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1937.1.72 (72) 

Rembrandt van Rijn 

Self-Portrait 

1659 
O i l o n canvas, 84.5 x 66 (33V4 x 26) 
A n d r e w W. M e l l o n C o l l e c t i o n 

strokes o f darker colors fo l lowing the in i t ia l b rushwork pat­
tern, w h i c h were softened w i t h half-shadow mid-tones. 
Strokes o f whi te paint under the beret indicate that R e m ­
brandt in i t ia l ly planned a l ighter color beret than the present 
black one. 

W h i l e the face and hands are largely intact, most o f the 
figure and the background at the left are extensively abraded. 
T h e left col lar and background adjacent to the proper r ight 
cheek are qui te damaged and now obscured by black over-
paint. T h e pa in t ing underwent treatment i n 1992 to remove 
discolored overpaint . T h e b lack ish paint to the left o f the 
figure and a patchy semi-opaque coating, appl ied in a p r ior 
restoration to disguise abrasion, were left in place where they 
cou ld not be safely removed. 

Provenance: George , 3rd D u k e of M o n t a g u and 4th Ea r l o f 
Ca rd igan [d. 1790], by 1767 ; 2 by inheritance to daughter, 
L a d y E l i zabe th , wife o f H e n r y , 3rd D u k e o f Bucc leuch o f 
M o n t a g u H o u s e , L o n d o n ; J o h n Char les , 7th D u k e o f 
Bucc l euch ; (P. & D . C o l n a g h i & C o . , N e w York , 1928); ( M . 
Knoed l e r & C o . , N e w York) ; sold January 1929 to A n d r e w 
W. M e l l o n , P i t t sburgh and Washington; deeded 28 December 
1934 to T h e A . W. M e l l o n Educat ional and Char i tab le Trus t , 
P i t t sburgh . 

Exhibited: Winter Exhibition of Old Masters, Roya l Academy , 
L o n d o n , 1872, no. 181. Rembrandt. Collection des oeuvres des 

maitres reunies, a Voccasion de Tinauguration de S. M. la Peine 

Wilhelmine, Stedelijk M u s e u m , A m s t e r d a m , 1898, no. 102. 
Exhibition of Works by Rembrandt, Roya l Academy , L o n d o n , 
1899, no. 6. The Thirteenth Loan Exhibition of Old Masters: 

Paintings by Rembrandt, De t ro i t Institute o f A r t s , 1930, no. 
62. A Loan Exhibition of Sixteen Masterpieces, Knoed l e r G a l ­
leries, N e w Y o r k , 1930, no. 8. A m s t e r d a m 1935, no. 26. Loan 

Exhibition of Paintings, Drawings and Etchings by Rembrandt and 

His Circle, A r t Institute o f Ch icago , 1935-1936, no. 6. N e w 
York 1939, no. 307. Washington 1969, no. 19. Masterpieces of 

Western European Painting of the XVlth-XXth Centuries from the 

Museums of the European Countries and USA, Hermi tage , L e n i n ­
grad, 1989, no. 13. Dutch Art and Scotland: A Reflection of Taste, 

N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y o f Scot land , E d i n b u r g h , 1992, no. 53. 

Inscriptions 
A t center left: Rembrandt f. 1639 

Technical Notes: T h e or ig ina l support , a t ight ly, p la in -
woven fabric w i t h fine threads, has been l ined , w i t h the 
tacking margins t r i m m e d , and a coat ing o f whi te lead appl ied 
to the back of the l i n i n g . T h e double g round consists o f a 
th ick , reddish b r o w n lower layer and a very t h in , l ight gray 
layer. 1 T h e design was then sketched i n a transparent b r o w n 
underpaint layer in tent ional ly left v is ible i n the proper r ight 
sleeve and in the nostri ls , mou th , and neck border ing the 
collar. T h e exposed areas o f the b r o w n sketch are abraded, 
w h i c h has d i m i n i s h e d their significance. 

T h e figure is painted w i t h opaque, broad, flat b rush­
strokes, w h i l e the background and hands are t h in ly painted. 
H a i r has been art iculated by fine brushstrokes and lines 
incised w i t h the butt end of a brush into the st i l l -wet paint. 
H i g h l i g h t s o f the face were first created overall w i t h heavy 
short strokes o f r i c h l y impasted paint , w i t h i nd iv idua l 
brushstrokes sw i r l ed wet in to wet rather than blended. O n c e 
d r y , the paint was r eworked w i t h unblended , short, dis t inct 

T H E F A C E is familiar, as is the searingly penetrating 
gaze with which the sitter stares directly out at the 
viewer. No question it is Rembrandt, late in his life, 
at a time when he has suffered through the cruel 
indignities of failure after so many years of success. 
Indeed, this portrait, painted in 1659, dates to the 
year after Rembrandt's possessions and his house on 
the Sint-Anthonisbreestraat had been auctioned as a 
result of his insolvency. It may well have been one of 
the first works he painted in the small house on the 
Rozengracht in the painters' quarter of Amsterdam 
where he had moved when his fortunes and his 
prospects were at a low ebb. In the following year 
Rembrandt set up a business agreement with his son 
Titus and Hendrickje Stoffels that prevented him 
from being sued by any of his dissatisfied creditors 
for recovery of debts.3 
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Rightly or wrongly it seems almost impossible to 
ponder this work without interpreting it in light of 
what is known about Rembrandt's life. This in­
clination is felt in part because of the extensive bio­
graphical information that has come down to us, 
through which we feel a closer contact with the man 
and his life than we do with most artists of this 
period. It also seems possible to interpret Rem­
brandt's mood in such paintings because he painted, 
drew, and etched so many self-portraits that changes 
in his appearance can be measured and analyzed by 
comparing one to the other. Even more significantly, 
however, we read these images biographically be­
cause Rembrandt forces us to do so. He looks out at 
us and confronts us directly. His deep-set eyes peer 
intently. They appear steady, yet heavy and not 
without sadness. As Hofstede de Groot remarked in 
reference to this painting when it was shown in the 
1898 Rembrandt exhibition in Amsterdam, "It 
would be difficult to find in any of his paintings a 
pair of eyes that peer at us more sharply or penetrat­
ingly."4 Emile Michel, in his review of the exhibi­
tion, was even more expressive about the forceful-
ness of Rembrandt's gaze through the heavy wrin­
kles that had come to age his face so prematurely.5 

While the observations of Hofstede de Groot and 
Michel seem entirely appropriate to the image, too 
often this painting has been subjected to overly 

F i g . 1. X - r a d i o g r a p h o f head i n 1937.1.72 

romantic interpretations, in which authors have 
tried to read into this somber image Rembrandt's 
own reflections upon the profound tragedy of his 
life.6 Interpreting paintings on the basis of an artist's 
biography is dangerous, particularly with an artist 
whose life has been romanticized to the extent that 
Rembrandt's has.7 In this instance the inclination to 
interpret this image as a tragic one has been rein­
forced by the thick layers of discolored varnish that 
had given the portrait a heavy, brooding quality. 
With the removal of the discolored varnish during 
restoration in 1992, the fallacy of such interpreta­
tions became particularly apparent. With the rich 
range of pinks and other flesh tones on his face once 
again visible, Rembrandt's state of mind seems to 
have improved remarkably. While the thick impastos 
and bold strokes he used to model his face still create 
the dynamic vigor of the head, apparent now as well 
is the economy with which Rembrandt handled his 
paint: he has allowed a greenish gray imprimatura 
layer to read as the shadowed area around the eyes. 
Finally, the firmness of his touch is accented by the 
wiry rhythms in his mustache and in the hair pro­
truding from under his beret, which he has de­
lineated by scratching the wet paint with the blunt 
end of his brush. 

An added benefit from the restoration was the 
removal of overpaint that had flattened the ap­
pearance of Rembrandt's torso. With the three-
dimensional character of this portion of the painting 
restored, the head seems far more firmly planted on 
the body than previously. The light that so effec­
tively illuminates the head now also accents Rem­
brandt's left shoulder and, to a lesser extent, his 
broadly executed clasped hands. The x-radiograph 
of the head, which reveals the vigorous, almost 
sculptural character of Rembrandt's handling of 
paint, also indicates, through the density of the paint 
in the beret, that Rembrandt initially painted the 
beret a different color (fig. 1). It may well have been 
white since the upper ridges of a whitish paint layer 
can be seen through the overlying black paint. 

Although Rembrandt's pose seems so appropriate 
to the forcefulness of his gaze, quite surprisingly, it 
was inspired by Raphael's portrait of Balthasar Cas-
tiglione (fig. 2). The memory of Castiglione's direct 
gaze and clasped hands, which Rembrandt first saw 
when the painting appeared in an auction in Amster­
dam on 19 April 1639,8 must have remained deeply 
ingrained in his mind for the intervening twenty 
years. This famous work had made a tremendous 
impact on Rembrandt, for he even made a rough 
sketch after it at the sale (Albertina, Vienna, Ben. 
451). In that same year, 1639, Rembrandt etched a 
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F i g . 2. R a p h a e l , Balthasar Castiglione, c. 1514-1515, 
o i l o n p a n e l , Pa r i s , L o u v r e , © P h o t o R . M . N . 

self-portrait that was in part inspired by Raphael's 
image and in part by Titian's portrait, then known as 
Ariosto, which was in Amsterdam in the Alfonso 
Lopez Collection (National Gallery, London, inv. 
no. 1944).9 In the following year, 1640, Rembrandt 
painted a self-portrait (National Gallery, London, 
inv. no. 672) that reflected in composition and intel­
lectual concept both the Raphael Balthasar Castiglione 
and Titian's Ariosto. In this 1640 Self-Portrait, Rem­
brandt, dressed in a fanciful historicizing costume, 
portrayed himself with all of the elegance and dig­
nity of the renowned Renaissance men of letters 
thought to have been depicted by Raphael and Ti­
tian/0 

In Rembrandt's 1659 Self Portrait, all composi­
tional references to Titian's portrait have disap­
peared, particularly the stone parapet upon which 
the artist rests his arm in the 1639 etching and the 
1640 painting.11 Perhaps at this later moment of his 
life he was drawn to Raphael's painting because of 
its self-contained composition, which he must have 
felt appropriate for expressing the quiet intensity 
with which he wished to imbue his self-portrait; 
perhaps he remembered the subdued colors of Cas-

tiglione's costume or the effective way in which 
Raphael used the beret to frame his head. Clearly 
Rembrandt has adapted all of these aspects of 
Raphael's painting in his self-portrait, while at the 
same time transforming the nature of his image 
through dramatic light effects and the rich impastos 
of his paint. 

Most fundamentally, however, Rembrandt re­
turned to Raphael's prototype because he found in it 
a vehicle for expressing his perception of himself as 
a learned painter, a theme that in one way or another 
underlies a number of his late self-portraits, partic­
ularly his magnificent paintings in the Frick Collec­
tion, c. 1658 (inv. no. 06.1.97), and in the Iveagh 
Bequest, Kenwood, c. 1665 (inv. no. 57). In all three 
of these works Rembrandt projects a strikingly posi­
tive self-image, in which allusions to his self-esteem 
as an artist are conveyed through pose, costume, and 
expression.12 

Notes 
1. P igment analysis is available i n the Scientif ic Research 

department (30 J u l y 1992). 
2. T h i s early provenance is established by presence o f a 

mezzotint after the portrait b y R . E a r l o m (1743-1822), dated 
1767. See Cha r r ing ton 1923, no. 49. 

3. Strauss and V a n der M e u l e n 1979, 462-465, doc. 
1660/20. 

4. A m s t e r d a m 1898, 13. " H e t zou moeil i jk wezen i n al 
zi jn schilderi jen een paar oogen aan te wi jzen , die ons 
scherper en doordr ingender aanzien." 

5. M i c h e l 1898, 478-479, 480. "Sous l ' influence d'une 
vie t rop casaniere, une graisse malsaine envahit les chairs 
flasques et boursouflees; des rides nombreuses et profondes 

sont creusees sur son large front Avec leur paupieres epais-

sies, les yeaux, devenus plus petits, ont conserve leur etincelle 
et sous les sourcils en broussail le, le regard interrogateur et 
penetrant d u peintre persiste, obstine, ardent comme le char-
bon sous la cendre. Sans l'abattre, les soucis et les malheurs 
n'ont fait qu 'epurer en l u i la passion de son art q u i le soutient 
et cet amour de la nature q u i l u i permet de decouvr i r des 
tresors de beaute et de poesie la ou les autres passent indif-
ferents." 

6. Perhaps the most insupportable c la ims about this 
paint ing were suggested by J o h n Walker (Walker 1976, 270), 
w h o wrote , i n part: "[Rembrandt] saw a mou th and a c h i n 
weak, in f i rm o f purpose, manifest ing that flaw i n his charac­
ter w h i c h had ru ined his life. H i s hands are grasped as 
though i n anguish at the spectacle o f a self-ruined man . 
T h e r e exists no pain t ing more pitiless i n its analysis or more 
pi t i fu l i n its implicat ions." 

7. Fo r the nature o f these myths see Sl ive 1953; and 
E m m e n s 1968. 

8. T h e paint ing was acquired by A l p h o n s o L o p e z , a 
Portuguese J e w w h o l ived i n A m s t e r d a m f rom 1636 to 1640. 
See Strauss and V a n der M e u l e n 1979, 177, doc . 1639/8. 
L o p e z had a large col lect ion w h i c h inc luded T i t i an ' s Ariosto 

and Flora (see Washington 1991 -1992). H e was also k n o w n to 
Rembrand t since he bought d i rec t ly f rom the artist his early 
Balaam and the Ass {Corpus 1082 - , 1: A2). 
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9 . B . 21. 
10. Fo r a discussion o f the relat ionship o f Rembrandt ' s 

self-portraits f rom 1639 and f rom 1640 to Raphael and T i t i a n , 
see D e J o n g h 1969, 4 9 - 6 7 ; C h a p m a n 1990, 7 2 - 7 8 . 

11. V a n Rijckevorsel 1932, 150, however, d i d suggest the 
addi t ional influence o f T i t i an ' s Portrait of 'Ariosto' (Na t iona l 
G a l l e r y , L o n d o n , see above) o n Rembrandt ' s 1659 Self-
Portrait. T h e i l lus ionis t ic format o f self-portraiture was put 
i n the context o f the nor thern portrai t t radi t ion by Stephanie 
D i c k e y d u r i n g a Rembrand t s y m p o s i u m held i n A m s t e r d a m , 
R i jk smuseum, January 1992. 

12. Fo r a discussion o f various interpretations o f these 
paintings see C h a p m a n 1990, 9 4 - 9 5 , 97 -101 . 
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Rembrandt van Rijn 

A Young Man Seated at a Table 
(possibly Govaert Flinck) 

c. 1660 
O i l o n canvas, 109.9 x 89.5 (43V4 x 35 / 4 ) 
A n d r e w W. M e l l o n C o l l e c t i o n 

Inscriptions 
A t center r ight: Rembrandt i66[?] 

Technical Notes: T h e support , a medium-weigh t , p l a in -
weave fabric, has been l ined w i t h the or ig inal tacking margins 
t r i m m e d . A row o f later tacking holes along the left and top 
edges of the or ig inal support suggest a p r io r reduct ion i n size, 
a l though cusp ing at r ight and bot tom indicate that the pres­
ent dimensions are close to or s l ight ly smaller than the o r i g i ­
nal d imensions . Large complex tears are found i n the lower 
r ight background and between the hands. 

T h e double g round consists o f a th ick , red b r o w n lower 
layer fo l lowed b y a s l ight ly th inner pearly gray layer. Paint is 
appl ied as d r y to fluid pastes, w i t h glazes and scumbles , 
occasionally incised w i t h the butt end o f a b rush . B r u s h ­
strokes have been worked wet into wet or d r a w n over d r y 
impasto to create texture, a l though l i n i n g has flattened the 
texture. T h e x-radiograph shows changes i n both hands, 
w i t h the proper r ight hand loosely sketched and the proper 
left hand either lower, reconfigured, or both (fig. 1). 

Paint loss is confined to the tears and the edges, where 
sections o f the or ig ina l fabric have been torn away. Overpa in t 
on the hands, background, hair, and face suggest that these 
areas may have suffered f rom abrasion. A discolored varnish 
layer obscures the surface. N o treatment has been carr ied out 
since acquis i t ion . 

Provenance: Poss ib ly G u s t a f A d o l f Sparre [1746-1794], 
G o t e b o r g and Cast le K u l l a Gunna r s to rp , near H e l s i n g b o r g ; 
b y inheri tance to his wife [d. 1830], Cast le K u l l a G u n n a r s ­
torp; b y inheri tance to her grandson, A d o l f de la G a r d i e 
[1800-1833], Cast le K u l l a Gunna r s to rp ; b y inheri tance to 
his father, Jacob, C o u n t de la G a r d i e , Cast le K u l l a G u n n a r s ­
torp; C a r l , C o u n t de Geer , Leus t ra , before 1855; b y fami ly 
trust to his granddaughter, E l i zabe th , Countess Wachtmeis-
ter [1834-1918], Cast le Wanas, S w e d e n ; 1 C o u n t C a r l 
Wachtmeister [Wachtmeister Trus t ] , W a n i s , un t i l 1926; ( D u ­
veen Brothers , N e w York and L o n d o n ) ; sold December 1926 
to A n d r e w W. M e l l o n , P i t t sburgh and Washington; deeded 
28 December 1934 t o T h e A . W. M e l l o n Educa t iona l and 
Char i t ab le Trus t , P i t t sburgh . 
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