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Introduction

The Way It Had to Be

WHEN I WAS TWENTY-FIVE, I moved to the Netherlands. The reason was a love affair. The place, I thought, was a detail. My interest in its culture was modest. My concerns were personal: starting life with my Dutch partner, starting life as a writer. These beginnings were so delicate, so fraught, that I hardly had time to think about anything else.

But as I started exploring this new country and tried to find a path as a writer, I stumbled upon a whole galaxy of artists who had seemed to be asking the same questions that I was. Why do we make art, and why do we need it? Who, and what, is an artist? What does it mean to have talent, and how can one develop whatever one has been given? Can an artist be a follower, or must he be original? What is the artist’s duty to others, to society, to self? What is beauty, and how does it relate to taste? How can art help us see ourselves, and how can it help us see others? In a world without religion, can art provide a substitute for God? How, in a word, are we supposed to live—and must we go all the way to the end?

None of these questions had answers, or at least none that were satisfactory—and that was how I sensed that I had found a great subject. I didn’t know that it would end up consuming me for twenty years, the time it has taken me to write this book. But I did not begin with these questions, or with the intention of writing a book. I began with the same excitement that I felt when, as a child, I stood in front of the skeleton of a dinosaur, or when I first saw the Rosetta Stone: that thrill of finding oneself in a room packed with old and mysterious things.

The room, or rooms, was the Dutch museums. One unfolded into the next: gallery after gallery, wing upon wing. My discovery of these rooms was one of the revelations of my life. It had a strange effect on me. I discovered that I could walk through these rooms the way I might walk through a cathedral or a forest, and that I would emerge from them the way I emerged from a good night’s sleep or a long jog: calmer, happier, more focused. And I felt that there was something here I needed to know.

I didn’t know what. I did know that there are places you visit and are happy to have seen—but never need to see again. I did know that there are people you enjoy meeting, enjoy spending an evening with—and whom, with no hard feelings, you never need to see again. And I knew that there are places and people that get under your skin. You want to know everything about them. They make you fall in love.

That is how I felt about Dutch art. At first, I felt the pleasure, the beauty, of this art. I felt its effect on me. It calmed me; it excited me; somehow, it calmed and excited me, simultaneously. But I didn’t know anything about what I was seeing. I started jotting down notes, trying to keep track of it all. You know you are in the presence of a great subject when it raises more questions than answers: and when you realize that the subject gets bigger the more you learn about it—that the more you learn, the more ignorant you start to feel.

At first, I was embarrassed by my ignorance. I considered myself a reasonably well-educated person. But I had no idea what I was seeing. I had a quick suburban acquaintance with Rembrandt and Vermeer, and might not have gone much further if they had been the only great artists that Holland produced. But the astonishing thing about Dutch art was just how much of it there was. Every time I walked into a museum, I was sure to discover some spectacular something, by some unknown someone.

I wanted to know more. I started reading. I visited as many exhibitions as I could. Slowly, I got to know these artists—and as I did something happened. The process reminded me of the Scooby-Doo cartoons I had watched as a child. In a haunted house beehived with secret passageways, the culprit had cut out the eyes of old portraits. As the group wandered down the spooky hallways, the eyes in the pictures started to move.

I read more; I saw more; and as I did, the old pictures started to come alive.
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I WAS EAGER to share the pleasure I had in this learning. I liked nothing more than taking a visitor around a Dutch museum, though I worried that I could come across with the zeal of a convert; I was a foreigner, after all, and part of my enthusiasm for Dutch art was the desire, sometimes touching, sometimes embarrassing, of a person trying to find his footing in a new country: that is how this book began.

The country became more familiar. The years passed. All that reading, all that exhibition-going, and then the beginnings of this book made me a more knowledgeable guide. I was not, in fact, especially knowledgeable, not at first, and not in the technical sense: I was helped to appear so by the general ignorance of the subject, even among the Dutch. Over time, I did grow less ignorant about the facts, which were available to anyone who bothered to look them up. More eyes started to move—and as they did, I discovered that my ignorance was of another nature. I thought I was learning, and then writing, about the history of art; I didn’t know, until I was deep into writing this book, what I was actually doing, which was recording an education that went far beyond the pictures on the walls, recording my responses to people who had been asking the same kinds of questions that I was asking. Their answers were inconclusive and contradictory and often terrifying—but I didn’t need their answers. I needed their questions. I needed to see how they had asked them, since they were the questions I had to formulate before I could offer any answers of my own.

For twenty years, half my life so far, I felt that these artists were guiding me, carrying me, through their world. But though their country grew more familiar, it was never my country, and I remained a foreigner, one who had traded the world from which I came for an uncertain life in a new land. It was a baffling experience. Becoming a foreigner could sometimes feel like experiencing dementia. You are you—same name, address, date of birth—but your past is wiped away. You don’t know what anyone is talking about or who anyone is, and you start to wonder who you are yourself. I walked down the brick streets like the legal alien that I was, and often thought of a metaphor dear to the old painters. A little globe, wrong side up, alludes to an expression still used in Dutch, de omgekeerde wereld or de wereld op zijn kop—the upside-down world or the world stood on its head. This is what you say when something unexpected happens, when the normal order of things is reversed: when a queen holds the door open for a commoner, or when it’s warm and sunny in the middle of December. The theme recurs at carnival. It was popular among the comic painters, and the painters of daily life.

It is also a concise symbol for what happens when you become a foreigner. You stand on some other portion of the globe. What was up is suddenly down. If it is a great enrichment to be able to see the world from a different standpoint, it is also a great risk. It takes a while to learn that the questions are more important than the answers. At first, you don’t know where to look. You don’t know where you are, or what you’re looking at. You don’t even know where to start.
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2. Pieter Bruegel illustrated eighty Netherlands Proverbs, including, at left, an upside-down globe (the reversal of the normal order). The man shitting on the world (he doesn’t care) is getting the best cards (fortune favors the stupid).




Part I



WHERE TO START

SHORTLY AFTER I got to the Netherlands, I bought a book, or rather a series of books, by the American historian John Lothrop Motley. It was a nineteenth-century edition, printed on thick rag paper that was still bright and unspotted after 150 years, but these books were not collectibles: they were ratty when I bought them, and falling apart by the time I reached the end. I was surprised, in fact, that I reached the end—but the books were so momentous, so resonant, so full of incident and color, that I read them with as much pleasure as I have read anything in my life.

Born in 1814, a Bostonian of a generation that produced so many fascinating eccentrics, Motley—among whose interesting attainments was having been Otto von Bismarck’s college roommate—published the three volumes of The Rise of the Dutch Republic, followed by the four volumes of The History of the United Netherlands, before and during the Civil War. They told the story of the Dutch Revolt, which began in 1566 as a local rebellion—really no more than a riot—in terms designed to appeal to Americans. He called William of Orange, who reluctantly led the Revolt, “the Washington of the sixteenth century.” He described the story of Dutch independence as “a portion of the records of the Anglo-Saxon race—essentially the same, whether in Friesland, England, or Massachusetts.”


The maintenance of the right by the little provinces of Holland and Zeeland in the sixteenth, by Holland and England united in the seventeenth, and by the United States of America in the eighteenth centuries, forms but a single chapter in the great volume of human fate; for the so-called revolutions of Holland, England, and America, are all links of one chain.



Motley emphasized Dutch characteristics that Americans saw as their own. The Dutch wanted to be independent politically, to practice their own religion, to shake off tyrannical kings. They were a nation of traders and shopkeepers who rose to unprecedented power; and through their revolt, they had stubbornly refused to be enslaved: no American reading this amid their own Civil War would have failed to note the resonance. The books, and the heroic story they told, were popular for decades. The story was couched in a style as majestic as nineteenth-century writing can be, and that style, the prose equivalent of the grand operas that were its contemporaries, propelled me through volume after thrilling volume.

And they had another use. They gave me a place to start getting to know the history of the country where I had ended up.

In the fifteenth century, the Netherlands—what we now know as the Netherlands, alongside Belgium, Luxembourg, and chunks of Germany and France—were attached, by a series of inheritances, to the Habsburg rulers of Spain. It was an immensely unwieldy construction, and it was not yet cemented when, in 1517, Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of Wittenberg church. Protestantism spread. In the Netherlands, for two generations, an edgy peace alternated with heightened enforcement of Spanish authority, which implied the suppression of religious dissent. This suppression was sharpened with the arrival of Philip II on the Spanish throne. In Motley’s telling, Philip was a dumb and genocidal psychotic, and he cracked down on the Netherlanders. Among other things, this was self-defeating, since these provinces, which had long enjoyed a great deal of local autonomy, were far richer than threadbare Spain. Their response to the repression was ferocious, and resulted in a war that began in 1568 and concluded only with the Peace of Westphalia, signed eighty years later, in 1648.

By the end of the Eighty Years’ War, the Dutch Republic, a small country of hardly more than a million inhabitants, was one of the leading powers in the world. Militarily, for a time, the Dutch were invincible. Economically, they were rich, the inventors of the multinational corporation and the stock exchange. Scientifically, inside drops of rainwater and sperm, deep into the night sky, and far into the unvisited regions of the world, they made one startling discovery after the next. They founded colonies from Brazil to South Africa, and from Java to Manhattan. Their radical philosophers made tyrants tremble, and the books that they printed in dozens of languages were read across the world. Their religious tolerance attracted large communities of dissenters; their women were freer than any other in Europe; their artists created a breathtaking collection of masterpieces.

The more I read Motley, the more invigorating, the more exhilarating, I found the Golden Age. I wanted to know more. But if all those achievements in all those fields gave me a sense of excitement about the place I had ended up, they were daunting, too. There was so much that it was hard to know where to begin. My natural tendency was to start with their art—and within that art, among their thousands of accomplished artists, I knew that there could only be one place to begin. And so I began with the greatest artist of the Golden Age—and followed his genealogy, as through the generations of a royal house, down to his greatest successor.




1

Rembrandt

The Shadow Master

ON JULY 15, 1945, Rembrandt’s 339th birthday, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam reopened with the most emotionally charged exhibition in its history. Called “Reunion of the Masters,” the show gathered 175 paintings that had spent the five years of the occupation hidden in bunkers. During those five years, private collections were looted, and museums were emptied of their greatest works. For all the average person knew, these treasures, like so many others, had been stolen or destroyed in the Nazi terror.

Now they were making a triumphant return to the center of Amsterdam. From The Hague came Fabritius’s goldfinch, Potter’s bull, Vermeer’s pearl earring. From Haarlem came the great Hals group portraits, which were displayed alongside the Rijksmuseum’s own collection—including, of course, the nation’s famous Rembrandts.

In 1939, with war looming, the huge Night Watch, eleven by fourteen feet, had been taken to a vault made of reinforced concrete in a castle in North Holland. The location proved too dangerous. In 1940, when the Germans invaded, it was hastily removed to a bunker in Castricum, closer to Amsterdam. The painting was covered with a canvas borrowed from a local farmer. The journey of fifty kilometers took twelve hours. At one point, when an enemy plane appeared overhead, its escorts took refuge in neighboring fields, leaving the masterpiece alone and unguarded in the middle of the road.
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3. Just after the liberation of the Netherlands, the national art treasures, invisible since the Nazi invasion, returned to the Rijksmuseum.

When it finally reached its destination, its caretakers discovered that it was too large for the entrance, and it had to be rolled up. Finally, in 1942, it was taken to a special storage site near Maastricht, where it was kept in a limestone quarry thirty-three meters underground. The director of the Frans Hals Museum, Henk Baard, recalled the scene: “Through the slow progress of the silent bearers the remarkable spectacle, under its ghostly lighting, recalled a princely funeral.”

Now it was back. One hundred and sixty-five thousand people eventually visited the show. In a country that still lacked basic provisions, many of these visitors came on an empty stomach. All understood its promise: that past glory would bring future resurrection. “A people that can display such a parade of greatness shall reclaim its special place,” a journalist wrote. At the opening, a minister declared that the Canadians who liberated Holland “have also liberated Rembrandt and Frans Hals.”

More than Hals, Rembrandt needed that liberation. He needed it more, in fact, than any other Dutch artist. Hitler had declared him “a true Aryan and German,” and under the quisling regime he had become the focus of a bizarre cult, his birthday even replacing the exiled Queen Wilhelmina’s as the national holiday. Now this unwitting German hero could become, once again, the symbol of the dignity of a free people.

Light had chased out darkness. It was precisely the kind of cosmic struggle that Rembrandt had illustrated in his works, though that struggle rarely had such a clean outcome. History was recapitulating the trajectory of Rembrandt’s own evolution. If Vermeer was a painter of light, Rembrandt was a painter of dark, of dark commingled with light; and in his work the question of evil recurs more than in any other Dutch artist’s—so insistently that looking at his pictures is sometimes unbearable. There are more scenes of murder, cruelty, torture, rape, betrayal, malediction, and death in Rembrandt than in any other Dutch painter’s work—by far.

Vermeer painted no such scenes. Neither did Hals. Neither did any of the blither spirits, Hendrick Avercamp or Pieter de Hooch or Jan Steen. At the very most, the landscapists and the still-life painters will allude, with some graceful symbol, to mortality, to the passing of time. Most Dutch paintings were made for the wealthy middle classes, and show things those people liked to see. Who among them would have wanted a picture like The Blinding of Samson, in which a silver dagger is plunged into the hero’s eye? The painting is so gigantic, two by three meters, that it is hard to look away from it. It is just as hard to look at it. Even Delilah can hardly contemplate her victim without a shiver.
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4. Delilah snatches Samson’s magical hair as his eyes are gouged out by soldiers.
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REMBRANDT WAS so prolific that even the most ambitious museum survey will never capture more than a slice of his work. Books aren’t much use, either: the images end up crammed onto the page, and that monumental quality of Rembrandt’s paintings—their patina, their glow, the sense that they give of something physical, like an extraordinary geological phenomenon—goes missing too, flattened onto smooth paper.

The etchings and drawings, originally made on paper, fare better in reproduction. But there are hundreds of them, and even the most avid eye can absorb only so much. To try to see more than a few at a time is to get a reminder that, as with Dante and Shakespeare and Bach, you cannot rush an acquaintance with Rembrandt. His work took a long time to make, after all: nearly half a century between his earliest productions and the works he made in the days before his death at sixty-three.

Add, to the quantity of works and media, the quantity of genres. In England, writers were comedians or tragedians or poets, but only Shakespeare was the greatest in every field. In Holland, Rembrandt, who was nine when Shakespeare died, worked in nearly every specialty known to Dutch art, each of which absorbed the energies—the entire lives—of his most talented contemporaries. And then there is the profusion of his styles.

These make it even harder to form a coherent image of Rembrandt. Many Rembrandts do not look anything like the popular idea of a Rembrandt. His early work looks so different from his later work that the early works were not even recognized as such until deep into the nineteenth century. Over the years, all sorts of ghastly paintings have been attached to his name—including some that he actually painted.

There are still occasional rediscoveries today, though these are nearly always of lesser works that seldom add more than a footnote to the image that has emerged from two hundred years of dogged scholarship. The lacunae of that scholarship only seem to yawn in comparison to a demand for completeness. We now know as much about Rembrandt as we know about almost any figure, artistic or otherwise, of his century.

We have a large group of works. We know what they show. We know when they were painted—and, often, why and for whom. We can see that some themes interested the master only for a short period. We can see that others were there from the beginning and stayed with him until the end. Some come back in every medium, in every style, at every point in his career. And one such recurring theme is violence—evil—darkness.
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THE SPECTACLE OF cruelty is there in his earliest signed painting, The Stoning of St. Stephen. He painted it in 1625, when he was nineteen. It shows a crowd surrounding the first Christian martyr, stones held high, ready to smash him to pieces. Unlike the Samson, it is not hard to look at—it is too much of an apprentice piece to feel real—but though he is not visibly joining in, it is a bit disturbing to find a chubby teenage Rembrandt among the crowd.

A few years later, the novice has matured into a master. Rembrandt was twenty-six when he painted The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. This is a portrait of eight men around the corpse of Aris Kindt, who had been convicted for armed robbery and executed earlier that morning. The men are wearing neat clothing, and their expressions range from technical curiosity to a keen realization—or do we just imagine it?—that they themselves will soon be just as dead as Aris Kindt. Despite the decorous scientific proceedings and the sober expressions on the doctors’ faces, the smell of rot tickles your nostrils.

You could derive a positive message from this painting. You were, in fact, intended to by those who commissioned it, if not necessarily by the artist. The doctor is instructing the public with lessons that demonstrate the Dutch commitment to progressive education, lessons that were commemorated with such paintings because the medical societies were prestigious and famed; Rembrandt was one of many artists invited to paint them.
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5. The executed criminal’s right hand had previously been hacked off; Rembrandt restored it.

When, twenty-four years later, he returned to the theme, he showed Dr. Jan Deyman dissecting Johan Fonteyn, who broke into a draper’s shop and pulled a knife. The anatomy lesson took place on the day after his execution. Of this painting, damaged in a fire in the eighteenth century, only two central figures, a spectator and the criminal, survive. All we see of Dr. Deyman are the hands peeling back Fonteyn’s bright red brains.

Rembrandt’s criminals have a presence that bodies in other portrayals of anatomy lessons do not. Sometimes, in these, the doctor is showing a skeleton. Frederik Ruysch, father of the still-life painter Rachel Ruysch, who succeeded Dr. Deyman as Amsterdam’s city anatomist, was painted with rosily blooming cadavers, sleek as Greek nudes, on the dissecting table. Ruysch was famed for making dead bodies look alive. Rembrandt’s bodies are unequivocally dead—and he arranges us, like the doctors, around them.
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6. The blackened feet of an executed Flemish tailor seem to stick out of the frame.
We have to look at these cadavers, just as we have to look at poor Elsje Christiaens, a teenage girl who was strangled in 1664 for killing her landlady, apparently in self-defense. She was executed on the Dam, the central square from which the city takes its name (“the dam on the Amstel”). Her body was hung on a gibbet in Volewijk, across the River IJ, where it was to remain “until the winds and birds devour her.” It was there that Rembrandt saw her, strung up like a doll. He drew her twice.
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7. The weapon with which Elsje killed her landlord was strung up next to her dead body.

Did any other Dutch artist show a body this way? A well-known image of the disemboweled De Witt brothers, murdered by a mob in 1672, comes to mind; but the painter, Jan de Baen, was undistinguished, and the picture is remembered mainly because the De Witts were among the most powerful politicians in the Netherlands. The shocking and grotesque painting shows a historical event—not the death of an obscure eighteen-year-old girl.

So it goes with many other themes. Often enough, you can find something comparable, somewhere. There are plenty of dead animals in Dutch painting. But there is no picture quite like the Still Life with Peacocks in the Rijksmuseum. Here, one bird lies in a pool of its own blood. Another is hung by its feet, its mouth still agape, as if to protest its murder. It is beautiful and it is also excruciating: the hallmark of Rembrandt.
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8. A child seems to contemplate the destiny of the murdered birds.

Look, too, at The Slaughtered Ox. Red as the brains of Johan Fonteyn, the dead animal hangs from a wooden beam. “Slaughtered” is not quite the right word. The French title uses écorché—mangled, flayed—and no Christ in the whole Louvre captures the pathos of sacrifice like this carcass. The painting contains no religious references. But it stirs the same spectral feeling that the most sacred mysteries evoke.

Do we identify with the ox? Or with the servant girl, barely visible, looking at it? If the anatomy lessons invite us into the circle of the learned doctors, our eyes go nonetheless directly to the dead men at their center. The light is on them; they radiate sanctity. Not martyrs, they are still somehow numinous. It is not an accident that Rembrandt placed the criminals in the position where the dead Christ was placed in earlier paintings—or that he crucified the ox, and Elsje Christiaens.
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9. No Christ in the whole Louvre captures the pathos of sacrifice like Rembrandt’s ox.
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THESE WORKS ARE NOT overtly religious. But Rembrandt painted plenty of religious works, too. If their contents reflect the mood of the man who created them, so does their very existence, since there was little commercial incentive to create them. In post-Reformation Holland, to the contrary, they were unfashionable to the point of career suicide. The German art historian Max Friedländer could credit an entire tradition to a single artist:


A view of the whole of Dutch production in the seventeenth century tells us that, where it was animated by any receptive interest in the religious picture, this was Rembrandt’s personal achievement or was at least set in motion by him. It was Rembrandt who, from spiritual predilection, bequeathed the non-ecclesiastical religious picture to the reformed North, which was ready to only a very limited extent to accept this present with gratitude.



Rembrandt’s “spiritual predilection” sought extremes, and ways to portray them. The rough clash of light and dark could be rendered graphically, in paint, as in The Supper at Emmaus, painted when he was twenty-two, when the resurrected Christ reveals himself to a disciple. The dark Savior is surrounded by a halo of blazing light whose hidden source lends him the majesty of a mountain. Light triumphs over darkness.

But not always. Often, light does not have the last word. He shows the damned as well as the saved. In Belshazzar’s Feast, the impious Babylonian king gazes in terror at the ominous writing on the wall. In Uzziah Struck with Leprosy, a Judean king is punished for profaning the temple. There is nothing picturesque about these scenes of hubris humbled. They fulminate, they rage, they denounce; and if their warnings are warnings to others, they are also, one feels, warnings to the artist himself.

We are in the presence of an Old Testament prophet—he painted many—who was well acquainted with the extremes that he depicted. The biographical evidence bears this feeling out. Though sainted in the nineteenth century, twentieth-century researchers discovered that Rembrandt was, in Gary Schwartz’s words, a “cocktail of litigiousness, untrustworthiness, recalcitrance, mendacity, arrogance, and vindictiveness.”

It turned out that Rembrandt’s contemporaries had almost nothing nice to say about him, and no artist of his time could boast the number of disagreeable incidents that peppered his life. He didn’t pay his bills; he was tactless and rude and prickish; he was cruel to his mistress. “To sum it up bluntly,” Schwartz writes, not uncontroversially, “Rembrandt had a nasty disposition and an untrustworthy character.”

In this list of incidents, Rembrandt’s treatment of Geertge Dircx stands out. When his wife, Saskia, died at the age of twenty-nine in 1642, she left him a nine-month-old son, Titus. Rembrandt hired Geertge to take care of Titus. He and Geertge became lovers and were together for six years. Geertge intended to marry the widower, and, she claimed, he had promised to do so—until he began a relationship with his housekeeper, Hendrickje Stoffels.

Lawsuits ensued. Rembrandt promised Geertge alimony. In the meantime he collected unflattering testimony about her, which he used to have her committed to the Gouda spinhuis, an atrocious institution for women who had “fallen” for a long list of reasons, from prostitution to insanity. She was desperate to get out. Rembrandt was desperate to keep her there. After five years, she was released, and died soon thereafter.

A long-ago dispute between embittered former lovers can be read in any number of ways. In books and films, Geertge has been portrayed as a conniving, gold-digging temptress—and, more recently, as a victim of a man’s determination to get her out of the way. If it weren’t for all the rest of the abundant evidence of his rebarbative personality, we might, in this case, be more inclined to give Rembrandt the benefit of the doubt.

Why, in any case, should we care? Surely other painters could have been obnoxious in ways that passing time has hidden. For all we know, Adriaen Coorte liked little girls, and Jacob van Ruisdael cheated on his taxes: when names fade and personalities fall away, only an artist’s work—and then usually only a portion of it—remains for us. We do not wonder whether the painter of an Egyptian fresco was likable.

Four hundred years later, we wouldn’t wonder about Rembrandt, either. Yet the conflicting accounts bother us—because we love him. We know him so well, after all. We can see him: his work, and also him, since no artist ever exposed himself as nakedly. From the adolescent among St. Stephen’s tormentors to the valediction that Jean Genet described as “a sun-dried placenta,” around eighty of his self-portraits survive.

The number is astronomical. We have no idea what most painters look like. But, except for childhood, we can see Rembrandt at every phase. From the proud young man to the imperious genius to the wrecked patriarch, we can watch his life pass before us; and when, in a museum, we come across him in a new guise, we greet him as an old friend. We know him so well. Is this despite his darkness, or because of it?

The darkness is not, in any case, a secret. Even today, when confession has become a genre of its own, it is hard to think of an artist who revealed himself so remorselessly. We see him as we see Aris Kindt or Johan Fonteyn or Elsje Christiaens. The difference is that, if the ox was flayed and Aris Kindt was dissected—Rembrandt did this to himself. In the light of this destiny, do earthly transgressions matter?
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“THE WEST TOO has known a time when there was no electricity, gas, or petroleum, and yet so far as I know the West has never been disposed to delight in shadows,” the Japanese novelist Junichirō Tanizaki wrote in 1933. He described traditional lacquerware that “was finished in black, brown, or red colors built up of countless layers of darkness, the inevitable product of the darkness in which life was lived.”

I wonder if Tanizaki was familiar with Caravaggio, whose tenebroso style used darkness to make light shine all the more radiantly, or with Rembrandt, who perfected a style that is the opposite of much Japanese painting, which dispenses entirely with light and shade. Perhaps this was an expression of nostalgia for the time without electric light, when the world would have looked unimaginably different from the way it does now.

It is surprising to realize that even in the West we do not have to look very far back to discover that time. It stretches, still today, into living memory. The Mauritshuis, the royal collection in The Hague where The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp hangs, did not acquire electric light until 1950. How did these paintings look when our grandparents saw them in “the darkness in which life was lived”—and how did they change when first seen under artificial light?

Perhaps Tanizaki was a romantic. Perhaps the Japanese really did assign a different value to darkness. But at the very least—as you feel that Vermeer’s light has a meaning that exceeds the requirement to illuminate—it is possible that Rembrandt’s darkness has a role akin to the one Tanizaki describes: “Our ancestors presently came to discover beauty in shadows,” he wrote, “ultimately to guide shadows towards beauty’s ends.”

Yet Rembrandt’s contemporaries did not always consider his shadows beautiful. In his lifetime and beyond, they were often criticized as no more than a murky waste of space. Many great Rembrandt portraits are indeed little more than heads, and sometimes hands, peering out of the gloom, and if we imagine them in pre-electric rooms under the moody skies of Holland, we have to imagine them even darker.

Look at the late portrait of Margaretha de Geer, from 1661. In the alert and penetrating eyes, in the right hand that grips a handkerchief, and in the left hand that resolutely holds on to the arm of her chair, as if to launch her at the viewer, you can see her great power. She is one of the richest women in Europe—yet she is very old, and her face, served on a bright millstone collar as on a platter, seems about to dissolve into the darkness that surrounds her.
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10. The rich and powerful Margaretha de Geer, at the threshold between light and darkness.

There is a ghostliness to these portraits, including to those that Rembrandt made of himself, that makes them more haunting than any other art of their time. If The Blinding of Samson is awful to look at, it is so theatrical that it troubles us less than Margaretha. The picture was designed to hang in her children’s house. One shudders to imagine them walking past it at night, the matriarch illuminated by flickering candles.
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EVENTUALLY, the critical tide turned. Rembrandt’s darkness acquired a positive value, ultimately coming to form a crucial part of his myth: a forerunner of the nineteenth-century Parisian bohemian. Especially the tenebrous late works—those final utterances of the discarded old genius, scorned by those who once had courted him, rotting in his cheap lodgings in the Rozengracht—were equated with spiritual profundity.

Rembrandt’s darkness came to be viewed so positively that his works were even darkened artificially. The varnish that protects paintings needs to be replaced every fifty or so years, before it decays; but sometimes, at the insistence of curators, it was deliberately left on, so as not to lighten the work. Deep into the twentieth century, some restorers added pigments to new varnish in order to darken the pictures.

The practice was not restricted to Rembrandt. “A good painting, like a good fiddle, should be brown,” wrote the painter and patron Sir George Beaumont in the nineteenth century. This brownness, known as “gallery tone,” may have seemed appropriate to objects prized, among other qualities, for their antiquity. Perhaps here is an echo of the “beauty in shadows” that Tanizaki did not believe existed in the West.

In unlit galleries, covered with decaying varnish, how shadowy these paintings must have been! Did the darkness deepen Rembrandt—or did it make him illegible? If darkening seems inappropriate from a scientific perspective, it doesn’t strike us as inappropriate for Rembrandt as it would for another painter. You wouldn’t darken an Avercamp or a Metsu—much less a Vermeer, whose genius lies in the uncanny suffusion of light in space.

Rembrandt is, after all, dark. But his darkness does not always have a negative implication. In his several renderings of the apocryphal story of Tobit, for example, he shows the old man whom God has blinded in order to test his faith. While their son Tobias seeks a cure—this turns out to be the entrails of a monstrous fish—Tobit and his wife, Anna, stay home, patient and impoverished: resigned to their lot, firm in their faith.

In Anna and the Blind Tobit, the old man sits in a ramshackle room, his face turned from a light he cannot see. Anna uses a ray from the window to wind wool on a frame; but most of the room, and most of the painting, is dark. The mood is of humility, not of expectation. We know that Tobit will be cured, but he himself has no such knowledge. His reward is unseen, and unforeseen. Faith—darkness—faith in darkness—is all he has.
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YET EVEN his bleakest paintings always contain an admixture of light. The master was a moralist. He was a sensualist, too. The early works reveal a love of splendor—ostentation, even—and the paintings often contain a glint of gold. This was more than a color, or a taste. In the dark rooms where these paintings hung, it had a practical purpose (“the extravagant use of gold,” Tanizaki wrote, “gleams forth from out of the darkness and reflects the lamplight”) and a representational one.

In the self-portraits, as life takes its toll on the cocky young man, the light that had illuminated his figures from the outside moves inside. The background darkens, the atmosphere turns into mist—and the figures glow, like the fierce eyes of Margaretha de Geer, with something otherworldly. The artist becomes sadder and older—and grander, more imposing, the inner light shining all the more intensely—because of the approaching dark.

As Rembrandt ages, the light in his paintings takes on an added luster. It reveals a view of the world as a struggle between light and dark that is, at heart, religious: of the world as a theater in which good and evil are intertwined, and in which good only occasionally triumphs. Sometimes, as for Belshazzar, crime meets its just punishment. Often, as for Samson, it does not. Does Rembrandt think it matters?

“He didn’t care about being nice or mean, surly or patient, grasping or generous,” Genet wrote of the late Rembrandt: “He didn’t have to be anything more than an eye and a hand.” Now life has taken everything from him. All that matters was his art—and so, “with dirty fingernails,” the erstwhile lover of gold is now shuffling “from the bed to the easel, from the easel to the shitter.” He is beyond good and evil, or trapped in their mixture.

A conflicted personality has been reconciled. The artistic and the spiritual are no longer in conflict; and in his last months, Rembrandt returned, after thirty years, to the parable of the prodigal son. This is the story, from the Gospel of Luke, of two brothers. One, faithful, stays home with his father. The other squanders his fortune carousing with whores. Eventually, forced to work as a swineherd, he envies the pigs.

The theme had occupied Rembrandt since his youth. In the mid-1630s, he painted himself and his wife, Saskia, in a tavern scene, The Prodigal Son in the Brothel. There is a peacock pie on the table, and Rembrandt’s golden sword pokes out at the viewer. It is not conventional for a painter to portray himself as a wastrel, or his wife as a hooker; but this, the painting declares, is not a man interested in convention.

Thirty years later, Saskia was dead. Titus was dead. Geertge and Hendrickje were dead. He himself would follow soon; but before he went, he painted the story one more time. This time he chose another moment: the return of the prodigal son, when he comes back, humbled and repentant, causing his father to rejoice. His father dresses him richly, “putting a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet,” and orders the fatted calf killed.

“Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment: and yet thou never gavest me a kid,” the virtuous son grumbles. “But as soon as this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou hast killed for him the fatted calf.” But as Christ explains, one repentant sinner causes more joy in heaven than “ninety and nine just persons, which need no repentance.”
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At the peak of his success, the artist shows himself and his wife as reveler and whore.

Rembrandt, who painted so many Old Testament scenes of vengeance and sacrilege, now paints this epitome of the New Testament, a scene of forgiveness and redemption and love that, even by the master’s own standards, is stately and symphonic: the ragged, pathetic son kneeling before his old father, who gazes at him through half-open eyes. Though they are surrounded by darkness, the light is upon them.

Without passing through darkness—through the opposite of what he meant to approach—the son could never come into the light of the father. Light cannot exist without darkness, nor virtue without sin. They are intertwined in every life. The electricity coursing between these magnetic poles—between Dr. Tulp and Aris Kindt, between Delilah and Samson, between the butcher and the ox—was the subject of Rembrandt’s art.

[image: ]
11. Just before his death, Rembrandt revisits the theme of the prodigal son.
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Jan Lievens

Not Rembrandt

TWO LARGE Rembrandt reproductions hung on the wall of my grandmother’s guest room. Pains had been taken to make them look authentic. They were elaborately framed and printed on an expensive polymer that had been scuffed to suggest craquelure. The figure on the left, robed and beturbanned, looked so much like my grandmother that I must have been in my teens before I realized it wasn’t. On the right was a melancholic old man who looked a bit crushed by his splendid golden helmet. These pictures were familiar guardians watching over me as I slept—until I learned more about them, at which point they became something else. The figure who looked like my grandmother became far grander: he was the famous painter himself, dressed as St. Paul.

I don’t remember when I learned that the man in the golden helmet was not Rembrandt: he wasn’t even by Rembrandt. I do remember my vague disappointment, though it is hard to describe what there was to be disappointed about. It was exactly the same painting. Why did the knowledge that it was painted by someone other than Rembrandt take away the shine in the old man’s helmet?

There were lots of reasons that this mattered. Scholarship, for example, needs an accurate catalog of an artist’s work. If, three hundred years from now, Henrik Ibsen is believed to have written Fifty Shades of Grey, it will be hard to form an accurate assessment of his œuvre. (Considering some of the carbuncles that have passed for Rembrandts through the years, this scenario is not as far-fetched as it sounds.)

The name mattered for financial reasons, too. Even if the picture were considered to be of the highest quality—and nobody ever questioned the quality of Man in a Golden Helmet, nor convincingly attributed it to anyone else—the demotion put the old man on the wrong side of the monetary gulf that divides a Giorgione from a “School of Titian,” or a Van Eyck from a “Netherlandish Master ca. 1430.”

But these were learned reactions. My reaction was instinctual, and I remembered that long-ago disappointment when I read an article by Erin Thompson, a professor of art crime, that explained that I was not the only one to feel that way. She wrote that


subjects in a 2011 study showed markedly different neurological activation in response to images they were told were painted by Rembrandt compared with images they were told were copies of his work. This occurred whether or not the paintings were genuine (the investigators randomized the descriptions), suggesting that our conscious beliefs about an image can shape our biological response to it.
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12. Not a Rembrandt but not quite not a Rembrandt, this picture makes us wonder what we see when we see art: a name or a work?
We have a biological response. And then, perhaps to rationalize it, we have an intellectual response. Part of the latter might come from another idea we have learned: that great art is, by definition, original. And to be “school of” is—by definition—to be a follower. In 1996, the Metropolitan Museum investigated this dilemma with a show whose title pithily, and bleakly, summed up the conundrum: “Rembrandt/Not Rembrandt.”
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NO ARTIST SEEMS a better candidate for Not Rembrandt than Jan Lievens. And the question of how to look at a painting by Lievens presents an aesthetic challenge. How can you look at his work without thinking of Rembrandt, and finding him wanting?

The comparison has been unavoidable since 1891, when a Dutch translation appeared of a recently discovered autobiography, in Latin, by Constantijn Huygens. Besides being one of the most influential writers in the early Dutch Republic, Huygens was a renowned musician, an accomplished poet in both Dutch and Latin, and secretary and intimate to the princes of Orange. Among its revelations, the document included a surprising glimpse of Huygens’s visit, around 1629, to two young painters in Leiden:


The first, whom I have described as an embroiderer’s son, is called Jan Lievens; the other, whose cradle stood in a mill, Rembrandt. Both are still beardless and, going by their faces, more boys than men …. I venture to suggest offhand that Rembrandt is superior to Lievens in his sure touch and liveliness of emotions. Conversely, Lievens is the greater in inventiveness and audacious themes and forms. Everything his young spirit endeavors to capture must be magnificent and lofty.



The several hundred words of this description—the earliest written glimpse of Rembrandt—have been as extensively parsed as any ever written on Dutch art. Huygens was hard to impress. But he was impressed by Rembrandt and Lievens: by their seriousness, which he suspected excessive (“They regard even the most innocent diversions of youth as a waste of time, as if they were already old men burdened with age and long past such follies”), and by their dazzling promise: Lievens was “a young man of great spirit, and great things may be expected of him if he is granted a long enough life.”

In their late teens and early twenties, the two friends worked together closely in the booming city of Leiden. Its heroism in the Revolt—when it was besieged, its burgomaster offered his own body as food to the starving citizens; the offer was declined—was rewarded with the right to establish a university, which turned it into a scientific and intellectual capital. In this prosperous but relatively small city, Lievens painted a portrait of Rembrandt and used him as a model; Lievens features in Rembrandt’s paintings from this time, too. Both, in those years, depicted the raising of Lazarus, Christ on the Cross, Samson and Delilah, and—a theme so typical of the later Rembrandt—an elderly biblical prophet tested by hardship: Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of Jerusalem by Rembrandt, and Job in His Misery by Lievens.

Huygens saw different strengths without preferring one to the other. These differences would become more pronounced with time, though their early works are so similar that for generations attributions of many unsigned works have gone back and forth. In 1933, a monograph dedicated to Rembrandt’s early work assigned several of Lievens’s works to Rembrandt purely on the basis of their superior quality. If it was good, it was Rembrandt’s.

Fate had more indignities in store for Lievens. Huygens wrote that his only objection to Lievens was “his stubbornness, which derives from an excess of self-confidence. He either roundly rejects all criticism or, if he acknowledges its validity, takes it in bad spirit.” An English ambassador said that Lievens “thinks there is none to be compared with him in all Germany, Holland, nor the rest of the seventeen provinces.”

These quotes make Lievens seem like a braggart—a little pathetic, even. But Lievens was a celebrity by the age of twelve. His works were commissioned or purchased by the princes of Orange and the king of England. He was invited to participate in every major Dutch decorative project of his day, and to portray such figures as Rembrandt, Descartes, Huygens, Vondel, Adriaen Brouwer, and the Prince of Wales (the future Charles II).

It is a rare artist—indeed, a rare human—who is lucky enough to live out his life without eliciting at least a handful of unflattering remarks. But Jan Lievens’s undeniable failure to become the greatest painter of his century, combined with those old hints of pomposity, has been enough to suggest a whole pathology. “Maybe he had a personality disorder,” mused Ken Johnson, a critic for The New York Times, in 2008.
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UNLIKE REMBRANDT, who never left his native country, Lievens was drawn to travel. When he was twenty-four, he left for London, where he stayed three years and where, a neighbor records, “his fine works gained him immediate acclaim,” including rich rewards from the king. Thereafter, he spent nine years in Antwerp before returning to Holland, where he remained until his death—like Rembrandt’s, in poverty—in 1674.

In his account of “these celebrated young men, from whom I can scarcely tear myself away,” Huygens wrote that their gravest fault was that “hitherto, neither has found it necessary to spend a few months traveling through Italy.” They explained this “touch of folly in figures otherwise so brilliant” by telling Huygens that they were “in the bloom of youth and wish to profit from it; they have no time to waste on foreign travel.”

Lievens never reached Italy, but the most advanced ideas in Italian art were in the air, and a journey he may have made during his early teens may account for some of the most striking Italianate characteristics of his, and Rembrandt’s, art. He seems to have visited Utrecht around 1620. It was an obvious destination for a young painter—not Italy but the closest thing to it, and he reached the city when Caravaggism was at is peak.

Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio had died on a Tuscan beach, apparently murdered, ten years before, at the age of thirty-eight. In his short life, he had created a new style of painting that would echo through the rest of the seventeenth century, raising the subdued elegance and aristocratic refinement of the Italian Renaissance to a new pitch of emotional fervor, and finding enthusiastic followers in the Netherlands.

The artist Hendrick ter Brugghen returned to Utrecht in 1615, the only Dutch painter in Rome during Caravaggio’s lifetime. In 1620, Gerrit van Honthorst—known in Italy as Gherardo delle Notti, Gerard of the Nights—returned from Rome. The next year Dirck van Baburen arrived. They all brought back Caravaggio’s ideas, painting works that often take place in a dark space, lit by a candle or torch.
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13. Lievens’s Feast of Esther shows the lessons the young painter might have learned during a theoretical journey to Utrecht.
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14. Utrecht painters like Gerrit van Honthorst borrowed the lighting techniques of Caravaggio—which the Italians had borrowed from earlier Netherlandish artists.

Like photographs taken with powerful flash in a nightclub, the Caravaggists’ paintings often focus intensely on one central figure, one dramatic gesture, favoring epiphanies, moments when everything changes, from religious conversions to secular revolutions: the delivery of a fateful letter, for example, or the swearing of an oath from which there is no turning back. Caravaggism is an art of the cliffhanger. It is all climax.

Many of Lievens’s early paintings bear the distinctive mark of Caravaggio. His Feast of Esther, for example, employs Caravaggio’s lighting effects. Wicked Haman, in the foreground, is clothed in shadow. His body blocks a light that shines all the more brightly on Queen Esther, and underlines the finger she is dramatically pointing at Haman. The composition is lifted almost verbatim from Caravaggio, via Honthorst.

Lievens soon discarded Caravaggio’s “natural”—in fact highly contrived—effects. But another form of Caravaggio’s influence is visible in Lievens’s 
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15. Lievens’s Still-Life with Books was once attributed to Rembrandt purely on the basis of its excellent quality.
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16. Christ summons two ghostly arms out of a black tomb in The Raising of Lazarus.
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17. Lievens’s love of painting old people could sometimes produce masterpieces, like this old man, and sometimes verge on the grotesque, like this old woman.
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18.
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19. A solitary man drawing, undistracted by the world.




PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in the United States of America by W. W. Norton & Company, Ltd. 2023
First published in Great Britain by Allen Lane 2023

Copyright © Benjamin Moser, 2023

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover Design: Office of Paul Sahre (O.O.P.S)

Cover Artwork: (left to right) Rembrandt van Rijn, The Mill, 1645/1648 (oil on canvas), Widener Collection, National Gallery of Art, accession no. 1942.9.62; Jan Davidsz. de Heem, Still life with flowers in a glass vase, 1650–1683 (oil on copper), Rijksmuseum, Loan from the municipality of Amsterdam (bequest A. van der Hoop), object no. SK-C-214; Rembrandt van Rijn, Portrait of Johannes Wtenbogaert, 1633 (oil on canvas), Rijksmuseum, purchased with the support of the Rembrandt Association, object no. SK-A-4885

Frontispiece: Rembrandt, Portrait of Johannes Wtenbogaert (Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum)

ISBN: 978-1-802-06083-6

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/p024.jpg





EPUB/images/p041.jpg
i






EPUB/images/p011.jpg





EPUB/images/pxiii.png





EPUB/images/p023.jpg





EPUB/images/p036.jpg
LA






EPUB/images/p010.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/images/pxiv.jpg





EPUB/images/p019.jpg





EPUB/images/p006.jpg





EPUB/images/p030.jpg





EPUB/images/p013.jpg





EPUB/images/p026.jpg





EPUB/images/p014.jpg





EPUB/images/pvi.png





EPUB/images/piv.jpg





EPUB/images/p031.jpg





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
'ENJAMIN

i %

WINNER , V
OF THE b
PULITZER
PRIZE

S






EPUB/images/p039.jpg





EPUB/images/p012.jpg





EPUB/images/p008.jpg





EPUB/images/p038.jpg
»






EPUB/images/p034.jpg





