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Marks, Inscriptions, and Distinguishing Features

Inscribed at lower right: RHL

Entry

In this, his earliest life-sized investigation of the human face,  Rembrandt van Rijn achieves a masterly rendition of his own appearance. Comparison with self-portraits (figs. 1

and 2) and portraits (fig. 3) of approximately the same time reveals the artist’s recognizable reddish-brown curly hair, dark eyes, bulbous nose, and full cheeks. The power behind

his interpretation, however, lies not only in his careful characterization of his own features, but also in his manipulation of the paint: the scratching into the surface to articulate the

curls hovering above his proper right shoulder and the stubble upon his jaw; the exposure of ground in the proper left cheek to achieve an e�ciently shadowed surface; the

thoughtful placement of highlights on the proper right nostril and the rounded edge of his tooth; and the use of the  technique in the proper right cheek to evoke a

sense of youthful, living flesh. As early as about 1629, the artist revealed the skills that will later assure his position as Amsterdam’s leading portraitist.
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Figure 1: Rembrandt van Rijn (Dutch, 1606–1669), Self-Portrait, 1629, oil on oak panel, 6-9/64 × 4-

23/32 in. Photo credit: Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY. Alte Pinakothek, Bayerische

Staatsgemäldesammlungen, Munich, Inv. 11427.

Figure 2: Rembrandt van Rijn (Dutch, 1606–1669), Self-Portrait, 1629, oil on oak panel, 35-5/16 ×

28-15/16 in. Isabella Stewart Garden Museum, Boston, P21N6.
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The superior charm of the Clowes painting, however, has not always been recognized. The art historian Abraham Bredius discovered the work in the collection of Countess

Eleonora Husarzewska (1866–1940) and Prince Andrzej Lubomirski (1862–1953) at Przeworsk and published it in 1897 as an authentic Rembrandt. The following year, in 1898, the

painting was included in the exhibition of Rembrandt’s work held in Amsterdam in honor of the inauguration of Queen Wilhelmina. Early twentieth-century catalogues of the artist’s

paintings, including those by Bredius, W.R. Valentiner, and Cornelis Hofstede de Groot, count it among the artist’s earliest self-portraits. Only in 1933, with the publication of Kurt

Bauch’s Die Kunst des jungen Rembrandt, was the attribution called into question due to its “wooden, expressionless” (hölzern-harte, ausdrucklose) handling, which reminded

Bauch of the work of Rembrandt’s student Isaac de Joudreville (1613–1648). Bauch posited that the Clowes painting was a copy after a lost original and thereby relegated it to a

small, secondary tier of other versions.  In 1966, however, after the painting had been cleaned, Bauch withdrew his doubts about its authorship.  Just three years later, in his revision

of Bredius’s catalogue, Horst Gerson proposed that the Clowes painting was executed after a prototype by Rembrandt’s close colleague and competitor Jan Lievens (1607–1674).

Investigations of the Rembrandt Research Project in 1972 and 1976 led Josua Bruyn and Simon Levie to conclude that the Clowes panel was a good copy after the smooth, carefully

executed version in Atami, Japan.  These findings were published in the first volume of A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings (Corpus) in 1982, with reservations about the attribution

noted by team member Ernst van de Wetering. Anthony Janson and A. Ian Fraser, in their 1980 catalogue of the highlights of the IMA collection, presented evidence to counter the

Rembrandt Research Project’s conclusion, emphasizing stylistic comparisons with self-portraits in Boston (see fig. 2), The Hague, and Amsterdam.  In 1981, IMA conservator David A.

Miller published the results of his technical research, proclaiming the painting’s authenticity through factors such as the monogram, buildup of paint, and variations in composition

beneath the surface.  Scholars hesitated to oppose the findings of the Rembrandt Research Project,  but hanging the Clowes painting as “attributed to Rembrandt” in the 1999–

2000 exhibition of the artist’s self-portraits clearly recalibrated the scale by which the work was measured.  The publication of the fourth volume of the Corpus in 2005 contained

an extensive corrigendum written by Van de Wetering that maintained the primacy of the Clowes panel.  The synthesis of technical and stylistic evidence presented in his entry has

ensured that subsequent literature upholds the historical attribution of the Clowes painting to Rembrandt.

The existence of several versions of this composition, in fact, has ultimately supported the renewed attribution to Rembrandt. The Corpus lists six other painted versions, making

it among the most copied of the artist’s self-portraits.  Its popularity as a model is not unexpected given the number of young artists in the master’s circle: his colleague Lievens

and his students Gerrit Dou (1613–1675) and De Joudreville, painters to whom at least one of the variations has been attributed at one point.  Among the most accomplished of

the versions are those in the MOA Museum in Atami and a private collection in Monte Carlo (formerly in the Saint-Saphorin collection and sold at auction in New York in 1996).

The appeal of the Atami painting as the primary version lies in similarities to another self-portrait in The Hague (fig. 4): the smooth surface, the minimal relief in the well-lit areas of

flesh; the application of pink to the highlights along the eye, nose, and lip; the scratching in the mustache; and the treatment of shadow on the proper left half of the face.  The

similarities between the Atami and Clowes versions resemble the correspondences between the paintings in The Hague and Nuremberg (fig. 5), which are similarly of almost exact

composition with slight variations in the application of paint. Recent discovery of a traced  beneath the surface of the Mauritshuis panel has led to varied conclusions.

In the opinion of Jørgen Wadum, the presence of this underdrawing suggests a traced copy by Dou after the master’s original in Nuremberg,  whereas Eric Jan Sluijter interprets

this underdrawing as a means for Rembrandt to achieve a stylistic variation (in a “smooth” style as opposed to his “rough” one) upon his earlier composition.  While this type of

evidence of  cannot assist in defining the relationship between the Clowes panel and the Atami version, changes beneath the surface of the former fundamentally

associate it with Rembrandt’s technique.

Figure 3: Jan Lievens (Dutch, 1607–1674), Portrait of Rembrandt, about 1628, oil on panel, 22-7/16 ×

17-19/32 in. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, On loan from a private collector, SK-C-1598.
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A thorough technical report of the Indianapolis panel was published by David A. Miller in 1981,  which contextualizes the painting within Rembrandt’s process. Miller notes

consistency between the Clowes panel and the artist’s technique of using an  of white lead and black  in the face’s lighter and middle tones. He also

observes that the artist deliberately left pockets of the ground exposed around the eyes and bridge of the nose, at the same time applying numerous layers of white paint in many

places, to achieve desired visual e�ects.  He also confirms that the “RHL” monogram (fig. 6) is contemporary with the rest of the painting.  More importantly, Miller discusses

di�erences in the X-radiographs of the Clowes painting and the MOA Museum panel that support the conclusion of the former being by Rembrandt’s hand. The X-radiograph (fig.

7) reveals that Rembrandt had originally positioned the beret more squarely on the sitter’s head, and that the proper left shoulder had once extended closer to the right edge of

the panel.  From Van de Wetering’s perspective, these changes were certainly made to enhance the e�ect of liveliness of the figure. No such changes can be found in the Atami

panel, which reinforces its likelihood as a copy.  Relatedly, Wadum has observed that the palette of the Atami painting is warmer than the Clowes painting, just as the Mauritshuis

panel—likely a copy—exhibits a more saturated coloring than its Nuremberg prototype.

Figure 4: Rembrandt van Rijn (studio copy) (Dutch, 1606–1669), Portrait of Rembrandt with a

Gorget, about 1629, oil on panel, 14-59/64 × 11-3/8 in. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY.

Mauritshuis, The Hague, The Netherlands, Inv. 148.

Figure 5: Rembrandt van Rijn (Dutch, 1606–1669), Self-Portrait, about 1629, oil on oak panel, 15-

3/64 × 12-13/64 in. Photo credit: Scala / Art Resource, NY. Germanisches, Nationalmuseum,

Nuremberg, GM391.
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Figure 6: Detail of monogram on Rembrandt van Rijn's Self-Portrait, Indianapolis Museum of Art at

Newfields, Courtesy of The Clowes Fund, C10063.

Figure 7: X-radiograph of Rembrandt van Rijn’s Self-Portrait, Indianapolis Museum of Art at

Newfields, Courtesy of The Clowes Fund, C10063.
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The considerable number of versions raises the issue of the original purpose of Rembrandt’s self-portraits.  Scholars have proposed motivations ranging from personal

expression to commodities for the market to the demonstration of the motions of the mind,  and these interpretations are not necessarily mutually exclusive.  Yet few writers have

addressed the particular place of the self-portrait as a teaching tool in the studio.  Given the fidelity of the various versions to a single model and the fairly consistent sizes of the

Atami painting and the copies auctioned by Leo Schidlof in 1928 (Corpus, copy no. 2) and found in Gatchina Palace north of St. Petersburg (Corpus, copy no. 4), it seems that the

Clowes panel was employed at least once in the studio as an aide to facilitate the acquisition of skills related to the construction of the face, modeling of physiognomy, and

manipulation of paint. In addition, the open mouth signals a gasp, sigh, or moment of speech that heightens the engagement between the sitter and viewer.  Clearly, Rembrandt

the sitter reacts to the presence of the viewer in an animated way. This responsiveness demonstrates the ability of Rembrandt the painter to depict a “liveliness of emotion,” which

was praised at just this time by the connoisseur Constantijn Huygens (1596–1687).  To so e�ectively capture fleeting facial expressions, Rembrandt must have observed himself in

the mirror. This type of performance was advocated by the painter-theorist Samuel van Hoogstraten (1627–1678), a student of Rembrandt in the 1640s, in his 1678 Inleyding tot de

Hooge Schoole der Schilderkonst: Anders de Zichtbaere Werelt (Introduction to the Academy of the Art of Painting: Otherwise Known as the Visible World). He writes that an

artist should “reshape himself entirely into an actor…in front of a mirror,” thereby permitting him to achieve emotive e�ects as “both exhibitor and beholder."  This added layer of

exploring “the motions of the mind” in some of his Leiden self-portraits circumvented the potential for creative stagnation, as the biographer Arnold Houbraken (1660–1719)

recognized.

And yet this painting does not function solely within the realm of portraiture.  The gorget, when measured against the clothing worn by the artist depicted in The Painter in His

Studio, indicates that Rembrandt has donned a costume for his role-playing.  Such theatrical accessories, visible in self-portraits beginning in about 1629 (see fig. 5), have clear

links to the striking dress often seen in his tronies (bust- or half-length character studies), a genre which Rembrandt helped to develop into an independent, marketable type during

his Leiden years.  Rembrandt’s tronies range in subject from the soldier to the “Oriental” (Old Testament patriarch) and aged figures, and they often incorporate animated faces

and dramatic contrasts of light and dark to portray an intended mood more e�ectively. Rembrandt’s shadowed eyes, interpreted by H. Perry Chapman in the realm of the self-

portrait as an indication of the melancholy associated with creativity, can here be viewed as a vehicle for expressive drama in the context of the tronie.  The Clowes panel, then,

encompasses the richness of Rembrandt’s Leiden period: a cultivated signature style, a gripping investigation of the self, and a hint of the exoticism that characterized his lauded

history paintings.
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