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‘Those rascals chased from Holland! Sodomy, migration and
identity building in eighteenth-century Antwerp

Jonas Roelens

Department of History, Art History and Classics, Radboud University, Nijmegen, Netherlands

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Convictions for sodomy were rare in eighteenth-century Antwerp. Sodomy; urban history;
Nevertheless, the scarce trial records offer afascinating insight into migration history; gender
the urban perception of sodomy as a foreign phenomenon. A history; eighteenth century
sodomy trial involving several Dutch migrants infused anxieties

about sodomite conspiracies across the city. Although early mod-

ern sodomy has mainly been studied from alocal or national point

of view, this article shows that atransregional perspective regarding

the repression of sodomy can shed new light on attitudes towards

early modern deviant sexuality.

Introduction

On 26 January 1737, Petrus de Pré, a 23-year-old diamond cutter from Antwerp, decided
to go for an evening walk near the stock exchange, where he got to talking with Jan
Coster, a 40-year-old migrant from Amsterdam. While exchanging some snuff tobacco,
Coster subtly inquired if de Pré knew any other people from Holland and mentioned
some acquaintances of his who had been convicted for sodomy in the Republic." Clearly,
Coster brought up this specific topic to ascertain De Pré’s viewpoint on the so-called ‘sin
against nature’, and to verify whether there was any sexual attraction between them. De
Pré, however, must have had no idea where this conversation was going, since he - in his
own words — was so appalled when Coster suddenly put his penis in de Pré’s hand, that he
instantly ran away, ‘not even knowing in what direction he was running’.

Having recovered from this unwelcome surprise, however, de Pré devised a cunning
plan to ambush his assailant. Accompanied by two friends, Michiel Smits and Francis
Lievens, who would hide in a small gallery of the stock exchange, Petrus returned to the
‘scene of the crime’ the next evening. Apparently, Jan Coster was once again present, and
believing that he and Petrus de Pré were alone, he resumed their conversation about the
unmentionable vice. Coster mentioned another migrant from Amsterdam, but when de
Pré indicated that he did not know this man either, Coster referred to him as ‘also one of
our people’’ With this intriguing statement, Coster clearly identified himself as
a sodomite and alluded to the existence of a group of like-minded people. After
a disparaging remark about the women in Antwerp, he tried to kiss de Pré and again
exposed his genitals. At this point, de Pré’s friends emerged, shouting, “‘We’ve seen you,
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you Dutch wastrel, you sodomite!”> Together, they overpowered Coster, dragged him
from the gallery by his penis, and presented him to an angry crowd, which suggested
giving him a good thrashing before taking him to the authorities.*

However, by the time of Coster’s encounters, the official policy regarding sodomy had
undergone some profound changes. During the late medieval period, the Southern
Netherlands was among Europe’s most repressive regions when it came to sodomy.’
Even though there was no specific legislation on sodomy in the Southern Netherlands
during the late medieval period, the ‘unnatural crime’ was generally punished with death
by burning. However, the prosecution of sodomites was not continuously prioritised by
urban authorities. In general, sodomy was most strongly persecuted throughout the
Southern Netherlands between ca. 1450 and 1525.° From 1600 onwards, sodomy trials
became a rarity in the region, and hardly any convictions are known for the eighteenth
century. At the time, many local aldermen assumed that sodomy had been eradicated in
the Southern Netherlands. On those rare occasions that the authorities were confronted
with the ‘unnatural sin’, they were less inclined to prosecute sodomy and preferred to
avoid public scandal. After centuries of public executions accompanied by ritual display
and public deterrence, a different approach emerged. Most of the handful of recorded
sodomy court cases were dismissed, either for lack of evidence or because the local
authorities were forced to do so by the Privy Council, which made active use of its
authority to overrule criminal sentences imposed by local bodies.”

Apparently, it was felt that such behaviour within the city was better regulated by
discreet confessions with a local priest at regular intervals rather than by public
executions.® Those rare eighteenth-century accusations that did lead to an actual trial
resulted in considerably milder penalties than had been the case in previous centuries.
Some individuals were imprisoned in a house of correction,” but most men convicted of
sodomy were banished from the Southern Netherlands, often at night so that the general
public would not become aware of their ‘crime against nature’. Even more so than in
previous centuries, sodomy had become a vice that must not be mentioned.

Consequently, both the timing of Coster’s case and the particularly detailed trial
records that resulted are intriguing. As we will see, the fact that the local authorities
did not show the usual restraint regarding this crime had much to do with the involve-
ment of Dutch migrants. Only a few years earlier, the Dutch Republic had been rocked by
a massive wave of sodomy trials. Apparently, these sodomy trials had a profound impact
on the perception of male newcomers who travelled from the Northern Netherlands to
the Southern Netherlands during the eighteenth century.

Through a close reading of an unusually well-documented sodomy trial, this article
demonstrates the importance of examining transregional dimensions when researching
early modern sexuality. So far, the Dutch sodomy trials of the 1730s have been mainly
analysed on a local level, but their importance transcended national borders. In their
aftermath, Dutch migrants in Antwerp were often mistrusted as potential sodomites. For
centuries, Europeans commonly associated sodomy with Italy, but in eighteenth-century
Antwerp we can observe the emergence of another ‘national,” sexual trope. As such, the
trial records analysed in this article not only illustrate popular attitudes towards migrants
in an eighteenth-century city in decline, they also demonstrate the importance of gender
and sexuality in the creation of ‘national’ stereotypes.
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A transregional dimension also proves useful when discussing the emergence of
sodomitical subcultures during the eighteenth century. Several historians have pointed
out that there was a distinctive change in the self-awareness of people attracted to others
of the same sex in eighteenth-century cities such as London, Paris or Amsterdam."’
While these research results have been extrapolated to an (inter)national level, it remains
necessary to examine less studied cities. Taking into account their different legal contexts
and socioeconomic backgrounds will provide a welcome contribution to the historio-
graphical debate on eighteenth-century sodomy.

The network of Jan Coster

Once the unfortunate Jan Coster had been overpowered at the Antwerp stock exchange,
it seemed that bystanders did not exactly know how the matter should be resolved. For
the time being, they took him to an inn called ‘The King of Spain’, where Petrus de Pré
and his companions tried to convince Coster to take them to his home. This resulted in
a sort of cat-and-mouse game in which Coster dragged them endlessly throughout the
city, refusing to point out his house ‘for fear of his wife’. While doing so, Coster
attempted to bribe them, tried to escape, and ultimately even had a go at seducing one
of de Pré’s companions, albeit in a slightly subtler fashion than his failed attempts at the
stock exchange. He softly caressed the face of a displeased Michiel Smits, who shouted ‘do
you think I am a woman?’ and gave him a beating in return.'’ In the end, the group of
men took Coster to the house of the Margrave, the city’s bailiff, who was responsible for
tracking down, arresting, interrogating and charging criminals.'* Oddly, only de Pré
went inside, while Michiel and Francis kept watch over the accused Coster. When de Pré
left the building, he made no attempt to hand Jan over to the authorities and the search
for Coster’s house resumed. When Michiel and Francis asked why Coster had not been
arrested by the Margrave, de Pré gave a remarkable reply: he had taken pity on Coster and
consequently refused to hand him over to the authorities. But whether de Pré’s sudden
compassion was genuine seems questionable. Shortly afterwards, de Pré and Coster
secretly split away from Michiel and Francis, and half an hour later, de Pré reappeared
on his own. Coster had vanished. Apparently, de Pré was given a tidy sum of money ‘on
condition that he did not disclose to anyone what had happened that night’.

Coster’s legal file does not mention how his seduction attempts eventually came to the
attention of the Margrave, nor how the authorities finally managed to track down his
whereabouts. But a few days later, on 26 January 1737, Coster (who revealed that his
official name was Jorri Jan Coster Davids) was arrested - just in time, as it turned out.
Coster must have realised that the net was closing in, because by the evening of his arrest,
he had placed all his belongings with a friend and planned to flee from the duchy of
Brabant to the county of Flanders ‘until the rumours that were circulating about him in
Antwerp had blown over’."? On the day of his arrest, both Coster and a series of witnesses
were questioned. Then, on 27 January, Coster was formally identified by Petrus de Pré
and his two companions. Although Coster had gone to a lot of trouble not to be
recognised during that eventful night, his accusers easily identified the culprit, who
apparently had a characteristic wart on his face.'"* Strangely enough, the fact that de
Pré had accepted Coster’s hush money and was therefore prepared to let the illicit matter
go held no legal consequences for him. Then again, blackmailing sodomites was not an
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unusual phenomenon during the eighteenth century.”” In any case, Jan Coster was
thoroughly interrogated. Finally, on 2 April, he was flogged and expelled for life from
the city of Antwerp and the duchy of Brabant."®

Jan Coster’s failed seduction attempt at the Antwerp stock exchange not only led to his
own conviction; it also marked the start of an intensive criminal investigation into
sodomy in Antwerp. One of the main motives of the authorities seemed to be uncovering
‘Dutch connections’. Sodomites arrested in the wake of the Coster incident were expli-
citly asked whether they knew any Dutch migrants, while Dutch men suspected of
sodomy were questioned as to why they had migrated to Antwerp. The judicial autho-
rities were not the only ones suspicious of these Dutch migrants and their alleged same-
sex desires. These misgivings were also widespread among ordinary city dwellers, as
evidenced by various testimonies.

This direct association between sodomy and Holland stemmed from the aforemen-
tioned fact that in 1730, just a few years earlier, there had been a veritable witch hunt
against sodomites in the Republic. That year, a number of men from Utrecht were
arrested for having committed sodomy in the Dom Church. Shortly after their indict-
ment, the men began to accuse numerous others of similar sexual crimes. Even though
sodomy was a crime that was hardly persecuted in the Northern Netherlands until after
the so-called Dutch Golden Age,'” several criminal courts in Amsterdam, Haarlem, The
Hague, Rotterdam and Leiden worked together in 1730 to trace these so-called ‘under-
ground networks’” of sodomites, which sparked a wave of panic. This snowballed, even
reaching smaller provincial villages, resulting in a total of around 350 convictions
between 1730 and 1733."® On a slightly more modest scale, this mass persecution was
repeated in the decades that followed, and a total of about 800 sodomy trials took place
between 1730 and 1811."

Eventually, news of this persecution was picked up abroad as well. While English
newspapers feasted on the scandal,”® it has been assumed that in the Southern
Netherlands, little attention was paid to these rumours about an underground network
of Dutch sodomites.”’ However, new research into the persecution of sodomy in the
eighteenth-century Southern Netherlands paints a different picture. Antwerp’s citizens
appeared to be well aware of the sensational wave of persecutions in the Republic. And as
will be demonstrated below, the link between the Republic and sodomy persisted in the
popular imagination of Antwerp’s urban community for many years to come. Even when
the large-scale persecutions in the Northern Netherlands had more or less subsided, these
striking events continued to influence the perception of newcomers from the Republic.

Migration in eighteenth-century Antwerp

Antwerp was an attractive destination for immigrants for centuries. During the early
modern period, the city steadily grew into one of the most important metropolises of the
Low Countries. The growth was spectacular. In the fourteenth century, Antwerp had only
about 20,000 inhabitants, but during the fifteenth century, that number climbed to 31,000
and then rose to over 100,000 city dwellers over the course of the sixteenth century.*”
This enormous population growth was almost entirely due to immigration: more than
half of the population at that time consisted of first- or second-generation immigrants.*’
The fact that this large-scale migration did not lead to a series of conflicts between locals
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and newcomers had a lot to do with the favourable economic profile of many migrants,
whose arrival in the city often meant an influx of prosperity. Foreign merchants and
skilled workers from Antwerp’s hinterland and other territories within the Netherlands
generated a great deal of wealth in the burgeoning trade metropolis.**

However, the ‘Fall of Antwerp’ in 1585 marked a turning point for the city. The
closure of the Scheldt river, the Protestant exodus to the north, and an ailing economy
caused a permanent demographic decline. By around 1750, Antwerp had been drastically
reduced from a dominant commercial metropolis to a provincial centre with
a population of barely 50,000 inhabitants. Mass migration had long since ceased. Harsh
poverty, high unemployment and poor living conditions severely lessoned the city’s
appeal to newcomers.”> At the time, Antwerp mainly attracted low-skilled migrants
from the immediate rural environment who often found employment as domestic staff.
As a result, during the eighteenth century, the city council deliberately attempted to limit
the influx of poor migrants and restricted their access to poor relief.*®

In spite of these attempts to enact a targeted migration policy, prosperous, foreign
immigrants were disinclined to seek their fortune in Antwerp during the eighteenth
century.”” Newcomers from the Republic still moved to Antwerp, but only a minority of
them originated from cities such as Amsterdam and Rotterdam. Rather, Dutch migrants
generally hailed from the rural areas of Brabant. It is possible that the relative rarity of
Dutch migrants and their lower economic status had an impact on the way in which they
were perceived in eighteenth-century Antwerp.

As the case of Jan Coster illustrates, popular perception of these newcomers can be
examined by consulting trial records from Antwerp’s criminal court, the vierschaar.”® In
the Southern Netherlands, criminal jurisdiction was the shared responsibility of two
political institutions: the bailiff representing the princely level, and the college of alder-
men representing the urban level.”” After the bailiff arrested a suspect, a preliminary
investigation was carried out by two aldermen. Witnesses and suspects were questioned
separately and behind closed doors. This usually led to in an official investigation in
which the statements of witnesses and suspects were taken under oath and recorded in an
official report. If a suspect could not be forced to confess, interrogations could be
conducted under torture, although the Antwerp costumen (customary rules) imposed
limits on the use of the rack.*

These restrictions did not apply when sodomy was concerned.”® Even so, the central
government increasingly discouraged interrogation under torture, and the practice con-
sequently became a rarity in the eighteenth-century Southern Netherlands.”” At the same
time, it became more common for city councils dealing with sodomy accusations to
explicitly ask for advice from the Privy Council in Brussels.”® This did not happen in the
case of Jan Coster, however. His trial was conducted entirely at the local level and the
available sources are limited to interrogations and witness reports recorded by the
vierschaar.>*

Gerrit Verhoeven has pointed out the possibilities this particular set of judicial sources
offers scholars working on social history: they allow us to map an extraordinary range of
phenomena such as the perception of time, literacy rates, and even sleeping patterns in
early modern Antwerp.”” Moreover, these judicial sources can also be useful for migra-
tion history. Although researchers on migration history generally use ‘traditional’ demo-
graphic sources such as family censuses, parish registers or poortersboeken (lists of new
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burghers who had recently acquired full citizenship status along with its associated
privileges), judicial sources also offer valuable insights into the integration of newcomers.
When migrants show up in trial records, we are granted the opportunity to examine how
they were perceived by the local community. Were they met with suspicion, and did they
suffer discrimination? Or did these migrants easily integrate into existing social networks
within their new hometown?

Generally speaking, the judicial integration of migrants in Antwerp seemed to run
smoothly. Even though the sources indicate that migrants were summoned as ‘neutral’
eyewitnesses less often than local residents, and were more often mentioned as victims or
criminal suspects, Gerrit Verhoeven has shown that there was no systematic discrimina-
tion against immigrants in the Antwerp criminal court during this period.”® However,
these findings do not apply to cases involving migrants questioned about sodomy.

During the 1730s sodomy trials, dozens of suspects fled the Republic rather than stand
trial. Some of them settled in Antwerp. Although the city near the Scheldt river had lost
much of its baroque splendour, Antwerp, as one of the largest cities in the Southern
Netherlands, apparently continued to be a destination of choice for these fugitive
sodomites. And a close reading of case files such Coster’s shows that many of these
migrants were indeed treated with suspicion. The attitudes of Antwerp’s urban commu-
nity show that age-old stereotypes about sodomy being a ‘foreign” phenomenon were still
very much alive in the eighteenth century.

Sodomy trials and their international aftermath

In the early modern period, sodomy was described as a kind of infectious disease that
originated abroad and was capable of infecting local communities, which were viewed as
inherently pure.”” As a result, foreigners, who were often seen as outsiders within the
urban community, were particularly vulnerable to accusations of sodomy.*® In previous
centuries, it was thought that Italians were especially given to the crime against nature.
Indeed, the deviant sexual reputation of Florentine men was so widespread that in
contemporary German, a sodomite was popularly called ein Florenzer.”® The belief that
Italians systematically engaged in sodomitical relationships was also common in the
Southern Netherlands.*® However, it seems that the sodomy trials of 1730 had
a profound and lasting influence on how sodomy was perceived as a foreign vice in the
Southern Netherlands. From the eighteenth century onwards, the Republic had replaced
Italy as the new, contemporary Sodom.

The emergence of this cultural trope is an interesting phenomenon given the fact that
the masculinity of the Dutch was a much discussed topic at the time, both within and
outside the Republic. Beginning in the Golden Age, the (self-)representation of a heroic,
freedom-loving and martial population resisting Spanish oppression was increasingly
replaced by the image of ‘soft’ merchants, unwilling to fight because war was bad for
business.*' Then, as the eighteenth century progressed, the Republic lost its international
monopoly on trade. According to many contemporaries, the massive accumulation of
wealth and excessive liberty had corrupted the nation’s masculine nature and introduced
decadence, weakness and even effeminacy. Contact with foreigners, especially the French,
supposedly further stimulated this decline and turned virile Dutchmen into sodomites.**
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To my knowledge, no eighteenth-century author in the Southern Netherlands expli-
citly stated that the Republic produced sodomites because of its religious and political
culture, former prosperity, or contact with ‘depraved’ people around the globe. However,
this does not mean that the 1730 trials had a negligible effect on the Southern
Netherlands. That same year, the city council of Mechelen and the local clergy conducted
an investigation to determine whether or not sodomites were living in the city, although
their investigation did not lead to any arrests.* Supposedly, many other city councils
decided to give the Republic’s executions as little publicity as possible. The Southern
Netherlands, under Austrian rule at the time, did not have a free press, and it is assumed
that the authorities did succeed in suppressing rumours about these ongoing events.**
However, the legal investigation following the arrest of Jan Coster shows that the general
public at least had indirect access to newspapers discussing the sodomy trials in the
Northern Netherlands.

In February 1737, a servant named Matthijs Roeckhout described Coster as ‘one of
those rascals chased from Holland, some of whom have been put in a bag and thrown
into the sea because of their evil’.** This method of execution by which individuals were
dumped overboard in weighted sacks was indeed a common punishment for sodomites
during the 1730-33 persecution wave. This death penalty was depicted in various printed
execution ballads, that were sold at the execution and sometimes also found their way
abroad.*® Roeckhout was aware of this type of capital punishment because he had heard
someone read this aloud from the newspapers. Thanks to these gazettes, Roeckhout
appears to have been well informed about the persecution policy in the Republic. This
type of news item probably contributed to the negativity towards Dutch migrants who
sought refuge in Antwerp at the time. Perhaps it is no coincidence that these stereotypes
surfaced at a time when Antwerp too was struggling with a sense of decline. Facing
poverty and poor living conditions, sodomy proved to be a continuous source of anxiety
not only in the Republic, but in Antwerp too.*’

Apart from newspapers, the informal gossip circuit also aroused a great deal of
suspicion in the city.*® When Jan Coster’s landlord heard rumours about the difficulties
his tenant had encountered at the stock exchange, Coster’s lease was promptly termi-
nated and he was thrown out on the street.*” Some witnesses explicitly stated that they
eyed Dutch migrants with suspicion, as many of them allegedly belonged to ‘those people
who had fled from Holland because of the evil crime of sodomy’.”® Apparently, the
authorities had also noticed that a large number of ‘rascals’ had recently been driven out
of the Dutch Republic. When Coster was questioned about his same-sex crimes, one of
the first questions he had to answer was whether he knew other people from Amsterdam
in the city of Antwerp. Coster named a number of boys and men, some of whom could be
traced by the authorities. In turn, each of these suspects was asked if they could add to the
list of people who had been driven out of Holland because of ‘the aforementioned evil of
sodomy’.”!

Ultimately, this legal investigation uncovered a ‘network’ of ten Dutch migrants. Some
of them had managed to slip through the cracks and had already left Antwerp, but
a number of them were arrested and interrogated by the bailiff and aldermen. Although
these suspects came from various cities in the Northern Netherlands, they had one
important characteristic in common: all of them had fled the Republic because of sodomy
accusations. The fact that they originated from different locales possibly further



190 J. ROELENS

stimulated the belief in an ‘underground network’ of sodomites scattered throughout the
Northern Netherlands, a fear that was well established in the Republic itself. Some of
those involved had been summoned by their hometown’s local court to answer for their
alleged crimes. However, none of them had responded to these summons, a point on
which they were questioned in detail by the Antwerp aldermen, who were well aware of
the sexual pasts of the suspects concerned.

One such individual was Dirk Bom, a 38-year-old man from The Hague who, after
a stopover in Nijmegen, had come to Antwerp. He had assumed a false name (Dierck van
Leusden) and opened a china shop. Bom claimed that he had left the Republic ‘following
a heated argument with his parents’, although he obviously realised that this was an
unlikely excuse. He admitted that the timing of his migration, the year 1730, was
suspicious and that as a result, the aldermen probably suspected him of fleeing his
country because he had been accused of sodomy. This suspicion proved to be correct:
Bom had been summoned three times to appear before the court in The Hague.
Somewhat cynically, the Antwerp aldermen wondered ‘why Bom had not returned to
his hometown in order to plead his innocence?””? In the end, Dirk Bom was exiled from
The Hague in absentia.”

However, Bom was not the only interrogated suspect who had already been convicted
for sodomy.>* This was also the case for Jan Coster. The aldermen were surprised that
Coster was ‘so audacious as to make the same mistake again, well knowing that he had
already been accused of the same crime in Amsterdam’.”®> Even though Coster vehe-
mently denied this, his interrogators confronted him with correspondence from their
Amsterdam counterparts. This showed that Coster, who was better known in his home-
town as Jurriaan Davids, had indeed been exiled in absentia in 1730.°® Strikingly, the
Antwerp aldermen not only relied upon their own, official correspondence to gather
evidence, they also thoroughly analysed Coster’s private letters.

These contained incriminating information that seemed all the more suspicious in
light of his evening ‘outings’ at the Antwerp stock exchange. In 1735, friends in
Amsterdam had warned Coster not to return to his hometown. The sodomite
Abraham de Leeuw had recently been hanged there and two of his companions had
been flogged and exiled, meaning that the coast was anything but clear for a fugitive
sodomite.”” Coster’s wife, who had left for Amsterdam some three months before his
arrest in 1737, also wrote, and warned him not to become too close with a questionable
servant.”® These efforts to uncover the Dutch ‘network’ in Antwerp paid off when it
became clear that the individuals involved had not only committed sodomy in the
Republic, but also in their new abode. For despite the warning of Coster’s wife, the
servant had visited Coster several times in his bedroom, as had many other men from
Coster’s circle of Dutch migrant friends. Apparently, these individuals often visited each
other to have sexual intercourse.”

Among the popular meeting places for such encounters were the homes of a man
called Van Oudthuijn and an anonymous 50-year-old bachelor from Maastricht who
could not be interrogated because he had passed away by the time of the investigation.
The latter had engaged in sexual relationships with several local youths, which must have
increased the fear of an external contagion among Antwerp’s citizenry. He had lured in at
least two young servants, including the aforementioned Matthijs Roeckhout — who had
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previously worked for Dirk Bom - and Nicolaes Schreder, to his room with an offer of tea
and beer. After which, the anonymous bachelor forced Matthijs to masturbate him.®

Dutch subcultures abroad?

The testimonies of these servants are particularly interesting because they are a valuable
addition to the historiographical debate concerning the evolution in attitudes towards
same-sex relationships, and the growing awareness of a common identity among sodo-
mites, from the eighteenth century onwards. Government policies towards sodomy
certainly flipped during the period. This is especially true for the Low Countries. After
centuries of publicly condemning sodomites to the stake, the authorities in the south
decided to conduct trials for the unspeakable sin with as much secrecy possible. In the
north, on the other hand, the seal of silence was abruptly broken and public executions
were organised in order to create a deterrent effect.

In other European regions too, the persecution of sodomy in the eighteenth century
was at a turning point. In Austria and Prussia, for example, the death penalty for sodomy
was abolished and replaced by imprisonment, flogging, and exile in 1787 and 1794
respectively.’’ In 1791, revolutionary France officially decriminalised sodomy. In pre-
vious decades, the Paris police had tried to control this ‘social problem’ by recruiting
undercover agents to arrest cruising men in public places such as the Luxembourg and
Tuileries Gardens.®* Once sodomites’ crimes were no longer considered a capital offence,
they were henceforth simply imprisoned to prevent them from corrupting young
males.”> Consequently, ‘only’ seven Parisians were burned at the stake for sodomy in
the eighteenth century.®* In other regions of Europe, however, the number of executions
for sodomy increased dramatically during the eighteenth century. Although few sodomy
trials had taken place on English soil before the 1700s, public opinion underwent an
about-face around the turn of the century.®> Numerous citizens’ initiatives were set up to
actively identify sodomites and hand them over to the authorities.®® And while several
English sodomites were ‘merely’ pilloried, many of them died after being stoned to death
by an angry mob.*’

Historical research has shown that as official attitudes towards sodomy changed, the
self-awareness among sodomites also evolved during the eighteenth century. The major-
ity of late medieval and early modern same-sex encounters were hierarchically organised
on the basis of age. In most cases, the older man was the penetrator while the passive
partner was very often an underage boy or a young man.®® Although this hierarchical
model was particularly dominant in the Mediterranean world, it was also common in
north-western Europe. Some scholars have identified a major shift in these practices
around 1700. From then onwards, sexual relations based on equality between men of
similar age and social background prevailed.®” In a number of western European cities,
this evolution was accompanied by the emergence of a prominent homosexual’ sub-
culture that became increasingly visible in society.

However, arguments concerning this shift in same-sex practices around 1700 are
largely based on findings for a limited number of metropolises, namely Paris, London
and Amsterdam. In the field of queer studies, these cities have come to represent eight-
eenth-century Europe as a whole. Recent research has highlighted that more attention
needs to be paid to chronological and geographical diversity regarding the emergence of
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self-aware ‘homosexual’ subcultures.”” New source material has also called into question
the sudden emergence of identity and community within the sodomitical subculture of
eighteenth-century Paris.”' Case studies such as that of Jan Coster further illustrate how
general assumptions about a swiftly shifting paradigm need to be nuanced. On the one
hand, in his conversations at the Antwerp stock exchange, Coster identified other
sodomites as belonging to ‘our people’. Furthermore, fellow sodomite migrants from
the Republic quite easily contacted each other, which seems to illustrate the growing
group consciousness among sodomites, resulting in a burgeoning subculture. On the
other hand, we must bear in mind that the emphasis on this group consciousness may be
due to the wording of the legal sources. After all, it was customary to present one’s own
community as free from unnatural sins. When confronted with sodomy, many autho-
rities chose to point the finger at foreigners.

This is exactly what happened at the end of the eighteenth century in Antwerp during
the trial of Peter Stocker.”” In 1781, the college of aldermen asked the Privy Council in
Brussels for legal advice concerning Stocker’s punishment. In their letter to the Privy
Council, they stressed their lack of experience in this matter, claiming that Antwerp had
reportedly known ‘only two cases of sodomy in recent years’. In the aftermath of these
cases, two Dutchmen had been expelled from the country, which was considered discreet
enough punishment to leave the innocent locals unaware of the crime.”

A similar reaction can be observed in the investigation following Jan Coster’s arrest.
The testimonies of servants Matthijs Roeckhout and Nicolaes Schreder are interesting
because they tie in with the early modern conviction that sodomy was a sexual act that
was mostly committed by older men with younger boys. After all, in his testimony
Matthijs strongly emphasised that he was the victim of sexual harassment by an older,
foreign sodomite: he was thrown on the bed of the anonymous bachelor and ‘dishonestly
touched against his will’.”* If we are to believe his companion Nicolaes, however, the
sexual interaction between Matthijs and the Dutch bachelor was consensual. Nicolaes
noticed a lot of flirting, kissing and caressing between the two.”> Matthijs even alluded to
sexual favours granted to his admirer in exchange for a new pair of trousers.”

Nevertheless, this information was largely ignored by the aldermen, whose question-
ing at other moments proved them to be thorough interrogators. Matthijs and Nicolaes
probably profited from the fact that they were locals. In many sodomy cases throughout
early modern Europe, we find a greater willingness to prosecute if migrants were
involved, rather than local residents.”” Then too, the aldermen’s verdict may have been
influenced by the fact that these two youths had engaged in unnatural acts in a more
discreet location than Coster, who had tried to seduce men at the Antwerp stock
exchange, which was the commercial heart of the city.

Even though the stereotype of the Republic as a country inhabited by men who were
prone to unnatural sexual acts was a direct consequence of the persecution wave of the
1730s, Dutch men were still closely associated with sodomy in Antwerp decades after this
first wave of trials. Clearly, the perception of sodomy as a foreign phenomenon was
deeply rooted in the city. When Christiaan Bel, a migrant from Amsterdam, got involved
in a dispute over money which he refused to repay in 1768, his creditor yelled at him: ‘If
you were in Amsterdam right now, you would never see the sun or the moon, because
you’re a fugitive sodomite’.”® His slur repeated the prevailing stereotype that equated
Dutch men with sodomites. In this case, almost 40 years after the great persecution wave
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of the 1730s, the Antwerp city council still showed no leniency when foreign sodomites
were concerned. The aldermen asked their colleagues in Amsterdam for an excerpt from
their legal archives which proved that Bel had indeed fled the Republic in 1764 after being
accused of sodomy.”” Although Bel had come to the attention of the aldermen during
a financial dispute, and direct evidence that he had committed sodomy in Antwerp was
lacking, he was still exiled from the city.*’

Two years later, the Antwerp city council once more investigated a sodomy case
with a clear Dutch connection. In November 1770, two inhabitants in their twenties,
Jan-Jozef Sechelé and Jan-Baptiste Claessens, were questioned about same-sex acts
they had allegedly committed with Carel Claessens the Elder. Jan-Baptiste, who was
not related to Carel, had not only masturbated Carel several times, he had demanded
hush money afterwards.®*’ The outcome of this investigation is unclear as neither
Jean-Baptiste Claessens nor Carel Claessens makes a further appearance in the legal
records of the vierschaar. However, it is intriguing that the file containing their
testimonies also includes the correspondence between the Antwerp college of alder-
man and their Dordrecht counterparts about a certain Herman de Bruijn who, like
many of the migrants during the wave of the 1730s, had fled from his home city of
Dordrecht in July 1770 after being accused of sodomy. The mayor of Dordrecht even
provided the city council of Antwerp with a printed copy of de Bruijn’s verdict. As
the legal file is incomplete, it is difficult to determine why this information was added
to the testimonies of the two Claessens. Did Herman de Bruijn, upon his arrival in
Antwerp, befriend Jan-Baptiste and Carel and commit sodomy with them? The
available source material is too limited to provide an answer, but the continuation
of this Dutch connection in these eighteenth-century Antwerp sodomy cases is highly
intriguing.®*

Only a handful of criminal investigations for sodomy are known for eighteenth-
century Antwerp.® In the majority of these cases, the authorities were looking for
a link with the Dutch Republic. This link was confirmed when Dutch migrants were
involved. And assuming that same-sex acts in eighteenth-century Antwerp were not
committed exclusively by migrants from the Northern Netherlands - unlikely - it seems
that there was a greater willingness on the part of the local authorities to refrain from the
usual discretion regarding sodomy when migrants were involved. At the same time, the
Dutch connection was amplified through rhetorical references to the Republic’s reputa-
tion regarding the ‘unmentionable vice.’

In both instances a discourse was cultivated that distanced Antwerp and its inhabi-
tants as much as possible from sodomy and stressed the fact that sodomy was a typically
Dutch phenomenon. Hence, the age-old rhetoric of presenting sodomy as a foreign
concept remained alive and kicking in eighteenth-century Antwerp, as evidenced by
the criminal investigations of Jan Coster and other Dutch migrants in Antwerp, which
are full of sodomitical stereotypes about the Dutch. Such accounts demonstrate the
longstanding international significance of the 1730s sodomy trials in the Dutch
Republic. Consequently, this analysis illustrates how research on deviant sexuality in
the early modern period can benefit from a transregional perspective: sudden peaks in
prosecution rates within a given region could have disruptive consequences elsewhere.
Similarly, particular early modern urban attitudes regarding same-sex acts cannot be
fully understood without positioning them in an international context.
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Conclusion

Sodomy, or the unmentionable vice, was a crime that appealed to the imagination in early
modern urban society. The idea of sodomy as a foreign vice was well embedded
throughout Europe, but the example of Antwerp shows that this concept was subject to
change during the eighteenth century. After the tumultuous sodomy trials conducted in
the Dutch Republic from 1730 onwards, the stereotype of the Dutch sodomite influenced
both the general public and the authorities in Antwerp. As a result, Dutch migrants were
arrested and questioned about their alleged same-sex desires more frequently than local
citizens. This is remarkable, as most authorities assumed that sodomy had been eradi-
cated. And if not, they seemed to agree that the best strategy was to pretend as though it
were. The threshold for punishing interlopers from the Northern Netherlands may have
been lower than for the local population. Moreover, the punishment of migrants could be
used to confirm the belief that sodomy was a crime unknown to the local urban
community. In light of the small number of sodomy trials in the eighteenth-century
Southern Netherlands, the resoluteness with which the Antwerp aldermen dealt with
Dutch sodomites in their city is illustrative for the persistent perception of sodomy as
a foreign phenomenon in early modern Europe.

These attitudes become all the more clear by moving beyond the strictures of these
local communities and opting for a transregional perspective. Consequently, this article
nuances the extent to which the perception of sodomy was determined by a single
cultural framework. By examining the effect of the Dutch sodomy trials of 1730 in the
city of Antwerp, the ways in which the discontent with the presence of migrants in early
modern cities was channelled through sexual accusations is illustrated. Furthermore, this
transregional dimension brings out the ways in which xenophobic sentiments and
contemporary fears across borders framed and infused anxieties about sodomite con-
spiracies during the eighteenth century, especially in times of -supposed- civic decay. As
such, the importance of the well-documented case of Jan Coster and his accomplices
transcends that of local, urban historiography and invites us to re-evaluate the relation-
ship between early modern microhistory and the cultural roots of sexual stereotypes and
their meanings.
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