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    Painting is the grandchild of nature. It is related to God.




    — Rembrandt van Rijn
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      Self-Portrait at the Age of Thirty-Four, 1640




      Oil on canvas, 102 x 80 cm. The National Gallery, London.


    




    
Biography





    1606: Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn was born on 15 July in Leyden.




    1613-1620: Attended the Latin School in Leyden.




    1621: Began an apprenticeship with Leyden-based painter Jacob van Swanenburgh.




    1625: Studied for six months under the artist Pieter Lastman in Amsterdam.




    Opened his own studio in Leyden and collaborated with his friend Jan Lievens.




    Started to produce etchings.




    1628: Rembrandt mentored his first pupils in his studio.




    1631: Met famous Amsterdam art dealer Hendrick van Uylenburgh.




    Moved to Amsterdam and became a successful portrait artist.




    1632: First group portrait: The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp.




    1634: Married Saskia van Uylenburgh, the niece of successful art dealer Hendrick van Uylenburgh, on 22 June.




    1635: Rembrandt and Saskia became parents to Rumbartus, who died after two months.




    1638: Rembrandt and Saskia became parents to Cornelia, who died after three weeks.




    1639: Rembrandt and Saskia purchased and moved into a house for 13,000 guilders on the Breestraat in Amsterdam.




    He was commissioned to paint what would be known as The Nightwatch.




    1640: Rembrandt and Saskia became parents to Cornelia, their second daughter, who died after one month.




    1641: Rembrandt and Saskia became parents to Titus, their only child to live to adulthood.




    1642: Completed The Nightwatch.




    The death of Saskia, attributed to tuberculosis.




    Geertje Dircx became the nursemaid of Titus and later Rembrandt’s mistress.




    1647: Hendrickje Stoffels entered Rembrandt’s household as a servant and became his new mistress.




    1654: Rembrandt and Hendrickje, now his common-law wife, became parents to a daughter, Cornelia.




    1656: The High Court of Holland declared Rembrandt bankrupt.




    1656-1658: The house on Breestraat and Rembrandt’s possessions were sold at a series of auctions.




    1660: Moved to a small house on the Rozengracht.




    Hendrickje and Titus became art dealers.




    1663: The death of Hendrickje.




    1668: The death of Titus.




    1669: Rembrandt died on 4 October. He was buried in the Westerkerk, in an unmarked grave.
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The Beginning of his Career




    His Education




    Rembrandt was born on 15 July 1606 in Leyden. No record of Rembrandt’s early youth has been discovered, but we may be sure that his religious instruction was the object of his mother’s special care, and that she strove to instil into her son the faith and moral principles that formed her own rule of life. The passages she read, the stories she recounted to him from her favourite book, made a deep and vivid impression on the child, and in later life he sought subjects for his works mainly in the sacred writings.




    Leyden offered few facilities for an art student during that period. Painting, after a brief spell of splendour and activity, gave way to science and letters. Rembrandt’s parents considered him too young to leave them, and decided that his apprenticeship should be passed in his native home. An intimacy of long standing, and perhaps some tie of kinship, determined their choice of master.




    They fixed upon an artist, Jacob van Swanenburch, now almost all but forgotten, though greatly esteemed by his contemporaries.




    Though Rembrandt could learn little beyond the first principles of his art from such a teacher, he was treated by Swanenburch with a kindness not always met with by such youthful probationers. During Rembrandt’s three years in his trust, his progress was such that all fellow-citizens interested in his future “were amazed, and foresaw the glorious career that awaited him”.




    His noviciate over, Rembrandt had nothing further to learn from Swanenburch. Now being old enough to leave his father’s house, his parents agreed that he should go forth and strengthen his skill in a more advanced art-centre. They chose Amsterdam and master Pieter Lastman, a very well-known painter at that time. In his studio, methods of instruction much akin to those adopted by Swanenburch were in vogue, though the personal talent modifying them was of a far higher order.
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      The Stoning of Saint Stephen, 1625




      Oil on wood, 89.5 x 123.6 cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lyon
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      The Baptism of the Eunuch, 1626




      Oil on wood, 63.5 x 78 cm. Rijksmuseum Het Catharijneconvent, Utrecht
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      Christ Driving the Moneychangers from the Temple, 1626




      Oil on wood, 43 x 32 cm. The Pushkin Museum of Fine Arts, Moscow
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      Musical Allegory, 1626




      Oil on panel, 63.5 x 48 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam


    




    First Works Done in Leyden




    The return of one so beloved by his family as Rembrandt was naturally hailed with joy in the home circle. But happy as he was to find himself thus welcomed, he had no intention of living idly under his father’s roof, and at once set resolutely to work. He had thrown off a yoke that had become irksome to him. Henceforth he had to seek guidance from himself alone, choosing his own path at his own risk. Amidst the evidence of youthful inexperience in these somewhat hasty works, we note details of great significance.




    Saint Paul in Prison is dated 1627 and signed with his particular signature and monogram of that period. On examining the pale sunbeam, the serious countenance of the meditation, and Saint Paul pausing, pen in hand, to find the right expression for his thought, his earnest gaze and contemplative attitude, we recognise something beyond the conception of a commonplace beginner. We discern evidence of careful observation which Rembrandt in the full possession of his powers would have turned to higher account; but even with the imperfect means at his command, comes a striking effect. The patient and accurate execution of accessories such as the straw, the great iron sword, and the books by the apostle’s side, betokens a conscientious artist, who had applied to Nature for such help as she could give him.




    The Moneychanger (or The Parable of the Rich Man) bears the same date, 1627, with a monogram formed from the initials of the name “Rembrandt Harmensz”. An old man, seated at a table littered with parchments, ledgers, and money-bags, holds in his left hand a candle, the flame of which he shades with his right, and carefully examines a doubtful coin. Here the brushwork is somewhat heavy, and the piles of scrawled and dusty papers give an incoherent look to the composition. On the other hand, the light and the values are happily distributed and truthfully rendered. Rembrandt conceals the flame, and contents himself with rendering the light it sheds on surrounding objects. Restricting himself to such variety of light and shadow as may be won without the unpleasantness of violent contrasts, he concentrated all his powers on the delicate modelling of the old man’s head.




    Rembrandt no longer confined himself to drawing and painting; his first etchings appeared in 1628, not much later than his first pictures. He took himself for a model in his etchings, and never tired of experimentation on his own person for purposes of study. It was a habit he retained throughout his career. With himself as his model, he felt even less restraint than when his relatives were his models, and this ensured an endless variety in his studies, and absolute freedom of fancy. Exact resemblance was not his aim in these works. They were studies rather than portraits. The diversity of emotion is studied from his own features: gaiety, terror, pain, sadness, concentration, satisfaction, and anger. Such experiments had, of course, their false and artificial aspects. Grimace rather than expression is suggested by many of these pensive airs, haggard eyes, affrighted looks, mouths wide with laughter, or contracted by pain. But in all such violent and factitious contrasts, Rembrandt sought the essential features of passions with great obvious effects, passions that stamp themselves plainly on the human face, and which the painter should, therefore, be able to render unmistakably. To this end, he forced expression to the verge of burlesque and, gradually correcting his deliberate exaggerations, he learnt to command the whole gamut of sentiment that lies between extremes, and to impress its various manifestations, from the deepest to the most transient, on the human face. The Baptism of the Eunuch was an incident greatly in favour with the painters of the day. It was a subject especially congenial to the Italianates; one in which they were able, under pretext of local colour, to heap on all the gorgeous accessories of the Oriental convention they loved. Rembrandt was no whit behind them in this respect; he even borrowed several details from his predecessors. The laborious care bestowed on the mise en scène is manifest in the splendid trappings of the chariot, the rich dresses of the servants, the attire of the convert and his guards, the rank luxuriance of gourds and thistles in the foreground. The sole elements of congruity are found in the saintly gravity of Philip and the reverent piety of the eunuch. We may add that he returns to the subject in 1641 for one of his etchings, in which he introduces several details of the earlier work. Without eliminating the fantastic element altogether, he successfully modifies the composition with a freer and more picturesque arrangement, and is careful to preserve the expressions of the apostle and the eunuch.




    Landscape, as we have seen, plays but a secondary part in the works of Rembrandt so far. The picture in which it has figured most prominently hitherto is the Baptism of the Eunuch, where its feebleness certainly betrays the inadequacy of the master’s knowledge. The plants in the foreground are taken from separate studies of their various species, and grouped together in a manner far from convincing. They are excrescences in the composition, and add but little to its beauty. He never particularly distinguished himself in the painting of horses, but neither did he ever render them with such grotesque absurdity as in the Baptism of the Eunuch.
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      Tobit and Anna with the Kid, 1626




      Oil on wood, 39.5 x 30 cm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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      Simeon and Hannah in the Temple, c. 1627-1628




      Oil on panel, 55.4 x 43.7 cm. Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg
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      Saint Paul in Prison, 1627




      Oil on oak, 72.8 x 60.3 cm. Staatsgalerie, Stuttgart
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      The Flight into Egypt, 1627




      Oil on wood, 26 x 24 cm. Musée des Beaux-Arts, Tours
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      The Moneychanger (The Parable of the Rich Man), 1627




      Oil on oak, 32 x 42.5 cm. Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin
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      Bust of a Laughing Young Man, or Self-Portrait Laughing, c. 1628




      Oil on wood, 41.2 x 33.8 cm. Museum Het Rembrandthuis, Amsterdam
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      Artist in his Studio, c. 1628




      Oil on panel, 24.8 x 31.7 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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      Saint Paul at his Desk, 1628-1629




      Oil on wood, 47.2 x 38.6 cm. Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg
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      Portrait of an Old Man Asleep, or Laziness, 1629




      Oil on wood, 51.9 x 40.8 cm. Galleria Sabauda, Turin
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