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SUMMARY

Texts from ancient cultures provide valuable information on how past societies experienced peatlands and
other wetlands. An ancient painting - which has not been preserved - displayed a mire within its landscape.
Philostratus the Elder - who wrote a book on ancient Greek/Roman paintings - describes this piece of art with
great admiration. This article presents and analyses the text in a wetland context.
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INTRODUCTION

Apart from sculptures, mosaics, ornamented pottery,
murals, etc., Roman art also includes smaller images,
and wooden panels frequently carried paintings (Ling
1996). Pliny the Elder (‘Natural History’ XXXV)
provides a historical overview of ancient Greek and
Roman paintings up to the late 1% century CE. He
evidently had a great admiration for artists in the
Roman society and mentions many of them by name.
He writes about images on shields, wooden panels,
linen, murals and wax plates. Pliny notes with regret
that in his time there was an increasing tendency
towards wall-paintings at the expense of smaller
media (‘Natural History’ XXXV:1,3). He mentions a
wide range of motifs including portraits and full-
body depictions of people or deities, horse racing and
sports (including gladiator fights), seaside-, battle-,
mythological-, historical- and hunting-scenes,
workshop and farm scenes, and animals. He also
writes about landscape pictures (see Carroll 2015,
Dietrich 2017).

Wetlands also featured in antique paintings
(Figure 1). Pliny names Spurius Tadius (late 1%
century BCE / early 1% century CE) as a painter of
murals depicting landscapes, including pictures of
splendid villas that had to be approached by roads
crossing wetlands (‘Natural History’> XXXV:
37,116/117). Pausanias writes about paintings by
Polygnotus (5" century BCE) in a museum near
Delphi, which were obviously still accessible to the
public in the 2" century CE. One of these pictures
displayed the underworld river Acheron fringed by
reed thickets (‘Description of Greece’ X:28,1).

Two catalogues of ancient paintings - both called
‘Images’ and also known in English as ‘Imagines’ -
were written by Philostratus the Elder and

Philostratus the Younger. The ninth chapter of the
work of the Elder Philostratus describes a painting of
a wetland in a vivid way. This article aims to
introduce the text to peatland scientists (most of
whom will be unfamiliar with it) and analyse it within
the context of how ancient cultures perceived
peatlands and other wetlands (de Klerk & Joosten
2019).

THE AUTHOR AND THE WORK

It is initially confusing that several authors with the
name Philostratus who lived in Greece in the late 2™
and 3" centuries CE are written about by e.g. Gartner
(1979), Edwards et al. (1996) and Howatson (1997).
According to these biographers, the works of
Philostratus “son of Verus” are not preserved. His
son Lucius Flavius Philostratus (latinised name, also
known as Philostratus the Athenian) wrote ‘Lives of
the Sophists’, a biography of the wandering
Pythagorean mystic ‘Apollonius of Tyana’, and
probably some shorter treatises that are not
unambiguously attributable to him. The treatises on
paintings are ascribed to a grandfather-grandson
couple: Philostratus the Younger writes in the
introduction of his work (‘Images’ Prooemium 2)
that the earlier ‘Images’ was compiled by his
grandfather - which may refer to Lucius Flavius
Philostratus and his grand-nephew/son-in-law
Philostratus of Lemnos (i.e., not actually a
grandchild), but according to Gértner (1979) and
Edwards et al. (1996) more probably to Philostratus
of Lemnos and an otherwise unknown grandson (of
Philostratus of Lemnos). New theories assume that
Philostratus the Athenian and Philostratus of Lemnos
were actually the same person (Bakke 2022).
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Figure 1. Fragment of a Roman wall-painting displaying a swan, a typical wetland bird. Date: ca. 14-68 CE,
findspot unknown. Metropolitan Museum of Arts, New York, accession number 94.4.393. Link to the
photograph: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/245849.

In the opening chapter of the earlier ‘Images’,
Philostratus the Elder explains that he did not write
about painters and their lives, but that he wanted to
give examples of how to interpret paintings.
Allegedly, the paintings were exhibited in a stoa in
Naples, and - on request of the ten-year-old son of his
host in Naples - Philostratus started to explain the
pictures to a group of young persons. He subsequently
wrote down these explanations. The “you” that is
addressed in the texts is the ten-year-old boy.

It is still a matter of debate whether the stoa and
the paintings actually existed or whether they were
fictional and written down as a didactical rhetorical
exercise (Lehmann-Hartleben 1941, Gartner 1979,
Bryson 1995, Bakke 2022). If they were real, there
are no available means to establish whether the
paintings date from the time of Philostratus or from
(considerably) earlier periods (Lehmann-Hartleben
1941).

European artists and scholars between the 16" and
19" century CE knew the work by Philostratus very
well, and its descriptions influenced the creative art
of that time (Lehmann-Hartleben 1941, Beall 1993,

Bryson 1995). The pictures were even reconstructed
in new paintings (Foerster 1904, Beall 1993), and a
painting of the mire in question made by Giulio
Romano (1499-1546 CE) was included in the richly
decorated Villa Madama in Rome (Foerster 1904).

THE DESCRIPTION OF THE PAINTING

Chapter 9 of the first book of the ‘Images’ by
Philostratus the Elder is named &ioc (helos, i.e.
marsh). The text of the chapter in English and in
ancient Greek is as follows:

The earth is wet and bears reeds and [wetland] trees
- which are triggered to grow unsown and untilled in
the fertile marsh [i.e. they grew spontaneously] - as
well as tamarisks and sedges, which are also marsh
plants. The place is encircled by mountains high as
the sky that are not all the same, since some are
covered with pine trees that suggest a light soil,
whereas others are luxuriantly grown-over with
cypresses, which indicate clayey soils, and again
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others with firs - what else could that mean than that
the mountain is storm-swept and rough? Firs do not
like rich soil, nor do they need warmth, in accordance
with their locations far from the plains in the
mountains because of the wind. Springs are breaking
forth from the mountain slopes and flow down and
mingle their waters at the grounds below the
mountains, and consequently the plain becomes a
marsh that, however, is not disordered, but also not
as if it was mixed: the course of its waters is directed
in the painting just as nature, wise in all things,
directed it, and the stream curves with many long-
winded meanders that are luxuriously grown with
celery and are suitable for travelling waterfowl. See
how the ducks, | am sure, are gliding along the water
and blow jets of water from their bills. And what
about geese? Indeed, they too are painted in
accordance with nature, resting and gliding on the
water. And those long-legged birds with huge beaks
that you doubtlessly recognise as foreign, are
delicately coloured, each with different plumage.
Their postures are also diverse: one stands on a rock
resting first on one leg and then on the other, one
dries its feathers, one preens them, another has
snatched some prey from the water, and yet another
has bent its head to the land eating something. No
wonder that the swans are ridden by Erotes as these
gods are mischievous and prone to play with birds,
so let us not pass by without noticing their racing or
the waters in which they are painted. Here indeed is
the water the most beautiful part of the marsh,
streaming directly from a spring and forming a
swimming-pool of extraordinary beauty. In the midst
of the pool, amaranth flowers are nodding back and
forth: sweet clusters that cover the water with their
blooms. It is among these bunches that the Erotes
race on sacred birds with golden bridles, one is
giving free rein, another is drawing tight, another
turning, another driving around the turning-post.
You can imagine hearing them arousing their swans
and threatening and teasing each other - which can
all be seen in their faces. One is trying to swoop down
his neighbour, another already did this, another fell
from his bird and swims along the racecourse.
Musical swans stand around the pool and sing high-
pitched songs that match the contestants. There is a
winged youth, you see, who is an indication that a
song is being sung: he is the wind Zephyrus [the god
of the west wind] and he sets the tone of the swans’
song. He is painted as a tender and graceful boy to
suggest the light breeze, and the wings of the swans
are unfolded so that the breezes may strike them.
Behold, a river flows out of the marsh, a broad
rippling stream, and goatherds and shepherds cross
it on a bridge. If you praise the painter for his goats
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that he painted jumping around and prone to
mischief, or for his sheep because their gait is
ponderous as if their fleeces are a burden, or if we
want to describe the pipes or those who play them
with wrinkled lips, we only praise mere insignificant
features of the painting that relate to imitation, but
do not praise the deeper meaning and the fortunate
touch, which - to my opinion - are the most important
elements of art. Where is the ingenuity [of this
painting]? The painter has laid a bridge of date palms
across the river and so includes a beautiful thought.
He knew what is said about palms, that the ones are
male, the others are female, and he has heard about
their marriage in which the male trees marry by
means of embracing brides by bending over towards
them and holding them with their branches. Thus, he
has painted a palm of one sex on one [river] bank,
and of the other on the other bank. The male tree
bends over in love and stretches out over the river,
and as he cannot reach the female, which is too far
away, the tree lies flat and provides basic service by
bridging the water, and people can cross the bridge
safely because of its rough bark.

Yrouppog UEV 1 Vij, pépel 0 KoAauov Kol proLOV, @
on domopto, kKol GvHpoTa Jldmwaty i TV LDV ebpoio,
Kol LopiKn yEypamtol Kol KOTEIPOV: Kol Yop TODTO, E0TL
TV EADV. Spn O ovpavourkn wepIPELANTOL pdoEmS
00 MGG TO UEV YOP THV TTOV TOPEYOUEVO, JETTOYEWY
T0el, 10, 0 KOTOPITTQW KOUDVTA THG GPYIAMIOVS AEYel,
éAaron 0¢ exeivor Tl GALo e 7 dvayeiuepov Kal TPoyv
70 0pog;, ob yap domalovior fdIOV 0VOE dyomdot
OcinecOoi- To0TA TO1 KOd ATOIKODOL TV TENLWY (O &V
10i¢ Opeot poov avousvor 1@ Avéuw. mnyol o
amofloCovor @V pdv, of Oof péovoar KATw Kol
Kovoduevol 70 Bowp ELog Vi’ avTdv 10 TEdIOV, 0V UV
ATaKToV ye 000E olov mepipOor- Siijxtar 6¢ avdTod TO
VOO, IO THS YpaPiis, (¢ Qv Kal 1 pLOIS AUTO Oyayey
N oopn TWOVIOV, UOIGVOPOUS OE TOAAoDG EAitrel
oeAivov Ppooviag dyabodg vovtildeaOar toig dpviot
701G Vypols. Opdc yop mOv TOS VHTIOS, S EPUOpol
S10kacbévovory avapvodoal Tivag olov abiodg tod
Bo0T0G. Tl 01) T0 TV YNvAVY Evog, Kkal yop on Kakeivol
VEYPAPYOTOL KATO TV EADTAV QOOIY EMTOLOLOL TE KO
TAWTpeS. 100G 08 Eml uarpoilv Tolv okerolv, TodG
TEPITTONG TO Pupog Eévoug oluar aictdvy kai 6fpode
dAov dllov mrepod. kol 10 oypuaTa 0 abT@V
TOIKIAO O UEV YOP ETTL TETPAS AVATIODEL T TOOE KOTO,
&va, 0 0¢ yiyel 10 TTEPOV, O O¢ ékkoboipel, 6 O¢ fipnKé
T €k T0D UoaTog, O 08 €I TNV ViV GTOVEVEDKEV
émiortioooOai 1 éxellev. BvioyeioOar 0& TODS KOKVOLG
oo 1@V Epatwv Qadua 0boév- dyépwyot yop oi Oeol
Kol ogivol mailev € tovg dpvifog, 60ev unoe v
nioynoty Gpya¢ mopéAbwuey unde avto 10 Bowp, v
@ tadto. 0 pEV Yap 01 Bdwp todTo KéAAioTOV TOD

http://www.mires-and-peat.net/, ISSN 1819-754X

International Mire Conservation Group and International Peatland Society, DOI: 10.19189/MaP.2024.0MB.Sc.2417895

3



P.de Klerk PEATLAND PAINTING DESCRIBED BY PHILOSTRATUS THE ELDER (CA. 190-230 CE)

ELovg Tnyiic abTo d100vong abTobey, ovviotataol O¢ €ig
rKodvufnlpayv moyxalnv. 0. uécov yop t00 VOOTOS
auapavto, vever ta uev &vhev, 10 o¢ Exeibev, Noels
dotdyves Kol folrovieg avBel 0 Bowp. mepl T00TOVS
nvioyovory Epwrteg igpovg kol ypvooyalivovg Spvig o
UEV TAoav nQviav §voldovs, 6 0 GVoKOmTwY, O 0
mopépwv, 0 0 mepl ™V viooav éladvwv — kol
TOPOKELEVOUEVV TOIG KOKVOIG GKODELY OOKEl KOl
dretlodviwy didnloigc kai twBaloviwv: todto yop
101G TPOOWTOIS EMETTIY — O OE KOTOfAALEL TOV TEAAG,
0 0¢ karoféfinkev, O O¢ rnydmnoev Ekmecelv TOD
dpvibog, ¢ Aova0uTo 8V T ITrodpouQ. KOKAQ® OE Taig
OxBoic épeotdotv 0f HOVOIKWTEPOL TAV KOKVWV
éngdovres oluor 0V GpBlov ¢ mpog Tpomov Toig
opdlouévorg. onueiov s @ofg Opds TO TIRVOV
HEPOKIOV: GVEUOS TODTO ZEPLPOS THV @OV TOIG
KDKVOIS 8VOI1000G. YEYPOTTOL 08 GTOAOV Kol yopiey €ig
aiviyua tod Tveduatog, kKol ol TTEPVYES HTAwVToL TOIg
KOKVOIG TTPOS TO TANTTEGO0L VIO TOD GVEUOUV. 100D Kal
wotopog  omelépyetor 1o Elovg  0pug  Kal
vrokvuaivov, dofoivovot 6’ avtov aimolor kad
voueis éni (ebyuorog. el ¢ TV aly®dv éxaivoing tov
{wypdpov, 6Tl avTos VTOCKIPTWOOS KOl GYEPLYODS
yeéypopev, #j TV mpofdrwv, Ot ayoloiov avToic 0
Bédioua kai olov dyog oi udiloi, tag te oopiyyag i
oweioyey ] 100G ypwUEVOVS AVTAIS, (OG DIECTALUEVQ
@ otopatt avlodol, oukpov émauveooucla  Tig
ypapiic kol doov eig piunoty fikel, copiav & ovk
émouveooucto 0boE Kapov, O on Kpatiota dokel i
éyvig. Tic obv 1 copia; (edyua povikwy émpéfinke
@ TOTOUD KOL HOAa HODV €T aDT@ A0Yov: €i0WS yap
70 WEPL TV POWVIKWV Aeyouevov, 0Tl avTdV O UEV
dponv g, 1 0 Onleia, kai mepl TOD YAUOV TODV
o1oKnKowG, 6Tl dyovior tog Onleiac mepiforiovieg
avTOC TOIC KAQOOIC Kal EMITEIVOVTES QUTOVS €T QUTOG,
dp’ éxotépov ToD Yévouvg &vo. kata upiav SxOnv
yéypopev. et 6 uév épd kol Emixiivetor Kod
vmepdiletar 00 motouod, THg O0¢ Onleiag éul
dpeotmong obk Eywv émiAafiéoar keltal kol dovieet
{evéag 1o Bowp, rkai ot TOI¢ 10 faivovaly AopoAng
07O THS TOD PA0IOD TPOYDTHTOG.

(Philostratus the Elder, ‘Images’ 1:9; English text
paraphrased after the consulted translations; Greek
text from the edition of the Loeb Classical Library).

COMMENTS ON THE TEXT

The text appears to be self-explanatory. It depicts a
remarkably idyllic wetland that Philostratus
perceives as beautiful. The text reads as if he
swallows in fantasies, and he brings motion and
personal thoughts into the inherently static scene.

The wetland, as the text indicates, consisted of a
lake or pond fringed by reeds. Philostratus states that
the marsh was fed by streams of water and was not
disordered or mixed. It is unclear what he may mean
by a “not-disordered marsh”, but apparently the
Greek word &\oc (hélos) was used in his time to
broadly designate various types of wetlands
including “ordered” and “disordered” ones. It is also
feasible that Philostratus wants to stress that an actual
mire is different from what his readers - who may
never have seen wetlands themselves - may have
envisaged.

Furthermore, the description of vegetation
elements both in the wetland and on the surrounding
mountains has some palaeoecological value,
regardless of whether the painting really existed or is
entirely fictious, and whether an existing painting
depicted an actual mire or was based solely on the
fantasy of the artist. But, as it is unknown in which
geographical region the mire may have been located,
this palaeoecological value is restricted.

According to Liddell & Scott (1961), the Greek
word kdiapog (kalamos) - which Philostratus uses -
designates reed, while @Aowdog (phloids) literally
means bark and will have been used as a poetical
device to designate (wetland) trees. Whereas
wxomepov (kypeiron), etymologically related to the
genus name Cyperus (Genaust 2017), refers to sedge
plants (Liddell & Scott 1961), Mvpixn (murike) -
which resembles the name of the present-day taxon
Myrica - actually designates Tamarix (Liddell &
Scott 1961). Zéhwvov (sélinon) is celery, i.e. the marsh
plant Apium graveolens (Liddell & Scott 1961) and
not the present-day taxon Selinum (see Genaust
2017). It is unknown which present-day taxa
Philostratus names audpavto (amaranta) (Genaust
2017), but it has been proposed that it was
Helichrysum (see Costea & Tardiff 2003). In the text
by Philostratus the word clearly designates aquatic
plants.

It is unknown which birds Philostratus describes
as foreign. O. Schonberger writes in the comments to
his German translation (published by Ernst Heimeran
Verlag, Miinchen) that these were possibly cranes or
herons. In the German edition of the work published
by Marixverlag, Wiesbaden, C. Bachmann uses the
label “migratory birds”. However, flamingos would
also fit the description of long-legged, large-beaked,
colourful birds that regularly stand on one leg.

The Epwteg (Erotes) were a collective of childlike
winged versions of the god Eros and in art were
visualised in plural to illustrate the many different
kinds of passion represented by this god (Grant &
Hazel 2002; Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Erotes displayed on a sarcophagus from ca. 130-150 CE that was found along the road between
Capranica and Vetrella (Italy). Metropolitan Museum of Arts, New York, accession number 90.12a, b. Link
to the photograph: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/245585. See also Bazzichelly (1889) and

Frothingham (1890).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The text by Philostratus is one of the most vivid
portrayals of a wetland from Antiquity. In his
description, he perceives the beauty of nature in its
connection to the supernatural, while the beautiful
landscape portrayed simultaneously inspires the
author to drift in his own imagination. If the painting
really did exist, it would be a great asset for
palaeoecologists, peatland scientists and botanists,
but the chances of rediscovery seem slim.
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