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Abstract
This essay draws from the writings of authors such as Franciscus Junius and Samuel van 
Hoogstraten to suggest that Rembrandt associated his artistic identity with the ancient 
Batavians, purported forefathers of the Dutch. Tracing the etymological association of 
‘schild’ (shield) and ‘schilder’ (painter) and the fascination with Teutonic lore in Rembrandt’s 
milieu, the author proposes an analogy between Rembrandt’s increasingly blunt, direct 
manner of painting and the plainness of manner and speech associated with the Batavians. 
This analysis sheds new light on Rembrandt’s Conspiracy of the Batavians under Claudius 
Civilis (Stockholm, Nationalmuseum), painted for the Amsterdam Town Hall.
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Introduction: Rembrandt’s Name1

Raphael’s and Michelangelo’s names, which 
allegedly expressed the ‘angelic’ character of 
their works, may have reflected an element of 
their ambitions in self-fashioning, in a more 
pretentious manner than that by which Tin-
toretto’s name stood merely for his dexterity 
with paints.2 North of the Alps, these Italians 
may in turn have been an example for Peter 
Paul Rubens, whose own last name could be 
derived from the Latin verb ‘rubere’, literally 
meaning being red or, more f iguratively, blush-
ing. The name ‘Rubens’ may have come to stand 
for a specif ic manner of brushwork, connected 
to the self-image the artist wanted to project: 
perhaps he focused on rosy flesh tints as one 
of his trademarks.

Like his predecessors who were known by 
their f irst names, the master from the Joden-
breestraat signed simply with ‘Rembrandt’. 
This essay explores a possible background for 
his choice. The name was idiosyncratic in the 
seventeenth century; an old Germanic word, 
Rembrandt meant ‘regal sword’.3 This article 
will suggest that when the artist highlighted 
his f irst name, he probably had his presumed 
Batavian forefathers in mind. This was not dis-
similar to his pupil Samuel van Hoogstraten, 
who carried the nickname ‘The Batavian’, 
identifying him as descendant of the local tribe 
that had inhabited the Low Countries during 
the Roman occupation.4 Van Hoogstraten, 
who was thankfully so garrulous on paper in 
contrast to his master’s silence, referred repeat-
edly to these northern forefathers, including 
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the Saxons, Longobards, Scandinavians, and 
Anglo-Saxons, and quoted from authors well 
versed in Germanic antiquities, Richard Ver-
stegan and Franciscus Junius.5 Rembrandt’s 
library does not mention the latter’s work of 
art theory, The Painting of the Ancients; as a 
quarto-sized volume it could have been among 
the ‘f ifteen miscellaneous books’ mentioned 
at his bankruptcy.6 Yet he probably owned a 
copy of J.L. Gottfried’s Historical Chronicle 
(1630–1635), an illustrated world history also 
including images of the Batavians.7

Rembrandt may have associated his artistic 
identity with the military valour of the Batavi-
ans whose shields were their f irst works of art. 
There is no definitive proof for this hypothesis. 
In order to connect seventeenth-century ideas 
about etymology to themes and styles in paint-
ing, this article will therefore sketch a broad 
scholarly background, proposing that the choice 
for ‘Rembrandt’ as an artistic brand name was 
related to the antiquarian interest of some of 
the master’s contemporaries. Our discussion 
will f irst outline the insight that the Germanic 
languages shared a single past that could be a 
cultural counterweight to the Mediterranean. 
Then some instances of Germanic iconography 
will come to the fore, before the focus falls on 
Rembrandt’s brushwork. As shall be argued by 
singling out the painting The Conspiracy of the 
Batavians under Claudius Civilis, the master’s 
idiosyncratic working manner reflected a con-
scious choice to adjust form to content, related to 
the vernacular ideology formulated by learned 
contemporaries, Franciscus Junius in particular.

Teutonophilia in the Early 
Seventeenth Century

Junius’s treatise on painting, the starting 
point for our analysis, was the f irst of its kind 
in Dutch to appear after Karel van Mander’s 

Schilder-Boek (1604). The Latin original (1637) 
was in fact the only work of art theory ever 
published in seventeenth-century Amsterdam, 
Europe’s most dynamic art market at the time. 
The book was renowned among the lettered 
and when the Dutch version appeared in 1641, it 
must have made an impact among painters, too; 
Rembrandt’s acquaintances, including Constan-
tijn Huygens, Joachim von Sandrart, and Van 
Hoogstraten, respectively owned a copy, quoted 
from it, and praised its qualities.8 Junius’s schol-
arship is essential for our integrated analysis of 
etymology and art. He was a mainstay in a circle 
of ‘Philoteutones’, to use his own term, among 
whom taking pride in an obscure word such 
as ‘Rembrandt’ responded to a larger cultural 
pattern that would culminate in the painted 
decoration of Amsterdam’s Town Hall.9

Around 1641, the Batavians again came 
to life for the Dutch: their battle against the 
Romans was deemed to have foreshadowed 
the Dutch revolt against the Habsburgs. The 
Philoteutones around Junius included, for 
one, Johan van Heemskerck, who brought the 
manuscript of Junius’s treatise, The Painting of 
the Ancients, from the author, at the time work-
ing in London, to Amsterdam for publication 
in 1634 and was among the f irst to receive a 
printed copy.10 Van Heemskerck’s own nov-
elistic work, Batavian Arcadia, was read by 
an especially large audience; its subsequent 
editions contained an increasing number of 
references to the ancient Batavians, pitting this 
bravest of the Germanic tribes not only against 
the Romans but also, anachronistically, against 
the Spaniards.11 The book sparked a peculiar, 
new, patriotic-novelistic genre that suited the 
Philoteutones’ tastes. Another author to receive 
a copy of Junius’s art theory was Hugo Grotius, 
who became a great admirer; he wrote some of 
the seminal texts about Germanic ancestry.12 
His Treatise on the Antiquity of the Batavian, 
now Dutch Republic (1610) developed a positive 
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view of the Dutch in comparison to other na-
tions; he also devoted attention to artists such 
as Lucas van Leyden, presented as exemplary of 
the Batavian mentality.13 Grotius’s books were 
essential in providing the new culture politics 
of the northern provinces, especially Holland 
and Zeeland, with a historical dimension.

After f inishing his treatise on painting, 
Junius became a key f igure in the cultural 
movement that highlighted the Germanic 
past as a counterweight to the predominance 
of Italy and France. As Germanic antiquity had 
left almost no material remnants, language was 
an essential source. When he returned from 
England to Holland in 1642, the scholar started 
to work on various editions and dictionaries re-
lated to the history of the Germanic languages. 
Sophie van Romburgh’s unparalleled work on 
Junius’s learned background has pointed out 
that it was The Painting of the Ancients that 
put him on the trail of comparative Germanic 
linguistics: in London, he had worked simul-
taneously on Dutch and English translations, 
which inspired his subsequent, pioneering 
studies of Anglo-Saxon, Frisian, Gothic, Old 
Norse, and Icelandic – all subordinated to this 
grand project of elevating the status of Dutch or, 
as he called its ancient forerunner, ‘Teutonic’:14

I know the sharp and vigorous talents of the 
Dutch; I know how great the lovers of splen-
dour and all elegancies are; I also know for cer-
tain with what a great love for a joint mother 
tongue and fatherland they are burning; I am 
so roused to the greatest and, as I trust, truest 
hope that there will always be the exceptional 
talents of our people, who apply themselves, 
together with me, to recovering Teutonic to 
the grace of pristine prestige and grandeur by 
all application of their energy.15

This ambition echoed the then popular idea 
that Dutch would be the purest Germanic 

language, as posited by Verstegan and Abraham 
Mylius. Mylius saw Dutch as a direct deriva-
tion from Hebrew or Greek;16 the latter idea 
appealed to Junius too:

Such a great splendour overflowed the ancient 
Teutonic language everywhere that foreign-
ers of great name in our century have will-
ingly granted it the primacy because of the 
extraordinary richness of an idiom spread far 
and wide, the splendour, the magnif icence, 
and the remarkable pre-eminence of authentic 
elegance.17

Junius’s ambitions united art and language 
throughout his career: he continued to refer to 
his painting treatise in later works, including 
an edition of an Old High German version of 
the Song of Songs (1655) and an unf inished 
Anglo-Saxon dictionary.18 This dictionary, in 
fact, incorporated a manuscript glossary on 
Anglo-Saxon from the library of Rubens, who 
apparently shared some of Junius’s interests 
and wrote a letter in praise of his art theory.19 
Growing insight into the similarities between 
Dutch, Frisian, and Old English apparently con-
tributed to the awareness of a common cultural 
origin in Britain and the Low Countries. Junius 
was in an ideal position to explore this through 
his appointment as curator of the collections of 
the London-based Earl and Countess of Arun-
del, which included paintings by many artists 
from the Netherlands, including Rembrandt, 
and illustrated Anglo-Saxon manuscripts. 
Here, Junius started to collect the texts in 
various ancient Germanic languages that 
would determine his further career.20 In addi-
tion, he corresponded with pivotal f igures of 
the Teutonic ‘Renaissance’ in the Netherlands, 
such as Johannes Smetius, whose antiquarian 
collection the Arundels desired to buy, and 
Janus Vlitius.21 Whereas in the Arundel circle, 
respected English antiquarians such as William 
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Camden restricted their historical interests to 
the countries bordering the ‘British Ocean’ 
(North Sea), Junius’s work eventually linked 
England not only to Holland and Friesland but 
also the German states, Norway, Sweden, and 
Iceland. By the 1640s, the Dutchman fully ex-
changed art theory for etymological research, 
suggesting that his ‘comparison of most ancient 
dialects’ should shed light on those ‘most noble 
peoples’: ‘the triumphant Goths, Huns, Vandals 
and Longobards when the glory of the Roman 
Empire was in decline’.22

Germanic Iconography

As early as 1604, Karel van Mander demon-
strated his awareness of the importance of 
Germanic art when referring to Lambert 
Lombard’s and Hubert Goltzius’s interest in 
‘Frankish’ or ‘Teutonic antiquities’.23 These 
ancient works had been made when art in 
Italy had declined and was almost destroyed 
in war; therefore the ‘images by the Franks’ 
provided Lombard with ‘his basis in art’. This 
characterization appeared inspired to some 
extent by the painter’s name, which identif ies 
him as a descendant of the ancient Longobards 
(more specif ically, the tribe of the Eburones).24 
Some examples of those ‘Frankish’ masters 
are to be found in Junius’s writings: Notker, 
a painter at Otto II’s court; the artist and en-
graver Tutilo of the Swiss Abbey of Saint Gall; 
and Eginhard, Charlemagne’s secretary, who 
was also an architect.25 Only the latter’s work 
remains: an altar cross for the monastery of 
Saint Servaas in Maastricht. Imitating the form 
of a Roman triumphal arch, it is decorated with 
classical personif ications and thus interprets 
the ancient heritage in Christian terms (fig. 2.1).

What did art based on presumed Germanic 
roots look like for antiquarians in the Low Coun-
tries? Verstegan depicted the seven deities of 

the Germanic pantheon in some detail.26 When 
it came to images to complement the philolo-
gical scholarship, however, the Batavians merit 
our attention, and especially their goddess, 
Nehalennia. The tribesmen themselves were 
f irst portrayed in Otto van Veen’s text, The War 
of the Batavians and the Romans (1612), where 
they appeared as civilized ancients in elegant 
clothes and feathered hats.27 By contrast, 
Simon Frisius’s images in Philippus Cluverius, 
Ancient Germany (1616) showed half-naked 
barbarians (f ig. 2.2).28 Both books drew from 
Tacitus’s account, ‘The Origin and Land of the 
Germans’, praising the Batavians as a battle-
hardened tribe, translated into Dutch in 1616; 
Van Hoogstraten’s treatise also quotes from it.29 
According to Tacitus, the tribal leader Julius 
Civilis (Claudius Civilis to the Dutch, due to 
faulty copying of the source texts), had staged 
a revolt against the Romans;30 Van Hoogstraten 
fondly recalls him as ‘our Batavian’.31 A more 
detailed picture of Germanic idolatry featured 
in Abraham Ortelius’s An Image of the Golden 
Age or the Life, Manners, Rites, and Religion of 
the Ancient Germans (1596). The engraving, 
possibly by Pieter van der Borcht the Elder, 
shows the ancient tribe venerating the sun, 
moon, and statues apparently imported by the 
Romans, representing Mercury and Minerva 
(f ig. 2.3).

The coastal province of Zeeland was a 
special focus of attention in Junius’s circle. 
From time to time, battered votive sculptures 
surfaced on its shores dating back to the 
Batavian era, some of them depicting syncre-
tist Roman-Germanic Gods. The Amsterdam 
professor Gerardus Johannes Vossius discussed 
a statue of Mercury, found on the island of 
Walcheren, that was reportedly destroyed by 
Saint Willibrord (658–739). This Anglo-Saxon 
missionary, the ‘Apostle of the Low Countries’, 
made conversions in the area from Friesland 
to the Southern Netherlands. According to 
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Alcuin’s hagiography of c. 795, Willibrord’s 
company demolished the Walcheren shrine 
and murdered its guard.32

Such a scene was portrayed by an Amster-
dam artist in Rembrandt’s orbit, Johannes Co-
laert (f ig. 2.4): Willibrord, in full ecclesiastical 
regalia, is surrounded by a disheveled group of 
natives. At a gesture of his left hand, it seems, 
an altar statue of a laurel-crowned young nude 
(male or female), holding a torch, breaks in 

two. It apparently symbolizes pagan antiquity 
as well as the sensuality associated with it.33 
Vossius’s son Matthaeus made a detailed study 
of the area of the f inds: after writing a ‘book on 
the deeds of the ancient Batavians’ (Annalium, 
1635), he proceeded with The Antiquities of Hol-
land and Zeeland in 1642;34 ‘the subject will also 
be welcome to Englishmen, because it is still 
unknown to foreigners; well, it is even hardly 
known to the Dutch’, Vossius wrote to Junius 
in London.35

The most conspicuous of the Zeeland f inds 
were monuments dedicated to Nehalennia, a 
Germanic deity the Romans had included in 

  2.1. Anonymous artist, Drawing of the foot of a cross, in the form 
of a Roman triumphal arch donated by eginhard to the Basilica of 
St Servatius in Maastricht (first half 9th century), undated, Paris, 
Bibliothèque national, MS fr.10440, fol. 45

  2.2. Simon Frisius, Germanic Family, 1616, etching and engraving,  
262 × 162 mm, in: Philippus Cluverius, Germaniae antique libri tres 
(Leiden 1616), Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv. RP-P-1950-361

  2.3. Attributed to Pieter van der Borcht the elder, Germanic Religion, 
1596, engraving in: A. ortelius, Aurei Saeculi Imago, Antwerpen 1596. 
Amsterdam, University of Amsterdam, Special Collections
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their pantheon. Some imagery had already 
been found in the sixteenth century, but in 
1647 a low tide revealed a fully-fledged temple 
structure dedicated to her.36 Its discovery, 
sketched by Hendrick van Schuylenburg, 

attracted many in the Netherlands, including 
Constantijn Huygens and the draftsman Wil-
lem Goeree, a Zeeland native who witnessed 
the f indings with his own eyes: it is not hard to 
imagine other artists present by his side on the 

  2.4. Johannes Jansz Colaert, Willibrord Destroys the Cult Statue, 
1653, oil on canvas, 113 × 156 cm., formerly Amsterdam, 
Collection Willem Russell. Present location unknown

  2.5. Jan de Mel, Nehalennia Altars, in: olivarius Vredius 
(olivier de Wree), Historiae Comitum Flandriae Libri Prodromi 
Duo (Bruges 1650), engraving, 265 × 178 mm. Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, F.G. Waller Bequest, 1937, inv. RP-P-1937.2216

  2.6. Unknown artist, Altar for Nehalennia, of Dacinus, Son 
of Liffio, c. 150-250 AD, limestone relief, 95.5 × 64 × 28 cm, 
Leiden, Royal Museum of Antiquities, inv. iDn 1. Found in 
Domburg
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beach.37 The votive objects characteristically 
represented Nehalennia as a woman with a 
basket of fruit on her lap and a dog by her side 
(f igs. 2.5-2.6). The Dutch painters do not seem 
to have explored this iconography, unless we 
presume that it contributed to the popularity in 
the 1620s and ‘30s of pastoral images of women 
carrying fruit or flowers, such as shepherdesses 
and female portraits all’antica – including Rem-
brandt’s painting of his wife Saskia in arcadian 
costume (f ig. 2.7).38

Among scholars, however, speculations 
about the goddess sparked discussions on art 
and etymology. Nehalennia seemed to prove 
that the ancient indigenous culture of the 
Netherlands was already fully developed before 
the Roman occupation. Such, at least, was the 
opinion of Marcus Boxhornius, professor of his-
tory in Leiden, who wrote a Chronicle of Zeeland 
(1644) connecting the archaeological f inds to a 

theory on the ancestry of many Dutch words. 
Not only did he derive Nehalennia’s name from 
Nat eiland (‘wet island’), he also traced the 
name of Zierikzee, one of Zeeland’s largest cit-
ies, back to the sorceress Circe in the Odyssey.39 
Thus he contributed his share to the theory 
that Homer’s epics actually took place not on 
the Greek islands but in the Low Countries, 
an idea that became very popular (and still 
has its adherents today): the city of Vlissingen 
(Flushing) would even bear  Odysseus’s name.40

Among the Teutonophiles, discussions about 
the iconography of the extant indigenous 
Dutch antiquities thus became intertwined 
with a wider linguistic argument, drawing 
the Dutch language and history closer to the 
most ancient past. Inspired by Junius’s schol-
arship, Vlitius eventually used Nehalennia 
to argue for the pedigree tracing Dutch back 
to Scythian, and the Batavians as descended 
from the Scyths. Junius came to embrace 
this theory, too, after the 1660s.41 Later in the 
century, Nehalennia’s myth grew to inflated 
proportions; a particularly elaborate image was 
included in Servatius Gallaeus’s Discourse on 
the God Hercules Magusanus and the Goddess 
Nehalennia (1688). The frontispiece by Romeyn 
de Hooghe demonstrates the veneration of 
Nehalennia and ‘Hercules Magusanus’, another 
syncretistic deity and the presumed forefather 
of the Batavians.42 The artist has included wor-
shippers with sacrif icial animals, prostrating 
themselves before their idols in two shrines, 
in fact greatly enlarged versions of the Zeeland 
f inds (f ig. 2.8). On the left, one of Nehalennia’s 
votive stones has been turned into the front 
of a full-f ledged temple crowned with statues 
of Ceres and Neptune, highlighting her status 
as the coastal province’s fertility goddess. 
Nehalennia is depicted with her signature dog, 

  2.7. Rembrandt, Saskia van Uylenburgh in Arcadian Costume (Saskia 
van Uylenburgh as Flora), 1635, oil on canvas, 123.5 × 97.5 cm, London, 
national Gallery, inv. 4930
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basket of f lowers, a hood and a cloth draped 
over her shoulders; the columns flanking her 
image echo the pilasters on the original sculp-
tures. The f lying putto to her right, however, 
was a product of the imagination, as was the 
scale of the architecture: the real votive stones 
almost never exceed one meter in height.

Germanic Style

Boxhornius’s attempts were one example 
among many using language for a reconstruc-
tion of Germanic antiquity. The most popular 
etymological argument used by Dutch art 
theorists concerned the verb schilderen (to 
paint), which they interpreted as developed 
from the noun schild (shield); Van Hoogstraten 
explained that ‘one will easily admit that the 
ancient Batavians have known no other paint-
ings than their shields’.43 Hence he stated that 
Teutons and Batavians should be represented 
wearing shields with painted images, and the 
Anglo-Saxons with chariots decorated in the 
same manner. Contemporary prints conf irm 
this idea: Cluverius’s book represents Germanic 
noblemen with large, rectangular shields, one 
decorated with a painted bird; the personif ica-
tion of Germania also carries a painted shield 
(f ig. 2.9).44

This popular etymology was codif ied in a 
Dutch-Latin dictionary of 1605. Its entry for 
schild reads: ‘a painted shield, or the paint-
ing and image of a shield’; likewise, the verb 
schilderen is explained as ‘the construction or 
painting of a shield’.45 Van Mander repeats this 
argument and Junius gives it a prominent posi-
tion in the Dutch version of his treatise. More 

than both the Latin and the English versions, 
this book devotes attention to the Germanic 
tribes’ courage, replacing a discussion of Chris-
tian imagery with an exploration of the origin 
of the ‘Dutch verb schilderen [...] since it is 
probable that for a long time, the ancient battle-
hardened inhabitants of these lands have used 
art only to ornament their shields’.46 In Junius’s 
scholarship, the etymology is taken seriously; 
it returns in his manuscripts for a dictionary 
of Anglo-Saxon.47 The painted decorations, 
apparently, expressed martial valour: ‘in the 
times of our ancestors [...] the shields of valiant 
men were painted; the shields of fresh-water 
souldiers on the contrary and of unmanly 
cowards, were unpainted.’48

The reasoning that derived schilderen 
from schilden in fact reflected a fundamental 
attitude in the Dutch appreciation of their 
ancestors. Ultimately, the ‘Golden Age’ of 

  2.8. Romeyn de hooghe, Veneration of Nehalennia and Hercules 
Magusanus, 1688, engraving, frontispiece in: Servatius Gallaeus, 
‘Dissertatio de deo hercule Magusano et de dea nehalennia in littore 
maris Zelandi effossis’ in: Dissertationes de Sibyllis earumque oraculis, 
1688, Amsterdam, University of Amsterdam, Special Collections, inv. 
otM o 62-3647
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Dutch painting – which, according to Van 
Hoogstraten, equalled that of ancient Greece 
– mirrored the aetas aurea of Germanic history 
when the Romans praised the Batavians for 
their martial prowess and noble simplicity.49 
Verstegan states that ‘Seneca doth exceed-
ingly laud them, not letting to say, that there 
is no nation more coragious then the German’; 
Van Hoogstraten praises in particular the 
Rhinelanders’ weaponry.50 We are reminded 
of the exemplary Batavian Soranus, able to 
cross the Danube swimming in full armour.51 
Yet, the Germanic tribes allegedly shared not 

only military but also cultural values. In the 
seventeenth century, those values became a 
model for judging Dutch art and literature.

As Henri van de Waal has shown, Dutch 
writers reiterated a commonplace that Roman 
historians had used in describing and appro-
priating foreign civilizations: the simplicity of 
the barbaric tribes was deemed a positive value 
that had been lost by the ancients themselves.52 
More recently, Ernst Gombrich addressed this 
issue in a wider context of art criticism when 
he showed that the alleged simplicity of one’s 
forefathers was a recurring theoretical concept 
in discussing the f igurative arts from Cic-
ero onwards.53 Theories of painting presented 
simplicity, and a corresponding inability to 
f latter, as particularly praiseworthy virtues. 
The preference for Germanic antiquity itself 
followed closely the ancient authors’ topical 
fondness for the ‘roughness’ and ‘crudity’ of an 
earlier age. Ultimately, Cicero’s formula in De 
oratore was made famous by Gombrich’s book: 
‘How much more brilliant [...] in beauty and 
variety of colouring are new pictures compared 
to the old ones. But though they captivate us 
at f irst sight the pleasure does not last, while 
the very roughness and crudity of old paintings 
maintain their hold on us.’54

Verstegan, for instance, writing about the 
Germanic tribes, echoed the various elements of 
this positive judgment of primitive civilization: 
‘uncorrupt nature’, simplicity, and masculinity 
in contrast to ‘whorish’ or ‘effeminate’ appear-
ance. Following Tacitus, he recounted that the 
Germans ‘were without fraud and subtiltie, yea 
one of Caesars own successors in the Roman 
Empyre saith plainly that hee had learned by 
experience, that this people could not flatter, 
but conversed simply and plainly with all 
other nations’.55 Similarly, the notion of ‘virtuous 

  2.9. nicolaas van Geilenkercken after Simon Frisius, Germanic Warriors, 
1616, engraving, in: Philippus Cluverius, Germaniae antiquae libri tres 
(Leiden 1616), p. 194. Amsterdam, University of Amsterdam, Special 
Collections
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primitives’ related to various artistic concerns. 
Most obvious was the rhetorical concept of 
brevity, denoting plain and unadorned speech. 
Brevitas was connected, for example, to writ-
ing in the vernacular.56 Art theorists used this 
notion to legitimize their efforts when writing 
in Dutch, since ‘lessons are of more benefit […] 
when they are presented concisely and clearly in 
a common language, without polished speech’.57 
According to Verstegan, this also held true for 
the early Christian missionaries: although they 
had preached in Anglo-Saxon, their straightfor-
ward speeches were understood by the local 
tribes in the Netherlands. Verstegan and Junius 
thus deemed the Germanic languages less cor-
rupted by stylistic affectation than modern 
Romance ones. The former held that a ‘broken 
and corrupt kind of Latin’ is spoken in Spain 
and France, while Junius echoed this sentiment 
in speaking of ‘bastard Latin languages’ that 
serve as a stark foil to the purity of the modern 
Germanic tongues.58

Verstegan dwelled at length on the Teutons’ 
virtues, related to their alleged simplicity and 
unaffected style of speaking: he praised their 
‘honesty of lyf, a rare thing among pagan people’. 
Caesar would have reported that ‘the youth of 
Germanie were not given to the lusts of the flesh’: 
the men refrained from intercourse with women 
younger than twenty years and married only vir-
gins.59 The author repeated the Roman authors’ 
preference for the incorruptible masculinity 
of foreigners that mirrored their compatriots’ 
alleged decadence. This commonplace is also 
expressed in Ortelius’s representation of the Ger-
mans, specifying frugality as one of their chief 
virtues – even though the image also stresses 
their preference for huge quantities of food.60

Verstegan’s topical remarks on primitive 
virtues are echoed in Junius’s theory, where 
the appreciation of uncorrupt civilization 
apparently overlaps the preference for an art 
which is ‘close to nature’. For Junius, ‘a right 

lover of Art’ must ‘preferre a plaine and honest 
worke agreeing with Nature before any other 
phantastically capricious devices’.61 Colette 
Nativel has even recently indicated that his 
moral standards derived to a large extent from 
ancient Stoicism;62 as an example one could 
single out a statement in Seneca’s Letters: ‘Our 
principle is to live according to Nature [...] 
philosophy calls for frugality, not self-torture: 
frugality can still be in good taste [...] He is great 
who uses pottery dishes as if they were silver.’63

In Junius’s treatise, masculine appearance 
and behaviour are directly equated to the 
pictorial values of ‘natural colouring’ and 
‘closeness to life’. He quotes Quintilian: ‘The 
dignitie belonging to a man must be stout and 
uncorrupted; it cannot abide an effeminate 
smoothnesse, nor such a colour as is procured 
by choice painting; seeing bloud and strength 
must make it goodly and faire.’64 The Dutch 
text speaks about ‘healthy’ colours.65 It is worth 
quoting a longer passage in which Junius ex-
plains his vision of ideal antiquity, determined 
by the virtues of virile, martial simplicity, and 
praises plain colouring above gaudy ornamen-
tation (hoogh-verwighe blancketsels):

Those who are taken with an outward shew 
of things [...] iudge sometimes that there 
is more beautie in them which are polled, 
shaved, smoothed, curled, and painted, than 
incorrupt Nature can give unto them: even as 
if pulchritude did proceed out of the corrup-
tion of manners. [...] [I]f any man study to trim 
bodies with an effeminate kinde of polling and 
painting, the very labour and affectation of 
such a forced beauty shall make them most 
ill-favoured and ugly.

Junius continues this simile with a quote from 
Lucian, declaring that ref ined dress is not 
befitting to masculine strength, and concludes 
that painters should address the subject matter 
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around them in an uncorrupted, simple paint-
ing style:

If any man should offer to adorne a lusty and 
stout wrestler [...] with purple cloaths and other 
whorish ornaments, disguising likewise and 
painting his face; would he not seeme to be 
very ridiculous, for shaming the man after this 
manner? Even so is it for the most part better to 
decke his worke in a rug gowne, than to adorne 
it with strumpet-like ornaments. [...] [W]e must 
not alwayes thinke that best which is most hid-
den; for the best things are ever at hand, inher-
ent in the things themselves, and most easily 
discerned by their owne light, being the f irst 
things our eyes meet with if we winke not.66

The topical train of thought attributing virtue 
to the simple and unaffected explains how 
Verstegan was able to conclude in regard to 
the Germanic costumes, that ‘theire incivillitie 
appeereth to have bin such that it might have 
given great example of civillitie, to al the rest 
of the barbarous nations of the world besyde’.67

It does not seem an impossible train of 
thought to connect the simplicity in the choice 
of subject matter, recommended by Junius, to 
the straightforward representation of everyday 
objects that in some measure determined the 
Dutch painters’ international acclaim – their 
preference, according to Van Hoogstraten, ‘to 
follow the simplicity of nature’.68 As early as 
1602, Grotius, analysing the characteristics of 
the Dutch, harked back to the Batavian virtues 
of simplicity and purity in order to contrast 
the ‘artif icial’ painting of the Italians with the 
works of Maarten van Heemskerck and Lucas 
van Leyden who allegedly ‘followed Nature’.69 
The aims formulated in Dutch art theory to imi-
tate nature in a simple and uncorrupted man-
ner, and the authors’ less pronounced interest 
in products of the imagination, have recently 
been put into perspective by referring to the 

Stoical ethics prevalent in seventeenth-century 
Dutch moral philosophy.70 Junius’s remark that 
painters should realize that ‘the best things are 
ever at hand [...] being the f irst things our eyes 
meet with if we winke not’, applies well to the 
focus of many artists on genre scenes, low-life 
f igures and the surface qualities of simple ob-
jects. Van Hoogstraten, for one, retains Junius’s 
preference for nature above fantasy. Thus, he 
not only mentions the sobriety in the attire of 
the Teutonic tribes, but he also repeats Junius’s 
criticism of extravagance, quoting Vitruvius’s 
statement that ‘a ship should look like a ship, 
an image like a human being, or [...] a known 
or natural creature’.71

The Conspiracy of the Batavians under 
Claudius Civilis

It is hard to establish whether the Stoic 
admonishment to ‘use pottery dishes as if 
they were silver’ was relevant to the usage of 
simple pewter cups for the Supper celebra-
tion in Dutch Protestant churches, including 
large congregations such as Amsterdam’s 
Westerkerk. Even more speculative is a con-
nection between the commonplace in artistic 
literature that the Romans boasted of their 
humble origins as farmers and shepherds, as 
expressed for example by Van Hoogstraten, 
and the Amsterdam Burgomasters’ pride in 
their pedigree stemming from primitive but 
virtuous indigenous tribes.72 An example of 
this association is Govert Flinck’s monumental 
painting in the Amsterdam Town Hall (now 
the Royal Palace), Manius Curius Dentatus 
Preferring Turnips to Gold (1656), in which the 
theme expressed the ideal of stoic constancy in 
the face of bribery and decadence – Dentatus’ 
simple brown gown, contrasting with the 
bejewelled silk of his interlocutor, expressed 
his virtues (f ig.  2.10). Originally, this work 
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was part of the same decoration programme 
as Rembrandt’s Conspiracy of the Batavians 
under Claudius Civilis (1661-1662) (f ig. 2.11 and 
pl. 2.11). In contrast to Flinck’s work, however, 
Rembrandt’s Conspiracy was soon taken down 
again. In what follows, a new answer will be 
proposed to the question of why Rembrandt 
misjudged his patrons’ wishes – why he chose 
to make such an idiosyncratic painting. This 
work may have expressed his vision of ‘incor-
rupt nature’ associated with the indigenous 
Germans: a vernacular style of painting that 
corresponded to the Batavian subject matter.

Content and Form

Rembrandt obviously dif fered from his 
colleagues working for the Town Hall in his 
choice of iconographic details: he chose not 
to represent his f igures in Roman dress as Jan 
Lievens and Jacob Jordaens did in the context 
of the same commission.73 Most striking is the 
Batavian headgear: Claudius Civilis, or ‘Klaas 
Burgersen’ in Dutch, wears a particulary fan-
ciful hat that the artist perhaps derived from 
a f ifteenth-century medal.74 The standing 
f igure on the viewer’s side of the table wears 

  2.10. Govert Flinck, Manius Curius 
Dentatus Preferring Turnips to Gold, 
1656, oil on canvas, 458 × 370 cm, 
Amsterdam, Royal Palace
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slitted sleeves which, as Van de Waal has 
shown, were identif ied with the oldest Ger-
manic garb.75 When Rembrandt tried to give 
his Batavians such a ‘vernacular’ appearance 
he may have been echoing his pupil Colaert, 
who had depicted the Dutch Republic’s ances-
tors in a similarly un-Roman manner: behind 
Willibrord lurches a bearded man with a large 
fur hat foreshadowing Rembrandt’s Civilis 
(above, f ig. 2.4). Moreover, in contrast to Otto 
van Veen’s depiction and to the painting that 
came to replace the Conspiracy (by Jürgen 
Ovens and Flinck),76 in Rembrandt’s work 
the oath is not conf irmed with a civilized 
handshake, but by a joining of unsheathed 
swords.

There were clear literary reasons for rep-
resenting the Batavians in such a disheveled 
fashion – in Verstegan’s words, ‘the moste an-
cient manner of the Germans clothing’.77 Rem-
brandt’s hirsute portrayal was in keeping with 
Van Hoogstraten’s reference that the Germans 
‘did not shave their beards before they killed, 
captured, or disarmed one of their enemies’,78 
as well as with Junius’s description of the an-
cients’ preference for a ‘rug[ged] gowne’ above 
‘purple cloaths and other whorish ornaments’. 
He also depicted the hero full face with his one 
eye directed at the beholder, highlighting his 
aff inity to Hannibal, Rome’s most illustrious 
enemy (and in breach of what ancient decorum 
itself prescribed: Apelles, confronted with a 

  2.11. Rembrandt, The Conspiracy of the Batavians under Claudius Civilis, 1661-1662, oil on canvas, 196 × 309 cm, Stockholm, nationalmuseum, on loan 
to Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, inv. Sk-C-1747
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similar theme, had depicted his one-eyed sitter 
en profil).79

Yet Rembrandt’s Batavians stand apart 
from the other f igures made for the Town 
Hall in other respects, too. The Conspiracy of 
the Batavians under Claudius Civilis displays 
a stylistic ‘roughness’ of brushwork using 
blurred contours, a differentiated relief in 
the paint layer, and a predominantly mono-
chromous palette.80 In the Batavians’ hands 
joined in taking the oath, the movements of 
the painter’s hand are emphatically visible. 
Especially in the three f igures on the right, the 
crude impasto renders the faces with plastic-
ity. Paint is also applied thickly on the canvas 
to suggest Civilis’s jewels.

Differentiations in the transparency of con-
tours, and the variation of small tonal nuances 
within an overall monochromous palette, were 
elements of Rembrandt’s art that contributed to 
the suggestion of space. Obviously, this sketchy 
manner of painting was at the same time an ab-
breviation of method, suitable in particular for 
a painting, like The Conspiracy of the Batavians 
under Claudius Civilis, intended to be seen from 
a considerable distance. Yet Rembrandt’s work 
is so different from the other images made for 
the Town Hall that the question arises whether 
there may have been additional, iconographical 
reasons for his choice of brushwork. Perhaps 
he rendered ‘rugged gowns’ in a rough man-
ner: his use of the relief of the paint layer to 
suggest the decorations on Civilis’s dress calls 
to mind the ‘crude’ kind of ornament that 
was such a central theme in Junius’s treatise, 
which condemned effeminate embellishment. 
Moreover, Rembrandt may have wanted to 
depict the Batavians’ features in an unpolished, 
monochromatic, robust manner responding to 
the same ideals of masculine brushwork.

Junius’s condemnation of smooth and 
polished paintings and his preference for 
roughness foreshadowed what Van Hoogstraten 

and others would later write about the ‘rough 
manner’, of which Rembrandt’s art was deemed 
the epitome (Wybrand de Geest would refer to 
it as an example of rouw work, and as late as 
1712, Gerard de Lairesse even spoke of paint 
‘dripping like mud on the canvas’).81 Leaving 
the brushstroke visible was a means of more 
strongly engaging the viewer, whose imagina-
tion f illed in the missing elements: when Ju-
nius criticized ‘shaved, smoothed, curled, and 
painted’ f igures portrayed ‘with an effeminate 
kinde of polling and painting’, he pointed out 
that the artist should rather take care that when 
‘he hitteth the maine and weightiest points of 
art aright’, he ‘needs not trouble himselfe much 
about the neatnesse of some little haires, and 
of the uttermost ends of the nailes’.82 In effect, 
Junius took from ancient rhetorical theory the 
virtue of brevitas – suggesting a lot with few 
words – and adapted it to the art of painting.

Someone especially famous for the brevity 
that typif ied his style in writing was Tacitus. 
In the words of Van Hoogstraten, ‘among the 
Latin [authors …] Tacitus occupies f irst place, 
and who can encompass so many things 
in so few words better than he [...] It is true 
that, because he is profoundly succinct and 
somewhat obscure, a quick mind is needed 
to understand him, which is why he is also 
criticized by some.’83 It seems probable that 
these literary ideas influenced Van Hoogstraten 
when he wrote in a similar way about brevity 
in painting: the ‘shorthand’ that would not 
concern itself with representing individual 
hairs, but only suggest the optical impression 
it made.84 Like brevity in literature, in painting, 
too, this abbreviation of method might result in 
obscuritas, the ambivalence resulting from lack 
of detail. Precisely this obscurity – the quality 
that, as with Tacitus, made the work less acces-
sible to the unlearned and prone to criticism by 
stylistic puritans – may have been the reason 
for the Burgomasters’ eventual disappointment 
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with Rembrandt’s Conspiracy of the Batavians 
under Claudius Civilis. Like Tacitus’s style, 
Rembrandt’s was not for everyone. According 
to Houbraken, quoting Tacitus, such a rough 
manner was an idiosyncratic strategy, aimed 
at avoiding comparison with other masters.85

The hypothesis that Rembrandt’s short-
hand style echoed Tacitean brevity seems 
all the more more plausible if we take into 
consideration that ‘Tacitism’ was a popular 
topic of dicussion among humanists in the 
Low Countries concerned with the writing of 
history – especially for those working on the 
history of the Batavians: Justus Lipsius, Grotius, 
and Vossius. Van Hoogstraten’s statement on 
brevity effectively echoed Lipsius’s praise of the 
ancient author’s ‘rugged and obscure’ style.86 
Precisely these idiosyncratic aspects became 
elements of emulation in the historical writings 
of Grotius, whose emphasis on Batavian virtues 
we have already discussed.

To quote a modern scholar, ‘Lipsius and 
Vossius […] note […] that Tacitus’s diff icult 
style makes him unpopular or too diff icult for 
some readers. Naturally Grotius imitated this 
aspect too. He employs many devices to disturb 
smoothness, symmetry, regularity and ease of 
reading in the text, and sometimes this spills 
over into outright obscurity’.87 Lipsius even 
compared Tacitus’s style to the f igurative arts: 
his writing would have been like the work of 
embroiderers who skilfully embed gems in a 
cruder fabric. This style had obvious ideologi-
cal connotations: a conscious breach with the 
ideal of smoothness and ease accorded with 
the ‘preference for the primitive’ and with the 
condemnation of the alleged decadence of 
Roman civilization. The link between a Bata-
vian ‘primitive’ subject matter and a Batavian 
‘primitive’ style was even more explicit in an 
ideologically charged text by another Tacitist, 
Nicolaas Heinsius. The preface to his Dutch 
Poems (Nederduytsche Poemata, 1616) praises 

the Dutch language in contrast to corrupted 
French: ‘We have remained Batavians, / not 
used to servitude: and it is on free ground / 
that we have kept our language of old: / Not 
hampered, not chained by anyone.’88 The text, 
in reference to Tacitus, continues to praise 
the Batavian heroes and presents Civilis as 
vindicating indigenous culture against foreign 
influences. Here, there was evidently a specif ic 
Batavian manner of speaking to accord with a 
Batavian subject matter.

Paintings and Shields: The Artist’s 
Germanic Virtues

The question arises, how much The Conspiracy 
of the Batavians under Claudius Civilis – Rem-
brandt’s largest work by far and his most im-
portant public commission, directly related to 
the city of Amsterdam’s cultural politics – was 
a statement about Rembrandt’s own identity 
as an artist. To what extent was he aware of his 
humanist contemporaries who, when writing 
about the Batavians, tried to emulate Tacitean 
brevity? Did he consider a Batavian artistic 
style that could be associated with the Dutch 
Republic’s newly won independence?

In historical texts, the link between Tacitus 
and the visual arts was reinforced in 1684, when 
Frisius’s images of the Batavians were reused 
for a new translation of Tacitus (these were 
the ‘primitive’ Batavians with their barbarous 
shields).89 Yet the only artist who seems to have 
envisioned adapting his style to the Batavian 
virtues of simplicity and crudeness may have 
been Rembrandt, perhaps elaborating on ele-
ments pioneered by his pupil Colaert. Perhaps 
The Conspiracy of the Batavians under Claudius 
Civilis was an attempt at painterly decorum in 
a full sense, in which the original source text’s 
style of writing, the f igures’ style of dress and 
behaviour, and the artist’s style of brushwork 



2. ReMBRAnDt AnD the GeRMAniC St yLe 59

all accorded. Moreover, Rembrandt’s rough 
manner seems to have been an aspect of his 
self-fashioning, if we may believe Houbraken’s 
statement; perhaps in this painting, he wanted 
to associate his artistic persona with this semi-
nal moment in Dutch history.

Exploring the interplay of form and content, 
it is important to realize that the 1648 Peace of 
Westphalia was also interpreted as a military 
victory. The end of the Dutch Revolt was partly 
the consequence of the United Provinces’ 
military successes, for which Prince Maurits 
of Orange had made his famous studies of 
ancient texts on the art of war. When analys-
ing the painting of the Batavian warriors, it 
is hard to ignore the etymology that joined 
martial and artistic virtues: the art of paint-
ing as schilden-const. In Rembrandt’s work, 
the metaphor of painting as a mirror would 
have been replaced by a comparison of the 
paint surface with the battered shield of one’s 
forefathers.90

Germanic etymology may have played a 
role in the context of schilden-const as well 
as in the context of its practitioner. The artist 
may have thought of his own name, ‘a king’s 
sword’, as referring back to his presumably 
battle-hardened, Batavian forefathers whose 
shields were their f irst works of art. In keeping 
with Junius’s theory that held the art of war 
to be the fundamental human activity, Rem-
brandt’s Batavians may have been ideologically 
related to the Homeric warriors sketching their 
strategy with wine on the table, whom Junius 
praised as the inventors of painting.91 For Junius, 
who traced Germanic language and civilization 
back to the Greeks, the metaphor of painting 
as schilden-konst would then be founded on 
Homer’s description of Achilles’ shield, the f irst 
ekhrasis in European literature.92

Regarding the interplay of etymological and 
antiquarian notions as discussed above, it is 
possible to point out a f inal parallel in Colaert’s 

painting, which may have been Rembrandt’s 
model in different respects. The painting show-
cases the power of Willibrord’s speech that was 
able not only to sway the audience, but even to 
affect the pagan idol, destroyed by the mere 
force of language. This was obviously eloquence 
in the vernacular: as Verstegan suggested, Wil-
librord’s preaching had been so admirable in its 
brevity that his Anglo-Saxon dialect was easy 
on the natives’ ears. This painterly representa-
tion of the ancient Germanic tongue might 
inspire a further consideration of the f igures 
in Rembrandt’s Conspiracy of the Batavians 
under Claudius Civilis, represented at the mo-
ment they sealed their oath. Their words, ‘we 
will f ight for our freedom with the sword’,93 
would have been uttered in the language of 
‘the old Batavians our ancestors’, to quote Van 
Hoogstraten.94

Is it conceivable that Rembrandt envisioned 
his manner of painting as a suitable ‘Germanic 
style’ to echo the style of speaking of his primi-
tive forefathers? Perhaps when the painter 
chose, in contrast to Van Veen’s example (and to 
Ovens’s later solution), to depict Batavian his-
tory’s key moment as an act of drawing blades, 
he made an implicit reference to his own name 
that referred to swords in an idiosyncratic and, 
above all, distinctly Germanic manner.
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