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challenging a society that had not yet given him acclaim.
The o1l painting above, also reproduced in its actual

measurements, shows Rembrandt at 23. The bold aspect

of his character appears both in his expression and in

the accents vigorously scored into his hair with the butt
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Self-Portrait as a Young Man, 1629

end of his brush. But he had another aspect: a romantic
as well as a realist, he loved to dress in rich costumes and
dream of other realms. On the following pages he appears
as a wealthy grandee and as a cavalier in lamboyant
revels with his bride.




Self-Portrait in an Oriental Costume with a Dog. 1631







I‘ would be presumptuous to read a left-to-right
narrative into this group of Rembrandt’s
self-portraits, but at least his circumstances at the
times they were produced—from his 34th year
to about his 54th—can be set forth. In 1640 he
is the most successful artist in Amsterdam. Ten
years later his wife is dead, and his popularity is
fading. In 1652 he seems to sense his oncoming
bankruptcy. The self-portrait of about 1657
(directly below) shows him after this disaster,
pained and weary, butin 1658 he sees himself as
ennobled and calm. In the next picture, an oil
sketch, he appears to be relating his own
experience to the vulnerability of all mankind.
Yert around the same time, in the last of these
paintings. he could celebrate man’s majestic

capacity to survive and to continue his struggle.

Self-Portrait, 1640

Self-Portraitof 1658
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St’!f'-Pnl'trmI, 1650 Large Self-Portrait. 1652

Self-Portrait. Study, c. 1660




fiscoveries are still
Experts long

portrait below was painted around

ut a recent ¢ l-\.mml_' has revealed the date 1669

Rembrandt died. In what was perhaps his

final self-characterization. he did not linger over his
costume but modeled his face (enlarged, opposite) with
consummate skill. As though summing up. the
63-year-old artist turned toward death not with fear but
with a trace of philosophical humor.

Portrait of the Painter in Old Age, 1669










The Legend
and the Man

In life Rembrandt suffered far more misfortune than falls to the lot
of an ordinary man, and he bore it with the utmost nobility. Three
centuries after his death the misfortune, if a man long deceased can be
said to endure such a thing. continues. To be sure. it is no longer the
fashion for critics to attack him both as artist and human being. To-
day the injury is done with a fond smile by writers of romantic biog-
raphies and films who mean to honor him. Their revised standard
version of Rembrandt’s life runs approximately as follows:

“The child of poor, 1gnorant Dutch peasants, Rembrandt was born
with near-miraculous skill in art. As an uneducated young man. he estab-
lished himself in Amsterdam, married a beautiful. wealthy, sympathetic
girl named Saskia. and enjoyed a brief period of prosperity and fame.
However, because men of genius are always misunderstood by the
public, fate snatched him by the throat. The important burghers of the
caty, who may not have known much about art but knew what they
liked, gave him an enormous commission —the Ni ight Watch—in
which the burghers were to be painted in traditional postures and
lights. Rembrandr responded with a mastcrpiccc—q fact unfortunarely
apparent only to him and his wife. Evervone clse. from the buruhcn
to the herring-peddlers, thought the painting was dreadful. RLmbr‘lndt S
patrons hooted in rage and derlslon, demanding changes that the artist.
secure in the knowledge that posterity would vindicate him. stubbornly
refused to make.

“At this point, because it is not customary for a genius to suffer a
single setback but to be overwhelmed by multiple catastrophes. Rem-
brandt’s wife died. the Night Watch was ripped from the wall and

A belief rtha . N . . . .
Fl 0 active rather than placed in some indecorous location. his friends deserted him and he

passive Christianity was central to

B et % intense faith. He was hounded into bankruptey. In his final years no one would commis-
expressed it in this work produced sion a painting from him; he was reduced to making self-portraits.
for Holland's prince by portraying which he did whenever he could cadge the necessary materials from his
himself next to the right hand . o - . 4 o 4

of thedead Christ. art-supply dealer. His only comforters were his son Titus and his mis-

tress Hendrickje—both of whom died in heartrending circumstances.
Descent from the Cross, 1633 Prematurely aged at 63, he passed away in such obscurity that the




burghers. observing his pathetic funeral, inquired. “Who was hbe?” How-
ever. even at that dark hour the mills of the gods were slowly grinding,
and in our own time the verdict in favor of Rembrandt’s greatness has
been amply reaffirmed by the trustees of New York’s Metropolitan
Muscum. who not long ago paid $2.3 million for his Aristotle Con-
templating the Bust of Homer and were very lucky to get it at the price.
Indeed. as the Metropolitan’s director Thomas Hoving recently re-
marked. ‘Look at that chain [on Aristotle’s shoulder]. That alone is
worth two million three!””

T;IC foregoing summary is an interesting and tidy one. and presents
the view of Rembrandt generally seen by the world. In most respects.
however, it 1s dead wrong. Rembrandt was not a peasant nor was he
uneducated. The Night Watch did not bring about his downfall; in-
deed. he never had a “‘downfall” in the dramartic sense. And when he
died. there remained more than a few people who held him in the high-
est regard. Nonetheless. myths die hard. and that of Rembrandt is du-
rable. In the United States the myth is particularly widespread. in part
because of a 1936 film in which Charles Laughton portrayed the artist.
Despite its age. Laughton’s Rembrandt remains a valuable commercial
property. 1s frequently shown on television. and has been seen and pre-
sumably accepted at face value by an enormous number of people—
upwards of 100 milhon. However, through no fault of Laughton’s, who
in private life was a serious connoisseur of art. the script with which he
was obliged to work was not a masterpiece of accuracy. Whenever the
film is shown. another half-million viewers are exposed to the myth—
but whenever a scholar ferrets out a new scrap of truth about Rem-
brandt and publishes it in an art journal, only a relative handful of
fellow-scholars are aware of it. There is. of course, nothing novel in this
situation—Michelangelo. Leonardo. van Gogh. Toulouse-Lautrec and
others have been similarly treated—but Rembrandt has endured more
than the rules of the game should allow.

In Rembrandt’s case myth-making comes casily as an alternative to
fact-finding. Romantics and scholars alike are handicapped by a scarcity
of contemporary information. not only about Rembrandt but about
most of the artists who participated in the great sunburst of painting in
the Netherlands of the 17th Century. Rembrandt left no journal or
notchook, and only seven of his letters have been located —all addressed
to the same man, concerning a specific project and revealing little of his
thought or personality. Yet even this thin sheaf is comparatively a rich
hoard. From the hands of other major artists of Rembrandt's time—
I'rans Flals, Jan Steen and Jacol van Ruisdael—nort a solitary note has
been found. Possibly Dutch artists rarely wrote letters, but it seems more
likely that their correspondence was not thought worth keeping.

Because Rembrandt limself 1s almost mute—except in the majestic
cloquence of his art— 1t is necessary to turn for mformation to other
17th Century sources. The Dutch archives, however, contain only one
document of real interest: the mventory of Rembrandt's possessions at
the tme he declared himself insolvent. Otherwise there are only the bare

bones of history —records of baptisms, marriage and deaths. The accounts




of contemporary biographers are few and in several instances misleading.
The first treatment of Rembrandt, which appeared in 1641 as part of a
history of his birthplace, the town of L. eiden, was written bv a onetime
burgomaster Jan Orlers \Iothmg in Orlers” work ha,s heen found to
be i
his early years——and is only a few hundred words in length. In 1675, six
years after Rembrandt’s death, Joachim von Sandrart, a German artist
who had known him, produced a memoir of about 800 words. These
two meager accounts. plus some observations in the autobiography of

the Dutch scholar-statesman Constantin Huygens. constitute almost the
entire body of material written by men who had first-hand knowledge
of Rembrandt.

In 1686 an Italian churchman and art historian, Filippo Baldinucet,
who obtained his information from one of Rembrandt’s pupils. published
a brief commentary about him as part of a volume dealing with many
graphic artists. It was not until 1718, nearly a half-century after Rem-
brandt’s death, that the first full-dress biography appearediand even
that is very slim by modern standards. Written by Arnold Houbraken,
whose De Groote Schouburgh der Nederlantsche Kunstschilders (Great
Theater of Netherlandish Artists) remains the best source-book on
Dutch arusts of the period. it contains valuable comments on Rem-
brandt’s work as it was then viewed. In areas outside art. however, it
has proved as vulnerable as earlier accounts. Sandrart had implanted
the legend that Rembrandt was an ignoramus who “could but poorly
read Netherlandish and hence profit but little from books.” Baldinucc
left the misinformation that Rembrandt worked for the court of Swe-
den. When it was Houbraken’s turn to set down the facts, he mis-
located the artist’s birthplace, added five years to his life and noted that
he was an only son (Rembrandt had four brothers).

It may appear picayune to dwell on these errors, but they make it
difficult not to raise an eyebrow at some of the tales Houbraken supplies
when he sets out to describe Rembrandt as a man. Houbraken says, for
example, that Rembrandt was a miserly soul whose avarice was such
that “his pupils, who noticed this. often for fun would paint on the
floor or elsewhere, where he was bound to pass. pennies, two-penny
pieces and shillings . . . after which he frequently stretched out his hand
in vain, without letting anything be noticed as he was embarrassed
through his mistake.” The biographer also reports that Rembrandt.
who willfully broke all the “rules.” once “painted a picture in which the
colors were so heavily loaded that you could lift it from the floor by the
nose.” Other stories, however, are not so easy to reject. There is some
evidence that Rembrandt was at times irascible and whimsical. Accord-
ing to Houbraken, ““‘One day he was working on a great portrait group
in which man and wife and children were to be seen. When he had
half completed it. his [Rembrandt’s] monkey happened to” die. As he
had no other canvas available at the moment, he portrayed the dead ape
in the aforesaid picture. Naturally the people concerned would not
tolerate the disgusting dead ape alongside of them in the picture. But
no: He so adored the model offered by the dead ape that he would rather
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Rembrandte never traveled farther than 60
miles trom Amsterdam. passing his enuire life
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keep the unfinished picture than obliterate the ape in order to please the
people portrayed by him.” Possibly the tale is true; Rembrandt was a
man of highly independent mind. delighted in drawing and painting
animals. and may have thought the dead monkey more interesting than
the particular family he was dealing with.

The relative lack of accurate contemporary accounts of Rembrandr is
not the result of carelessness or loss through the centuries, nor is it be-
cause he was not widely known and admired during his lifetime: he was.
The difficulty stems in large part from the temperament of the Dutch
people. who have never been at ease in the world of reflective or de-
scriptive prose. They take the view that a painting is to be looked at. beer
is to be drunk and life is to be lived—without the aid of a tedious li-
bretto. With one or two notable exceptions, the Dutch have not pro-
duced poets. playwrights, novelists. letter-writers or critics of the first
rank. They prefer to act and wordlessly to contemplate. not to involve
themselves in comment or analysis, and thus during the golden century
of their art they made only sparse notes about their greatest painters.

This reticence in prose had its counterpart in art. During Rembrandt’s
lifetime the Dutch people. numbering fewer than three million, accom-
plished prodigies. They threw off the yoke of Spain and established an
independent nation. On the sea they challenged England and for a time
forced that great maritime power into second place. The Channel and
the North Sea. the green. rich Indies of the East and West heard the
thunder of their cannon and saw the triumph of their flag. But Dutch
arusts rarely glorified such things: instead they perfected the sull life.

Ertunatelv the advanced research techniques of modern scholars.
spurred by the commemoration in 1969 of the 300th anniversary of
Rembrandt’s death. have made it possible to extract a good deal of new
information from the silent past and to correct errors madc in the inter-
vening centuries. Sandrart’s view of Rembrandt as a semi-literate has
been demolished. and so too—at least among students of art history—
has been the notion that the Night Watch marked a sudden, dramatic
downturn in Rembrandt’s fortunes. It is now known that the artist never
went to Sweden, nor did he, as other old legends insist, reside for a
time in England or travel in ltaly. Thus. even if frequently through the
correction of mistakes, the store of knowledge about him has been
considerably increased. In relaton to the remarkable breadth and
depth of Rembrandt's art it is fascinating to find, at long last, that he may
never have lefe his homeland; indeed. that he probably passed his entire
life within a radius of only a few score miles. All his voyaging was
done on the inward sea of his own spirit.

Inany case the real measure of Rembrandt is to be found in his works,
and even a hasty glance at them reveals much that is not included in his
myth. Although he 1s commonly associated with only a half-dozen paint-
ings—The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Tulp, the Night Watch, The Syndics
of the Drapers’ Guild, the Aristotle and Homer, and two or three self-
portraits—he was, in fact, one of the most productive artists the world
has known As many as 2,300 of his works survive and have thus far
been identificd—some 600 paintings. 1400 drawings and 300 ctchings.




[t is possible that still others will come to light in our time. One recent
identification of one of his paintings was made only in 1962. Although it
is not a great work of art, it has considerable importance because it is
Rembrandt’s earliest known dated painting. Executed on a wooden
panel. it depicts his version of the martyrdom by stoning of St. Stephen
(pages 26-27). Long the property of the museum of Lyons in France, it
was attributed vaguely to “the school of Rembrandt™ and relegated to
a storeroom until two Dutch scholars, suspecting its true authorship,
suggested that a corner of it be deaned. A few swipes of the swab re-
vealed the undoubted monogram of the master and the date, 1625, when
he was only 18 or 19.

Although there is a possibility that some Rembrandt drawings. or even
a cache of them, will turn up one day in an old chest or bureau drawer,
the likelthood of a major discovery is not great. Collectors and connois-
seurs have apparently exhausted the field. However, single drawings are
still occasionally found. The task of firmly attributing a drawing to Rem-
brandt is by no means easy: he was a prodigiously active draftsman who
rarely signed his small sketches and used whatever paper he happened to
find handy. including printed pages, the backs of bills and even of funeral
announcements. Most of his drawings can be identified only on stylistic
grounds. and in this area scholars are not in unanimous agreement.

Among the 2,300 works there are at least 90 self-portraits—60 of
them paintings and the rest etchings and drawings. In addition. Rem-
brandt’s face appears in at least five other works as that of a spectator or
participant in the action. No other great artist is known to have repre-
sented himself so frequently, which suggests a well-developed vanity on
his part—until the portraits are studied. Although there were occasions
in his young manhood when he may have wished to appear handsomer
than he was, and although he sometimes used his own face merely as a
model, contorting it into expressions of anger, joy or shock, he took, in
general, a very penetrating, even merciless view of himself. Rembrandt’s
overriding artistic concern was with the human spirit or. in a phrase that
appears in one of his letters, with expressing “the greatest inward emo-
tion.” In his quest for an understanding of mankind he found it neces-
sary to begin with self-searching; in the visual arts no one has more close-
ly followed the ancient Greek dictum, *“Know thyself,” with all the cour-
age that such a seemingly simple injunction demands. A moving spiritual
autobiography can be extracted from his self-portraits, but it is best to
turn first to the physical events of his early life.

Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Riyn was born in Leiden. about 25
miles south of Amsterdam, on the 15th of July, 1606. His father, Har-
men, was a miller whose surname. van Rijn, indicates that the family had
lived for some generations beside or near the Rhine River. His mother,
Cornelia (or Neeltgen) Willemsdochter van Zuytbrouck. was a baker’s
daughter. Traditionally their large family—Rembrandt was the eighth of
nine children—has been described as poor and struggling. The artist’s
vitality and his almost ferocious energy, some critics suggest, derived
from his ““peasant” background and his desire to rise above it. However.
there is no evidence that the van Rijns were impoverished potato-eaters.

A 17th Century view of the section of

Leiden where Rembrandt’s family lived
shows two windmills overlooking the Rhine
River. The lower one was used by the artist’s
father and grandfather to grind corn. and
Rembrandt himself may have been born in
one of the buildings behind the mills

Such “aenal™ perspectives were produced
by talented map-makers who combined
hundreds of measurements taken on the

grnund with sheer cartographic guesswork




Inthe Low Countries during Rembrandt's

time pamtings were routinely offered for sale

atcountry tairs. Thisdetail from a
contemporary pamting by David
Vinckboons shows a picture stall flanked by
two other booths where clothes. pottery and
musical instruments are bemg hawked
Artists could thus otfer their wares directly
to the public rather than depend solely on
the relatvely rare wealthy patron: Ordinary
farrgocrs. i turn, could atford toown a
number of original pamtings — some now

priceless = by spending only a few florims

When Rembrandt’s mother died in 1640 she left an estate valued at some
10,000 florins. The precise value of that currency is very difficult to cal-
culate now. but it is known that the wage of a 17th Century Dutch crafts-
man—a weaver. for example—was only three or four florins for a 12-
hour day. Thus it appears that the family was fairly well-off. In some of
his early self-portraits Rembrandt chose to represent himself as a beggar
and as a young rebel who appeared to have a grudge against the world;
his face was wide. with small eves, a broad nose and powerful jaw. But
these are not necessarily the features of a country clod, and if Rembrandt
had some quarrel with the world it may have been rooted in his anger at
the inhumanity of man rather than in his family circumstances.

Rembrandt’s birth coincided closely with that of the Dutch nation. For
generations the 17 provinces of the Low Countries (the Netherlands,
Belgium and Luxembourg) had been under the rule of Catholic Spain.
However in 1609, when Rembrandt was three, the seven northern prov-
inces, under the leadership of the noble House of Orange, finally achieved
the freedom for which they had been struggling for 40 years. Spain did
not formally recognize their independence. but in fact the Spanish were
seldom again a serious menace to Dutch liberty. The United Provinces,
as the nation was then called, included Holland, Zeeland, Utrecht, Guel-
derland, Overissel, Friesland and Groningen. Of these, Holland was the
wealthiest and most populous—and for that reason its name was fre-
quently used by foreigners to refer to the whole country, to the annoy-
ance of the citizens of the other six provinces.

rI_}:e new nation was democratic in its institutions and vigilant in
safeguarding them. The House of Orange, however successful it had
been in rallying and leading the people, was unable to form a strong
central government. The various provinces sent representatives to the
modest court at The Hague, but each province regarded itself as au-
tonomous in all matters save defense and foreign policy.

In this loose federation, the two traditional sources of patronage for
artists were no longer available. During the first decades of their free-
dom the egalitarian Dutch cared little for titles and the courtly life, and
although the House of Orange did commission works of art (including
at least seven paintings by Rembrandt), aristocratic patronage was negli-
gible. The other source of patronage, the Catholic Church, was also shut
off. While Catholics still formed a sizable segment of the population
when the United Provinces came into being, deuallv they were sub-
merged in the rising tide of Protestantism, partlcularly Calvinism.
More and more, the Catholic faithful were compelled to worship in pri-
vate; their churches were stripped of their altars and often were taken
over for use by Protestants. In these circumstances, the Church could no
longer supply the rich commissions that had nourished artists since the
begimning of the Renaissance.

Thus, for the first time in history, painters assumed the independent
but precarious position in society that they stll occupy. Fortunately for
I7th Century Dutch artists, of whom there were literally thousands,
the ordinary (m/cnx of the country replaced the Church and the aristoc-
racy as purclnm rs of paintings. (Smlptun never became a major art




form among the Dutch. There is no facile explanation for this; perhaps
it was because monumental sculpture seemed out of place in the com-
fortable decor of a middle-class home. or perhaps it was because the
solid burgher, who might pay a fair sum for a canvas, found his sense of
propricty offended by the notion of something so grandiose, and remi-
niscent of “popish™ church art, as a statue.)

Theextent to which the average Dutchman participated in the art mar-
ket is almost beyond belief. If a rough parallel may be drawn. the sit-
uation will be comparable when every second family in the United
States possesses an original painting. As to why the Dutch were so fasci-
nated by art, there is again no ready explanation. This was simply the par-
ticular form of creativity that appealed to them and for which they had
enormous talent. To be sure, the typical citizen was inclined to regard
painting merely as wall decoration. and his taste tended strongly to an
almost photographic naturalism in portraits and scenes of everyday life,
but he bought canvases in remarkable quantity. The English traveler Pe-
ter Mundy. who visited Amsterdam in 1640, noted with some astonish-
ment that “*As For the art oft Painting and the affection oft the people to
Pictures, I thincke none other goe bccyond them there having been in this
Country Many excellent Men in thatt Facullty. some att present, as Rim-
brantt, etts.. All in general striving to adorne their houses, especially the
outer or street roome, with costly peeces, Butchers and bakers not much
inferior in their shoppes. which are Fairely sett Forth, yea many tymes
blacksmithes, Coblers, etts., will have some picture or other by their Forge
and in their stalle. . . .

In such a climate it was natural for artists to be extremely productive.
If it can be believed. it is recorded that Michiel van Miereveld, an able
Delft painter, produced more than 10,000 portraits in his career. Mie-
reveld lived to be 74, and if he began painting at 14 and continued for
60 years, his output averaged better than three portraits a week. It is
also recorded that Cornelis Ketel, another good artist, who apparently
became bored with the endless turning out of portraits, used to amuse
himself and his clients by painting with his toes.

As may be suggested by Miereveld's and Ketel's activities, the Dutch
artist of the 17th Century was frank to acknowledge himself as a crafts-
man, a producer of goods. Although such masters of the High Renaissance
as Leonardo and Michelangelo had made it very plain, in the Italy of the
preceding century. that art was no mechanical exercise but the loftiest of
callings, Dutch painters had little of that sentiment. In general they ac-
cepted their fairly humble status (Rembrandt took exception to this) and
asked no special deference. As a rule they did not feel called upon. as
had the Italians, to write argumentative treatises to explain themselves
and their theories—and therein lies still another reason for the sparseness
of knowledge about them.

Despite the vigor of the art market. exceedingly few Dutch painters
prospered and died rich. An oversupply of paintings depressed prices, with
the result that a good canvas sometimes sold for as little as 10 or 15
florins. Rembrandkt. at the height of his popularity. received the resound-
ingly handsome sum of 1,600 florins for the Night Watch, and later

Stillstanding in the heart of Rotterdam. this
life-size bronze representation of the
Netherlands’ foremost scholar. the great
humanist Desiderius Erasmus. by the
sculptor Hendrik de Keyser. was the only
public statue erected in the Dutch Republic
in the 1 7th Century—ararity that may have
been due in part to a democratic aversion to

hero worship.
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became bankrupt not through lack of good commissions but through
mismanagement of his affairs. But other fine artists were forced to be-
come tavernkeepers or ferrymen in order to make ends meet. It is said
that Hercules Seghers, whose romantic scenes influenced Rembrandt’s
landscapes. withdrew from the struggle and died an alcoholic. Frans Hals
and Meindert Hobbema had grim financial problems. Jan Vermeer at
the time of his death owed a baker’s bill of 617 florins, for which the bak-
er (no doubt grudgingly) was obliged to accept two paintings—their
identity since lost—that mighthave madehis descendants incalculably rich.

Rembrandt’s decision to become an artist, or perhaps more accurately
his parents’ decision to establish him in such a chancy career. was not taken
early. As a boy he must have impressed his parents as the most promising
of their children—of their other sons who survived to manhood. one be-
came first a cobbler and then a miller. and another a baker—and accord-
ingly they sent Rembrandt to the Latin School in Leiden to prepare him
for a learned profession. In the United Provinces it was not unthinkable
that a miller’s son could aspire to any position. however high. and his
parents evidently knew the value of an education. Among Rembrandt’s
drawings there is one which shows a small family group. probably his
own, seated around a book on a candlelit table. His mother, whom he of-
ten portrayed with a Bible on her knees and who several times served as
a model in his Biblical paintings. was a devout reader of Scripture; doubt-
less he first absorbed from her the sense of God, man and nature that was
to make him the most profoundly Christian of all Protestant artists.

The Latin School. which Rembrandt attended from his seventh to his
14th year. placed heavy emphasis on religious studies. Its curriculum, ap-
parently unknown to early writers who commented on Rembrandt’s ig-
norance, also included the reading of Cicero. Terence, Virgil. Ovid, Hor-
ace. Cacsar, Sallust, Livy and Aesop. The students conversed in Latin, and
Rembrandt became accustomed to the Latin form of his own name, Rem-
brantus Harmensis Levdensis (Rembrandt the son of Harmen of Leiden).
It was for this reason that he signed his early works with the monogram.
RHL. Rembrandt not only passed the course, bur later recalled it in de-
tail: his historical and mythological paintings reflect meticulous attention
to the texts on which they were based.

ltwas the purpose of the Latin School to prepare voung men for admis-
sion to the University of Leiden, which in Rembrandt’s time was the
equalofany in Europe. The French philosopher Descartes. who wrote his
Discourse on Method while living in the United Provinces. passed some
time there, as did other scholars of his caliber. In all likelthood. Rembrandt
never had much contact with such men, but he carly developed an admira-
tion for the “old philosopher’ in general - a type that appears frequently
in his paintings. Nor did Rembrandt pursue his formal education much
bevond the Latin School; he went so far as to be matriculated in the Uni-
versity, but withdrew apparently after only a month or two. It was at
this point. sometime in 1620, that he turned to art.

The name of Rembrandt's first teacher. mentioned only as “*a painter™
in old accounts. 1s unknown. His second. under whom he served a three-
vear apprenticeship. was an obscure and none-too-talented Leiden painter




named Jacob van Swanenburgh, who specialized in architectural scenes
and views of hell. Van Swanenburgh. like many other Dutch artists of the
time, had studied in ltaly but apparently had not profited much from the
experience. He taught Rembrandt the fundamentals of drawing. etching
and painting but does not seem to have made a decp impression on his
pupil. In later years Rembrandt turned his hand to almost every subject
except architecture and hell. (Architecture

that may occur to an artist
appears in many of Rembrandt’s backgrounds. to be sure. but unlike van
Swanenburgh he never treated it per se.)

By the time he was 17 or 18. Rembrandt had absorbed all that van
Swanenburgh could teach himand had shown such promise that his father
sent him to Amsterdam to study under Picter Lastman, who was then one
of the foremost painters of historical scenes in the United Provinces.
Lastman. too. had been to Italy, where he had been much impressed by the
works of Caravaggio and particularly of Adam Elsheimer. a German
painter who lived in Rome. The outstanding qualities of Caravaggio were
a bold naturalism, dramatic power and especially an atmosphere of mys-
terious depth conveyed by chiaroscuro. the interplay of light and shadow.
Elsheimer responded to Caravaggio’s innovations, but instead of making
life-size paintings as the Italian did. he specialized in small, cabinet-size.
highly finished paintings with exquisite daylight and nocturnal effects. Last-
man was influenced by both artists and in turn transmitted what he had
learned to his own pupils. Rembrandt. who was thus indirectly a pupil of
Caravaggio and Elsheimer. remained in Lastman’s studio for only six
months. but he quickly seized the chiaroscuro device and. within a short
time, began to use it with a skill no other artist has ever surpassed.

Eom Lastman Rembrandt derived other elements of his early style
the use of bright, glossy colors and lively, sometimes theatrical gestures
in paintings of fairly small scale. [t was probably Lastman, too. who in-
spired Rembrandt to become a history painter—at a time when history
painting was not notably fashionable among the Dutch. Theorists ac-
cepted the idea. as they had since the Renaissance. that there was a hier-
archical order in the genres of painting. The noblest subject for the artist
was the famous past, particularly the Biblical past. while portraits. scenes
of everyday life, landscapes and still lifes were of secondary importance.
However. the ordinary art buyer in the United Provinces paid little
heed to art theory: he preferred subjects from daily life that were familiar
to him, and so gave his trade to painters in the “minor™ specialties. None-
theless Rembrandt not only chose to take up history painting but dedicat-
ed himself to it with a fervor thart lasted all his life. Although he eventu-
ally worked in almost all the specialties. he did not paint a commissioned
portrait, so far as is known, until he had been established in his career for
at least six years and did not venture seriously into landscape until he was
in his late thirties. His preoccupation was always with history and above
all with the Scriptures.

At 18 or 19 Rembrandt left Lastman, returned to Leiden and set him-
self up as an independent master. His recently discovered Stoning of St.
Stephen, a product of that period, reveals flashes of his genius. but it also
reveals what a steep road he had to travel before he could fully express it.

Rembrandt’s carly art traming included
practice in the use of perspective by reference
to intricate architectural studics like the one
ahove. He quickly mastered such problems
as the depiction of the winding staircase and
etfectively emploved this complex device in
the painting hielow. produced when he was
27. Asa maturc artist. Rembrandt often
sketched city walls. cottages and ruins. but in
his paintings architectural moufs were
subordinated to his primary objective—the

portraval of human character

AN




Sources of
In 3piration

Sm distinetive was Rembrandt's own imprint on art that
his debt to other painters is often overlooked. Yet the
influences that helped shape his formative vears can be
traced as clearly as in the case of lesser men: even genius
has s artistic ancestry.

Rembrandt’s most notable forebear was Caravaggio.
the Ttahian master who revolutionized the use of hight and
shadow (pages 30-3 1), an mnovation ardently pursued by
an entire Dutch school of pamnters (pages 32-33) popular
m Rembrandt's youth. He found another tount of ideas
m the work of Adam Elsheimer, a German living in

Rome who was also beholden to Caravageto but who

;
painted in much smaller scale. usually using copper plates
and setting his mood with landscape backgrounds (page
28). Rembrandt's teacher, Preter Lastman, who studied
m ltaly, communicated Elshemmer’s ideas to his eager
pupil along with his own fondness for forceful gestures
and dramatic scenes (page 29)

Many of these familial elements appear in
Rembrande's carliest known dated painting. the recently
discovered Stouing of St. Stephben (opposite). 1t has
Caravaggio’s lighting, the small-scale details and a hint of
the landscape of Elsheimer, and the mult-figured
excitement of Lastman. But within a decade after
pamting this work at 19, Rembrandt was able to fashion a
tar more personal statement of his artistic deas in the
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Only about 3 by 4 feet in ag tual
size, this crowded drama of St
Stephen’s martyrdom represents
the young Rembrandt's vigorous
synthesis of older painters” style:

His own head appears just above

the kneeling saint







’I;C transmission of subject matter and style from one
17th Century master to another often took place ina
manner that may seem plagiaristic to the modern eye. Of
the five works shown here, the carliest is the painting by
Adam Elshetmer (opposite, top). It illustrates an incident in
the Apocryphal Book of Tobit in which Tobit’s son
Tobias, accompanied by an angel. captures a huge fish in
the Tigris River. About 20 years later Pieter Lastman,
who had been influenced by Elsheimer, still had his works
in mind when he painted this theme (above), although the
picture is by no means a slavish imitation.

Elsheimer had other Dutch followers, among them the

Pieter Lastman: The Angel and Tobias and the Fish, ¢. 1630

gifted printmaker Count Hendrick Goudt, who copied his
works as exactly as possible; Goudt's engraving (second
[fromi top, opposite) 1s such a copy. with the composition
reversed. After this print was circulated in Holland. the
landscape artist Hercules Seghers adapted it for his own
purposes (third from: top, opposite). Later Seghers’ copper
plate was purchased by Rembrandt. who burnished out the
figures of Tobias and the angel and replaced them with a
grouping of the Holy Family, transforming the subject
into a Flight into Egypt (bottom, opposite). Although
Rembrandt left much of Seghers’ plate intact. his alteration
entirely changed the mood and meaning of the work.

20O




A/I ichelangelo Merist da Caravaggio, who died in 1610, ranks
high among the masters who have given decisive impetus to
Western painting. s influence, radiating from ltaly, was felt not
only in Holland but throughout Europe during his lifetime and for
encrations thereafter. Among his most widely imitated
innovations was a powerful new use of chiaroscuro, the contrasting
of light and shadow. by which he unified his complex compositions
and obtained highly dramatic, naturalistic eftects—as n his
Wartyrdom of St. Matthew at night

According to tradition St. Matthew was executed in Ethiopia by

order of 1ts king, but Caravaggio chose to \lvplct ascene that seems
 have taken place in some fantastic, allegorical realm rather than

\ 1 \t the nght stands a s¢ |'v.unlnglu-'\ who might

) Panic, desperate to run but rooted to the spot in

| fiour their role is unclear. although
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the left. some inditferent. some
[. An angel descends from heaven
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Hendrick T \-rhmgghcn Young Man I.ila;,rl.vting a Pipe from a Candle, 162
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The Moncy Changer, 1627




Gerrit van Honthorst: Supper Party. 1620

Caravaggio's influence in Holland was so strong that his name has been
applied to a school of Dutch painters—the Utrecht Caravaggisti. Among its
foremost exponents were Hendrick Terbrugghen and Gerrit van Honthorst,
both of whom studied his pictures in Iraly, seized upon aspects of his treatment
of light and shadow and exploited them 1n their own talented ways. In one of
Terbrugghen’s paintings (above, left) the source of light—the candle
exposed, with the shadows presented in deep contrast. Honthorst’s picture

1s

(above) contains a device characteristic of his paintings: the principal light
source is screened from the viewer by a figure in the foreground, while the
background figures are illuminated both directly and by reflection. Rembrandt
must have had the opportunity to study paintings of this sort at close hand. He
was intrigued by the screened light and used it with greater dramatic effect
than any of his contemporaries, even in such tiny works as The Money Changer
(hft), only about 12 inches in height, which he produced at the age of 21.
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The familiar criticism of the
somberness of Rembrandt’s works
——one contemporary labeled him
an owl-like “man of darkness”—is
belied by this brilhantly illumined
confrontation between the blind
Tobit and his wife Anna.

Tobit and Anna, 1626

11

Prelude to
(ireatness

When Rembrandt established himself as an independent artist in Lel-
den, after his apprenticeship in Amsterdam. he was not yet 20. However,
he was not notably precocious: his great contemporary. the Italian
sculptor-architect Gianlorenzo Bernini, produced superb portrait busts
in marble at the age of 13. What is remarkable in Rembrandt is the explo-
sive speed of his development—in etching and drawing as well as in
painting. In his late teens he was merely one among many talented
Dutch artists, but in a half-dozen vears he had surpassed almost all of
them—and was stll growing.

Leiden was a lively place to be in those years. How it appeared to
Rembrandt’s particularly perceptive eyve when he returned home from
Amsterdam around 1625 is impossible to tell; he made no scenes of the
town-—or at any rate, none that are known to survive. There are. how-
ever, a few sketches by other artists. plus some contemporary written
accounts, that suggest what Rembrandt must have seen. Lying along the
Old Rhine a short distance from the sea, Leiden in the 1620s had a popu-
lation of about 50,000 and was second among Dutch towns only to
Amsterdam (about 110,000). Architecturally it was typically Dutch.
Rows of narrow houses, with gabled roofs and bright-colored shutters.
leaned together beside the streets and canals. Looming above them stood
the imposing ruin of a medieval castle; there had been a major settle-
ment in Leiden at least as early as the 12th Century. The surrounding
countryside was flat as a slate.

Visitors found Leiden conspicuous for its cleanliness. even in well-
scrubbed Holland, but paradoxically it also had an abominable stench:
its canals were almost currentless and were often clogged with rotting
flotsam and sewage. Perhaps because of this the town was often racked
by “plagues.” a term that then included several deadly epidemic diseases:
some vears the death toll was so high that the cemeteries could not hold
all the corpses. and many had to be buried in Leiden’s earthen ramparts.

Against such calamities Leiden could measure a number of blessings.
It had a great university. the first to be founded in Holland. a center of
intellectual excitement. It was increasingly prosperous. both as a market



town and as the site of a thriving textile industry, which eventually
involved most of Leiden’s workers. Underpaid and illiterate, they pre-
sented a sharp contrast to the professors and students at the University,
among them Englishmen. Germans, Swedes. Poles and Hungarians, a
numb;r of whom came from noble families. The foreign dress of the
students must have intrigued Rembrandt. who had a keen eye for such
things, although in the early sketches he made from life his subjects were
not wealthy young men. but the poor.

In Leiden Rembrandt worked closely with Jan Lievens. an excellent
artist who was 16 months younger than he and who had also studied in
Amsterdam under Pieter Lastman. From their teacher both had absorbed
a clear predilection for history painting and for forceful statements that
amounted at times almost to bombast; Rembrandt. in fact, would have
to struggle for years to control the power in his art and to channel his
innate passion and boldness away from the sensational. In the mid-
1620s his style and Lievens’ were remarkably similar; both used the
same models and props—it 1s quite likely that they may have shared a
studio for a time—and it sometimes requires expert knowledge to tell
an early Lievens from an early Rembrandt. They probably did not go
so far as to collaborate in blocking out their compositions, but it is
known that they retouched each other’s paintings. A note in an inven-
tory made in 1632 of works owned by Prince Frederick Henry of
Orange indicates that even their contemporaries had difficulty in dis-
tinguishing their hands. It reads: **Simeon in the Temple, holding Christ
in his arms, done by Rembrandt or Jan Lievens.”

One carly work that is indisputably Rembrandt’s is the newly identi-
fied Stoning of St. Stephen. If 1t is not an outstanding success, it none-
theless contains features that are characteristic of Rembrandt’s work
throughout his career. One is the use of shadow. by which he submerges
the figures in the left half of the panel and thus immediately directs the
attention of the viewer to the action on the right. And he creates the
illusion of depth, of a serics of planes that recede irregularly from the
eye, by placing the official witnesses to the saint’s martyrdom on an
clevation in the background.

The work reveals not only Rembrandt’s debt to Lastman, i the strong
outlines. the preoccupation with detail and the emphatic gestures and
mtense expressions of the crowded figures, but also his own youthful
tendency to overstatement. The assassins are not merely throwing stones
at the saint: one of them is about to crush his skull with a rock. It 1s a
dreadtul scene, and Rembrandt lets the viewer know precisely how he
feels about 1t. Just above the head of St Stephen. and below the elbow
of the man who hfts the rock with both hands. there appears an anguished
face. staring with revulsion at the murderers (page 27). It is Rembrandt’s
own face, the first of his self-portraits.

Another of Rembrandt’s hallmarks—an mterest in costume—appears
m a second very carly work, The Money Changer of 1627 (page 32), for
which his father may have served as model. The coat with which Rem-
brandt adorned the figure is perhaps a trifle more opulent than might
ordinarily have been found in the wardrobe of a Leiden citizen. He took




unusual delight in the ornate. Oriental costumes. sumptuous fabrics.
jewels and strange objects brought home by Dutch seafarers. His biog-
rapher Baldinucci notes: “He often went to public sales by auction; and
here he acquired clothes that were old-fashioned and disused as long as
they struck him as bizarre and picturesque. and those. even though at
times thev were downright dirtv. he hung on the walls of his studio
among the beautiful curiosities which he also took pleasure in possessing.
such as every kind of old and modern arms—arrows. halberds. daggers.
sabers. knives and so on—and innumerable quantities of exquisite draw-
ings. engravings and medals. and every other thing which he thought a
painter might ever need.” During his Leiden vears Rembrandt probably
lacked money to buy such objects in quantity. but later he pursued this
interest so passionately that it may have been one of the factors in his
financial ruin. His imagination was stimulated by the mere sight of an
outlandish turban. a golden helmet or a rich brocade: with the aid of
these he was able to transport himself across space and time without
plunging himself in books or journeving farther than the auction room.
To be sure. he was not a shallow sentimentalist who could be moved to
tears by contemplating a plaster cast of an antique bust of Homer. but
often a curious studio prop served him as a departure point for a train of
thought that ended in a great painting.

Be_vond its hint of Rembrandt’s fondness for the picturesque. The
Money Changer is interesting also for its use of hidden lighting: the man
holds a coin up to the light to examine it, throwing the illumination
backward and to right and left. while the foreground remains in relative
darkness. Rembrandt appropriated this device from the works of a school
of Dutch painters centered in the town of Utrecht. These men. among
them Hendrick Terbrugghen. Dirck van Baburen and in particular
Gerrit van Honthorst. had studied the art of the great Caravaggio in
Italy and had brought back their personal variations on the master's
original light and shadow effects. The pictures of the Utrecht Caravag-
gisti are frequently illuminated by a hidden light source—a trick Caravag-
gio seldom used. but which his Dutch followers were happy to exploit.
In their paintings. a figure or object in the foreground is darkly silhouet-
ted, screening oft a lamp. fire or candle that casts its glow on the rest of
the scene. Rembrandt had seen the work of the Caravaggisti, and their
influence on him in his early vears was a strong one.

The concealed light in The Money Changer serves no function bevond
that of drama. However. Rembrandt quickly saw that it could be put to
another use—as a substitute for the outmoded halo around the head of
Christ—and some two years later he emploved it in the first of his painted

versions of Christ at Emmaus, in which the risen Saviour appears briefly
to His disciples. (This subject was of particular fascination to Rembrandt:
he would return to it repeatedly in etchings. drawings and paintings in
later vears.) In the Leiden painting Christ’s figure screens off the light.
which appears as a supernatural radiance emanating from His body.

To those who think of Rembrandt as a painter of monumental can-
vases, the diminutive scale of his Leiden works may be surprising. The
first Christ at Emmaus is only about 15 by 16 inches. Other early works
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Rembrande made these two portraits of his
parents shortly before he left home to live in
Amsterdam. His fatherappears heavy-
hearted and oblivious to the outside world in
this drawing completed only a few months
hefore his death. By contrast. Rembrandt’s
etching of his mother makes her scem the
picturc of self-confidence and contentment
Reportedly a deeply devout and serious
woman, she outlived her hushand by a decade

are scarcely larger than the pages of this book. and sometimes smaller;
the Self-Portrait shown on page 9. for example. is reproduced in its
actual size. So far as is known. only one life-size painting survives from
the Esther’s Feast—and this may be Lievens’ work rath-
er than Rembrandt’s. In the first few vears after Rembrandt set himself
up as an independent artist he adhered to a tradition that Pieter Last-
man had learned from Adam Elsheimer in Italy. painting with marvelous
precision on small wooden panels or copper plates. It was not until
Rembrandt was 25 or 26 that he began to produce life-size paintings
frequenty. and still later that he executed such massive works as the
Night Watch. which is approximatelv 12 by 14 feet. and the even larger
but now muulated Conspiracy of Julius Civilis.

Tl:ow is no handy explanation for his decision to keep his early art in
small scale: poml)lv he felt that he was not vet ready for works of more
ambitious dimensions. although the skill of a painter scarcely relates to
the size of the area he chooses to cover. Whatever the reason. Rem-
brandt’s choice of scale seems to have been especially appropriate in the
case of his favorite subjects of the Leiden period: narrative scenes from
the Bible.

As Rembrandrt grew older his spirituality deepened and he no longer
saw the Bible merely as a source for dramatic narrative. but at first
he chose subjects that suited his great gifts as a storyteller. He turned
readily to such passages as | \umbers XXII: 27-28 to illustrate the story
of Balaam and his ass in a painting known as The Angel and the Propbet
Balaam. This colorful, sparkling work. painted when the artist was about
20. was evidently highly regarded by Rembrandt’s contemporaries: the
art dealer Alphonso Lopez. who served as agent for the French crown in
the Netherlands. bought it and placed it in his collection alongside paint-
ings by Raphael and Titian. In the same year. Rembrandt produced an-
other jewel-like panel-—12 by 16 inches—showing the confrontation of
Tobit and Anna (page 36). The “story™ of the painting is very slight.
Anna, who supports her blind husband by doing “woman’s work.” has
been given a young goat by her emplovers. Ihc ultra-righteous Tobit
cannot believe tlmt thc animal is a gift and accuses his \Vlfc of having
stolen it. Ordinarily. an artist might find scant sumulation in this trivial
misunderstanding. but Rembrandt brings to it the deep sense of humanity
that illuminates all of his greatest work. The sightless old man appears to
be rocking back and forth in shame and grief. while his wife stares at him
with a wonderful mixture of compassion and indignation. Although
Rembrandt was not vet 21 when he painted Tobit and Anna, he had al-
ready achieved a dcprh of perception that no other artist in the Nether-
lands could match.

Rembrandt’s mother served as the model for Anna: indeed. through-
out his life he was to paint those who were closest to him. often dressing
them in fantastic costumes from his collection. but always seeing in them
reflections of universal emotions. In his view. the common people of
Lerden or Amsterdam were essentially no different from the towering
figures of the Bible. created by the same God. sharing the same msteri-
ous destiny, feeling the same passion and despair. Rembrandt’s biog-
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rapher Sandrart criticized him for spending too much time among ““the
lower orders™ of societv. and maintained by implication that Rem brandt
might have been a better artist if he had learned to “keep his station.”
But it was exactly among the “lower orders™ that Rembrandt perceived
King David or Christ Himself.

In studving the people of Leiden. Rembrandt was particularly im-
pressed by the aged. in whose faces he saw the glow of spiritual riches
stored up in vears of experience. endurance and meditation. Various
local citizens. now unknown. possibly from the ranks of the farmers and
tradesmen with whom his father dealt. were models for a brilliant series
of philosophers. saints and apostles that he painted from 1627 to
1631. Although all of these works are in the typically small scale of
this period. several appear monumental because of Rembrandt’s roman-
tic treatment of the background architecture. The worn. rounded walls
of a scholar’s cell or the archways in a theologian’s retreat do not scem
to have been constructed by masons but shaped in the stone by the
erosion of wind and water. as in the St. Anastasius of 1631. There the
lonely. rapt figure occupies less than six inches in a panel only about 23
inches high. but to the observer he exists in a limitless world of space
and thoughr.

It is among his pictures of old men that Rembrandt’s highly personal.
original use of chiaroscuro—the major stylistic principle of his work—
first appears to great effect. Chiaroscuro (an Iralian word that means
bright and dark) refers to the contrast of light and shadow. [ralian
artists of the Renaissance developed ways of using chiaroscuro to make
figures appear three-dimensional. and later Caravaggio and his
Dutch followers achieved a striking sculptural quality with the device.
But the areas of light and shade employed by Rembrandt’'s immediate
predecessors were sharply contrasted. almost in checkerboard fashion.
with few in-between tones. Their figures did. in fact. appear rounded.
but because a sense of space was lacking they might have been statues
placed against a wall. Rembrandr. working in the penumbra between
bright illumination and darkness. developed a pictorial space that ap-
peared boundless. surrounding his figures on all sides. Space itself became
a living medium in which the figures were inextricably embedded. The
weaving together of light and shadow created a mysterious twilight. con-
stantly fluctuating, emphasizing voids as well as solids. Among Rem-
brandt’s first successful attempts in the use of this device were The
Money Changer of 1627 and the St. Paul in Contemplation of two or
three years later. Both gave promise of far greater paintings to come.

Rembrandt’s chiaroscuro served him as a means not merely of sug-
gesting space but of expressing the depths of human character and of re-
ligious experience. He used the intangible qualities of the visual world—
light, air and shadow—to evoke the mysteries of the mind and spirit.
He did not master this effect during his Leiden years. but again the loom-

ings of his genius in this regard can be seen in works of that time.
Originally. Rembrandt used the vivid colors favored by Lastman: but

by the late 1620s he turned to more delicate hues. using cool harmo-
nies of light blue and vellow. pale green and olive, with backgrounds




often in grav. Already. by this time. his color was indissolubly linked to
his chiaroscuro. It was used to transmit light and shadow. not merely
to achieve a decorative effect.

Rembrandt’s handling of paint itself showed a boldness that quickly
set him apart from other Dutch artists. He did not apply his pigments
in a consistently orthodox manner but set out to exploit the effects that
can be achieved by varying textures and the weight of paint. In his Seif-
Portrait of 1629. the wall behind his head is richly textured in shades of
gray. while the accents of light on his collar are laid on with a heavy
impasto—almost volcanic eruptions of paint upon the surface of the can-
vas. To give life to his shaggy mane of hair, he repeatedly scratched into
the wet paint with the butt end of his brush. In his Jeremiab of 1630,
which shows the prophet mourning the destruction of Jerusalem. Rem-
brandt in places scraped the colors down to the red-yellow ground of his
panel as though to suggest the embers of a burned city. Among early
chroniclers. Houbraken wrote of gemstones and pearls painted by Rem-
brandt that were “'so thick as if they were chiselled.” while Baldinucci
conjured up a picture of an artist so engrossed in laving on paint that his
clothes were constantly dirty. “since it was his custom. when working,
to wipe his brushes on himself.”

In etching as in painting Rembrandt worked with an inventiveness not
seen before his day. In time 17th Century connoisseurs came to prize
his etchings even more than his work in oil. and throughout his career his
prints enjoyed a good international market. As late as 1669, the vear of
his death. when according to myth he was languishing in impoverished
obscurity. a Sicilian nobleman bought 189 etchings from him.

Before Rembrandt’s time the technique of engraving was more fre-
quently used by printmakers than etching. In the former process. the
artist works directly on a metal plate. usually copper: to create his design
he laboriously cuts lines into its surface with a thin, diagonally sharpened
steel rod called a burin. The excess metal thrown up beside the furrow
cut by the burin is carefully scraped away before the plate is inked and
prints are pulled from it. The visual effect of an engraving 1s one of
neat, regular lines.

In etching. the plate is covered with a protective coat of resin. The
artist then scratches his design through the resin with a needle and im-
merses the plate in a bath of acid. which “bites” the metal wherever the
resin has been removed. The action of the acid produces lines of a shight-
ly irregular. vibrating quality: Rembrandt did not regard this as a draw-
back. however. but as a challenge.

A copper plate lends itself fairly readily to change and correction.
Lines may be removed by pounding and burnishing, and added at will:
the etcher simply re-covers his plate with a fresh coat of resin and makes
new scratches through it. Rembrandt sometimes took several years to
finish a plate to his sausfaction, and he sold prints from the various
states of his work. It is not uncommon to find as many as four or five
ditferent states of the same etching: sometimes the changes are minor,
and sometimes radical. Almost from the start of his career. Dutch collec-
tors were cngcr'm purchase the variations. Houbraken, who seems to




have been poking fun at the foolishness of some of these buyers. noted
that the demand was “so great that people were not considered as
true amateurs who did not possess the Jumo with and without the
crown, the Joseph with the light and the dark head and so on. Indeed,
every one wanted to have The Woman by the Stove—for that matter one
of his least important etchings—both with and without the stove-key.”

In engraving or etching the image is of course reversed—right, on
the plate. becomes left on the sheet printed from it. Most printmakers
take this into consideration by reversing their designs at the point when
they transfer their preparatory drawings to their plates. Rembrandt, how-
ever, seems not to have cared much about this; his concern was with the
quality rather than the pedantic accuracy of his work. Thus some of
his etched self-portraits show him working with what seems to be his left
hand although he was in fact right-handed. and some of his signatures ap-
pear in backward mirrorscript.

He was so superb an etcher that critics were persuaded that he had
discovered a secret process. “He had also a method all his own of grad-
ually treating and finishing his etched plates,” wrote Houbraken, “‘a
method which he did not communicate to his pupils. . . . Thus the in-
vention. . . has been buried with the inventor.” Indeed. etching has al-
ways been regarded as a somewhat mysterious proceeding, and there are
“secrets”” involving the ingredients in the protective coat, the strength of
the acid bath and the time allowed for the acid to bite into the plate.
Occasionally the physical or mental health of etchers has been impaired
by excessive inhalation of acid fumes, and this. too. contributes to the aura
of strangeness and mystery. But Rembrandt had no secret beyond his
genius. He was the greatest etcher in the history of art. matched only by
van Dyck in certain of his portrait etchings, by Whistler and by Degas
in his rare ventures in the field.

Rembrandt’s earliest etchings may be dated around 1626, when he

was 20, and the very few surviving impressions of such a work as The
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The process by which engravings and
etchings were printed was itself the subject
of this print made in the 1640s by a French
artist, Abraham Bosse. The worker at the
rear dabs ink on a metal plate bearing the
design. The man at his side wipes off all of
the ink except thatin the design’s grooves
As the man at right turns the handles of a
press. asheet of damp paper s pressed
against the metal plate to pick up an inked
impression. Finally, the finished printsare
strungon a *‘clothesline” to dry. Rembrandt
may have tackled the entire process
singlehandedlv. using a press similar to the
one shown here to pull proofs of his etchings




T

Rembrandt's smallest print, shown here in
s actual size, reveals his carly interest in the
exotic dress of the foraigners who frequented
Amsterdam when he lived there He
produced this minuscule work, The Little
Polander. when he was 25 and trving to
master the technique of eteching. he soon
applied what he had learned to larger and
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Rest on the Flight to Egypt exhibit both his inexperience and his lively
response to the medium. He had no thought of making his print look
like an engraving. but used a free. scribbling stroke; the protective cover-
ing on his plates was soft. permitting him to move his needle with the
fluidity of chalk or pen on paper. The Rest is unfinished and experimen-
tal, and to many eves it appears to be a botched job that the artist might
better have destroyed. However. the etching serves notice of what is soon
to come. As in almost all his work, Rembrandt approached his subject
with great warmth. conceiving the Holy Family not in the traditional
way but quite hterally asa family: Mary feeds her Son while Joseph. who
is often relegated to the background in such scenes. holds the dish.

Rcmbrandt's sense of humanity 1s even more evident in a group of
small etchings of beggars and outcasts made in the late 1620s. In these he ,
was considerably influenced in subject matter and even in pose by the
works of the great contemporary French etcher. Jacques Callot. Having
seen at first hand the horrors resulting from the Thirty Years™ War.
Callot produced a gallery of maimed wrctchcs such as mwht have been [

there can be hirtle doubt that Rembrandt was famihar with them. Power- |
ful as Callot’s prints may be. however. they stll contain a faintly satirical |
quality. as though the artist were asking the viewer. in a detached
Gallic manner. ““Are they not interesting?” Rembrandt’s beggars and

found on anv highway in Europe. The prints were widely circulated. and
g p p

cripples are not “interesting.” but full of suffering. They arouse a |
feeling of wrath at the plight of man. and it is plain that he 1dentified
himself with them: on an ctched sheet of studies of about 1630
there appear the heads of an old man and woman, an aged beggar
couple hobbling on sticks. and Rembrandt’s face.

Within two or three years after his first efforts Rembrandt had be-
come a master of etching. The portrait of his mother. dated 1628. 1s an
extraordinarily penetrating character study. executed by the 22-year-old
artist in a network of very fine lines that capture the plav of light,
shadow and air with a skill far exceeding that of Callot or of any Dutch
etcher. The refinement of his technique appears to even greater advan-
tage n a later portrait of his mother, in 1631, in which countless scur-
rving, hair-thin strokes are used to build up his chiaroscuro and texture.
However-—as in the total of Rembrandt’'s production during his Leiden
vears—delicacy appears side by side with boldness. even coarseness. In
his oils of the period. the contrast may be seen by comparing the pre-
asion and polish of Tobit and Anna with the 1629 Self-Portrait, scored
with the handle of the brush. In his etching. Rembrandt’s muscular stvle

is vividly apparent in another self-portrait of the same year. in which he
L\I)L‘rllll(]]t((l with the use of a blunt instrument. prolml)]\ a broken or
double-pointed one. exposing the copper heneath the coating with vigor-
ous slashes like those in a spontancous pen drawing. The twin currents
of refinement and dash. of the smooth and the rough. emerge in Rem-
brandt’s work from the very beginning and are by no means contra-
dictory. They indicate instead the tremendous range of a young man who
was able to accomplish more in a few years than many another artist
achieves in a lifetime




In the course of his carcer Rembrandt made scores, even hundreds of
impressions from many of his approximately 290 plates.  None of
the ctchings is larger than 21 by 18 inches: many are of postcard
size or smaller. and one, The Little Polander, mcasures only three-
quarters of an inch wide and two and one-quarter inches high. Rem-
brandt’s income from the sale of his prints 1s impossible to determine.
although the celebrated “Hundred Guilder Print™ apparently was so
called because an early collector was willing to pay that sum for an im-
pression of it. Today. when a particularly fine impression of a rare Rem-
brandt etching changes hands. the price may be as high as $84.000, and
in the present buovant state of the art market it will doubtless go higher.

Atleast 79 of Rembrandt’s original plates are sull in existence. All are
of thin metal, the thickest being only about one twenty-fifth of an inch.
and many of them are worn or have been ruined by the reworking of
later hands. Astonishingly. no fewer than 75 of the plates are owned by
one man. Robert Lee Humber of Greenville. North Carolina, a retired
international lawvyer. who acquired them in 1938 in Paris but did not
place them on exhibition for almost 20 vears. during which time the
question of their whereabouts continued to mystify Rembrandt scholars.
In 1956 Mr. Humber permitted his treasure to be exhibited at the
North Carolina Museum of Art, at once settling all the scholarly baf-
flement. The plates are genuine. and, as recent photographs show (page
181), a few are still in fine condition.

Rembrandt's disdain for tradition in his etching also manifested itself
in the third category of his art ~drawing. Farlier artists had as a rule re-
garded drawing primarily as an indispensable preliminary step in the
making of a painting or print. Rembrandt made only a few such pre-
paratory studies. The majority of his drawings are self-contained works
of art with an independent life of their own. Ordinarily. he made them
very rapidly. almost journalistically, with the intention of capturing an
idea or impression with a minimum of lines. He seldom disposed of
them. just as a writer does not dispose of the notebooks that contain his
fleeting ideas. although evidently he could have sold them had he
wished. Not long after Rembrandt’s death. a French critic and con-
noisseur, Roger de Piles, noted that he considered Rembrandt’s drawings
superior to the etchings. Rembrandt was a compulsive draftsman: so
many subjects engaged his mind and eye that he must have been involved
n drdwmg almost daily. The 1,400 surviving sketches probably repre-
sent only a fraction of his total output.

That Rembrandt as a draftsman worked primarily to please himself
may be seen in the great range of subjects that seldom appear elsewhere
in his work: women and children in homely domestic scenes. animals,
birds. vignettes of random activity in the streets. views of towns and
landscapes. These he carefully preserved between blank pages in bound
books (24 of which were listed among his possessions at the time of
his declaration of insolvency in 1656). Another indication that Rem-
brandt’s drawings were for his own use is the fact that he almost never
signed or dated them; as a result. when there was a revival of interest in
them in the 19th Century. art historians were hard put to arrange them




in chronological order. although today the known evolution of Rem-
brandt’s stvle makes possible fair judgments about their dates. Among
the perhaps 60 drawings that can almost certainly be placed in his
Leiden years there are chalk studies of beggars. more summary in style
but full'\" as powerful as his etchings. At least three self-portraits. drawings
of his father and mother. and another known as The Reading, must also
have been produced during this period. Later, he became expert with
both the quill and the reed pen. which he often used in conjunction
with a wash of warm brown color. Some of his most breathtaking
drawings. such as A Woman Sleeping (page 55), were made with a
brush alone.

Rcmbrandt had several pupils in Leiden of whom only one, Gerrit
Dou. is of particular consequence. Dou became apprenticed to the master
early in 1628, when he was not yet 15 and Rembrandr only 21, and he
rapidly assimilated the highly finished style of Rembrandt’s small. early
paintings. However. while his master later went on to become a giant.
Dou was content with a dwarfish if elegant stature. The polished.
enamel-like surfaces of his paintings and his almost microscopic detail
were very popular in Leiden. and ultimately he became one of the best-
paid artists in all of the Netherlands, making a fortune by elaborating on
only one facet of Rembrandt’s genius. His vogue. in fact. was so great
that his paintings consistently brought higher prices than Rembrandt’s.
Dou made little effort to compete with Rembrandt’s use of chiaro-
scuro for dramatic effects. concentrating instead on details that seem
more in the province of a jeweler than a painter. At one point. when he
was complimented on his skill in painting a broom no larger than a
fingernail, he remarked that the broom was unfinished—he sull had
three days’ work to do on it. Dou’s success is typical of that of numerous
other Rembrandt pupils in later years; it 1s doubtful that any of them
really understood the great man. but several of them managed to grasp a
fraction of him and to make a very good thing of it.

It was inevitable that Rembrandt should sooner or later have de-
parted from Leiden. which despite its University was stll a provincial
town. The great opportunities were to be found in the rich. cosmopoli-
tan city of Amsterdam. One of the factors that precipitated Rembrandt’s
move was undoubtedly a visit made to Leiden around 1629 by one of
the most remarkable Dutchmen of the 17th Century, Constantin Huy-
gens, who had personal contact with Rembrandt and Jan Lievens and left
an account of them i his autobiography.

Constantin Huygens-—it is impossible not to salute the man across
the centuries—was an exceptionally well-informed connoisseur of art, a
statesman, who spent much of his life in the service of the princes of Or-
ange, and the founder of a most distinguished family. His son. Christian,
was the astronomer and mathematician who, among other scientific
achievements, perfected the pendulum clock and discovered the true
nature of the rings of Saturn. Huygens composed his autobiography m
Latin, corresponded in French with the writers Corneille and Guez de
Balzac and i three languages with the philosopher Descartes. and
translated John Donne from English into Dutch (he was a good poet in




his own right). Moreover. he was a student of nature. took a most com-
mendable interest in women and was said to be able to mount his
horse merely by leaping onto its back. He also had the courage to climb
the dizzying spire of the Cathedral of Stmsb()uru In

—on the outside
the field of painting. he was an accomplished amateur: he might. indeed.
have become a professional. but his father did not approve, and he had
had to paint in secret. Huvgens knew whereof he wrote on the subject of
art, having traveled in ltaly and England and also having studied at first
hand the works of almost every Netherlandish artist worthy of note. Con-
sequently. when he observed that Rembrandr and Lievens——at 24 and 23
respectively—were already peers of the most famous painters and would
soon surpass them. his word carried weight.

Huvgens found both Lievens and Rembrandt to be tireless workers:
in fact. he expressed concern about their health. In this. perhaps. may be
found some refutation of the idea that Rembrandt had only to daub his
panel to produce a great work: he labored long and hard. Huvgens sug-
gested to Rembrandt and Lievens that they make the customary journey
to ltaly to perfect their art. mentioning Raphael and Michelangelo as
the best of exemplars. but the young men were unwilling to go: they
were too busy to interrupt their work. Morcover, they said. the finest
ltalian paintings could be scen close at hand in the Netherlands. This
was not accurate: the quantity and quality of lItalian art in Dutch hands
at the ime was not very impressive. But particularly in the case of Rem-
brandt, the lack of interest in a trip to Italy is significant. He was not
then concerned with classical models; the anatomically improbable per-
fection of Michelangelo’s figures may even have amused him. He saw the
human body as it actually is. not as the classicists would have it. and in
order to find his models it was not necessary to travel to Rome but mere-
ly to keep his eves open as he walked down the street. Rembrandt had no
special “pictorial” sense that demanded the superhuman. The human was
quite enough.

Rembrandt s desire to stay home did not shock Huvgens. He believed.
with the traditionalists. that history painting was the highest form of
art, but he had a supple mind and did not feel that a classical style was
necessary. Indeed. he gave the highest praise to a notably unclassical
work of Rembrandt’s. the Judas Returning the Thirty Pieces of Silver
of 1629. To modern tastes there are many other of Rembrandt’s paint-
ings that have much stronger appeal. but to Huygens the Judas compared
favorably with any painting. Italian or Dutch: he found it particularly
outstanding in its depiction of the emotion of Judas. his clothes torn. his
eye frantic. his hands clasped in supplication for the pardon that he knows
it is impossible to obtain.

The enthusiastic endorsement of so eminent a man as Huygens cannot
have failed to turn Rembrandt’s eves toward Amsterdam. Moreover.
Huygens was not an ineffectual dilettante who contented himself merely
with words of praise. In his capacity as an aide to the Prince of Orange.
he soon arranged valuable commissions for the artist. who late in 1631 or
early in 1632 moved to Holland's greatest city to find almost immediate
fame and wealth.

['he statesman Constantin Huygens
Rembrandt’s first influential admirer. is the
dignitied subject of this portrait by Thomas
de Kevser. Shown with an attendant.
Huygens sits before a desk strewn with
objects svmbolizing the range of his interests
including a chittarrone (a kind of lute) and
globes of the earth and heavens. Curioush
there are no svmbolic references to another
of his favorite subjects: painting. Through
his kev position as private secretary to Prince
Frederick Henry of Orange. Huvgens was a
leading arbiter ot Dutch taste. and he used
his station to bring voung artists like

Rembrandt before the public eve
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Rembrandt made this lovely
silverpoint of Saskia when he was
inthe happiest of moods
explained by his words beneath it
“This 1s drawn after my wife,
when she was 21 years old. the
third day after our betrothal—the
8th June, 1633."

Saskia, 1633

111

Prodigal

Years

At the time of Rembrandt’s move to Amsterdam 1n 1631 or 1632 the
aty was the leading seaport of northern Europe. Merchants and scamen
of a dozen nations swarmed along its wharves. creating such a polyglor
tumult that one observer noted: “It appears at first not to be the citv of
any particular people but to be common to all.” Crates. bales and barrels
overflowed the warchouses: craftsmen plied their trades outside their
front doors: wagons and sledges groaned through the streets. and above
the rumbling. hammering and shouting could be heard the sound of in-
numerable church bells sprinkling sanctity on the sharp dealers below:.
The aity was not without cultural interests—it had a fledgling university
and a theater—but commerce was its preoccupation. The visiting French
philosopher Descartes wrote that “evervone is so engrossed in further-
ing his own interests that I could spend the whole of my life there with-
out being noticed by a soul.”

Inits general plan Amsterdam was fan-shaped. with the harbor. stock
exchange and town hall at the base and three large semicircular canals.
connected by smaller ones. forming the framework. Many of 1ts bridges
were arched high enough above water level to permit small-masted
boats to pass. Some were so steep that it required immense exertion to
move a sledge over them: on the ascent. teamsters cased the way by
throwing fat-soaked rags beneath the runners and on the way down
spread straw to provide a brake. The bridges were of stone: the same
material. and brick. were used for most fine houses. churches and public
buildings. Because the city. like Venice. was constructed above a huge
swamp. Dutchmen of Rembrandt’s time had reservations about the
choice of such weighty material and expressed them in a popular verse:

The great town of Amsterdam

is butlt on piles, until

the day the whole place tumbles down:
then who will pay the bill?

The verse was correct in part: every large building in the city was in fact

supported by long. heavy beams formed into trestles and driven through




Amsterdam’s port.seen i this 17th Century
panoramic engraving. mushroomed when
the cary's shipowners cornered Europe’s
freighr rrathe. Tronically, Amsterdiam owed
much of 1ts prosperity to hostile Span.

which continued its oppressive rule of the
ary's chicf mercantbe nval. Antwerp. after

the northern Netherlands won mdependence

from the Spanish. Many of Antwerp's
Protestants. including experienced
merchants, fled to Amsterdam to escape the
persecutmg zeal of the Spanish Inquisition.
and soon hetped natve residents launch

an cconomic boom that made Amsterdam

the hub of Europe’s trade
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the estuarial mud into solid ground. But today many 17th Century struc-
tures of enormous weight still stand firmly in place. and no one has yet
presented a catastrophic bill.

Amsterdam was colorful as well as clamorous. Canal boats, carts. bar-
rels and crates of merchandise were painted red. blue and green. Bright
ornamental signs hung from the houses to advertise the trades of the oc-
cupants; pastry- Lool\s used pictures of St. Nicholas, the patron saint of
children. while surgeons displayed poles painted in red. white and blue
stripes. The red 1nd1cated that the surgeon was prepared to bleed his
patients, the white that he would pull teeth or set bones. and the blue
that he would. if there was nothing more serious to be done. give the
customer a shave.

’Tl:e sights and sounds of Amsterdam were attractive. but Rembrandt
was not to be deflected into painting the everyday scenes that appealed
so strongly to his countrymen. As a young artist in search of fortune.
his chief concern was portraiture, and soon his portraits were in such
demand that patrons reportedly had to beseech him to produce them.

Rembrandt’s reputation had preceded him from Leiden. and he was
regarded, at 25 or 26. as an artist of considerable stature. Soon after
his arrival he made a business arrangement with a painter and dealer
named Hendrick van Uylenburgh, who operated an ““academy.” part of
which could be more accurately described as an art factory where young
men made copies of paintings that van Uylenburgh sold. Rembrandt
was already too important an artist to bother with such hack work;
however, he lived and worked in van Uylenburgh's house. Precisely
what services he performed for his landlord are not known, but his paint-
ings were among those routinely copied by van Uylenburgh’s appren-
tices and exported for sale in the provinces. (In 1637, after the death of
the moderately talented artist Lambert Jacobszoon. his effects were found
to contain six copies he had made of pictures by Rembrandt. Although
not intended to deceive anvone. such “Rembrandts™ caused serious prob-
lems for later art experts. Today. both in Europe and the United States,

\\\SIPL()D\\H M 1O11US LUROPI

MO



| there are more than a few collectors who believe that thev own genuine
1 works by the master. when in fact they own old copies.)

It was probably under van Uylenburgh's roof that Rembrandt painted
some of his first commissioned portraits. Although his genius was to seck
out and express the inner life of his subjects—this was why. in Leiden.
the time-worn faces of the old had fascinated him—in Amsterdam he
was obliged to compete 1n a conventional framework with such accom-
pllshed teahmuans as Thomas de Keyser and Nicolaes Elias. Ihuc
painters knew very well what the pul)lu wanted. and they delivered it:
good likeness. w ith proper attention to details of dress and ornament. .md
small attempt to probe beneath the obvious. Young Rembrandt. with
| financial success still to be won. showed no desire to revise the formu-
la; instead. he met the Amsterdam portraitists on their own ground and
surpassed them. His earliest commissioned works. the Portrait of a
Scholar and Nicolaes Ruts, are excellent performances within the accept-
ed limits. They are half-length. with neutral backgrounds and faces
and hands in full or almost-full light. Their vitality and strong modeling
are far superior to that in the paintings of the fashionable artists. and

itis only in comparison with Rembrandt’s later work that shortcomings
may be seen. Both the scholar and Nicolaes Ruts stare directly at the view-

er. seeking to establish a self-conscious communication with him. to let
him know that they are substantial Dutch citizens to whom attention
must be paid. In the portraiture of his mature vears Rembrandt would
continue to produce fine likenesses but would add spiritual depths sel-
dom found 1n his work of the 1630s.

In 1632 Rembrandt painted a group portrait. The Anatomy Lesson
of Dr. Tulp (pages 75-77), that quickly lifted him to the highest level of
public esteem. The group portrait was a long-established and singularly
Dutch institution, arising from the desire of the officers of guilds, chari-
table societies. militia companies and other organizations to decorate
the walls of their meetinghouses with memorials to themselves. Cus-

tomarily a group portrait included at least a half-dozen and sometimes as
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