


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. 7he 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 7he 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.'® The quality of
Rembrandtness, to misquote Portia, 7s 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 Rembrands,
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-

48 GARY SCHWARTZ

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
worthwhile 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

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 Tiimpel (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

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-
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struction of his ceuvre 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-
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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, 7he 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

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

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-
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ing and express doubt that the paintings in the auc-
tion were really those two works and that they be-
longed to Scriverius."”

However, Rembrandts 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.
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The form of the portrait — an oval zrompe-l'ewil 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-

§2 GARY SCHWARTZ

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-

Fig. 18

Rembrandt Harmensz.
van Rijn

The Artists Son Titus

in a Franciscan Habit,
ca. 1660

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

Fig. 19

Cornelis Hofstede de
Groot, Rembrandt Bijbel:
bevattende de verhalen
des Ouden en Nieuwen
Verbonds, welke door
Rembrands met penseel,
etsnaald en teckenstift 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

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 Rembrandcs 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.”) 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

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
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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-
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Fig. 20

Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn
Studies for a Mater Dolorosa, ca. 1637
Pen in brown ink and red chalk

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam

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-
brandts 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

Fig. 21

Rembrandt
Harmensz. van Rijn
Portrait of the Artist
as Saint Paul, 1661
Rijksmuseum,

Amsterdam

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

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

“more rhetorical than rhetoric itself”." 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

himself made the comparison, when in 1661 he paint-
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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....>°
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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.”
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