dutch army was foreign,
and sometimes entire regiments were hired mercenaries, mainly Scottish, Southern Germans,
and Swiss. Again, we have no specific data for the early part of the seventeenth century, but Jan
Lucassen, the historian of demography, estimates that more than a million men were hired by
the Dutch State Army during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Half of them were foreigners. The third substantial group of young men consisted of journeymen craftsmen, generally
Germans who sought Wanderburschen, an apprenticeship, in one of the Dutch cities and numerous other immigrants namely from the Southern Netherlands where the Revolt (1568-1648) and
blockade of the Schelt River drained away any chances of economic livelihood and any hope for
a prosperous future. Some 150,000 had fled the Southern Netherlands for the North. Many of
Antwerp’s wealthy Protestant and Lutheran merchants, even Catholics, had chosen Amsterdam
as a new location for continuing their network of trade throughout Europe. Other young men
and women descended on the Republic for economic opportunities in the growing textile industry in Leiden and Haarlem, the bleaching fields near the dunes of Haarlem and Zandvoort where
clothing from the entire region was bleached white during the summer months, the harbor, silk
industry and stock market in Amsterdam, and each town had its own local sugar refineries, glue
and straw hat factories. The booming economy also attracted numerous young women to the
Republic, both skilled and unskilled, often as household servants. Nevertheless, the population
of Dutch cities was predominately male and remained that way until after 1650.3
The Dutch Republic of the seventeenth century was primarily a republic of young people.
Although there are no sources specifying the age-breakdown in the demographic make-up of
Dutch cities in the early modern period, it is usually the young and unattached who are mobile
and most likely to pursue economic opportunities elsewhere. Raging war in the Southern Netherlands during the Revolt and in German states during the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) robbed
those areas of their innovative, vital, and young workforce who sought economic prosperity and
religious freedom. For the Dutch Republic, these young people were the dynamic force in the
economic, social, and cultural prosperity of the Dutch Golden Age. Not only did the political
unity of the Republic and the economic prosperity (primarily in Holland and the other maritime
provinces) unleash a cultural eldorado, they were also key factors in standardizing Dutch as a
European language. The generation of the 1620s and 1630s was at the vanguard in determining
the fate of the Dutch language.4
Amsterdam was the epicenter of Holland’s – and the Dutch Republic’s – economic and
cultural boom. The city had grown from a mid-sized town of 30,000 inhabitants at the beginning of the Revolt in 1572 to 65,000 by 1600. In 1622, Amsterdam had 105,000 residents.5 That
year was also an important one for Manuel Colyn. The date of August 7th, 1622, marked a rite of
passage for the 27-year-old from Amsterdam. It was the end of his youth, and the day he married
Catharina Cloppenburgh. On that Sunday afternoon music and laughter must have rung in the
background together with the soft melody of the lute as the bride and groom and their wedding
guests sang and danced. Manuel was a bookseller like his accomplished older brother Michiel
on the main wharf in Amsterdam where the city’s publishing houses lined up next to each other.
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By the time Manuel married, he had lost both his parents during an outbreak of the smallpox
plague that consumed 10% of the city’s population in the spring of 1603.6 Manuel’s father, Jan
Claesz Colyn, had emigrated from Antwerp and settled in Amsterdam sometime around 1578.
His mother, Elsgen Michiels, was from Amsterdam. They lived in the Warmoesstraat, and Jan
had various business enterprises, first as a sugar manufacturer, then as a glove-maker, agent for
foreign traders, and finally a merchant. After his parents died in 1603, eight-year-old Manuel and
his other siblings were raised by their eldest brother Claes, who was 23 years old at the time of
the death of his parents and lived in the Teerketelsteeg, a small alley off the Singel canal. Claes
was Manuel’s witness when he registered for a marriage license on July 22, 1622. For young men
like Manuel in the early modern period, his wedding was a liminal rite. Marriage was the final
threshold into adulthood.
When the couple registered to marry at the town hall three weeks earlier, his 24-year-old bride,
Catharina, was accompanied by her father, the well-known book-binder and publisher Jan
Evertsz Cloppenburgh, who owned a large publishing house next to Manuel’s brother, Michiel,
on the Damrak.7 Since the turn of the century, Amsterdam had emerged as the center of the
book publishing trade and a distributor of information in Europe. Its position as a ‘gateway’
together with the Republic’s freedom of press and improvements made in printing technology

Illustration 2 ‘Jan Jansz. Starter sporting long hair and a goatee’ in: Unknown artist,
Title page of Friesche Lust-Hof with Jan Jansz. Starter (1621)
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allowed the city to flourish as a major distribution point of information throughout Europe.8 In
the publishing world of Amsterdam, Manuel and Catharina’s marriage symbolized the union of
two publishing houses. The highlight of the wedding party must have been when the famed poet,
Jan Jansz. Starter, who was a popular composer and author of songbooks for young people, read
his poem for the bride and groom. Despite Amsterdam’s municipal regulations, which aimed to
control the wayward behavior and drunkenness that occurred at wedding parties, the lyrics of
Starter’s song only encouraged the guests to drink more beer and wine. Starter, who announced
his plan to leave the city and return to Friesland, egged the amorous mood on with lyrics such as
‘weest niet vies, men moet eens kussen hier op sen Fries’ [don’t be afraid, you have to learn how to kiss
like a Frisian]. No doubt there was plenty of kissing and cuddling going on because many of the
young men and women present were unmarried, and there was an abundance of wine and beer.
Several of the young men at the wedding party were impressed by Starter’s poetic talents
and hoped to keep him in Amsterdam. In their good-spirited mood – probably brought on by too
much wine – a group of young and successful businessmen at the wedding party entered into an
idealized agreement. They came up with a plan to hire him as their private poet for the period of
one year. The agreement consequently made Jan Jansz. Starter the first subsidized poet in Dutch
history.
Two weeks after the wedding party, the young men met again at a notary’s office to put
their words into deeds. The initial agreement concocted during the wedding party stipulated that
Starter would receive 12 Carolus guilders a week. Each investor would pay two Flemish pounds
(one Flemish pound equaled six Carolus guilders). However, according to those terms, Starter’s
payment would only last for 21 weeks and not a full year. Apparently by the time the young men
drafted their agreement at the notary’s office, more than half of the investors had bailed out. Perhaps sobriety was a reason. The written agreement stipulated that Starter would provide each investor with a copy of every poem he authored during that period.9 It was no surprise that Manuel
wanted to embark on such a venture. After all, he was the groom and host of the party where the
idea to hire Starter as a professional poet was conceived. Moreover, Colyn was a bookseller and
a patron of the arts. After he married, he expanded his business ventures into book publishing.
One of his publications included a tragedy by the Dutch Republic’s esteemed poet Joost Vondel,
as well as adventurous and exciting books like a description of the Dutch East Indies and an
account of Prince Frederik Hendrik, the commander of the Dutch army in a courageous battle
fought at ‘s- Hertogenbosch in 1629.10

Risk-taking behavior
The question arises of what moved the twenty financial backers to take on such a financial risk.
The obvious answer would be that they loved poetry and wanted to support the arts, but another
reason lies in the fact they could afford such financial endeavors and were savvy about taking
risks. Most of them were in their early twenties, unmarried, and without any family obligations.
The group was representative of Amsterdam’s emerging affluent elite echelon who, like Manuel’s
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family, immigrated to the Dutch Republic in the late sixteenth century for religious and/or economic reasons. Their families had profited from the economic boom after the fall of Antwerp in
1585. With its diversity of immigrants from the Southern Netherlands, the German states, and
Nordic countries, Amsterdam in the 1620s was one of the most cosmopolitan cities in Europe:
73% of those who registered to marry around 1615 were non-Amsterdam natives. The families of
Amsterdam’s affluent elite of the 1620s had witnessed their city swell beyond its boundaries when
Amsterdam doubled its geographic size with the expansion of three new majestic canals (16131615). The spacious quays of the Herengracht, Keizersgracht, and Prinsengracht accommodated
the housing needs of the city’s elite and wealthy middle classes more than Amsterdam’s medieval
center located along the narrow Warmoesstraat.11
On the three new canals there was room to build urban palaces reflecting their acquired
patrician-like lifestyle. The families of the affluent elite had also witnessed and participated in
Amsterdam’s transition from a staple market into a hub of international trade and commerce.
The immigrants contributed to the volume of trade and the re-organization of trade activities.
For the first time in history, large trade companies such as the Dutch East India Company (1602)
and Dutch West India Company (1622) were established with shareholders. With multiple investors, larger investments could be made and the burden shared over a greater base. This similarly
applied to the enormous profits that could be made. The earnings and losses were shared by a
broader group. Because of the new trade along with its increased volume, an impressive stock
exchange was built in the middle of the city in 1608-1611, as well as an exchange specialized
in grains (1608). Moreover, Amsterdam’s position as a leader in international trade and commerce increased even more after the Wisselbank, the Bank of Amsterdam, was founded in 1609.
The bank was backed by the city and provided a financial infrastructure where deposits and
free money transfers between account holders could easily be transacted. Besides the large trade
companies of the Dutch East and West India Companies, merchants and manufacturers started
numerous smaller companies that branched out in the domestic market and contributed to the
growing network of trade in Europe.12 The families of Amsterdam’s affluent youth also profited
from the relaxed social mobility that accompanied the economic boom during the early days of
the Revolt. On top of the list of Starter’s financial backers was Jacomo Pauw,13 the 26-year-old
son of Amsterdam’s burgomaster, Reinier Adriaensz. Pauw (1564-1636), one of the founders of the
Dutch East India Company that was established in 1602. In national politics Pauw had gained
fame as a staunch Counter-Remonstrant supporter who had been instrumental in the downfall
and trial of Johan van Oldenbarnevelt in 1619; he was found guilty of treason and ultimately
executed. Reinier Pauw, a pious man who believed in soberness, was taxed on a personal wealth
of 200,000 guilders in 1631 when the Republic sought to impose a tax on its more affluent citizens. Jacomo’s eldest brother, Adriaan Pauw, became raadpensionaris for the Republic. In 1648 he
was the main negotiator at the Treaty of Munster, which ended the Republic’s 80-year war with
Spain.14 Another aficionado of poetry was the 27-year-old wine merchant, Jan Kieft,15 who a year
earlier had bought a house on the Oudezijds Voorburgwal where he had an adjoining shop.16 In
1638 his younger brother, Willem Kieft, became the director of New Netherland, the Dutch West
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India Company colony in North America that later included New York, New Jersey, and parts
of Connecticut and Rhode Island. Willem would later go down in American history as ‘William
the Testy’. Authors, including the nineteenth-century novelist Washington Irving, considered
Kieft to be ruthless and cruel in suppressing the Indians.17
Another one of Amsterdam’s affluent co-signers was 21-year-old Hendrick Hoochkamer,
a silk merchant with a shop in the Warmoesstraat, an expensive shopping street where many silk
and other luxury good merchants sold their wares.18 He was the son of a wealthy silk manufacturer in Amsterdam, who was worth 150,000 guilders when he died in 1631.19 Most of these young
men were Dutch Reformed Protestants. However, there were also a few members of the group
who were of the ‘tolerated’ religions like the 23-year old Lutheran, Gaspar van Wickevoort de
Jonge. He was the son of a prosperous Lutheran merchant in the Warmoesstraat whose family
had emigrated from Antwerp and settled in the Republic.20 There were also French-speaking
Walloons like 22-year-old Dominique Poulle whose merchant and manufacturer father had fled
Rijsel (present-day Lille) in Northern France.21 Like many of the men who endorsed the contract
to finance Starter, Dominique had latinized his name to ‘Dominicus’, which was trendy among
young men who had probably attended a Latin school and wanted to show off their education.
Twenty-year-old Pieter Claass Elant, the youngest financial backer of the group, also followed
the same trend when he hispanicized or italianized his name to Pedro Elant.22 Hendrick Bernarts,
who was 30 years old, was the oldest of the group and preferred to use the fashionable Enrico
instead of the Germanic Hendrick.23

Marriage
The Dutch expression ‘Van een bruiloft, komt een bruiloft’ [from a wedding comes a wedding]
applied to Manuel and Catharina’s wedding party. Of the 21 poetry aficionados, we can trace the
marriage records of 14 of them. At the time of the wedding 12 young men were still unmarried.
Within the course of the next few years, 11 of them married.24 The average age at marriage for
these young men was 28.5, which was above the median age for the elite. The age of majority
was 25 years in the seventeenth century. The average age at marriage of the brides of these young
men was 22.7 years old, which was above the median age of 20. Young women under that age
were required to have permission from their parents.25 Susanna de la Vigne of Heusden was
the youngest bride. At the age of 16 she married the French Walloon Dominicus Poulle, who
was nine years her senior.26 This was more the exception than the rule. According to the Dutch
economic historian Clé Lesger, many of the more affluent immigrants from the Southern Netherlands intermarried. They formed a network among themselves, as the first few generations had
been excluded access to the political ruling ranks.27
Many of the young men that attended Manuel and Catharina’s wedding married within
the next couple of years. In 1625 Pieter Claass Elant married Margarieta Boulen at the age of 23.
Besides being cohorts in marrying, these young men lived relatively close to each other. Most of
them were concentrated on the prestigious Singel canal or Koningsgracht (King’s canal) as it was
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known in the early seventeenth century. Their occupations were equally diverse and reflected the
patchwork of ethnicities that populated Amsterdam during the heyday of its economic boom.28
Guilliaem van den Broeck, who was 27 years old, probably attended the wedding together
with his 25-year-old wife, Marritje Laurens. Van den Broeck came from a long line of established
sugar-manufacturing families from Antwerp.29 Sometime after the Spanish siege of Antwerp in
1585, non-Catholic merchants including Calvinists, Lutherans, and Mennonites were given four
years to finalize their business affairs and leave the city. The Van den Broeck family was Lutheran
and settled in Hamburg, which was known as a safe haven for Lutheran refugees.30 In 1585 nine
sugar-manufacturing families from Antwerp fled to Hamburg.31 Guilliaem was born around 1596
in Hamburg, but sometime after that the Van den Broeck family relocated to Amsterdam as it
had started to emerge as a major sugar-manufacturing hub where half-processed sugar cane that
was primarily grown and exported from the West Indies and South America was worked into
dried sugars and syrups and distributed over the rest of Western Europe.32 By the time Guilliaem
van den Broeck married Marritje Laurens in 1618, he had become an established sugar manufacturer and merchant who would later require an account at the Bank of Amsterdam for his international trade. In 1620, at the age of 24, he belonged to the city’s 30 known sugar manufacturers.
He became even more eminent in Amsterdam’s sugar industry after he married his second wife,
Sara van den Bergh, in 1623, the daughter of a well-established Amsterdam sugar manufacturer
and merchant, Hans van den Bergh.33
Besides immigrants from the Southern Netherlands there was also a large immigrant
population of Germans in Amsterdam, including 30-year-old Marcus Westhoff, who was born
in Hamburg and lived on the Singel canal. A year before Manuel and Catharina’s wedding party,
Westhoff had married and become a father.34 Unlike other minorities who often chose to reside
in one neighborhood with people of the same regional and religious background, most of the
Germans were spread throughout the city. The Germans were also the most diverse in their
occupations, and the majority of them were unskilled laborers in the early seventeenth century.
German immigrants were either Roman Catholic, Lutheran, or Dutch Reformed, and during
the early immigration period were just as likely to marry Dutch-born brides as German ones.
Westhoff probably spoke German at home. German was the language of Lutheran sermons,
which remained the language of the Lutheran pulpit in Amsterdam until the mid-seventeenth
century.35 Another member, Gaspar van Wickevoort, 23 years old, was also a prominent Lutheran
of German descent whose father was a merchant in the Warmoesstraat and had become wealthy
during the heyday of the Republic. When he finally did marry in 1639, Van Wickevoort was
already 40 years old. He chose a younger Dutch bride, Elisabeth Rovers, who was 25 years old.36

Amsterdam – a seventeenth-century boomtown
These young men were the jeunesse dorée or young people of wealth and fashion in Amsterdam
– and belonged to the affluent echelon of some 800 families in the city who profited from the
economic prosperity of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. They were not the
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elite of urban Dutch society, however. The regents and patrician families, who had turned their
economic affluence during the economic boom into political clout, acquired positions on the
municipal councils in cities throughout the Republic. The regents were the crème de la crème of
Dutch society with urban palaces in the town centers, extravagant country estates, and acquired
aristocratic titles. The regents provided their children with a patrician education of Latin schools
and university, and sent their sons on the grand tour. The group of young men at Manuel Colyn
and Catherina Cloppenburgh’s wedding in 1622 did not belong to that group. They did not have
university educations, and their families did not own lavish country estates on the Vecht River
as Amsterdam’s ruling magistrates did. However, they were economic and social upstarts who
became the movers and shakers of the youth culture of their generation.
The affluent young people of the 1620s and 1630s were able to distinguish themselves
from previous generations and those after them with a distinctive youth culture composed primarily of specific economic, social, and demographic factors. For one, a relatively large group of
burghers in Dutch cities in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was able to amass
comfortable incomes through industry and trade encouraged by the Republic’s pivotal position
between the Baltic states in the north and the Mediterranean countries in the south. After the
fall of Antwerp in 1585 and the Dutch blockade of the Schelt River access to Antwerp’s port, trade
in Northern Europe had been diverted overnight from Antwerp to Amsterdam, turning the city
into the new staple market. A wine merchant like Jan Gerritsz Kieft was instrumental in buying
wine from Bordeaux and re-selling it to the Baltic States, and Hendrick Hoochkamer’s father,
Jacob Pietersz Hoochkamer, had already started importing from Italy and the Levant in 1601,
and was reselling it throughout Europe.37 Hooghkamer was so successful in the silk trade that he
had accumulated a great fortune by 1631; he was taxed for a personal wealth of 150,000 guilders.38
But just as fortunes could be easily acquired in the early seventeenth century and social mobility
in the Dutch Republic was fluid; wealth could also be easily lost, and the fall down the social
ladder went much faster than the climb up. By the time Jacob Pietersz Hoochkamer died seven
years later in 1638, he had gone bankrupt and was forced to resign from the city council and to
step down from his position as captain of the city guard. To save face and not decline into complete poverty, Hoochkamer was given a job as porter for the Crossbow Civic Guardhouse.39 A
year after Guilliame van den Broeck married Sara van den Bergh, her father went bankrupt and
was forced to part from his household goods, furniture, clothing, and equipment from his sugar
refinery in order to pay his debts. Van den Bergh’s financial downfall was rumored to be the result
of corruption and leading an immoral lifestyle, which was reason enough for the Amsterdam
church council to deny him communion in 1628.40
During this period, the other residents of the Dutch Republic also experienced an era of
unparalleled material wealth. The Dutch middle class and affluent farmers also profited from
the generated wealth and consumer culture. According to wills and inventories, this group could
afford to decorate their homes with mirrors, paintings, books, and clocks. While in the late sixteenth century household inventories were more likely to register humble wooden tables, unassuming chairs, ordinary wooden cupboards, and tin and wooden bowls, by the mid-seventeenth
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century they were replaced by octagonal and round-shaped tables, chairs with arms, ornate oak
cabinets, and porcelain bowls. Moreover, the shift in consumer goods had also carried over into
traditional goods such as clothing, tableware, kitchen utensils, and other household goods that
had increased in volume and quality.41 The rising demand for ‘worldly goods’ in the Renaissance in Western Europe as described by the English historian, Lisa Jardine, parallelled the fall
of Constantinople in 1453 to the Ottomans and the intellectual shift to a classical education.
The trade in luxury goods first increased in northern Italy, and then proceeded north through
Germany to the Low Countries.42 During the economic boom of the early seventeenth century,
wealth and worldly goods changed the behavior of the Dutch Republic’s young people and the
manner in which they expressed themselves as a group. In the next chapter we will address how
young men from the 1620s and 1630s manifested their culture and masculinity in appearance and
distinguished themselves from earlier generations.
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