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    Self-Portrait at an Early Age, 1628-1629.




    Oil on wood, 22.6 x 18.7 cm.




    Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.


  




  

    
The Beginning of his Career




     




     




    
His Education




     




    Rembrandt was born on 15 July 1606 in Leyden. The year 1606, although very probably the year of his birth, is not absolutely above suspicion as little record of his early youth has been passed on to us. Rembrandt was fifth among the six children of the miller Harmen Gerritsz, born in 1568 or 1569, and married on 8 October 1589, to Neeltge Willemsdochter, the daughter of a Leyden baker, who had migrated from Zuitbroeck. Both were members of the lower middle class and in comfortable circumstances. Harmen had gained the respect of his fellow citizens, and in 1605 he was appointed head of a section in the Pelican quarter. He seems to have acquitted himself honourably in this office, for in 1620 he was re-elected. He was a man of education, to judge by the firmness of his handwriting as displayed in his signature. He, and his eldest son after him, signed themselves van Ryn (of the Rhine), and following their example, Rembrandt added this designation to his monogram on many of his youthful works. In final proof of the family prosperity, we may mention their ownership of a burial-place in the Church of St Peter, near the pulpit.




     




    Heavily influenced by his mother’s religion, Rembrandt sought subjects for his works mainly in the sacred writings. Calligraphy in those days was, with the elements of grammar, looked upon as a very important branch of education. Rembrandt learnt to write his own language fairly correctly, as we learn from the few letters by him still existing. Their orthography is not faultier than that of many of his most distinguished contemporaries. His handwriting is very legible, and even has certain elegance; and the clearness of some of his signatures does credit to his childhood lessons. With a view, however, to his further advancement, Rembrandt’s parents had enrolled him among the students of Latin literature at the University. The boy proved but an indifferent scholar. He seems to have had little taste for reading, to judge by the small number of books to be found in the inventory of his effects in later life.




     




    Great as was his delight in painting, pleasures even more congenial were found in the countryside surrounding Leyden, and Rembrandt was never at a loss in hours of relaxation. Though of a tender and affectionate disposition, he was always somewhat unsociable, preferring to observe from a distance, and to live apart, after a fashion of his own. That love of the country which increased with years manifested itself early with him. Rembrandt’s parents, recognising his disinclination for letters and his pronounced aptitude for painting, decided to remove him from the Latin school. Renouncing the career they had themselves marked out for him, they consented to his own choice of vocation when he was about fifteen years old. His rapid progress in his new course was soon to gratify the ambitions of his family more abundantly than they had ever hoped.
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    The Stoning of Saint Stephen, 1625.




    Oil on wood, 89.5 x 123.6 cm.




    Musée des beaux-arts, Lyon.


  




  

    Leyden offered few facilities to the art student at that period. Painting, after a brief spell of splendour and activity, had given place to science and letters. A first attempt to found a Guild of St Luke there in 1610 had proved abortive, though Leyden’s neighbours, the Hague, Delft, and Haarlem, reckoned many masters of distinction among the members of their respective companies. Rembrandt’s parents, however, considered him too young to leave them, and decided that his apprenticeship should be passed in his native place. 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 forgotten, but 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. The conditions of apprenticeship were often very rigorous; the contracts signed by pupils entailed absolute servitude, and exposed them in some hands to treatment which the less long-suffering among them evaded by flight. But Swanenburch belonged by birth to the aristocracy of his native city. 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, and he was now of an age to move out of his father’s house. His parents agreed that he should leave them, and perfect himself in a more important art-centre. They chose Amsterdam, and a master in Pieter Lastman, a very well-known painter of the 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. Lastman was, in fact, a member of the same band of Italianates who had gravitated round Elsheimer in Rome.




     




    Rembrandt spent but a short time in Lastman’s studio. Lastman, though greatly superior to Swanenburch, had all the vices of the Italianates. His mediocre art was, in fact, a compromise between the Italian and the Dutch ideal. Without attaining the style of the one or the sincerity of the other, and with no marked originality in his methods, he continued those attempts to fuse the infusible in which his predecessors had exhausted themselves. To Rembrandt’s single-minded temperament such a system was thoroughly repugnant. His natural instincts and love of truth rebelled against it. Italy was the one theme of his master, that Italy which the pupil knew not, and was never to know. But he saw everywhere around him things teeming with interest for him, things which appealed to his artistic soul in language more intimate and direct than that of his teacher. His own love of nature was less sophisticated; he saw in it beauties at once deeper and less complex. He longed to study it as she was, away from the so-called intermediaries which obscured his vision and falsified the truth of his impressions.




     




    It may be also that exile from the home he loved so dearly became more and more painful to Rembrandt. He longed for his own people; the spirit of independence was stirring within him, and he felt that he had little to gain from further teaching.




     




    
First Works Done in Leyden




     




    The return of one as beloved by his family as Rembrandt was naturally hailed with joy in the home circle. Nevertheless, 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. Henceforth he had to seek guidance from himself alone, choosing his own path at his own risk. How did he employ himself on his arrival at Leyden, and what were the fruits of that initial period? Nothing is known on these points, and up to the present time no work by Rembrandt of earlier date than 1627 has been discovered. It must also be admitted that his first pictures for the works of this date are paintings and give little presage of future greatness, scarcely indicating the character of his genius. But amidst the evidence of youthful inexperience in these somewhat hasty works, we note details of great significance.
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    Balaam and the Ass, 1626.




    Oil on wood, 63.2 x 46.5 cm.




    Musée Cognacq-Jay, Paris.
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    Musical Allegory, 1626.




    Oil on canvas, 63.5 x 48 cm.




    Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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    Tobias and Anna with the Kid, 1626.




    Oil on wood, 39.5 x 30 cm.




    Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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    The Baptism of the Eunuch, 1626.




    Oil on wood, 63.5 x 78 cm.




    Rijksmuseum Het Catharijneconvent, Utrecht.


  




  

    Through his early works in Leyden, Rembrandt developed fidelity to the living model and a knowledge of chiaroscuro, of which traces are to be found even in these early works, Rembrandt acquired a style of his own through direct studies from nature – studies which were powerfully to affect his development. Models were very scarce in Holland at this period, especially at Leyden, which, unlike Haarlem, possessed no Academy of painting. But means are never wanting to the artist really eager for instruction, and neither will nor intelligence was at fault in Rembrandt’s case. Instead of looking abroad for means of improvement, the young master made them for himself. He determined to be his own model, and to enlist the services of his father, mother, and relatives. By dedicating the first fruits of his talents to them, he secured a group of sitters whose patience was inexhaustible. Pleased to be of use to him, they fell in with every fresh caprice, and lent themselves to all varieties of experiment. Rembrandt turned their complaisance to good account. Inspired by a passionate devotion to his art, he studied with such ardour that, to quote the words of Houbraken, “he never left his work in his father’s house as long as daylight lasted”.




     




    Simultaneously with the pictures of this period, Rembrandt evidently produced a large number of drawings. But, unfortunately, most of them are either lost or scattered in different collections under false attributions.




     




    A short period of time after returning to Leyden, Rembrandt no longer confined himself to drawing and painting; his first etchings appeared in 1628, very little later than his first pictures. As before, 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 for 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. We, therefore, find great diversities in these renderings of his own features, diversities determined by the particular object he had in view at the moment. The artist’s figure is, however, so characteristic that it is impossible to mistake it. In the course of 1630 and 1631 he produced no less than twenty etched portraits of himself.




     




    Among the etched portraits of himself belonging to the next two years, and signed with the usual monogram, six are dated 1630. Nine others were in all probability executed at this period, bringing the total to twenty for the two years. The plates are very unequal in value and importance; some, notably the earlier ones, are mere sketches, hastily drawn on the copper; the execution uncertain or over-laborious. Others show a firmer touch and indicate marked progress. A two-fold problem seemed to occupy the artist. In some works the study of chiaroscuro is the primary object; he seeks to render those apparent modifications through light more or less vivid, more or less oblique production of form and the intensity of shadows. The result is a whole series of such essays: the execution in most of these is very summary, but by an ingenious shifting of artificial light and a careful study of the variations due to such successive displacements, he gains a complete insight into the laws of chiaroscuro. In many of the remaining plates, design is the main consideration, and light plays but a secondary part. The management of the point is firmer and more assured; the master’s grasp on nature has become closer, and he strives to render its most characteristic traits. He seeks variety in attitudes, expressions, and costumes. He drapes himself, and poses, hand on hip, before his mirror; now uncovered and dishevelled, now with a hat, a cap, a fur toque on his head. The diversity of emotion is studied from his own features: gaiety, terror, pain, sadness, concentration, satisfaction, and anger.
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    The Moneychanger or


    The Parable of the Rich Man, 1627.




    Oil on oak, 32 x 42.5 cm.




    Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin.


  




  

    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. From this time forward, scarcely a year passed without some souvenir, painted or engraved, of his own personality. These portraits succeeded each other so rapidly and regularly as to form a record of the gradual changes wrought by time on his appearance and on the character of his genius.




     




    
First Encouragements




     




    It is clear that Rembrandt’s fame gradually spread among his fellow citizens and throughout the neighbouring towns. Amateurs began to visit his studio and a connoisseur from the Hague, to whom he had been introduced, bought one of his pictures for a hundred florins, a very considerable price for the work of so young an artist. Encouraged by his first successes, Rembrandt worked with redoubled ardour, and the close of his sojourn at Leyden was marked by great productivity.




     




    Rembrandt’s engraved work attests to this fertility. He etched a large number of plates during this period, and their diversity of subject gives fresh proof of his artistic curiosity. Neglecting no opportunity for gleaning knowledge, he found sources of interest all around him, even in the most familiar scenes of humble life. The populace attracted him, and alike in market-place and suburb, workmen and peasants seemed to him worthy of his attention.




     




    Beggars, portrayed with franker gestures and more natural attitudes and expressions, play a considerable role in both Rembrandt’s work and the history of his country. They form a category apart, and the etchings he dedicated to them nearly all date from this period of his youth. The infirm, the lame, the crooked, the crippled, follow one another in this portrait gallery of life’s unfortunates, and the aspects in which the artist has drawn them are so true, so exact, and so enduring that many might pass for life-studies from the needy loafers of our own streets. Every variety of character figures in the collection; the haggard and the corpulent, the drunken and the starving, the defiant and the lachrymose. On the other hand, indigence has a less jovial mien in Rembrandt’s work. He painted squalor as he saw it, its abject figures, its shapeless tatters. Later he turned these to account for the cripples and sufferers of every description he grouped about the healing Christ, amidst those crowds in which he did not shrink from the portrayal of every contrast and every deformity.
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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 Laughing Man, c. 1629-1630.




    Oil on copper, 15.3 x 12.2 cm.




    Mauritshuis, The Hague.
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    Old Woman Praying or Rembrandt’s


    Mother Praying, c. 1629-1630.




    Oil on copper, 15.5 x 12.2 cm.




    Residenzgalerie, Salzburg.
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    The Flight into Egypt, 1627.




    Oil on wood, 26 x 24 cm.




    Musée des beaux-arts, Tours.


  




  

    It was in no spirit of revolt against academic convention that the young master worked; an instinctive love of reality urged him on, almost unconsciously. The engravings of this period are marked by as great a variety in execution as in subject. Sometimes the artist plays, as it were, with the graver, covering his plate with mere scribbles, dashed off without any preliminary sketch. At other periods, the work is carefully carried out with a fine point, and marked by the utmost facility and knowledge of effect. The impression of sincerity is so strong that the artist seems to have been an actual spectator of the scene he depicts, improvising features that give them a new character.




     




    The year 1631 was marked by an advance still more decisive, and was one of the most prolific in Rembrandt’s busy career. In Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of Jerusalem which bears this date, and the signature Rembrandt in microscopic characters on a manuscript, we recognise the old man who figures in earlier etchings, and who reappears a little later as one of the Philosophers with refined features, a bald and prominent brow, small eyes, and a large white beard.




     




    The Scriptures, as introduced to Rembrandt by his mother, became a source of perpetual inspiration to him, and henceforth he had no need to imitate the versions of Biblical and Gospel themes given by his predecessors. Studying them first hand, his mind became more and more attuned to their beauties, and a spark kindled as he read; he found the germs of countless subjects, which his creative genius reconstructed, giving them renewed vitality. Instinctively, he chose the most moving of such scenes, shedding fresh light upon them, and dwelling, with no touch of effort, on their less familiar aspects. The Holy Family in the Munich Pinakothek may be taken as a typical instance. The Italian painters, in their treatment of such subjects, had ever in view a nobility of figure, their conception of which was due partly to the naturally high ideal of beauty proper to a beautiful race, partly to the ultimate destination of their works; the church and the altar. But Rembrandt, approaching them from a more intimate standpoint, dwells mainly on their profoundly human aspects. As pictures were banished from the reformed churches, he painted for the Dutch homes of his contemporaries, and was anxious to appeal to them through feelings by which he had himself been deeply moved. The theme of his conception at Munich is the glorification of labour in an honest, industrious household.




     




    From this period forward, Rembrandt appears to have renounced the minute finish he once used so often, and taken up a much bolder manner; a marked advance is evident, nevertheless, both in the composition and in the greater freedom of handling. However, there is much evidence among Rembrandt’s works of a broad tolerance, which led him to disregard sectarian prejudices in his choice of religious subjects. Greater prudence in this respect would have been excusable enough, especially at Leyden, where Calvinism of the most rigid type prevailed, and where the fanaticism from which no religious party of the day was free often culminated in violence and persecution.
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    Two Old Men Disputing or Saint Peter


    and Saint Paul in Conversation, 1628.




    Oil on wood panel, 72.4 x 59.7 cm.




    National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne.
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    Simeon and Hannah in the Temple,


    c. 1627-1628.




    Oil on panel, 55.5 x 44 cm.




    Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg.


  




  

    Leyden had become pre-eminently a city of scholars and theologians, in which Rembrandt could no longer hope for such encouragement as awaited him at Amsterdam. The latter was now the chief art centre of the country, and painters were flocking there from every side. It was not simply that they found a better market for their works; emulation quickened their powers, and their talents were stimulated by the interaction and exchange of ideas. Dr Bredius discovered a census of the town of Leyden dated March, 1631, in which the name of “Rembrandt Harmensz, painter” still figures as an inhabitant. His journeys to Amsterdam were now very frequent, and it seems probable that on these occasions he lodged with an art dealer, named Hendrick van Uylenborch, with whom he formed a friendship that lasted many years.
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