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According to the Italian cultural historian Piero Camporesi, much of early modern Europe lived
in a drugged state, accidentally induced by famine or from eating moldy bread and stale food,
or sometimes deliberately by consuming fermented drinks, mushrooms, poppy seeds, and other
distillations or sniffing lotions, oils, and other essences.1 People throughout history, especially the
young who were receptive to novelty, experimented with recreational substances to reach a narcotic state. In the late Middle Ages, brewers spiked beers with herbs such as black henbane seed,
thorn apples and belladonna for their hallucinogenic effects, and in the 1660s young men visited
coffeehouses to enjoy the effects of caffeine.2 In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, smoking tobacco was a new habit of a similar caliber. In the late sixteenth century, the Dutch
historian Emanuel van Meteren described smoking: ‘you put a bit of dried powder in a small
bowl the size of a hazelnut, light it with a candle or glowing coal, and inhale the smoke through
a pipe-stem, then blow it out your nostrils. That is what people call drinking a pipe of tobacco’.3
Between 1590 and 1650, the Dutch Republic went from a non-smoking nation to a country full
of pipe-smokers, known as the tobaccophiles of Europe.4 During the first part of the seventeenth
century, the use of tobacco became so widespread in Dutch society that it was not uncommon
for an executioner to allow a convicted criminal a pipe of tobacco as a last request.5 Given the addictive craving for nicotine, the Dutch West India Company started a lucrative trade in tobacco
with the English Jamestown colony. The first trade contracts between Holland and Virginia were
drafted before 1620 with the Company of Merchant Adventurers of Middelburg. By the 1630s
the trade shifted to Rotterdam, which became the center of the tobacco business with Virginia
and the West Indies. After the early 1620s the English government imposed restrictions on
the trade between its own colonies and Holland, and New Netherland, the Dutch West India
Company’s own colony in North America.6 Numerous colonists in New Netherland who were
employed in other occupations grew tobacco as a cash crop to supplement their incomes, even
New Amsterdam’s minister, Evert Willemsz. Bogardus. They could not have foreseen the sinis-
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ter and long-term, social and economic repercussions of nicotine addiction: a flourishing North
Atlantic slave trade from West Africa in exchange for tobacco from North America.7 In the 1620s
farmers in Zeeland and around Amersfoort and Amerongen also started cultivating tobacco to
supply the growing demand. By the 1640s Amsterdam emerged as a major tobacco center in
Europe; the crop was processed and sold all over Europe as well as consumed on the domestic
market.8 Important accessories such as pipes, which were needed to smoke tobacco, became an
important industry for cities like Gouda. Around 1650 the use of tobacco in the Dutch Republic
had crossed all social boundaries, but not the parameters of manhood. Smoking tobacco was
a recreational habit for men. It was a masculine activity.9 By the 1620s smoking tobacco had
become a hot issue in moralistic and medical treatises, and a favored subject matter in art and
songbooks. Roessingh, the historian of the Dutch tobacco industry, claims that by 1620, the use
of tobacco had already become a social habit recreationally more than for medicinal purposes,
which will be addressed shortly.10 In this chapter I will argue how the generation of young men
of the 1620s were the ‘movers and shakers’ in the use of tobacco and turned the experimental use
of smoking into mainstream practice, a nicotine craving that would take western society another
four hundred years to kick.

Tobacco and the young
The young guests at Manuel Colyn and Catharina Cloppenburg’s wedding party in August 1622
probably smoked tobacco, or at least had read Jan Jansz. Starter’s poem ‘The Origin of Drinking
Tobacco’. In his bestseller, Friesche Lust-Hof [Frisian Paradise] (1621) that had been published a
year earlier, Starter included a snappy verse about how Jupiter influenced the other gods to start
smoking. According to the poem, Jupiter enjoys a pipe of tobacco with his beer. They were the
two vices that make good bedfellows. Singing songs from Starter’s songbook was a popular form
of entertainment at garden and wedding parties.11 However, Starter was no finger-waving moralist. Aged 27 years at the time, he was not much older than the young public he wrote for. His
poems and lyrics were purely entertaining. Jacob Cats, who was much older than Starter, aimed
to advise adolescents and young men on the issues associated with the turbulent phase they
were experiencing. Cats urged readers to tend towards moderation or preferably abstinence from
worldly pleasures including sex and smoking. In the foreword of Proteus ofte minne-beelden ver
andert in sinne-beelden (1627), an entertaining moralistic treatise, he addressed his readers as ‘fatuous youths’ [mallicheden der jonckheydt] and interpreted the fad of tobacco in the 1620s to be a
foolish addiction of young men. With the accompanying illustration, Cupid, the symbol of love,
was shown carrying three pipes while a young man in front of him sits at a table and puffs furiously from his pipe. The emblem, entitled ‘Fumos vendit Amor’, means that love can be as fleeting
as tobacco smoke. The riddle on the adjoining page proposes that the young man is obsessed
with smoking: ‘Smokes comes from his nose, it comes from his mouth, smokes swarms around
his eyes that they have to tear. Nevertheless, it is still pleasant … Smoke is his world.’ According to Cats the young man is addicted to smoking and had not yet mastered the golden means
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of moderation.12 In this respect, Cats understood the adolescent condition, which corresponds
to modern notions held today about the tendency of teenagers to become addicted to pleasure.
An adolescent’s lean towards addictive behavior is caused by the fact that during early puberty
young people are more focused on direct satisfaction instead of considering the long-term effects.
Their concentration on short-term gratification can be ascribed to the nucleus accumbens, the part
of the brain known as the pleasure center. It is strongly influenced by emotions and is sensitive
to reward, gratification, and laughter, and plays an important role in addiction behavior. When
tobacco is inhaled, this area of the brain releases a chemical called dopamine, which gives a feeling of pleasure. In situations involving reward, loss, and risk, the nucleus accumbens collaborates
with the frontal cortex, the part of the brain responsible for rational thinking. However, during
puberty, the collaboration between the emotional and rational parts of the brain operates differently due to hormonal changes. According to the developmental psychologist Eveline Crone,
the rational frontal cortex is dominated by the emotional part during puberty. Thus, rational
behavior such as ‘moderation’ is excluded.13
Early modern pedagogues and moralists like Cats understood the tendency towards addictive behavior that adolescents experienced. Cats believed the use of tobacco in the 1620s was
a passing fad, just as fleeting as the phase of youth. The moralist was right about one thing and
wrong about another. Youth was a passing stage of life, but smoking tobacco was not a fleeting
whim. Cats, who lived to the ripe old age of 83 and died in 1660, came to realize that smoking
would last.14

Smoking – a burning debate
During the 1620s and 1630s painters, playwrights, physicians, and moralists had become infatuated with the new habit. The discussion between moralists and physicians on whether the use
of tobacco has positive or negative effects on the moral and physical state of the body grew. The
greatest opposition to smoking came from the Nadere Reformatie, a group within the Dutch
Reformed Church that strove for a second reformation within the Republic and aimed to morally clean up Dutch society which had become weak from decades of material affluence and
spiritual poverty. They propagated and echoed many of the same ideas as English Puritan writers
such as William Perkins. One of the most outspoken supporters of the Nadere Reformatie was
Professor Gisbertius Voetius. In 1634 when Voetius was inaugurated as professor in Utrecht, he
complained that students smoked like chimneys, and when the fumes arose, they resembled the
burning flames of Sodom and Gomorrah.15 Although he had a flair for exaggeration, he was right
about one matter. Smoking had become a popular habit among the generation of students of the
1620s and 1630s. Otto Sperling, an 18-year-old German student from Hamburg who studied at
the University of Leiden, was one of those cases of young men who tried smoking when he was a
student. In 1620 he suffered from pleurisy and constipation. After Sperling tried all conventional
remedies to relieve himself of his condition, a friend recommended smoking a pipe of tobacco.
Otto did not have anything to lose and did just that. After smoking a pipe of tobacco he vomited
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and emptied his bowels. Sperling wrote that he felt reborn from that moment on, and considered
tobacco to be a miracle healer. And to his regret, he became a life-long habitué.16
It was no coincidence that Sperling, a student of medicine, experimented with tobacco.
The university’s Hortus Academicus, later known as the Hortus Botanicus, was established in
1590 with the purpose of collecting plants from all over the world, namely the Dutch East Indies
and other Dutch colonies, for the benefit of the university’s medicine students and pharmacy
pupils, who were required to be knowledgeable about and experiment with the various herbs used
in medicine.17 Sperling, who later became the court physician to the Danish king, Frederick III,
lived to the ripe old age of 79.18
Willem Willemsz. van der Meer, a medicine student at the University of Leiden when the
Hortus was opened in 1592, also experimented with tobacco. Unlike Sperling, who experimented
for his own medicinal purposes, Van der Meer was not constipated. However, he was encouraged
to do so by English and French students. Van der Meer, who later became a physician in Delft,
recollected how sick to his stomach he felt after inhaling tobacco for the first time.19 Prior to
1620 we find no moralistic treatises against smoking among students. Crispijn de Passe’s emblem
book, Academia sive specvlvm vitae scholasticae (1612), listed the vices of students such as drinking,
womanizing and making music, but made no mention of smoking.20 When the ‘tipping point’
exactly took place cannot be determined, but somewhere between 1590 and 1620 the use of tobacco shifted from an outcast recreational habit to a mainstream leisure activity engaged in by
students, a social group from the upper ranks of Dutch society. During the 1620s and 1630s the
university, which familiarized medical students with the tobacco plant, considered smoking a
sign of moral decay, but was unable to forbid them from practising the habit. University officials
had more leverage over students with scholarships, mainly theology students. They risked losing
their scholarships if caught indulging in any worldly pleasures such as drinking, making music,
and smoking.21 In 1637 the University of Groningen also banned scholarship students, housed
in residence halls, from smoking.22 In general, universities in the Republic straddled a tightrope
when it came to imposing restrictions on the students’ leisure activities. Students were the main
source of income for universities and the towns where they resided, and university administrators
and city councils did everything possible to attract students.23
Painters also endorsed the image of young men and students as avid fans of smoking.
In Buytewech’s The Merry Company (c. 1620-1622) three young men and a woman are situated
around a table with a pipe in the middle. In the merry company genre, Willem Buytewech often
portrayed affluent young men flamboyantly dressed in the latest fashion of the day, playing cards,
drinking alcohol, flirting with women, and smoking a pipe of tobacco. During the 1620s the
genre was in great demand among the public. It symbolized leisure, happiness, love, the return of
spring, and the temptations of the young (i.e. card playing, drinking, and sexuality). The theme of
worldly pleasures was an elaboration of the pictorial tradition of the Biblical story of the Prodigal
Son. Other painters from the same generation as Buytenwech, like Dirck Hals and Pieter Codde,
also used the theme and modernized it in the 1620s by adding the new temptation, smoking, as
one of the worldly pleasures.24
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Illustration 24 ‘Young student with pipe in his pocket’ in: Pieter Codde, ‘Young Student at His Desk, the Melancholy’
(c. 1630-1633)
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Pieter Codde’s (1599-1678) portrait of Young Student at His Desk (c. 1630-1633), depicts a young
student seated at his desk with a pipe in his pocket. The student has a pensive expression on his
face, and the pipe and sparsely decorated room radiate melancholy.25 Most likely Dutch students
and affluent youths in general were interested in tobacco because it was a novelty. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the tobacco plant and the use of smoking its leaves were
completely new to European society. In contrast to the Indians in Northern America, the act of
burning the leaves of a plant in a pipe had never been done in Europe before. And the effects of
inhalation were also unexpected. People had experimented with burning herbs and other leaves
and standing above the smoke, but had never inhaled through a device such as a pipe.26 In the
emblem book Sinnenpoppen [Dolls for the Spirit] (1614), Roemer Visscher recognized the human
fascination with novelty, but just the same, he conservatively denounced it as no good: ‘Veeltijdts
wat nieuws, selden wat goets’ (Often new things, seldom something good).27 There is much discussion about how smoking and tobacco paraphernalia in art can be interpreted. The art historian
David Harley believes these depictions to be moral condemnations that had the sole purpose of
warning viewers about the moral decay that the folly would unleash. Harley argues that proper
middle-class Calvinists would never have bought such paintings for any other reason than their
moral lesson.28 However, the Dutch art historian Elmer Kolfin perceives the merry company
genre to represent farces and comical travesties instead of an exercise in morality. Both art historians take the medical-moralistic discourse on tobacco into account, but Kolfin’s interpretation
is more warranted because he embeds the genre into the broader literary and pictorial tradition
of the Prodigal Son, which was a theme that was especially popular for artists and writers in the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.29

Medical discourse
The interpretation of smoking in art history often raises more questions than it answers. The
medical discourse about smoking gives us something more substantial to deal with. In 1622, a
26-year-old student of medicine named Johann Neander had become completely fascinated with
the plant from South America. Neander, who was from Bremen, was undoubtedly acquainted
with Otto Sperling, the German student from Hamburg who had experimented with tobacco
for his constipation two years earlier. Both young men were students of medicine and probably
members of the same German nation (student association) while at Leiden.30 Neander researched
the medical qualities of tobacco and published his findings in a scientific work entitled Tabacologia: Hoc est tabaci seu nicotianae description (1622). The work praised tobacco as a wonder drug, and
Neander argued for the plant’s healing properties, including its use as a treatment for syphilis,
which was rampant in the early modern period, especially among young men such as students
and sailors. Because Tabacolgia was published in Latin and only translated into French four years
later, Neander must have targeted an academic audience such as students and professors because
they were the primary group that read Latin and French. To back his findings, Neander added
several testimonies from physicians who praised the medicinal powers of tobacco. Some of them
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were professors at the University of Leiden. This marketing trick is still being done today with
labels of ‘scientifically proven’ or ‘recommended by doctors’ that endorse products and remedies.31
The role Leiden’s Hortus Academicus played in initiating the use of tobacco among students in
the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries should not be underestimated. When the Hortus
was founded and its gardens planted, the first plan included two sorts of tobacco: Nicotiana rustica L. (tabacum minus) and Nicotiana tabacum L. (tabacum majus). It is a matter of the chicken
and egg story. Was the cultivation of tobacco in the gardens the cause for students to experiment
with smoking, or was the use of tobacco the reason for so much scientific interest?32
Nevertheless, the lion’s share of medical discourse about the use of the plant in the 1620s
came from Leiden’s students and graduates who studied medicine. In Schat der Gesontheyt [The
Treasure of Health] (1636), the physician Johan van Beverwijck (1594-1647), and former student of
medicine at Leiden University, acclaimed smoking for its medicinal qualities and argued that he
always smoked when he visited houses where victims of the plague had lived, which he believed
had prevented him from becoming infected.33 Nevertheless, Van Beverwijck still considered
smoking to be a stinking habit. He recommended young men to keep their hair cut short so that
it would not have the stench of tobacco.34 Next to consuming a powdered form of the root of an
elant plant (elantswortel), Professor IJsbrandt van Diemerbroeck of Utrecht recommended smoking a pipe of tobacco as a reliable means to prevent infection by smallpox. Van Diemenbroeck,
who studied medicine not long after Neander was at Leiden, used tobacco as a preventative during a smallpox outbreak in 1635-1636 that killed 20,000 in Leiden alone. Van Diemenbroeck, who
had visited more than 120 plague patients and cadavers in Nijmegen, advised readers to smoke ‘a
short puff … and then exhale’ as the best antidote for the dreaded disease. The smoke counteracted the effects of inhaling the foul miasmic air, which was believed to spread pestilence.35 Some
doctors also advised pregnant women to smoke just before giving childbirth because the nicotine
high was believed to relieve labor pain. Most doctors in the seventeenth century – and some up
until the 1950s – still considered tobacco to be prophylactic.36 The Dutch scholar Petrus Scriverius (1576-1660) also praised the medical qualities of smoking, but condemned the recreational use
of tobacco. In his essay entitled Saturnalia. Ofte Poetisch Vasten-avond spel. Vervatende het gebruyk
ende misbruyke van den Taback [Saturnalia, or the Poetical Shrove Tuesday Game Containing the
Use and Misuse of Tobacco] (1630), the moralist argued that the weak (women and children)
should be forbidden to use tobacco for other than medical purposes. However, Scriverius felt
that the fine line existing between the medical and recreational uses of tobacco had been crossed.
He complained that young people consumed tobacco more often than needed and that smoking
made them crazy. By entitling the essay Saturnalia, he intended to associate the use of tobacco
with the Roman winter feast honoring Saturn, a celebration that often erupted into an orgy of
unrestrained pleasure. When the essay was first published in 1618, it was only read by a scholarly
public because it was written in Latin. However, after the essay was translated into Dutch in 1630
by Samuel Ampzing, a minister at Haarlem and a fervent opponent to smoking, Scriverius’s condemnations of the use of tobacco became known to a wider audience.37 His aversion to tobacco
should be seen in a broader context and part of a recurring trope. In general, moralists denounced
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the excessive use of tobacco just as they reprimanded those who engaged in excessive drinking.
By overindulging in food and drink, one committed the cardinal sin of gluttony. Smoking, like
drinking, sedated the senses and made one more susceptible to sin.38
Early modern admonishments about the excessive use of food and drink should be viewed
in the psychology of excess that prevailed until the eighteenth century. The notion of a dualism
of mind and body governed the call for moderation. For the intellect to lose control over the
physical needs of the body was part of human nature. While in this psychological state, moralists
feared that the loss of control of bodily urges would go from bad to worse: again the evil slippery
slope. Once an individual had overindulged and lost his self-control with smoking, he or she
was prone to other vices such as gambling, sex, and perhaps even the ultimate sin, sodomy, the
dreaded vice that Voetius alluded to in his inaugural lecture in 1634. When moralists denounced
smoking, the chain of events that would take place was not always implicit in their arguments.39
Within this psychological realm there were distinct concepts of gender. Women were prone to
excess by nature and thus more likely to overindulge. Men, on the other hand, were expected to
exercise self-control in all aspects of life. Early modern man had to control his emotions, his wife,
and his desires for alcohol and tobacco.40
The moralistic debate about smoking tobacco was often intertwined with the excessive
use of alcohol. Smoking in the early seventeenth century was often referred to as ‘drinking a pipe
of tobacco’. Despite the differences between drinking alcohol and smoking tobacco, both lead to
the slippery slope. In the treatise Nuchteren Loth [Sober Lot] (1623), the Counter-Remonstrant
minister, Daniel Souterius of Haarlem, spelled out the evil chain of events that would extend
from the excessive use of alcohol followed by smoking tobacco. Based on the Biblical story of
Lot, Souterius illustrated how a pious man became weakened by alcohol and turned into a sinner – so drunk that he committed incest with his daughters. According to Souterius, getting
drunk was like opening Pandora’s box. It would lead to idolatry, blasphemy and swearing, defying
the Sabbath, breaking laws, murder, adultery, theft, dishonesty, and greed.41 Moreover, the use
of tobacco, like alcohol, was a real danger for adolescents and young men. According to Dirck
Pietersz. Pers’s Iconologia of Uytbeeldinghe des Verstants van Cesare Ripa van Perugien – an encyclopedia-like reference book for the domestic household – young men acquired reason between
the ages of 20 and 35. Those who were younger were still considered immature and hot-blooded,
and inclined to pursue every whim.42
Sailors were a group of young men who were the lowest on the social, economic, and spiritual ladder and the ones most likely to succumb to idle vices. In the sixteenth century, smoking
was already a favorite pastime of theirs, and sailors were known to have introduced the use of
tobacco to the Dutch Republic. Thousands of young men sought adventure and enlisted with the
Dutch East and West India Companies in Amsterdam to man their numerous ships. They were
away at sea for months. The trip to Batavia, the present-day Jakarta, and the capital of Indonesia,
lasted nine months. In order to prevent young men from indulging in smoking and other vices,
minister Godefridus Udemans wrote ’t Geestelyck Roer van ’t Coopmans Schip [The Spiritual Rudder of the Merchant Ship] (1638). Udemans, who later took a staunch stance during the ‘hair
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wars’ of the 1640s with his treatise Absaloms-hayr (1643), did not hide behind a pseudonym when
he stated his belief that sailors addicted to tobacco were like a small child in need of his mother.
He argued that smoking had become an epidemic addiction. Udemans believed that tobacco
made young men behave crazily, and on top of that they wasted their wages buying it. ’t Geestelyck
Roer gave them spiritual guidance for the many months they would spend on the high seas, especially the nights they spent ashore, and aimed to prevent them from the age-old vices of wine,
women, and song.43 In contrast to the moralistic reprimands from the church, municipal authorities failed to see any harm in the use of tobacco. In 1623 the States-General imposed an import
tariff on tobacco. Five years later the province of Utrecht enforced an excise tax on tobacco, and
in 1647 the province of Gelderland followed suit.44 During this period we find no city ordinances
that banned, restricted or forbid the consumption of tobacco. It could even be suggested that
municipal authorities profited from the sedated and doused-like state that young people were
put in when they smoked tobacco. Piero Camporesi argues that pre-industrial societies were well
aware of the ‘political strategies allied to medical culture, whether to lessen the pangs of hunger
or to limit turmoil in the streets’.45 In this perspective, a tranquilized population of young men
did serve the purpose of municipal authorities that aimed to maintain law and order.

Belladonna
Bohemians – avant la lettre – like the Flemish-born painter, Adriaen Brouwer (1606-1638) who
worked in Amsterdam and Haarlem, were fascinated with rowdy tavern scenes that depicted
peasants and social outcasts drinking, playing cards, and smoking. Youths were active participants
in the midst of his portrayed mischief. The painting genre known as the five senses, with young
people and peasants smoking tobacco, did not represent a reality or radiate a moral message. The
act of smoking symbolized taste and smell among the five senses. However, in some of Brouwer’s
portraits, the men are shown seated with pipes in their hands, and staring at the ceiling as if they
are in a deep trance. Upon closer examination, Brouwer’s smokers do not seem to be puffing on
the pipe but rather appear to be sucking on it. Brouwer’s biographer, Felix Timmermans, argues
that these young men were inhaling tobacco to which hemp was probably added for an extra
narcotic effect.46 It cannot be determined how widespread the practice was; however, in the late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, hemp was grown on a large scale in the region between
Gouda, Utrecht, and Dordrecht. This area was the largest supplier of hemp for the production
of fuses for manufacturing weapons, and also for making cables and ropes used in Amsterdam’s
maritime industry. Hemp was also an important material used together with tar for making the
bottoms of boats watertight.47 After begging was outlawed in Amsterdam in 1613, transgressors
were forced to work in the house of correction, sometimes retting and beating hemp fiber.48 It
was a known fact that working with hemp caused a sedated state, even without smoking it. In
the lowlands of northern Italy, hemp was manufactured on a wide scale. The production of the
plant in various phases from its cultivation in the field to the spinning wheel in the city had an
aphrodisiac effect on farm workers and urban laborers.49 In the Northern Netherlands, any kind
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Illustration 25 ‘The painter Adriaen Brouwer portrayed himself in the middle surrounded by his friends exhaling
smoke’ in: Adriaen Brouwer, ‘The Smokers’ (c. 1636)

of enhanced mix in alcohol or tobacco for a hallucinogenic effect was commonly referred to as
‘belladonna’, meaning ‘beautiful woman’ in Italian. By the early seventeenth century, herbs traditionally used for medicinal purposes and added as enhancers to beers, such as black henbane
seed, thorn apples and belladonna, were mixed with tobacco leaves and added to pipes. All three
were commonly known as ‘belladonna’. This blend was strictly forbidden by the church and was
probably only consumed in clandestine taverns. In all likelihood, hemp was more readily available
and cheaper to smoke than tobacco because it was much easier to grow (the plant could grow
from two to three meters tall), especially for the poor.50
The tobacco that was smoked in pipes in the seventeenth century was heavier and smoking had a more numbing sensation than cigarettes do today. According to the description of
the sixteenth-century, Flemish-born physician and botanist Rembert Dodoens plain tobacco
had a soothing effect on people. In the 1608 reprint of his Cruydt-Boeck [Book of Herbs] (1554),
Dodoens explained that smoking tobacco ‘relieved the body of its pains and sorrows’ as well as
easing hunger and thirst. It also made smokers happy, as if they had had wine, and eventually
made them as tired as if they had taken opium.51 The fumes from this tobacco had a strong and
penetrating odor that easily made a house or public building stink, and was the primary reason
tobacco was smoked either outside or in special taverns known as ‘tobacco houses’. In this respect,
smoking was more often a social habit like consuming alcohol, which was meant to be done in
the company of others and probably had specified codes and rituals. In The Smokers, Brouwer
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portrayed the painters Jan Davidsz. de Heem, Jan Koessiers, and himself in such an inn surrounded by peasants. Brouwer is situated (in the middle) together with his friends and probably
the riff-raff that frequented the inn more often. They are enjoying a drink and a pipe of tobacco.
Brouwer’s excessive lifestyle of too many women and too much alcohol and tobacco is said to
have been the cause of his early death at the age of 32.52
There are several arguments explaining the fact that male youths, students in particular,
were the first in Dutch society to experiment with tobacco on a wide scale. If we take certain
circumstances and psychological factors into account, youths were a logical group to take up the
new habit. Firstly, students were often away from the protective eye of their parents and experienced more independence. Secondly, students in an academic and international surrounding
were exposed to new ideas and cultures by their professors and fellow students who came from
all over Europe. They were likely to be more open to new fads and willing to experiment.53
According to Roessingh, students, merchants, sailors, and soldiers were responsible for
introducing smoking in the Republic. Sailors were the first to experiment with tobacco. While in
South America and the Caribbean, sailors and colonists witnessed Indians sucking tobacco rolled
up in a palm leaf. Sailors found tobacco stilled their appetite for food and water, energized them,
calmed their mind, and gave them a high. Burning leaves from a plant was by no means a new
phenomenon to Europe. Using the fumes from cindering plants for medicinal purposes as well
as for their narcotic effects had been a common practice since Antiquity. However, the custom of
smoking dried leaves and inhaling them through a utensil such as a pipe was a vicissitude. When
sailors and colonists in the New World returned to Europe with this unique habit, students and
intellectuals were the first to experiment.54
Ivan Gaskell, a cultural historian at Harvard University, argues that in the early seventeenth century the recreational use of tobacco made an important transition from the domain of
outcasts like soldiers and sailors, who were associated with social deviance, to the realm of respectable people later in the century. An essential catalyst in making that jump to the mainstream
was the fact that smoking was considered a ‘badge of masculinity’, which initially appealed to
soldiers and later to students, and eventually to burghers of the middle class. In the Republic,
moralists became concerned about the influence social outcasts such as sailors and soldiers had
on wealthy young men. Although the fear of ‘bad company’ was limited to that period, it became
more obvious due to the number of pedagogical advice books published in the early seventeenth
century. Young people were more likely to mimic the new habit often associated with social degenerates.55 This posed a problem for the class of prospering burghers of Dutch cities who sought
to model the norms and values of the elite, while at the same time being eager to disassociate
themselves from the grauw or boorish and uncivilized behavior of the lower echelons of Dutch
society, which were commonly ridiculed in paintings, theater productions, and the lyrics of songs.
In the eyes of moralists, if wealthy youths were starting to smoke, the habit posed a greater threat
of moral decay to the Republic simply because the elite had an exemplary function in Dutch
society, and their behavior was inclined to be copied by the middle class. According to many
moralists, the youth culture of the generation of the 1620s and 1630s had gone too far with its

181

sex and drugs

before

rock ’n’ roll

leisure activities of wearing fancy clothing, drinking excessively, singing bawdy lyrics from songbooks, and smoking from tobacco-filled pipes. Samuel Ampzing believed smoking was definitely
a vanity of the era. In his emblem book Spigel ofte Toneel der IJdelheyd ende Ongebondenheyd onser
Eeuw [Mirror of the Vanity and Uncontrollable Spirit of Our Age] (1633), Ampzing condemned
smoking in both word and image. The caption under the engraving of ‘A young man holding a
pipe and tankard’ states:
‘Smoke is my passion and beer my life,
yet, I would give up the pipe for a tankard.
I’m a stinking rotter; I’m a drunken sot.
I like smoke too much, and the precious malt even more’.56

The combination of word and image left little doubt about the author’s intention. In 1628, five
years earlier, Dirck Pietersz. Pers had conveyed a similar message to Holland’s wealthy youths in
a treatise entitled Bacchus wonder-wercken [Bacchus Miracle Works], which he illustrated with
various entertaining stories about the proper and improper drinking of wine. He included the
latest fad of smoking in his entertaining and moralistic homily. He emphasized that the excessive
use of tobacco had the same effect as too much alcohol. In this etching, we see in the foreground
a monkey that symbolized the foolishness of smokers [Smoking Company] (1628). In the text we
read:
‘tobacco is the banquet that is used in company everywhere,
supposedly it was first used by monkeys
now it is imitated by other monkeys’.57

The emblem transmits a pedagogical message about gender and masculinity. For one thing, there
are young women smoking, which was unthinkable at the time. This only became more commonplace in the late seventeenth century. The message must have been clear to contemporary
young men: smoking tobacco was only for males and an expression of manhood, no matter how
farcical the scene was intended to be. On a subtle level, there is another educational message. In
Pers’s verse, the word ‘monkey’ gives us an indication of where we should look. The Dutch word
for monkey, ‘aap’, was a term that parents in the seventeenth century sometimes used to refer
to their children. Of course, this term was usually applied when children did something foolish,
such as break objects or imitate improper behavior of adults: hence the word na-apen in Dutch
means to ape, to imitate.58 The verse, illustrated with an engraving by Gillis van Scheyndel,
warned youths not to mimic foolish adults and reminded parents to be good examples. Pedagogues urged parents to live pious lives not only for their own salvation, but also because they
were role models for their children.59 Young women sought role models for being good wives and
mothers in the private domain of the home, primarily their own mothers or another close female
relative. For young men that was a different story. Male youths were more apt to find masculine
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Illustration 26 Dirck Pietersz. Pers, ‘Smoking like monkeys’ in: Bacchus wonder-wercken (1628)

role models in father figures first, and then in the public domain, which was the realm of men
anyway.

Conclusion
In the history of tobacco, students at the University of Leiden, especially those studying medicine
like Otto Sperling and Johan Neander, were instrumental in experimenting and later promoting
the positive properties of smoking to other students. If we address the treatises on smoking, it can
be concluded that the use of tobacco among students originated primarily from scientific medical
curiosity, and not recreational purposes. However, with its narcotic side effects it spread like wild
fire among other groups of young people throughout the Republic and among other echelons of
Dutch society. Masculine role models such as soldiers and municipal guards played a crucial role
in making smoking tobacco a manly habit. These male role models had more leisure time than
the average man for idle vanities including playing cards, drinking excessively, flirting with women, and taking up the new fad of smoking tobacco. On an unconscious level, these negative habits
were the epitome of manhood, especially to impressionable adolescents and young men, who still
lacked the economic and social responsibility of an occupation, family, and household. In establishments such as taverns, which were the social bonding domain of men, youths witnessed soldiers and civic guards drinking, womanizing, playing cards, and smoking. For unmarried youths,
these adult male activities demarcated them from manhood, and were important signifiers in
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becoming a man. The gambling, excessive drinking, extramarital sex, and violence (through war)
that military men radiated defined one aspect of manhood for early modern youths.60 Smoking
soldiers and civic guards had the same psychological effect on Dutch male youths in the early
seventeenth century as the Marlboro ad or a beer commercial had on consumers in the twentieth
century.61 The Marlboro Man situated in the wilderness embodies age-old male ideals of strength
and stamina that stem from the medieval knight, who was considered to be stoic, fearsome, and
courageous, and the epitome of masculinity.62
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