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1. Self-Portrait with Lace Collar, c. 1629.
Oil on canvas, 37.7 x 28.9 cm.
Mauritshuis, The Hague.



In the days when Dutch merchants traded in the Far East
and the Antipodes, a miller named Harmen Gerritszoon van
Rijn lived in Leyden. He had eyes only for the son who was
born on 15 July, 1606, at the start of a century which
promised so much and was so auspicious for men of destiny.

The child was later to be known simply as Rembrandt, his
first Christian name. The young Rembrandt soon manifested
the artistic skills, which his teachers discerned from his
earliest years. After studying the humanities in his home
town, the young boy who had not yet passed his fourteenth
birthday, enrolled at the university claiming to be an
accomplished draughtsman.

In 1621, Rembrandt became the pupil of Jacob van
Swanenburgh, and completed his studies in the studio of
Pieter Lastman, whose paintings of large frescoes of
historical scenes instilled in him a love of precision, detail
and sumptuous backgrounds of the type in which his master
excelled. Rembrandt’s official apprenticeship was relatively
short. In 1625, the young Rembrandt set himself up in his
own studio, ready to fulfil his own ambitions by trying his
wings like other young men of his generation whom trade
with India had precipitated into a different adventure,
seeking to make their fortune. All Rembrandt had were his
pencils with which he hoped to earn the comfortable living
of which he dreamed and which his father, who died in
1630, had been lucky enough to see emerge from the tip of
the paintbrush.

Whilst still studying under Lastman, Rembrandt painted
many scenes from the Bible in which certain objects were
illuminated with a conventional spirituality, which was often
unusual but sincere from a pictorial point of view. He was
inspired not so much by mysticism but the special mystery
of the biblical story. Details such as the fabric of a headdress



or the shadow of a column emerging from the background
were highlighted to give emphasis. The painter’'s own faith
made him able to translate the saintliness of the figures to
the canvas.

Rembrandt was no longer sacrificing the subject-matter to
the theatricality of the masters of his day, Caravaggio and
Manfredi, whose work he found trivial. Rembrandt, at the
age of twenty, was not the artistic heir of Michelangelo and
the mannerists. When he lost himself in the excitement of
painting, he was neither consciously a realist nor an
expressionist. He merely listened to his inner voice and
created an atmosphere of magic which he alone
experienced but which he was able to convey in his
paintings through the use of light and line.

To understand this inner emotion is to enter into what a
critic would later call Rembrandt’'s “tragic expression”,
which as early as 1626 was already perceptible in the most
famous paintings now in the Pushkin Museum in Moscow,
such as Christ Driving the Money-Changers from the Temple.
The clear, bright colour scheme of this biblical panel bears
the hallmark of Pieter Lastman, yet despite a certain lack of
harmony and unity, imperfect anatomy and doubtful
perspective, the painting has an inner glow, a sort of
premonition of the painter’s genius and a strength of feeling
which is greater than in his later works, when his technique
had improved so extensively but his excitement and
enthusiasm were no longer at their peak.

Human emotions and the passions of the soul occupied
pride of place in seventeenth-century philosophy. These
were transmuted to canvas by painters, and was spoken of
in the salons of the day. When the young Rembrandt
depicted the wrath of the young Christ and the shocked
money-changers shaken out of their routine, he was



exploring the matters which preoccupied his
contemporaries. The artist’s intention was not to distance
himself from philosophical debate, he was posing the
problem in pictorial terms which contained in themselves his
intellectual emancipation and the stamp of his unique
artistic approach.

Rembrandt’'s work showed none of the abstract and rather
stilted “passions” of Lastman and his contemporaries. He
patiently constructed his vision of the world and its
inhabitants using a powerful natural and evocative touch. In
later years, his spiritual nature and his artistic technique
would produce an “aesthetic of emotion” without parallel.

He perfectly controlled light and space in his paintings. His
credo was to work from life, and he adhered to this
throughout his life. It was at this same period that the young
painter began to make prints and produced a series of
striking little portraits of himself.



2. The Anatomy Lesson by Dr. Tulp, 1632.
Oil on canvas, 169.5 x 216.5 cm.
Mauritshuis, The Hague.

These faces, sometimes grimacing sometimes wearing a
sardonic or iron expression, are always very expressive.
They provide a foretaste of the portraits he would paint from
the 1630s onwards. There are no self-portraits in the
Russian museums, whose collections form the main subject
of this book, but the portraits in the Hermitage in St
Petersburg and the Pushkin Museum in Moscow, entitled
Portrait of an Old Man and painted in 1631, are examples of
his earliest commissions which made his reputation as well
as being the foundations of his wealth. As soon as his
fortunes improved, he began to climb the social ladder as
his parents had so fervently hoped.



