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Chapter 1. Introduction
 
 
Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn is among the world’s best-known and most esteemed Baroque painters. From a socio-historical perspective, his work was closely bound up with the Dutch Golden Age. At the same time, he was not merely a child of his era. He played a decisive role in shifting the Baroque style towards a distinctively thick, impasto handling of paint, a deliberately forceful play of light, and a heightened emphasis on facial expression, especially within history painting.
 
Born in the South Holland city of Leiden to a respectable middle-class family, the youngest child enjoyed certain privileges, including being spared a craft apprenticeship and attending the Latin school instead. Briefly enrolled at the excellent University of Leiden, Rembrandt realised early on that his passion lay in art, specifically in painting.
 
After completing two periods of training as a painter, he returned to Leiden, founded a workshop with Jan Lievens, and effectively began his productive career around 1625. Encouraged above all by Lievens, Rembrandt soon resolved not to imitate his masters but to pursue his own style. He swiftly established a striking chiaroscuro, expressive facial characterisation, and a tactile impasto, setting himself markedly apart from his contemporaries and rivals by as early as 1630.
 
His works brought him national attention. Owing to his connection with the art dealer Henrik Uylenburgh, a move to Amsterdam, the artistic and cultural epicentre, became unavoidable by the early 1630s. In collaboration with the dealer, Rembrandt’s prestige and fortune grew considerably. In 1634 he married Henrik’s cousin, Saskia van Uylenburgh.
 
The years of marriage were happy and highly productive, yet also overshadowed by the deaths of children. In 1641 Saskia gave birth to their son, Titus, but her own health suffered severely as a result. In 1642 she died after a year of illness. This was a devastating blow for Rembrandt, for Saskia was not only his wife and the mother of his only surviving son, but also his muse and the subject of many of his most beloved works.
 
Difficult years ensued. Buffeted both creatively and financially, due in part to his relationship with his housekeeper, Geertje Dircx, Rembrandt found himself in the early 1650s closer to the debtors’ prison than he would have wished.
 
He did not recover from these financial burdens, so from 1657 his house and possessions were sold at forced auction. Only through the efforts of his son Titus and his companion Hendrikje, who employed the ageing painter in the art dealership they had established, was Rembrandt able to find his way back to painting.
 
Although the art market had changed by then, his late work aroused international enthusiasm. The Sicilian patron Antonio Ruffo, for example, acquired, among other works, the brilliant ‘Aristotle with a Bust of Homer’.
 
Over the centuries Rembrandt’s oeuvre has met with a divided reception, but ultimately this did not prevent the Dutchman from securing his deserved place alongside the greatest in the pantheon of painting. Today his works are represented worldwide, and he is regarded as a national hero in his homeland.

Chapter 2. Family, Childhood and Youth (1606–1620)
 
 
Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn was born on 15 July 1606 in the historic university city of Leiden, South Holland. He was the second youngest child of Harmen Gerritszoon van Rijn and Neeltgen Willemsdochter van Zuytbrouck. Rembrandt’s given name, unusual for the time and one that quickly imparted to the boy a sense of distinctiveness, coincided with two pieces of good fortune: the place and the period of his birth.
 
Throughout the seventeenth century the Netherlands experienced an economic and social efflorescence (the so-called ‘Golden Age’), during which art and culture flourished on an unprecedented scale, leaving an enduring imprint on neighbouring European nations. This development was preceded by the successful secession of the seven Dutch provinces from Spanish rule, prompted in part by Spain’s prohibition of Calvinism. The provinces then joined together to form the Republic of the Seven United Netherlands and rose to become the world’s leading maritime and commercial power.
 
The Dutch Republic distinguished itself by expansive freedom of religion and movement (remarkable by European standards), which exerted a powerful attraction on the persecuted and on merchants from across the globe. The combination of vigorous intellectual and mercantile immigration with a state policy that was, for its day, almost laissez-faire fostered a bourgeois stratum flush with new capital and eager for influence.
 
Rembrandt’s family broadly belonged to this milieu. Both parents traced their lineage to long-established Leiden families: his father to a milling dynasty in its fourth generation, his mother to an equally prosperous tradition of baking. The external conditions of the time had, above all, increased the profitability of milling. During the war years, South Holland’s millers, taking advantage of the turmoil, secured large quantities of grain at favourable prices, which they later sold to considerable profit in the subsequent years of drought and reconstruction.
 
Accordingly, the van Rijns stood within a craft tradition that all children were expected to follow without demur. Rembrandt was the exception. At seven he was sent to the Latin school and, at fourteen (thus in 1620), was matriculated at Leiden University to study philology and philosophy. What may seem an early start today conformed to the educational ideal articulated by Erasmus of Rotterdam.
 
Leiden University, the oldest in the Netherlands, offered everything an ambitious humanist could desire. Hallmarking the institution’s ethos was the humanist orientation of its scholars, yielding for seventeenth-century Europe an unusual symbiosis of theology and philology. Lectures on the Old Testament were interpreted not literally but in moral terms, a shift in biblical understanding that was, among other factors, fundamental to the dawning Enlightenment.

Chapter 3. Painterly Training in Leiden and Amsterdam (1620–1624)
 
 
Regardless of the institutional excellence displayed by Leiden University, Rembrandt could muster little enthusiasm for his studies. Even then the youth felt an irrepressible urge to paint, one that could not be satisfied by any other means. His parents recognised this passion, took it seriously, and acquiesced. Following his withdrawal from the university, the exact date of which remains unknown, he was apprenticed to the painter Jacob Isaacsz van Swanenburgh.
 
Even during the three years of training with van Swanenburgh, the boy showed that his inner drive did not spring from adolescent turbulence. It rested on a talent whose cultivation promised great potential.
 
The van Swanenburghs were among Leiden’s most respected families. The painter’s father had once served as mayor. The master had trained in Italy and, alongside architectural painting, also focused on depictions of Hell, strongly influenced by Hieronymus Bosch and Pieter Bruegel.
 
Painterly training at the time required that the apprentice copy the master’s works in the workshop, imitate his style, and on that basis produce pieces of his own. Rembrandt mastered the technical foundations in no time and learned from the master how essential facial expression was in history painting. The master’s preference for representations of biblical eternal damnation also compelled Rembrandt to study fire and the play of light and shade within it. He would later perfect this interplay and make it his hallmark.
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