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embrandt van Rijn (1606/07-1669) was a master of
many media. He was an artist with a wide range
of interests and an encyclopedic knowledge of the
work of his predecessors. He collected prints and drawings
by artists from Italy, Germany and the Low Countries and
drew upon them as inspiration for his own work. In his private and professional life he could display traits of multiple
personalities. And everywhere he turned, he ran into one
of the greatest predecessors of them all, the master from
Nürnberg, Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528).

Rembrandt’s
Durer
by Gary Schwartz

Rembrandt did not avoid these confrontations. He embraced them. In this essay we will examine the meeting
of two masters separated from each other by more than a
century and by considerable distance. Rembrandt’s Dürer
was a source of motifs and techniques. He was a teacher
to whom Rembrandt turned for written instruction. He
stood for an ideal of artistic prestige to which Rembrandt
too aspired. And not in the last place, Rembrandt dealt in
Dürers the same way as does Christopher-Clark Fine Art.
Just as we acquire from others the words and languages
by which we communicate our personal thoughts, artists
have recourse to the same motifs and techniques used by
everyone else in their field to produce their creations, no
matter how personal they may be. There was no such
concept in the early modern age as intellectual property.
Whatever was out there was up for grabs. A particularly
dramatic instance of this was the early history of one of
Dürer’s most successful print series, The Life of the Virgin.
You would be excused for thinking that these are two
illustrations of the same work [figure 1]. On the left is a
woodcut by Dürer of Simeon with the Christ Child in the
Temple, the 12th of the 19 prints in a series of the Life of
the Virgin. It was made by Dürer in the years 1503 to 1505,
preceding his second trip to Italy. When he got there he
saw what we see on the right: an engraving by Marcantonio
Raimondi, made in 1505 or 1506, along with 16 other
stunningly accurate copies after Dürer’s Life of the Virgin.
Is there a lawyer in the house? Dürer’s contemporaries
may not have known what intellectual property was, but
they knew quite well what forgery was when they saw it.
There were limits, and Marcantonio had clearly exceeded
them. Giorgio Vasari, in his Lives of the Artists, tells that
Marcantonio
Engraved on copper, as thick as the wood used by
Albert, [Dürer’s prints] with the A.D. with which
Albert signed his works. Marcantonio succeeded in
making them so like that no one could tell the difference who did not know, and they were sold and
bought as Albert’s works. On being informed of this,
one of the counterfeits being sent to Flanders, Albert
flew into such a rage that he left Flanders and came
to Venice, and complained of Marcantonio to the
Signoria. But all he obtained was that Marcantonio
should no longer use his signature.
This is not accurate in all details, but it gives you an idea
of how close artistic practice could lie to sheer imposture.
The remark about copying Dürer’s logo seems to have had
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Figure 1
Left: Albrecht Dürer, Simeon with the Christ Child in the Temple (The
Presentation in the Temple), woodcut from The Life of the Virgin, 1503-05
Right: Marcantonio Raimondi after Albrecht Dürer, Simeon with the Christ
Child in the Temple (The Presentation in the Temple), engraving, 1505-06

Figure 2
Left: Marcantonio Raimondi after Albrecht Dürer, The Descent of the Holy
Spirit, engraving, ca. 1510
Right: Albrecht Dürer, The Descent of the Holy Spirit, woodcut from The
Small Passion, ca. 1505

a grain of truth, since Marcantonio left it out in his later
copies after Dürer.
The way he did this, however, looks to me like a taunt.
He doesn’t just leave out the monogram AD. In its place
he inserts a conspicuous tablet that follows the shape of
Dürer’s missing monogram, as if to say to the knowledgable
viewer: you know who it is who doesn’t want his name put
to his own inventions, just because they are being disseminated by another artist [figure 2].
Two more of Vasari’s remarks that hit home are his observation that Marcantonio was able to imitate woodcut
lines in engraved grooves and that no one could tell the
difference between his copies and Dürer’s originals. We
are dealing with craftsmanship of astonishing accomplishment. Raimondi’s copies after Dürer undermine some of
our central concepts with regard to artistic creation. They
show that the hand of the original master is not required
to produce a masterwork, and that techniques as different
as woodcut and engraving could be made to resemble each
other so closely that the medium is made irrelevant.
Taking the 130-year leap to Rembrandt: what
Marcantonio did is exactly what Rembrandt did not
do in his approach to Dürer. He picked and chose and
transformed and personalized everything he touched. As
we shall see, Rembrandt had a very special relation to
Dürer’s Life of the Virgin. But when he made a fully stocked
Presentation in the Temple [figure 3] like Dürer’s, he did
not swallow whole Dürer’s impressive composition from
the series. He lifted the central figure, the kneeling Virgin,
clothed her differently, and built around her a space and
an event with a very different atmosphere than Dürer’s. Yet
something essential has been adopted from Dürer – the
central foreground placement of the Virgin, making of her
a powerful second presence in the scene, along with the
Christ child in the arms of Simeon. She is a kind of axis
around which the numinous event could revolve [figure 4].
Rembrandt did not work in series, the way Dürer did. He
plucked from various of the 19 woodcuts of Dürer’s Life of
the Virgin motifs and compositions that he needed. Dürer’s
Death of the Virgin provided him with the starting point
for a large sheet, 41 x 31 centimeters as against the 30 x
20 of Dürer’s print. The comparison is a textbook example
of what the 19th century art historian Heinrich Wölfflin
identified in his classic Principles of Art History as the differences between Renaissance and Baroque art [figure 5].
In Dürer the forms are defined by outlines, as a draftsman
would proceed. Rembrandt works with volumes, light
and shadow, more like a painter. Dürer arranges his space
parallel to the picture place, in closed compartments, with
figures that stand out each on their own, while Rembrandt
works with diagonals that flow over into each other. We
discern his figures only partially, in a composition that
achieves unity only as a whole, not as the sum of individual
parts. Perhaps the most interesting of Wölfflin’s categories
concerns degrees of clarity. Dürer strives for absolute clarity
in space, subject and overall conception. In the following
century no such thing would cross Rembrandt’s mind.
Relative clarity is sufficient for Rembrandt in his pursuit of

Figure 3
Rembrandt van Rijn, Simeon with the Christ Child in the Temple (The
Presentation in the Temple), etching with drypoint, ca. 1639

Figure 4
Detail from Dürer's Presentation

Detail from Rembrandt's Presentation

Figure 5
Left: Albrecht Dürer, The Death of the Virgin, woodcut from The Life of the
Virgin, 1510
Right: Rembrandt van Rijn, The Death of the Virgin, etching with drypoint,
1639
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an image that draws the viewer into mysterious visions that
defy straightforward codification either in form or content.
Looking at Rembrandt’s Death of the Virgin alongside
Dürer’s version, we are inclined to think in terms of emulation, of one artist seeing the work of another and saying to
himself, “That’s really good, but it’s not the way I would
do it,” and going on to recreate the same scene in another
mode.
Considerations of another kind enter our mind in comparing Dürer’s and Rembrandt’s depictions of The Fall
of Man [figure 6]. Eve has been seduced by the serpent
to pluck the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and
Evil, and she in turn is tempting Adam into eating the
forbidden fruit. Even though there are no direct borrowings, it has never been doubted that Rembrandt’s print
came into being in reaction to Dürer’s. But what kind of
reaction is it? Dürer clearly conceived of Adam and Eve as
the first and most perfect specimens of humanity that one
can imagine. After all, we think in looking at his classical
figures, they were not born of a human mother but created
directly by God himself, so they had to be perfect, no? Well,
Rembrandt is answering – no! Kenneth Clark, in his book
Rembrandt and the Italian Renaissance, calls Rembrandt’s
Adam and Eve “un-evolved types of singularly little charm.”
Un-evolved is an excellent word both for typifying humans
that did not undergo evolution as for imperfect examples
of our sort.

Figure 6
Left: Albrecht Dürer, The Fall of Man (Adam and Eve), engraving, 1504
Right: Rembrandt van Rijn, The Fall of Man (Adam and Eve), etching, 1638

Is Rembrandt’s Fall of Man a criticism of Dürer’s? Is he
saying that Dürer has an exaggeratedly perfect image of
mankind and that our wrinkles and flabby flesh are part
of the divine heritage of our creation?
The German art historian Peter Krüger points out that
Rembrandt’s response to Dürer is not as oppositional as it
appears at first sight. Remembering the way figures were
formed in the Death of the Virgin, what we see here is quite
different, and much closer to Dürer. The figures are outlined with greater clarity, more in the direction of Dürer.
Krüger also points out that in a drawing that seems to prepare for his Fall of Man, in the Getty Museum, Rembrandt
shows the position of Eve’s arm much as Dürer did, her
hand curled backwards.

Figure 7
Left: Albrecht Dürer, The Descent into Limbo, engraving, 1512
Right: Rembrandt van Rijn, detail from The Fall of Man, etching, 1638

There is another borrowing from Dürer in Rembrandt’s
print that receives less attention than the figures. It comes
from a print by Dürer of another subject than the one for
which it is being borrowed [figure 7– Have a look at these
two scaly Satans]. That is the first time that Rembrandt
performs an intervention of that kind. The print concerned
shows Christ descending into limbo to rescue the lost souls
there, starting with Adam and Eve. And when it comes
to our forefathers, the Adam and Eve that Christ rescues
from Dürer’s limbo, after three thousand years in the underworld, are a lot more like Rembrandt’s than the classical
figures in the Garden of Eden [figure 8].
Krüger has an interesting theological explanation for
Rembrandt’s departure from Dürer’s ideal humans. He associates Rembrandt’s un-evolved Adam and Eve with the
Calvinist view of mankind. Whereas a Catholic like Dürer
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Figure 8
Left: Albrecht Dürer, detail from The Descent into Limbo, 1512
Right: Rembrandt van Rijn, detail from The Fall of Man, 1638

might feel that Adam and Eve were perfect before the fall,
that was not the opinion of many Calvinists. According
to this dispiriting doctrine, the corruption of mankind
preceded the fall of man. It was part of creation itself. The
idea that man is intrinsically corrupt jibes better with the
appearance of Adam and Eve in Rembrandt’s rather than
Dürer’s vision. A viewer who realized that the Satan in
Rembrandt’s Fall of Man is the same creature who is defeated by Christ in Dürer’s image of Christ Rescuing Adam
and Eve from Limbo would realize that man can be saved
only by faith in Christ, and not by his or her own virtues.
This example is perhaps the most profound instance in
Rembrandt’s art of response to Albrecht Dürer.
The most pictorial borrowing we find indeed not in a
print but in a painting [figure 9]. The story is from the first
chapter of the Gospel according to St. Luke: The Virgin
Mary, bearing Jesus, goes to stay with her older relative
Elizabeth, who in advanced age has become miraculously
pregnant with John the Baptist. If there is reason to say that
Rembrandt’s Fall of Man is more Protestant than Dürer’s,
this is not true of The Visitation. Worship of the Virgin
Mary is prevalent in Catholicism but often suspect in
Protestantism. In this painting, as in several other portrayals of the Virgin, Catholic saints and monks, Rembrandt
displays a sympathy for Catholicism that would have made
him extra susceptible to works such as Dürer’s Life of the
Virgin, to which this woodcut belongs.

Figure 9
Albrecht Dürer, Elizabeth Receiving Mary (The Visitation), woodcut, 1503-05
Rembrandt van Rijn, Elizabeth Receiving Mary (The Visitation), oil on panel,
1641. Detroit Institute of Arts

The most literal borrowing in Rembrandt’s graphic work
of a motif from Dürer, without which I cannot conclude
this section, is the figure of Christ in The Expulsion of the
Moneychangers from the Temple, which I show in detail,
with Rembrandt’s image in reverse, the way it was drawn
on the plate [figure 10].
It was not only for motifs and meanings that Rembrandt
turned to Dürer. His German forebear was also one of
Rembrandt’s few predecessors who worked in the graphic
techniques of etching and drypoint, which Rembrandt
preferred so much to engraving. In his St. Jerome Beside a
Pollard Willow of 1648, Rembrandt goes further on a path
pioneered by Dürer [figure 11].
More instances of this kind are to be found in Ben Broos’s
Index to the Formal Sources in Rembrandt’s Art, which numbers 56 paintings, drawings and prints by Rembrandt in
which art historians have seen traces of Dürer. Not all of
their theories may be correct, but they indicate how high
Dürer stood on Rembrandt’s list, right after his teacher
Pieter Lastman, the Fleming Rubens and the Italian master
Raphael, the latter two having been copied by everyone.
It is worthy of note that there are certain focal points in
the chronology of Rembrandt’s borrowings from Dürer.
The most unequivocal instances are found in Rembrandt
etchings of the years 1635-40, referring to Dürer prints of
the years 1503-1512. In later years Rembrandt’s attention
turned increasingly to Italian prints of the 16th century.
Not only did Rembrandt look at Dürer, he read him as
well. Although no one would suspect Rembrandt of interest in a treatise on human proportions that goes so far in

Figure 10
Albrecht Dürer, detail from Christ Driving the Moneychangers from the
Temple, woodcut from The Small Passion, ca. 1509-11
Rembrandt van Rijn, detail from Christ Driving the Moneychangers from the
Temple, etching, 1635

Figure 11
Albrecht Dürer, St. Jerome in the Wilderness, drypoint, 1512
Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome at a Pollard Willow, etching with drypoint,
1648
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its analytical bent that it dismembers a baby to get at its
measurements, this book by Dürer [figure 12], which appeared in a Dutch translation in 1622, is listed as one of
Rembrandt’s possessions to be sold in his bankruptcy auction. It is the only art treatise specified in that document.
Last year an outstanding exhibition was held in Nürnberg,
The Early Dürer. The great contribution of the show was to
subvert the usual image of the artist as an artist only. No
one is born an artist, and we are all shaped in large measure
by our upbringing and environment before we begin to
think about a career. The exhibition catalogue makes the
most of what is called “constellation research.” In this way
of thinking, “rare, geographically localized constellations,
linked together through people and their interpersonal
networks, were the actual causes of individual, historic
achievements, or at least provided them with important
impulses.”
The exhibition organizers therefore went in search of the
constellation in which Dürer was raised, in the Burgstrasse
in Nürnberg [figure 13]. What they found enabled them to
formulate an entirely new view of the role of art itself in the
environment into which Dürer was born. I quote from the
English edition of the catalogue:

Figure 12
Albrecht Dürer, Vier Bücher von Menschlicher Proportion, Nürnberg
(Hieronymus Formschneyder) 1528

The collected material brings Dürer’s neighborhood
to life as a space for social and cultural experiences,
and points out the kind of intellectual trends and
lifestyles the young Dürer could have come into
contact with, and his possibilities to build a network
and advance socially.
What, then were the formative “Burgstrasse phenomena” contributing to Dürer’s motivations, achievements and successes? To begin with, there existed
specifically local repercussions of “money” (and its
loss) on “art” (and its flourishing). More precisely,
there arose for Nuremberg’s urban elite an alternative to earlier models of living and expenditure. This
was “art” and its consumption, from the donation of
altarpieces to the buying of books.

Figure 13
Left: Burgstrasse, Nürnberg

Right: Dürer’s House

In the past, it was success in business that brought social
advancement in the city. But with the decline of the market,
the great Nürnberg families found themselves stranded,
lacking a reason for the prominence to which they were so
attached. Notice that the author puts money as well as art
between quotation marks. Neither enjoys an autonomous
existence beyond the definition we give to it. The same can
be said of the artist, whose recognition depends on patrons
and clients. One more quotation:
This was the time when the German Bildung (education, learning) developed as an alternative to the
capitalistic life model based on trade; it acted as “social capital” in the urban bourgeoisie, one that could
not be destroyed by bankruptcy.
These are exciting concepts, allowing for a more complete understanding not only of Dürer but of any artist. Rembrandt, for example, whose neighborhood in
Amsterdam was another of those rare environments that in
themselves seem to generate “art” – in this case music, map5

Figure 14

Rembrandt’s neighborhood in Amsterdam, with the houses of his colleagues, patrons and the institutions for which he worked. From Gary
Schwartz, Rembrandt, his life, his paintings, New York (Viking) 1985

making, publishing, art dealing, theater and environmental
planning as well as printmaking and painting. This part of
the world was waiting for a Rembrandt and ready to launch
his global career [figure 14]
The way you are seen by others also influences the way
you see yourself. At the age of 22 Rembrandt as well as
Dürer saw himself as a striking personality, capable of
providing social capital to a wide range of customers while
selling them art [figure 15]. Whereas many artists were
anonymous or of less interest than their product, a small,
select number comes to the fore together with their artistic
creations as bearers of value in their own right. Dürer was
one of the first practitioners in Western art of the selfportrait, a fact that was mentioned with some emphasis in
a book that Rembrandt knew: Carel van Mander’s Book of
Painting, the classic reference work for every Dutch artist
of the 17th century. Van Mander also wrote - incorrectly,
although Rembrandt will not have realized it – that Dürer
gave his own features to his engraving of the Prodigal Son
Among the Swine. Rembrandt was following his example
when he depicted himself in rags as the lowest of the
low. In these ways and more Dürer provided a model for
Rembrandt: as a self-portraitist, a proud presenter of himself as the supplier of bankable social capital, and as the
humble imaginer of himself in dire straits [figure 16].

Figure 15
Albrecht Dürer, Self-Portrait with Flower, oil on canvas, 1493. Paris, Louvre
Rembrandt van Rijn, Self-portrait, oil on panel, ca. 1629. Nürnberg,
Germanisches Nationalmuseum

Rembrandt had another great model of the generation
of Dürer. That was his fellow townsman of an earlier
century, Lucas van Leyden (1494-1533). This is relevant
to Rembrandt’s Dürer worship, because van Mander tells
that Dürer and Lucas knew and admired each other’s work,
that they met on a trip Dürer took to the Netherlands
and that they painted each other’s portrait. These rich
dual strands led into Rembrandt’s self-image and his art
[figure 17].
As an avid collector, especially of prints and drawings,
Rembrandt was especially devoted to Lucas and Albrecht.
We know this from records of Rembrandt’s purchases at
auctions. But his interest went further than that of a collector alone. From the 9th through the 13th of February
1638, we find Rembrandt in the hall when the Amsterdam
Orphan Chamber sold the art from the estate of a man
named Gommer Spranger. On the 9th he bought eight
prints by Lucas and six by Dürer and on the 10th six loose
prints by Dürer and a set of the Passion – one of the three
that Dürer carved or engraved. But on the 13th he revealed
another side of himself by buying not only two loose sets
of the Life of the Virgin, but one additional lot containing
seven sets – nine sets in all, in addition to another lot with
12 prints by Dürer of another subject. These purchases can
mean only one thing: Rembrandt dealt in Dürer prints.
The year before Rembrandt had also been a heavy buyer at
a far more important sale of prints and drawings, including
major works by Lucas and Dürer. Whether Rembrandt saw
himself as a merchant for long we cannot say. He did, in a
sworn statement of November 1642, identify himself not as
a painter, as usual, but as a merchant, a koopman.

Figure 16
Albrecht Dürer, detail from The Prodigal Son Among the Swine, engraving, 1497
Rembrandt, detail from Self-Portrait as Beggar, etching, 1630

Figure 17
Andries Jacobsz. Stock after Lucas van Leyden, Self-portrait at the age of 15,
engraving, ca. 1620
Rembrandt, Self-Portrait, etching, 1633, the 100th anniversary of Lucas’s death
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Let me close with the Dürer-Rembrandt tie that is the
most fun of all. The very first documentary record linking Rembrandt van Rijn to Albrecht Dürer comes from a
corner of the art world that overlapped a larger domain of
human behavior – gambling. The month following the collapse of the tulip-bulb market in February 1636, the painter
Jacob de Wet made note of a wager he had running with a
textile worker – a garentwijnder or thread spinner – named
Cornelis Coelenbier. The country was 60 years into what
would become the Eighty Years War of liberation from
Spain, and the bet concerned the chances that the States
army, the army of the Dutch Republic, would capture Fort
Schenkenschans from the Spanish by the last day of June.
If that did not eventualize, Coelenbier would give de Wet a
bulb of the tulip called Lyon that was in the ground at the
nursery of a man called Old Jelis. If the Dutch did capture
Schenkenschans, de Wet would pay Coelenbier 36 guilders
in hard cash. That was a lot of money, more than a month’s
wages for a man like Coelenbier. Indeed, Coelenbier won
the bet, so de Wet would soon be out of 36 guilders and left
with a tulip bulb that after the crash might not have been
worth much more than a tenth of that amount [figure 18].
The part of the document that brought us to examine it
is what followed: “on the same terms I sold a small print
by Albert Dürer and two prints by Rembrandt, for which
[if Schenkenschans is still Spanish on the first of June] he
will give me 3 and a half guilders, or [if it falls] he will get
them for nothing.” So Coelenbier got his prints for nothing. Perhaps it is nothing more than chance that Dürer
and Rembrandt are lumped together in this way. But I am
inclined to see more in it. 1636 is smack in the middle of
the years when Rembrandt was most intensively borrowing
from Dürer and buying his prints.

Figure 18

Gerrit van Santen, The Siege of Schenkenschans, 1636, oil on canvas,
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum
A Tulip Known as the Lyon, drawing from tulip book of P. Cos, 1637.
University of Wageningen

Moreover, the names Jacob de Wet and Coelenbier –
the landscape painter Johan rather than Cornelis, who
was possibly a brother – occur together and alongside
that of Rembrandt in a business document of 1640 that
showed the three of them to be investors in the art firm
of Rembrandt’s cousin-in-law and studio partner Hendrick
Uylenburgh [figure 19]. We are into a constellation of
money and art of the kind where the Nürnberg researchers
located Dürer in his time.
Rembrandt van Rijn was born 135 years after Albrecht
Dürer, 400 miles away, in a foreign country. Had they
lived in the same time, they might not have been able to
talk to each other in a common language. Yet, the artistic,
professional and personal opportunities pioneered by Dürer
were picked up by Rembrandt with intensity and even
something like immediacy. The present exhibition offers a
chance to explore and savor one of the great encounters in
the history of art.
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Figure 19

From the records of notary Jacob Westfrisius (NA557, fol. 21r),
Amsterdam city archive

