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Foreword
 
This book contains 335 high-quality annotated reproductions with details of paintings prints and drawings by Rembrandt van Rijn. 
 
Some people say that the "devil's in the details" and generally, they are right. Looking out for the small details in one picture or drawing is a good practice, since in most of the cases small but ultimately important details is the heart of a great author's idea. This title aims to help you see the details of Rembrandt's works; his secrets are not in his words, they are in his works. Look close up at his painting, prints and drawings, and that tell you what you cannot see but need to know and that should be enough. 
 
Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn is usually considered one of the greatest painters and printmakers in European art history and the most important in Dutch history. His contributions to art came in a period of great wealth and cultural achievement that historians call the Dutch Golden Age when Dutch Golden Age painting, although in many ways antithetical to the Baroque style that dominated Europe, was extremely prolific and innovative. Having achieved youthful success as a portrait painter, Rembrandt's later years were marked by personal tragedy and financial hardships. Yet his etchings and paintings were popular throughout his lifetime, his reputation as an artist remained high, and for twenty years he taught many important Dutch painters. Rembrandt's greatest creative triumphs are exemplified especially in his portraits of his contemporaries, self-portraits and illustrations of scenes from the Bible. His self-portraits form a unique and intimate biography, in which the artist surveyed himself without vanity and with the utmost sincerity. Among the more prominent characteristics of Rembrandt's work are his use of chiaroscuro, the theatrical employment of light and shadow derived from Caravaggio, or, more likely, from the Dutch Caravaggisti, but adapted for very personal means. Also notable are his dramatic and lively presentation of subjects, devoid of the rigid formality that his contemporaries often displayed, and a deeply felt compassion for mankind, irrespective of wealth and age. His immediate family—his wife Saskia, his son Titus and his common-law wife Hendrickje—often figured prominently in his paintings, many of which had mythical, biblical or historical themes. In his paintings and prints he exhibited knowledge of classical iconography, which he molded to fit the requirements of his own experience; thus, the depiction of a biblical scene was informed by Rembrandt's knowledge of the specific text, his assimilation of classical composition, and his observations of Amsterdam's Jewish population. Because of his empathy for the human condition, he has been called "one of the great prophets of civilization."
 
Rembrandt produced etchings for most of his career, from 1626 to 1660, when he was forced to sell his printing-press and virtually abandoned etching. Only the troubled year of 1649 produced no dated work. He took easily to etching and, though he also learned to use a burin and partly engraved many plates, the freedom of etching technique was fundamental to his work. He was very closely involved in the whole process of printmaking, and must have printed at least early examples of his etchings himself. 
 
At first he used a style based on drawing, but soon moved to one based on painting, using a mass of lines and numerous bitings with the acid to achieve different strengths of line. Towards the end of the 1630s, he reacted against this manner and moved to a simpler style, with fewer bitings. He worked on the so-called Hundred Guilder Print in stages throughout the 1640s, and it was the "critical work in the middle of his career", from which his final etching style began to emerge. 
 
Although the print only survives in two states, the first very rare, evidence of much reworking can be seen underneath the final print and many drawings survive for elements of it. In the mature works of the 1650s, Rembrandt was more ready to improvise on the plate and large prints typically survive in several states, up to eleven, often radically changed. He now uses hatching to create his dark areas, which often take up much of the plate. He also experimented with the effects of printing on different kinds of paper, including Japanese paper, which he used frequently, and on vellum. He began to use "surface tone," leaving a thin film of ink on parts of the plate instead of wiping it completely clean to print each impression. He made more use of drypoint, exploiting, especially in landscapes, the rich fuzzy burr that this technique gives to the first few impressions.
 
His prints have similar subjects to his paintings, although the twenty-seven self-portraits are relatively more common, and portraits of other people less so. There are forty-six landscapes, mostly small, which largely set the course for the graphic treatment of landscape until the end of the 19th century. One third of his etchings are of religious subjects, many treated with a homely simplicity, whilst others are his most monumental prints. A few erotic, or just obscene, compositions have no equivalent in his paintings. He owned, until forced to sell it, a magnificent collection of prints by other artists, and many borrowings and influences in his work can be traced to artists as diverse as Mantegna, Raphael, Hercules Segers, and Giovanni Benedetto Castiglione.
 
Rembrandt was one of the greatest draftsmen in the history of art. His production of drawings was as creative as it was dazzling. About 1400 attributed to him drawings survive, and probably at least an equivalent number have been lost. Rembrandt made comparatively few preparatory studies for his paintings and even fewer highly finished drawings - gifts for friends and followers. Usually his drawings were unrelated to his major works and were, moreover, unsigned; only about 25 that bear his signature are known. 
 
Experts estimate the dates of Rembrandt's drawings by studying his style the way he used his favorite media: red and black chalk, ink and quill or reed pen, brush and washes. How much has been lost as a result of negligence, ignorance, fire? Fifty per cent is a conservative estimate. By any count his output as a draughtsman was prodigious. He must have made drawings as readily as he breathed. 
 
Although it was Rembrandt's practice to sign and date his paintings and etchings, he almost not ever inscribed his name on his drawings. Only about two tens bear his signature. In the final analysis most drawings must be ascribed to him on the basis of conclusions about their style. 
 
Like other artists he drew preparatory studies far his paintings and prints, but he did not make many drawings of this type. Those executed as finished works, complete in themselves, are even rarer. The selection in this book gives us a good idea of Rembrandt's range, depth and drawings techniques. It includes self-portraits, portraits; sketches, women gossiping, or people merely watching the passing scene; studies of Jewish types and Orientals; drawings of nudes, birds, domestic animals and captive wild beasts, studies of the landscape, drawings of episodes from the Bible. 
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Self-Portrait

1659, Oil on
canvas, 85 x 66 cm



Rembrandt represented himself more than a
hundred times in drawings, etchings and paintings. The series
constitutes one of the most revealing and honest autobiographies
ever made. Every change of fortune and impact of time and emotion
was recorded with dispassionate truth. Here, aged fifty-three, his
expression mirrors a life saddened by personal tragedy.
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Girl at a Window

1651, Oil on
canvas, 78 x 63 cm



[image: ]



Detail



[image: ]



Saskia van Uylenburgh, Wife of the
Artist

1640, oil
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Polish Nobleman

1637, oil
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Rembrandt and Saskia in the Scene of the
Prodigal Son in the Tavern

c. 1635, Oil on
canvas, 161 x 131 cm



This unique double portrait of Rembrandt
and Saskia (c. 1635-36) seems to offer an ironic and reflective
gaze at his life. Here, too, an etching echoes the subject of the
painting, but in the 1636 etched double portrait Rembrandt shows
himself at work, drawing as he looks up at the viewer. In the
Dresden painting Saskia sits on the lap of a foppishly dressed
Rembrandt, who gaily holds up a flagon of ale as he twists to offer
a silly grin out of the picture. This tavern setting at once
indulges a current "Arcadian" fashion for showing fashionable
ladies as courtesans (yet another incarnation of the goddess Flora,
with whom Rembrandt had already identified Saskia) as well as draws
upon the pictorial tradition of the Prodigal Son with the tavern
harlots. It is worth noting that the lavish dress of this couple
offers an echo of the finery in the Kassel profile of Saskia, but
here the suggestion of loose living and of future repentance from
the Prodigal Son analogy also sounds a note of
self-criticism.
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Young Girl Leaning on the
Windowsill

1645, Oil on
canvas, 82 x 66 cm



This painting of a young girl exhibits a
freedom from tension rare in Rembrandt's work. He portrays, in a
moment of ease, fresh-faced girlhood without ulterior motives. This
is Rembrandt, in mid-career, revealing himself at his most relaxed
and most beguiling. The figure is as richly modelled in three
dimensions as any in the artist's earlier work, but the handling is
now broader and the treatment as a whole more
atmospheric.
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Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of
Jerusalem

1630, Oil on
panel, 58 x 46 cm



After his initial training in his native
town of Leiden, Rembrandt spent a short but crucially important
period in the studio of the history painter Pieter Lastman in
Amsterdam. He then returned to Leiden and set up as an independent
painter in 1625. He worked in the town for about six years until
settling permanently in Amsterdam. Rembrandt's early work shows the
powerful influence of Lastman's broad, colourful style, as can be
seen, for example, in the Tobit and Anna of 1626.



This well-preserved painting is one of
the finest works of Rembrandt's Leiden period. For many years it
was incorrectly identified but it certainly shows Jeremiah; who had
prophesied the destruction of Jerusalem, capital of Judah, by
Nebuchadnezzar (Jeremiah, chapters 32, 33), lamenting over the
destruction of the city. In the distance on the left a man at the
top of the steps holds clenched fists to his eyes: this is the last
king of Judah, Zedekiah, who was blinded by Nebuchadnezzar. The
prominent domed building in the background is probably Solomon's
Temple.



Jeremiah's pose, his head supported by
his hand, is a traditional attitude of melancholy: his elbow rests
on a large book which is inscribed 'Bibel' on the edge of the
pages, probably a much later addition to the painting. The book is
presumably meant to be his Book of Jeremiah or the Book of
Lamentations. The lighting of the figure is particularly effective
with the foreground and the right side of the prophet's face in
shadow and his robe outlined against the rock. Rembrandt has used
the blunt end of his brush to scratch details of the foliage,
Jeremiah's beard and the fastenings of his tunic in the wet paint,
a characteristic technique of his early years.
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The Jewish Bride

c. 1665, Oil on
canvas, 122 x 167 cm



Rembrandt's colouristic power increases
tremendously during his last period, although not all of his mature
works display it; some of the single portraits remain largely
monochromatic. The so-called Jewish Bride of c. 1665, which may be
a commissioned portrait of a couple in the guise of a biblical pair
(such as Isaac and Rebecca), belongs to his most brilliant
colouristic creations. Even in reproductions it is possible to see
something of the fluctuating quality of his late paint, the
vibrations of the tones, and the harmonious fusion of the whole;
but they can hardly suggest the warmth of the fiery scarlets, the
golden yellows, the delicate blues and olives, the powerful whites,
and deep blacks of his late palette. The broad, calm, relief-like
arrangement of the life-size half-figures recalls a certain type of
Venetian Renaissance painting. This reveals a touch of classical
taste, but the use of colour in the portrait is quite
unclassical.



Like The Night Watch, this is another
misnamed masterpiece by Rembrandt which it would be insensitive to
re-title. To be sure, the painting does not represent a Jewish
bridal couple in the sense which the nineteenth century, which
invented the title, would have had in mind. The picture would then
have been regarded as a romantic costume-piece, its very
strangeness and aura of secretiveness suggesting that it showed
some exotic rite, which was outside the experience of a
predominantly Christian society.



There can be no doubt, however, that an
intimate relationship between the two figures was intended by the
artist. The man places his hand on the woman's breast, while she
moves instinctively to protect her modesty, in the classic pose of
the Venus pudica which Rembrandt would have known from engravings
or casts of classical statues. Yet the couple shows every sign of
tenderness towards each other, so this is not a common seduction
scene (a frequent enough subject in Dutch painting). The theme most
widely favoured by modern scholars is Isaac embracing his wife
Rebecca while they were being spied on by Abimelech (Genesis,
Chapter XXVI), which Rembrandt had previously represented in a
drawing. To summarize the Bible narrative, Isaac, staying in the
land of the Philistines, passes off Rebecca as his sister, because,
if the Philistines had wanted to seduce her and had known she was
Isaac's wife, they would have felt obliged to kill him first. One
day, Abimelech, the Philistine King, observes the couple from a
window making love in secret and guesses the truth, namely that
they are man and wife. He reproves Isaac for the deception,
pointing out that any man might have lain with Rebecca in all
innocence, not realizing she was a married woman, and would thus
have brought dishonour on himself and his people.
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Sara in Bed

1648, Oil on
canvas, 81 x 67 cm
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Jacob Wrestling with the Angel

1659, oil on
canvas
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The Blinding of Samson

1636, Oil on
canvas, 236 x 302 cm



The story of Samson, which had a great
attraction for the Baroque public, is prominent in Rembrandt's
production during the thirties. He painted Samson Threatening his
Father-in-Law (1635, Staatliche Museen, Berlin) and the Marriage of
Samson (1638, Gemäldegalerie, Dresden). His Blinding of Samson more
than any other work shows Rembrandt's unrivalled use of the High
Baroque style to ap [...]
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