Rembrandt and Tiny Things

    Rembrandt made many self-portraits over his lifetime, more than many other great artists in history. Over time, Rembrandt's self-portrait style changed from idealized, to out-of-character, and then to serious.

    1629. Rembrandt's nose is in actuality huge. Not so in his 1629 oil self-portrait (c14). In it, Rembrandt wears a very slick feather hat, a gold chain (one that didn't really exist), and a very cool demeanor. Rembrandt presents himself as a painter, somewhat to emulate (and out-do) Van Dyck and his stylish self-portraits. The attention to detail in this small painting is astonishing. The brush strokes are evident only upon very, very close examination.

   The 1528-29 (c13) tiny self-portrait of Rembrandt explores the limits of idealization. The face is much more elongated and the nose is less wide than later portraits. The expression is on guard and non-emotional. The image is created by tying together long pen strokes. Shading is not as prevalent. This is the sort of picture that Rembrandt creates before he makes a final copy of a large painting, piecing together parts - eyes, eyebrows, faces, hands - into a complete whole.

    Small dabs in a 1930 self-portrait etching create a very serious, yet more realistic, Rembrandt (c15). Not much shade appears. For such a small portrait, shading would have been somewhat more tedious (also with an etching format) and perhaps not made a good portrait.

    Rembrandt sometimes portrayed himself as having certain undesirable (for those times, and, for the most part, for today) qualities. One such image is a black and white (etched) portrait of himself as a beggar in "Beggar Seated on a Bank". (c25) He looks extremely bedraggled. The lines themselves create an effect. The shading combined with the long lines create a very realistic beggar, for a portrait that's only a few inches tall and wide.

    "Self Portrait in a Beret", in red chalk (c80) is a realistic, detailed portrait of Rembrandt with a serious expression in the space of 129x119mm. In "Rembrandt by Himself", White comments: "The beret is depicted in quite minute detail with a finely pointed chalk, while the shoulders are sketched boldly and part of the chest is drawn in wide sweeps of the same - now blunt - piece of chalk."1 Even with such a small area, Rembrandt shaded the face and the hat: "The beret casts light shadows over the eyes, which fix the viewer with a penetrating gaze. The play of light is accentuated by the contrast between the open areas in the nose and right cheek and the darker parts of the beret."2
    In his 1639 "Self-Portrait Leaning on a Stone Still" (81), Rembrandt portrays himself as a middle-aged, relaxed and wealthy man, exactly the opposite of his 1630 portrait. Contrary to most of his self-portraits, there is no strong sense of a lighting direction, as in the beggar portrait, where the left side is dark and the right side is light. In the 1639 portrait, Rembrandt is very serious. In 1630, he is bedraggled and looks very sad. The pen style reflects the expression. In 1630, the lines are haywire in most places. In 1639, they are orderly and perfect. As Rembrandt gets older, more and more of his portraits will look like the 1630 beggar "self-portrait".

    Rembrandt's 1648 "Self-Portrait by a Window" (c213) is a picture of Rembrandt drawing a picture. He is looking at the viewer as if he means to sketch him or her. Perhaps he is looking at "himself", thus creating a paradoxical mirror. He couldn't have copied his portrait before it was complete, but yet that is what he appears to be doing. This drypoint portrait is thickly rendered by many lines. More darkness is created by more lines in the same spot. The shading creates both a lighting effect (light coming from the window) and a delineating effect that makes Rembrandt's face stand out from the table. The choice of hat and the realistic portrayal of himself is very unusual for Rembrandt's self-portraits. Usually he likes to idealize himself in his self-portraits.

    The 1658 oil self-portrait, (c214) of Rembrandt is distinctly different than his paintings 40 years ago. There are differences in shading, brush style, pose, and garment. In this painting, as opposed to Rembrandt's meticulous "self-portrait in a Plumed Hat" (1629), the brush strokes are huge in comparison. The light source is also very different. In the earlier portrait, the light source comes from the side and mostly illuminates the face. Now, it comes from the viewer's direction and illuminates Rembrandt's entire body. The pose and expression on Rembrandt's face is also incredibly different.

    In the earlier portrait, Rembrandt looks at the viewer with an (almost) comical expression of surprise. In the later self-portrait, Rembrandt is extremely grim. Garment has also changed

is also radically changed. Before, Rembrandt was pretending to be a "new" Rubens, wearing a gold chain that he didn't really have and a very slick greenish-brown capsule. Now, in 1658, there are no gold chains, only a bunch of robes wrapping Rembrandt's body. Rembrandt now has a walking stick. His facial proportions are no longer idealized, as they were before. As will be ascertained next, not just Rembrandt's oil painting or self-portrait style changed, but his entire art style.

    What brought about this change over the course of Rembrandt's life? Several factors can explain it: Rembrandt's inability to make money (caused mostly by his changing style), perhaps a desire not to repeat what he had already done, or maybe just a changing impression of how much Rembrandt really could accomplish by increasing the detail level and working on the same painting many long hours. Looking at Rembrandt's more and more unconventional approach to commissions, one can deduct that Rembrandt's patience level (for both conventions and drawn out paintings) was getting lower and lower.

    A simple turn of the pen creates a head. Two daubs create a cow. Many details of huge landscapes packed into a tiny picture is the way in which Rembrandt operates as a young man. As Rembrandt progressed through time, his paintings of landscapes became less and less detailed but also more refined. Early on, only a few distinct pen-strokes mattered, but later, every line created a difference in the picture.

    Rembrandt most often created landscapes that matched the theme of his own country. One theme that he especially used over and over was that of a thatched cottage. "Thatched Cottages with Figures" (1635-1640) is one such landscape. It is created as many later pictures: there are not that many lines in this landscape. The landscape shows a large thatched cottage and a pen-man, a character that is created with a couple simple geometric figures, but looks like a man, next to it. There isn't any shade or detail in the landscape. The texture is not applied the same everywhere, which is an interesting aspect of this drawing. The roof is created by many squiggly, curly lines (much like Rembrandt's hair in his self-portraits), and the rest of the cottage is created by mostly straight lines.

    One of the most complicated and detailed pictures is called "The Three Trees" (1643, c121). It is difficult to immediately see the details of this etching because there is a lot of background noise-- it is very "thickly" etched. The bushes, the trees, and the sky create a lot of blackness in the picture. The main scene is three enormous trees on the right and a very distant view of the landscape to the left.

    In "Rembrandt as an Etcher", White says, "Having recovered from the effect of grandeur of the scene in the etching, one begins to notice the wealth of natural and human detail."3 The details are there but hidden: the first thing that one sees are two fishermen near a lake. One stands and one is sitting. Then, one either spies cows in the field or a wagon beyond the trees with a man sitting next to it. There is a man near the trees with some sort of pole (is he fishing too?) next to a wagon pulled by a horse. There is another man on the nearby hill possibly singing a song with his flute.

    If one examines closer, several windmills and farmhouses can be seen in the distance, as well as a few more cows and people. There is also a flock of seagulls in the skies. "The Three Trees" creates a feeling of a very large and relaxed environment.

    Rest on the Flight into Egypt (oil, 1630s, c112) is a very dark yet somewhat amusing scene of several people sitting at a campfire with a cow nearby and a person approaching. The campfire is in between a large forest and a plain. On a forested cliff nearby looms a dark citadel. There are two sources of light: one projects from the moon and the other from the campfire. The citadel's masonry can be clearly distinguished from the forest by the way the moonlight glimmers off of it.

    There are several rocks sprinkled in the plains, one of which is actually a cow upon further examination. The cow's texture and light reflection qualities are the same as those of the rocks and somewhat the trees, while the people by the campfire (and somewhat the person approaching to the campfire) is of a different texture. The people are much more detailed, both in color, in brush detail, and in accurate lighting than the rest of the scene. Both the water and the sky are, in contrast to the people by the campfire, quickly rendered with broad brush strokes. In fact, a tiny color variation and the position in the painting mark the only differences between the water and the sky.

    There are four distinct texture styles in this painting: that of the sky and water, the castle and the trees, the rocks/cow, and the people. The textures are directly related to their thematic significance in the painting. The people create the "drama", the rocks/cow creates a feeling of desolateness, the trees and the castle create a dark, scary mood, while the sky and the water create a void to buffer and enhance the visual appeal of the rest of the painting.

    Schama says, "Six's Bridge, done in 1645 (it was said by the first cataloguer of his prints, Francois-Edme Gersaint) on a wager that he could complete the composition in the time it took Six's servant to go to the village for mustard and get back to the house."4 Six's Bridge is indeed done in less detail than, for instance, The Three Trees, but it is done with precision. Almost always, every line that Rembrandt draws on the surface is purposeful and not just filler. In "Six's bridge", there is a low bridge over what appears to be a shallow pond. On the bridge is what appears to be a man and a woman looking out in the distance. Near them is a small sailboat. One can see a wagon and another person sitting on the road in the distance, and a lighthouse and another boat in the distance. Every line of these details is critical - if it is drawn differently, either nothingness or something other than intended is inferred.

    In "Winter Landscape" (pen/ink 1649), Rembrandt stoops to the lowest level. This so-called drawing of a country house, a fence, some farm equipment, and a windmill in the distance is nothing more than at most 40 brush strokes. Each ;one denotes some aspect of the terrain, however. Even the texture of the roofs indicate the presence of "snow" on white paper, since thatched roofs without snow look much different. The trees and the sides of the house are smudged by Rembrandt to further differentiate the snowy rooftop from the rest of the house, perhaps after realizing the unintentional snow effect Rembrandt caused.

    From "Winter Landscape" to "Landscape with Trees", every picture that Rembrandt makes has thought put into it, whether subconscious or not, even if that picture is just a set of scribbles. Perhaps qualities that can be inferred from Rembrandt are impatience and obsession in his painting. Perhaps those same qualities create the tendency to often do something different in his painting and often create new effects in the history of art?

Notes

1, 2 Rembrandt by himself. Page 161, first paragraph.

3 Rembrandt as an Etcher. Page 220, second paragraph.

4 Rembrandt's Eyes 534, second paragraph.
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