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            Ich lebe ganz mit Rembrandt

            I live my days entirely with Rembrandt

            JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE, 1774
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               The Leiden History Painting with self-portrait of the painter (detail), 1626.

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Prologue

         

         WHERE TO BEGIN? IT HAD TO BE WEDDESTEEG.

         I pulled the door shut behind me and walked into town, keeping the tower of the town hall ahead of me. The seventeenth-century step-gables glittered in the sunlight. After the bluestone in the middle of the surface of Breestraat, the crossing that marked the point where medieval Leiden was divided into four parts, I walked faster and with a lighter step because the street gradually slopes downward towards Noordeinde. There I turned right into the narrow passage.

         Darkness. Only above my head glittered the brightness of blue sky. On the left the high wall of an old army barracks, farther on, to the right, a plaque in the façade of a monstrous block of flats commemorated an event of many centuries ago:

         
            HERE was born

            on 15th July 1606

            REMBRANDT VAN RIJN

         

         With the approach of the three-hundredth anniversary of Rembrandt’s birth, a few mutterings sounded here and there among the people of Leiden. In Amsterdam, where the painter settled at twenty-five years of age to accumulate riches and fame, the magnificent house on the street then known as Sint-Anthonisbreestraat, where he lived and worked from 1639 to 1658, was purchased by the local council. It was restored and converted into a museum. Since then, the Rembrandt House has attracted hordes of tourists each year.

         Nothing of the kind happened in Leiden. In 1906, a committee of erudite scholars descended upon the house of Rembrandt’s birth. In the gloomy grime of this alley, the elegant gentlemen came upon a derelict stable. A soiled postcard of the interior survives from that era. It shows a crumbling tiled wall and a charred hearth.

         A reporter from the local daily newspaper Leidsch Dagblad pocketed the card and went to have a look for himself on 17th May 1906. He was admitted by a stable-hand. On the ground floor was stationed a gleaming, jet-black carriage, “a new-fangled coach with the air of a well-fed parvenu”. The journalist then proceeded to climb the stairs and had the sense of entering a haunted house. “The entire little room is full of shrouds from hearses, dangling from poles like mourning banners.” 

         
            
[image: ]
               Picture postcard showing the remains of the house where Rembrandt was born, Weddesteeg, Leiden.
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               Picture postcard showing Weddesteeg, Leiden.

            

         

         The committee had a modest plaque attached to the façade, but otherwise it rather pooh-poohed the house where the city’s most famous son had been born. With the passage of time, all the buildings in Weddesteeg passed into the hands of the printing firm Nederlandsche Rotogravure, which demolished the house in 1927.

         For a brief moment, Leiden showed signs of regret. In 1963, a sham Golden Age façade was erected where the house had once stood: just a wall with nothing behind it. The printing firm had plans to reconstruct the interior behind the fake façade. It purchased seventeenth-century items of furniture and stored them in the municipal museum, De Lakenhal. The plans fizzled out.

         In 1980, Rotogravure went out of business and the fake façade was torn down again—along with all the buildings in Weddesteeg. Only the 1906 plaque was salvaged and later bricked into the outer wall of the new block of flats. Embarrassingly, the most recent meticulous research in the city archives reveals that even the plaque is in the wrong place: it should have been ten metres farther down the road. For that was where Rembrandt van Rijn was actually born. In a place that had vanished from the world.

         When I arrived at the spot, I saw two foreign tourists pointing at the plaque and nodding excitedly. To me, the scene had an air of tragicomedy about it.

         Several metres in front of me, a young man on foot wearing a wide-brimmed black hat crossed the bridge over Galgewater and disappeared from sight.

         Where was Rembrandt?

         Not here.

         
             

         

         If I try to remember when and where I first stood face to face with Rembrandt, I hear the creaking boards of an old wooden floor. I must have been about seven, holding my father’s hand on the threshold of the Large Press in the Lakenhal, the dark upper gallery of the Leiden museum, where the syndics inspected cloth samples in the seventeenth century. As I step inside, the wide oak floorboards sound as if they are cracking under my weight. It’s like stepping onto thin ice that might give way at any moment.

         It was in the Lakenhal that I saw my first Rembrandt: the 1626 Leiden History Painting, a jam-packed theatrical scene the subject of which is still not known today. It includes a cameo of the young Rembrandt, peering out from behind the sceptre of an imperial figure. Eyes in the dark and a head of wild curls, which he scratched into the wet paint using the back of his brush.

         From across the centuries, he met my gaze.

         
             

         

         My mother grew up in a house on the bank of the Rhine, where the river flows out of Leiden’s old city centre. The upstairs apartment on Morskade where my grandparents spent their entire life together overlooked a sawmill, the Heesterboom. When the mill’s sails were up and started turning, my grandfather and I would clamber into his little crimson boat and row across the Rhine. Together we would enter the mill and ascend the narrow steps up to the top, where we had a view of the entire city.

         From within, the enormous machinery grated and bellowed. The axle went round and round, rotating wooden cogs that in turn caused huge serrated blades to move up and down in a rhythmic roar. In a fountain of wood dust, logs were sawn into pieces as if they were no more substantial than matchsticks.

         Rembrandt was a miller’s son: the fact with which almost all biographies of the painter begin. The importance of these origins should not be downplayed: Rembrandt’s father, Harmen Gerritszoon, came from a miller’s family that had lived and worked in Leiden for four generations. He and his family owed their entire existence to the malt-mill. They lived on the wind.

         Over the years, many fanciful tales have been spun about Harmen’s mill. We read that Rembrandt had a workshop in it as a young boy, learning about the effects of light there because mills have such small windows. Charming fiction. Arnold Houbraken, who published his lives of Golden Age painters in 1718–1721, informs us that the mill was located between Leiderdorp and Koudekerk. An old picture postcard of that “Rembrandt mill” bears a quatrain that may be rendered:

         
            
               When Rembrandt painted in his father’s mill, still young,

               The glory of his artistic power

               Was not buried in the clouds of flour—

               From town to town it sounded and shone.

            

         

         In reality, the mill belonging to Rembrandt’s father stood on the western ramparts, right next to the city gate known as Wittepoort. It was a wooden post-mill, with no room for a studio or a boy painter. The mill of his ancestors had been located just outside the city on the Rhine. It is marked in a bird’s-eye map of Leiden produced by Jacob van Deventer around 1560. In fact it stood, I swear to God, a stone’s throw from the place where my mother grew up and my grandparents spent their entire lives.

         
             

         

         Through the tall windows came sunbeams that formed bars on the circular hall, fell across the flared stone steps and illuminated the statue of an ancient goddess. It was the day on which my father took me to enrol as a pupil of Leiden’s municipal grammar school. I was eleven years old.

         We knocked on the door of the headmaster’s room and entered a miasma of cigar smoke. A man with a friendly face and glasses with rectangular lenses came out from behind his desk. I noticed that the headmaster wore sandals and thick grey woollen socks. As he spoke to my father, I tilted my head to read the titles in the bookcase: Iliad, Odyssey, Metamorphoses, Aeneid. I would devour the ancient literature, although the translations often defeated me.

         The headmaster, Antonius Coebergh van den Braak, was a mild-mannered classics scholar. In retirement he would set about writing the history of six centuries of Leiden’s grammar school, which included the Latin school that Rembrandt had attended.

         All these chance convergences nourished a fascination in one boy from Leiden for that other boy from Leiden. When I left home to go to university in Amsterdam, this passion remained undimmed. Besides my main subject, Dutch language and literature, I also attended lectures on art history, including those by Ernst van de Wetering. From my father’s bookcase I purloined Gary Schwartz’s biography of Rembrandt, and devoured it. I often visited the Rijksmuseum to gaze at The Jewish Bride—the painting still bore that title in those days.

         What was it that Vincent van Gogh once said about The Jewish Bride? After a friend had left him gazing at Rembrandt’s work in the newly opened Rijksmuseum in 1885, and returned half an hour later, Vincent was still sitting motionless in front of the painting. “Would you believe it,” said Vincent, “and I honestly mean what I say, that I should be happy to give ten years of my life if I could go on sitting here in front of this picture for a fortnight, with only a crust of dry bread for food?”

         
             

         

         My love of Rembrandt was rekindled while I was writing the biography of the sculptor, painter and writer Jan Wolkers. “Rembrandt passed like a fever through my blood,” he wrote. From an early age, Wolkers was enthralled by the artist because he had painted so marvellously the scenes that his rigidly devout father read to him from the Bible three times a day. “Religion and brushstrokes appeared to coalesce.”

         The young Jan decided to become an artist: he would use paint to create his own world in opposition to the drab Calvinist world of his parents. In 1943, just before his eighteenth birthday, after a summons from the Arbeitseinsatz came through the letterbox at his parents’ house in Oegstgeest ordering him to report for forced labour in Germany, he went into hiding in an attic room in the nearby city of Leiden. He did not consider it an ordeal. On the contrary, it was an opportunity to escape from his father’s hard hand and the scourge of God. For Jan Wolkers, the German occupation meant his own personal liberation.

         In the middle of the war, he was the last pupil left at Leiden Academy of Art, Ars Aemula Naturae, whose directors were both ardent supporters of the Dutch Nazi collaborators. At the academy, Jan stood at the mirror drawing himself, his sheet of paper on the easel flanked by reproductions of Rembrandt self-portraits. When the fascist director saw him at work, she said: “One day, you’ll be the Rembrandt of the Third Reich.”

         Early in the morning of 15th July 1944, Rembrandt’s birthday, he and a friend paid a tribute to his hero. They went to Weddesteeg, where the house of Rembrandt’s birth had once stood, and hung a wreath to which they attached a quatrain that may be roughly translated:

         
            
               Of laurel wreaths you have no need,

               For speeches now the time has flown.

               And they are superfluous indeed:

               That you are the greatest by all is known. 
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               Jan Wolkers, Self-portrait, pencil, 1945.
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               Self-portrait, etching, 1630.

            

         

         Wolkers then sent an anonymous letter to the local paper, in which he suggested that he had seen two other boys hanging up the wreath. On 16th July 1944, the Dagblad voor Leiden en omstreken printed the final sentence of the letter: “It is all the more poignant that a couple of young lads from Leiden, in spite of this official lack of recognition, should have realized what Rembrandt meant for the Netherlands, and in particular for Leiden, the city of his birth.”

         Rembrandt had awakened in Wolkers not only the painter, but also the writer.

         
             

         

         From the moment that I embarked on this biography of the young Rembrandt, I started retracing his movements on a daily basis. In the Lakenhal, in the Mauritshuis in The Hague and in the Rijksmuseum, I gazed into his eyes. In the municipal archives in Leiden I hunted down every letter containing a reference to him or the Van Rijn family. I scoured antiquarian stores and bookshops to get my hands on whatever I could find about him.

         Lying on my desk is a copy of the book containing the very first biographical sketch of Rembrandt that was ever published: the Beschrijvinge der Stadt Leyden by Jan Jansz Orlers. In this voluminous chronicle, Orlers dedicated almost a page—exactly 350 words—to “one of the most renowned living Painters of our age” in the second, revised and expanded edition of his work, dating from 1641.

         It is a glorious book, Orlers’s declaration of love for Leiden. A potpourri of descriptions of the city, history, miscellaneous scraps of information and several biographical sketches of leading public administrators and artists, including “Rembrant van Rijn”. This was the artist’s original spelling of his name: he did not add the “d” until he settled in Amsterdam.

         For me, the book is priceless. It enables me to roam around my own city in the seventeenth century. Through neighbourhoods with evocative names like ’t Land van Beloften, Paplepel and Pelicaenshoeck (“the Land of Promises”, “Porridge-Spoon” and “Pelican’s Corner”) and alleys like Bouwelouwesteeg, Diefsteeg, Stinksteeg and Duizenddraadsteeg (“Bouwe Louwe Alley”, “Thief Alley”, “Stink Alley” and “Thousand Thread Alley”).

         Even better was the opportunity Orlers gave me to look through his eyes into buildings that no longer exist. Into the Church of Our Lady, of which all that remains is a vague pattern in the paving stones. Or the former chapel of the Faliede Bagijnen, where the new academy proudly built up its library and installed an anatomy theatre.

         The vellum binding of my copy of Beschrijvinge der Stadt Leyden is smooth and soiled from centuries of use. Orlers would have felt gratified. He was a chronicler, but most of all he was a successful bookseller and city councillor. Four times he was elected as one of the city’s burgomasters.

         Not so long ago I stood outside the front door of De Gulden Laers (“The Golden Boot”), where Orlers lived. It was a house packed with books and paintings on Pieterskerk-Choorsteeg, a narrow alley in the shadows of the vast Gothic edifice of the Pieterskerk, the Church of St Peter.

         Whenever I found myself unable to write, I set off following the ghost of Rembrandt, roaming the city. Suddenly I remembered that Leiden has its own local expression for a difficult childbirth: “the Pieterskerk must pass through the Choorsteeg”.

         It was as if Orlers was winking at me. Since scarcely any personal, intimate documents relating to the young Rembrandt have come down to us, I had to construct him in my biography from his surroundings, from what he saw every day all around him.

         I built my sentences from the stones of my city.
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         MAP OF LEIDEN, JOHANNES BLAEU, 1633

         
              1 The malt-mill (De Rijn) of Rembrandt’s parents.

              2 The house in Weddesteeg where Rembrandt was born.

              3 The city gate, Wittepoort.

              4 Houses belonging to Harmen Gerritsz overlooking Galgewater, possibly Rembrandt’s studio.

              5 Main city carpentry yard.

              6 Fourth expansion: Walenwijk, a new district built in the period 1611–23.

              7 Parental home of Gerrit Dou on Kort Rapenburg.

              8 De Drie Haringen, the inn run by the parents of Isaack Jouderville.

              9 Noordeinde.

            10 ’t Sand, Groenhasegracht.

            11 Target-practice yard of the militia which Rembrandt’s father left in 1611 following an accident.

            12 Prinsenhof, Rapenburg, where the Winter King’s children lived.

            13 House of the Knotter family, where Remonstrant services were held.

            14 University building where Rembrandt enrolled as an arts student in 1620.

            15 Botanical gardens, academic herb garden with covered gallery or ambulacrum.

            16 Pieterskerk, the church in which Rembrandt’s parents married and were buried.

            17 Quarter where the Puritans settled 1609–20.

            18 Latin school attended by Rembrandt.

            19 De Rosencrans, parental home of Jan Lievens in Pieterskerkchoorsteeg.

            20 De Gulden Laers, home of the bookseller, city chronicler and burgomaster J.J. Orlers.

            21 House of Hendrick Swaerdecroon, where Johannes Wtenbogaert lodged as a student.

            22 Leiden town hall on Breestraat.

            23 Studio of Jacob van Swanenburg, Rembrandt’s first teacher, Langebrug 89.

            24 Pharmacy of Christiaen Porrett, Maarsmansteeg.

            25 Het Gulden Vercken at Vismarkt, the bakery where Rembrandt’s mother grew up.

            26 The citadel (De Burcht).

            27 Church of St Pancras.

            28 Saaihal, the main centre of the cloth trade.

            29 Faliede Bagijnhof, university library and anatomy theatre.

            30 Church of Our Lady (Onze-Lieve-Vrouwekerk).
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               Self-portrait, oil on panel, c.1628.

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            1

            RHL

         

         THE YOUNG PAINTER STOOD IN HIS STUDIO AT SOME DISTANCE FROM the large panel, fixing it with his gaze: David staring at Goliath just before he raised his sling to slay the giant with a single, perfectly aimed shot.

         Standing on the table are two bottles containing oil and varnish. Beside them lies the grinding slab, still bearing splashes of blue paint. On a nail hammered into the wall hang two clean palettes, the smaller over the larger one, like a fried egg.

         The painter stands motionless. Rembrandt probably took himself as the model, but he is not very recognizable. He has parsed himself into a sketch. A stripe for the mouth, two black dots for the eyes. His clothing is layered. The blue-grey tabard, its sash tied elegantly around his waist, reaches down to his shoes. It cannot have been warm in the studio.

         His right hand dangles, the brush held between thumb and index finger. His left hand is held against his chest: the rest of the brushes stick up, the palette is to the side, where we cannot see it. With his little finger he clasps the long maulstick, on which he rests the ball of his thumb as he confidently places his brush on the panel.

         The studio is bare; there is just the painter with his panel. No visitors are to be admitted; the door is securely locked. There is no key. There are no objects that might interrupt the gaze—a gleaming shield, a musical instrument, a book or a snuffed candle—and suggest a symbolic interpretation. As a result, our gaze continues to hover in the space itself, in that golden light, past the shadow of the easel on the wide floorboards and the cracks in the stucco of the walls.

         The painter works in a seated position: that much is clear from the worn places on the horizontal beam of the easel. So he must have moved the chair out of the way; it was blocking his view. What did he see?

         The most fascinating thing about this little painting is that we have no idea. The artist has turned the dark back of the panel towards us, leaving us to visualize whatever image we please.

         There is one possibility that solves the mystery while preserving it. It is that the painter is rapt in thought, still deciding what he is going to paint. Could the panel be blank and bare, like the studio itself? That would mean that Rembrandt has here depicted the process of conception or inventio. In his mind’s eye, the painter sees the image gradually form.

         He thinks: That is how I will do it.

         
             

         

         His life began in Leiden. Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn was born in 1606 into a large family, as the youngest son of the miller Harmen Gerritsz and the baker’s daughter Cornelia Willemsdr van Zuytbroeck, known as “Neeltje”. He grew up in Weddesteeg, behind the western embankment on which stood his father’s mill. The family took its name from the Rhine, the river that flowed out of the city at the end of the alley, towards the polders of Holland and onward to the endless sea.

         “R” or “RH”: that was how Rembrandt signed his work when he first set up as an independent artist in Leiden. Some three years later he switched to the letters “RHL”, and in 1631, the year of his move to Amsterdam, he would occasionally sign “RHL van Rijn”. The three elegantly penned initials stand for “Rembrandt Harmenszoon Leidensis” and represented a tribute to his origins: to his father and the city of his birth.
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               The Painter in his Studio, c.1628.

            

         

         The monogram echoes the first written evidence of Rembrandt’s existence. On 20th May 1620 he enrolled as an arts student at the university. He was fourteen years old and living with his parents: “Rembrandus Hermanni Leydensis, studiosus litterarum annorum 14, apud parentes.”

         Rembrandt attended the Latin school, studied for a time and decided at a relatively late stage to become a painter. It was not until he had spent two years at the university that his father apprenticed him to a local master. But from his very first day as an apprentice, he threw himself into his art with boundless energy. He adhered to the maxim of Apelles, the greatest painter in antiquity, who could enchant and deceive humans, and even animals, with his brush: “Nulla dies sine linea.” Not a day without a line drawn.

         Ambition and enthusiasm gave him wings. When Constantijn Huygens, secretary to the stadtholder, Frederik Hendrik, and a connoisseur of art, visited Rembrandt’s Leiden studio in the spring of 1629 and saw the history painting Judas Returning the Thirty Pieces of Silver on the easel, his mouth fell open with astonishment.

         “I maintain,” Huygens wrote excitedly in his memoirs, “that no Protogenes, Apelles or Parrhasius has ever produced, nor ever could produce even if they were able to return to this world, what has been achieved by a young man, a Dutchman, a beardless miller, in a single human figure and depicted in the totality [of the painting]. I stand amazed even as I say this. Bravo Rembrandt! To have brought Troy—indeed, all of Asia—to Italy, is a lesser feat than to capture for Holland the highest title of honour from all of Greece and Italy—and this by a Dutchman who has scarcely ventured beyond the walls of his native city.”

         In the late 1620s, Rembrandt developed at lightning speed. And over the next four decades he would garner fame—not just in Leiden, Holland or the wider Dutch Republic, but throughout Europe. The monk and art lover Gabriel Bucelin, from southern Germany, listed Europe’s leading painters in 1664. The connoisseur enumerated 166 painters, including Titian, Leonardo, Tintoretto, and from his own age Poussin, Rubens and Van Dyck. Beside just one of these names, that of Rembrandt, he scribbled an addition—“Nostrae aetatis miraculum”, the miracle of our age.

         
             

         

         So how did a miller’s son from a provincial city in Holland, born at the dawn of the seventeenth century, become one of the most famous painters in the world?
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               Volumen inscriptionum, 1618–31.

            

         

         Very little is known about the young Rembrandt. From his boyhood days in Leiden—in contrast to his Amsterdam period—only a few dozen documents have survived: entries in administrative registers (bonboeken) relating to his family, the house and the mill, records relating to the neighbourhood in which he was raised, and notarial instruments. We have not a single personal letter, diary or notebook. Possibly none ever existed. The most intimate part of him that remains is his work.

         Rembrandt is a mystery like Shakespeare, who also had neither influential family members nor an inherited personal fortune, and did not attend university. Yet Shakespeare conjured from such humble beginnings plays and sonnets teeming with intellectual and popular allusions that amaze the world to this day.

         Notwithstanding his mythical status, Rembrandt was not always held in such high esteem. In fact, just before his death in the autumn of 1669—alone and destitute, in his rented apartment on Rozengracht in Amsterdam—the roughly painted work of his later years went out of fashion. His contemporary Gérard de Lairesse described Rembrandt’s work as “liquid mud on the canvas”, and referred sneeringly in his Treatise on the Art of Painting to the painter’s “splotches”. Arnold Houbraken wrote of Rembrandt, in his lives of the Dutch artists (De Grote Schouwburg der Nederlandse kunstschilders en schilderessen), that “close up, his paintings looked as if they had been laid on with a trowel”. Houbraken, a pupil of Samuel van Hoogstraten, who himself had studied with Rembrandt, relates that if visitors came to the master’s studio, he would tug people away who peered too closely at his pictures, saying: ‘The smell of the paint would bother you.’

         He was said to have painted a portrait that was so heavily impastoed “that you could lift it from the floor by its nose”. “Thus you see also gems and pearls on jewels and turbans that are painted in such a raised manner that they look as if they have been modelled, a way of handling his pieces which makes them look strong even seen from afar.” With this latter remark Houbraken defends Rembrandt in a manner of which the master himself would have approved. In a letter of 27th January 1639 to Constantijn Huygens, enclosed with a painting offered as a gift to ingratiate himself with the stadtholder’s secretary, Rembrandt had written: “My lord, hang this piece in a strong light and where one can stand at a distance, so that it will sparkle at its best.”

         After a visit to the artist’s studio, the secretary to Prince Cosimo, later Grand Duke of Tuscany and a passionate art collector, jotted down in an entry for 29th December 1667 in his travel journal that Rembrandt was a “pittore famoso”. In these notes, he used the adjective famoso for only two other artists: Gerrit Dou, Rembrandt’s “sorcerer’s apprentice”, and Frans van Mieris, the “prince of the pupils” of Dou. In their day they were the most popular and most expensive painters in the whole of Europe—and they never left Leiden, the city of their birth.

         The academic theorists of the mid seventeenth and mid eighteenth centuries reviled him. They preferred the classical, fine, smoothly painted style that was perfected, ironically enough, by Rembrandt’s own Leiden pupils.

         In the nineteenth century, Rembrandt was rediscovered. The influential critic and collector Théophile Thoré-Bürger (writing under the pseudonym of William Bürger) described the painter in his Musées de la Hollande as “mysterious, profound, and intangible”. Compared to Rembrandt, said Thoré, Gerrit Dou was nothing but a slick conjurer.

         After Belgium’s secession in 1830, the Netherlands needed an icon, a Protestant national hero as a counterpart to the elegant Catholic artist Peter Paul Rubens. In 1852, a statue was erected in a square in Amsterdam, in honour of the miller’s son from Leiden. He embodied the nation’s ideals. Rembrandt took on the identity of the Netherlands.

         In 1882, the much-feared critic Conrad Busken Huet called his history of the Netherlands Het land van Rembrand—“The Country of Rembrandt”. Huet depicted the painter as the cleverest Dutchman who had ever lived, and urged historians to emulate his style: this meant writing “with many omissions, much exaggeration, and [shining] a great deal of light onto a handful of facts and motives”.

         Rembrandt’s gift, his “cleverness”, can be inferred not only from his exuberant style, his colours or his chiaroscuro, the dramatic effect of light and dark. His work is technically astounding, but above all it radiates the felt life. Spontaneous, authentic. True and real. That is the sensation that communicates itself to many who come face to face with one of his portraits: the quality of humanity.

         Take the portrait that Rembrandt made of himself around 1628, at the age of twenty-two. A tiny panel measuring 22.6 x 18.7 cm, barely larger than this book. In the first half of the twentieth century it hung in a barn in Bearsden, a hamlet in the vicinity of Glasgow. Mary Winter, who had inherited it from her grandfather, had heard it said that the portrait was a genuine Rembrandt and assumed that it was a joke. She had once put the little painting up for sale in Scotland, but no one had displayed any interest.

         In 1959 the portrait was purchased at a London auction by the art dealer Daan Cevat and subsequently transferred to the Rijksmuseum. In Amsterdam it initially commanded only lukewarm enthusiasm. Experts remarked on its strong resemblance to the self-portrait of Rembrandt in the collection in Kassel, but the latter was deemed more expressive.

         Since then, the Rembrandt Research Project has performed an exhaustive analysis that proves that only the portrait in the Rijksmuseum is in fact a “genuine” Rembrandt. From scans it is clear that the painter was experimenting, as was his custom. The contours of the underlying sketch do not correspond exactly to those in the top paint layer. In contrast, the small portrait in Kassel was painted without any such corrections. It was most probably painted by a pupil after the original.

         Today, we may find it almost impossible to comprehend that Rembrandt’s portrait was not immediately recognized as a masterpiece. If you take a step back and look at that young man, you are overcome by a sense that you know him. Indeed, you don’t just know him but feel what he is feeling. Although his eyes remain in the shadows, no more than two chasms into which your gaze vanishes, the image fills itself with Rembrandt’s imagination. You are close to him.

         Rembrandt’s self-portraits are windows into his soul. They confront us with the imperfection of human existence and the inevitability of what will come. They convey an air of melancholy.

         It was the film director Bert Haanstra, in Rembrandt, Painter of Man (1957), who first conceived the brilliant idea of placing a whole series of the master’s self-portraits one after the other, starting with the portrait of the boy wearing a gorget—the metal collar of a suit of armour—in 1629 and ending with the self-portrait of 1669, the year of Rembrandt’s death.

         Each painted face merges with the next. They show Rembrandt ageing, his hair going grey, his wrinkles deepening and his face becoming fat and puffy. The bags under his eyes droop heavily. Gazing at the succession of images, I have the sense of looking into him. As if it is not just the artist’s life but my own that is playing out before my eyes like a film.

         Despite all this, it is questionable whether Rembrandt saw his self-portraits as chapters of his intimate autobiography. The word “self-portrait” did not exist in the seventeenth century; it is a nineteenth-century coinage that became synonymous with Romantic self-expression. In the painter’s own day, such a likeness was called “a portrait of the painter by himself”.

         Furthermore, not all self-portraits were intended to be likenesses. Rembrandt painted a great many tronies, facial types. Tronie was the seventeenth-century word (originating from French) for a head or face, but in the art of painting it was used to denote a specific character or type: a wrinkled old man or a charming young lady, an Oriental or a member of the civic guard. The 1628 portrait, in which the shadow falls mask-like over his eyes, must have been first and foremost a study of light and dark. An experiment. As a history painter, Rembrandt had to give each of his figures a different position in relation to the light, and wanted to know exactly how that looked.

         In this small painting he tried to ascertain, seated in front of the mirror, how light falls on the face from an oblique angle behind the figure. Light grazes the jaws, the fleshy earlobe and the tip of his bulbous nose. Light plays around the curls in his neck, which have again been scratched into the wet paint with the back of the paintbrush. The eyes remain sunk in the shadows.

         Are we looking into his soul here?

         That is how it feels. However, that will not have been his primary aim. For his experiment, the painter chose his most patient model—himself.

         
             

         

         When writers set about fathoming the mystery of Rembrandt, they are bound to seek parallels between the master’s work and his life. Some end up conflating the two. “His extravagant style of painting corresponded to his way of life,” wrote the Florentine biographer Filippo Baldinucci in his Vita di Reimbrond Vanrein (1667).

         According to Baldinucci, the master was a vulgar oaf. “He was as sullen as he could be and did not care a fig for anyone else.” Rembrandt paid no attention to his appearance and mixed with people below his social class. The “ugly and plebeian face [una faccia brutta e plebea] by which he was ill-favoured, was accompanied by untidy and dirty clothes, since it was his custom, when working, to wipe his brushes on himself.”

         Baldinucci’s gibe was intended to show that the master’s late work was much of a muchness with his appearance: low-class and slovenly. It is a curious misconception. There is no logic in suggesting that a slob will paint messily. You might just as well turn the artistic myth on its head: Rembrandt did not care a fig for anyone else, paid no attention to his appearance or to etiquette, because he was obsessed with his work. That is why he was such a superb painter.

         Still, one of Baldinucci’s points does hit home: if you look at the portraits that Rembrandt made of himself from the mirror, you cannot possibly claim that he was a handsome man. Certainly, he possessed a robust kind of charm, but he had a bloated, pockmarked face and a huge, bulging nose.

         This becomes clear from the self-portrait that he made perhaps just a few days after the one in which he had painted his eyes without a gleam of light. Judging by the memories of Constantijn Huygens, Rembrandt then looked more like a child than a young man. Here he has the appearance of a truculent teenager. His lips are parted in a slightly gormless expression, as if he is exclaiming to his father: “Oh! You here too?”
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               Self-portrait, Bare-headed, 1629.
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               Self-portrait, in the Mirror, c.1627–28.

            

         

         The first blond and dark hairs of his emerging beard are just poking through the skin. On his stubbly chin are two shiny pimples.

         Why did Rembrandt depict himself with such brutal honesty? This portrait is one in a series of paintings and etchings in which he experimented with rendering emotions. He showed himself laughing, sombre, stern, in pain. And in each of these likenesses he cast the shadow over his face in a different way.

         This is Rembrandt’s first life-sized portrait of his face. To achieve it, he worked at a short distance from the mirror—quite literally, close to the skin. He wanted to explore ways of rendering human skin as naturally as possible—the colour, the structure of the pores. How does a pimple, or a single hair in a man’s beard, catch the light?

         The uncompromising honesty with which Rembrandt captured his uncouth face is above all a mark of courage. He disdained outward show and did not seek to erect a vainglorious monument to himself. His striving transcended all such aims: he did not paint an ideal, but “nature”.

         He saw beauty in ugliness.

         
             

         

         Joachim von Sandrart, the German painter and writer whose years in Amsterdam were spent in the shadow of the great master, scoffed in his Teutsche Academie that Rembrandt always insisted “that one must be bound only by nature and by no other rules”.

         The suggestion by Baldinucci and Von Sandrart that he just “messed around”, as the modern Dutch master Karel Appel once described his own method, is quite wrong. The ostensibly simple assertion that Rembrandt painted from life, as did Leonardo and Caravaggio, contains a paradox: in the depiction of reality, he showed himself to be a master of illusion.

         The verdict on Rembrandt—over four centuries, a whole library has been devoted to him—is often more about morality than art. Starting in the nineteenth century, a petty-bourgeois philosophy distorted the vision of his life and work. Since Rembrandt had been declared a genius, his character and conduct were expected to accord with this; his life must be a devout, righteous epic. The word “genius” invariably deals a death blow; it erases the human being behind it.

         Carel Vosmaer, the first biographer of Rembrandt to base his work on historical documents in Leiden’s archives, contrived to present an idyllic picture of the master’s life. Human frailties were omitted. Much soil was left unturned. In an epilogue to the Dutch translation of Christopher White’s biography (1961), we find the first reference to the fact that after Rembrandt quarrelled with his housekeeper Geertje Dircx, with whom he had had an affair and then fallen out over money, he arranged for her to be confined to the Spinhuis correctional institution in 1650. Even then, these sordid details were squirrelled away at the back of the book, in a small font.

         By now, virtually every drop of paint from Rembrandt’s brush, every panel and every thread of linen from his paintings, has been subjected to laboratory tests. The work of the Rembrandt Research Project has generated a wealth of information about the painter’s methods. The six thick volumes of A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings constitute an indispensable source. Hundreds of facts in his life have been retrieved from the archives and compiled in the superb Rembrandt Documents.

         On the rebound from the image of the flawless genius, the past few decades have produced an entirely different picture of Rembrandt, based on facts from his later years—the episode with Geertje, the writ of cessio bonorum in which he relinquished all rights to his goods, and the application for bankruptcy that was submitted to the burgomasters of Amsterdam on 14th July 1656, a day before his fiftieth birthday. This revised picture was of a scoundrel and a spendthrift.

         Could that, perhaps, be a rudiment of the Romantic notion that a real artist has a dark soul? His name is invoked to demonstrate the truth of the traditional Dutch proverb: “The greater the spirit, the greater the beast.” And the painter Karel van Mander, the author of the Schilder-Boeck, commenting on his fellow artists, quipped acidly that in the popular imagination, “Hoe schilder, hoe wilder”—roughly, “The truer the painter, the wilder he is.”

         Was Rembrandt wild? Let us start from the bare, indisputable fact of his existence. Then, in our quest to find out who he really was, we will need to look very closely at many things. At his work, to begin with. At the way in which he communicates with us through his imagination. But to get a picture of his childhood, we must look around the Dutch Republic that was under construction, the city, the alley and the house in which he was born and bred.

         Did Rembrandt’s brilliance spring from the genius loci, the spirit of Leiden? Can it be traced to his family, his teachers, clients, rivals, fellow artists and friends? Or was his development a highly personal, idiosyncratic adventure?

         How did Rembrandt become Rembrandt?

         That is the question.
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               St Peter in Prison, 1631.

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            2

            Rembrandt’s native city

         

         ANYONE WHO APPROACHED LEIDEN, WHETHER GOING ON FOOT THROUGH meadows and gardens full of fruit trees and grazing cattle, trundling along dusty paths in a coach, or gliding through the water in a barque, would be struck from miles away by its picturesque silhouette. The city glittered in the landscape like a star in the Dutch firmament.

         In the bird’s-eye plans dating from the early seventeenth century, this is clearly visible. Bastions and heavy earthen ramparts, which had replaced the medieval walls, formed a jagged pattern around the map. Seven gates gave access to the city from all points of the compass, or when necessary, could seal it off hermetically. Outworks, small pentagonal islands constructed in the outer canals to give extra protection from the cannons of enemy troops, formed the points of the star.

         Leiden’s skyline was dominated by three large churches: the Church of Our Lady in the west, the Church of St Pancras in the east and St Peter’s—the Pieterskerk—in the city centre. Like three gigantic ships, they sailed across the ocean of the city’s roofs, albeit without masts: the churches had no high towers. The first had a modest spire, and St Pancras had plans for one that never materialized.

         The seventy-odd-metre tower of the Pieterskerk, nicknamed “King of the Sea” because it served as a beacon for sea captains navigating near the coast, had dramatically collapsed with a thunderous roar at the beginning of March 1512. Miraculously, not a single person was killed. Did St Peter himself reach down to protect the flock? His keys to the kingdom of heaven, crossed and blood-red, the blades facing upward, were displayed above the church’s double doors and served as the city’s coat of arms. “And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” (Matthew 16:19)

         When Rembrandt produced his 1631 painting, he linked different parts of Peter’s story: his imprisonment by King Herod and his remorse after he had denied Jesus three times. While the light falls on the furrowed face of Peter and on his hands, folded in penitence, it illuminates in equal measure the crossed keys on the floor. Rembrandt’s St Peter was a man of Leiden.
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               Jan van Goyen, View of Leiden from the North-east, 1650.

            

         

         Here and there we do discern other towers projecting above the ramparts: that of the Saaihal, the main centre of cloth production, the spire of the chapel in the Faliede Bagijnhof and the tower of the town hall on Breestraat, whose twenty-three bells rang out every hour and were played at set times by the city’s campanologist.

         Holland was a river delta, its cities miniature island kingdoms. Leiden was a sparkling labyrinth of canals, watercourses, the Rivers Mare and Vliet and the majestic Rhine, which branched off outside the city walls and converged again in the heart of the city. They divided the city into dozens of tiny islands with houses, churches, monasteries and gardens that were all connected by scores of bridges. In fact, when the sixteenth-century Italian-Flemish merchant Lodovico Guicciardini wrote his account of his travels around the Netherlands, Beschryvinghe van alle de Nederlanden, he counted 145 bridges in Leiden!

         At the point where the two branches of the Rhine merge, on the crest of a hill, stood the stately citadel. This was where the first settlement had been built, eight centuries earlier, as a watchtower to guard over the river. From the circular citadel, the passage of ships was observed and taxes levied by the local nobleman. This was where inhabitants could retreat in the event of a siege or when the Rhine flooded its banks—a frequent occurrence. Leiden had been expanded in successive waves, like ripples spreading out from a stone tossed into the water. By the seventeenth century the citadel had long lost its military function, but it was still the central edifice of Leiden.

         Crossing the city in a gentle arc from east to west, Breestraat followed the course of the Rhine. The street had been paved on top of the old dike running alongside the river. This had once been the northernmost frontier or limes of the Roman Empire. The people of Leiden believed that their city’s foundations lay on the citadel of the Batavians, the original inhabitants of the banks of the Rhine, who had valiantly resisted foreign rule.

         During the siege of Leiden in 1574, when Spanish troops held the city in a vice and thousands of people died of starvation or the Plague, two local leaders, the town clerk Jan van Hout and the multitalented nobleman Jan van der Does—military leader and poet—breathed new life into the old legend of “Lugdunum Batavorum”. Orlers eagerly repeated the story in his Beschrijvinge der Stadt Leyden. It fitted seamlessly into the story of the Revolt against the Habsburg rulers that had erupted in the Netherlands, a struggle that would last for eighty years.

         History is written by the victors. Many of the stories that were told and retold in the seventeenth century about the Revolt and the courage, loyalty and bravery of the people of Leiden were coloured by propaganda or even distorted to serve the narrator’s purpose. Yet those stories lived on. They did much to bolster local morale.

         The seeds of the Revolt were sown when the Emperor Charles V announced his abdication. The Habsburg prince had ruled over a territory extending from the Mediterranean to the North Sea and the Baltic, from Europe to the colonies in the Americas and Asia: it was “the empire on which the sun never sets”. In 1555, Charles abdicated, dividing his empire between his brother Ferdinand and his son Philip II. Ferdinand acquired the Austrian territories and was crowned Emperor. Philip II became the ruler over Spain, the Italian territories and related colonies—and the Netherlands.

         Even under Charles V, relations with the Habsburg court had been problematic. “The Netherlands” did not constitute a contiguous territory, let alone a single country. The region between Wallonia in the south-west and Friesland and Groningen in the north-east was a patchwork of duchies, counties and cities, governed by miscellaneous nobles and city magistrates who invoked rights that had been acquired over many centuries.

         Taxation was one problem. Imposing a centralized taxation system was hard in itself, especially in the lean years in which the inhabitants of the Habsburg Empire were expected to finance the wars. Then there were the religious conflicts, which proved increasingly hard to contain. Charles V, of course, was a Catholic ruler, and there were several pockets of opposition throughout his realm to the worldly, materialistic ways of the Roman Catholic Church. The voices of critical Christians and of Church Reformers became ever louder. In Germany, many endorsed the ideals of Luther, while Calvin attracted a fanatical following in the Southern Netherlands.
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               Antonio Moro, Willem I (1533–84), Prince of Orange, c.1552.

            

         

         Charles V had already tried to suppress the growth of Protestantism, but his son, who firmly believed that he was crowned by God, pursued this objective with even greater zeal. After his father’s death, Philip proved a dogmatic despot, under whose rule relations with the Low Countries steadily worsened. This even applied to relations with a Catholic nobleman on whom Charles had doted and who had been destined for a leading role at the Habsburg court: William of Orange.
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               Frans Hogenberg, Iconoclasm, 1566.

            

         

         In 1559, after his father’s death, Philip bade Brussels farewell, never to set foot in the Low Countries again. Ensconced in the Escorial, his granite palace on the high plateau north of Madrid, he left the actual business of governing the Netherlands to his half-sister, Margaret of Parma. As governor, she was charged with centralizing the administration and tax collection. This pitted her squarely against the nobles and city councillors, who resented the assault on centuries of jealously guarded privilege.

         Committed to what he saw as a divine mission, Philip demanded the enforcement of a strict Catholic regime in the Low Countries. Followers of Luther or Calvin or other dissident thinkers were threatened with the Inquisition. However, Margaret of Parma found herself unable to uphold the repressive religious policy prescribed by her brother. On 5th April 1566, in Brussels, an alliance of minor nobles presented a petition to Margaret in the presence of William of Orange and the Counts of Egmond and Horne, beseeching her to pursue a more tolerant course. The governor listened gravely and was moved to tears. The lord of Berlaymont, one of Philip’s most loyal followers, said to her: “N’ayez pas peur Madame, ce ne sont que des gueux.” (“Fear not, Madam, they are only beggars.”)

         A few days later, a group of Dutch nobles who had gathered to dine repeated the word that had been used to mock them and adopted it as a proud sobriquet. The Count of Brederode downed a begging bowl full of wine in a single gulp and cried: “Vive les gueux!”—“To the Beggars!”

         Margaret of Parma announced her intention to moderate the religious persecution for an indefinite period, but to no avail. Calvinist preachers took courage and gave sermons to congregations gathered in the fields. These gatherings became focal points for the rising resentment. In August 1566 the Iconoclasm erupted. Gangs of plunderers and Protestant fanatics tore through the Netherlands from south to north, destroying the extravagant, papist images of God in Catholic churches which they saw as contrary to the literal precepts of the Bible.

         On 20th August 1566 the Iconoclasm reached Antwerp, and six days later it came to Leiden. On 26th August, violent Calvinist mobs “purged” the city’s three large churches. Altarpieces, paintings and statues of saints were pulled down, dragged outside and burned in bonfires. The Franciscan church outside the Hogewoerd Gate and the Mariënpoel and Roomburg convents were vandalized.

         In response to the Iconoclasm, Philip II despatched Alba—the “Iron Duke”—to suppress the insurgency by force. William of Orange, who had advocated religious tolerance in the Council of State, feared for his own safety and took refuge in his family’s castle at Dillenburg in Germany. In spite of the favour that he had once enjoyed with the Habsburg rulers, and although he was a Catholic, he became the leader of the Revolt.

         The Counts of Egmond and Horne were immediately arrested at Alba’s behest and brought before the Council of Troubles, which the people soon nicknamed the “Council of Blood”. From Dillenburg Castle William started raising funds, recruiting soldiers and preparing an invasion. On 23rd May 1568 an army led by his brother, Louis of Nassau, lured Spanish troops into the marshland near Heiligerlee. When Alba heard that his men had been defeated, he signed the death warrants of Egmond and Horne. On 5th June the two nobles were beheaded at the main market square in Brussels. Their heads were displayed on stakes.

         The Iron Duke then swept through the Netherlands at the head of an army of mercenaries, seeking to prevent the Revolt from spreading. Amsterdam was spared, since at this point it was still loyal to the Habsburg ruler. Alba achieved a number of bloody victories on land, but at sea he suffered serious defeats. A motley bunch of mercenaries, privateers and fortune-hunters evolved into a formidable guerrilla army: authorized by letters of marque signed by William, they conquered a steady succession of Spanish ships.

         In the early spring of 1572, a small fleet with 1,000 men on board, under the command of Admiral Lumey, seized almost by chance the unguarded little port of Den Briel. Lumey—known as “Commander Long Nail”, because he had taken an oath, after the beheading of Egmond and Horne, not to cut his hair or nails or to trim his beard until he could avenge their deaths—committed atrocities after the capture of Den Briel. On his orders, nineteen Catholic priests from Gorinchem were tortured horrifically and then hanged.

         On 1st August 1572, Lumey was given a hero’s welcome in Leiden. Since the city council had recently refused to allow a Spanish garrison under the royalist General Boussu to encamp within the city walls, Leiden had effectively joined the Revolt. This had been no easy decision. Like Leiden’s vroedschap, the forty-strong advisory council from which the city’s four burgomasters were elected each year, most of the city’s population were moderate in their religious views. They preferred to avoid taking sides and to coexist in peace. At the same time, the conflict between strict Calvinists and devout Catholics was becoming more intense.

         For the city’s Catholics—which had been the entire population in the not-so-distant past—Leiden’s decision to join the Revolt spelt disaster. Some prominent Catholics, fearing violence, fled from the city. They were ordered to return home, on pain of having all their property impounded. Even so, some would stay away for years.

         One of the best-known of these escapees, referred to pejoratively as glippers (sneaks), was the former burgomaster Cornelis van Veen, whose son Otto was apprenticed to Isaac Claesz van Swanenburg, the city’s most prominent painter. The Van Veen family sought refuge in Antwerp, after which their house on Pieterskerkhof was confiscated by the Beggars. Scenes of horror would play out in the house. Cornelis Musius, Prior of St Agatha’s convent in Delft, was tortured for hours on end there on Lumey’s orders in the night of 10th–11th December. After that, Commander Long Nail had the prior hanged from the gallows that had been erected in Breestraat.

         Such egregious acts of violence were not confined to the Beggars. On 1st December 1572, Spanish soldiers went on a rampage through the small fortified city of Naarden, which had joined the Revolt but then surrendered, sowing mayhem with acts of plunder, murder and rape and then burning the city to the ground. Haarlem fell on 12th July 1573, after a months-long siege. Soldiers garrisoned in rebel cities were hanged, beheaded or thrown into the River Spaarne with a weight attached to their feet.

         It was in Alkmaar that the victory began. The city successfully withstood the siege, after the deliberate breaching of the dikes: on 8th October the Spanish troops were forced to flee before the rising water. Shortly after this ignominious retreat, Alba relinquished his position as governor. He had told Philip that six months and an army of 800 men would suffice to pacify the Netherlands. Now, after seven years of ruthless oppression, a fortune in soldiers’ pay and thousands of men’s lives, he had achieved nothing.

         Alba’s powers were transferred to Don Luis de Requesens, a Catalan diplomat who had no inclination to fight—or to get his feet wet. Philip II sent him north as a recalcitrant pupil who was unwilling to attend school. When Requesens studied a map of the Low Countries and took in the topography of Holland’s cities, he exclaimed: “They are all islands!”

         Filled with dread but dutiful, Requesens set about fulfilling his task. There was no question of the Spanish giving up after the liberation of Alkmaar. Only a few days later, troops commanded by General Francisco de Valdés marched south, towards Leiden. They built fortifications around the city and burned everything in their path. By 31st October 1573 the city was surrounded.

         This was the first of two occasions on which the Spanish laid siege to Leiden, and the city withstood this initial ordeal quite well. Besides the militias and privateers—armed volunteers led by Andries Allaertsz—there was also a well-drilled army unit within the city walls: a garrison under the command of Governor George Montigny de Noyelles, appointed by William of Orange.

         The tactics employed by the Spanish, who had learnt some wise lessons from the sieges of Haarlem and Alkmaar, focused on keeping fighting to a minimum. Their aim was to subdue and seize Leiden by means of isolation and starvation. This was initially unsuccessful, since the city was well stocked with food supplies. We read of the “indescribable number of horned creatures such as bullocks, heifers, and dairy cows” that initially grazed in the pastures around Leiden, which were now grazing in the public gardens. And the grain that was intended for the starving people of Haarlem was now piled up in storehouses on the banks of the Rhine.

         In the spring of 1574, when stocks ran low and people started to worry, the danger appeared to have abated. On 21st March the Spanish lifted the siege to go and fight against the troops led by William of Orange, who had invaded the Netherlands from the east, partly with the aim of coming to Leiden’s assistance. The resulting encounter was a terrible day for William. At the Battle of Mookerheide on 14th April 1574 his army suffered devastating losses. Two of his brothers, Louis and Hendrik of Nassau, were killed.
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               Anon., Sortie Towards the Boshuys Fortifications, first half of the seventeenth century.

            

         

         The troops led by Valdés had barely arrived on the battlefield when they heard that the battle had already been won. After a few weeks’ delay—the Spanish soldiers demanded payment of back wages—they did an about-turn. In the night of 25th–26th May they suddenly reappeared outside Leiderdorp. Andries Allaertsz tried a sally with his privateers, but the manoeuvre cost him his life. Jan van der Does, lord of Noordwijk, a fierce young nobleman who also wrote fine poetry under the pen name of Janus Dousa, took command of the remaining troops.

         This time, Leiden was poorly prepared for a siege. The soldiers had left and the city council had failed to stock up on food supplies. Valdés was able to reoccupy his former positions. The city was completely sealed off from the outside world.

         The Spanish pursued the same tactics as before, aiming to isolate and starve the population. There was little fighting. They did not fire cannons; only snipers claimed victims where they could. The townspeople seemed to have no chance of breaking out. Yet in the middle of the night of 28th–29th July, privateers led by Jan van der Does made a sudden sortie towards the Boshuys fortifications. The aim was to ambush the snipers who had claimed so many victims among the guards of the city’s militia on the walls.

         Over sixty Spanish soldiers were killed with the aid of improvised truncheons and bottles filled with gunpowder. The privateers raided the vegetable gardens, pulling dozens of cabbages from the ground. These they brought back into the starving city, while also triumphantly displaying the severed heads and ears of the dead Spanish soldiers. Still, the impregnable cordon around Leiden remained in place.

         The storehouses along the Rhine were fast emptying. Food was scarce and prices soared. The city council tracked down and confiscated hoarded goods, distributed rations to the poor and had emergency paper coins printed, for the first time in history, to keep trade going.

         Guilder paper coins bore the city’s emblem of two crossed keys and the circumscription “GOD BEHOEDE LEYDEN”—“God Save Leiden”. The reverse displayed the Dutch lion holding a lance with a liberty cap in its claws, around which was inscribed the legend “HAEC LIBERTATIS ERGO”—“For the Sake of Freedom”. The local Protestant minister Den Taling protested at the text, claiming that it should have read: “HAEC RELIGIONIS ERGO”—“For the Sake of Religion”. According to the writer Coornhert in his Justificatie des Magistraets tot Leyden in Hollant, a document known as the Leiden Justification, the minister railed at the city councillors from the pulpit of the Pieterskerk, calling them “Epicurean swine”.

         In the mid seventeenth century, the secretary to the Remonstrant scholar Petrus Scriverius wrote to the historian Gerard Brandt that the town clerk had reacted with fury at the minister’s offensive remarks. Van Hout was a hot-headed, imperious character, who sought to impose his will on the population as if they were mindless animals. Indeed, the townspeople called Van Hout—whose name means “wood”—“the rod that flogs the dog”.
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               Jan van der Does
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               Jan van Hout

            

         

         In response to Den Taling’s insults, Jan van Hout, seated beside Burgomaster Van der Werff in the congregation, leapt up and drew his pistol, aiming it at the minister’s head. “Shall I remove it from his shoulders?” he demanded. The burgomaster barely managed to restrain Van Hout, arguing that the act would provoke public unrest.

         In August 1574 famine began to take its toll and Plague erupted in the city. Penniless citizens protested outside the town hall, demanding to be given money or food. As later movingly described by Jan Fruytiers, counsellor to the Prince of Orange, in his Brief Chronicle of the Harsh Siege and the Miraculous Salvation of the City of Leiden (1574), “poor women crouched over dunghills, their cloaks pulled over their heads, searching for animal bones to take home. If they found a cabbage stump, they would devour it on the spot. Youths chewed on bones that had already been gnawed by dogs.”

         In the second, revised edition of his chronicle, in 1577, Fruytiers added the messianic scene that is still seen today as exemplifying the bravery of Leiden city council. When the starving protesters came to Burgomaster Pieter Adriaansz van der Werff, begging him to surrender the city to end the famine, he offered them his sword, saying, “If my death can help you, take my body, cut it into pieces, and distribute as many of them as you can. That will give me comfort.”

         In reality, Van der Werff had deliberated with the council in all earnestness about Valdés’s proposal: clemency in exchange for surrender. Jan van der Does, furious that surrender was even being contemplated, wrote indignantly to William of Orange that Van der Werff had discussed the perilous state of the city in detail with the entire vroedschap, captains, sergeants-at-arms and several prominent citizens, giving ample consideration to the enemy’s fine promises.

         To bolster morale, the council deemed it paramount to maintain contact with those who were trying to liberate the city—the Prince of Orange and Admiral Louis de Boisot, commander of the Sea Beggars. How else would the people of Leiden know whether salvation was at hand? However, it was almost impossible to get messages in or out of the city, through the unrelenting stranglehold of the besieging Spanish troops.

         The sixteen-year-old privateer Leeuwken had tried to skirt around the Spanish encampment near the hamlet of Ter Wadding, but he was discovered and taken captive. The Spaniards cut off his nose, ears and lips, and hung him up from one leg. When the agile boy almost succeeded in freeing himself, a Spanish soldier shot him in the head.

         Salvation finally came two months after the dikes near Delft and Rotterdam had been breached, by order of William of Orange. The aim was to repeat the successful relief of Alkmaar, forcing the enemy to retreat by flooding the land. At first the water level in the polders of the Rhineland crept up slowly. But when a west gale swept through the country, suddenly sending the water coursing towards the encampments, the Spanish troops fled in panic.
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