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1942.9.58 (654) 

Follower of Rembrandt van Rijn 

Head of Saint Matthew 

date uncertain 
O i l on oak, 25 x 19.5 (9/s x 
W i d e n e r C o l l e c t i o n 

Technical Notes: T h e support is a vert ical ly grained, t h in , 
oak panel beveled on the back on all sides. It is not quarter 
sawn, resul t ing i n an i r regular gra in pattern, and contains no 
sapwood, p r ec lud ing the dat ing o f the panel by dendro
ch rono logy . 1 Pa in t is appl ied over a granular gray p r i m i n g i n 
an impasted paint i n the head and i n t h in glazes i n the 
background , w i t h m a n y areas w o r k e d wet into wet . P igment 
analysis indicates that the paints are consistent w i t h those 
found i n seventeenth-century studio pract ice . 2 T h e pa in t ing , 
w h i c h is i n excellent cond i t ion , was restored i n 1994. 

Provenance: A l f r e d Buck ley , N e w H a l l , E n g l a n d , by 1882.3 

Rodo lphe K a n n [d. 1905], Paris , p robably after c. 1893;4 

(Duveen Brothers , L o n d o n , i n 1907); (F. Kle inberger & C o . , 
Paris , i n 1909); Leonardus N a r d u s [1868-1930], Suresnes, 
F rance . 5 Peter A . B . W i d e n e r , L y n n e w o o d H a l l , E l k i n s Park , 
Pennsy lvan ia , b y 1911; inheri tance f rom Estate o f Peter 
A . B . W i d e n e r b y gift t h rough power o f appointment o f 
Joseph E . W i d e n e r , E l k i n s Park . 

Exhibited: Exhibition of Old Masters, and by Deceased Masters of 
the British School..., (Win te r Exh ib i t i on ) Roya l Academy , 
L o n d o n , 1882, no. 99. Washington 1969, no. 9. 

F i g . 1. R e m b r a n d t van R i j n , Saint Matthew and the Angel, 

1661, o i l o n canvas, Pa r i s , L o u v r e , © P h o t o R . M . N . 

T H I S freely brushed sketch of a bearded old man 
wearing a beret is one of four oil studies on panel that 
depict the same model.6 Traditionally these works 
have been considered autograph sketches that Rem
brandt made in preparation for his painting of Saint 
Matthew and the Angel, 1661, now in the Louvre, 
Paris (fig. i).7 In recent years, however, only one of 
these sketches, in a private English collection, has 
been accepted as by Rembrandt.8 

The broad, impressionistic handling of the paint 
of the Head of Saint Matthew was considered a 
hallmark of Rembrandt's late style when this sketch 
first entered the Rembrandt literature in the 1880s. 
Indeed, during the last years of the nineteenth and 
first decades of the twentieth century, a large 
number of sketches attributed to Rembrandt's later 
years were added to his oeuvre, particularly by 
Wilhelm von Bode and Wilhelm Valentiner. Schol
ars now recognize that many of these works, includ
ing this one, lack the structure of form that underlies 
Rembrandt's own creations. An x-radiograph of the 
painting (fig. 2) confirms that the Rembrandtesque 
characteristics of the image derive from broad 
brushstrokes across the surface of the image and that 
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the head lacks the firm modeling so typical of Rem
brandt's works. 

The first scholar to reject the attribution to Rem
brandt in print was Bauch in 1966.9 Van Regteren 
Altena concluded that the broad handling had char
acteristics of nineteenth-century imitations of Rem
brandt.10 Gerson agreed that this work was "an im
itation of a later period."11 Subsequent authors have 
not discussed the painting. 

Dating such studies can be extremely difficult, 
because followers of Rembrandt from his own time 
through the nineteenth century have emulated his 
work with little variation in style. In this instance 
examinations of the paints and panel have not 
yielded information that helps provide a specific 
chronological framework for the painting. While the 
character of the paints is consistent with seven
teenth-century studio practice, similar materials are 
also found on later paintings. The only unusual fea
ture for Rembrandt is the presence of verdigris 
under the beard, but verdigris is found in seven
teenth-century paintings. Although dendrochro
nology could not date the oak panel, the irregular 
beveling is similar to that found in seventeenth-cen
tury paintings. There thus are no technical grounds 

for questioning the work's seventeenth-century ori
gin. 

Because of differences in the figure's expression 
and in the character of the beret, it is unlikely that 
this study is a copy of the head of Saint Matthew 
from Saint Matthew and the Angel. It seems more 
probable that it and the other ironies depicting this 
figure were made by pupils or followers of Rem
brandt while he was occupied with the Louvre paint
ing.12 From the evidence of drawings it is known 
that as part of his teaching process Rembrandt en
couraged his students to work from live models. 
This painting could have been such a study piece, 
executed by an unidentified student of Rembrandt 
around 1661. Arguing against this hypothesis, how
ever, is the lack of structure evident in the x-radio
graph, which would seem to indicate that the artist 
was not seated before an actual model. The study 
could thus have been painted by a later follower who 
sought to create a Rembrantesque effect with broad 
brushwork. 

Notes 
1. See the dendrochronology report by D r . Joseph 

B a u c h , Univers i ta t H a m b u r g , 29 N o v e m b e r 1977, i n the 
conservation files. 

2. Reports o f the analyses o f pigments are available i n the 

Scientif ic Research department (29 June 1994 and 1 A u g u s t 

!994)-

3. Graves 1914, 3: i o n , states that the picture was lent b y 
B u c k l e y to the 1882 Roya l A c a d e m y W i n t e r E x h i b i t i o n . 

4. M i c h e l 1893, 4 3 2 - 4 3 3 , lists the picture as s t i l l i n the 
possession o f Buckley . 

5. H d G 1907-1927, 6: 100, no. 174, cites this owner . 
6. T h e other three studies are: Head of an Old Man, panel , 

25 x 22 c m , M u s e e Bonna t , Bayonne (Bredius 1935, 303); 
Head of an Old Man, panel 24.5 x 20 c m , private col lect ion, 
E n g l a n d (Bredius 1935, 304); Head of an Old Man, panel 27 x 
22 c m , fo rmer ly W i l l i a m M c A n e e n y , De t ro i t (Bredius 1935, 
305). A n o t h e r s tudy o f the same man , also at tr ibuted to 
Rembrand t , is i n the M u s e o Nac iona le de Bellas Ar t e s , 
Buenos A i r e s (oil o n paper set d o w n o n panel , 22 x 16 cm). 

7. T h e op in ion was most recently expressed b y Rosen
berg and Sl ive 1966, 78. 

8. G e r s o n / B r e d i u s 1969, 573, no. 304. 
9. B a u c h 1966, 48, suggested that this sketch was based 

on Bredius 1935, 304, rather than on the pa in t ing o f Saint 

Matthew and the Angel i n the L o u v r e . 
10. V a n Regteren A l t e n a 1967, 7 0 - 7 1 . 
11. G e r s o n / B r e d i u s 1969, no. 305. 
12. T h e on ly other instance where a number o f studies 

f rom the same model b y Rembrand t and his workshop exist 
\s Head of a Young Jew f rom the 1640s (Bredius 1935,620-627) . 
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1942.9.63 (659) 

Follower of Rembrandt van Rijn 

Study of an Old Man 

probably late 17th century 
O i l o n oak, 28 x 21.5 (n ' /s x 8'/2) 
W i d e n e r C o l l e c t i o n 

Technical Notes: T h e support is a vert ical ly grained oak 
panel composed o f a single beveled board fitted w i t h its 
or ig inal strips o f w o o d to square off the beveled edges. D e n 
drochronology gives the panel a fel l ing date o f 1666. 1 A small 
vertical check i n the bo t tom edge has been repaired. A th in 
off-white g round , consis t ing p r imar i l y o f lead whi t e b o u n d 
i n o i l , is vis ible th rough t h in ly painted passages. 2 

T h e x-radiograph reveals the presence o f another portrai t , 
turned 180 degrees, l y i n g below the present portrai t (fig. 1). 
T h e earlier portrai t is par t ia l ly v is ib le through the sketchy 
unfinished beard. R a k i n g l ight reveals the outlines o f the 
image, a head w i t h a cap, smaller i n size than i n the current 
portrait . Cross-sections show no intermediate g round layer 
between the t w o paintings. 

Pa in t i n the present portrai t is appl ied t h i n l y , w i t h i m 
pasted h ighl ights , and hair cur ls incised w i t h the butt end 
of a b rush . T h e background was painted first w i t h a reserve 
left for the head. Pa in t loss is m i n i m a l : re touching is con
fined to the edges and abrasion is mino r . A moderately 
discolored varn ish is present. N o conservation has been car
r ied out since acquis i t ion . 

Provenance: ( D o w d e s w e l l and D o w d e s w e l l , London) ; sold 
1905 to Peter A . B . W i d e n e r , L y n n e w o o d H a l l , E l k i n s 
Park , Pennsy lvan ia ; inheri tance f rom Estate o f Peter A . B . 
W i d e n e r b y gift t h rough power o f appointment o f Joseph 
E . W i d e n e r , E l k i n s Park . 

Exhibited: Washington 1969, 18, no. 7. 

T H I S S T U D Y of an old bearded man with a sad, 
forlorn expression was acquired as a Rembrandt by 
Peter A . B. Widener from the London art market in 
1905. When Wilhelm Valentiner catalogued Wi
dener's paintings in 1913, he dated it about 1645 and 
emphasized the painting's "broad, powerful brush-
work and deep thoughtful expression which charac
terize the artist's later style.' Ensuing assessments, 
however, have been less enthusiastic. In most sub
sequent catalogues of Rembrandt's paintings the pic
ture has been doubted, rejected, or omitted entirely. 
Martin questioned the attribution as early as 1921, 
and, while Bredius included the picture in his 1935 
catalogue, he expressed his doubts in a note: "The 

F i g . 1. X - r a d i o g r a p h o f 1942.9.63, 
here s h o w n ups ide d o w n 




