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‘All these things one has to endure from these Germans’.1 German 

stage characters as means to criticize changing social positions in 

seventeenth-century Amsterdam 

In 17th century Dutch theatre many stereotypical German characters appeared on 

the stage. Uncouth, ridiculous Germans speaking Dutch/German pidgin became a 

stereotypical joke in comic theatre, and this caricature enhanced the reception and 

entertainment value of a play. Moreover, playwrights also criticized or 

denounced ‘moffen’ (‘Krauts’) in Amsterdam as welfare-grabbers or social-

climbers. Criticizing Germans was relatively safe for a playwright. Laughing at 

'others' created a sense of solidarity among the audience, 'us' versus 'them'. 

Criticizing Dutch culture and populace, however, involved a risk for the author 

and actors. The audience could take the criticism personally and since theatre 

needed an audience to survive, this could be very harmful. An author therefore 

had to anticipate the response of the audience. Because of their relative proximity 

to the Dutch people, some authors inserted German characters into their plays as 

instruments to criticize the foibles in Dutch society and class relations in 

particular. They criticised the exuberance of Amsterdam’s society, the hypocrisy 

of rich upstarts, the naivety of those who are easily convinced by fancy titles and 

members of the working class such as handmaidens with ambition to climb the 

social ladder.  

Keywords: seventeenth century; comic theatre; Amsterdam; German characters, 

social criticism; class relations 

Introduction 

Quacks, vagabonds, and braggarts, with accompanying features: bacon-eating, beer-

guzzling, cocky, naïve and aggressive.2 The seventeenth-century comical plays in the 

Republic provide ample examples of stereotypical, often negative portrayals of 

Germans. Such terms were used on stage to exaggerate the predominantly negative view 

of the Germans who became an increasingly common sight in the seventeenth-century 

Low Countries. 



 

 

During the seventeenth century, many Germans settled in the Republic. Often 

hailing from nearby regions such as Westphalia, they moved west to perform seasonal 

labour in Spring, Summer or Autumn. Many of them migrated permanently to escape 

economic or political hardship.3 In 1654, an estimated third of the beggars in the 

Republic were German natives.4 The migration of Germans is different from that of 

other communities in that they mainly migrated on an individual basis. While 

immigrants from Brabant or French Huguenot refugees for example, arrived in the 

Republic in large groups to evade persecution after political events or religious unrest 

(the fall of Antwerp (1585) and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes (1685), 

respectively), German immigration was not triggered by any specific event, was more 

steady and therefore less conspicuous. 5 Nevertheless, the Germans over time 

constituted by far the largest group of immigrants in Holland, including people from all 

walks of life and all social classes. 6 On stage, they were well-represented, as opposed to 

other immigrant groups. A ridiculous German character, often speaking in a comical 

language mix of German and Dutch, quickly became a broadly-used joke in farces. 

Including the Dutch word ‘mof’ – a derogatory term for Germans – in the title of a play, 

or indeed announcing a German lead character7, must have triggered comical 

expectations and probably served as a good way to sell tickets. It is clear that German 

comical characters increased the entertainment value of plays.  

Aside from staging the Germans for comic relief, playwrights also criticised 

German immigration, and more specifically the large number of Germans in 

Amsterdam, for example by showing their annoyance over the pressure they put on 

institutions for poor relief, or by criticising the all-too speedy social promotion of some 

immigrants.8 Most prejudices were negative: Germans were penniless beggars, 

vagrants, bankrupted or banished misfits. Even their ancestry could not be trusted, 



 

 

because their claims were difficult to verify, or because it was impossible to know what 

they had concocted in their home region to have been forced to leave.9 Criticism was 

often specifically focused on permanent immigrants, and less on seasonal labourers, 

because the former most often ended up in cities, where the genre of theatre mainly 

thrived.10 

The negative portrayal of ‘moffen’ on stage has been the subject of several 

scholarly articles.11 Lotte Jensen, for example, has argued that German immigrants were 

represented in a negative way so as to stress the own, Dutch identity that was perceived 

to be in danger. The Dutch and German peoples had a lot in common as Germanic 

‘northerners’, and the division of both identities therefore required special contrast. By 

constantly ridiculing the ‘moffen’ through various well-known stereotypes, playwrights 

could demonstrate the superiority of the Dutch over the Germans.12 

 However, the similarity between both peoples also allowed authors to 

blame the Germans for mistakes common also to the Dutch. In a way, criticising the 

Germans provided an implicit means to criticise Dutch society as well, specifically 

when it came to class distinction and people aspiring upwards social mobility. 

In this article, I will take a closer look at the criticism of German characters so 

as to show to which extent the criticism of playwrights also included Dutch social 

practice. How did criticism of German characters differ from criticism of Dutch 

society? Did playwrights specifically aim to criticise upper class, or the ambition for 

upward mobility, or did they include other layers of society? And why and how were 

German stereotypes used as a mediator for self-criticism? The answers to these 

questions will shed light on changing social positions in seventeenth-century 

Amsterdam and the strategies employed by playwrights to voice their comments. 



 

 

Societal change in seventeenth-century Amsterdam 

In the beginning of the seventeenth-century, Amsterdam was subject to several changes 

in its social structure. The traditional hierarchy included several layers. The upper layer 

included both nobility and the families of regents active in the political governance of 

the city. The second layer (‘the great bourgeoisie’) was made up of wealthy merchants, 

entrepreneurs, landowners, academics, higher functionaries, ship-owners and other 

well-off citizens who in terms of lifestyle, could compete with the top layer of society. 

The third layer (‘large bourgeoisie’) included shop-owners, master craftsmen, lower 

officials, teachers and similar professions. The fourth layer (‘narrow bourgeoisie’) was 

constituted by a heterogeneous group of clerks, schoolmasters, small shopkeepers and 

craftsmen. The layer below them was populated by soldiers, sailors, handmaidens, 

labourers, and staff active in all manner of lower professions. A marginal group at the 

very bottom end of society were known as ‘het grauw’ (‘the grey’): beggars, vagrants 

and cripples.13 

Common opinion was one had to know, and preferably stick to, his position in 

the hierarchy.14 In reality, however, society was never stable, but constantly changing 

under the influence of mass disease, war, political upheaval etc. Boundaries between the 

social strata were flexible and allowed for social mobility. That process could be slow 

or speedy, depending mainly on money.15  

After the Fall of Antwerp in 1585 and the subsequent blockade of the river 

Scheldt – the main economic artery of the southern Low Countries - Amsterdam 

gradually took over from Antwerp as the main international trade port of the Low 

Countries. There was a great influx of wealthy immigrants from the south, fleeing from 

Spanish rule. After the establishment of the VOC (East India Company) and the WIC 

(West India Company), international trade concerns that would be the basis of the 

Dutch colonial empire, the city flourished as never before and became a worldwide 



 

 

trading hub. The increased wealth of course brought about decisive change in the city’s 

social hierarchy. Smart investors and entrepreneurs could make a fortune in a manner of 

years, and of course aspired social mobility.16 Money, as opposed to ancestry, soon 

became the main element of social position.    

The old regent class of Amsterdam, the magistraat (magistracy) and vroedschap 

(council) also aspired higher status. These regents divided among themselves the key 

positions in urban government: the council chose the magistracy (consisting of four 

majors, the bailiff and nine judges) by exclusive appointment as vacancy occurred. 

Therefore, they formed a closed group and they made sure to keep power within their 

limited circle. In time, these patricians, but also wealthier merchants and entrepreneurs, 

aspired a noble lifestyle by investing in seigneurial lands, buying estates and castles, 

showing off their wealth through clothing and other luxuries, or by employing fictitious 

coats of arms or noble titles so as to claim an impressive ancestry for their families. The 

‘real’ nobility of course looked down on these upstarts – primarily because they wanted 

their station to be as closed and elitist as possible –  but other patricians and lower 

burghers as well frowned upon the noble aspirations of these nouveaux riches.17 

 

Criticising nouveaux riches 

As early as 1612, the playwright Samuel Coster, in Teeuwis de Boer commented on 

societal change through the voice of a ridiculous German ‘jonker’ (a low noble station 

comparable to English esquires). ‘Jonker Berent’ of course boasts highly of his noble 

ancestry, but this turns out to be a little problematic: 

 

Noble born and of ancient decent 

Whose twelfth grandfather, from whom my ancestry comes 

Has been the most notable bishop of Paderborn.18 



 

 

Despite all his pride, his ancestry traces back to a bishop, making him a bastard. His 

servant therefore notes: 

His twelfth grandmother therefore a whore, where on earth  

Does he get the idea of being noble?19 

Noble qualities, such as virtue, bravery and leadership, are entirely lacking in Jonker 

Berent. He is uncivilised, rude, and his wife claims that he cannot please her. 

Apparently though, he leads the life of a nobleman, staying away from any form of 

labour, rather spending his days hunting and living in a castle.20 His servant, again, 

shatters the illusion:  

It is too much to bear. Apparently, he waged his life in battle 

Of which he boasts, but surely he must not brag 

I believe he skewered a few hares to roast 

But enemies with his spear? Not a single one, 

Besides, that would be difficult, because he has never seen any. 

A Nobleman, they say, grows up for battle, like an ox for the axe 

But this man keeps a distance of a mile 

To be out of shooting range. He and many like him 

Are only brave in the field of battle 

Against hares that run in fear from the noise of their dogs.21 

The esquire’s lack in noble qualities, moreover, is not compensated by a great fortune. 

And in these times, money, not ancestry, decides the social position and power among 

these ‘butte Hollanieren’22 (‘blunt’ Hollanders): 

[…] Truly, they [the Hollanders] are really dumb men 

Because an esquire, as I am from old nobility, 



 

 

And stately nobility are no longer in high esteem 

As are a tailor or a merchant or the likes 

In this city they esteem the riche  

For notables, which is very foolish. 

If they [the people of this city] were smart, and not foolish 

They should revere and respect 

And courtesy for an esquire. I mean, these are people 

Of low birth. If they would find a diamond in the dirt 

Like in Aesopus fable, they will not like it more 

Than a grain of barley. Likewise, these Dutchmen rate  

A simple shipman higher than a nobleman with four quarters.23 

 

Berent thinks it a scandal that merchants and simple craftsmen like tailors are in higher 

esteem than nobility, just because of their wealth. This opinion is of course ridiculous, 

as the audience knows full well that he lacks both a noble ancestry and the features of a 

true nobleman. 

Through the character of Jonker Berent, Samuel Coster ridicules both those who 

unrightfully boast their noble ancestry, but also those nouveaux riches who aspire 

upwards social mobility. These social upstarts quickly think they are more important 

than the old class of the nobles: a shipman is in higher esteem than a nobleman with 

‘vier quartieren’.  

This criticism, however, was best made in an implicit way. The patricians and 

upper middle class, by this time, were active in city politics and controlled the plays to 

be performed in the city, first in the chambers of rhetoric, later in the theatre of the city. 

It is very well possible that some of the people he sought to criticise with his play, were 

members of his audience. By voicing his criticism implicitly through the ridiculous 



 

 

character of Berent, he could defend against any kind of accusation, and still 

communicate his opinion.  

In the second half of the seventeenth century, the awareness that ancestry did not 

matter as much as wealth increased even further. People of dubious social origins now 

rise to power in a manner of years and are said to become arrogant in the process. 

At this point too, Germans are used to voice this criticism, because they can be 

staged as characters who comment on Dutch society from an outside position. In Pieter 

Bernagie’s De ontrouwe kantoorknecht en lichtvaerdige dienstmaagd (1685) Fytje, a 

wild-spirited German woman, criticises the hypocrisy of the citizens of Amsterdam, 

who are only interested in money. The wealthy see no need to prove their ancestry, are 

befriended and honoured by all and taken into important families. The poor, on the 

contrary, are shunned, and have a hard time proving family relations: 

 

[…] These are different times 

Had I been a barbarian, or a Hottentot, I would be wooed 

The wealthy always have most friends.  

When I had money, many who before did not even take notice of me,  

Called me their niece, or remember how their and my grandmothers looked so much 

           [alike 

And they lay out to which precise extent we are related. That is the way of things: no 

     [one wants to be called kin of those who have nothing. 

They are afraid that they might be asked for help, and it is commonly known, that 

       [people do not like to give money.24 

 

Bernagie in this fragment voices a sensitive criticism through a negatively portrayed 

German character. Fytje is the stereotypical evil woman, who terrorises her family. The 



 

 

farce revolves around the attempt to bring her back in line so that normal marriage 

patterns can be restored. By using Fytje as a channel for his opinion, Bernagie 

cunningly protects himself, as the audience of course would not take offense at this 

form of criticism when it is voiced by a German woman who is an obviously negative 

stereotype. The inferior status therefore allows for implicit criticism from the part of the 

playwright. 

 In Lodewijk Meyer’s De Wanhébbelycke Liefde (1678), we see a similar 

process. Here criticism is voiced through the character of Hendrik, who is half-German 

on account of his mother, a poor Westphalian handmaiden. When Hendrik falls in love 

with the daughter of a poor German servant, his father speaks against their marriage, 

making him a hypocrite as he married a handmaiden himself. Hendrik confronts his 

father with his hypocrisy, stating that in Amsterdam, apparently money is the only thing 

that counts: 

 

Old ancestry is not regarded highly anymore. 

True, those who are highborn, want to be honoured as such 

But if you look at this closely through a looking glass 

My dear father, it is not important any more 

To try to marry into these families 

No, it is all about gathering wealth 

Any farmer’s son with some possessions 

Or the daughter of a chimney sweeper or a cesspit cleaner 

If the father leaves them loads of money 

They can easily buy a comfortable house 

Father, father, money is all that counts here in Amsterdam 

Those who have it, can even claim a coat of arms and an old ancestry.25 



 

 

 

Dutch common sense 

Another typical German type in farcical plays is a character who pretends to be of high 

birth, to marry into wealthy patrician families. Their self-assured boasting invariably 

convinces either a somewhat naive burgher’s daughter, or her father, blinded by stories 

of lineage, titles and heroic deeds. Scholarly analysis of these plays has mainly stressed 

the negative portrayal of the German characters as fraudulent braggarts,26 but in fact, the 

criticism to a certain extent also touches the Dutch patrician class. These merchant 

upstarts, rich but without any claim to nobility, will marry their daughters off to any 

‘nobleman’ that shows interest, only to climb the social ladder and be part of an imagined 

elite.27 The popular ending to these plays will have the charlatan spurned, mistakes 

declared and a Dutch competitor marrying the girl.  

In a way, playwrights adhere to a bourgeois ideal of Dutch civility, stressing 

virtues perceived as typically Dutch, such as simplicity and sincerity. The scheme of the 

German charlatans is often discovered by more ordinary characters such as servants and 

handmaidens, who generally are less impressed by anything noble.28 A good example of 

this process is Lodewijk Meyer’s De Gelukte list of bedrooge Mof (Nil Volentibus 

Arduum, 1689). The reputable burgher daughter Alida prefers ‘Olof Harmensz 

Propdarm’ (stuffbelly) over her Dutch lover Eelhart (noble heart), who pretends to be 

German to win her heart. Meanwhile Oelke, Propdarm’s servant, seduces Truitje, the 

handmaiden, but whereas Alida is easily convinced by the German charm, Truitje stays 

unimpressed:  

 

Oelke  

[…] 

I want to raise you to a high state. 



 

 

Truitje 

You are completely crazy, 

You penniless haggard bum, you don’t have any money. 

 […] 

Oelke 

[…] 

Well listen, travelling costs a lot of money,  

And my father does not have much.  

Truitje 

Then how would you make me a grand woman? That’s just great. 

Oelke 

I will make a living for us. We will be poor, but honest. 

Truitje 

I shit on poor honour. 

Oelke 

Don’t mind that too much 

Even if we have to live as beggars on cold days 

There still is our noble name. 

Truitje 

But money is even better, poor braggarts 

Don’t have to try their luck with me 

My little savings, gathered sparingly over time, 

Would not last a long time.29 

 

Truitje easily sees through the lies of her suitor. A noble name cannot compensate for a 

life in poverty, surely not if that means spending her own little savings. Oelke’s 

promises mean nothing to Truitje, who is the embodiment of Dutch sobriety. She is not 



 

 

tempted by a faint idea of nobility, and states her refusal rather bluntly, also considered 

as typically Dutch. This ‘bluntness’ (‘botheid’), read in a positive way as decency, 

steadfastness and sobriety, is squarely opposite from any awe for nobility and 

ancestry.30  

Working class 

The working class too, is confronted with criticism. Labourers who sought to better 

their state were ridiculed. Here, the criticism is notably more explicit, and directed more 

openly at the Dutchmen themselves. Playwrights could far more easily criticise the 

lower classes than they could the patricians, who controlled the medium of theatre. 

Whereas Dutch labourers are not spared, German ones are criticised even more 

explicitly. This is shown for example in the criticism of handmaidens. In general, 

handmaidens enjoyed a certain degree of independence. They regularly changed 

employers and tried to match with them, for example in trying to dress the way their 

employers did. This was considered a threat to social order, both by some of the 

employers as by the city council, as dress was a way to distinguish between classes. 

That handmaidens dressed more luxuriously, could well make them more suitable 

partners for higher-placed men, which again would disturb class distinction.31 City 

officials in this time therefore repeatedly passed legislation on the dress of 

handmaidens.32 In 1642, it was explicitly forbidden for servant girls to wear any silk or 

velvet, so as to avoid that they would dress too much like their employers. The 

ordinance in a way repaired the visual distinction between women of different classes, 

and at the same time aimed to crack down on theft of garments by handmaidens, which 

apparently was a common occurrence.33 The problem is  theme of various farcical plays, 

for example Bernagie’s Het studente-leven (1684): 

 



 

 

If one sees them walking about on the streets, one would think 

they were decent girls, meanwhile, underneath their clothes, they are dirty and untidy 

They spend all their money on lace, ribbon bows and the likes 

And barely wear a decent undershirt.34 

 

In Joan van Paffenrode’s De Bedroge Girigheyd Ofte Boertige Comoedie van Hopman 

Ulrich (1661), the same criticism is voiced by an old woman, Hildegond:  

 

Take a good look at how some of them are adorned 

With bows and needlework and all curly hair 

So that it is difficult to tell the handmaiden from her lady.35 

 

Hildegond, on the other hand, propagates virtues such as simplicity and sobriety and 

instead wants to employ an ‘old’ maid: someone thrifty and smart, who knows her way 

around things and who works hard, instead of some puppet with curls and bowties. 

While this criticism is general enough to include all handmaidens, German ones 

are singled out and criticised even more. As many of them worked as servant girls, this 

may come as no surprise. In Pieter Bernagie’s Belachelijke jonker (1684), the character 

Johanna voices her critique explicitly towards German handmaidens: 

 

Take a good look at these maids 

Could you distinguish them 

From the daughters of burghers? 

Do they not wear fine gold like we do 

Bowties and rings 



 

 

And necklaces and all things? 

Even rookies, less than a year after arriving 

From Germany, with only 

a meagre green cap 

Now wear white caps all day 

And when farmers come into the city 

They do not know they are maidens 

O no, they ask them 

Miss, would it please your husband 

That I speak to him? 36 

 

Having fulminated against the pretension of maids in general, Johanna criticises 

Germans in particular. She’s abhorrent of ostentatious Germans who arrive in 

Amsterdam broke, but then later, when they have amassed riches, look down on others. 

Johanna seems threatened by them and wants strict class distinctions. 

The fact that German handmaidens were criticized even more harshly than their 

Dutch counterparts has a xenophobic undertone. Indeed, the German girls have come 

from ‘outside’ to undermine Dutch society. As strangers, they were expected even more 

than the Dutch girls to know their place.37 In Bernagie’s De Belachelijke jonker (1685), 

Neeltje tells her brother Joris, who has spent three years in the Dutch Indies, how 

Amsterdam has changed in his absence. Everyone, she says, is looking for status and 

has taken on a new name. Old friends are hard to find, even if one would scour the 

entire city. ‘Klaas Janse’, for example, now goes by the name ‘myn heer Zwierhaan’ 

(my lord fancy cock). But the fact that the Germans too change their names, irritates 

Neeltje even more: 

 



 

 

So many Poep and Knoet, arrived without a single penny 

Now have taken on impressive names and coats of arms.38 

    

In Thomas Asselijn’s De Stiefmoer (1684), the German woman Machteld has worked 

her way out of poverty, which makes her arrogant in the eyes of others: 

 

You Turk, having come here penniless, not too many years ago 

[…] 

And this upstart Madam imagines herself to be the grand lady of Amsterdam 

But did she have an undershirt on, this haggard woman, when she arrived? 

And besides, all she wears are my sister’s clothes.39 

 

In De Stiefvaar (1690), a sequel play to De Stiefmoer, protagonist Marten Kroes has 

promoted himself from servant to husband. He too, is accused of not knowing his place 

and of taking advantage of the situation: 

 

What has he been other than a lowly servant, having run all shitty errands in the street. 

My friends can testify and help remember 

How often he was waiting to this table to pour a glass of wine. 

And now he wants to be master of everyone else. 

[…] 

And that’s typical for these Germans, if they rise to any kind of state, they will want 

          [ever more, 

[…] 

Surely he has made his fortune, but has he spent a single penny of his own? 

It is no great feat to become rich in such a way, and to make money with money.40 

 



 

 

In other words: Marten has accumulated his wealth through gambling, a practice widely 

criticised in the seventeenth century, for fear that social distinction may be broken. On 

the one hand, capital could be transferred to the hands of the undeserving, on the other 

hand, the elite could lose their high position. Gambling could turn society upside-down. 

Certainly in the second half of the seventeenth century, when gambling was a way to 

show off a luxurious lifestyle, concerns over the practice were rising. To avoid that 

entire families would be thrown into poverty, contemporary policy makers tried to 

regulate the practice of gambling.41 In De Stiefvaar, Asselijn shows the devastating 

consequences of gambling: poor Marten, after gambling his way to wealth and success, 

obviously struggles to adapt to his new station and terrorises his family. Another 

example is Pieter Bernagie’s De romanzieke juffer (1685), where the Westphalian 

character Hans, makes money by gambling against a few wealthy youngsters.  

 

I encountered some youngsters and made friends 

And we played the dice with rich lords and merchants’ sons, we tricked them, you see, 

     [these misters are as good as money. One of us could 

cheat the dice, and we shared all that any one of us won.42 

 

The wealth amassed through cheating, allowed Hans to pretend to be a nobleman and 

try to trick young burgher’s daughters. The practice of gambling in this way is shown to 

threaten social hierarchy and lead to unhappy and unequal marriages. Here also, the 

criticism is implicitly aimed at the interest in gambling of the native Dutchmen. 

 

Why Germans? 

Why were German characters used to voice criticism on Dutch mistakes? Their 

ostensible likeness seems to be part of the answer. The Dutch and the Germans were 



 

 

more alike than they liked to admit. That is why the Dutch so strongly positioned 

themselves against the Germans, and less against French or English immigrants. Both of 

these were in a way looked up to: the French because of their clothing and taste,43 and 

the English because they were associated with the ideal of the ‘gentleman’.44 The 

question then is, where did the negative portrayal of Germans come from? 

In her study on the ‘mofbeeld’ (representation of Germans) of Isaac Vos, Lotte 

Jensen notes how the historiographical work Germania by the Roman historian Tacitus 

influenced the later characterization of Germans. Tacitus described German traits, 

lifestyle and behavior. Through time these qualities were interpreted more negatively. 

Germania also influenced Dutch historiography as the Dutch saw themselves as 

descendants of the Batavians, a Germanic tribe. According to Tacitus the Batavians 

were the bravest, and many Dutchmen believed that the positive qualities of Germans 

were specifically applicable to Batavians, while the negative traits were passed on to 

Germans. Jensen concludes45: 

 

It will come as no surprise that Vos reserves the negative traits specifically for the 

Germans in both farces. By criticising in ‘the other’ traits that were in fact present in his 

own people, he could in a way refrain from self-criticism. One expects the negative 

traits of oneself to be even more present in others. Self-image and image of the other in 

this way are closely related. 46 

In other words, playwrights used the relative proximity of the Germans and the Dutch to 

voice their sensitive criticism on Dutch society. The audience, feeling in a way superior 

to the ridiculed Germans, will not quickly be offended, while the author in the 

meantime, has voiced his opinion. 

 



 

 

Nuanced characterisation 

Germans are easy scapegoats. At first sight, the difficulties German immigrants faced 

had no place on the stage. However, there are some instances where playwrights show a 

more nuanced view of German immigrants. As many of them were fleeing for war, 

German characters could also be staged to inform the audience on the difficulties of the 

Thirty Years War. In Isaac Vos’ Klucht van de mof (1644), Lubbert asks Jochim for 

news on the conflict: 

 

Jochem 

O dear mercy, what do we matter. The soldiers trample everything and leave nothing 

           [intact 

They have a complete disregard both for religious and worldly authority, or what used 

           [to be 

in Munster and Osnabrück, noble houses of lords […] 

Lubbert 

Are they all gone? 

Jochem 

I believe so, because they try to top each other 

When the imperial troops conquer, they are followed soon 

By the Swedes, the Hessians, and chase them like twenty devils, and burn down 

          [everything 

That we have to see with our own eyes, and we cannot tell anyone. 47 

 

Vos also voices the dismay of the Dutchmen: ‘Yes, whichever way you turn this, it is all 

evil doing.’48 

In De Stiefmoer, Thomas Asselijn also stages Germans who report about the 

war, as he has the German relatives of Machteld explain the way they sank into poverty: 



 

 

 

Kasper: My lords, we are altogether poor people, who have lost everything in the war. 

The bishop’s people [Catholic] have made us naked and bare, we have nothing to live 

           [on 

That is why we speak to good people, to give us anything out of mercy.49  

Every once in a while, they make some money by doing household chores: 

 

We have both made almost half a thaler, by cutting the grass in a few fields 

But we have to save this for Autumn, to buy bacon and sausage, if we do not want to 

 [starve in Winter.50 

How they will make it through Summer, is another concern. Asselijn obviously stages 

them as victims of the cruelty of war: ‘We are perfectly content in our poverty, even if it 

bitterly strikes us.51 Obviously impoverished and struck by war, they are still content 

and seem to be happy with their place in the world. The Germans war victims are 

portrayed as friendly, thankful, and humble. But to call them entirely positive, would be 

a bridge too far. After supper, they impertinently ask their hostess Machteld for shoes. 

And Machteld herself is of course a very negative German character – while she 

provided a meal for the begging family, her husband and child go to bed hungry. At the 

same time, the Dutch characters, Jochem and Aaltje, speak in an exclusively negative 

way about the German beggars: ‘Jochem: ‘Isn’t that a pretty band of beggars? they 

smell as if they haven’t been out o their clothes for six days’52– and later: ‘pure villains 

[…] vagrants, beggars’.53 Probably, the audience shared this opinion, balancing between 

repulsion and empathy. 

Conclusion 



 

 

 

The beginning of the seventeenth century saw an impressive accumulation of wealth in 

Amsterdam, which put pressure on the existing social hierarchies. Playwrights voiced 

their concerns about these societal changes. Common opinion was that everyone had to 

know (and remain in) their place in a strictly ordered society.54 Many authors staged 

German characters to criticise changing social positions, because of their relative 

proximity to the Dutch people, and because it was a way to voice their opinions without 

offending part of their audiences. Mocking ‘others’ created a sense of community, of 

‘us’ against ‘them’. Explicit criticism of their own society was too dangerous: if the 

audience felt offended, they would stay away, but in more serious cases, the urban 

government could prohibit plays or persecute playwrights. Authors had to be cautious to 

voice sensitive criticism on stage. By aiming their opinions on German characters, or by 

having them voice their criticisms, playwrights could implicitly mock the exuberance of 

Amsterdam’s society, the hypocrisy of rich upstarts, or the naivety of those who are 

easily convinced by fancy titles an braggish types.   

Criticism is more explicit, and more directly aimed at the own Dutch people, 

when it deals with the ambition of lower class people to climb the social ladder. There 

was a great intolerance for gambling because this could disturb social order, and 

handmaidens who dressed to lavishly were mocked on stage. While these criticisms 

were more explicitly aimed at the Dutch directly than disapproval of higher classes, 

here also, German characters are even more negatively portrayed than Dutch ones.  

That being said, the picture of Germans on stage in seventeenth-century Dutch 

farces is not altogether negative. Certainly Germans who were impoverished by the 

Thirty Years War, are sometimes portrayed in a rather more positive way, and get the 

chance to report on the cruelties of war for a Dutch theatre audience. These instances, 



 

 

however, are few and far between. The overall image is that Germans were used as a 

channel for implicit criticism on contemporary society, so as not to offend the Dutch 

audiences.  
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