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Introduction: Franciscus Junius’ Vernacular 
Arcadia

Rubens’ Venuses are no more than naked, Dutch, petty  
bourgeois women; his gods are dressed up salesmen, sailors,  
and schoolchildren . . . his Drunken Hercules [does not depict  
a demigod but] a carpenter, a wild man, or another son of the 
earth.

Poetesjestvije; Dnevnik; Statii

It is very wrong to believe that the Ancients exist. Antiquity  
begins to originate only now. It comes into being in the eyes and 
soul of the artist. The remnants from the past are merely the indi-
vidual incentives for the construction of Antiquity. Antiquity is 
not made by hands. The mind creates it through the eye.

Über Goethe

The classical tradition in seventeenth-century art recalls the 
Arcadian landscapes by the French painter Poussin (1594–1665) in 
the Louvre or the sculpted myths by the Italian master Bernini 
(1598–1680) in Roman villas. Northern Europe does not immediately 
spring to mind. Meandering through the great European museums, 
moving from the Italian to the Netherlandish school may come as an 
uncomfortable change, as saints and myths yield to cattle under grey 
clouds and old men groping prostitutes in slovenly inns. It seems 

-
sion in the Low Countries.

A work by Jacob Jordaens (1593–1678) illustrates the ambiguity 
that arose through the introduction of the Ancients into a geograph-
ically peripheral painterly tradition [Fig. 1]. One of Bacchus’ con-
sorts has exchanged the island of Naxos for the hut of a Northern 
peasant family which, dressed warmly for a Germanic climate, wel-
comes the peculiar, most likely inebriated, hairy-legged guest. 
Similarly, Moyses van Wtenbrouck (c. 1600–c. 1647) painted nude 
nymphs and shepherds, undaunted by boreal skies, gathered under 
foliage rustling in the wind of the North Sea [Figs. 2–3]. Most charac-
teristic of all, however, may be how Rembrandt (1606/7–1669) por-
trayed Ganymede, the most beautiful of mortals, as a pot-bellied 
toddler urinating from fright when lifted up by an eagle, Jupiter in 
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his latest guise [Fig. 4]. Here, classical beauty seems to have been 
jettisoned in favor of the artist’s wish to evoke a scene that his public 
could recognize.

This book explores a chapter in the Northern European reception 
of the classical tradition. The interplay among visual artists from the 
Netherlands, elite collectors in Amsterdam, London and Rome, and 
scholars throughout the Europe-wide “Republic of Letters,” is ana-
lyzed through a literary lens, namely The Painting of the Ancients by 
the Dutchman Franciscus Junius (1591–1677) [Fig. 5]. This treatise, a 
monument of seventeenth-century antiquarianism, was the most 
important text bearing on the intersection of the realms of painting 
and classical scholarship. Junius’ systematic collection of all avail-
able ancient writing concerning the figurative arts, from Homeric 
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Jacob Jordaens, The Satyr 
and the Peasant, 1600–1650, 
oil on canvas, 174 × 204 cm, 
Alte Pinakothek, Munich 
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figure 2
Moyses van Wtenbrouck, 
Salmacis and Herma
phroditus, 1627, oil on panel, 
43 × 66 cm, The Royal 
Picture Gallery Mauritshuis, 
The Hague

times to the Church Fathers, eclipsed everything published on the 
subject untill then in Rome, Paris, or any other center of classical 
learning. First printed in Latin in Amsterdam in 1637, the author 
then translated it into English (1638) and Dutch (1641), working with 
a group of artists to develop an adequate terminology suited to both 
a scholar’s study and an artist’s workshop.

Historians investigating the exchanges between painters and  
collectors in the Dutch Republic have generally overlooked the  
fact that the so-called Golden Age (gulde eeuwe in Junius’ Dutch)  
of painting was also a significant era of humanistic scholarship.1  
This state of affairs seems to be the lasting heritage of nineteenth-
century viewers, who were repelled as well as attracted by what they 
perceived as a brutal, remote, Germanic North, the antithesis of a 
civilized South centered on classical Rome, and who failed to 
account of the fact that the burgeoning art production in the 
Netherlands was accompanied by a flowering of classical erudition.2 
It is not so much that the supposedly hybrid character of works from 
the Netherlands lacked an intellectual background, but rather it 
expressed a syndrome proper to successful parvenus. One of the 
world’s most dynamic, sophisticated, and profitable art markets 

figure 3
Moyses van Wtenbrouck, 
Rural Scene, undated, oil on 
panel, 45 × 56 cm, formerly 
with auctioneer Dorotheum, 
Vienna, auction catalogue 
16.06.2004
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arose in a very short period, without the physical and intellectual 
weight of ancient monuments that characterized classicizing art 
beneath the Alps. When the volume of Amsterdam’s art market grew 
at an unprecedented pace within a mere couple of decades in the 
seventeenth century, some spoke of the “Batavian Arcadia,” to quote 
the title of a then widely popular novel. The Ancients had found a 
permanent home in the land of the Batavians, the tribe the Romans 
allegedly located in the area that later became the Netherlands. This 
art then sparked its own centrifugal movement, in which paintings 
and painters were exported to neighboring countries, especially 

figure 5
Wenceslaus Hollar after 
Anthony van Dyck,  
Franciscus Junius, 1641  
or earlier, etching, 16,8 ×  
12,6 cm, author’s portrait in 
De schilderkonst der oude, 
Middelburg 1641,  
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam,  
nr. RP-P-OB-11.399

figure 4
Rembrandt, The Rape of 
Ganymede, 1635, oil on  
canvas, 130 × 171 cm,  
Gemäldegalerie, Dresden



6 introduction

Britain – thus following the route that the Batavians had presumably 
taken when they colonized England from Brittenburg, a fort on the 
Dutch shore opposite the Thames estuary.

For the vagaries of the classical tradition, Junius offers a curious 
painterly metaphor, reporting on one of the ancient artist Galato’s 
works as “Homer himself vomiting, and other poets consuming what 
he had spewed.”3 For Junius and his patrons, as the proverbial “first 
painter in ancient memory,” the blind poet had the aristocratic 
bronze features of the so-called Arundel Homer, now in the British 
Museum [Fig. 6].4 The present book explores the import of such a 
strikingly bathetic remark: Antiquity as redigested and Arcadia as 
relocated to the shores of the North Sea in the seventeenth century. 
As will be shown, Junius’ efforts were part of a far larger learned proj-
ect joining antiquarianism, philology, and the visual arts which was 
intended, as he said, to turn his century “into a golden one.”5 Junius 
was certainly a mainstay in the Dutch and English realms of art and 
literature, and yet nowadays he is remarkably unfamiliar to histori-
ans of the Dutch Golden Age and unknown to museum visitors. This 
recent lack of interest contrasts sharply to his glowing reception by 
seventeenth-century painters, including Peter Paul Rubens (1577–
1640), Anthony van Dyck (1591–1641), and Rembrandt’s pupil Samuel 
van Hoogstraten (1627–1678). Nor did the world of letters, ranging 
from the renowned philosopher Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) to the 
Dutch nation’s “Prince of Poets,” Joost van den Vondel (1587–1679), 
lag behind in its praise for Junius’ theory of art.

Straddling the domains of classical scholarship and painting 
practice, Junius also moved between the Netherlands and England, 
contributing to the cultural self-image of “the world here in our 
Northern climates,” to quote from William Aglionby’s (†1705) 
Painting Illustrated in Three Dialogues (1685).6 As an intermediary 
between the library of the antiquarian John Selden (1584–1654)  
and Van Dyck’s workshop, and between the circles of Gerardus 
Vossius (1577–1649), “the emperor of the world of letters,” and of 
Rembrandt, dubbed the “miracle of our age” by his contemporaries,7 
Junius certainly merits a place in the historian’s spotlight. His  
project of inventorying ancient literature on art and translating  
it into his mother tongue mapped out a “vernacular arcadia”:  
a realm wherein Venus could be a Dutchwoman and satyrs roamed 
Flemish fields.
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This study addresses The Painting of the Ancients as a key to  
the interplay between philology and the art of painting in the  
seventeenth century. In this context, philology means the humanis-
tic study of ancient texts and the incipient discipline of comparative 
linguistics, while also denoting what the Germans call Realphilologie: 
the study of material objects as an aid to scholarly issues. Thus,  
we analyze how the international tradition of Latin texts on the  
figurative arts obtained a visual counterpart in aristocratic collec-
tions of antiquities in London, Rome, and Amsterdam, which were 

figure 6
‘Homer’ from the Arundel  
Collection, Hellenistic Greek, 
2nd century BC, bronze, 
h. 29,5 cm, The British 
Museum, London, nr. GR 
760,0919.1. 
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