
 T h e  M e a n i n g s  o f  R e M b R a n d T   37

cepting and acknowledging Claessens’s compliment 
to the artist as a potent if undervalued representative 
of Dutch artistic culture in the world at large.  
 The apotheosis had been in the making for thir-
ty years in select circles since the publication in 1767 
of a markedly laudatory judgment of the Night Watch 
by a famous genius of medical science, Petrus Camper 
(1722–1789). In a spectatorial journal called De Phi-
losooph, Camper reversed the conventional classicistic 

disparagement of Rembrandt as vulgar and tasteless.

On Friday, 27 October 1797 the National Council of 
the Batavian Republic (1795–1801), the successor to 
the Republic of the Seven United Provinces (1581–
1795), voted to accept a present offered to it by the 
Brabant printmaker Lambertus Antonius Claessens 
(1763–1834). “The first proof of a labor of three years, 
being an engraving depicting The Night Watch, un-
dertaken in order to make the masterpiece of Rem-
brandt, that outstanding painter of the fatherland, 
better and better known to the Batavian people and 
other art-loving nations” (figs. 1–2).1 The Council 
accepted the gift and ordered the maintenance com-
mittee to find an appropriate place to hang the work.
 This event had multiple meanings for Rem-
brandt’s posterity. Until now his civic guard portrait 
of the company of Frans Banning Cocq had been one 
of the six paintings commissioned in the late 1630s for 
the new hall of the Kloveniers (the musketeers and 
pikesmen), which since 1715 had hung together in the 
town hall on Dam Square. Now it was singled out on 
its own as an immortal masterpiece, with the nick-
name by which it was here called for the first time, the 
Night Watch. Rembrandt was hereby raised visibly 
above the level of colleagues like Bartholomeus van 
der Helst and Govaert Flinck, who had held pace with 
or surpassed him – especially Van der Helst – for 150 
years. At the same time, the Batavian Republic was ac-
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ended up on the Amsterdam Cheese Market, a cor-

ner of the folksy Butter Market. In 1876 he was moved 

to the center of the Butter Market, which was re-

named Rembrandt Square (fig. 4). King William III 

inaugurated the statue in 1852 in the name of the 

fatherland, the public was treated to fireworks and 

fun, and the attendant hype was commercialized the 

way it always is. As a schoolmaster rhymed derisively, 

there were

Rembrandt rolls, Rembrandt cookies,

Rembrandt cakes, Rembrandt kewpies,

Made from sugar, plaster or wood,

But also from silver, steel or gold,

Rembrandt brooches, Rembrandt pins.4

Rembrandt the national hero, who belongs to the 

king, the people and the souvenir sellers, was born 

and has never perished since. One way of under-

standing this may sound like a putdown of the great 

man, but on reflection it hopefully makes sense as an 

explanation. That is, that Rembrandt enjoys a phe-

nomenal measure of hype. Hype sounds like an in-

sulting attribute, but is it really? One could also define 

it as a measure of attention claimed and received in 

relation to achievement or innate value. It only be-

comes pejorative when we feel that the ratio between 

attention and achievement is out of balance. Hype is 

present in nascent form everywhere, like yeast in the 

atmosphere.

 Rembrandt’s reputation has in the main been 

well served by the workings of hyperadulation. An 

event as innocuous and technical as the transporta-

tion of the Night Watch back to its location after the 

rebuilding of the Rijksmuseum from 2003 to 2013 

drew journalists and photographers from around 

the world, impressed by the lengths to which the 

museum and the nation went in their veneration of 

Dutch Icon Number One (fig. 5). Once more, Rem-

brandt was featured on prime-time news and inter-

national front pages.

 Rembrandt’s immortalization, in 1852, was not 

as stately as that of Rubens, but that was perfectly 

appropriate. After a tug of war between The Hague 

and Amsterdam over which city would have the 

honour of receiving his image in iron, Rembrandt 

probably the well-known copy by Gerrit Lundens 

on loan to the Rijksmuseum, from before 1715.

 If Rembrandt rose above the rest for the philos-

ophers in 1776 and the politicians in 1796, his exalta-

tion for the public did not break loose until half a 

century later. In 1839 the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

lost its southern provinces, which, headed by the Eu-

ropean hero Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), gave ar-

tistic cachet to the Low Countries as a whole. Now 

the northern provinces were high and dry, in need of an 

artistic champion of their own. Belgium had marked 

its successful secession by promoting Rubens as a 

Great Belgian, in a bronze statue on the prominent 

Groenplaats in Antwerp (1846). The large square had 

once been the churchyard of the cathedral, and Rubens 

was placed on the spot where the cross had stood, 

symbolizing Christ’s triumph over death (fig. 3). Glo-

rification does not come any more glorious than that.

“The great Rembrandt”, he wrote of the group por-

traits in the town hall, was “a man as sublime in com-

position as in the selection of chiaroscuro. The great, 

marvelous Rembrandt paints with a truly bold brush, 

and portrays action and courage that appear to be 

alive. One should stand in the doorway of the room 

to admire the power of that wonderful painting.”2

 Camper did not deny that Rembrandt violated 

the precepts of classicism. On the contrary, he seized 

upon and extolled Rembrandt’s freedom of mind 

and directness of observation, as opposed to artists 

like Jacob van Campen who subjected themselves – 

abjectly and slavishly, in Camper’s opinion – to the 

precepts of old authorities.

 The presence on the left of the two figures that 

were cut off Rembrandt’s painting in 1715 indicates 

that the print was made not after Rembrandt’s paint-

ing as it was in 1794 but after a copy of some kind, 
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raise the prices for his work.5 How could the Nether-

lands, whose inhabitants were often disparaged as 

sharp dealers, present a man like him as their great-

est artistic hero? 

 The town archivist of Amsterdam, Pieter Schel-

tema (1812–1885), felt called upon to correct the in-

sultingly negative image of the artist, which he felt 

was based on ”jealousy and art envy” –  kunstnijd,  

a nineteenth-century word that has disappeared so 

completely from the language that it does not even 

occur in the Dictionary of the Dutch Language, the 

largest dictionary ever published.6 Scheltema was 

particularly offended by an article in the February 

1851 issue of The Art-Journal, published in London. 

 Highlights like these, especially if they are be-

ing tweaked even just a bit, are susceptible to biting 

criticism. The two go together. A classic instance of 

critique – not of Rembrandt but of his all too fer-

vent admirers and sanctimonious exploiters – took 

place in 1906, when elaborate anniversary celebra-

tions were held for the artist’s 300th birthday. The 

socialist weekly De Kroniek published withering  

attacks on the committee, under H. P. G. Quack,  

of “croaking [kwakende, a play on Quack’s name] 

frogs whose overblown conceit and empty lives you 

yourselves now reveal to us for the first time”. This 

was no time “to honour Rembrandt or any other 

great artists, because we have long lost a true under-

standing of his essence and greatness, while his 

name serves merely the chauvinistic self-acclaim of 

a people that for seven-eighths could not care less 

about him.” The artist Albert Hahn and the publi-

cist Henri Greve brought out a booklet of 32 pages 

with sixteen drawings by the one and sixteen poems 

by the other, satiric images of a Rembrandt come to 

fill their pockets. The first drawing shows a majestic 

Rembrandt towering silently above dwarfish danc-

ers, of whom the poem says that they understand 

Rembrandt only once every three hundred years 

(fig. 6). 

 The carnivalesque Rembrandt craze, with its 

Rembrandt speech, Rembrandt bicycle, Rembrandt 

lanterns, Rembrandt cigars, Rembrandt cap on Rem-

brandt hair locks, etc. etc. end in a Rembrandt hang-

over. 

 This did not keep an American cigar company, 

in 1911, from launching the brand Dutch Masters, 

with Rembrandt’s Syndics of the Drapers Guild on the 

box (fig. 7). This piece of commercial exploitation 

led in turn, after half a century during which, thanks 

to the cigars, the Syndics was copied and caricatured 

at least as much as the Night Watch, to the artistic ap-

propriation of the motif by the American artist Larry 

Rivers, which brought it into museums of modern 

art (fig. 8). 

  In the twin helix of glorification and depreca-

tion, a special role was reserved for scholars and ar-

chivists. When the search was launched for a Dutch 

Rubens, Rembrandt was the first candidate, but this 

presented the activists – respectable burghers in pres-

tigious committees – with a reputation problem. The 

statue was being erected for the honour of the coun-

try, and Rembrandt’s honour was not his strongest 

point. No writer on the artist, from his time on, had 

praised his character, and in the nineteenth century 

he was subjected to new extremes of denigration. He 

was vulgar and money-grubbing to the point of sheer 

dishonesty, known to many Europeans mainly as the 

artist who pretended to be dead so his “widow” could 
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 That political activists adopted Rembrandt for 

their own purposes did no harm to his fame, but it 

was an intermittent phenomenon. Far more constant, 

though not consistent, was the attention he drew 

from collectors and artists. The art for which he was 

praised first in print, in 1641, and thereafter cease-

lessly, was etching. Acid-based intaglio printing was 

fairly uncommon before Rembrandt. With his 300-

odd plates he was one of the first artists to exploit to 

the full the possibilities of the medium and to build 

a major oeuvre of etchings. His achievements were 

such that his work as an etcher gave occasion to the 

publication of the first catalogue raisonné of the 

work of any graphic artist. The compiler was Edmé-

François Gersaint, a Paris dealer in art, exotica and 

luxury items. The most recent catalogue (2014), in 

seven volumes, by Erik Hinterding and Jaco Rutgers, 

has raised the bar for the technical description of old 

master prints, which one hopes will be taken up by 

cataloguers of other graphic œuvres as well. In this 

one small field of the fine arts, then, Rembrandt has 

been the motor of scholarly innovation for more 

than three hundred and fifty years.

 Artistic innovation in printmaking has also 

reached back time after time to the Leiden master, 

who often had a hard time with etching technique. 

value that the cosmopolitan Jew did not. Lang-

behn’s Rembrandt was readymade for the Nazis, 

who paid appropriate tribute to the Rembrandt 

German. The saddest part of the story to the art 

historian is that no scholars objected to this abuse 

of Rembrandt’s name. The director of the Kaiser-

Friedrich-Museum in Berlin, Wilhelm von Bode 

(1846–1929), was in fact so taken with Langbehn’s 

book that he offered to publish it if not one else 

would. (He was prescient: the book went through 

ninety printings!) Half a century later, Bode’s young-

er collaborator Wilhelm Valentiner (1880–1958) im-

ported Langbehn into the new world in his book 

Rembrandt Paintings in America of 1931 (fig. 9); upset-

tingly, he was still quoting the Rembrandtdeutsche 

with approbation after World War II, as in the in-

troduction to a Rembrandt exhibition in Los Angeles 

in 1946.9

 There is no way to put a fine point to it. The 

meanings of Rembrandt in Western culture are lim-

itless and up for grabs by all. No single approach can 

be free of a certain arbitrariness. Once having ac-

cepted this, we are better able to examine the fields 

in which Rembrandt shines the brightest and says 

the most, without pretending to arrive at a truth 

that excludes other interpretations. 

 If Rembrandt’s national reputation was linked 

to Dutch-Belgian tensions of the 1830s, his univer-

sal meaning was established largely in response to 

European politics of 1848. It was at the social and 

intellectual center of revolt, in the France of 1848, 

that this discourse played itself out most resonantly.  

So much so that in 2003 the Canadian-American 

art historian Alison McQueen could write an excel-

lent book properly titled The Rise of the Cult of Rem-

brandt: Reinventing an Old Master in Nineteenth-

Century France. Just as in the Netherlands, where 

desired traits were projected onto the artist, in 

France too ideal characteristics were attributed to 

Rembrandt. The only difference was that the quali-

ties were the exact opposite of each other: respect-

ability and national pride in the Netherlands, dis-

dain for social convention and universality in France. 

McQueen: “Connections made between Rembrandt 

and new ideas in French art and politics led him to 

be referred to as ‘the most modern of all the [old] 

masters’, and an artist whose inventions were be-

lieved to speak best to the modern soul ‘today’.”8 

The first generation of Rembrandt lovers was born 

that was sure it understood the artist far better than 

his benighted contemporaries. This conviction goes 

against my own, perhaps exaggerated respect for 

historical context, but I must admit that it is a pow-

erful freshener for an artist’s appeal. The same con-

stellation recurs in differing form in different envi-

ronments and goes a long way in accounting for 

the contradictions in Rembrandt’s latter-day image. 

The least sympathetic of these cooptations of Rem-

brandt was that of the German worshiper of Blut 

und Boden Julius Langbehn (1851–1907), who earned 

the sobriquet Der Rembrandtdeutsche. He owed  

it to his book-length rant against intellectualism, 

commercialism and Judaism Rembrandt als Erzie-

her, Rembrandt as mentor (1890). Rembrandt’s 

supposed disdain for high culture and deracinated 

refinement made him the ultimate avatar of the 

rooted German soul, a being who stood for every 

 Indeed, that article, despite being No. 1 in  

a series on The Great Masters of Art, is pretty bad.  

A description of Rembrandt’s appearance in his self-

portraits closes thus:

his hair, growing in rich abundance, was of a dark 

auburn colour, and curled naturally over his shoul-

ders, giving him much the appearance of a Jew,  

as we see in the “PORTRAIT” here engraved [the 

etched self-portrait of 1639]: his nose, thick, flat, and 

rubicund, marked his countenance with an air of 

extreme vulgarity … “Such”, says a modern French 

writer, “was Rembrandt, himself the model of those 

whom he delighted to portray; they had expression 

without nobleness – intellect, but not dignity…”  

It is marvellous how a mind so constituted could 

ever entertain the idea of painting such a subject as 

“The Descent from the Cross”, one, in all respects, 

so foreign to his ordinary course of thought…

Drastic action was called for. On the eve of the inau-

guration of the statue, 26 May 1852, Scheltema re-

cited the text of his own newly researched scholarly 

study of Rembrandt. The tone was defensive, from 

the title on: Rembrand: an oration on the life and mer-

its of Rembrand van Rijn, with numerous historical 

appendixes drawn from authentic sources (Amsterdam, 

1853). In his rehabilitation of the new hero, Scheltema 

went a bit too far, insisting on a spelling of the name 

from inadequate sources and dismissing as apocry-

phal some early critical reports on Rembrandt’s 

character that belong to the “authentic” historical 

record. To say that modern Rembrandt studies got 

off on the wrong foot is only a slight exaggeration. 

From the start, the scholarly component had an un-

healthy admixture of hero worship and suppression 

of unwelcome facts. This pattern was perpetuated in 

1885 by Scheltema’s successor Nicolaas de Roever 

and in 1906, in the authoritative edition of Rem-

brandt documents by Cornelis Hofstede de Groot, 

Die Urkunden über Rembrandt.7
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photography and later film. The poses and lighting 

effects in early photo portraiture were so evocative of 

Rembrandt that the works of photographers like 

Julia Margaret Cameron (1815–1879) were immedi-

ately called “Rembrandtesque”. She herself made 

this explicit in works like her portrait of 1865 of the 

dramatist Sir Henry Taylor (1800–1886), which she 

called A Study in the Manner of Rembrandt (fig. 12). 

The association is so powerful that strong light from 

one side has the technical name “Rembrandt ligh-

ting”.13 Film as well as photography was a godsend 

for Rembrandt. And vice versa, as even Sam Goldwyn 

found out.

 In France the same fascination manifested itself. 

Edgar Degas set the example in 1857, when he made an 

etched copy after Rembrandt’s Portrait of a Young Man 

in a Velvet Cap, followed by other etchings and portrait 

paintings, including self-portraits, throughout life. 

The idea that Rembrandt was more modern than other 

Old Masters, that he spoke to the sensibilities of the 

most daring artists of a new day, extended beyond 

subject matter and style. Degas is quoted to have ex-

claimed “If Rembrandt had encountered lithography, 

God knows what he would have done with it.”12 

 Lithography was not the most telling new tech-

nique to make artists think of Rembrandt. That was 

Arts Club, accompanied by a catalogue of considerable 

scholarly importance, which was translated into French 

in 1880 and formed the basis for a complete catalogue 

of Rembrandt’s etchings, in chronological order, in 

1895. “Haden’s interest in Rembrandt is reflected in his 

own works”, as in the rapid execution and the use of 

drypoint. “An example is The Little Boat House, begun 

about 1877, which recollects Rembrandt’s views of cot-

tages in the trees, especially his Landscape with Trees, 

Farm Buildings and a Tower, dated 1652.”11 (figs. 10–11.)

One example that can stand for many is Francis Sey-

mour Haden (1818–1910), the first president of the So-

ciety of Painter-Etchers in London, founded in 1880 

“to counter the Royal Academy’s then refusal to recog-

nise printmaking as a creative rather than a merely re-

productive art”.10 “Rembrandt – in particular Rem-

brandt the etcher ”–  wrote Rhea Blok in a recent study 

on the subject, “was of major importance in the life of 

Haden.” In 1877 Haden organized a pioneering exhibi-

tion of Rembrandt’s etchings at the Burlington Fine 
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Cecil B. DeMille explained in his autobiography 

that while shooting The Warrens of Virginia (1915), 

he borrowed some portable spotlights from the 

Mason Opera House in downtown Los Angeles and 

“began to make shadows where shadows would ap-

pear in nature”. When business partner Sam Gold-

wyn saw the film with only half an actor’s face illu-

minated, he feared the exhibitors would pay only 

half the price for the picture. After DeMille told 

him it was Rembrandt lighting, “Sam’s reply was 

jubilant with relief: for Rembrandt lighting the ex-

hibitors would pay double!”14 

Associations like these contributed to the immediacy 

of Rembrandt’s appeal, rejuvenating his contempo-

raneity in very different circles.

For the judgment of paintings, which have a broader 

appeal than etchings if less than cinema, art-histori-

cal research has also been stimulated by Rembrandt 

studies. The exercise of critical connoisseurship re-

ceived a big boost during the last quarter of the nine-

teenth century by the proliferation of Rembrandt 

paintings on the market. Were they authentic? Making 

use of photographs and the spread of printed books 

and reproductions, the highly professional experts 

Wilhelm von Bode, Cornelis Hofstede de Groot, 

Abraham Bredius and Wilhelm Valentiner and in 

later generations Kurt Bauch and Horst Gerson 

brought out catalogues raisonnés of the paintings of 

Rembrandt. When they had serious disagreements 

or changes of mind, which might involve revalua-

tions in the millions of dollars, marks or francs, they 

could reach the front pages of the international press, 

which does not happen in the case of etchings or 

drawings. (The presiding catalogue of Rembrandt 

drawings is still that compiled by Otto and Eva Be-

nesch during Otto’s tenure as director of the Alber-

tina in Vienna, published in 1954/57 and again in 

1973; the world is awaiting its replacement by Peter 

Schatborn, director emeritus of the Rijksmuseum 

print room, and/or Martin Royalton-Kisch, retired 

from the British Museum.)

 In our own time, uncertainty concerning the 

attribution of Rembrandt paintings led to the launch-

ing of one of the largest catalogue endeavors ever 

undertaken. The Rembrandt Research Project (RRP) 

was conceived in 1956, funded and founded in 1968 

and still, in 2014, not yet complete. One can best 

understand the project by distinguishing between 

four phases, each with a distinct identity. Between 

1982 and 1989 the project brought out three volumes 

of A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings. The initial aim 

was to review the attribution of all 620 paintings ac-

cepted in 1935 by Abraham Bredius. This was carried 

out in vol. 1 for the paintings from 1625 to 1631. The 

task proved however to be so laborious that in vol. 2 

(1986; 1631–1634) the sample to be covered was re-

duced to the 420 paintings in Horst Gerson’s revised 

edition of Bredius (1969), thereby removing com-

parative data that could have clarified the attribu-

tions. 

 The mood of these three volumes was upbeat, 

the approach positivistic, and the claims far going. 

The starting principle was that any and all signs of 

authenticity must be present in the painting itself 

and that close, systematic observation could inter-

pret those signs. Evidence from provenance research, 

historical documentation and iconography was ig-

nored when it came to the attribution. Laboratory 

findings were consulted where they existed, but they 

were subordinated to the judgments of the connois-

seur specialist. The appearance of vol. 1 was nonethe-

less greeted erroneously as a triumph of science over 

intuition and its de-attributions were mainly accept-

ed. In vols. 2 and 3 (1635–1642) the division of the 

paintings into A, B and C grades, in long, indigest-

ible entries, met with increased resistance; colleagues 

began to wonder whether the Project was not being 

all too categorical and cocksure of itself. This atti-

tude was shared by the youngest of the five members 

of the team, Ernst van de Wetering, who took the 

project over in 1990. He revamped the format of the 

Corpus from a chronological to a thematic division, 

enriching the volumes on the self-portraits (2005) 

and the small-scale history paintings (2010) with 

long essays by himself and others on theoretical, his-

torical and technical issues. Because this formula as 

well was unachievable, vol. 6 will have yet another 

form, a survey of all the paintings regarded by Van 

de Wetering as works by Rembrandt. The project 

has kept running up against its own underestima-

tion of the job it had taken on. This applies not only 

to the vast extent of the materials, but also to the 

conceptual basis required for arriving at reliable, sta-

ble attributions. However this may be, the RRP has 

generated a phenomenal amount of attention to 

Rembrandt’s paintings. In anticipation of vol. 6, Van 

de Wetering has mounted a permanent show for the 

public of colour reproductions in actual size of all 

the paintings he accepts.15 The RRP has come to de-

fine a Rembrandt meaning all its own.

Rembrandt would not have commanded such intense 

interest from art historians unless they saw greatness 

in his art. Needless to say, we would like to fathom 

if not define that greatness, of the surpassing quality 

that elevates Rembrandt to the top of the pack. We 

want to know what made it possible as early as 1648 

for a playwright to praise the creations of a gifted 

lady embroiderer as being even better than “the paint-

ings of Rembrandt himself ” and why to this day you 

can express admiration for a masterwork of any kind 

by calling it a “Rembrandt”. The adjective Rembrand-

tesque occurs in the dictionaries of any number of 

languages. Serious grappling with that question soon 

runs up against a confusing conundrum. That is, that 

Rembrandt’s greatness is located by different lovers 

of his work in a bewildering variety of its features, 

even in different groups of objects. 

 Chiaroscuro (dark and light) – warm tone – 

brilliant light or dark shadow – human nature in 

face paintings – warts-and-all frankness in portrai-

ture – introspection in self-portraits – unmistakable, 

expressive hats and berets – old people sunk in 

thought – sympathy for Jews – the soul of the indi-

vidual expressed in the face – love for his wives and 

son – farm countryside – picturesqueness – old 

clothing, armor. These are the qualities and features 

that are most likely to be called Rembrandtesque in 

the work of other artists or in real life, that come to 

mind when the name falls. The images that are most 

often evoked as Rembrandt icons are The Night Watch 

and The Syndics, followed by the self-portrait at the 

age of thirty-five in the National Gallery in London. 

 The instability of these categories cannot be 

demonstrated any better than by the fall from grace 

of a painting that overshadowed even the Night 

Watch for the years 1890–1970, The Man in the Gold-

en Helmet in Berlin. During World War II, when the 

émigré London publishing house Phaidon brought 

out a distinguished volume on Rembrandt, the cover 

was graced with that painting (fig, 13). It is as if the 

publishers – a well-known Jewish firm from Vienna – 

Fig. 13
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Collection of the author
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ployed the visual arts in massive form to bring across 

their message of salvation. The Reformation did away 

with the sacrosanct status of altarpieces and holy im-

ages, and even forbade the placing of images in 

churches, but it did not do away with the attraction 

of religious imagery to the believer. Moreover, the 

Dutch Reformation did not eliminate the practice of 

Catholicism in the country, allowing Catholics to 

maintain churches behind plain house fronts. In 

1600, the largest category in Netherlandish painting 

was still the depiction of biblical themes. While avoid-

ing the kinds of images that might offend Reformist 

sensibilities – outright worship of the Virgin or the 

saints was likely to do so – artists produced subjects 

from the New Testament on a large scale. In the 

course of the seventeenth century, a process of secu-

larization took hold, as biblical subjects gave way 

increasingly to land- and seascape, genre and still 

life. (Portraiture remained stable at about twenty 

percent of all paintings made.)

 Rembrandt demonstrated a certain resistance 

to this process. Looking at the division of sacred and 

secular subjects in his work, we see a persistently 

large share of the sacred. For whom were these paint-

ings, etchings and drawings made? Until about fifty 

years ago, no distinction was sought between the 

various known buyers in terms of their religious de-

nomination. For the art historian or art lover inter-

ested only in authenticity, style and quality, this 

would not be an interesting issue. Nor would it be 

for Christians who appreciated his biblical images 

for what it said to their own faith. However, it is 

worth while delving into this question more deeply in 

order to see how meanings come into play and disap-

pear from view. 

Two Amsterdam archivists in particular have en-

riched Rembrandt studies immeasurably with count-

less finds concerning Rembrandt’s milieu: Isabella 

van Eeghen (1913–1996), whose heavily Mennonite 

background raised her consciousness for the many 

wished to say to the enemy: you Germans are guard-

ians of one of the greatest paintings in the history of 

art, a painting of an aging man who is a warrior but 

who is nonetheless humane and sensitive; at war 

with each other though we are, we expect you to live 

up to the standards set by Rembrandt. The Man in 

the Golden Helmet could fill this role because of its 

consummate Rembrandtness and because it enjoyed 

exalted status in Berlin as the first painting to be 

bought, in 1890, by the newly founded Society of 

Friends of the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum, upon the 

recommendation of Wilhelm von Bode. The paint-

ing was a token of trust between the gods of art and 

the cultured citizens of Germany. With this image, 

irresistibly melancholy and heroic, shining in a crep-

uscular golden glow, Rembrandt was thought capa-

ble of overcoming even the ugly sides of Prussian 

militarism. We may doubt whether the painting could 

have carried this message if Phaidon and the museum 

had been aware that The Man in the Golden Helmet 

was not painted by Rembrandt at all, but was the 

work of an unidentified master in or around Rem-

brandt’s studio. This was first broached in 1969 not 

by the RRP, as is usually thought, but by the Ameri-

can art historian Benjamin Rifkin.16 The quality of 

Rembrandtness, to misquote Portia, is strained. It is 

strained through historical and artistic circumstances, 

contingencies and subjectivities of all kinds, and will 

not bear all too close examination.

 

And yet, with all proper respect for irony and uncer-

tainty, there is one field of artistic endeavor that is 

inseparable from Rembrandt, he from it and both 

from the tradition of Western art. It also happens to 

be the single most important purpose of art for the 

thousands of years leading up to age of Rembrandt. 

In the centuries preceding the age of Rembrandt, 

the foremost and most prestigious function of art 

was to serve as an adjunct to religious authority and 

faith. The churches and chapels of Catholic Europe, 

the spaces that justified human existence itself, de-

by the Reformed theologian Willem Visser ‘t Hooft 

(1900–1985), the first general secretary of the World 

Council of Churches. Visser ‘t Hooft was an ecumen-

ist, and he saw the same tendency in Rembrandt’s 

religious iconography. This allowed me, in 1984, in 

what I called a “new biography” of Rembrandt, to 

integrate the documentary information concerning 

him and his Christian environment with a recon-

adherents of that faith among Rembrandt’s patrons, 

collectors and associates; and Bas Dudok van Heel 

(b. 1938), born Catholic and especially attentive to Cath-

olic and Remonstrant personalities in Rembrandt’s 

surroundings. Fresh attention was devoted to his re-

ligious iconography by the Lutheran pastor turned 

art historian Christian Tümpel (1937–2009) and his 

wife Astrid. A remarkably astute study was written 

Fig. 14

Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn

The Martyrdom of Saint Stephen, 1625

Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lyon

Fig. 15

Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn

History Painting of Disputed  

Subject Matter, 1626

Museum De Lakenhal, Leiden
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reer, gave rise to new questions concerning his mi-

lieu and whether any of his works could reflect the 

interests of these patrons. In 1984 I put together all 

the evidence of which I was aware, and concluded 

that Rembrandt was closer to the Remonstrants than 

to the Counter-Remonstrants. The most prominent 

object in Rembrandt’s work that comes into consid-

eration as a reference to Remonstrantism is his very 

first history painting, The Stoning of Saint Stephen, 

unknown until it was discovered in the Musée des 

Beaux-Arts in Lyon by Horst Gerson as late as 1962 

(fig. 14). Stephen was the first martyr of Christendom, 

stoned to death by Jews who were outraged by his 

admonishment to the Sanhedrin, the high court: 

“You stiff-necked people! Your hearts and ears are still 

uncircumcised. You are just like your ancestors: You 

always resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a proph-

et your ancestors did not persecute? They even killed 

those who predicted the coming of the Righteous 

One. And now you have betrayed and murdered 

him— you who have received the law that was given 

through angels but have not obeyed it.” (New Interna-

tional Version, Acts 7; this is the first of many themes 

in Rembrandt that contain admonishments against 

the Jews and accusations that they killed Christ.)

 The painting is dated 1625, a period when Re-

monstrants were counting their own martyrs, start-

ing with the first one, Van Oldenbarnevelt. Is it con-

ceivable, one can ask, that a large painting of the 

sectarian murder of a provocative but non-violent 

activist would not have made a Dutch viewer, Re-

monstrant or not, think of Oldenbarnevelt? My own 

answer is that it is not. The case gains in significance 

when it is related to a certain provenance document. 

The sale at auction in 1663 of “two excellent large 

paintings by Rembrandt”, I suggested, could refer 

only, among existing paintings, to the Saint Stephen 

and another panel of about the same size, in the 

Lakenhal Museum in Leiden (fig. 15). That painting 

depicts a judgment scene of some kind, but opinions 

as to its meaning vary wildly, with some eighteen 

struction of his œuvre as a painter. (Concerning the 

early owners of his drawings and etchings there is 

insufficient information for a responsible analysis.) 

 Among the things that most intrigued me were 

Rembrandt’s ties to adherents of the Reformed de-

nomination known as Remonstrantism. The church 

owed its name to a petition or remonstrance that was 

submitted in 1610 by a group of Dutch theologians 

who took issue with certain doctrines concerning 

grace and predestination as these found expression in 

the Heidelberg Catechism, the founding document 

of Dutch Calvinism. The Remonstrants held that in-

dividual humans were partly responsible for the 

achievement of their salvation, a possibility that to 

the Counter-Remonstrants who opposed them was 

sheer heresy. If God were almighty, where did the 

space for human autonomy come from? Were the 

Remonstrants not denying the power of the Lord? 

What might have been a limited academic difference 

of opinion turned quickly into a near-civil war. The 

struggle ended when a church synod in Dordrecht 

came out for the Counter-Remonstrants and the 

stadtholder, Prince Maurice of Orange (1567–1625), 

ordered the execution of the political leader of the 

Remonstrants, the advocate for the States of Holland, 

Johan van Oldenbarnevelt (1547–1619). Other lead-

ing Remonstrants were incarcerated, driven to their 

death or exiled. Among them were two of the foremost 

intellectuals in the country, the preacher Johannes 

Wtenbogaert (1557–1644) and the jurist Hugo Gro-

tius (1583–1645). The reactions could hit anyone. The 

assistant headmaster of Rembrandt’s school, Hendrik 

Zwaerdecroon (ca. 1594 – after 1655), was a Remon-

strant who lost his job in 1619. Through a marriage in 

the family, Zwaerdecroon became related to Rem-

brandt in 1624, at a time when the tension between 

the groups was still high. In 1622 a Remonstrant con-

spiracy to assassinate Prince Maurits was uncovered, 

resulting in new executions in 1623. 

 Rembrandt’s ties to Remonstrants in his home 

town Leiden and Amsterdam, where he made his ca-

theories competing in the literature. The interpreta-

tion I favored was Palamedes before Agamemnon, a 

story from classical antiquity concerning the unjust 

execution of the faithful Palamedes. In 1625 the poet 

Joost van den Vondel (1587–1679) had written a play 

called Palamedes, or Innocence Murdered, which was 

so transparent an accusation against Prince Maurice 

that the poet’s life was placed in danger.

 The auction at which the two large paintings 

were sold in 1663 was that of the library of the 

Remonstrant humanist Petrus Scriverius (1576–1660), 

who on another occasion commissioned another 

young artist to paint a satirical attack against the 

Counter-Remonstrants and the Council of Dordt. 

The constellation of circumstances was so rich and 

juicy that I plumped for it heavily. A number of col-

leagues who continue to debate the case are more 

skeptical. They point out weaknesses in the icono-

graphical interpretation of the Leiden history paint-

ing and express doubt that the paintings in the auc-

tion were really those two works and that they be-

longed to Scriverius.17 

 However, Rembrandt’s relationship to Scriverius 

and the Remonstrants does not depend on these spec-

ulations. In the 1630s he painted and etched por-

traits of Johannes Wtenbogaert, the etching being 

provided with a verse by Hugo Grotius, who was still 

an escaped convict for a long list of serious, even capi-

tal offenses. A more personal tie came into being in 

1646, when Rembrandt published one of his most 

remarkable and personal etchings (fig. 16).

 The sitter for his portrait etching of a preacher 

extending his hand out of the frame and meeting our 

gaze with his own, Johannes Cornelisz. Sylvius (1564–

1638) can be called Rembrandt’s father-in-law. He was 

the guardian of Rembrandt’s wife, Saskia van Uylen-

burgh, and the highly respected Reformed minister 

of the oldest church in Amsterdam, the Oude Kerk. 

Fig. 16

Rembrandt Harmensz.  

van Rijn and a calligrapher

Johannes Cornelisz. Sylvius,

1646

etching 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Fig. 17

Jan van de Velde after 

Frans Hals

Petrus Scriverius, 1627 

engraving 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam 



52  g a R y  s c h w a R T z  T h e  M e a n i n g s  o f  R e M b R a n d T   53

foremost artistic interpreter of the early modern period 

of the Christian message. This is plain in the opportu-

nity he has offered, and which has gratefully been ac-

cepted, to illustrate Bible editions with his paintings, 

etchings and drawings. The mother of all Rembrandt 

Bibles was the two-volume monster brought out in 

1906 on the commemorative occasion discussed above 

(fig. 19). Eight years after the first Rembrandt exhibition, 

in honour of the inauguration of Queen Wilhelmina, 

this majestic set was dedicated to her mother and re-

gentess Queen Emma. Half a meter high and weigh-

ing in at twenty kilos, the unmanageable books were 

meant only to impress. But impress they did.

 Coming up towards the end of the nineteenth 

century, the prevailing image of Rembrandt was that 

invented in France: he was seen above all as a stylistic 

realist, an artistic radical and a political revolutionary. 

When the Dutch Rembrandt events of the turn of the 

century had taken place, he was also seen to be boost-

ing Dutch nationalism, genuflecting to royalty and 

conveying Christian piety and bourgeois respectabil-

ity. While Rembrandt remains available for all these 

roles, the one for which he is most often enlisted is 

that of the interpreter of Christian values, an artist of 

choice for illustrations of the Bible or religious themes.

 How much of that persona was deliberately 

shaped by the artist? After all, Rembrandt must have 

been doing something to allow for this phenomenal 

losophy and rhetoric at the new Athenaeum) in the 

same years as Rembrandt. A striking feature of Rem-

brandt’s portrait print is that the praise is sung of a 

Reformed preacher by two Remonstrant humanists. 

Why Rembrandt took this complex step eight years 

after the death of Sylvius and six after that of Saskia, 

we can only guess. Intriguingly, it places him in the 

middle of a prominent artistic-confessional complex.

 This story is worth telling as an instance of a 

meaning in Rembrandt’s life and work that did not 

become part of his legend or his posterity in litera-

ture and scholarship. Nor was he associated with the 

religious sectarianism of his time. (Filippo Baldinuc-

ci [1624–1697] wrote that Rembrandt was a Men-

nonite, but this did not command general credence. 

That Rembrandt was sympathetic to the Jews is a 

widespread opinion, but it was never said in the sev-

enteenth or eighteenth century, and is now seriously 

doubted.18) Like his colleagues, he accepted commis-

sions from customers of all the churches in town. If 

there is any denomination for which he displayed 

greater weakness than to another, it would be Catholi-

cism. His painting of his own son Titus in a Francis-

can habit says a lot in this respect (fig. 18).

 If the Christian environment in Rembrandt’s Am-

sterdam was fraught with conflict and controversy, this 

is nowhere to be seen in the meaning of Rembrandt to 

Christians in later centuries. On the contrary, he is the 

maker Jan van de Velde after a small painting by 

Frans Hals (fig. 17). That was no coincidence. Rem-

brandt’s portrait of Sylvius bears a two-line verse on 

Sylvius by Scriverius. The longer verse preceding it 

was by an even more outspoken Remonstrant, Caspar 

Barlaeus (1584–1648), who came to Amsterdam from 

Leiden (to become the founding professor of phi-

The form of the portrait – an oval trompe-l’œil with a 

beautiful graphic encomium – belongs to a conven-

tion that was practiced by other artists but never be-

fore or after by Rembrandt. (Rembrandt was one of 

the great borrowers and lenders in Western artistic 

tradition.) The closest model is a twenty-year-older 

portrait of Scriverius engraved by the Haarlem print-

Fig. 19

Cornelis Hofstede de 

Groot, Rembrandt Bijbel: 

bevattende de verhalen  

des Ouden en Nieuwen 

Verbonds, welke door 

Rembrandt met penseel, 

etsnaald en teekenstift zijn 

in beeld gebracht

(Rembrandt Bible, 

containing the stories  

of the Old and New 

Testaments that were 

depicted by Rembrandt 

with the brush, etching 

needle and drawing nib)

(Amsterdam, 1906)

Collection of the author

Fig. 18 

Rembrandt Harmensz.  

van Rijn

The Artist’s Son Titus  

in a Franciscan Habit,

ca. 1660

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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arts, which to one author of Rembrandt’s time was 

“more rhetorical than rhetoric itself”.19 In its most pro-

found use, rhetoric provided a means to connect the 

event being depicted in a work of art, the intention 

of the artist and the experience of the spectator. This 

is what Rembrandt was after, and what he achieved 

time after time in his best work.

 If it is an overstatement to say that Rembrandt 

achieved in art what Saint Paul did in religion, it is only 

because art, thankfully, is no longer subject to authori-

tarian rule, as are churches. However, Rembrandt 

him self made the comparison, when in 1661 he paint-

set in motion in such a situation, and manifest them-

selves especially by fixed characteristics, and also reveal 

themselves by the varying movements of the body.”

 The frame of reference in which these some-

what obscure remarks have their place is the science 

and art of rhetoric. The theory and applied disci-

pline of this ancient practice of oratory, eloquence 

and persuasiveness was indispensable not only for 

professional speakers and writers; it was a prominent 

element in the curriculum of every trainee or school-

child throughout antiquity, the middle ages and the 

early modern era. It was also applied to the visual 

shrined in a good heart for the consolation of her 

suffering soul). The artist was feeling his way into 

the emotions of the subject with maximum poign-

ancy. He did this not only with words, but also with 

probing repetitions of his motifs. This practice was 

described by Arnold Houbraken, the pupil of Rem-

brandt’s pupil Samuel van Hoogstraten, in words 

that ring with the powerful impression Rembrandt 

made on his pupils: “I know of no one who has made 

such a multitude of changes and sketches of one and 

the same subject; which springs from attentive con-

sideration of the many Passions, which are necessarily 

receptivity to take place. I have indeed become con-

vinced that he took self-conscious and purposeful 

steps to align his intentions in the creation of a work 

to the anticipated feelings of viewers. One indica-

tion of this is to be found in the annotations he jot-

ted on some of his own drawings and those of pupils. 

One of the most touching examples is found on a 

drawing in the Rijksmuseum, seemingly in prepara-

tion for a painting or etching of the Madonna and 

other mourners at the cross (fig. 20). On it he wrote: 

een dijvoot thresoor dat in een fijn harte bewaert wert 

tot troost harer beleevende siel (A devout treasure en-

Fig. 21

Rembrandt  

Harmensz. van Rijn

Portrait of the Artist  

as Saint Paul, 1661

Rijksmuseum,  

Amsterdam

Fig. 20

Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn

Studies for a Mater Dolorosa, ca. 1637

Pen in brown ink and red chalk 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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Whether or not Rembrandt was thinking of the apos-

tle, whether or not he was deliberately out to win as 

many as possible, he too won the hearts of Jews, 

Christians, non-believing humanists and people in 

need. And he did so by becoming like them, in his 

self-images and his imaginings.

 I regard Rembrandt’s self-portraits less as as-

sertions of a strong personal identity than as a 

means to help the artist, like Saint Paul, become 

more like other people. Behind them lies a man 

who depended on his art to offset imbalances in his 

life and his relations with others. In much of Rem-

brandt’s art, I see an effort to lower the barriers be-

tween the artist and his fellow man, between the 

artist and his God. The widespread love of Rem-

brandt through time attests to his success. Perhaps 

more than any other great artist, Rembrandt has be-

come all things to all men.21  

ed himself in the guise of the founder of Christianity, 

who was also an accomplished rhetorician (fig. 21).

 This saint wrote a self-representation in words 

that bears illuminating comparison to Rembrandt’s vis-

ual self-depictions. In his first epistle to the Corinthians 

(9:19–23), Saint Paul wrote of himself: 

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make 

myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possi-

ble. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. 

To those under the law I became like one under the 

law (though I myself am not under the law), so as 

to win those under the law. To those not having the 

law I became like one not having the law (though  

I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s 

law), so as to win those not having the law. To the 

weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become 

all things to all men….20
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