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For Rembrandt as for Shakespeare, all the world was
indeed a stage, and he knew in exhaustive detail the tac-
tics of its performance: the strutting and mincing; the
wardrobe and the face paint; the full repertoire of ges-
ture and grimace; the flutter of hands and the roll of the
eyes; the belly laugh and the half-stifled sob. He knew
what it looked like to seduce, to intimidate, to wheedle,
and to console; to strike a pose or preach a sermon; to
shake a fist or uncover a breast; how to sin and how to
atone; how to commit murder and how to commit sui-
cide. No artist had ever been so fascinated by the fash-
ioning of personae, beginning with his own. No painter
ever looked with such unsparing intelligence or such
bottomless compassion at our entrances and our exits
and the whole rowdy show in between.

More than three centuries after his death, Rem-
brandt remains the most deeply loved of all the great
masters of painting, his face so familiar to us from the
self-portraits painted at every stage in his life, yet still
so mysterious. As with Shakespeare, the facts of his
life are hard to come by: the Leiden miller’s son who
briefly found fame in Amsterdam, whose genius was
fitfully recognized by his contemporaries, who fell
into bankruptcy and died in poverty. So there is prob-
ably no painter whose life has engendered more leg-
ends, nor to whom more unlikely pictures have been
attributed (a process now undergoing rigorous rever-
sal). Rembrandt’s Eyes, about which Simon Schama
has been thinking for more than twenty years, shows
that the true biography of Rembrandt is to be discov-
ered in his pictures. Through a succession of superbly
incisive descriptions and interpretations of Rem-
brandt’s paintings threaded into this narrative, he
allows us to see Rembrandt’s life clearly and to think
about it afresh.

But this book moves far beyond the bounds of con-
ventional biography or art history. With extraordi-
nary imaginative sympathy, Schama conjures up the
world in which Rembrandt moved—its sounds,
smells, and tastes as well as its politics; the influences
on him of the wars of the Protestant United Provinces
against Spain, of the extreme Calvinism of his native
Leiden, of the demands of patrons and the ambitions
of contemporaries; the importance of his beloved
Saskia and, after her death (Rembrandt was later
forced to sell her grave, so complete was his ruin), of
his mistress Hendrickje Stoffels; and, above all, the
profound effect on him of the great master of the
immediately preceding generation, the Catholic
painter from Antwerp, Peter Paul Rubens: “the
prince of painters and the painter of princes” \
whom Rembrandt was obsessed for the first part of




1j0C
Civic Center New Booke
759. 9492 REMBRANDT

Schama, Simon
Rembrandt’s eyes
31111019275393




II = |

""'.'rT"'L" .{'_'. ,:P “r =) _'.Hh‘u

g
|l|| 1 '.'||
"l | nc ‘ = J hl

-|I |J :U- R
—FIJ_-I]H“ ' szl‘ : ?_ ILI”‘-

_'._|| I fl

. I| ‘lll h- qi _q-l:l !
|I vl R

| (=
o DR
] L
















REMBRANDT'S EVES

SimoN ScHama





































CHAPTER ONE - THE QUIDDITY

i s Hertogenbosch, 1629

fter thirty salvos the cannon were obliged to cool off. So perhaps it

was then that Constantijn Huygens thought he heard nightingales

fluting over the artillery.” The windows in the headquarters of
Frederik Hendrik, the Prince of Orange, commanded a remote but pan-
oramic prospect of the siege. Had he been asked, Huygens would have been
in a perfect position to draft one of those grandiose bird’s-eye views of the
operations of war, engraved to document the commander’s genius, his wor-
thiness to be remembered as the equal of Alexander or Scipio. Some liked
to describe such scenes as theaters of valor. And to an eye as literary as
Huygens’s, the distant view from his tower chamber might well have
seemed like a great masque, blazing with pyrotechnics and noisy with the
work of contraptions; a flamboyance of banners. But he also knew that for
all its appearance of a rout, such festive parades were actually conducted
according to a strict program: first the pipers and drummers; then horses,
fantastically caparisoned; then mountebanks and men in lion skins; the
pasteboard dolphins and dragons; and finally triumphal cars a lantique,
pulled by garlanded oxen or the occasional camel.

This, however, was quite different: the appearance of a plan, the reality
of chaos. Distance did not lend reason to the proceedings. There was much
frantic hithering and thithering like rats in a storm. Mounted cuirassiers
and harquebusiers would venture periodic sallies into the smoke, cantering
over the gory wreckage of men and horses, discharging their carbines opti-
mistically against the outer forts. Beyond them, in the low, wet ground,
sappers crept tentatively through the trenches, understandably nervous of
being hit by their own men’s fire. And then there were those amidst the
action who did nothing lively: who snored with their heads propped
against a drum, threw dice, smoked a pipe, or, if they had been particularly
unfortunate, swung from a discouraging gibbet. Every so often, at dusk, a
mortar-launched grenade would snake into the inky light, find a rooftop

in the city, and a small blossom of vermilion fire would unfurl in the
Dog Star sky.
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The junior of the two secretaries attending on the Prince of Orange,
Constantijn Huygens was spending much of his time, day and night, deci-
phering coded intercepts taken from the Spanish and Flemish troops inside
the besieged cathedral town of s Hertogenbosch. When Frederik Hendrik
commended him for his aptitude in this craft, Huygens, who had been
expressly trained in the cipher while studying law at Leiden University,
shrugged off the compliment. It was, he said, with cavalier modesty, “mere
donkey work,” mysterious only to those who had not been initiated into
the art.* The truth was thart it was sleepless toil, and Huygens later con-
fessed to being proud of having deciphered every enemy document that had
come his way. But occasionally he would allow himself a little variety, tak-
ing his goose quill and writing poems in Latin, Dutch, or French in his ele-
gant hand, the tails from his v’s flicking like a whip, white fingers gliding
over the sheet, a fine spray of white sand tossed on the paper when he was
done to dry the dark and dainty lines.

This was 1629: the sixtieth summer of the war for the
Netherlands. One hundred twenty-eight thousand and seventy-seven men
were in arms for the service of the Dutch Republic.’ The country which
some foreigners supposed phlegmatic (even when they were busy enough
buying munitions from its arms dealers) had been marshalled into an
immense, bristling garrison. Dray horses, better used to being tethered to
hay wagons, were now harnessed into teams of twenty or thirty to pull field
guns and cannon. Troopers, many of them foreigners cursing in English,
Schwytzertiitsch, or French, packed the alehouses so tight that regulars
were forced to roost with the pigeons on stoops and benches. Twenty-eight
thousand of this mighty army had been mustered before ’s Hertogenbosch,
right in the heart of Brabant, the province of both Huygens’s and the
Prince’s ancestors. Since May they had been laboring to take the cathedral
city from the two-thousand-odd defenders holding it for the Habsburg
Archduchess Isabella in Brussels and for her nephew King Philip IV of
Spain. But the siege which had begun in the airy brightness of spring had,
by the grav, sodden summer, turned into thankless, slogging work.

The military governor of ’s Hertogenbosch had flooded the low fields in
front of his earthwork defenses, turning them into an impassable quagmire.
Frederik Hendrik’s English engineers, using portable horse-driven mills,
would pump them dry, and the cumbersome machinery of the army would
once again crank itself up for an artempted attack on the outer line of forts.
Captains of pikemen and musketeers would make their dispositions.
Armor would be burnished, sabers whetted at the grindstone. Sparks
would fly. Some effort would be made to scrape at least one layer of the
caked brown and yvellow grime from the surgeons’ tables. But then the
army would awake before dawn to a July downpour that continued for
days, dissolving strategy into a broth of streaming water and treacly mud.
In the rear of the soldiers, a train of hangers-on remained encamped in the
sopping mire, more numerous than the troops, a great fairground without
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pies: wives and whores, seamstresses and laundrywomen; babes at the tit
and snot-nosed urchins picking pockets or throwing back tankards of beer;
vermin-catchers; piss-gazing quacks; bonesetters; plume-hatted sutlers
demanding a king’s ransom for a stony crust; tapsters; hurdy-gurdy men;
half-wild dogs rooting for bones; and bedraggled lousy vagabonds who
simply stood about, hollow-eyed and watchful, like gulls at the stern of a
herring boat, drawn to the leavings.

It was mid-August before the ground was dry enough for the Prince to
move forward. But by this time a diversionary army of ten thousand Span-
ish, Italian, and German soldiers had invaded the eastern frontier provinces
of the Republic with the obvious aim of forcing Frederik Hendrik to break
off the siege. Reports arrived from the countryside of the usual enormities:
violated women; animals taken and butchered on the hoof; gangs of dis-
traught villagers fleeing into the woods or rowing grimly into the bull-
rushes. The Prince’s wife, Amalia van Solms, fearing that her headstrong
husband might yet be a victim of his obstinacy, had a scholar-poet write a
Latin poem in the manner of Ovid’s heroic odes, directed at “Frederik Hen-
drik who, with too much steadfastness, fights right beneath the walls of
's Hertogenbosch. ™

But the Prince, a small, stubborn man with sharply trimmed mustaches
and a brisk, zealous air, was unmoved. Was he not, like Joshua, known to
the people as “the Conqueror of Cities”?’ Whatever it took, and however
long it took, he would have his city. He would watch the papist bishop and
all the monks and nuns depart with the humiliating courtesies due to the
vanquished. Though he was no Calvinist fanatic, Frederik Hendrik still
believed it proper that the Cathedral of St. John be cleansed of Catholic
idolatry. The painful memory of the surrender of Breda, his father’s city,
four years before would be somewhat assuaged. For Frederik Hendrik, the
capture of s Hertogenbosch was not simply another trophy in the inter-
minable carnage of the war. It was meant to demonstrate conclusively to
the Spanish Habsburgs that they had no choice but to accept, uncondition-
ally, the sovereignty and liberty of the Protestant Republic of the United
Netherlands.

So the business of the siege began in earnest and men began
to die behind the bastions and in the greasy clay. The konijnen, the coneys,
burrowed away in the choking darkness, undermining the enemy’s earth-
works, setting slow fuses, and praying that they be preserved from the
countermines arriving from the opposite direction. Above them, in the
open ground, limbs were splintered by gunfire or hacked off on the trestles
of the sawbones. Within the claustrophobic city, the common people were
caught amidst scorched timber and mounds of smashed brick. In the
chapels of the Gothic church of St. John, tapers were lit for the intercession
of the Virgin. May Our Lady bring a speedy deliverance. . . .
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ii Leiden, 1629

Rembrandt had taken to painting himself in armor. Not
the full body suit. No one except cuirassiers, who were vulnerable to being
jabbed by pikemen below the crupper, went in for that anymore. But every
so often Rembrandt liked to wear his gorget. It was a hinged collar-piece,
covering the base of the neck, collarbone, and upper back, and it looked
good lying below a wound silken stock or scarf; a touch of steel lest he be
thought too much the dandy. It was not that he was about to report for
duty, even though, at twenty-three, he was of an age to serve in the mihta,
especially since an older brother had had a disabling accident at the mill.
But this was social armor, military chic, not unlike the studiously worn
fatigues affected by twentieth-century politicians gone sedentary, or the
flak jackets of the urban paratrooper. Rembrandt’s gorget with its glinting
studs gave him the bearing of a soldier without the obligations.

And then, quite suddenly, peril chilled the summer. In early August
1629, to general consternation, the city of Amersfoort, not forty miles from
Amsterdam, had fallen to the invading imperial army with scarcely a shot
fired in anger. Worse, the trembling city fathers had opened their gates to
the Italian and German soldiers, who swiftly set about reconsecrating its
churches to the Virgin. Censers swung. Nones and complines were sung.
The panic would not last long. A lightning counterattack on the imperial
citadel at Wesel had surprised the garrison at dawn and cut off the Catholic
army from its rear, dooming the whole invasion to sorry retreat.

But while it lasted, the sense of crisis was real enough. Companies of
part-time militia—brewers and dyers, men who, for as long as anyone
could remember, had done nothing more threatening than parade around
on Sundays in fancy boots and gaudy sashes, or who shot at wooden par-
rots atop a pole—were now being sent to frontier towns in the east. There
they were supposed to relieve the professional troops for active combat in
the embattled theaters of war. On the surface, much seemed the same.
There was still stockfish and butter for the table. Students at the university
still slept through lectures on Sallust and got tight in the evenings, braying
at the fastened shutters of the respectable. But the war had not bypassed
Leiden altogether. Propaganda prints reminding citizens, in literally graphic
detail, of the horrors endured when the towns of Holland were themselves
besieged fifty years earlier issued from patriotic presses. Students enrolled
in the school of military engineering were required to make wooden models
of fortifications and gun emplacements. Some were even taken to the bat-
tlefield in Brabant to see if their notions could stand the test of fire. On the
Galgewater and the Oude Rijn, barges rode low at the waterline, their
holds crammed with morion helmets and partisans alongside crates of
turnips and barrels of beer.

orrosiTe: Rembrandt,
Self-portrait in a Gorget,
c. 1629. Panel, 38 x

30.9 cm. Nuremberg,
Germanisches

Nationalmsem



bl

REMBRANDT S EYES 8

So it suited Rembrandt to get himself up as a military person. Of
course, a “person” in the seventeenth century meant a persona: a guise or
role assumed by an actor. Rembrandt was playing his part, and the deep
shadow and rough handling of his face complicate the mask, suggest the
struggling fit between the role and the man. No painter would ever under-
stand the theatricality of social life as well as Rembrandt. He saw the actors
in men and the men in the actors. Western art’s first images of stage life—
the dressing room and the wardrobe—came from his hand. But Rem-
brandt’s drama did not stop at the stage door. He also painted historical
figures and his own contemporaries in their chosen personae, rehearsing
their allotted manners as if before an audience. And he cast himself in
telling bit parts—the executioners of St. Stephen and Christ; a scared sailor
on the churning Sea of Galilee—and just occasionally in a significant lead:
the Prodigal Son, whoring in a tavern.® For Rembrandt as for Shakespeare,
all the world was indeed a stage, and he knew in exhaustive detail the tac-
tics of its performance: the strutting and mincing; the wardrobe and the
face paint; the full repertoire of gesture and grimace; the flutter of hands
and the roll of the eyes; the belly laugh and the half-stifled sob. He knew
what it looked like to seduce, to intimidate, to wheedle, and to console; to
strike a pose or preach a sermon; to shake a fist or uncover a breast; how to
sin and how to atone; how to commit murder and how to commit suicide.
No artist had ever been so fascinated by the fashioning of personae, begin-
ning with his own. No painter ever looked with such unsparing intelligence
or such bottomless compassion at our entrances and our exits and the
whole rowdy show in between.

So here is the greatest trouper who never trod the boards playing
Youngman Corporal, his I-mean-business gorget belied by the soft fringed
collar falling over the studded metal, the slightly arched, broken eyebrow
line (absent from the copy in The Hague), the deep set of the right eye, and
the half-shadowed face, sabotaging the bravura, hinting at the vulnerability
beneath the metal plate: the mortal meeting the martial. There is a touch
too much humanity here to carry off the show. The light reveals a full,
mobile mouth, the lips highlit as if nervously licked; large, liquid eyes; a
great acreage of cheek and chin; and, planted in the center of his face, the
least aquiline nose in seventeenth-century painting.

And then there is the liefdelok, the lovelock trailing over his left shoul-
der. Huygens, who would never be accused of indulging in frivolous exhibi-
tionism, had written a long poem satirizing the outlandish fashions affected
by the young in The Hague: slashed breeches, over-the-shoulder capes, and
flying knee ribbons.” But flamboyantly long hair was being singled out by
the Calvinist preachers as an especial abomination in the sight of the Lord.
Rembrandt evidently paid none of this any heed. He must have taken great
pains with his lovelock—also known from its origins in the French court as
a cadenette—since of course it took immense care to produce the required
effect of carelessness. The hair had to be cut asymmetrically, the top of the
lock kept full while its body was thinned to taper along its length, ending in
the gathered and separated strands.
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And yert the picture is quite free of vain self-satisfaction. Rembrandt
looks at himself in the glass, already committed to catching the awkward
truth, trying to fix the point at which temerity is shadowed by trepidation,
virile self-possession unmanned by pensive anxiety. He is Hamlet in Hol-
land, an inward-outward persona, a poet in heavy metal, the embodiment
of both the active and the contemplative life, someone whom Huygens was
bound to commend.

il s Hertogenbosch, 1629

From his timbered quarters in the village of Vught, south
of the town, Huygens must have heard the smack of the forty-eight-pound
balls as they punched into the earthworks, sending up eruptions of dirt in
which could be glimpsed rocks, palisading, and the occasional small ani-
mal. But it was a test of the true Christian stoic to remain studious amidst
commotion. So Huygens stopped his ears to the din and began to write his
autobiography.® He was only thirty-three years old, but this might be
counted middle-aged; he was certainly old enough to reflect on his educa-
von and his extended apprenticeship in the world of public affairs. His
father, Christiaan, in his own time secretary to the first Stadholder, William
of Orange, had made the formation of his two sons as virtitosi his dearest
project. To be a paragon-in-training meant starting early. Constantijn had
been taught the viol at six, Latin grammar and the lute at seven. As the
schooling proceeded, it added logic and rhetoric at twelve, Greek at thir-
teen, mathematics, ancient philosophy, history, law, and, throughout the
years, a solid dose of sound Christian doctrine as laid down by the doctors
of the Reformed Church.

And like all adepts of the liberal arts, Huygens had been assigned a
drawing master. It was a commonplace of polite education, as the author of
an English drawing manual put it, that the arts were “a polisher of imbred
rudenesse and our informity, and a curer of many diseases our minds are
subject unto.”” And while no one ever accused Huygens of coarseness, he
was, even when young, prone to bouts of melancholy. To those who might
have read Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, this might suggest that
the man had depths to fathom; to others, though, it indicated an errant
imagination and an excess of black bile. Though artists were notorious for
falling into the dark humor, the discipline of drawing was thought to set
this to rights. In any case, picturing ran in Huygens’s blood. His mother was
Susanna Hoefnagel of Antwerp, niece of the great Joris Hoefnagel, whose
topographical views of cities and miniatures of all the known beasts and
insects of the world had been judged so fine that they had won him honor
and riches from the likes of the Dukes of Bavaria and the Holy Roman
Emperor.’® Susanna had hoped that cither Joris’s son, Jacob Hoefnagel, or
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her neighbor the graphic artist Jacques de Gheyn II, who had worked for
the Stadholder’s court and himself been a prolific sketcher of spiders and
sycamores and the like, might take on Constantijn. But Jacob Hoefnagel
was too busy in Vienna editing and profiting from his father’s celebrity, and
de Gheyn declared he had no inclination for the work. Instead de Gheyn
nominated Hendrik Hondius, an engraver and publisher whom Huygens
remembered, a little complacently perhaps, as “a good man, whose easy-
going character made him a fine teacher for us well-brought up young
men.”"" From Hondius Huygens learned anatomy and perspective; how to
delineate the forms of trees and mountains; and, since this was another of
Hondius’s specialities, the design and construction of fortifications.'*

To be an educated amateur—a lover of art, a kunstliefhebber—was one
thing; to paint for a living quite another. It was inconceivable that someone
with Huygens’s family background and prospects should entertain
thoughts of becoming a professional painter. Oils, wrote Henry Peacham,
the instructor of noble amateurs, were unfit for gentlemen, being likely to
stain your apparel and rob you of time.”? Instead, Huygens would add the
graceful practice of miniatura—watercolors—to the long list of his courtly
accomplishments: theorbo, guitar, calligraphy, dancing, and riding. Occa-
sionally, to maintain and perfect his drawing, he might take a sketchbook,
a tafelet, out to the countryside and make pictures of trees, flowers, or even
a figure or two.™* He could even make something of a game out of this
miniaturization of the world, engraving ingenious devices and inscriptions
into the shells of hazelnuts and sending them as pieces of wit to his good
friends."

But there was another duty incumbent on a secretary to the Prince of
Orange for which a sound education in drawing was an indispensable
preparation. True gentility in the early seventeenth century required not
just a flourish of the rapier or the confident setting of one leg at an angle to
the other, contrapposto, just so. It also asked that a gentleman be a kenner,
literally a know-all, a connoisseur. True kenners were not just men who
advanced opinions that were little more than prejudices, or the parroted
fancies of their seniors; they were men whose taste had been formed by dis-
ciplined practice and by study; by looking and doing, preferably in Italy. “It
is not enough for an uninformed Gentleman to behold [the arts| with a vul-
gar eye—but he must be able to distinguish them and tell who and what
they be.”™ A connoisseur worth his mettle ought to be able to make fear-
less separations berween superior and inferior talents. He would know the
best of painting because he had himself experienced the difficulty of mak-
ng it.

Huygens’s teacher, Hondius, had a line of engraved reproductions of
the works of the masters of northern European art—Holbein, Diirer, and
Bruegel—in his shop in The Hague, and there Huygens could have
browsed the albums and played the critic. Although Jacques de Gheyn had
not wanted to be his tutor, his son, Jacques de Gheyn 111, also destined to be
an artist, though an unproductive one, was Constantijn’s friend-next-door.
From the beginning, then, he was involved in the world of public imagery
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and would have subscribed to the truism that the arts
were a glory for the Netherlands, to be cultivated and
encouraged. Hondius had himself published an alle-
gorical engraving on The Fortunate State of the
Netherlands in which, beneath a palm of victory, a
painter sat sketching in the company of the liberal
arts, doing his bit for the free commonwealth.'”

On becoming secretary to Frederik Hendrik in
1625, Huygens, who had seen how these things were
ordered in Italy, Paris, and London, viewed it as his
commission to discover painters who might orna-
ment a court that could hold its own with the Habs-
burgs, Bourbons, and Stuarts. His prince was a
Stadholder, not a king, more, in fact, like a hereditary
president, officially accountable to the States General
of the seven United Provinces. But his pedigree was
glorious and there was no reason why he should not
be surrounded by dignified state portraits, edifving
histories, extensive views. Huygens had read enough
classical history to feel that republican grandeur was
not necessarily a contradiction in terms. And it was
fitting that a prince who had, after all, subdued com-
manders sent by crowned monarchs should be seen
as a new Alexander; a ruler who attended as much to
the fine arts as the martial arts.

So Huvgens went scouting for talent. The Dutch Republic was already
thick with painters who could knock off landscapes, seascapes, vases of
flowers, merry companies, belching boers, and strutting militiamen."® But
that was not what was needed for the galleries of the palaces Frederik Hen-
drik was eager to build. What was wanted, Huygens made clear in his auto-
biography, were homegrown editions of Peter Paul Rubens: a producer of
thrilling spectacle; a maker of magnificence. It was a maxim at court that
princes were gods on earth, but only Rubens knew how to make them look
immortal, transforming the physically unprepossessing specimens of the
European dynasts, the short, the toothless, and the flabby, into so many
Apollos and Dianas. In his hands, the most inconsequential skirmish
turned into a Homeric battle. And Rubens could do all this because he was,
in ways no one could quite put his finger on, noble himself. It had nothing
to do with the blood, and everything to do with bearing. His entire
demeanor defied the conventional wisdom that a painter could not also be
a gentleman. There was his frightening learning, his unfailingly graceful
courtesy. Even his Spanish masters, Huygens noted, who had condescended
to Rubens for so long, had come to realize that *“he was a man born for
more than the easel.” He was, in short, “one of the seven wonders of the
world.” " How regrettable, then, that Rubens also happened to work for
the enemy, the Catholic Habsburgs.

It had not been easy to find what Huvgens had been looking for: some
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painter who, with the proper discipline and advancement, might yet turn
out to be a Protestant Rubens. Oh, there were able talents, of course, in
the Republic, some actually living in The Hague like Esaias van de Velde,
the landscapist, who had also become something of a painter of battles
and skirmishes. And there was still Michiel van Mierevelt in Delft, turning
out production-line portraits of the mighty and the moneyed. He could
always be depended on for decorum, and Huygens rhapsodizes about
him as the equal if not the superior of Holbein.** And there was Lastman in
Amsterdam, and Bloemaert in Utrecht, both painting histories, both, alas,
Catholic.

It was only when he heard from someone in Leiden (perhaps his old
student friend Johannes Brosterhuysen, with whom he regularly exchanged
letters and who was himself something of a specialist in miniatura) that
there were two highly esteemed youths there, and only when he took the
trouble, toward the end of 1628, to see for himself, that Constantijn Huy-
gens thought he might finally have found not one but two Dutch Rubenses.
Though in his excitement Huygens called them “a young and noble duo of
painters,” neither could exactly be counted a gentleman.** Jan Lievens was
the son of an embroiderer; Rembrandt the son of a miller. But as Huygens
sat and wrote with guns booming in the distance, he sensed that he had
stumbled onto something precious. What had been rumored, for once, had
turned out to be true. In Leiden he had been amazed.

v Leiden, 1629

Rembrandt was giving his full attention to the matter of
painting, and in particular to a small patch of plaster in a corner of his
walk-up studio. At the point where the wall met the upright beam of the
doorjamb, projecting into the room, plaster had begun to flake and lift,
exposing a triangle of rosy brick. It was the Rhine-water damp that did it;
the oily green river which exhaled its cold mists out over the canals, insinu-
ating itself through the cracks and shutters of the gabled alley-houses. In
the grander residences of well-to-do burghers—professors and cloth mer-
chants—that stretched along the Houtstraat and the Rapenburg, the invad-
ing clamminess was met, resisted, and, if all else failed, obscured by rows of
ceramic tiles beginning at the foot of the wall and climbing upward as
means and taste dictated. If means were modest, the householder could
make a serial strip—of childrens games or proverbs—to which further
items could be added as fortune allowed. If he were already fortunate, an
entire picture—of a great vase of flowers, an East Indiaman in full sail, or
the portrait of William the Silent—could be constructed from brilliantly
colored pieces. But Rembrandt’s studio was bare of any of these conve-
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niences. Unhindered, the damp had eaten its way into the
plaster, engendering blooms of mold, blistering the surface,
opening cracks and fissures in corners where the moisture
collected.

Rembrandt liked this. From the beginning, he was
powerfully drawn to ruin; the poetry of imperfection. He
enjoyed tracing the marks left by the bite of worldly expe-
rience: the pits and pocks, the red-rimmed eyes and scabby
skin which gave the human countenance a mottled rich-
ness. The piebald, the scrofulous, the stained, and the
encrusted were matters for close and loving inspection;
irregularities to run through his fingering gaze. Other than
the Holy Scripture, he cared for no book as well as the
book of decay, its truths written in the furrows scored on
the brows of old men and women; in the sagging timbers of decrepit barns;
in the lichenous masonry of derelict buildings; in the mangy fur of a valetu-
dinarian lion. And he was a compulsive peeler, itching to open the casing of
things and people, to winkle out the content packed within. He liked to toy
with the poignant discrepancies between outsides and insides, the brittle
husk and the vulnerable core.

In the corner of his room, Rembrandt’s eye ran over the fishtail triangle
of decomposing wall, coming apart in discrete layers, each with its own
pleasingly distinct texture: the risen, curling skin of the limewash; the bro-
ken crust of the chalky plaster, and the dusty brick beneath; the minute
crevices gathering dark ridges of grunge. All these materials, in their differ-
ent states of deterioration, he translated faithfully into paint, and did so
with such intense scrutiny and devotion that the patch of crumbling fabric
begins to take on a necrotic quality like damaged flesh. Above the door
another veinous crack is making swift progress through the plaster.

To give his gash in the wall physical immediacy and visual credibility,
Rembrandt would have used the most precisely pointed of his brushes: a
soft-bristled instrument made from the pelt of some silky little rodent, the
kind the miniaturists favored, a brush capable of making the finest pencil
line or, turned and lightly flattened against the surface of the panel, a more
swelling stroke.** Slick with pigment—red lake, ocher, and lead white for
the brick; lead white with faint touches of black for the grimy plaster—the
squirrel-hair brush deposited perfect traces of paint over a scant few mil-
limeters of space on the panel, one set of earthy materials (the painter’s)
translating itself into another (the builder’s). It secems like alchemy.* But
the transmutation happens not in the philosopher’s alembic but in our
beguiled eye.

Was the description of the patch of crumbled wall achieved in a matter
of minutes or a matter of hours? Was it the result of painstakingly calcu-
lated design or imaginative impulse> Rembrandt’s critics, especially once he
was dead, disagreed on whether the problem with him had been that he
worked too impetuously or too laboriously. Either way, he is generally, and

Rembrandt, The Artist
in His Studio (detail of
wall)
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not incorrectly, remembered as the greatest master of the broad brush there
ever was before the advent of modernism: the bruiser’s meaty fist slapping
down dense, clotted pigment, kneading, scratching, and manipulating the
paint surface as if it were pasty clay, the stuff of sculpture, not painting. But
from the outset, and through his entire career, Rembrandt, quite as much as
Vermeer, was equally the master of fine motor control; the cutter of facets
of light; the tweaker of reflections, glinting minutiae like the beads of
brightness swimming on the metal bar laid across the door, a mote of sun-
shine on the tip of the painter’s nose. This was a talent that Huygens and
Hondius, who both had goldsmiths and jewellers as forebears, might have
been expected to appreciate. It was entirely logical for Rembrandt to
believe that before he could aspire to be anything else, he first had to prove
his credentials as a master craftsman. That, after all, is what his contempo-
raries meant by “art”—ars—manual dexterity in the service of illusion.*

Is The Artist in His Studio nothing more than a demonstra-
tion of this kind of “art”: a practice piece, a mere jotting? It was painted on
a small oak panel—scarcely bigger than this book turned sideways—
which, before repriming with the usual mixture of chalk and glue, seems to
have had another work on it; just a little bit of wood lying around the
room, then.*> So we are mischievously led to suppose that this is a casual,
quite freely painted sketch of the painter’s working space: a visual inven-
tory of his tools and practices. There are the palettes hanging on the wall;*
there the grindstone for preparing pigment, its surface scooped with use
and supported on what looks like a crudely chopped slice of tree trunk.
There are the pots of medium on the table behind it and perhaps an earth-
enware warming tray. We can smell the oils and emulsions, especially the
astringent linseed. At first sight, the picture looks like the virtuoso flaunting
his stuff: the bravura rendering of material surfaces, not just that plaster-
work but the coarse-grained planking of the floor with its own web of
cracks, stains, and scuff marks; the dull iron hardware on the door. But
even as we discount the painting as a brag, a flourish, something cunning
begins to register. The painter has chosen to show off his mastery of ars
through the description of the materials of which it is constituted. With
that anvil-like grindstone so prominent, we can almost see him making
paint.

So how modest is this trade-card exercise in self-promotion? The
words that Rembrandt means to bring to mind when we peer at the rough
little rectangle are the same that recur when we look at his earliest face
paintings, the tronies, featuring his shock of hair and rock-star stubble:
Zonder pretentie, “unpretentious,” both in what is being depicted and the
way it’s being depicted. But it gradually dawns on us that we are being
pleasantly had. The panel is, in fact, brimming with pretensions: from the
incongruous grandeur of the painter’s elaborate blue and gold costume to
the currant eyes planted in the gingerbread face. For all the ostensible
stinginess of its pictorial language and the slightness of its dimensions, The
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Artist in His Studio is as big a painting as anything Rembrandt ever did.
Just as his earliest self-portrait etchings are postage-stamp minuscule in size
but wickedly grandstanding in effect, this picture should also be thought of
as Rembrandt’s Little Big Picture: a grandiloquent letter of introduction,
nothing short of a pronouncement on the nature of Painting itself. To pack
all this meaning into an unassuming frame was a typical conceit of his gen-
eration. Make the largest possible utterance within the least possible space
and you make a knotty little emblem; a mind-teaser, awaiting the work of
wit to unravel its message. A picture full of evidence of the dexterity of
Rembrandt’s hand turns out, then, on closer inspection to be a demonstra-
tion of his shockingly original mind. For Rembrandt was seldom simple.
He just took pride in looking plain. And if this was ever shown to Constan-
tijn Huygens, one wonders just who was scrutinizing whom. Take a look at
this, the cocky up-and-comer might have said in the provoking manner of
the riddle-master, eyebrows arched beneath his felt hat. Now what do you
see? Not much? Well, only everything you’ll ever want to know about me
and my trade.

Rembrandt, The Artist
in His Studio, 1629.
Panel, 25.1 x 31.9 cm.
Courtesy Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston;
Reproduced with

permission
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Or perhaps he thought that a real miniaturist would sense what he was
up to? After all, Huygens’s mother was a Hoefnagel; he himself had made
the acquaintance of the English miniaturist Isaac Oliver, and he was the
Dutch translator of John Donne, in whose economical sonnets lay entire
universes of thought and feeling. Like any sophisticated connoisseur of his
generation, Huygens would have known, and in all probability possessed,
the extraordinary prints of the Lorraine graphic artist Jacques Callot. Cal-
lot’s Miseries of War documented in merciless detail the butchery inflicted
by soldiers on civilians, and in some cases vice versa, all etched in micro-
scopic scale. Huygens must have grasped the irony of the French title—
Les Petites Miseres de la guerre—because it was not the miseries that were
picayune but only the format of the etchings. So much grief and despera-
tion contained in so tiny a frame had the uncanny effect of self-
magnification. Such concentration was needed, such focus: ten men
hanging from a tree in less than a square inch; an infinity of pain in a thim-
ble. Copernican lenses had been polished in Italy that apparently allowed
one to behold the universe, with its scattered stars, gathered in a little circle
of glass. It was rumored that instruments were being fashioned through
which one might view whole commonwealths of animalcules, microorgan-
isms resembling crayfish, suspended in single droplets of water, or, better
yet, homunculi in a pearl of semen.

So a clever patron like Huygens, attuned to these games of magnitude,
ought really not to have been deceived by the unassuming size of Rem-
brandt’s picture. And in his autobiography he does, in fact, notice that
“Rembrandt concentrates all his loving attention on small painting [but] in
this small format manages to achieve what would be sought in vain in the
biggest works of others.”*” But what Huygens meant here by “small” was
the Repentant Judas Returning the Pieces of Silver, six times bigger than
The Artist in His Studio. For that matter, the little panel was obviously not
a history painting; not the kind of thing Huygens had in mind for Rem-
brandt. But neither was it a conventional self-portrait, not with the features
of the painter stylized into a gnomic caricature. So what was it?

It was a quiddity: the essence of the matter; the something that made
things (in this case schilderkunst, the art of painting) just exactly what they
were. And it was also a quiddity in the other sense in which the seventeenth
century used the term: a subtle provocation; a riddling road to illumination.

Rembrandt is not usually thought of, first and foremost, as a profound
and complicated intelligence, but rather as an orchestrator of emotion, a
passion player. And that he certainly was. But from the very beginning he
was also a cunning thinker; as much philosopher as poet.

How can we read his quiddity? To begin with, there is that painting
within the painting: the same rectangular proportions, but magnified into
an overpowering, even forbidding presence at the center of the composi-
tion.** The panel dwarfs the remote, oddly doll-like figure of the over-
dressed painter. The disparity between The Artist in His Studio and the
painting inside it means that, whatever else the picture is, it can’t possibly,
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as almost all modern readings assume, be a mirror image of the painter at
work.** Why? Because it would have been improbable, if not actually phys-
ically impossible, for Rembrandt to have set his tiny panel on a standard
easel and, bent forward, clutching his brushes and palette, to do the fine
work exhibited on its surface. He is much more likely to have executed the
painting seated, and at a table, as if it were a drawing, propped up against
the folding support, rather like a library bookrest; as can be seen in the
much later sketch of his studio in Amsterdam.*® So this is not a picture of a
painter catching himself in the act. It is, in fact, quite free of the narcissism
of his armored dandy self-portraits. This time, Rembrandt is not lost in
self-admiration; he is lost in thought. And the image he delivers is not one
he has seen in a glass, but in his mind’s eye. Insofar as one could ever be
made, this is a picture of in-sight.*'

The dominating oak panel is, then, at the heart of the enigma, both vis-
ible and invisible, massively present (its shadow falling over the door as if
to repel the intrusion of the world) and yet elusive. Like all the rest of the
material fabric—the plank floor, the peeling plaster, the easel with its pegs
and holes—the physical character of the panel is exactly described. Initially
it seems perverse for Rembrandt to have kept the most careful handling of
paint for the ostensibly meaningless backside of the panel: the horizontal
grain, the bevelled edges, and the outer edge so brilliantly lit that it seems to
have sponged up every beam of illumination from an implied window at
the left.

The drones wouldn’t do it this way. They have no interest in being
cryptic. On the contrary, they’re only too eager to show us what they can
do, making sure we have all the necessary information to complete the self-
advertisement. We get to look over their shoulder and see they’re painting a
Bathsheba, a Mars and Venus, a vase of flowers, a lowlife, themselves. We
get to see them sitting, or occasionally standing, always at enough of an
angle to their work to allow them to bestow on us their most ingratiating
or authoritative manner: gallant; soberly industrious; merrily debonair;
silkily prosperous. We are asked to admire the cut of their slashed doublet;
the pleats of their dazzlingly bleached ruff; the coat of arms discreetly but
unavoidably visible behind them. They greet our examining gaze in such a
way as to make it abundantly clear that their principal concern is (after
themselves) us, the patron. They charm and they crow. This is what we do,
and don’t we do it well? How dazzlingly saturated is our vermilion, how
snowy our lead white; how meltingly Venetian our flesh tint; how expen-
sive our ultramarine. Admire us, buy us, honor us, and in so doing you will
demonstrate to the world the rare quality of your taste.

But the little man in the sash and gown doesn’t secem interested in strik-
ing a pose. Worse, he shows no interest in us at all; not the least bit. He
can’t even be bothered to display what's being pictured on the face of the
panel because the demonstration of his credentials is, literally, beyond it: in
the entirety of what we see in this naked room. The patch of flaking plas-
ter; the whiplash crack over the door; the mottled stains on the wall; the
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scuff marks on the floor—all argue irrefutably for his mastery of ars: the
skill of painterly illusion. And the powerful line of perspective plotred
along the floor testifies to Rembrandt’s faithfulness to another necessary
work habit—the disciplina expected of even the most independent-minded
masters.

So Rembrandt is involved in something more ambitious than drum-
ming up trade or repudiating anyv suggestion that he is a mere pictor vul-
garis. He is presenting himself as the personification of painting: its skill; its
discipline; and, not least, its imagination, its power of invention.>* This is
why he is dressed, or rather robed, with such ceremoniousness: the formal
ruff; the impossibly grand blue tabard with its golden shawl collar and
sash, a far cry from the shapeless and colorless working smock seen in a
self-portrait drawing and a painting from the 1650s.>* Not only the outside
world is barred from his enraptured stare at the panel; so are we. He is
monopolized by his mindful task; gripped by a transport of pure thought,
the poetic furor which writers on Michelangelo believed to be at the heart
of divinely engendered creativity.’*

There has been too much fretting over the precise stage of painting
supposedly represented in The Artist in His Studio. Some writers have
argued that this is the moment of original conception prior to any stroke
being laid on the panel. Others have insisted that since the painter is hold-
ing the small brushes and the maulstick used to steady his hand (in the
manner of a billiard rest) when working up details, this must be a pause in
the finishing process, the artist standing back for a chin-stroking consider-
ation of a final dab here and there.’* But this is not a genre scene; a snap-
shot from a day-in-the-life of young Rembrandt the working stiff. It’s a
compact grammar; an account of painting as both noun and verb: the call-
ing and the labor; the machinery and the magic; the elbow grease and the
flight of fancy.

Rembrandt’s hands, the manual element of his art, grip his palette and
brushes, a pinkie curled tightly around the maulstick. A shadow falls across
his brow and cheek, perhaps marking him as another captive of poetic
melancholy; Huygens’s brother-in-gloom, but also temperamentally close
to the most famous melancholic, Diirer.** A brighter light bathes the lower
part of his face; not enough, though, to permit any kind of anecdoral spec-
ulation about what kind of man this might be. This is peculiar coming from
Rembrandt, who enjoved changing his face with every etching: Monday,
beggar; Tuesday, roughneck; Wednesday, tragedian; Thursday, clown; Fri-
day, saint; Saturday, sinner. But this is Sunday. And on Sunday the thespian
has cancelled the matinee. His face is a closed book. It has no eyes.

We know from “model books,” the drawing primers that
were first published in Iraly in the sixteenth century and then quickly
adapted for use in the Netherlands, that the human face was the first
assignment given to apprentices. It was, after all, closest to the instinctive
apple-head or egg-head drawings of small children. The task of the master
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was to educate instinct. So the youngest students were made to draw an
oval shape, then bisect that oval down its length and then make a second,
lateral line about halfway from the top. Along that simple grid the defining
features of a human face would be methodically distributed: bridge of the
nose at the center; eyebrows either side of the crossing. But when the stu-
dent, child or adult, was given an exercise in drawing a specific feature of
the physiognomy, first and always first came the eye. “First you must begin
with the whyte of the eye,” wrote Edward Norgate in his Miniatura, echo-
ing model book after model book.’” A late-sixteenth-century print by Jan
Baptist Collaert from a model book illustrates a busy workshop where the
master is painting a St. George, an older pupil painting a woman from life;
the very youngest sits off to one side drawing an entire practice page of
eves. These were the eyes of classical art, the regulation-issue European
almond, enclosing cornea, iris, and pupil with the budlike swelling of the
caruncula lachrymalis at each corner, the flesh curtains of the lids, the
sprouting fan of the lashes, and the arched superciliary eyebrows, all
exactly delineated. Every detail, and the relationship between them, deter-
mined a reading of character, the sway of the passions. A pupil dilated so
that its blackness seemed to swallow up the entire iris would suggest one
kind of humor, a drooping superior eyelid another. An eye that was all
white sclera with iris and pupil contracted into a pinprick might suggest
horror, stupefaction, or devilish fury. Karel van Mander, who wrote the first
Dutch manual for artists, in the form of a long poem, reminded his readers
that the infernal boatman Charon (to which he might have added all the
accompanying demons) in Michelangelo’s Last Judgement displayed his
eves in exactly this way, as Dante had prescribed, “red wheels of flame
about his eyes”; maddened and hellish. For van Mander eyes were the
“mirrors of the spirit,” the “windows of the soul,” but also “the seat of
desire, the messengers of the heart.”** In 1634 Henry Peacham did his best
to make sure that his readers properly understood that

great conceit is required in making the Eye, which either by the dul-
nesse or lively quicknesse thereof, giveth a great taste of the spirit
and disposition of the minde . . . as in drawing a fool or an idiot by
making his eves narrow and his temple wrinkled with laughter,
wide-mouthed and showing his teeth. A grave or reverent father by
giving him a dominant and lowly countenance, his eye beholding
vou with a sober cast which is caused by the upper eyelid covering
a great part of the ball and is an especial mark of a sober and
stayed brain within.*

So the utmost pains had to be taken with the depiction of eyes. The
white of the eve, for example, could not be painted in unmixed lead white,
which would have given it a strangely opaque cast suggesting an impend-
ing cataract, but rather in white mixed with a minute quantity of black.
Similarly, the pupil was never painted dead black but with brown umber
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mixed with charcoal black and a flick of white; a
dark iris with lampblack and a touch of verdigris.*
Something apparently as insignificant as the tiny
catchlights reflecting either pupil or iris or both,
depending on size, shape, and angle of reflection,
could make a face merry or disconsolate, lustful or
haughty.

Making an eye was the beginning of art.#
Tracing the contours of the organ of vision was
both the apprentice’s initiation into the mystery of
his craft and an emblem of its purpose: a short-
hand profession of the power of sight. The routine
drawing of an eye was so fundamental that it may
have imprinted itself on an artist’s unconscious,
returning long after he had become a master in the
form of habitual doodles or sketches made on an empty pad or etching
plate. Rembrandt’s eyes sometimes appear on his most intuitively sketched
copper plates, floating free of the faces they are supposed to inhabit. On
one such plate, etched in the 1640s, Rembrandt has drawn on one side a
tree, on another the right section of his upper face with one eye visible
beneath a beret. But between hat and tree, altogether disembodied, is
another eye, perfectly drawn, wide open, unnervingly watchful, a singular
vision.

When Rembrandt made eyes, then, he did so purposefully. So how does
he treat the eyes of the painter in The Artist in His Studio? He takes his
finest brush, loads its neat point with black pigment, and makes the shape
not of little almonds but rather of lead shot, or
Malacca peppercorns, blackened o’s that seem to
absorb rather than reflect light. To make them,
Rembrandt must have deposited a small, perfect
dot and then moved his brush round and round,
building the dot into circular pinheads. They have
no convexity, these eyes. They are not gently pro-
truded from their containing sockets like the black
glass beads of a child’s doll. They lie flat against the
face, glitterless. They are, literally, black holes—
cavities behind which something is being born
rather than destroyed: Behind the drill holes, in the
deep interior space of the imagination, the real
action is going on, wheels within wheels; the
machinery of cogitation whirring and flying like
the delicately interlocking parts of a timepiece. An
idea, this idea, is in genesis.

Rembrandt knew that nothing in the conven-
tional repertoire of artist’s eye-language was ade-
quate to this moment, and certainly not some
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glassy-eyed staring. So he opts instead
for the blackout to convey a sense of cre-
ative reverie, the waking sleep which
writers on art since Plato have character-
ized as a kind of trance. The word most
commonly used for this visitation was
ingeninm, and the image used to symbol-
ize it a female figure with winged heels,
in flight from the mundane. Ingenium or
inventio was the divine something with-
out which skill and discipline were just
so much hod-carrying. Ingenium alone
distinguished the stupendously gifted
from the merely accomplished. And
unlike skill and practice, this was not
something that could be studiously
acquired. It was innate, and that made 1t
literally awesome, a gift of God. Poetic
visions came to those blessed with this
inner eye, in states close to delirium, as
thev did to the “divine angel” Michelan-
gelo. And though nothing seems, on the
face of it, less Michelangelesque than
our little potato-head in his upstairs room, it is as though Rembrandt had
indeed read the pages in Giorgio Vasari’s biography where he describes the
isolation required by the authentic genius so that his ideas might ferment.
“Whoever wishes,” Vasari wrote, “to work well must distance himself
from all cares and burdens because his virtu needs thought, solitude and
opportunity, so as not to lead his mind into error.”+*

Was the miller’s son, all of twenty-three, stuck in pious, professional
Leiden, already presuming to present himself as the incarnation of Genius?
No wonder a visitor from Utrecht, Arnout van Buchell, who encountered
Rembrandt in 1628, thought him “highly esteemed but before his time.”*
But Rembrandt did not, of course, think of himself as a genius in the mod-
ern sense of a transcendent figure, embattled with the culture into which he
arbitrarily happened to be born, answerable only to his inner muse and fed
on alienation. Alienation would come to Rembrandt, all right. But it was
not of his seeking. On the other hand, it doesn’t do, either, to understate
Rembrandt’s precocious awareness of his own quirky ingenuity. Ingenium
means something more than mere cleverness. It presupposes a divine spark,
and the painter’s power of conception, behind his black eyeholes, has evi-
dently been kindled. Perhaps Rembrandt’s pride in presenting himself in
this way required an ostensibly humdrum setting and a throwaway manner
to make its temerity palatable. Yet even this studied roughness was a pre-
tense. Diirer, passionately admired and universally known to artists in the
Netherlands, had observed that
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an artist of understanding and experience can show more of his
great power and art in small things, roughly and rudely made than
many others can [show] in their great works. Powerful artists alone
will understand the truth of this strange remark. For this reason a
man may often draw something with his pen on a half sheer of
paper or engrave it with his tool on a block of wood and it will be
fuller of art and better than another’s great work on which he has
labored for a whole year. And this gift is wonderful. For God some-
times grants to a man understanding of how to make something
the like of which, in his day could not have been found.*

So even if Rembrandt didn’t think of himself as a “genius,” he must
have sensed his own budding originality. For nothing like The Artist in His
Studio, so full of both handwork and headwork, could be found anywhere
else in the Dutch painting of 1629. There had already been countless self-
portraits of artists and there would be countless more, searching for clever
ways to suggest, simultaneously, their presence in, and their absence from,
the studio. They would appear as mirror reflections (like Parmigianino), or
as their own likeness on an easel (like Annibale Carracci); in the glass bowl
of a goblet, or in a print thrown carelessly amidst other artist’s bric-a-brac.
But they would not presume to appear as the personification of painting
itself. And even Rembrandt has backed slyly into the role, his own mask,
with its cut evelets, oddly reminiscent of the mask described in the most
famous emblem book of the seventeenth century as hanging from the neck
of Pittura, or Painting. He has disappeared inside his Persona.

How much of this complicated, audacious performance
did Constantijn Huygens, hardly an obtuse mind himself, take on board?
Did he, for that matter, even see The Artist in His Studio among the more
showy histories lying around Rembrandt’s chamber? Might he have
thought that the large panel seen in the painting was some sort of allusion
to the grand histories he wanted out of the artist? Certainly there’s no
doubt that he was deeply taken with both Rembrandt and Jan Lievens,
enough for him to make the extraordinary boast that in time they would
surpass all earlier masters, both north and south of the Alps. But he can’t
quite avoid the literally patronizing impression that what he had found
were two diamonds in the rough: brilliant but unpolished, intuitive rather
than tutored. Huygens seems to have been deceived by Rembrandt’s delib-
erately assumed guise of nonchalance, his resistance to being told what was
good for him, into believing that he was somehow a kind of gifred primi-
tive. But in fact, when he so chose, Rembrandt, who had been to Latin
school and for a time at least to Leiden University, could trade erudition
with any of the scholars. Did it ever occur to Huygens, for example, that
the dazzling line that defined the lit edge of the panel might have been Rem-
brandt’s allusion to the most famous game of one-upmanship in the history
of art? It was one that Lievens and Rembrandt, who were themselves
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engaged in an obvious competition, knew well, and which they could have
expected others to discover with a happy shock of recognition.

The contest was told by Pliny in his history of the painters of the ancient
world, and in particular in his biography of the favorite painter of Alexan-
der the Great: Apelles of Cos. The story that everyone in the seventeenth
century would have remembered about Apelles was of his painting Alexan-
der’s mistress Campaspe so well that the King gave her as a present to the
artist. Painters, especially, treated the memory of Apelles as the patriarch of
their craft, the perfect role model. He was, after all, the artist who became
the familiar of the greatest prince of the world. The story of his life was a
scripture of genius. On one occasion, according to Pliny, Apelles had heard
of a serious rival, Protogenes, and journeyed to Rhodes to see what he was
made of. “He went at once to the studio. But the painter was not there.
There was, however, a panel of considerable size, on the easel, prepared for
painting.” Apelles left a visiting card in the form of “an extremely fine line”
freely drawn across the panel in color, a knowing signature since the almost
unbearably virtuous and prolific Apelles was also known for obeying his
own stricture of “No day without a line” (Nulle dies sine linea), the motto
which had become the Renaissance summons to self-discipline.*s Pro-
togenes returns, sees the challenging line, and rises to the bait: “He himself
using another color drew an even finer line exactly on top of the first.” With
the uncanny timing usual in these apocryphas, Apelles comes back once
more, finds the competition out, naturally, and applies the killer, a third,
even finer line, cutting the other two. Protogenes throws in the towel and
dashes to the harbor to find his rival, having decided that the panel “should
be handed on to posterity as it was to be admired as a marvel by everyone,
but especially by artists. [ am informed,” Pliny adds, rather lugubriously,
“that it was burnt in the first fire that occurred in Caesar’s palace on the
Palatine; it had previously been much admired by us, its vast surface con-
taining nothing else than the almost invisible lines so that among the out-
standing works of many artists it looked like a blank space, and by that very
fact attracted artention and was more esteemed than any masterpiece.”

Suppose that this is what Rembrandt means by his brilliant line (and it
is only supposition), the biggest possible brag made with the most econom-
ical of means; suppose again that Huygens worked all this out and under-
stood The Artist in His Studio as a kind of cunning disquisition; would he
have been impressed? He was not, after all, in the disquisition market. He
was in the market for grandiose histories, decorous portraits; the pleasures
of princes: images of themselves. Had he looked right through Rembrandt’s
production in 1629, he might have been made a little uneasy by what he
saw, and perhaps come to the conclusion that for all his exceptional talent,
this was a somewhat singular voung painter. Bringing him on might not be
an altogether straightforward business.

Now what was Huygens supposed to do with idiosyncrasy? He needed
quality. He needed reliability. He needed a domestic Rubens. Genius? Who
knew what that was?



b

REMBRANDT S EYES 2 4

v New York, 1998

One might say the same of modern Rembrandr literature.
There was a time, not so very long ago, before the anachronism police had
been sent out on monograph patrol, when “genius” and “Rembrandt”
seemed to belong in the same sentence. For the unnumbered millions who
respond intuitively to his painting, applying the G word to Rembrandt
seems no more incongruous than awarding it to Shakespeare, Raphael,
Cervantes, Milton, or Bernini, all of whom predate the Romantic recoining
of the word. It was the way in which Michelangelo was referred to both
inside Italy and beyond. Not long after his death, biographies of artists
made a habit of identifying those who were inexplicably exceptional as
prodigies whose gifts seemed so incommensurably greater than those of
their contemporaries that they must have been marked by a touch of divin-
ity. By the same token, such rarities were also prone to antisocial fits of
melancholy and even madness. The isolated artist, eccentric in habits, mer-
curial in temper, embattled with the callow vulgarity of contemporary taste
or the conventions of academic mediocrity, straining against the expecta-
tions of his patrons, was 7ot a modern, nineteenth-century invention.** It
was the way in which seventeenth-century writers wrote (and often com-
plained) about, for example, Salvator Rosa, just nine vears younger than
Rembrandt and notorious for his arrogant indifference to the demands of
patrons. Of course, acknowledging the eccentricity and obstinacy of genius
was not the same thing as admiring it, and many critics who wrote of the
truly peculiar painters thought such waywardness a symptom of deplorable
self-indulgence.

But ever since one of the most penetrating of all writers on Rem-
brandt, the art historian Jan Emmens, published a ferocious attack, appro-
priately in a journal called Tirade, on what he took to be the vulgar
glorification of Rembrandt, allergy to genius-talk has virtually become a
professional obligation.”” The postwar generation has been understand-
ably cool toward cultural idolatry. In the Netherlands, mistrust of self-
abasement before cultural folk heroes has a particularly poisoned history.
In 1944 Dutch collaborators with the Nazi occupation thought it a bright
idea to promote a national “Rembrandt Day” on the anniversary of his
birth, as a popular alternative to the surreptitiously patriotic celebrations of
the birthday of Queen Wilhelmina, then in exile in London.** Rembrandt’s
inconvenient habit of keeping company with Jews was overlooked (though
not by all SS officers). This grotesque attempt to make over Rembrandr into
a perfect specimen of Greater German culture, including a commissioned
opera called The Night Watch, did not exactly catch fire in the public imag-
ination in the Netherlands. But the episode might well have been re-
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membered as the most egregious result of indiscriminate Rembrandtolatry.

Even without this obscene perversion of Rembrandt’s memory, the
postwar aversion to any kind of cultural heroism, which at its most
extreme ended up in the endeavor to get rid of the idea of authorial origi-
nality altogether, was bound to discount the originality of his innovation.
Emmens’s doctoral dissertation, “Rembrandt and the Rules of Art,” took
the process of decanonization even further, arguing that the “myth” of
Rembrandt the rule-breaker had been an invention of critics, who, after his
death, projected back his apparent disdain for classical decorum onto his
entire career. According to Emmens, judged by the earlier conventions of
the century, Rembrandt had never been the notorious “heretic,” as one
late-seventeenth-century critic dubbed him. He had never really been a
rule-breaker. On the contrary, he was, from the beginning, more interested
in following norms than in violating them.

Instead of Rembrandt the rebel, we now have in place Rembrandt the
conformist. This seems, to put it mildly, an overcorrection. The Artist in
His Studio, with all its weight of learning and thought, might seem evi-
dence of just how seriously preoccupied with the principles of his calling
Rembrandt was. Certainly the picture is full of such commonplaces. But
the form in which they are expressed, the manner in which they have
become paint, is not in the least commonplace. Instead of the usual clutter
of symbols and emblems alluding to this and that learned text, Rembrandt
made the acts of conception and execution his little manifesto. Nothing
whatsoever in the conventions of the day anticipated this: the knottiest
thought in the simplest packing. Rembrandt in a nutshell. The quiddity.

These days we hardly have to worry about the exaggeration of Rem-
brandt’s originality. Where once he was assumed to tower head and shoul-
ders above his contemporaries, he has now been largely submerged within
their company. The Rembrandt Research Project, whose original mission
was to sort out, once and for all, the unmistakably authentic works of the
master from those of lesser imitators, followers, and pupils, ended up, in
the view of some (not me), making the distinctions less, rather than more,
clear. The famous Rembrandt manner, muscular impasto, and theatrical
lighting, it’s said (not by me), could be imitated by others to a degree of
plausibility that has made any serious differentiation between the real and
unreal item all but impossible. Insofar as Rembrandt’s painting is still
thought distinctive, it is now fashionably reckoned to be the product of
something else: his society, his culture, his religious confession (whatever
that might have been); his teachers, his patrons, the nature of Amsterdam
politics; the nature of the Dutch economy; the practices of his workshop;
the literature of his day. And all these things did matter to his development,
without ever, I believe, ultimately determining it.

But once the truism that Rembrandt’s painting did not spring, fully
armed, like Minerva from the head of Jupiter is taken as read, and once it is
assumed that he was seldom isolated from the world which surrounded
him, that he was, in fact, an intensely social, rather than antisocial, animal,
it’s impossible to look at his strongest work, either in painting, drawing, or
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etching, and still not be struck by the simple truth that he achieved things
which, as Diirer wrote in another context, “could not, in his day be found.”

[t didn’t start this way, though, not at all. For all his inven-
tiveness, the Rembrandt whom Huygens had discovered was driven con-
stantly to measure himself against the mark others had set: his Amsterdam
teacher Pieter Lastman; his Leiden friend and rival Lievens; perhaps even
the great Renaissance master of his native town, Lucas van Leyden; against
the grand array of Netherlandish masters pantheonized in Karel van Man-
der’s biographies. Most of all, though, and for an entire decade, Rem-
brandt measured himself compulsively against “the prince of painters and
the painter of princes”: Peter Paul Rubens. To become singular, Rembrandt
had first to become someone’s double.*

Perhaps Huygens’s obvious adulation of Rubens, his personal contact
with the Flemish master, his intense desire, when the circumstances of the
war allowed, to have him produce work for Frederik Hendrik’s court,
pricked Rembrandt’s keen sense of emulation and envy. But in any case, it
was quite impossible to avoid the great Paragon of Antwerp. A paragon
(like a quiddity) had two meanings for Rembrandt’s world: both the acme
of perfection and the object of competition. Much of the history of art had
been written in terms of such paragones: Apelles and Protogenes; two other
ancient Greeks, Zeuxis and Parrhasius; Michelangelo and Raphael; and
(soon) Bernini and Borromini.

For most museumgoers, the differences between Rubens and Rem-
brandt are likely to seem more obvious than any close similarities. Visitors
to Rubens galleries, when they pause at all, tend to cower before the
immense, obscure symphonies on the wall. Visitors to Rembrandt come
close as if greeting a cousin. And certainly Rembrandt ended up being the
kind of painter Rubens could not possibly have imagined, much less antici-
pated. But for the crucial decade of his formation, the years which saw him
change from being a merely good to an indisputably great painter, Rem-
brandt was utterly in thrall to Rubens. He pored over engravings of
Rubens’s great religious paintings and struggled to make his own versions,
at once obvious emulations and equally obvious variants. He borrowed
poses and compositional schemes wholesale from Rubens’s histories and
transferred them to his own choice of subjects. And what he wished for
came true. Huygens and the Stadholder entrusted Rembrandt with the
most Rubensian project anyone in the Dutch Republic could have asked
for: a series of paintings on the Passion of Christ. The work made him. And
then it very nearly broke him.

And it still wasn’t enough. He bought Rubens’s Hero and Leander
when it came on the market. Using the money he had been paid for the Pas-
sion paintings, he bought a house from the same family that had sold
Rubens his palatial urban villa in Antwerp.

Rembrandt was haunted by the older master. He had become Rubens’s
doppelginger. He began to dress like characters from his pictures, raking a
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pose and costume from a turbaned figure in Rubens’s Adoration of the
Magi and transplanting both to himself. When, for the first time, he etched
himself half-length, enveloped in a grandiose cape, it was as if he had
superimposed his face on the body and deportment of his paragon. The
face declared itself, unmistakably, to be Rembrandt. But everything else
whispered “Rubens.”

vi The Hague, Winter 1631-32

Something had happened to Rembrandt. He was no longer
quite so peculiar. There were no more sharp little epiphanies featuring him-
self as the personification of painting, standing entranced in a bare studio
room; no more ruffian tronies, the root-vegetable nose crowned by a mane
of outlaw hair, expression unreadable in a pair of darkened slits. Increas-
ingly, he was the object of refined self-admiration: the face becomingly well
defined, almost bony; an ostrich plume in his hat, a jewelled hatband about
its brim; a golden chain slung about his shoulders swagging down over his
chest. The looking glass must have been put to heavy service. The manner
of his painting was now sleek and glossy, as befitted a court-painter-in-
waiting. Surfaces glimmer as if they were enamel or lacquer.

Prospects seemed good. Sometime toward the end of 1629, Constantijn
Huygens, evidently enamored of Rembrandt’s talent, had bought three of
his paintings, including a self-portrait, for the Stadholder Frederik Hen-
drik. And the Prince had promptly made a gift of them to Robert Kerr,
Lord Ancrum, a courtier to Charles I; the kind of Scot whom van Dyck
liked to paint in watered silk. Ancrum was visiting The Hague to attend the
obsequies for King Charles’s nephew, the son of the Winter King and
Queen of Bohemia. His own son, William Kerr, had been serving with the
Stadholder’s siege army at ’s Hertogenbosch, so the Scottish lord joined the
enormous throng of dignitaries coached to Brabant to witness the capitula-
tion of the city on September 14. Endless carillons pealed; the conqueror
was eulogized, interminably and in Latin; tanks of wine were consumed;
raptures were made generally available.

Frederik Hendrik had every reason to want to make a serious impres-
sion on Ancrum. He knew that Rubens, of all people, had been appointed a
special envoy from the King of Spain to the King of England and would be
doing his best to bring about a peace treaty between those two countries,
thus detaching a formidable power from the anti-Habsburg coalition. Since
Frederik Hendrik was himself a devotee of Rubens’s art (who was not?)
and already owned six of his pictures, this must have hurt. Worse, it
seemed that Rubens was already doing his job well enough that Charles I
was reported to have broken down in tears at the news of the fall of 's Her-
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togenbosch. In The Hague, this was not at
all what was desired. So a campaign of
gentle but unsubtle counterpersuasion was
mobilized. What better way to sweeten the
Stuart King, who (whatever his other short-
comings) was famous for his cultivation of
the arts, than with a prize parcel of pictures.
Ancrum’s gift from Frederik Hendrik duly
found its way into the rapidly expanding
royal collection in England. Doubtless Huy-
gens was the orchestrator of this diplomatic
offensive of good taste. Rubens is doing us
an ill service, he might have told the Prince.
Very well, let the Stuart King see that we have,
in our country, painters who can match
Rubens, stroke for stroke: our Lievens, our
Rembrandt.

Of course, Rembrandt could have had
no idea, when he painted it, that his own
likeness was to end up in the collection of
the King of England. But equally, Huygens
might have thought it droll and fitting to
include in the batch a self-portrait in which
the young man had adorned himself with a
great golden chain. It was known that one
of the few self-portraits that Rubens ever painted of himself had been sent
as a gift to Charles Stuart, when he was still Prince of Wales, in 1623. In
that picture—copied at least once—a few links of a heavy chain were seen
at the base of Rubens’s collar. This was the way principled and modest gen-
tlemen wore them. Such chains were bestowed as a sign of esteem from
princes to their most honored subjects. They linked together sovereign and
servant in a mutual bond. The subject acknowledged his golden fetters. In
return he was marked as the favorite of his lord, almost an intimate. Just
occasionally, painters were given this honor. The present King of Spain’s
great-grandfather, the Emperor Charles V, had given Titian such a chain.
His son, Philip II, had given another to his own favorite Flemish painter,
Anthonis Mor of Antwerp, said by van Mander to have been worth three
thousand ducats.’® Van Dyck would paint his self-portrait with a huge sun-
flower, an emblem of the radiance of royalty, his other hand trawling
through a massive golden chain. But no one had more chains than Rubens.
The cabinet in his superlative house in Antwerp was thought to be fes-
tooned with them.

But nobody, of course, had given Rembrandt any such thing. There
were no kings in Holland, and the Stadholders were neither wont nor enti-
tled to award such grandiose decorations. On the other hand, costume
hardware was not difficult to come by, and since Rembrandt used the motif
almost as much as he did armor, he might have had some sort of theatrical
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prop available for his fanciful portraits. So he gave
himself a chain of honor in the self-portrait given
to Ancrum, unapologetically painting himself into
gentility. No one seemed to take offense. Possibly
it amused Huygens to think of his golden boy, his
diamond in the rough, jostling Rubens for space in
the gallery of Charles I. And for his part, perhaps
Rembrandt thought Huygens would immediately
understand this innocent pretension. Wasn’t Huy-
gens himself about to become an instant lord, the
“Heer” of Zuilichem, the barony conferred along
with the manorial estate he had just purchased?

By the winter of 1631-32, Rembrandt doubt-
less felt that he was on the verge of great things, a
court-painter-in-waiting. He had moved from Lei-
den to Amsterdam. But he must also have been
spending some time in The Hague, since he had
been hired by Huygens’s older brother Maurits,
secretary to the States General, and his friend
Jacques de Gheyn III to paint their “friendship
portraits”—a pair which, when one or other of the
friends died, would be reunited in the property of
the survivor (in this case, Maurits Huygens). Con-
stantijn, who had had his own portrait painted by Lievens (and possibly by
Rembrandt as well), may not have been delighted to have his protégé
moonlighting, accepting commissions especially from his own brother,
which had not come through his own good graces. So naturally he found
fault with the product. In 1633 Constantijn penned a tart little poem mock-
ing Rembrandt for his failure to produce an acceptable likeness of de
Gheyn. “Wonder on, then, O reader / Whoever’s likeness is this / It’s not de
Gheyn’s.”" But Huygens was certainly not so miffed that he would get in
the way of Rembrandt’s prospects at court. And in 1632 the juiciest of all
possible plums fell into the young painter’s lap: a profile portrait of the
Princess of Orange, Amalia van Solms, looking left, presumably to be
paired with a picture of Frederik Hendrik looking in the opposite direction.

He was just twenty-five years old. Seven years before, he had still been
a pupil of the Amsterdam history painter Picter Lastman. If he now felt
a little giddy with the rush of sudden success, this was understandable.
He was knocking on the door of the cream of Dutch society; the world
of moneyed nobility; the great officers of state and the high magistrates of
the Republic. His fingers must have been itching to sample the weight of
brocade.

The Hague was in its halcyon days. In the first decade of Frederik Hen-
drik’s stadholderate, it had been transformed from an unpretentious place
of administration and military barracks into an elegant, if still modestly
sized, court city. The medieval Gothic Knights® Hall, where the States Gen-
eral met, had been enclosed in a courtyard of elegant northern Renaissance
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buildings looking out onto the lake of the Vijver. On the other side of the
pond, along the linden-lined boulevard of the Lange Voorhout, limestone
pilasters and pediments were starting to appear. Behind the traditional
quarters of both the Stadholder and the States General, Frederik Hendrik
had ordered the Count of Holland’s ancient cabbage garden dug up and
turned instead into the Plein, a northern piazza custom-designed for the
open-air masques and ballets of which both the Prince and Princess were
inordinately fond.’* By Dutch standards, The Hague was a self-consciously
aristocratic city: dotted with stables; expensive tailors; fencing academies;
and hunts in the surrounding woods. Along the Voorhout foreign diplomats
who dominated the population of The Hague fought proxy wars through
their equerries and postilions during the hours of the carriage drives; six-
horse teams, brushed to states of silky brilliance, competing for bragging
rights. Which ambassador had the handsomest equipage, the most gor-
geously liveried retinue, the most dazzling ladies: Naples? Poland? France?
It was a city of high boots, lace jabots, doublets of black satin threaded with
silver and gold; of exotically spiced pomanders, nautilus-shell goblets, and
pearl chokers; a place of brisk rapiers, fresh oysters, hooded sparrow
hawks, mischievous gossip, lightly worn piety, and dull suppers.

And it was a culture where some artists knew very well how to get on:
by at least putting on a show of being themselves virtiosi. Hendrik Hon-
dius, for instance, Huygens’s old drawing teacher, was known as a man of
cultivated enterprise as well as an artist: a publisher of fine editions and an
art dealer to the grandees of the court and city, whose own house was a
stone’s throw from the Stadholder’s living quarters.® In the winter of 1631,
two indisputable virtuosi dominated the world of painting in The Hague,
one of them without even living there. They were Gerrit van Honthorst and
Anthony van Dyck, and both, in their particular ways, had got where they
were because of Rubens.

By the winter of 1631, Honthorst had become the court painter of
choice in The Hague. He had everything it took to be a smart success: a
prolonged stay in Italy at the right addresses, lodging with one famous
patron, Vincenzo Giustiniani, and working for another, Cardinal Scipione
Borghese, whose protégés also included the young Bernini. When he got
back to his hometown of Utrecht, he was already famous as “Gherardo
della notte” for the candlelit history and genre paintings which borrowed
frankly from Caravaggio’s dramas of light and darkness. Turning out a
steady stream of histories and erotically suggestive genre paintings, Hont-
horst moved smoothly along. By 1631 he had been appointed dean of the
painters’ guild of St. Luke in Utrecht four times. His workshop was,
according to one of his students, a virtual production-line enterprise with
no less than twenty-four paying pupils. He boasted a handsome face, an
elegant demeanor, and genuine flair and versatility as a painter.’* He was,
then, the logical person for Rubens to seek out when he came to the Dutch
Republic in July 1627, ostensibly to talk to fellow painters but actually to
do some complicated diplomacy. Honthorst, who was in the process of
moving to an opulent house right in the center of the city, and who must
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have been one of the
very few painters to flaunt
his own carriage, threw
Rubens a lavish banquet
anyway, complete with
the usual exchange of
toasts and eulogies.

The connection paid
off. Honthorst began to
paint fewer pictures of
cow-eyed blondes with
breasts like syllabubs being
drooled over in “merry
companies” while some-
one’s fingers strummed an
unsubtle lute. And he
began to paint more of the
kind of thing that would
win him commissions from
the great and lordly, the kind of pictures that had made Rubens famous and
desirable—a Death of Seneca; a Diana at the Hunt. With Rubens himself so
busy as a diplomat on behalf of the Catholic Habsburgs, it was natural for
the anti-Habsburg princes and their talent scouts like Huygens to be on the
lookout for tolerable substitutes. And the prolific, personable, and versatile
Honthorst duly came to the attention of the other court in The Hague: that
of the Winter King and Queen of Bohemia, who had been chased from their
realm by the armies of the Holy Roman Emperor at the beginning of the
Thirty Years® War. The Winter Queen happened to be the sister of Charles I,
Elizabeth Stuart, who was pleased enough with Honthorst’s portraits of her
tamily, dressed in allegorical costumes, to cry up his talents to her brother in
England. It made no difference at all that Honthorst remained a staunch
Catholic. Wasn’t King Charles’s Queen Henrietta Maria of France a Catholic
herself?

In 1628 Honthorst went to work for Charles I, painting portraits of the
Stuarts and ending up with the most important commission the King could
think of: a huge allegorical painting for Inigo Jones’s new Banqueting
House in Whitehall. The ceiling would be covered with Rubens’s immense
allegories of the improbable glories of the reign of Charles’s father, James |
(peace; union; justice). Beneath those same noisy alleluias, Charles would
walk to the scaffold in 1649. But the wall facing Whitehall was dominated
by Honthorst’s picture of Apollo and Diana (a.k.a. Charles and his queen,
Henrietta Maria) seated on the puffy upholstery of clouds while being gra-
ciously introduced to the Seven Liberal Arts by Mercury (a.k.a. the Duke of
Buckingham, one of Rubens’s most ardent collectors and admirers). The
painting was such a tremendous success that the King redoubled his desper-
ate attempts to have Honthorst remain in England, to no avail. It couldn’t
be said that Charles was churlish in disappointment. When he left, in
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November 1628, Honthorst took with
him a document proclaiming him an hon-
orary subject of His Majesty the King of
Scotland, England, and Ireland; a pension
for life of a hundred pounds a year; three
thousand guilders for his work (more than
Rembrandt ever received for any work in
his entire lifetime); a twelve-piece-per-
setting solid silver dinner service including
a pair of standing salts; and a thorough-
bred horse from the royal stud. In other
words, he was given the standard Rubens
treatment.

Honthorst was now a made man. No
one said anything about his being a
Catholic. Though he continued for a while
to live in Utrecht, the court patriciate lined
up to have him paint them, along with
their children and hounds, either in mufti
or in the usual pastoral guise as swains and
shepherdesses, gods and nymphs. Soon he
had completely eclipsed the older, more
austere Michiel van Mierevelt as the Stad-
holder’s own portrait painter, and Hont-
horst was hired by Huygens to provide
decoration for the Prince’s palaces. When
he did finally move to The Hague, it was as
a great seigneur, complete with swagger-
ingly elegant house, servants, horses. And when his devotedly Catholic
brother got into trouble in 16471 for religious offenses, it was nothing for
the Stadholder to intervene personally on his behalf.

So when Rembrandt was hired to paint the profile portrait of Princess
Amalia, quite possibly to face Honthorst’s picture of the Prince, it must
have been irresistible for him to imagine himself living the Honthorstian
life: honor, fame, money, houses, carriages, golden chains.

During the winter of 163132, there was another presence
in The Hague who might have quickened Rembrandt’s ambitions to be
the Rubens of Holland even more directly than Honthorst, and he was
Anthony van Dyck. Van Dyck was, of course, Rubens’s most gifted and
famous disciple. But his relationship with his old teacher was not uncom-
plicated, for he endeavored to be something more than the Flemish master
one went to when Rubens was, alas, politically unacceptable or merely oth-
erwise engaged. Before 1630 van Dyck had only partly succeeded in devel-
oping a manner which was evidently all his own. His most important
sacred work, a St. Augustine in Ecstasy done for an Antwerp church, bor-
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rowed heavily from Rubens and was placed immediately to the left of a
great painting of the Virgin and saints by the older painter. Try as he might,
it was difficult (and perhaps undesirable) for van Dyck to avoid slipstream-
ing behind Rubens’s long-established reputation in the courts. His patrons
in Genoa were the same families Rubens had painted twenty years earlier.
When he drew the portrait of the French classicist scholar Nicolas-Claude
Fabri de Peiresc, it was probably with the self-portrait of Peiresc’s dear
friend Rubens in the room. Besides, there were some obvious advantages,
as well as undoubted vexations, in being thought of as Rubens II, not least
the scale of fees, his pension as a court painter for the Archduchess Isabella
in Brussels, and the same relief from taxation that Rubens enjoyed.

The Hague in the winter of 1631 must have seemed a place where van
Dyck could at last prevail in his own right as (Honthorst permitting) “the
prince of painters.” And the work he did there was, in fact, breathtakingly
beautiful: a spectacular portrait of Frederik Hendrik as warlord, suited in
magnificently decorated armor of black steel etched in gold; a voluptuous,
Titianesque pastoral of the shepherd Myrtillo, disguised as a woman
engaged in an adhesive kissing contest with the nymph Amaryllis. If the
Prince and Princess of Orange (and their adviser Huygens) wished to make
it incontrovertibly clear that they were not presiding over a halfhearted,
dowdily Calvinist court, this was definitely the kind of painting to make the
necessary, conspicuous splash.

It was while he was busily employed in The Hague that van Dyck made
drawings of the leading lights of Dutch art and letters. They were to be
added to the anthology of portraits he was collecting, and which he meant
to publish in engraved form as an Iconography, not just of artists but of
statesmen, generals, and princes. This miscellany was a deliberately loaded
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statement. It said that painters, northern painters, were no longer to be
thought of as mere craftsmen; but rather, like Si» Peter Paul Rubens (and Sir
Anthony van Dyck, as he would be), should be counted a natural nobility,
fully the equal of the philosopher, the warrior, and the poet. Rubens, of
course, had already been included in this gallery of the learned artists
(along with van Dyck himself). In Holland he added, among others, the
beauteous Honthorst and the not-so-beauteous Huygens, complete with
the intense, slightly exophthalmic eyes that were to give him progressive
trouble as the years went by. Huygens’s hand rested on an enormous vol-
ume, representing his poetry and perhaps some of the eight hundred musi-
cal compositions he would write in his lifetime. In fact, van Dyck visited
Huygens’s house in The Hague, perhaps with an idea of making such a
drawing. But it was not an ideal day for such precious business. For a
storm had brought down trees, one of them on the roof of Huygens’s own
house, and it seems unlikely that van Dyck got quite as much of Huygens’s
undivided attention as he would have wished.

Van Dyck’s portraits were only published, in part, after his death. But it
seems likely that the young Rembrandt, who must have had contact with
both Huygens and Honthorst, would have known about the great project
of the Iconography. Perhaps it even irked him that unlike, say, the land-
scape painter Cornelis Poelenburgh (whom Rubens had visited during his
1627 trip to Holland), he was not himself included. But perhaps the mere
idea of a pantheon of contemporary artists—comparable to Vasari’s lives
of Iralian painters and sculptors, or Karel van Mander’s biographies of
Netherlandish artists—triggered Rembrandt’s own fantasies of what kind
of figure he would cut, both to the present and to posterity.

For it was precisely at this time that Rembrandt began to make himself
over in Rubens’s image. He must have had the printed reproduction by
Paulus Pontius of Rubens’s great Christ on the Cross, which both he and
Lievens had already taken as the starting point for their respective exercises
in emulation. Perhaps he even knew of van Dyck’s own variations on pre-
cisely the same work of Rubens, compulsively repeated in the years around
1630 and 1631. And it was just conceivable, since both Huygens brothers
must necessarily have been involved in the arrangements, that Rembrandt
learned the astounding news that Rubens was actually to be in The Hague
for a few days in December 1631, in a predictably fruitless attempt to bring
Frederik Hendrik around to more tractable terms for a truce. Rubens need
only have taken a look at van Dyck’s triumphal portrait of Frederik Hen-
drik as the modern Alexander to have saved himself the trouble. Just what
van Dyck himself must have thought on hearing that his old master and
rival was to show up on the very doorstep of his new patrons can only be
imagined!

If Rembrandt knew anything at all of this sudden appearance and dis-
appearance, it could only have been exquisitely tantalizing. So near, so far.
Burt like everyone else, Rembrandt had the surrogate version of Rubens’s
presence to hand. It was an engraving, made by Paulus Pontius and pub-
lished just the previous year, in 1630, of the Flemish master’s self-portrait,
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originally painted for Charles I in 1623. As
far as Rubens was concerned, this was his
prototypical self-image. When his antiquar-
ian friend Peiresc begged him for a portrait,
he made a copy of the 1623 painting. Unlike
Rembrandt’s restless makeovers of his
appearance, Rubens’s sense of himself was
constant. On the few further occasions that
he painted his likeness, it was in virtually the
same pose: the gentlemanly three-quarter
profile; the sober but aristocratic cape; a few
links of a golden chain exposed below the
throat—a persona that somehow managed to
be at the same time both formidably present
and winningly self-deprecating.

This was what Rembrandt, a foot in the
door of the palaces of The Hague, badly
wanted to be: the gentleman intellectual. Per-
haps he had heard that Rubens had been
given an honorary degree at Oxford, pro-
claiming him before the world as pictor
doctus. And though Rembrandt, through the
generations, has been imagined more the
gypsy than the scholar, he too without ques-
tion wanted to be thought of as nobly
learned, not the common or garden pictor
vulgaris. Perhaps, too, Rembrandt knew that
when Rubens had been made Knight of the
Garter by King Charles, the King had slipped a diamond ring from his own
finger and given it to the painter, along with a diamond hatband and the
very sword which had tapped Rubens’s shoulders, the gems glittering at
the hile. Why should Rembrandt not have such things? Honor, fame,
wealth. Was it too much to fantasize about one day being Sir Rembrandt
van Rijn? After all, Huygens had actually been elevated to be Sir Constan-
tine by the last King of England at about the same age as Rembrandt
was now!

Rembrandt was already deeply involved in his attachment to Rubens—
at once adopting him as his model and fighting to have the differences
noticed. His Descent from the Cross, also painted in 1631 for the Srad-
holder, was directly raken from the engraving after Rubens’s grearest mas-
terpiece in Antwerp Cathedral, while at the same time being a calculated
Protestant response to the immense diapason of the Flemish master’s altar-
piece.’* Now he went one stage further by brazenly grafting his own like-
ness onto the best-known portrait of Rubens, as if his relationship to him
were as filial as van Dyck’s. Putting himself up for adoption in this out-
rageous way was an act of both homage and effrontery; venerating and
confronting the father figure with one and the same gesture.

Peter Paul Rubens, Self-
portrait, ¢. 1623. Panel,

86 x 62.5 cm. Windsor
Castle, Royal Collection



COUNTERCLOCKWISE FROM UPPER
RIGHT:

Paulus Pontius after Rubens, Self-
portrait, 1630. Engraving. Amsterdam,
Rijksprentenkabinet

Rembrandt, Self-portrait in a Soft Hat
and Embroidered Cloak, r631. Etch-
ing, first state. London, British
Museum

Rembrandt, Self-portrait in a Soft Hat
and Embroidered Cloak, 1631. Etch-
ing, fifth state. London, British
Museum

Rembrandt, Self-portrait in a Soft Hat
and Embroidered Cloak, 1631. Etch-
ing, tenth state. New York, Pierpont
Morgan Library
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It was, unmistakably, a Statement. None of Rembrandt’s previous self-
portrait etchings had been made on anything like the scale of the so-called
Self-portrait in a Soft Hat. It was, of course, Rubens’s felt hat with the
upturned brim. The etching was not only much the biggest that Rembrandt
had made of himself; it was by far the most elaborate and intensively
worked.’” Though he began the etching in 1631, it seems likely that he
fussed and worried and reworked the image over a number of years, com-
ing back to it again and again, treating the copper plate to yet another
round of covering up his last work with a new layer of waxy ground,
scratching in the revisions, and dipping the plate in a bath of acid to let it
eat through the new lines. This he did eleven times; eleven “states.” It was a
compulsion. It was his signature, his claim to be the new Rubens.

He began as Rembrandt, not Rubens, just an image of his head, the
right side of the face shadowed as usual, and with his favored lovelock
trailing over the shoulder. All that he had taken from Rubens was the hat,
with the brim turned up on the right side rather more emphatically than on
his model. But as he goes through further states, the petty larceny becomes
more glaring. By the fourth state, head and shoulders have been turned at
an identical angle to that of the Rubens portrait, but Rembrandt’s fancy
lace collar frames his face more formally, as if, on this occasion, to compen-
sate for the absence of a golden chain. To have given himself a bogus chain
when all the world knew of Rubens’s authentic ones would have been an
impertinence even Rembrandt could not have quite brazened out. The fifth
state was the decisive moment in the hybridization of Rembrandt-Rubens,
the twenty-four-year-old morphing into the fifty-four-year-old. By wrap-
ping himself in Rubens’s capacious cloak, Rembrandt is well aware that he
has done more than steal the Flemish master’s clothes. The folds and edging
and drape of the fabric are made deliberately analogous with Rubens’s
famous personality: generous, gracious, thoughtful; a proper support for
the intelligent dignity written on his handsome face. The cut of Rubens’s
cloth is, like the manner of his painting, expansive, voluminous, without
ever coarsening into vulgar swagger.

Rembrandt takes this dress and does a little judicious tailoring, letting
out the drapes to fit the more extravagant personality he is inventing for
himself. At first glance, this seems like little more than a minor adjustment,
giving a more pronounced lift to the cloak, filling out its edges with a gen-
erous, suggestively opulent fur trim. But in actual fact the alterations con-
stituted a double challenge to the Rubens prototype. Rembrandt now
stands in the pose and dress of a gentleman, a cavalier, his left arm held
close to his side, the sleeve tightly gathered at the wrist, freeing his hand to
rest on the hilt of an unseen sword. But it is the right arm, thrust sharply
into lit space, that represents the most impudent act of borrowing. For, not
satisfied with stealing the pose and costume of his model, Rembrandt, who,
remember, is working from the engraving of Rubens’s Descent from the
Cross, has now made off with one of its most memorable details: the right
arm and elbow of Nicodemus, similarly sharply outlined and projected
against the white winding sheet of Christ.
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By the tenth state of the etching, the sharp thrust of the right elbow
beneath the cloak has been made still more theatrical by the darkening of
the ground with a fretwork of lines, brightening as they reach the outline of
Rembrandt’s body, as if it were caught in a backlight. His lovelock has
undergone a sudden growth spurt, in defiance of all the sermons. His dress
is more grandly flamboyant: the fallen lace collar pleated and decorated;
the shawled lining of his cloak given a complicated brocaded finish.

Rembrandt has literally taken Rubens’s mantle (and gussied up its
trimmings)—long before the garment had dropped from the shoulders of
its owner. A commonplace of artists’ manuals, repeated in Karel van Man-
der’s Schilder-boeck, was the lawfulness, indeed the necessity, of theft, or at
least liberal borrowing from envied models and masters. Wel gekookte
rapen is goe pottagie—well-cooked pieces of this and that make the best
soup. And Rembrandt in 1631 had certainly taken the advice to heart. He
had done more than borrow pieces of Rubens’s manner. He had lifted an
entire identity, tried it on for size, walked about in it, and decided that it
suited him uncommonly well.

There would be times, of course, when it wouldn’t feel right. The incor-
rigibly peculiar Rembrandt, the maker of quiddities and visions, couldn’t
be contained within the grandiose habit of the Baroque master. But for ten
formative years, Rembrandt struggled to make this new persona come to
life, to replace miniatura with, as it were, maximatura—great Rubensian
spectacles full of crashing, dazzling theater; terrifying, arousing; volup-
tuous and tormented. He would look to this and that of Rubens’s master-
pieces for inspiration after inspiration; for the Passion series he was
commissioned to paint for the Stadholder; for an astounding Samson he
gave to Huygens, the Rubens devotee. Many of these projects were sensa-
tional triumphs; some were miserable failures; and a few were badly dam-
aged by the personality conflict working itself out in their execution. Only
when Rubens died, in 1640, and Rembrandt had indeed become the
supreme master of his time—not in The Hague but in Amsterdam—would
he throw the weight of his emulation from his back.

But in 1631 he scratched—for the very first time—the words Rem-
brandt flecit] on the copper etching plate. He had to do this backwards,
doubtless practicing in a mirror so that the reverse impression would come
out correctly. Being “Rembrandt”—using his given, baptismal name as his
signature—was itself a gesture loaded with self-importance, since it implied
he belonged in the company of those remembered by their first name:
Leonardo; Michelangelo; Titian; Raphael. But it seemed that he could only
become this “Rembrandt” by way of becoming Rubens.

If only he had known how Rubens had become Rubens.










CHAPTER TWO - JAN AND MARIA

i Iniquities, March 1571

ow that he was shut up in Dillenburg Castle, Jan Rubens could see,

with bitter clarity, that it had been a mistake to share the bed of the

Princess of Orange. Of course, it was common knowledge that she
was awash with drink. When deep in her cups, she was even capable of
cursing her husband’s name, threatening first his life and then her own.
Attempts had been made by the princely in-laws to deny her wine. But
Anna of Saxony, as he knew to his cost, was altogether undeniable: by sud-
den turns brazen or petulant. None of this, Rubens imagined, could be
extenuation for his offense. It was not for the criminal to pass judgement.
Yet when asked bluntly by Count Johan of Nassau, the Prince’s brother,
which of them had been the more forward in this unhappy matter, Rubens
would reply, in his considered, lawyerly way, that “had he not been sure of
his reception, he should never have dared to make an approach.”” He
could hardly add that it was much put about in the country that he had not
been the first such transgressor. There had been tavern talk in Cologne con-
cerning a captain and the son of a local money changer who had, in their
respective fashions, offered their services and been well received. Who
knew their fate? His own, alas, was all too plainly set out in German law
and custom. Even had he not been so imprudent as to cuckold the preemi-
nent nobleman of the Netherlands, Rubens would still have had to pay a
capital price for his adultery. He could only hope to be granted the sword,
as befitted his station as a learned doctor of the laws, and not be given to
the hangman like a common cutpurse. He had sent such men to their death
himself, heard the creaking gallows, observed the impatient rooks wheeling
overhead.

When Rubens could bring himself to reflect on the consequences of his
sinful trespass, it must have cut him to the quick to think of his four chil-
dren, left fatherless, stained with disgrace, and sunk into destitution. His
own father, Bartholomeus the apothecary, had died when Jan was still a
child, scarcely breeched. But whatever the source of Rubens’s misfortunes,
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they could not be blamed on a grievous childhood. After his father’s death,
Jan’s mother, Barbara Arents, mindful of her children and herself, had mar-
ried again, wisely accepting Jan Lantmetere, a provisions merchant from
one of the weightiest families of the weightiest city in the world: great,
gabled, cargo-congested Antwerp, mercatorum mundi, the fast-beating
heart of the Emperor Charles’s empire, which stretched from Prague to
Peru. Jan’s new uncle, Philip, was already a power in the city: syndic, mag-
istrate, and alderman; the kind of man who waited for others to doff their
cap in the street. And his mother’s family, the Arents-Spierincks, were well
represented among the local magistracy. It was time that Jan Rubens
acquire the learning and manners necessary to buff up mere riches into pol-
ished civility. Accordingly, the boy who at Latin school had declaimed his
Cicero with precocious solemnity was sent off to Italy in his twenty-first
vear with instructions to drink deeply at the fons sapientiae. Seven years
later, in 1561, and with little sense of urgency, Rubens returned to
Antwerp, glorified by parchment bearing the august seals of the Sapienza
College of Rome and attesting to his rank as doctor of both canon and civil
laws.*

He was now fit for the patricians and thev lost no time in making him
one of their own. In October 1562, barely a vear after his return to Flan-
ders, Rubens was elected to the bench of Antwerp’s eighteen aldermen: the
schepenen. He would be reelected every vear until the time of his sorrows.
At thirty-one he had become a notable of the city, admitted to share their
salt and their gossip. Now he would sup at the long tables of the truly mon-
eved, listen philanthropically (but firmly) to the importunate poor, and
pray for the plague-stricken. On judgement days he would don his black
gown and sit with his colleagues on the benches of the vierschaer, the capi-
tal tribunal, and, wearing a grave face, would dispatch rogues and ruffians
to the gallows. The city was in its great glory, its face bright and rosy with
limestone and brick, its inner rooms creamily marbled, the better to show
off dark coffers and cabinets wrought from nut woods and ebony. At its
heart, a great new Town Hall was rising, a palace really, utterly unlike any-
thing to be seen north of Venice: a four-story triumphal statement, rusti-
cated below, balustraded above; lonic pilasters; all the Renaissance
trimmings. Rubens must have been present at its inauguration in 1565, and
from the surmounting tempietto that rose cockily above its pitched roof he
could survey the swarming metropolis with satisfaction. Rubens stood
among the masters of this fairest of places. In 1561 he had made a fine
match: Maria, the daughter of Hendrick Pypelincx, a dealer in fine tapes-
tries; demure, devout, and gratifyvingly dowered. Standing before the altar
of the St. Jacobskerk with his bride, Rubens must have supposed his life
replete with blessings.

How could he know that in that vear of his early splendor, 15671,
another marriage was solemnized that would bring woe to Rubens, as well
as to its unfortunate partners? In distant Leipzig, the twenty-eight-year-
old widower William of Orange-Nassau, exceptionally rich and corre-
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spondingly indebted, arrived with a retinue of eleven hundred knights,
squires, pages, heralds, and drummers, and the usual complement of wrest-
lers, fools, dwarves, and dancers, to marry Anna of Saxony. In the alt-
deutsch fashion, the pair were wedded and publicly bedded amidst
midsummer rose petals, country airs, and encouraging eructions. The
bride was sixteen: high-spirited and high-colored, her flax-blond hair
wound up in tight rolls beneath the bridal tiara to form the curving lobes
of a playing-card heart. Anna’s high brow, large, slightly fishy eves, and
irregular nose dividing white-dough cheeks had all been inherited from her
late father, the tirelessly pig-sticking, implacable Maurice, Elector of Sax-
ony, Germany’s most obstinate Lutheran prince and the nemesis of the
Catholic Habsburgs.

From this ebullient paternity, as well as from the disconcertingly eager
manner in which Anna had responded to his formulaic letters of gallantry
(three love letters in a single day!), William might have guessed that their
union might want serenity.’ But then, for all his courtliness the Prince was
an urgently sensual as well as uxorious man. Anna had been presented,
selectively, to him, and from the little that could be seen, he quite liked
what he saw. She seemed, perhaps, a little overexcited, but after all, she was
scarcely more than a child. There was every reason to assume that her occa-
sionally agitated manner would eventually be curbed by a consciousness of
high station, the supply of wise counsel, and the maturity of motherhood.
For the time being, William declared in a famously unguarded moment at
the wedding, she should put aside her Bible for chivalric romances like
Amadis of Gaul.

There were some ill omens. During the relentless jousts accompanying
the wedding festivities, her uncle and guardian Augustus, the present elec-
tor, fell from his horse in full armor, fracturing an arm.* And William had
barely gotten his bride to his palace in Brabant before general muttering
broke out in the courts of Europe. There were those, like Philip, Landgrave
of Hesse, the bride’s grandfather, who believed the match to be a betrayal
of Lutheranism, and those, like King Philip II of Spain, who believed it to
be a betraval of Catholicism. Complicated negotiations were entered into
regarding the confessional practices of the new princess. Philip of Spain
instructed his half sister, Margaret of Parma, the Regent of the Nether-
lands, to insist on Anna’s speedy and unequivocal submission to Rome.
Philip of Hesse issued countercommands to the effect that she be allowed
full liberty to profess her Lutheran faith. William shut his ears to both
demands, preferring a more supple arrangement. Anna was to conform in
outward things to the Catholic Church but be permitted freedom of wor-
ship in her own chapel (public priests, private pastors). It was a typically
intelligent solution for shockingly unintelligent times, and it pleased no one
bevond the immediate circle of the Prince. At mid-century, Christendom
was ostensibly divided between Catholics and Protestants. But an even
deeper cleavage divided militants from pragmatists. The latter would let
men alone with their consciences provided their observances did not dis-
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turb peace and propriety; the former detested such politic accommodations
as courtesies to Satan.

By necessity and by moral inclination, William was a pragmatist, a
politique, in the sixteenth-century term. His father, the Count of Nassau-
Dillenburg, was Lutheran, but sufficiently relaxed in his artitude to be
unperturbed by the continuing presence of Franciscans in his little hilltop
town.’ The Count’s own brother Heinrich, after all, remained true to the
old Church. So when, through a cousin’s death in battle during the war
with France, William suddenly inherited large portions of Brabant, Flan-
ders, and Franche-Comté, as well as fifty baronies, three Italian principali-
ties, the defunct kingdom of Arles, and the sovereign principality of Orange
in the southern Rhone Valley, and was all at once transformed from a
minor German dynast into the greatest seigneur in northern Europe, it
seemed of not much consequence that the inheritance came with the
requirement of Catholicism. Of more significance was the local joke that
while the father was known about the Rhineland as “William the Rich,” he
was now a pauper beside his eleven-year-old son. As befitted his new for-
tune and rank, the boy was made to part from Dillenburg, where he had
been born and had grown up: a medieval castle-town, with an old donjon
sitting on the peak of a hill above an unruly nest of pitched slate roofs and
timbered alehouses. William the Rich and William the Richer sat together
in a closed carriage that trundled its way northwest to the Netherlands, to
the boy prince’s palace at Breda, and then on to gilded Brussels to be pre-
sented to the Emperor Charles V.

Uprooted from Gothic Nassau, William acclimatized quickly to the
urbanity of Habsburg Brabant, learning the graces of the courtier and the
disciplined arts of the young soldier. Speaking French to the mighty and
Flemish to his servants, he was hard to dislike and rapidly became the
favorite of the gout-racked Emperor, called to serve in his bedchamber. It
was the Emperor-Father, not the Count-Father, who had chosen Anna of
Buren as a fit wife for William in 1551, when he was eighteen. When, four
years later, Charles decided to throw off the cares of state and retire to a
monastery, he hobbled into the great hall in Brussels for the abdication
announcement, leaning heavily on the right arm of the Prince of Orange. In
a world where the body spoke, it could not fail to be observed that Prince
Philip, to whom the kingdom of Spain and the government of the Nether-
lands were now formally entrusted, followed behind, screened from the
assembly by the black-robed bulk of the Emperor and the trim Prince,
whose slashed doublet glittered with silver thread.

Philip IT and William of Orange were so entirelv opposite in tempera-
ment and conviction that they might have been the conceit of an Eliza-
bethan playwright. The lantern-jawed Spanish King was ascetic and
severely single-minded in judgement, not least on himself; and though it
was William who came to be called “Silent™ (for keeping his own counsel),
it was Philip who was the more ominously taciturn of the two. The Prince
of Orange was delicately gregarious, and as much enamored of worldly
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pleasures as Philip was afflicted by them. At the age of sixteen William had
entertained Philip, then King of Naples, in his spectacularly handsome cas-
tle at Breda. The style was sybaritic—peacocks and pavanes—but for the
fastidious Habsburg such occasions were a trial, as though the corruption
of the flesh was grossly advanced with each nibbled dainty. Yet for all their
incompatibility, William fully meant to be as loyal a servant of King Philip
as he had been a devoted ward of the Emperor Charles, and was much
given to elaborate declarations of loyalty to the Catholic Church. For his
part, and whatever his private reservations, Philip had no alternative but to
maintain the Prince of Orange in high office, if for no other reason than as
a restraining influence on any of his fellow nobles who might be flirting
with heresy. So William remained on the Council of State and was
appointed stadbouder, or “lieu-tenant,” literally place-holder on behalf of
the sovereign, sworn to maintain and enforce the King’s law in the
provinces of Holland, Zeeland, and Utrecht. As far as the Prince was con-
cerned, there was nothing in his Saxon marriage that compromised this
duty. But when Lutheran pastors were reported attending on Princess Anna
in her chapels at Breda and Brussels, Philip became confirmed in his suspi-
cion that the union was a conspiracy, manufactured to smuggle German
Protestantism into the Catholic Netherlands.

For King Philip, toleration was the herald of apostasy. It was well
known that on his personal domains in Brabant, William of Orange was
notoriously lax, going out of his way to protect Protestants from the Inqui-
sition, introduced into the Netherlands in 1520 by Charles V. The local
nobility there had protested that the tribunal had no legal standing in their
provinces, but the Prince of Orange had no business giving that kind of
insubordination aid and comfort. In his personal principality in Orange, in
the Rhone Valley, with the great amphitheater of Augustus Caesar at its
center, William had created a regime in which both confessions were
allowed public worship. Pragmatic leniency, he had come to believe, was
the only way to avoid an all-out war to the death berween the mutually
demonizing creeds of Catholicism and Protestantism (the latter given an
even sharper edge by the growing popularity of Calvinism in southern
France, England, and the Netherlands). But it was precisely this Manichean
battle of light and darkness that King Philip was so hot to prosecute.
Acutely conscious of his father’s failure to reunite Christendom, Philip had
sworn his own life to the sacred mission of extirpating heresy and van-
quishing the Turks. The two were tightly interconnected in his mind with
the realization of a true Christian peace. If the Ottomans could be stopped
in the Aegean and the Adriatic, then he could turn his attention and forces
to the heretics. If the heretics were brought to submission, nothing could
stop a great crusade in the East.

The exasperatingly heterodox provinces of the Netherlands were a
vital strategic element in this world mission.® Gold had to be choked loose
from their usurious banks, supplies and levies from their wharves and trad-
ing houses, but at the same time, wicked literature had to be stopped up in
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their printing houses. Under the Emperor Charles there had been a great
burning of heretical books in Antwerp in 1529, and the Inquisitors had
been given the authority of full imperial officers. But the publishers of that
cosmopolitan city were no better than the infamously godless Venetians.
Briefly sobered, they had continued to produce works, purportedly schol-
arly commentaries on classical history and philosophy, that were known to
be subverting loyalty and religion. It was time the Netherlanders were freer
with their funds and tighter with their opinions. This much Philip tried to
make clear to the landed magnates and city pensionaries who dominated
the representative assembly of the seventeen provinces of the Netherlands,
the States General. Most urgently, the crown needed three million florins in
subsidies to sustain the war with France. Startled by the unheard-of
demand, the States rejected it out of hand. Four years of grim bickering
between the King and the recalcitrant nobility ensued. Meetings of the
States General, summoned in 1556 and 1558, succeeded only in providing
a platform on which they could air their many grievances against the gov-
ernment. And since the royal finances had been based, for twenty years, on
issues of annuities guaranteed by the provinces, this abrupt change of direc-




JAN AND MARIA 47

tion toward fiscal centralism was unlikely to succeed. That his eventual vic-
tory over France was owed in no small part to men and money provided by
the Netherlands did not make the King feel better disposed toward those
provinces. In 1559 he exited Brussels, sour with chagrin. As a parting ges-
ture, he had finally been allotted nine years of money, but only in return for
promising the withdrawal of Spanish troops. Could he not be master, then,
in his own lands?

If the prolonged wrangling with the States had been vexing, it had also
been instructive. The heretically contaminated riches of the Netherlands
had been put beyond the King’s reach by a tangled forest of obscure and
maddeningly parochial institutions. In muniment rooms throughout the
Netherlands, in Mechelen and Douai, Dordrecht and Franeker, were stored
great rolls of parchment, bound with silk, heavy with seals, and impres-
sively black and crusty with time, in which were encoded the immemorial
“liberties,” “franchises,” “immunities,” “privileges,” and charters of the
towns and provinces, their great defense-works against the siege of monar-
chical government. For Philip these charters were medieval anachronisms
that must yield to the modern reality of the worldwide holy mission. The
parchment would be fed to the flames, his will would be done, and true
congregations of the faithful would sing hosannas in his name.

Philip had left the details of this thankless task to the Regent, his illegit-
imate half sister, the stolid Margaret of Parma, who, despite her Italian
marriage, had been born to a Flemish noblewoman and educated as her
father Charles V wished, in the Netherlands. It was precisely this suspi-
ciously native aspect of her character that made Philip wonder if she truly
had the mettle to confront, head-on, the obstreperous resistance of the
nobles and towns. To fortify her resolution, Margaret was to be assisted by
a new type of handpicked loyalist: lowborn men who had risen through
their wits and the King’s good grace; university-educated, erudite in law
and letters; bureaucratic in temper and uncompromisingly devoted to the
absolute sovereignty of the monarch. The senior official cast in this mold
was Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle, no servile fanatic but a sophisticated
and learned humanist who was dependably unsympathetic to provincial
traditions. The two goals of his planned reforms—religious uniformity and
fiscal convenience—were meant to be mutually self-reinforcing. A new
hierarchy of bishops, rationally consolidated throughout the seventeen
provinces and centrally appointed from among the most reliable Inquisi-
tors, rather than beholden to noble patrons, would ensure conformity.
With webs of patronage swept away, the populace would be returned to
their natural loyalty to the King and Church. And moneys raised from
property and goods—everything from malt to salt—would fund the admin-
istration as well as any troops which (God forbid) might be required to
protect it.

» <

That, at any rate, was the idea. But it was one thing to decree the instal-
lation of government-appointed bishops, and quite another to make it hap-
pen. Protestantism had been acquiring converts among the Netherlands
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nobles, some surreptitiously, some, like William’s younger brother Louis of
Nassau, unapologetically professing the Reformed creed. Such zealots
could be assumed to be hostile to Granvelle’s innovations. But the threat to
their patronage also turned much more moderate figures like Prince
William into personally aggrieved critics of the government. To represent
the reforms as rational and tidy was a wicked masquerade. The truth was
that they were the implements of despotism, the calculated ruin of their
“old constitution.” There was also an element of righteous snobbery in the
nobles’ discontent. Men like Granvelle were dismissed as parvenus, alien to
the land and class of the natural rulers, determined to impose even lowlier
nobodies on offices which properly belonged in the gift of the seigneurs.
Where they could, the nobility persisted in placing their own men (and rel-
atives, bearing familiar manorial names) in the bishops’ seats; where they
could not, they let pelting crowds do the work of obstruction. Who knows?
Perhaps William really did believe that he could remain faithful to the King
while repudiating His Majesty’s officers. But gradually, almost by default,
he allowed himself to become the focus of opposition to Granvelle and his
loyalists on the Council of State. It was William who orchestrated the col-
lective walkout of the most prominent nobles from the Council of State,
disingenuously warning Margaret that they could not be held answerable
for the peace of the realm as long as Granvelle and his policies remained.
By March 1564 the centralizing reforms existed only on paper. Without the
troops to make coercion credible, Margaret’s only option was to concede
to the noble demand to get rid of Granvelle. When he left (unwillingly),
William and his colleagues graciously consented to return to the council.

If the Prince equated the removal of his adversary with the triumph of
toleration, he was swiftly disabused. Granvelle’s departure was a signal for
many Netherlanders, highborn and low, to declare their allegiance to the
Reformation, which in turn led Philip to dig in his heels and insist once
again that the war against heresy would be redoubled rather than relaxed.
The Inquisition would stay. The placaten (placards) stigmatizing Protes-
tants as criminals would not be withdrawn. To William, the insistence on
unswerving rigor unsupported by effective government was a policy des-
tined for calamity. But in Philip’s uncomplicated universe of good and evil,
it made perfect sense. For the time being, there were no regiments to do his
will. But that was no reason to betray his conscience and tarry from
Christ’s bidding. If he remained true and steadfast, Heaven would provide.
He would live to see his soldiers, their pikes bright for the Lord, descend
from the mountains and march into the low, green plains toward the cities
of iniquity.

In the meantime, Hell had the upper hand. The winter of 1565-66 was
memorably cruel. The river Scheldt froze hard, and the stevedores of
Antwerp were condemned to penury. Grain was short and bread dear. The
looms, dye vats, glass shops, brassworks, and tanneries of the town stayed
idle, the familiar smells of the city workshops strangely absent from the bit-
ing air. While there was nothing in Calvinist preaching which directly laid

y —
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these misfortunes at the door of the roval government, the Lenten miseries
were certainly thought of by many as the scourges of old Egypt, brought on
them by their stiff-necked Pharaoh. Some, the artisans grumbled, ate well
enough: the gluttonous monk drooling over his table could be seen in any
number of woodcut satires that had begun to infiltrate the Netherlands
from Germany and France. Complaining of the elaborateness of Church
ornaments, a Reformed preacher told the erring priesthood that “you dress
these wooden blocks in velvet but let God’s children go naked.”” Righteous
anger was not the monopoly of the humble. Calvinist gentry returning
from exile in England and Geneva, like Jan and Philip van Marnix, were
freer with their psalms and opinions, and their unequivocal sense of right
doctrine emboldened nobles like the Counts of Brederode and Culemborg.
Grumbling at the hunt turned into godly intentions at the supper table and
ended up as impassioned vows, sworn with hands on sword hilts. Noble
bluster turned into a “confederacy” committed to ending the pernicious
campaign against “heresy.” A document professing to be the “Compro-
mise” was drawn up and signed, but it required the Regent to annul and
make void the entire religious policy of the crown. On April 5, 1566, some
hundreds of mounted gentlemen, with Brederode, Culemborg, and
William’s younger brother Louis at their head, clattered into Brussels, with
as much fanfare as they could contrive, to present their petition to the
Regent. In the tense situation, William the Silent stayed prudent, ostensibly
loval to Margaret. But he found himself commonly assumed to be in sym-
pathy with the confederates. The truth is that he was not entirely out of
sympathy with them, either. Attempting to calm the agitated Regent, one of
her counsellors, Berlavmont, had expressed sardonic surprise that she
appeared so out of sorts for the sake of “ces gueux”—these beggars.
Rumor wagged its many tongues about the streets of Brussels, and in a
moment of inspired opportunism Brederode and his companions adroitly
turned the insult into a badge of pride. Beggars indeed—well, better an
honest beggar than a scoundrel government! Tailors were set in motion,
happy for the work, to provide costume, and the troop of gentlemen rebels
rode out of the city wearing the drab gray of mendicant friars, wooden beg-
ging bowls about their necks. In no time ar all, Beggar songs, the Geuzen-
lieden, could be heard in the alehouses, where prints were nailed to posts
and beams showing the clasped right hands of the confoederatio together
with the clapper, stick, and begging bowl of the suddenly glamorous calling
of the beggar. Wearing the bowl became a la mode among the circles of the
opposition gentry, customized for the more fashion-conscious Beggar with
silver rims and chains.

Somewhat to William’s alarm, defiance bred disorder. Nothing he
could do seemed to quell rumors that, for all his ostensible distance from
the Beggars, the Prince was actually the Beggar-in-Chief. Among his many
offices was that of Burgrave of Antwerp, leaving him no choice but to
respond to Margaret’s call to go to the city in July 1566 and attempt to
calm a populace inflamed by anti-Catholic preaching. On his arrival, his
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neutral stance was immediately compromised by an embarrassingly effu-
sive public welcome by Brederode, dressed, of course, in Beggar gray. The
two trotted through the city streets greeted by throngs cheering the Prince
as if he had already accepted the role for which he would eventually be
martyred: that of pater patriae, father of the country. Day by day Habsburg
authority in the Netherlands was falling apart, and neither William nor, for
that matter, Jan Rubens greeted the chaos with any joy. Like the Prince,
Rubens had been sworn to uphold the King’s law, yet he too had come to
think of the Inquisition as an abuse of that law, rather than its legitimate
expression. Nor could he be entirely unmoved by the Calvinist fervor grip-
ping the city. Psalmbooks—suddenly a seditious form of literature—were
everywhere. Preachers like Herman Moded and Guy de Bray attracted
crowds to their sermons, thundering against the relics and rituals of the
Roman Church as dross and trash, stinking abominations in the nostrils of
the Lord. How was a conscientious magistrate to keep the peace?

In all likelihood Jan Rubens himself shared some of these equivoca-
tions and uncertainties, observing Catholic forms while flirting with the
heresies he was appointed to repress. Before setting off for Italy in 1550,
and like all sensible travellers faced with the many perils of the roads and
mountain passes, Jan had made a will. The document commended his soul
to “Almighty God, to Mary his Blessed Mother, and to all the Company of
Heaven,” and his “dead body to consecrated ground.”® In 1563, when he
revised that will to take account of his marriage, references to the Virgin
had vanished in favor of the simple commendation to God. As for the bod-
ies of husband and wife, they were to be laid simply “in a place to be deter-
mined.” The banality of the language announces a momentous withdrawal
from devotional ritual: the name of the Virgin replaced by a legal formula.

By Pentecost, 1566, the sound of massed Calvinist voices extolling the
Lord and damning the Pope had become a fervent chorus. Outside
Antwerp’s city walls, beyond the reach of its magistrates, the crowds listen-
ing to the “hedge-preachers™ denounce the Roman Antichrist had swollen
from hundreds to fifteen, sometimes twenty, thousand. More ominous for
the custodians of order, these congregations had begun to take on the look
of an encampment. Food was cooked on open fires. And when the sermons
and psalm-chanting refused to stop for darkness, families said their evening
prayers beneath the summer sky and slept upon the trodden, muddy grass.
Unlike on fair days, though, there were no players, no Gypsies, no quacks,
just a solid mass of rapt humanity whispering, shouting, singing, praying.
Immediately below the improvised wooden pulpit, and all about the
perimeter of the congregation, stood armed men equipped with harque-
buses and crossbows. Behind this protective shield, the preachers called for
a great cleansing. For the moment, the violence remained rhetorical. There
were even those among the magistrates who looked toward the hedge-
flocks and saw a quiet and orderly troop, with well-to-do merchants and
gentlemen reassuringly interspersed with stevedores, printers, and weavers.

Beyond Antwerp, especially in Holland and the northern Netherlands,
matters had become rougher, not least because the more zealous members
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of the Protestant nobility had themselves become patrons of image-
breaking. Though the story of the Count of Culemborg feeding wafers
(“baked gods,” as the Calvinists called them) to his pet parrot in his local
church may be apocryphal, Herman Moded certainly claimed that the
Count had egged him on.” When the church walls had been stripped and
covered with layers of chalk whitewash, designated squares were repainted
black, over which the Ten Commandments were inscribed in gold. The first
two—“Thou shalt have no other gods before me” and “Thou shalt not
make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in
heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath”—were henceforth to be regu-
larly brought to the attention of any congregants so impure as to hanker
after the old images. Beginning on August 10 at Steenvoorde, churches and
monasteries in the westkwartier of Flanders were invaded by crowds
smashing statues, tearing down paintings, and inventively desecrating vest-
ments.”® In the Zeeland town of Middelburg, the artist Marinus van
Reymerswaele turned on his own vocation by joining the image-breakers
who broke stained glass and mutilated statues in the parish church. And
with each unopposed atrack, William’s via media became more difficult to
sustain.

On August 18 the cathedral chapter of the greatest and grandest of all
parish churches, Onze Lieve Vrouwekerk, the Church of Our Dear Lady,
processed through the city streets along a route that had been prescribed in
1399. At their center, a litter carried by twenty men bore a statue of the
Madonna brilliantly painted, her face as white as a lily, gold thread embroi-
dered through her gown. It was the Sunday after the Assumption of the
Virgin, usually the most elaborate of Antwerp’s public festivals. Besides the
sacred images, the street processions usually featured spectacle for the peo-
ple: floats of galiots and sea monsters; travelling towers and smoking drag-
ons; giants, tumblers, and wild beasts—hippopotami carted by clowns.
This year, however, the parade seemed more meager, the drums and pipes
more subdued. The ranks of brilliantly costumed guildsmen, harque-
busiers, and crossbowmen had been drastically thinned by companies who
had already decided that the veneration of the wooden Virgin was shame-
ful idolatry and who had asked to remove all statues, altarpieces, and relics
from their respective chapels in the cathedral. The procession, then, had a
self-conscious air about it, both defiant and nervous, facing crowds that
sometimes did scandalous things, jeering at the Virgin as she passed, threat-
ening that it would be “Meyken’s last promenade.” When the statue was
finally returned to the Gothic annex of the church, it was railed off from
would-be assailants. In other parts of the church, statues received the same
precautionary protection as if awaiting a siege. Our Lady of Milan, with
her long, loose tresses of hair, brilliant blue robe, and ears of wheat, and
Our Lady on the Pole, who had once been a simple wooden manikin but
who had been transformed into silver by the multitudes of the grateful who
attributed healing miracles to her gracious intercession, were both screened
from the ill-disposed.’ The daily offices of the church proceeded as usual:
laud, prime, terce, sext, none, vespers; the antiphons, litanies, lessons, and
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responses echoing against the vaults. But prayers for the salvation of the
faithful may have been offered with special fervor.

The Burgrave, William of Orange, believed the city to be on the point
of tumult. He told the Regent as much when she summoned him to appear
at a specially convened assembly of the Golden Fleece, the chivalric order
of the Netherlands nobility sworn to allegiance to King and Emperor. If he
left Antwerp now, the Prince warned, he could not answer for its peace.
Nonsense, the Regent replied. The city is quiet. We are grateful. Come; you
are needed to dissuade your fellow knights from the evil way of rebellion.
Do not delay.

Margaret was obeyed. On August 19, the same day William rode
through the city gates, a group of youths, some apprentices and some Latin
school boys, made a noisy entrance into the cathedral where “Meyken”
had been set up behind a guardrail for her own safety, and began shouting
insults at the statue. Delighted with his own performance and egged on by
the laughter and shouting, the ringleader climbed up the front of the pulpit
and began to perform a parody of the Mass, until a sailor, beside himself
with rage, grappled with the youth, throwing him to the church floor.
Fighting broke out in the nave between mutually enraged crowds of the
Reformers and the faithful and spilled over into the street. News of the
brawl, making its way around the taverns and out into the preaching-fields,
strengthened the conviction that with the Prince’s departure, Antwerp was
indeed an open city.

The next day, August 20, an immense crowd singing the praises of God
assembled after vespers before the doors of the cathedral. It was liberally
equipped with mallets, shears, knives, and hammers taken from work-
shops. Some from the docks and shipyards had brought grappling hooks,
lanyards, and ropes, as if they were about to board an enemy vessel.
Alarmed at the size of the gathering, Rubens and his colleagues decided to
call out the civic guard, but their numbers had been weakened by defec-
tions to the iconoclasts. Nervous attempts to disarm the most aggressive
among the crowd rapidly turned into scuffles, and might have been more
serious had not the guard, at somebody’s prudent command, rapidly aban-
doned their halfhearted attempt at police action. The church was defense-
less. The chapter and choir had fled their lodgings. After the crowd forced
their way past the barred and bolted gates and marched down the nave,
Herman Moded, who had Hebraized his name of Strijker, entered the pul-
pit and yet again urged his flock to scour the temple of the idols and pup-
pets that Satan had set within its precincts to tempt the eyes of the
credulous and lead their souls into distracted perdition. Strike the abomi-
nations, he commanded; lay them low; pierce the Whore of Babylon to the
heart. Praise be to God.

So the flock did as they were bidden and began indeed to smite. And
because it was not fellow citizens who were on the receiving end of the hit-
ting but dumb pieces of wood and stone and cloth and glass, the assaults
could be joyfully unconstrained. Everything that had made Christian Flan-
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ders bewitchingly beautiful, for that very reason, was marked for oblitera-
tion. Had not Calvin himself insisted that since God’s majesty was invisi-
ble, anything that presumed to represent his works, or that of Christ and
the apostles, was idle blasphemy? Did not the catechism of Heidelberg
warn Christians against presuming to be wiser than God, who wished his
Gospel to be taught by the Living Word and not by dolls of wood and
paint?

Some of the chapels in the dimly glowing church had already been qui-
etly stripped of their art by the deacons of the guilds, so that the patron
saints of the coopers, furriers, tanners, and basketmakers now presided in
spirit, not image, over their respective sanctuaries. The stall within the very
precincts of the church from which artists sold retables, sculptures, and
paintings had been discreetly dismantled some weeks before and its ven-
dors dispersed. There remained, however, much for the iconoclasts to do,
and they scattered in busy gangs and teams through the church searching
for offending idols. Hooks and ropes were attached to statues of the cruci-
fied Christ above the rood loft, enabling four men to pull the work to the
cathedral floor in an eerie reversal of the elevation of the Cross. The rows
of apostles lining each side of the nave followed him to the pavement. Frans
Floris’s Assumption of the Virgin, as well as other great altarpieces, was
plied out of its station with chisels and hammers, and the painting itself
smashed and splintered. The same master’s Fall of Rebel Angels was ripped
from the wall of the chapel of the fencers’ guild and sent tumbling, like its
subjects, into the dark space below. Though the great painting survived,
albeit damaged, the wings of the triptych went for good.”* When the break-
ers were thwarted by the sheer weight and bulk of a painting, Bernard van
Orley’s Last Judgement, for example, their frustrated energy redoubled
itself against targets that were more convenient for destruction. The richly
carved choir stalls were hacked about by assailants parodically dressed in
copes and chasubles taken from the vestry chest. Oil from the vessels of the
sacred unction was smeared on the heavy nailed boots that trampled relics
underfoot. And since God’s splendor was to be extolled by nothing other
than the human voice, the vox humana pipe was the first to be torn from
the organ stall and the rest flung down shortly afterward. “I went into the
Church with ten thousand others,” wrote an English merchant, Richard
Clough. “It looked like a hell, as if heaven and earth had gone together,
with falling of images and beating of costly works. . . . [It was] the costliest
church in Europe and they have so spoiled it that they have left not a place
to siton.”"}

Even before the cathedral church of Our Dear Lady had been reduced
to its proper, chastened emptiness, the iconcoclasts had fanned out into the
city, making for the thirty churches and countless convents and monaster-
ies that had been Antwerp’s glory. There they found Hubertuses, Willi-
brords, Geertruids, and Bavos to decapitate, sending heads deprived of
noses, ears, and eyes rolling down the aisles. Porches filled with the debris
of shattered statues, legs, arms, and trunks waiting like dismembered
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plague victims for the death carts to carry them away. Monastic libraries
were set ablaze, ancient illuminated manuscripts, missals, and chant books
fuelling the flames.

The next day, with Antwerp made properly ashen with repentance,
carts carried the iconoclasts to the villages beyond the city walls, where
their energies revived. When, on August 23, the fury had ebbed enough for
the city’s magistrates to venture out safely and wander amidst the wreck-
age, they saw that none of Antwerp’s holy places had escaped the purge.
Color had been drained away from the churches. Vaulting that had been
bright with flowered bosses and spaces where cupids had fluttered and
lambs had carried the standard of Christ were now covered in chalky
whitewash, clad in shrouds like penitent strumpets, the satisfied pastors
said.

From their different places, William of Orange and Jan Rubens sur-
veyed the disaster. Of the two, it was probably Rubens who had been more
active among Calvinist circles (or so the Inquisition was to claim). But
whatever the state of their shifting creeds, both must have understood that
the beeldenstorm—the storm of images—had made moderation simultane-
ously essential and improbable. Shocked by the ferocity of the onslaught on
the old Church, and nervous of retribution coming from Spain, cooler
heads on both sides of the confessional divide attempted to return the
country to reason. On August 23 a formal ban on ransacking churches was
proclaimed, and the following day Margaret announced an “Accord”
embodying the frail hopes of confessional coexistence advocated by both
William and the pensionary of Antwerp, Jacob van Wesembeke. An
embassy was to be sent to the King asking (optimistically) for understand-
ing. Pending his response, the procedures of the Inquisition and the offend-
ing placaten would be suspended. Protestants were to be permitted their
own places of worship; provided they relinquished the occupied churches.
This partition approach had already been attempted in the cities and
regions of France where Protestantism was strongest, but with the dispirit-
ing result of turning local hostilities into all-out religious war.

If William feared that the Netherlands would fare no better, he did his
best to conceal his trepidation. He spent the autumn of 1566 travelling
about the three provinces of his stadholderate—Holland, Zeeland, and
Utrecht—shifting flocks about from place to place and trying to calm their
mutual anxieties. His own worries grew, and with good reason. Though
Margaret claimed to want to abide by the Accord, she knew for a fact that
Philip had already determined to use crushing military force. The Prince
was also losing the struggle to restrain the Protestant zealots, not least his
brother Louis of Nassau, who had committed themselves to rebellion.
Early in 1567 he himself privately abandoned the attempt at compromise
and steeled himself for the coming conflict. Anna and their younger daugh-
ter would be sent, in secret, to the Nassau ancestral home at Dillenburg,
together with whatever money could be gotten from pawning plate and
jewels.
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Before he followed his family, William made a last, desperate effort to
prevent slaughter in Antwerp. A few miles beyond the city, in the village of
Osterweel by the Scheldt, on March 15, 1567, a badly armed, ineptly led
Protestant army was surrounded, and then slaughtered, by government
troops. Within the city gates, hysteria had understandably taken hold of
the populace. Terrified of the retribution about to be inflicted on them by
the Catholic troops, the citizens demanded that the Prince send an expedi-
tion to help the remnant of Protestant soldiers. This, said the Prince, facing
the crowds together with Burgemeester van Straelen, would be merely a
futile gesture, guaranteeing the defenselessness of the city itself. Suddenly
unsure which course of action would do least harm, the crowd’s leaders
decided to take out their frustration on the city garrison and set up their
own armed camp, complete with cannon, on the Meir Bridge. Only
another speech from William, this time delivered from the steps of the
Town Hall and including a promise to form a citizens’ militia, defused the
dangerous mixture of fear and rage.

At some point soon, William knew, this precarious balancing act was
bound to fail, and he was not yet ready to be the most famous casualty of
the ensuing debacle. On April 10 he formally resigned from the council,
and a day later travelled northeast to Breda to collect his elder daughter,
who had been extricated from the Regent’s household. By the first week of
May, the Prince was in Dillenburg with a company of 150 men, living off
the hospitality of his younger brother Johan, who had succeeded his father
as Count of Nassau. Anna, heavily pregnant, who had preceded him, was
not especially welcoming. Dillenburg, she gave it to be known, was a
prison. She was suffering cruelly beneath the weight of so many Nassaus:
sisters, aunts, brothers, and especially the vigilant presence of her mother-
in-law, the forbidding Juliana von Stolberg.

But for the Prince, now reduced to the status of a fugitive, his birth-
place was blessed asylum. For all he had gone through, William was still
undecided as to whether to join a rebellion, the very idea of which was
repugnant to his ingrained instinct for peace and order. The Duke of Alva,
who entered Brussels on August 22, 1567, swiftly decided this for him.
Indictments of treason were issued against all the leaders of the opposition
to Granvelle and Margaret, without nice distinctions between militants and
moderates. The Prince’s own position in this roll call of renegades was
made absolutely clear by the seizure of his son, Philip William, from Lou-
vain University, where he had been a student, to be sent straightway to
Spain to be raised as the ward of his godfather and namesake, the King.
When a deputation of faculty from the university made so bold as to
protest the abduction to Alva’s Spanish councillor, de Vargas, he replied
with a chilling declaration of naked power intended to shock their patheti-
cally professorial susceptibilities. “Non curamus privilegios vestros,” he
announced. “We care nothing for your privileges.” Shortly after, the
entirety of the Prince’s possessions, estates, and property was declared for-
feit to the crown. Nine barge-loads of furniture, tapestries, and paintings
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were hauled away by canal from William’s palace at Breda and stored at
Ghent for the King’s pleasure. Yet even now, when there could be no possi-
ble turning back, William’s printed “Justification,” the first great propa-
ganda document of the revolt of the Netherlands, written with van
Wesembeke, insisted that the King had been led astray by evil counsel and
fervently hoped that more enlightened counsels might yet prevail in
Madrid.

It was this same temporizing that made the Prince lose his best oppor-
tunity to make a military strike in the autumn of 1567, while anger over the
Spanish military occupation in Flanders and Brabant was still raw, and
before Alva’s terror had successfully done its work of mass intimidation. By
the time William, Louis of Nassau, and Brederode had managed to put
together a military force, principally by recruiting German and French mer-
cenaries, their task was more formidable, not least because the population
of the Netherlands was understandably nervous about the consequences of
giving assistance to their “liberators.” There was a solitary victory in the
north at Heiligerlee when Louis surprised the loyalist duc d’Aremberg
(who had also been a friend of William’s). But it was followed just two
months later by a complete debacle at Jemminghen, where two thousand of
Louis’s men were killed or surrendered to Alva, and their commander was
obliged to swim for his life. William attempted his own military incursion
in the southern province of Limburg, where his army swiftly disintegrated
for want of pay and supplies, spending most of its energy marauding local
villages. Thereafter William was mostly reduced to trudging between Stras-
bourg, Duisburg, and Cologne, imploring the German and French princes
to provide the men and the money that would allow him to challenge
Alva’s disciplined and well-supplied forces. Being a Beggar was no longer, if
it ever had been, amusing. “We may regard the Prince of Orange,” Alva
wrote cheerfully, “as a dead man.” Few disagreed.

In the spring of 1568, Wesembeke rode into the courtyard of Schloss
Dillenburg in not much better condition than the Beggar Prince. He was
able to give William a firsthand report of the miseries inflicted on the city
by the new regime, though the Prince knew much of the bleak story
already. Margaret of Parma had resigned the regency when she saw what
was in store for the Netherlands. This was exactly what Alva had hoped
for. Although Philip’s intention had been to preserve the Regent while
allowing the Duke to get on with an all-out campaign of repression, Alva’s
establishment of the principal instrument of his terror, the Conseil des
Troubles (known to its victims as the Council of Blood) made her presence
redundant. Gaunt, choleric, and extremely intelligent, the Duke of Alva set
about his work with systematic zeal, assisted by an inner group of Spanish
advisers and a trained corps of 190 prosecutors, together with the usual
complement of interrogators, jailers, torturers, and executioners. The effec-
tiveness of the Inquisition in Spain had trained many of these men in the
operational methods needed to do their job: nocturnal seizures of papers;
the persuasion (sometimes with the help of the block and the thumbscrew)
of secretaries and servants to inform on their employers; the streamlined
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production of confessions. There were big targets and small. Most of those
caught in the net of Alva’s terror were from the mercantile and trading
classes, but the Duke understood perfectly the demonstrative effect of
selectively victimizing the elite. The loftier the noble, the more shocking the
attack.

On January 4, 1568, eighty-four nobles and high citizens of the
Netherlands were sent to the block, and the following March another fif-
teen hundred were arrested, for whom hope was dim. Altogether, almost
nine thousand were punished for heresy or treason or both, of whom about
a thousand lost their lives."* The fortunate were executed forthwith on the
scaffold. Common citizens who had been convicted of assaults on the
churches were subject to breaking on the wheel or live quartering before
being burned at the stake. If they were found guilty of blasphemy of the
Word, their tongues were pierced with hot needles before they were taken
to the gallows. Nearly nine thousand suspects were summoned to answer
charges before the tribunals, many of whom were routinely tortured to
extract confessions or left to rot in prison pending a final judgement. Eager
to correct the simplicities of older, patriotic chronicles, modern historians
have (rightly) been at pains to emphasize that for every casualty of Alva’s
terror, there were scores if not hundreds of equally complicit folk who were
left quite alone. But this was a qualitative terror, deployed with brutal
economy. “Everyone must be made to live in constant fear of the roof
breaking over his head,” Alva wrote to King Philip in January 1568."
After the Index of Forbidden Books, drawn up in Madrid and published in
Brussels in 1569, it became possible to be arrested for reading (much less
possessing) seditiously comic or satirical items like Till Eulenspiegel.
Remembering the damage done to the authority of the Church not only by
printed broadsides but by street theater, the new government also took care
to ban “singing, playing, or divulging of farces, ballads, songs, comedies,
refrains, or other pieces in languages old or new, which refer to our religion
or ecclesiastical persons.”"® Lest the citizens of Antwerp ignore the noose
waiting for their necks, Alva had a pentagonal citadel built south of the
city, designed by two Italian specialists in military architecture, Francesco
Paciotto and Bartolomeo Compi. Each side of its walls ran abour 325 yards
long, and from them projected arrowhead bastions armed with cannon,
two of them pointing directly at the town whose citizens had paid through
the nose for its construction—for their own protection, the Duke empha-
sized. The Spanish troops quartered there lived inside a miniature, self-
contained city complete with chapel, governor’s lodging, mills, foundries,
butchers, bakers, and taverns. At the center, in the musteryard, was, of
course, a larger-than-life statue of the Governor-Duke himself, armored
and adamant.

As an alderman who had apparently stood by while the city had been
surrendered to sacrilegious riot, Jan Rubens was a natural target for Alva’s
police. Even before the arrival of the Duke, Margaret had called for an
accounting of the conduct of Antwerp’s municipal officers. On the second
of August 1567, a long document was presented to the Regent offering
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derailed justification for their collective behavior. Alva brusquely swept it
aside as disingenuous, and in December demanded a new report that could
be checked against the information compiled by his own men from seized
documents and informers. This second attempt at self-exoneration, eighty-
five pages long with 293 arguments of proof, was delivered to Alva on Jan-
uary 8, 1568, and passed to the most ruthless of his prosecutors, Ludovico
del Rio, for further examination. With good reason, Rubens must have
worried about its persuasiveness, as three days later he asked a lawyer and
friend, Jan Gillis, to represent his case before the judges. Then followed a
long, sweaty delay. It was not until October 1568—the month in which
William of Orange’s little army was ignominiously routed in southern Lim-
burg, leaving its commander to sell what guns remained and make his way
back, disguised and alone, to Dillenburg—that Jan Rubens was summoned
to appear in person at Antwerp’s Town Hall to answer charges of heresy
and sedition.”” He could not have been optimistic about his chances of sur-
vival. The most popular of the city’s burgomasters, the flamboyant impre-
sario of the 15671 city festival, the landjuweel, Anthonie van Straelen, had
been publicly decapitated the previous month on similar charges and with
no more damning evidence than had been laid against him. His identifica-
tion by a Catholic friar as “the first alderman of the city and the most
learned of its Calvinists” was unhelpful, for erudition was no mitigation of
heresy; better indeed to be thought of as credulous. Answering the probing
questions posed by the Council of Blood’s zealous interrogator, Rubens
tried to make the best of it. He had listened to perhaps four or five sermons,
he conceded, but had never attended the Reformers’ assemblies or commu-
nions. What he had done was out of curiosity, not wickedness; indeed he
protested that he was now, as always, a loyal son of the Catholic Church
and an obedient servant of the King.

He also knew this would cut no ice with del Rio, or with the Duke him-
self. Earlier in the autumn Rubens had sent his wife and four children (aged
six years to one year old) south through the rolling hills of Wallonia and
Limburg, which were infested with mutinous mercenaries turned bandits,
some of them the remnants of William’ bedraggled army. Stopping to
attend a baptism in Maria’s family, the little group crossed the borders of
the Habsburg Netherlands and entered the duchy of Cleve. Jan Rubens
himself successfully temporized, slowing down the proceedings against
him. But he was running out of time. Once he had in his hands a document
from the municipal government of Antwerp certifying that he had for eight
years properly and faithfully exercised the office of alderman, he slipped
out of the city, taking the same route to a Rhineland exile. The family’s des-
tination was Cologne, where there was a large colony of fugitives from
Alva’s repression. Cologne was still very much a Catholic city, but its prag-
matically minded authorities saw in the influx of Dutch and Flemish
refugees (along with their bullion) commercial opportunities. They were
admitted on sufferance and even allowed private places of worship, pro-
vided the public peace was not disturbed by their presence. Rubens, how-
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ever, had been identified to the city authorities as just such a potential
troublemaker: someone “who does not go to church.”*®* On May 28, 1569,
these suspicions resulted in a peremptory order to leave the city within
eight days. Rubens now played his best and only card. Two letters recited
his respectable history and confirmed that he had come to Cologne to prac-
tice his profession as an advocate. A further detail was meant to repel any
attempts at eviction. He was, he stated, in the employ of Her Serene High-
ness the Princess of Orange, who, on occasion when travelling, had even
entrusted him with the custody of her children.

The family was allowed to stay. For Jan’s improbable boast was true.
On arriving in Cologne, Jan had sought out an old colleague from
Antwerp, Jan Bets, from a family of magistrates in Mechelen. Bets was
known as a legal counsellor to both Princes William and Louis, who relied
on him for his abstruse knowledge of German law and custom. In 1569 he
was especially occupied with the status of Princess Anna’s dowry, trying
to build a case for its exemption from the general forfeiture that had
befallen the estate of her husband. And although Anna was forever plead-
ing poverty and blaming William for her own predicament, Bets’s mission
was not necessarily an act of disloyalty. Under Netherlandish law, wives
retained a title to the dowry brought to a marriage even when it was
enjoved in common throughout the life of the marriage. Given William’s
desperate straits, it made sense to exploit the legal distinction in order to
rescue Anna’s portion from the wreckage. At the very least, he must have
calculated, the provision of funds might muffle the shrillness of her recrim-
inations. Bets’s charge was to try and enlist influential and sympathetic fig-
ures—the Emperor Maximilian; the Landgrave of Hesse; the Prince
Palatine—to voice their support for her claims in the hope of persuading
King Philip.

It cannot have been easy, working for Anna of Saxony. This being the
case, Bets may well have found it convenient, as well as necessary, to spend
much of his time away from Cologne travelling among the several princely
courts in Frankfurt, Leipzig, and Vienna. And it was this diplomatic absen-
teeism that opened up an opportunity for his friend Rubens to take care of
the Princess’s domestic and legal affairs in his absence. Introduced to Anna,
he found immediate favor. Just when it was that counselling turned to
caresses will never be known. From the distance of the centuries, they make
an improbable couple—the sober Flemish advocate, excessively given to
quoting the classics, and the wine-soaked Princess bursting from her whale-
bones. But Jan’s son, Peter Paul, would become, after all, the lustiest cele-
brant of female voluptuousness in the history of Western art. So beneath
the trim beard and prim demeanor of the father there may well have been
an equally strong animal nature. Whether it was her jewelled hand that
paused, so gratefully, a moment too long on his starched cuff, or his eyes
that travelled so nervously over her throat and bosom, the sheer reckless-
ness of their act bespeaks a consuming infatuation, the kind that maddens
its partners into illusions of invisibility.
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Could it be that the unfortunate Anna of Saxony was actually desir-
able? To listen to the historians you would never think so. For ever since
the revolt of the Netherlands was celebrated, in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries (by Americans like John Adams and John Lothrop Mot-
ley), as the founding epic of liberal freedom, William the Silent has
necessarily been its dauntless hero. In this long view, the burden he carried
on his shoulders in the dark years between his flight from the Netherlands
and the first stunning military success of the Beggar fleet at Brill in 1572
was not merely that of his country but that of the fate of Western liberal
democracy. Those that made his burden still heavier, then, became traitors,
not merely to the cause of the Prince but to the cause of the West. Alas for
Anna, who had no inkling that her feckless self-indulgence was imperilling
the fate of democracy. Woe to Anna, whose very name made the upstand-
ing Dutch archivist who discovered her sorry history in the 1850s, Dr.
Bakhuizen van den Brink, shudder with disgust and avert his eyes from the
squalid details.” Described variously as without beauty, charm, or sense,
afflicted with curvature of the spine, a spiteful, screaming shrew, a drunk
with an itch in her linen, she occupies a prime place in the pantheon of
Renaissance female infamy.

And perhaps she was all these things. The truth is that we know very
little about Anna of Saxony, other than the relentlessly repeated opinion
that, from the beginning, she was a handful. What we do know is that she
quickly went from being an adolescent writing letters of unseemly ardor to
her betrothed to being the mother of a series of children who, as so often
was the case in the sixteenth century, hurried from the crib to the casket.
There were exceptions—two daughters, Anna and Emilie, and the boy
child Maurice, named for his Saxon grandfather, also sickly and given little
chance of survival. Survive he did, though, and went on to become the sec-
ond great Stadholder and general-in-chief of Dutch victory. The Maurician
virtues—courage, intelligence, and discipline—must, say the historians,
have descended to him exclusively through his father’s line, miraculously
unadulterated by the mother’s vices. At some point, certainly, the marriage
of William and Anna became a pathetic misery. Private wrongs, imagined
or real, were turned by the Princess into public tantrums. Even before
William’s difficulties accumulated, Anna was given to accusing him of tak-
ing counsel from those who made no secret of their dislike for her, most
obviously his younger brother Louis. She became restive, hysterical, a little
paranoid. Her husband, she was only too aware, was himself no saint of
marital fidelity, so a gracefully executed bow or an airy jest directed at one
of the women of the court seemed to her overwrought imagination a calcu-
lated seduction. Like many other adolescent women destined to be dynastic
broodmares and caught between dowager ladies-in-waiting and husbands
wrapped up in political stratagems that were said to be beyond their under-
standing or concern, Anna struck out on her own, taking off for hunting
parties or jousts where there was no shortage of courtiers eager to compare
her in song and rhyme to Venus, Diana, Cybele, and Isis.

. I
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Why should a goddess have to live like a vagabond? Baffled by the col-
lapse of William’s power and fortune and what must have seemed to her to
be his perverse appetite for misfortune, Anna thrashed about looking for
someone to blame. Before their marriage her husband had promised her
amusement and grandeur, but instead had brought her a cargo of sorrows.
The complete courtier had turned, before her eyes, into a haggard melan-
cholic, his head filled with incomprehensible stratagems, all of which
seemed to deepen their troubles. Increasingly, she kept her own company.
Even before William became a hunted man, his great estate ruined, robbed,
or pawned, Anna had determined that she would not be dragged down in
his train. Dillenburg was a penance, her pregnancy an ordeal, the infant a
howling inconvenience. She was sick of the Nassaus. Late in 1568 she
bolted for Cologne with a company of noisy hangers-on. Not that William
was under any illusion that his errant wife’s motives were patriotic.
Cologne’s fame as a market for precious stones and Rhine wine is likely to
have been more of an attraction than its piety or politics. He had good rea-
son to feel uneasy about Anna’s liberty. Should she run true to form, his
military and political embarrassments could only be compounded by his
wife’s notoriety. Sure enough, reports of the Princess’s misconduct and
extravagant expenses soon arrived. William’s response was a series of let-
ters to his “liebe Hausfrau” attempting to point out her wifely obliga-
tions.* Initially he hoped she could be persuaded to join him on his
wanderings through France and Germany. But when she bothered to reply
at all, Anna flatly rejected any thought of embracing such inconveniences.
On one notorious occasion she was said to have greeted the arrival of a let-
ter from William by publicly tearing it to shreds in front of the messenger
and her assembled company, shrieking with laughter at the mention of his
name.

Sorely tried and at the lowest ebb in his fortunes, William attempted
tenderness. In a touching letter written in November 1569, he gently
reminded her that “you have promised before God and the Church to
abandon the things of this world to follow your husband, whom, it seems
to me, you should hold closer to your heart than trivial and frivolous
things. . . . 1 do not say this to try and persuade vou to come here, for if this
1s contrary to your own wish, the remedy must be with you, but to remind
you that I am tied to you by the commandment of God as well as by
friendly affection [amiti¢]. There is nothing in the world which gives more
consolation to a man than to be comforted by his wife and to see with what
patience she demonstrates her willingness to bear the cross that the
Almighty places upon her husband, especially when it is for things that will
advance the glory of God and the liberty of his country. ... To see [my
wife] for but a few days, it seems to me that [ should be happy to suffer all
the miseries that God has sent me.”*’

When husband and wife did finally meet, between William’s journey-
ings, recrimination was followed by tearful reconciliation. But as soon as
William disappeared, so did Anna’s intermittent fits of loyalty. In the new
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year, 1570, the Prince was addressing his neglected letters to “my wife, my
own,” but by the spring, with more reports from Cologne of her wild flirta-
tions and public abuse of his own name, William had despaired of repair-
ing the marriage. He was now more concerned with containing the damage
its notoriety could inflict on his already battered standing in the courts of
Europe. He had wanted to be happy. Now he was only concerned not to
appear ridiculous. In April 1570 he wrote to her grandfather, the Elector of
Hesse, begging him to admonish Anna to mend her ways. “The bad reputa-
tion my wife is acquiring redounds not only on her, but on me, on her chil-
dren and all her relatives. . . . For to tell the truth, it is no longer possible
for me to be patient. . . . [S]o many adversities, one coming after the other,
may make a man lose sense and patience and respect; and in truth, instead
of the consolation I should have from her, she must utter a hundred thou-
sand insults . . . follies and outrageous nonsense.” This, he continued, was
all the more wounding since “I can swear to you, on the damnation of my
soul, that for a long time [ have wished that we could live together as God
has commanded us.”**

Anna, however, was no longer paying much attention to God. There
was someone else on her mind. By St. John’s Eve, 1570, the long night, so
the village lore prescribed, when women were free to choose partners and
men were bound to comply, Anna had chosen Rubens. He had evidently
become indispensable to her as counsellor and helpmate. She had taken a
grandiose house, where the lawyer went through her correspondence from
Bets and explained its implications for the fate of her estate. Perhaps, while
he did so, he took care to lavish flattery on a woman who drank it up as
eagerly as Rhine wine. Perhaps his own head was turned by the exalted
quality of his patroness. The doctor of laws was still the son and stepson of
grocers and druggists. At some point, their tongues loosened by wine, their
talk must have moved beyond entails and escheats. Rubens was asked to
supper.

i1 Atonement

Dear God, what had become of him? It had been three
weeks since he had raken leave of the family. He had never been away for
such a time on the Princess’s business. And had he been detained in Siegen
by some unexpected matter, he would have let her know. Perhaps there
had been letters? Perhaps they had been taken on the road? Perhaps he
had been taken on the road? Lord knows they were full of terrors: armies
of beggars, some people said; soldiers who had fled the regiment and lived
in the woods, preying on travellers. The Stoic philosophers counselled
patience and fortitude, but Maria, even as she tried to reassure the children,
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was brimming with apprehension.** Her friends, above all her kinsman
Revmon: Reingoti, had asked questions in town, had written to fellow
merchants in Siegen. She herself had written, many times, directly to the
Princess. begging pardon for her presumprtion but imploring her to provide
news of her husband’s whereabouts and condition. Finally, and in despera-
tion, she had sent two of Reingott’s servants as messengers to Siegen to see
if anything could be discovered. Much was suspected. nothing known for
sure. Maria went through agonies of uncertainty. She moved among the
Biirgerfrasen, her starched Flemish cap conspicuous amidst the strange
forehead-plates with their dangling pommels that made the merchant
women of Cologne look like a swarm of busy insects. Rosaries hung from
silver belts slung about the black folds of their gowns. How long was she to
be tried?

She was answered in the last week of March 1571. On the twenty-
eighth, in the depths of the gray Lenten cold, a messenger arrived bearing a
letrer not from Siegen but from the castle of the Count of Nassau at Dillen-
burg. Perhaps, for a moment. Maria was relieved to learn that her husband
was alive. But the news that followed was a sword-thrust passing clear
through her body. Jan Rubens had been arrested the same day he had
departed for Siegen. virtually on crossing into the Count’s territories. He
was imprisoned in the castle, his life forfeit to the Prince, whose honor he
had violated as he had his wife's.

Strength came. On the nwenty-eighth of March another man dis-
mounted before her brick-fronted house with a letter from Dillenburg, this
ume in her husband’s hand. It more than confirmed her worst fears. It
added to them the dreadful sense that she was being addressed from the
tomb by a man confessing his sins before meeting his end. He admitted
everything, begged her forgiveness, declared himself base and unworthy of
her. He had, he said, made a clean breast of everything before the Count.
His position was especially black since the Princess, it seemed, was with
child, ver had not seen Prince William for over a vear. From the Prince’s
family he could expect no mercy. But from his wife he may have assumed
some understanding, since amidst the professions of abject penitence and
contrition, Jan made sure to provide careful instructions on how best to
conceal the scandal from friends, the émigré community of Cologne, their
relatives and business associates. He was, as ever. simultaneously culprit
and lawvyer. prostrate and pompous. Bur as little as he deserved his wife's
forgiveness, he was right to suppose that she would offer it. Even before she
had read his first letter. Maria had decided to pardon him, to do everything
in her power to ensure their family’s survival. He was still her “dear and
most beloved husband.” and she freely gave him “the forgiveness vou
asked for. now and always, on the one condition that you will love me as
you used to [my emphasis).”** In that Flemish phrase “dat gy muy zult
liefhebber: alzoo gij pleegt™ lay a whole world of wifely terror and doubr,
for Maria had ro have been wondering whether Jan Rubens would want
her again. “If I have that,” she went on. “everything else will follow.™ She
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had sent her kinsman Reingott to Dillenburg with a petition but feared it
might not find favor with the lords since “there is no art or learning in it,
only my own wishes, expressed as well as I can.”

More shockingly, Maria’s response to her husband presupposes that he
was at least as worried about news of his notoriety becoming public as her
own reaction. For she goes to some lengths to reassure him that “I have
said nothing of your matter to a living soul, not even to our friends, and
have not asked for help, but have helped myself as best I could so that on
our side, at least, your matter is kept secret.” But, she added, “as to finding
explanations for your absence, it is already too late for that, for where you
are [the prison] has become common knowledge not just here but in
Antwerp. We say what we agreed with Reingott, that you are coming home
soon, and that has done much to stop the gossip. I have also written to our
parents, who like all our friends have been stricken with unspeakable sor-
row and cannot rest easy until they have news you are back home. You say
in your letter that I should show no pain or dismay, but that is quite impos-
sible since [ have no moment without them. As people say, feigning gladness
in sadness hurts the worst. Nonetheless, I do my best but I never go out of
the house . . . and to those who come to talk to me I explain that I am dis-
tressed by the rumors and gossip that are being spread about you.” The
children, she added, prayed two or three times a day for him. He too ought
to trust the Lord, who she hoped “would not punish me too harshly and
keep us so woefully parted, for that would be too great a trial for me to
bear patiently.”

She must have set the pen down close to midnight, but before she could
seal the letter a messenger arrived out of the darkness bearing another note
from Jan, evidently overjoyed at her compassion and generosity. Judging
from Maria’s own response, written in the early hours of the morning, as
soon as she had scanned her husband’s words, Jan’s almost inhuman self-
ishness and obsession with secrecy had now belatedly dissolved into grief,
guilt, and fear. But even as Maria sought to console him and pull the shat-
tered pieces of their marriage together, she herself, while writing, came
close to a breakdown. “I am gladdened that you are happy with my for-
giveness,” she began, “[but| I never thought you could believe I would
make any difficulties about that, as indeed I have not. How could I be so
severe with you when you are in such perilous straits and when I would
gladly give my life’s blood to help you if it were possible? And ... how
could it be that hatred should have so replaced a long companionship that I
could not forgive a little misdeed against myself [my emphasis| when not a
day goes by when I do not pray to the Heavenly Father for forgiveness for
the many great misdeeds I commit.”

Jan’s despondency made Maria herself “grieve so that I am almost
blind and can hardly see to write.” There was nothing in his letter, she
wrote, that assured her. “I can scarcely read it for I think my heart will
break since it shows me you have given yourself up for a lost man and
speak as if you will die. I am so distressed I know not what to write. It
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seems you think I desire your death since you wish me to accept it as satis-
faction. Ah, what an affliction it is for me to hear you say that; it passes all
endurance. If there is no mercy left, where shall I go, where shall [ find 1t? |
must ask it of Heaven with my endless cries and tears. [ hope the Lord will
hear me and soften the hearts of the princes that they may hear our prayers
and take pity; otherwise it is certain that in putting you to death I will also
die of heartache. The moment I hear the news my heart will stop. ... My
soul is so bound up and united with yours that [ feel and suffer exactly as
you. If the good gentlemen could see my tears, were they made of stone and
wood they would surely have mercy.” If all else failed, she would go herself
to see Count Johan, the Prince’s brother, even if everyone, the lords and Jan
himself, expressly forbade it.

At the end of the letter, perhaps when tears had calmed to sighs, Maria
gathered her strength again and urged hope on her miserable husband. “I
pray you not to think so much on ill things but be as brave as vou can. Evil
comes soon enough of its own accord, and to be thinking always on death,
fearing death, is worse than death itself. So drive that from your heart. [
have hope and faith that God will treat us mercifully and bring us both
some happiness out of all this sorrow.” And, she added in a postscript, “do
not write any longer ‘your unworthy husband,’ for it is truly forgiven.”

If Maria believed that the heavenly powers would hear her tormented
supplications, she was less sanguine about the earthly powers. When it
became clear that her friends’ optimism that Rubens might quickly be
released was misplaced, she could not support waiting out the life-or-death
decision trapped in her house. So in spite of the strict instruction from the
Count’s men that she should remain in Cologne, Maria took herself to
Siegen in the third week of May. From that place, marked forever with her
husband’s transgression, she sent an impassioned letter to Count Johan
imploring forgiveness for Jan and taking the liberty of inquiring whether
she might be allowed to see him. Though she was in a world of Protestants,
she still acted instinctively as the intercessor whose name she bore: the Vir-
gin whose exposed breast implored the Father to be merciful to the iniqui-
tous. Maria would not go that far, but she would do everything in her
power to wring compassion from the lordly. When thev disdained to
answer her letters, she moved herself closer to their anger, travelling to a
hamlet that was barely a mile from Dillenburg. More letters followed,
inquiring anxiously after Rubens’s health. Emboldened by her persistence,
Jan then asked his captors whether they might not allow him a brief
moment with his wife, the paragon of steadfastness, so that he could hear
“from her own mouth the word forgiveness.”* Just a minute or two, in the
evening at the gate of the castle, would suffice. And if that could not be
granted, might she not at least be permitted to walk beneath the castle
walls so that he might see her through his barred window?

Hearts did not melt. Permission was harshly denied and Maria peremp-
torily ordered to remove herself from Dillenburg. It was a bad sign. Jan’s
letters, once again, darkened. “If I receive my sentence of death, then you
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should write to your parents that T have suddenly been sent to another
country.”** In October 1572 Maria Pypelincx’s ordeal reached a critical
point. Jan was brought from Dillenburg to another of the Nassau castles,
Beilstein, where Anna had been locked away since the revelation of her
crime. There the two sinners were made to confront each other, in a pro-
ceeding that was more tribunal than formal trial, and to confess their guilt.
Both had been reduced to pathetic phantoms of their former selves: the
lawyer no longer sententious, the Princess no longer uproarious. It had
been otherwise in the days following Jan’s arrest. Shown reports of her mis-
conduct by Count Johan, Anna had admitted nothing and had written to
William protesting her innocence and complaining indignantly about the
“traitors” who had sullied her good name. Three days later, on March 25,
she wrote secretly to Rubens in precisely the opposite vein, acknowledging
her guilt. As late as June she was insisting to a French Protestant pastor that
she had been falsely accused and had no scruples about comparing her
plight to that of the apocryphal Susanna, slandered by the elders whose lust
she had resisted!*” But by the summer her belly must have been big enough
to test even the most expansive farthingale’s capacity for disguise.

Once she had owned up to her sin, Anna was taken to another of the
Nassau residences, at Dietz, where she lived through the remaining months
of her pregnancy, a prisoner and a pariah. Her Saxon family, mortified by
the disgrace that her adultery had brought upon their house and on the
marriage they had worked so hard to bring about, all but disowned her.
Their awareness of her culpability did not prevent either the Landgrave of
Hesse or the Elector of Saxony from being affronted by Anna’s treatment
and demanding the return of her dowry once it became clear that William
was instituting proceedings for a separation and divorce. On the twenty-
second of August 1571, Anna was delivered of an infant girl, named Chris-
tine von Dietz and immediately repudiated by Prince William. Like all of
Anna’s offspring, the baby was sickly and given little chance of survival.
Inconveniently, though, she lived, and, grudgingly lodged at Dillenburg,
was condemned to lead a melancholy and anomalous existence, referred to
by her uncle Johan and her half brother Maurice as la fillette, the little girl.

After the confinement and the birth of her daughter, Anna was
removed to Beilstein and kept under lock and key lest she contrive any fur-
ther mischief. As soon as the divorce was enacted, she was packed off back
to Dresden, where she lived but a few years more in close confinement
before dying in December 1577, thus relieving all concerned of the burden
of her wretchedness. Once safely below ground, she was at least allowed
the dignity of being buried in the ancestral tomb at Meissen. Two years ear-
lier William had taken another wife, Charlotte of Bourbon, fresh from the
convent. It would be a happy union and would produce another prince:
Frederik Hendrik.

It was the confession of guilt duly signed by Anna and Jan that had set
the Prince free to remarry. Rubens’s condition was now going to change,
either for the better or for the worse. And despite her husband’s fits of pes-
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simism, Maria seems to have been convinced that, if only for reasons of
political expediency, William was unlikely to stage a public trial and execu-
tion. Advertising his chagrin as the most eminent cuckold in Europe was
not what was needed while the Prince was desperately attempting to
restore the fortunes of his political and military campaign in the Nether-
lands. Not long after the judicial hearing, Maria was for the first time
allowed to see Jan in his cell at Dillenburg. With help from her friends in
Cologne, she had been paying for his food and the other costs of his accom-
modation at the Prince’s pleasure, but she could not have been under any
illusion that she would find the same man who had left their house that
March morning for the trip to Siegen. And her husband had indeed become
shockingly old and emaciated. Not long after the visit, she finally had the
news for which she had waited through two and a half years of uncertainty.
Johan’s secretary, Dr. Schwartz, confirmed that the sentence of death had
been set aside. But while that was cause for rejoicing, it was still unclear
whether Jan would spend the rest of his days in prison, which, given his
physical condition, Maria now believed would be few.

On March 13, 1573, Maria was desperate enough to invoke the
impending Eastertide. She wrote the Count that she “could not let the Pas-
sion of Jesus Christ go by without praying for my husband’s freedom. Will
Your Grace cast his merciful eyes on us all and bring us back together, not
just for the sake of my husband, who for two years has suffered great tor-
ment and passion, but also for myself, who during this time have been
innocent, and for the sake of my poor children, who have seen not only the
ruin of their father but their mother’s grief and the distress of her senses.”**
Shortly afterward, Maria received the long-awaited letter spelling out the
terms on which her husband would finally see the light of day. On payment
of a bond of six thousand thalers, Rubens was to be allowed to live in
Siegen, under the jurisdiction of the Count and subject to supervision by
one of his officers. Though he would be reunited with his wife and chil-
dren, their liberty was to be severely circumscribed. Rubens was strictly
forbidden to leave the house on any pretext whatsoever, including attend-
ing any kind of church. Those who might visit them had to be proved
acceptable to the Count. Since Rubens would be unable to exercise his pro-
fession, the family would receive interest on the six thousand thalers at an
annual rate of 5 percent, which it had been calculated would suffice for a
modest subsistence. The parties concerned—the Prince, the Count, and the
offended Landgrave and Elector of Saxony—all reserved the right to cancel
this arrangement at any time, to bring Rubens to trial once more or
demand his surrender for imprisonment. Any infraction of the agreement
automatically annulled his freedom and might well result in his immediate
death.

Harsh though these conditions were, Maria embraced them with un-
utterable relief and joy. On the tenth of May, Pentecost, the feast of the
Holy Ghost, the true consoler (as Jan of course had noted), the Dillenburg
Castle gate was opened to the prisoner, and a horse saddled for him. Once
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settled in Siegen, Jan Rubens quickly found things to complain about. The
city was a crowded, smoky little town of ironsmiths and metalworkers, a
far cry from the grandeur and elegance of Cologne. Deprived of the street
and the market, forbidden either to make or to receive visits, attempting to
fit six children and two adults into a cramped set of rooms was, they dis-
covered, truly another kind of imprisonment. Risking accusations of
ingratitude, Jan lost no time in renewing his requests to the Dillenburg
chancellery to be allowed to take walks by the city walls, where the air
might assist the recovery of his enfeebled health. He also asked to be
allowed to attend some form of church service “so necessary for a sinner.”
The second request was categorically denied, but Johan was prepared to
allow Rubens to take the occasional promenade under the watchful super-
vision of an appointed official.*

Given his confinement, it was virtually impossible for Rubens to
reestablish his old profession of advocate in Siegen. And since the war
effectively cut off all possibility of help from heir families in Flanders, the
Rubenses were entirely dependent on the three hundred thalers that made
up the promised interest payments on Jan’s six-thousand-thaler ransom.
All too often, though, the money failed to materialize at the half year, and
sometimes it failed to materialize at all. Maria wrote letters complaining
about this tardiness, but at the same time knew that her only weapon to
nudge the consciences of the Count and his brother was her own blameless
virtue. Her husband, though, came close to overplaying his hand. In
December 1575 angry letters from Dillenburg accused him of all kinds of
presumptuous wickedness: taking unsupervised walks hither and thither
about the town; receiving unauthorized letters from Heidelberg and
Cologne; and, most scandalous of all, going to sup with a friend on a Fri-
day evening. Since he had so brazenly violated the terms of his release, the
Count had now decided to impose harsher restraints. Leaving the house for
whatever reason would henceforth be forbidden, on pain of renewed
imprisonment; and he could put aside any vain hope of ever being permit-
ted to attend public worship. The reports of his transgressions seemed
regrettably specific, but Jan denied each and every allegation, protesting
that the charges were without any foundation, and in all likelihood had
been invented by ill-disposed persons. Aware that his wife carried a good
deal more moral suasion than himself, Jan had her write to Dillenburg (at
his dictation) asking if his little liberty might be restored.*

The answer, inevitably, was no. But even while rejecting the Rubenses’
appeals for leniency, Count Johan’s secretary held out some bare glimmer
of hope. The Count, he implied, was not himself averse to clemency, but
the Elector of Saxony and William, the Landgrave of Hesse, were still not
in the forgiving vein. What Jan and Maria truly hoped for was an end to
their Siegen house arrest; the possibility of removing themselves to some
place further off where the husband could resume his profession and the
wife be unafraid of whispered gossip in the market. By the end of 1577, an
auspicious conjunction of events stirred their hopes again. Anna died in
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December. Prince William had been contentedly and fruitfully married for
two years; and his political fortunes had been transformed for the better.
The center of the rebellion against Alva had moved north, to the seaports
and towns of Holland and Zeeland. For two years, through a campaign of
sack and siege, he had attempted to contain and crush the revolt and had
failed. Leiden, which had become a citadel of Calvinism after receiving an
influx of Protestant refugees from the south, resisted and starved for over a
year rather than submit to Alva’s troops, and when the siege was broken by
the Beggar fleet, the Duke’s policy of coercion broke with it. Alva left the
Netherlands in November 1573. The Spanish crown declared bankruptcy
in 1575, and without pay its troops turned to mutiny, with memorably ter-
rifying results in Antwerp. By February 1577 the new Spanish governor,
Requesens, had been forced to abandon all the elements of Alva’s terror:
punitive taxation, the repression of heresy, and the quartering of soldiers.
Under the terms of a peace treaty between the provinces of Holland and
Zeeland (where William was Stadholder) and the States General in Brus-
sels, the toleration policy was to be restored, with Protestantism dominant
in the north, Catholicism in the south. In the autumn William made tri-
umphal entries into Antwerp and Brussels, the cities from which ten years
before he had fled as a fugitive and accused traitor.

With the political and military map of Europe changed, apparently for
the better, might the new peace bring with it a gentler future for the Rubens
family? Two more children had been added to the household: Philip in
1574; and on the feast day of St. Peter and St. Paul, 1577, another boy,
who was named for both the saints. That year, both Maria and her mother
Clara wrote the Count asking him to intercede once more with William,
suggesting that, now that the Pacification had come to their homeland, per-
haps they might be allowed to return. That much the Prince, with his
perennial anxiety that the old scandal might somehow find a way to seep
into public view, was not prepared to grant. But in the spring of 1578,
Count Johan was authorized to make a second agreement with Jan Rubens
that would license the family to remove themselves from Siegen to some
other place, provided it was not within the borders of the Netherlands.

By the end of 1578, seven years after Jan Rubens’s arrest, the family
was back in Cologne. Whether they were able to put back together the
shattered pieces of their old life, it is still hard to say. Though Jan may
never have returned to the practice of the law, business letters to and from a
Frankfurt financier suggest that he was finding some way to support the
family, and it may be that in the interregnum between two periods of war-
fare, some of his lost funds and rents from the north were restored. The
tight restrictions on the family’s freedom of movement no longer applied,
and they became practicing members of one of the Lutheran congregations
of the city. Even the ominous name of the house they rented in the Sternen-
gasse from a local merchant, “the House of the Ravens,” cast no dark spell
on the air of normality, even respectability, which settled, once more, over
the family. Another child, the last, Bartholomeus, was born in 1581.
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On the tenth of January 1583, an official document signed by Graf
Johan van Nassau affirmed that, by the grace of himself and the Prince, Jan
Rubens was hereby and henceforth free from any imprisonment and any
further penalty.?' He had at last served his term. In a private letter, the
Count also affirmed that he had (as always) been moved to this last act of
mercy by the “prayers of Rubens’s huysvrouw.” There was, however, one
last condition that remained attached to the long-sought, dearly bought lib-
erty of Jan Rubens: that he would never, ever, by intent or accident, come
within sight of His Grace and Highness, William, Prince of Orange, lest the
said lord, reminded of a vile thing, become overmastered by passion, his
reason succumb to his rage, and he be tempted to lift his hand against the
malefactor. To avoid any such eventuality, Rubens was, for the remainder
of his days, banished from the lands of the seventeen provinces of the
Netherlands, north or south.

Eighteen months later, the sentence became academic (though it was
never annulled). In June 1580 Philip I had proscribed William as “the chief
disturber of our state of Christendom” and offered twenty-five thousand
ecus to anyone who might venture to kill him. Between Catholic “Malcon-
tents,” who saw him as at least as infamous as the pagan Turks, and mili-
tant Calvinists disappointed by his failure to impose a Protestant theocracy,
there was no lack of aspiring murderers. In March 1582 William was shot
at point-blank range in Antwerp by Juan Jauréguy, put up to it by a Por-
tuguese merchant. The gun had exploded in the assassin’s hand, its dis-
charge tearing away a side of the Prince’s face. But although he lost massive
amounts of blood and was twice given up for dead, William survived, his
physician stanching the wound first with a lead pellet pressed to the open-
ing and then by shifts of attendants holding their fingers to the site. The
patient’s endurance astonished many and disappointed his old foe
Granvelle, who complained that “this pestilent Orange will never be done
with his dying.” Protestant ministers throughout Europe praised God for
the miracle.

Two vyears later, in July 1584, after William had effectively given up
Flanders and Brabant (including his hometown of Breda) as lost to Alessan-
dro Farnese’s Spanish army and had removed his headquarters to a modest
former convent in Delft, the cabinetmaker Balthasar Gérard unloaded two
pistols at the Prince as he was descending the staircase from his bedroom.
Since Gérard’s guns were aimed upward to hit the descending Prince, the
bullets entered first William’s stomach, then his lungs, and exited his body
and lodged themselves in the plaster wall. “My God, take pity on my soul,
and take pity on this poor people” was his last complete sentence, though
when asked whether he died reconciled with Christ, the dying man
answered weakly in the affirmartive. Gérard was caught on the grounds of
the Prinsenhof attempting to climb the garden wall. He had nothing on his
person other than a pair of inflatable bladders with which he had hoped to
swim the encircling canal.

Three years later, on the first day of March 1587 in a bulky house in
Cologne, Jan Rubens died in his bed. Before his final sickness he seems to
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i Painting in the Ruins

aints everywhere.

Half of Antwerp’s people had disappeared by the time Maria

Rubens returned in 1587, the city of a hundred thousand shrunk to a
mere town of fifty thousand, as if a contagion had swept over its bricks and
gables. Daylight showed through the masts moored at the docks. Dust set-
tled on abandoned looms and letterpresses. Room was available on the tav-
ern benches and bolsters. But the saints (not to mention apostles, disciples,
doctors, and fathers of the True Church; martyrs, patriarchs, hermits, and
mystics) came flocking back, taking up station in naves and chapels, altars
and choirs, mortified in print, exalted in paint. There were the saints famil-
1ar, whom the Council of Trent had especially commended as an antidote to
heresy and doubt, none more ubiquitous than the penitent Francis, brown
and mournful, stigmata-ready atop craggy Mount Verna. But there were
also saints peculiar, dear to native tradition, who attracted fresh devotion
after the publication in 1583 of the official index of Netherlandish holy
men and women, Johannus Molanus’s Indiculus Sanctorum Belgii: the
blessed virgin Amelberga, whose body was said to have been pushed
upriver to Ghent by a school of sturgeon; St. Wilgefortis (the English
Uncumber), whose flowing beard protected her against would-be violators
but not against her pagan father, who had her beheaded, whiskers and all.
St. Dymphna’s father, on the other hand, had threatened incest and had
tracked his fugitive daughter all the way to the Flemish village of Geel,
where he had her decapitated on the spot for Christian insubordination, a
cleaner fate, at least, than that of St. Tarbula, who was sawed in half prior
to her crucifixion, which had to be completed, perforce, on two crosses, the
messiest martyrdom.” Nor did the new generation of Catholic image-
makers flinch from featuring the particular anatomical item selectively
extracted for martyrdom: the ripped-out tongue of St. Livinus (tossed to
the dogs but miraculously reconstituted to wag censoriously at his persecu-
tors); the shorn breasts of St. Agatha; the eyes of St. Lucy (self-gouged to
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avoid violation elsewhere). The comprehensive and unsparingly gruesome
martyrologies of Baronius’s Annales and Biverius’s Sanctuarum Crucis, for
example, ensured that sacred illustrators would never run short of awe-
inspiring examples. Painters were forbidden by the scruples of the Counter-
Reformation to relate the more doubtful miracles, but popular engravers
and sculptors continued to represent local prodigies like St. Christine or St.
Trond, famed for miracles of healing performed during nocturnal flights,
the personification of the good witch. And artists became ingenious at
prompting memories of saintly legends by representing attributes, confi-
dent that their devotees, steeped in the printed hagiographies, would com-
plete the story. It was enough to show St. Clare of Montcfaleo, for
example, together with her attribute of the balance, to remind her devotees
of the three balls posthumously discovered within her body, each of which
weighed as much as the other two combined, a mysterious affirmation of
the indivisible Trinity lodged in the saintly corpse.

First and foremost, holy Antwerp was Maria’s city, protected by her
namesake the Blessed Virgin, whose spirit still lodged at the great cathe-
dral. One of Alessandro Farnese’s first acts after taking the city in 1585 was
to remove the statue of its mythological founder, Silvius Brabo, from the
front of the Town Hall and replace it with the figure of the Virgin trampling
on the serpent Heresy. (The truly knowledgeable would also have under-
stood snake-stomping as a sign of the Immaculate Conception, neatly
replacing a pagan founding event with a sacred one.) But Maria Rubens
would have rediscovered the Mother in countless other personae, printed
and painted and seldom vengeful. She appeared as Maria mediatrix, Mary
the Intercessor, exposing her breast while her Son exhibited the wound in
his side in a concerted appeal to the Father for clemency to the sinful. Pass-
ing her rosary to the apostles or saints (especially St. Dominic), Mary
implored balm for the plague-stricken. The Benedictines and Cistercians,
restored to their monastic houses, might yet prefer her as mammiferous
Maria, engaged in holy lactatio, smiling as she hosed sweet milk directly
into the thirsty mouth of Bernard of Clairvaux, the mellifluous doctor.* Or
she might appear as gravid Mary, belly swollen tight like a hedgerow pod
in August, the time of Virgo; or as grieving Mary, eyes shut in dolor as her
Son’s body was lowered from the Cross, its gray (or yellow or green) flesh
flecked with meat-bright puncture drips; or as levitating Mary in mid-
transport, eyes rolled heavenward, wrapped in celestial blue garments; or
as Mary crowned, her throne resting on a floor of clouds, the seven angeli-
cal choirs (leaders Sophiel, Raziel, Mathiel, Peliel, lophiel, Camael, and
Haniel) raining hosannas on her nimbused brow.

The fact of the matter was that poor bloodied Antwerp needed all the
intercession it could command. Disgraced by his failure to recapture the
northern provinces of the Netherlands, Alva had returned to Spain in 1575.
But little good came of his departure. The bankruptcy of the Spanish crown
had stranded its troops without pay just as King Philip had become uncon-
scionably high-minded on the matter of plunder, the traditional recom-
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pense for intermittent and belated pay. Weary of waiting and of broken
promises, in November 1576 soldiers in Flanders mutinied, resolved to
take by force what they supposed was rightfully and traditionally theirs. As
the richest city in the Netherlands, Antwerp was naturally their principal
target of opportunity, and for three days was subjected to uncontrollable
violence: hundreds were murdered, thousands assaulted, their houses and
workshops plundered.

No wonder, then, that when William of Orange entered Antwerp in the
summer of the following year, 1577, he was initally greeted by the sur-
vivors as a savior. One of his first acts on taking full possession of the city
in the name of the States General was to dismantle Alva’s fortifications,
including the citadel from which the Spanish garrison had issued to inflict
mayhem on the citizenry. Scarcely two years later, he was having to rebuild
the defenses against a fresh military onslaught directed by the new Spanish
commander, the shrewd and resolute Alessandro Farnese. Within the city
William was neither universally admired nor trusted. The most obdurate
Calvinists recalled his temporizing in 1567, when they had wanted to raise
a militia to come to the aid of rebel troops outside the city and had judged
the Prince confessionally unsound. William protested uneasily that now he
too was both calvus et Calvinista—bald and Calvinist (implying resigna-
tion rather than enthusiasm)—but the ministers failed to see the joke.
When, in 1581, it was learned that the Catholics of William’s town, Breda,
had opened the gates to the Spanish, Antwerp’s city council, composed
entirely of Protestants, decided to brush aside any further pretense of reli-
gious coexistence and complete the great scouring begun in 1566. This
time, the business was orderly and official—no self-authorizing gangs with
mallets. But the result was the same. Paintings and sculpture commissioned
by Alva after the first round of iconoclasm were in their turn removed and
walls again covered in chalky paint. “Thou shalt have no other gods before
me” reappeared in golden script, in Hebrew and Flemish, against a pitch-
black ground where once the Virgin had stood in her mildness.

Twice-whitewashed Antwerp was not destined to stay Reformed. In
1584, doubtless heartened by the news of William’s assassination, Farnese
laid siege to the city again. Cut off from all hope of relief, it endured nearly
a year and a half of famine before opening its gates in 1585. The Governor-
General, who had been a child in Brussels before undergoing a properly
solemn Spanish-Christian education, was less vindictive than Alva, but
hardly the soul of tolerance. Closely watched by Spanish advisers, he
ordered the immediate removal of all Protestants from office. Those who
had been so misguided as to stray from the True Church were given four
years to recant or suffer banishment. A heartbreaking exodus, one of the
most momentous in European history, was the result. No fewer than a hun-
dred thousand souls (including those who had fled Alva and the Fury of
1576) left the southern Netherlands for the seven free provinces of the
Union of Utrecht, the pilgrim generation of the Dutch Republic. Many saw
no point in waiting out Farnese’s four years, since thirty-two thousand—a
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full third of the mid-century population—left Antwerp in the months be-
tween its fall and the autumn of 1586 alone.*

It was no light matter, this devotional lovalty. But it was not the only
reason to go. For generations, children had been told that Antwerp took its
name from the handt-werp, the toss of a severed hand, into the waters of
the Scheldt. The hand belonged to the giant Antigonus, who had set himself
up as toll-master at the estuary, cutting off the arms of those who refused
payment. Only Silvius Brabo, the founding hero, had had the guile and
strength to tear off the giant’s hand and cast it into the river mouth, guar-
anteeing for posterity the port’s freedom from intimidation. But now it was
the stripling, not the ogre, that had turned bully, strangling Antwerp’s free-
dom. The Beggar fleet of the northern provinces patrolled the estuary,
backed up by a new fort at Lillo on the right bank with guns reaching
across the span. Together the gunboats and the bastion put a choke hold on
Antwerp’s trade. Cut off from overseas sources of raw materials and forced
to pay punitive prices for shifting to overland supplies and markets, local
manufacturers grew weak. Capitalists moved their funds away, leaving
their artisans with the choice of destitution or emigration. The city went
from affluence to indigence in a matter of months, the poorhouses shutting
their gates against the press of the ragged and the needy. Farnese, who
never doubted that economic want was a price worth paying for the victory
of Church and crown, at one point was moved to write that “it is the sad-
dest thing in the world to see what these people are suffering.” Toward the
end of 1595, with winter closing in, carts and wagons loaded with essen-
tials—cooking pots, a wooden bed frame, chairs and benches—trundled
out of the city gates, moving north and east. Whole industries, especially in
the textile trades—Ilinens and bays, woollens and tapestries—decamped,
journeymen and masters, looms and bobbins, capital and technology resur-
facing beside the canals of Leiden, Haarlem, and Delft, where they trans-
formed modest provincial towns into little economic miracles.’

The traffic was not all one-way. Catholic clergy who had fled the
Calvinist domination of 1579-81 responded eagerly to Farnese’s aggressive
Counter-Reformation. Jesuits, Dominicans, and Capuchins made their way
back to Flanders and Brabant, hoping that their ransacked monasteries and
convents were still standing. The cathedral filled up again with chapter and
choir, the great organ, newly rebuilt, filling the nave with its adamant
chords. And what of Maria Rubens? In all likelihood she yearned for famil-
iarities: the tables of her kin; the prattle of old friends; vespers in the
Church of the Blessed Virgin. And after all her years of makeshift furtive-
ness, she evidently meant to have done with shamefulness and shuffling, for
she bought a house on Antwerp’s most conspicuously grand street, the
Meir, number 24, and moved in with Blandina, Philip, and Peter Paul.
Where did the money come from? Some may have been restored to her by
the Pypelincxes, but it also seems likely that during the last years in
Cologne, when Jan had been allowed to resume his professional and com-
mercial career, something of the Rubenses’ fortune may have been retrieved
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from the ruins of his crime. Not that Maria would have been at all well off
in Antwerp, merely less impoverished than she had been in Germany. In her
will made out in 1606, she refers to the “sacrifices” she had made in the
years after her return, especially to provide a dowry for her daughter
Blandina, who was married to Simon du Parcq on the twenty-fifth of
August 1590. At the time of her marriage, Blandina was twenty-six—not,
by the standards of the time, an old maid, certainly, but perhaps old
enough to make Maria nervous, always mindful as she must have been of
unwelcome whispers that could suddenly make connections with the
Rubenses a doubtful honor. It didn’t hurt her daughter’s chances, then, to
be dowered with a sum that produced an annual income of two hundred
florins—a modest, but not contemptible, little fortune.

The match accomplished, Maria immediately made some drastic
changes. Perhaps the slice of her capital now allotted to Blandina’s portion
gave her no choice. The house on the Meir emptied; the two boys, Philip
and Peter Paul, were placed with desirable patrons. Philip, now sixteen and
studious, was sent to Brussels to be the secretary to Jean Richardot, himself
famously rich and learned and a privy councillor, whose household was as
grand as could be imagined in Counter-Reformation Brabant. Eloquent
beyond his years, Philip would also act as tutor to Richardot’s younger
brother, Guillaume. Peter Paul was just twelve. He had been going to
Romualdus Verdonck’s Latin school in the cathedral churchyard, one of
five such institutions expressly created by Farnese to train a cohort of liter-
ate clergy obedient to the dogma of the Church but armed with the rhetori-
cal skills to hold their own against sophists, libertines, and, if need be,
brazen heretics. Not that this necessarily dictated the boy’s eventual career.
The solid diet of Greek and Latin texts, mastered through the sturdy disci-
plines of grammar and rhetoric, in addition to the study of sacred scripture
and books of devotion and contemplation, would stand him in good stead
were he to end up in court, countinghouse, or confessional. Maria might
well have felt that had he been alive, Jan (who must have begun the educa-
tion of his two sons in Germany) would have approved of this kind of
instruction. Latin schools, with heavy doses of Plutarch, Cicero, and Taci-
tus parsed on unforgiving benches, were the nursery of the next generation
of Antwerp’s Catholic humanist patriciate.

What was to be done with the precocious boy now that his brother was
off to Brussels, his sister married and gone, and his mother moved into
more modest and matronly quarters on the Kloosterstraat, comfortably
close to the cathedral? Tall for his years, crowned with dark curly hair, his
face animated by wide, intelligent eyes and softened by full, rosy lips, Peter
Paul must already have suggested the easy grace and courteous charm
before which, in the years ahead, patrons, prelates, and princes would uni-
formly melt. Rubens would always be the kind of man in whose presence
most people found it difficult not to smile—a smile, moreover, not of irony
or condescension but of convivial sympathy. In 1590 this unforced cordial-
ity scemed perfect courtier material. So Peter Paul was sent to embellish the
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little court of Marguerite de Ligne, Countess of Lalaing, at Oudenaarde,
thirty miles to the southwest of Antwerp in the damp and grassy Flemish
plain. The Count, who like many cow-and-castle barons boasted a long
string of titles, lordships, possessions, and bailiwicks, had died in 1583,
leaving behind two daughters and the handsome hotel d’Escornaix in
Oudenaarde itself, where his widow increasingly confined herself. Almost
certainly the Countess knew something of the terrible scandal of which no
one in Antwerp ever spoke these days, since nineteen years before, her
kinswoman, another Lalaing, the widowed Countess Hoogstraeten, had
been one of the first to visit and comfort Maria at her Cologne house dur-
ing the desperate Lent of 1571. Now this post was something that could be
done for Maria Rubens’s boy, tellement charmant, the perfect page.

The biographers, beginning with the seventeenth-century author of the
Vita, are quick to assume that Peter Paul must have hated it. All his life,
Rubens would make a great show of complaining about the “golden
chains” that fettered the courtier. But he would do so even while he wore
them on his person. The experience at Oudenaarde might not have been a
complete waste of time. The little courts of the Netherlands, especially
those in country towns, were still stamped with the elaborate heraldry and
ceremony they had acquired during the century when the country was
ruled by the house of Burgundy, the codifier of late medieval courtliness. As
a page or squire, Rubens would indeed have been required to attend on the
ladies, prettily displaying a perfectly hosed length of leg, his jacket and coat
disposed just so over the sword hilt; to keep up with the falconers and
hounds; to look lively in the rabbit shoots; to dance la volta without gasp-
ing; to keep awake during the madrigals. Some of these rituals might
indeed have been a trial to a boy with his mind on Virgil. But there were
places in the hotel d’Escornaix that would have spoken to his precocious
thirst for history: the tombs of the Lalaings in the family chapels, smelling
of penance and purgatory; the ancestors on their backs or their knees, their
stony fingers pressed in prayer, costumed in long robes or the mail and
helms of Crusaders. Though Rubens’s own costume book was produced
much later, he would already have known of the fashion for ancestor
chronicles, with woodcut illustrations drawn from tomb effigies of long-
interred counts and countesses. Perhaps it was in the sepulchral silence that
he tried his first sketches?

Or was it still earlier?

Many vyears later, in 1627, when Rubens was fifty-five and already
thought of about Europe as “the prince of painters and the painter of
princes,” he found himself on a tow-barge between Utrecht and Amster-
dam. His host during this visit to the Dutch Republic, Gerrit van Hont-
horst, had fallen sick and had delegated the unnerving task of seeing to
Rubens’s welfare to his young apprentice, Joachim von Sandrart (who him-
self hailed from a family of Calvinist emigrants from Wallonia). Rubens
talked; Sandrart listened, and told the story later in his own book of artists,
the Teutsche Akademie.® In his youth, the Master said, he had taken plea-
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sure in copying the little woodcuts of Hans Holbein and the Swiss artist
Tobias Stimmer. Later in life, Rubens was still drawing figures copied from
Stimmer’s Bible scenes—Adam driven from Eden, sinking to one knee in
awe of the pursuing archangel; and in another sketch, a sick man stretched
out on his back beneath the brazen serpents.” It seems more likely, though,
that it was the storytelling power of Stimmer’s illustrations that first pro-
voked his visual imagination when he was a boy. And this may well have
happened before the family returned to Antwerp, since apart from being a
prolific illustrator, Stimmer was also a fierce satirist of the Pope and the
Roman Church. It was highly unlikely, then, that Rubens would have
encountered the woodcuts in a school like Verdonck’s, expressly created as
a bastion of conformity. Stimmer’s Neue kiinstlicher Figuren biblischer
Historien had first been published in Basel in 1576, and was precisely the
kind of Protestant teaching book that Jan Rubens could safely leave in the
hands of his small children while he was still a professing Lutheran in
Cologne.

It’s possible, too, of course, that Maria brought the Basel Bible illustra-
tions back with her to Antwerp, but whenever he first took a pen or pencil
and followed Stimmer’s swooping, densely shaded lines, it’s evident that
the woodcuts made a serious impression on Peter Paul, and for good rea-
son. Framed by emblematic supporting figures, mythical and biblical, and
supplied with both scriptural verses and homilies discoursing on their
importance for the Christian tradition, the little prints are prodigies of dra-
matic compression. At his most inspired, Stimmer uses the tiny format to
open up a broad landscape space against which he deploys big, sculpturally
cut figures, twisting or falling, gesticulating. It’s against one such pastoral
of stony hills, weeds, and flowers, for example, that Cain stands like a Teu-
tonic Wild Man, clad in animal skins, his hair demented and on end, a mas-
sively Herculean club over his shoulder, scowling down at the delicate torso
of his murdered brother Abel. In another startling improvisation, Stimmer
poses the boy Isaac, readied for sacrifice, from the rear, the soles of his feet
and his bare neck, shoulders, and back vulnerably exposed against a cru-
elly bright, windy sky in which birds wheel above Mount Moriah. The
young body kneeling before the laid sacrificial fire is, windswept hair aside,
perfectly and obediently still, oblivious to the sudden, violent intervention
of the angel, clasping Father Abraham’s upraised sword by the blade, and
the dark tangle of forms struggling in the left foreground space of the print.

So many of Stimmer’s devices—the deployment of massive, animated
figures through broad space; the strong torsion of trunks and limbs, twist-
ing and groping in the air; the rhythmic orchestration of crowds; the
expressive illumination of sharp brilliance or velvety shade; the painterly
use of line—would all become so habitual a part of Rubens’s own artistic
vocabulary that it’s difficult not to imagine Stimmer (and perhaps Holbein,
t0o) as a moment of awakening. The exhilarating freedom with which the
Swiss could conjure the folds of a robe, the mane of a lion, the maw of a
whale, the feather of an angel’s wing, furrowing the lines through the yield-
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Genel: XXII Cap.

AUndertung des vifchutdigen opfers Chafit.

Weil Abels Opfer afallet Got

Schliagt Cain jetn Bruder druin ju tod:
Der HEn ftraft jn fein lebenlang/
Das er lauft sittrend/ wiird jm bang:
Cains trang/ ift der Kirchen anfang.

ing block as the pearwood shavings curled before his gouge—to do so
much with so little—was this not precisely what might have registered most
powerfully on a gifted little boy with a whittling knife and his own confi-
dent brush and pen?

So was there something, dashingly sketched, that convinced his mother
that Peter Paul might be better suited to art than to courtly artifice? For
after no more than perhaps six months, she removed him from the Count-
ess’s company at Oudenaarde and apprenticed him, probably in late 1591,
to the Antwerp master Tobias Verhaecht, known mostly for his mannerist
landscapes with figures. Verhaecht was by no means a preeminent figure in
the Guild of St. Luke. But for Maria, still perhaps unsure of what best to do
for her younger son, the mediocrity of Verhaecht’s talent and fame may
well have been less important than the fact that he was family: married to a
granddaughter of Jan Rubens’s stepfather, the spice trader Lantmetere. He
had been to Italy (Jan would have approved), possibly in the company of
Pieter Bruegel himself; had painted in Florence, where the productions of
the Flemings, the fiamminghi, especially their rustic scenes, were always
well received. Now he took pupils, and that, for the time being, was
enough.

Perhaps Verhaecht, with his cosmopolitan pretensions and kinship
connections, could reassure Maria, somewhat, that by taking Peter Paul, a
son of the patriciate, presumed destined for the law or the Church, and
making him a painter, Peter Paul would not be losing rank. She might not
have been easily persuaded. Most Flemish painters (though by no means
all) were themselves the children of artists or had even more modest ori-

Bl Die Abraham im juden war/
Wolt nun fein Son aufopfern gar:
Da ruft der Engel/ das er hort/
2lin Wider jm dafitr befchert :
Was Got bewirt/ dafjelb er ebrt.

LerT: Tobias Stimmer,
Cain and Abel. Woodcut
from Neue kunstlicher
Figuren biblischer Histo-
rien (Basel, 1576). New
York, Columbia Univer-

sity, Avery Library

rRi1GHT: Tobias Stinumer,
Sacrifice of Isaac.
Woodcut from Neue
kiinstlicher Figuren bib-
lischer Historien (Basel,
1576). New York,
Columbia University,
Avery Library
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gins. The character of a trade still hung over the Guild of St. Luke, with its
indifferently mixed company of gold- and silversmiths, glaziers, and
painters. The very etymology of the word schilder, with its allusion to the
“shield-painting” of medieval chivalry, advertised the modesty of the craft.
Some of the most renowned of the older generation were famous for rea-
sons other than artistic skill. The greatest of them all, Frans Floris, whose
sacred histories had hung in Antwerp Cathedral, was also a notorious and
incorrigible drunk who, according to Karel van Mander, liked to boast of
drinking rivals under the table and who once claimed to have stayed on his
feet after having double-toasted all thirty members of the Antwerp cloth-
ters’ guild, with whom he shared a table. “Even when he came home half or
wholly drunk,” writes van Mander with unconcealed admiration, “he
would pick up his brushes and produce a great amount of work.”® Jerome
Wierix, one of the most prolific illustrators of sacred lives and scriptures,
had an even more deplorable history. During one debauch in 1578, unusu-
ally abandoned even for Wierix, he had launched a pewter ale pot at a tav-
ern hostess’s head, killing her. It had been a year before his friends were
able to extricate Wierix from prison, on condition that he make penitential
reparation, in remorseful sentiment and hard cash, to the victim’s family.

This was not the kind of company Maria Rubens had in mind for her
younger son. But her circle of family and friends knew enough of an
entirely different kind of artist for her to be confident that Peter Paul could
aspire to become the epitome of refinement: the learned painter, or pictor
doctus. The timing, moreover, was opportune. An entire generation of
older artists had passed on. The great Pieter Bruegel had died in 1569;
Frans Floris, a year later. Michiel Cocxie, who in his nineties had no busi-
ness being on a scaffold in the new Town Hall, had been killed after falling
from the planks. The tumults of war and religious persecution had taken a
further toll. Hans Bol, the landscapist, had left Antwerp, as Karel van Man-
der related, “because of the disturbances caused by the malevolence of art-
hating Mars,” and with him to Holland went his gifted student Jacob
Savery and his brother Roelant, both Anabaptists. Lucas de Heere had
travelled to England to serve as propagandist for Elizabeth I's resistance to
the Spanish-Catholic crusade.

Just at the moment when the Church had the greatest need to make
good the damage done in the two iconoclasms of 1566 and 1581, Flanders
and Brabant seemed to have been afflicted with a dearth of creative talent.
Moreover, the prescription for sacred painting laid down in the very last
session of the Council of Trent in 1563 presupposed pious and subtle
artists capable of observing its fine distinctions between admissible and
inadmissible subjects, yet without any loss of devotional power. The gen-
eral rule of thumb was that acts that had been historically visible (the Ser-
mon on the Mount; the Baptism or Passion of Christ) were legitimate
subjects, while the representation of the ineffable (the countenance of God
the Father) was not. Miracles and apocryphal wonders were to be treated
with the utmost caution. Yet this prudent winnowing of the fabulous from
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the miraculous could not happen at the expense of the Counter-
Reformation’s defining mission: the retention of the allegiance of the faith-
ful (and the redemption of skeptics and heretics) through dramatically
charged images that would speak to their deepest emotions. What was
called for, then, was painters who were theologically versed dramatists,
part scholar, part poet.

In the 1590s such paragons seemed to be in perilously short supply,
and those with even a modicum of the needed qualities took advantage of
the situation. Marten de Vos, for example, who made a career out of cul-
tural vacuum-filling, had been dean of the Guild of St. Luke during Alva’s
terror, a sudden convert to Protestantism during William of Orange’s
return in the late 1570s, a favorite painter of the Calvinist patriciate in the
early 1580s, and then a penitent back in the fold of the Catholic Church
when Farnese’s ultimatum reduced the choices to obedience or exit. The
reward for this shameless confessional pragmatism was fortune and honor.
He could depend on commissions for history paintings, portraits, and book
illustrations. And in 1594 de Vos landed the best job of all: the designs for
the temporary architecture that would adorn the triumphal entry into
Antwerp of the Spanish Netherlands’ new ruler, the Archduke Ernst.

The prolific success of Marten de Vos would have suggested to Maria
Rubens that her son might indeed have an illustrious career producing
work for both Church and state. And evidently, de Vos’s reputation had
been built, at least partly, on the strength of his being thought an impres-
sively Italianate painter, someone who had indeed travelled there, who was
said to have studied with Tintoretto himself, and some of whose most
ambitious histories, like The Virgin and Child Welcoming the Cross, did
display something of the livid, almost oversaturated color, all intense reds
and smoky blacks, and edgy, mercurial movement of the Venetian master. It
was well beyond the capabilities of Tobias Verhaecht to impart the level of
instruction that would give an apprentice painter the opportunity to work
his way into the kind of milieu represented by de Vos. On the face of it,
Adam van Noort, Rubens’s second teacher, hardly represented much of an
improvement in his prospects. Van Noort was, like de Vos, yet another ex-
Lutheran-turned-Catholic-of-convenience, and for this very reason may
have had a direct line to an entire class of people (not least the Rubenses)
whose confessional identity had swayed this way and that over the years.
The year before Maria and her boys came back to the city, van Noort had
been married to the daughter of one of Antwerp’s best-known Protestant
families, the Nuyts. Yet the wedding, in response to Farnese’s ultimatum,
was solemnized in Antwerp Cathedral according to the strictest Catholic
rites, and to all intents and purposes, Adam van Noort was henceforth
among the sturdiest pillars of the Counter-Reformation, rewarded, like de
Vos, with a part in preparing the triumphal entry of 1594.

None of this, though, seems to have been an adequate substitute for
inspired instruction, which was as conspicuously missing from van Noort’s
studio as it had been from Verhaecht’s. Now fourteen or fifteen years old,



B i

b

REMBRANDT S EYES 8 2

Rubens may already have sensed, through seeing reproductive prints of the
greatest Italian masters, the clumsiness of his Flemish teachers’ approxima-
tion of their manner. If he himself searched for a third master under whom
to complete his articles of apprenticeship, the choice needed to be a figure
whose credentials at translating the grave principles of Italian classicism
were more credible than those of either Verhaecht or van Noort.

Such a person arrived in Antwerp toward the end of 1592, precisely the
moment when Maria and her son were looking for a new teacher. Otto van
Veen had been court artist to no less an eminence than Alessandro Farnese ,
himself, painting the Governor’s portrait and being rewarded with the
vaguely defined post of ingénieur-en-chef in addition to his other official
posts. He was a bird of a quite different feather from Verhaecht, van
Noort, or for that matter Marten de Vos. His pedigree was patrician, his
education classical, his manner cultivated, and his ambitions international.
It may have been a friendly exaggeration for the humanist and geographer
Abraham Ortelius (who himself had written a treatise on art) to write in
van Veen’s album amicorum that like Pamphilus, who was praised by Pliny
as equally gifted in painting and literature, Otto was “the first in our world
who has joined liberal letters with the arts,” but in the late-sixteenth-
century Netherlands there’s no doubt that he was a cultural exotic, just the
type that the Rubenses had been searching for, the very epitome of the pic- |
tor doctus, the scholar-artist.

The pedigree began with Otto’s forebears. His father, Cornelis, like Jan

Rubens a learned lawyer and magistrate, claimed descent from a bastard
line of the Dukes of Brabant, even though at some point the family seemed
to have settled in watery Zeeland. Cornelis van Veen had grown up in Lei-
den, where by 1565, with the great religious contention building like a
storm out at sea, he had become burgomaster, his wealth and status pro-
claimed by the handsome house on the St. Pieterskerkhof into which he
moved his family. Unlike so many of his contemporaries, though, Cornelis
stayed uncompromisingly, recklessly, loyal to his Church and King (even
when at least one of his ten children, Simon, resolved to turn Calvinist).
With Alva’s armies laying siege to Leiden and its citizens understandably in
the grip of a violent reaction against the Roman Church and the Spanish
King, Cornelis van Veen found it impossible to stay. In October of that
year, he left Leiden, in some haste, one suspects, and made his way to
Antwerp. It’s possible, though, that the draconian Catholic reaction then
in force there may have been just as unwelcome as its opposite, for by Feb-
ruary 1573 he requested a passport, ostensibly to travel to Aachen, but in
fact took his family to Liege, under the jurisdiction of the Prince-Bishop
Gerard de Groesbeeck. It was here that Otto, now twelve years old, received
most of his education, becoming a protégé of the poet-painter Dominicus
Lampsonius.

To have been educated by Lampsonius was important. As a painter,
Lampsonius was insignificant; as a writer, a biographer of northern artists,
and tireless promoter of the independent dignity of northern art, he
was incalculably influential.” He had himself studied in Rome with Fed-

A
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erico Zuccaro, and after he returned to northern Europe
corresponded with the elderly Titian. But it was Giorgio
Vasari, the Florentine author of the Lives of the Artists,
who, by omitting any mention of northern artists from
his 1550 edition and in 1568 referring to them slightingly

s “diverse Flemish artifici [imitators],” provoked Lamp-
sonius into discovering his life’s propaganda mission: the
counterassertion of the value and virtue of Netherlandish
art. Vasari’s slight echoed the remark attributed to
Michelangelo by Francesco da Holanda that Flemish
painting was concerned primarily with “external exact-
ness. . . . [T]hey paint stuffs and masonry, the green grass
of the fields, the shadow of trees and rivers and bridges
which they call landscapes ... and all this, though it
pleases some persons, is done without reason or art,
without symmetry or proportion, without skilful choice
or boldness, and finally, without substance or vision.”*®
Turning defense into offense, Lampsonius’s own biog-
raphies of northern painters, the Effigies, rejected the
arrogant assumption that only history paintings truly
counted; that landscapes were so much yeoman infill.
Such rigid categories, he argued, might be all very well
for Italians, steeped in the classical tradition, Lampso-
nius responded, but it had led to scholarly aridity, a loss
of naturalness, which the Netherlanders, with their
greater devotion to capturing the freshness of living
forms, were better placed to supply. The very genres that Vasari and
Michelangelo had written off as trivial—landscape and portraiture—genres
that the Italians claimed called for the skills not of true pittori but of mere
artifici, were those that Lampsonius insisted the Netherlanders had most
reason to boast of. The artists he praised most fulsomely—Herri met de
Bles, Joachim Patenir, Gillis van Coninxloo—precisely epitomized those
skills.

In the same spirit, Lampsonius tried to ally this independently valid
Netherlandish tradition with Venetian painting’s passion for colore, for
the active role played by color in the modelling of forms. In Titian’s revolu-
tionary hand, this amounted to a direct contradiction of the Florentine
and Roman assertion that disegno, drawing, represented the direct tran-
scription of the shaping idea behind any true work of art, its dio-segno,
godly sign.

It would have been impossible, then, for Otto van Veen to have spent
any time in Lampsonius’s presence without being affected by this nagging
sense of comparison and competition between north and south. Whether
ultimately he would want to be placed in the camp of those who sought to
refine northern art, to make it more Italianate, or would rather follow his
teacher in affirming the distinctive qualities of Netherlandish painting, was
as yet undecided. Either way, only by going to Italy could he discover what
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he was up against. In 1575 van Veen travelled to Rome armed with an
introduction from the Prince-Bishop of Lieége to Cardinal Cristoforo
Madruzzo that ensured his entry into the highest circles of the Roman
humanist aristocracy. After five years of marinating in the wisdoms of the
ancients and the sublimities of Michelangelo and Raphael, Otto van Veen
resurfaced, thoroughly made over as “Vaenius” the genius: a virtuoso of
the arts and letters, fluent in many different tongues, the essence of civility
and refinement, yet still not detached from his northern roots. “Vaenius”
now got the desirable jobs. From Rome he went to Prague, where he
worked for a while in the self-consciously philosophical court of the
Emperor Rudolf I, and thence to the court of Archduke Ernst of Bavaria at
Munich, and since that Prince was also Elector of Cologne, it was conceiv-
able that van Veen was there during the early years of Rubens’s childhood.

Toward the end of 1583 or early in 1584, Otto van Veen returned to
his native city of Leiden. Although the town was now unequivocally
Calvinist, his father and mother had decided, possibly as early as 1576, to
go back and spend their declining days in the grand house on the St.
Pieterskerkhof, which their Protestant children had managed to keep out of
the hands of the confiscators. But like so many other families, the van
Veens had been divided by belief and scattered throughout the war-
fractured territories of the Netherlands. Simon the Calvinist lived in The
Hague; Gijsbert, the engraver brother (shown in Otto’s painting of the van
Veen family holding a drawing block), had remained Catholic and a citizen
of Antwerp. Of the sisters, Agatha and Maria had moved north, married,
and settled in Haarlem, but Aldegonda had stayed in Catholic Brabant. It
would be good to imagine all of them them gathering in the family home in
Leiden for Otto’s family portrait, although it’s entirely possible that he
assembled the painting from individual sketches.

The picture is the most direct expression imaginable of van Veen’s dou-
ble identity: Italianate gloss and Netherlandish solidity. At its center,
dressed in showy, silky clothes—a glaring contrast to the austerity of his
Calvinist brother, Simon—is Otto himself. He is every inch the cosmopoli-
tan gentleman artist, sandy hair trimly barbered, the beard close-cut a la
marquisetto; his doublet dashingly pinked; the palette gripped by a refined,
elegant hand. Like the squirrel that stares assertively from the gold-
stamped leather hangings that adorn the room of the family reunion, Otto
is becoming an agile climber: sleek, sharp-eyed, and acquisitive. Yet the
painting, with its ungainly crowding of the generations, its sacrifice of plau-
sible pictorial depth for family inclusiveness, could not have been executed
anywhere other than the Netherlands. It’s very much the work of a traveller
come home.

He would not stay at home, though. In Leiden he filled his albumnt ami-
corttim—ostensibly a book of friends’ personal greetings and mottoes, but
often shown off as a kind of portfolio of recommendations—with the sig-
natures of all the greatest and the best, Catholic and Protestant, among the
humanist intelligentsia, philosophers, theologians, geographers. The time
had come to put this impeccable curriculum vitae to work. Otto went back
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south, where he promptly became Farnese’s court painter in Brussels and
painted his first important altarpiece, The Mystic Marriage of St. Cather-
ine, in a style directly borrowed from Bologna and in particular from Cor-
reggio. In 1593, resettled in Antwerp, he was registered as a master of the
Guild of St. Luke, and important commissions promptly came his way:
The Martyrdom of St. Andrew for the church bearing the saint’s name,
another for the Chapel of the Holy Sacrament, all executed with the cool
gravity and slightly leaden deliberateness that was supposed to suggest the
Bolognese and high Roman manner. In 1597 Antwerp’s city council com-
missioned van Veen to prepare drawings for a tapestry that would com-
memorate the victories of the Habsburg Archduke Albert, shortly to
succeed Ernst as co-regent of the Netherlands. His studio was busy with
apprentices; his commission book was full; his marriage to Maria Loots
had allied him with one of the notable families of the city.

In the mid-1590s it would have been hard, then, to imagine a more
illustrious model for the voung Peter Paul Rubens to follow than Otto van
Veen: the very epitome of the pictor doctus, pious and poetizing, painterly
and philosophical. Just as Lampsonius would have instructed Otto van
Veen to study the Italian masters without slavishly emulating them, Rubens
would have been encouraged to follow a similar course. His dutiful obedi-
ence to these precepts makes the task of glimpsing authentically Rubensian
traits emerging from the pod of his Flamingo-Italianate apprenticeship
frustrating, since as an apprentice he would have been conditioned
to expect praise to the extent that he suppressed, rather than expressed,
his own painterly personality.” Almost all of Rubens’s paintings that can
be dated from the late 15905 are, therefore, necessarily thirdhand produc-
tions, filtered either through van Veen’s awkward efforts at synthesizing a

Otto van Veen, Self-
portrait of the Artist with
His Family, r584. Can-
vas, 176 x 250 cm. Paris,
Musée du Louvre
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Roman and a Flemish manner or else through reproductive prints based on
Italian designs. Prints by Marcantonio Raimondi or by the Fleming Cor-
nelis Cort after Raphael or Michelangelo circulated widely in the Nether-
lands, and there was no shame in using them to work up paintings based
on the Italian originals, especially when the original was a drawing. Lamp-
sonius, in fact, had singled out Netherlandish engravers like Cort for spe-
cial praise as something other than merely dumb copiers of originals, seeing
them rather as authentic reinterpreters.”* In the same fashion, Rubens
might have been expected to bring to his painted versions of recognizable
engravings something of his own northern sensibility. This was what the
discipline of “emulation”—emulatio—urged on all novice painters im-
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plied: the copying of masters with a modest dash of
personal manner added.

Rubens the emulator was most apparent in his
version of The Fall of Man, based on Marcantonio
Raimondi’s engraving of a design by Raphael
Rubens closely follows Raphael’s poses. Almost as if
he had been reading Lampsonius, though, Rubens
adds ingredients drawn from precisely the genres
in which, it was commonly said, Netherlanders
excelled: landscape and portraiture. In place of the
summarily sketched and highly stylized Eden,
Rubens has set down a true paradise garden, com-
plete with that ubiquitous emblem of fecundity, the
rabbit, and a lush collection of plant and bird life
that came straight out of the Flemish passion for
natural history. The depiction of an active nature,
natura naturans, after all, had been said by
Leonardo, among others, to demonstrate the almost
godlike powers of the artist.

Likewise, even though he probably knew
Durer’s prescription for the ideally proportioned
Adam (the Apollo Belvedere) and Eve (a classical
Venus), Rubens’s two imminent sinners are a good
deal less coldly sculptural and more amply carnal.
Eve’s profile, which in Marcantonio Raimondi’s engraving seems to have
been taken directly from a classical relief, is plumped and softened, the lips
made temptingly apple-red, as if reflected from the fruit held close to her
mouth, in sharp contrast to the alabaster coolness of her skin. Wound
round the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, she seems caught in the
serpentine coils of her impending fall. Adam’s head is altered even more
decisively: the full, virile beard and ruddy complexion turns Raphael’s
statue into a creature of flesh and blood; the palm of his gesturing hand no
longer cups the fruit but is tracked instead with the lines of age and desire
as it points ominously toward the serpent. Where is the mark of Rubens
here? In the flushed tint he has applied to the inside of Adam’s ear, and to
his eyelids and lower lip; in the added swell of his belly, the beefiness of his
hands and torso—the replacement of a decorative type with a convincing,
fleshly portrait.

In 1598 Rubens’s name was registered as an independent master in the
Guild of St. Luke in Antwerp, allowing him, at the age of twenty-one, to
enroll pupils. A silversmith’s son bearing the glamorously Italianate name
of Deodate del Monte and only five years younger than his new teacher
became Rubens’s first disciple. But though an officially acknowledged mas-
ter, Peter Paul was not yet, in any persuasive sense, his own man, and prob-
ably continued to collaborate with Otto van Veen for another two years.
He was full of gifts, promises, and expectations, not unlike the unknown

Rubens, Portrait of a
Man, 1597. Copper,
21.6 x 14.6 cm. New
York, Metropolitan
Museun of Art
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man whose face he had glossily painted on a copper plate in 1597, engrav-
ing his own name on the back. The portrait is executed with jewel-like bril-
liance, almost in the manner of a miniaturist, with telling details like the
swept-up whiskers at the end of his mustache and the faint highlight on the
bridge and tip of the nose rendered with fastidious pleasure. An inscription
at the top of the little painting tells us that he is twenty-six years old, just
five years the senior of the artist. Usually he is described as a “geographer,”
based on the assumption that the set square he is holding in his right hand
is a tool of his trade, and this is certainly a possibility. But in his left hand
the young man holds a closed watchcase, an allusion to the shortness of our
days. This was a generation that loved emblems. So perhaps the pairing
of the two instruments was meant to suggest the right-angled course to be
set during one’s allotted span of days. That would have been something
the artist, as well as the sitter, would have taken to heart as he painted on
the foxy face an expression uneasily caught between self-possession and
wariness.

i In Giulio’s Shadow?

It’s never a good sign when processions are what a state
does best. A quarter century of religious war had made the cities of Flan-
ders, Brabant, and Hainaut scarred and sickly. Much of their populous
prosperity was gone and would never again recover the splendor of 1550.
But when, in 1599, the Archdukes Albert and Isabella (for so they were
both to be titled) were installed as co-regents of the Netherlands, Brussels
and Antwerp spared nothing for their triumphal entry. Pomp was stored in
the civic memory. It needed only a ceremonious occasion for the guilds to
draw their gaudiest costumes from the chests, for the silver trumpets to be
polished. And for gilders, embroiderers, and carpenters, not to mention the
artists (most notably Otto van Veen) commissioned to create ephemeral
architecture for the pompa introitus, the occasion was a godsend. In
Antwerp, arches, porticoes, stages, pavilions, and canopies went up to greet
the archducal pair. Dolphins, giants, deities, and dragons celebrated the
herculean prowess of Albert, his devotion to the Church, his invincibility
on the battlefield. Virgins and water nymphs sang the praises of his bride.

Not all of the public enthusiasm was officially contrived. The Arch-
dukes made a great show of coming to the Netherlands not as conquerors
but as sovereigns, a show in which Philip 11, his death drawing close, care-
fully connived. More than twenty years of bitter, inconclusive warfare had
failed to bring the rebel Protestant provinces of the north to heel. It was
now his duty to ensure that the “obedient” provinces of the south remained
just that. In Albert, Philip had discovered a Habsburg prince who seemed
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to embody the elusive combination of piety and martial competence. While
still virtually an adolescent, he had been both cardinal and archbishop.
In his young manhood (schooled by the grim Alva), he had proved to
be a dependable field commander, with a pair of successful sieges to his
credit. What more could the King ask for? In 1598 Albert was appointed
Governor-General of the Netherlands and then promptly married to
Philip’s favorite daughter, Isabella Clara Eugenia. As part of the marriage
contract, Philip then ceded sovereignty over the Netherlands to the couple.
Ostensibly this gave the Archdukes greater autonomy than any rulers of the
Netherlands since the beginning of the troubles. They could publish their
own laws, mint their own coinage, appoint and receive ambassadors as if
they were truly a sovereign state. Albert even promised to reconvene the
long-redundant States General. Losing no time, he began to make diplo-
matic overtures to the provinces of the Union of Utrecht, offering to recog-
nize Maurice (the son of William and Anna and a formidable military
leader in his own right) as Stadholder of five northern provinces, and the de
facto separation of a Protestant north from a Catholic south, in return for a
formal acknowledgement of Habsburg suzerainty. But behind this elabo-
rate show of devolution (as the Dutch well knew), Spanish power in the
southern Netherlands was still formidably vested in pikes and powder.
Before his death, Philip II specified that should Albert and Isabella fail to
produce an heir, the Spanish crown reserved the right to reannex the
Netherlands. Their enforcing ability was supplied by garrisons of Spanish
troops whose commanders swore fealty not to Brussels but to the throne in
Madrid.

The show of graciousness put on by Albert and Isabella, however, was
seductive, the elated sense of a new beginning in Antwerp quite genuine.
And for the first time in a generation, the festivities were sufficiently grand
to attract visitors from all over Europe, as they had done in days long since
past. Among those visitors in the late summer of 1599 was the Archduke
Albert’s cousin Vincenzo 1 Gonzaga, the Duke of Mantua, whose appear-
ance in Flanders was, at least partly, dictated by his need to take the healing
waters at Spa.

Vincenzo had much to heal. In 1582, while still the heir to the duchy,
he had stabbed to death a young Scottish scholar, James Crichton, who had
made the serious mistake of becoming Duke Guglielmo’s court favorite. A
few years later, Vincenzo became the object of one of the more peculiar
judicial proceedings of the Renaissance when he was called on to demon-
strate the competence of his manhood on a selected virgin before a papally
authorized committee empowered to adjudicate the claim of his aggrieved
ex-in-laws that the failure of marital consummation had been the groom’s
fault, not the bride’s, as Vincenzo had alleged. With homicide and sexual
farce clinging stickily to his name, Vincenzo was eager, on acceding to the
dukedom, to repair the damage by cutting the grandest possible figure. A
ceremony of Byzantine extravagance (for Vincenzo believed himself
descended from the Paleologi emperors of Constantinople) marked the suc-
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cession. Enthroned in Mantua Cathedral, Vincenzo was arrayed as if he
were a full-blooded monarch, gowned in satin and ermine, bearing an ivory
scepter, and capped with a custom-made crown, the setting for a ruby the
size of a goose egg. Lest anyone imagine him a mere wastrel, Vincenzo also
entertained fantasies of himself as the last of the great Crusaders, beating
back the Turks from the gates of Christendom. His last will reflected these
delusions, instructing the mourners to preserve his body seated on a throne,
dressed in armor, his right hand resting on the hilt of a great sword. (Rigor
mortis and common sense prevented his heirs from following these direc-
tions.) In 1595, at considerable expense, Vincenzo mobilized a toy army to
fight alongside imperial troops in Hungary. The soldiers wore black uni-
forms emblazoned with Vincenzo’s personal device, the crescent moon, and
the motto S.I.C.—Sic illustrior crescam: “Thus do I grow ever brighter.”
Vincenzo’s brightness shone dimly as he spent much of the time issuing
commands from the interior of his velvet-lined carriage, and behind him
trailed the usual retinue of cooks, mistresses, and a band of five musicians,
including the new court composer, Claudio Monteverdi, which was
required to play, at the appropriate moments, music that was, as occasion
demanded, either martial or mistressy. Though he later complained bitterly
of a mysterious skin disease contracted during the course of the expedition,
Vincenzo led another, equally halfhearted campaign in Bohemia two years
later. Its equally indecisive outcome led the Duke to ponder whether more
decisive and expeditious weapons might not be deployed against the Mus-
lims: typhus-infected lice, for example, or some kind of poison gas that the
Mantuan alchemists might concoct.

By the time he arrived in Flanders, in the summer of 1599, Duke Vin-
cenzo was no longer a joke, though he was still a memorable spectacle,
behaving as if he were among the very greatest, rather than one of the most
redundant, princes in Europe. The year before, he had dragged two thou-
sand followers to Ferrara to congratulate the new pope, Clement VIII, on
his acquisition of that coveted territory, and brought the same-sized retinue
to the double wedding in Madrid of both Albert and Isabella and Philip 111
and his cousin Margaret of Austria. In Brabant and Flanders he made a
princely progress through Liege, Antwerp, and Brussels, bathed his much
abused and heavily diseased body at Spa, in what he hoped were the
restorative waters, drank flagons more, and sent thousands of bottles of the
mineral water home for future treatment.

It is also likely that while he was in the Spanish Netherlands, Vincenzo
was shopping for painters. He had long wanted to restore Mantua’s reputa-
tion as the most ambitious patron of art and architecture in northern Italy
to the status it had enjoved under his grandfather Federigo, when Giulio
Romano had been the Duke’s close adviser. Not a day could go by in Man-
tua without Mantegna’s Triumph of Caesar and Giulio’s astounding cre-
ation of the Palazzo del Te, a mistresses’ retreat masquerading as a palace,
reminding Vincenzo of the glories that, in his view, had been so humiliat-
ingly sacrificed to Guglielmo’s misguided parsimony. Not that anything
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comparably splendid was to be expected from the Flemings, the
fiamminghi. But Vincenzo thought of himself as an honorary Habsburg,
and it was impossible to spend any time in Madrid or Vienna or Prague
without being made aware of how highly the emperors valued the Nether-
landers. The dense and swarming panels of Hieronymus Bosch had pene-
trated into the very bedroom of Philip IT; Pieter Bruegel and Anthonis Mor
were in fashion in Madrid and Vienna; and in Prague, Vincenzo would
have encountered Emperor Rudolf II's favored Flemish mannerist,
Bartholomeus Spranger. .

Perhaps, confronted with striking evidence in the churches and patri-
cian houses of Antwerp, Liege, and Brussels of a surge in Flemish creativity,
Vincenzo, or his advisers, believed it would be timely to add fiamminghi to
his stable of artists, where they might complement poets like Torquato
Tasso, whom the Duke had extricated from the madhouse, and musicians
like Guarini and Monteverdi. In the first instance, he needed someone
capable of recording the splendor of his immediate family with the grandil-
oquence of a Titian or a Tintoretto, especially since his last daughter,
Eleanora, had just been born. Frans Pourbus, an accomplished and delicate
portrait painter, had already been presented to the Duke during his journey
to Flanders, and would be summoned to appear in Mantua the following
August. It seems entirely plausible, then (though undocumented), that
Rubens might also have been either mentioned or even introduced to the
Duke as an equally promising talent, someone who could fulfill his wish to
have a gallery full of “portraits of beautiful women.” (Vincenzo’s taste,
even in matters of art, was nothing if not predictable.)”?

Whether or not Rubens had already been hired as the Duke of Man-
tua’s glamorist, or whether, as the author of the Latin Vita states, he was
independently “possessed with a violent desire to see Italy,” eight months
later, on May 8, 1600, the burgomasters and council of Antwerp provided
him with an official clean bill of health, attesting that “by the benevolent
Providence of God, this city and its suburbs breathe a clear and healthy
air,” free of plague or other contagious sicknesses. “Peter Rubbens,” who
had signalled his intention to go to Italy, ought therefore to be allowed to
come and go freely with no suspicion of pestilence. Nor any other kind of
suspicion, either. Thirty years after his father had fled Antwerp (to say
nothing of other embarrassments), the councillors could now safely refer to
him as “a former magistrate of this city” and assume that this reflected
creditably, rather than the reverse, on the son. Armed with this certificate
and probably a small selection of invaluable guides—Schottus’s Itineraria
Italia, which had just been published, and perhaps the Delitiae Italiae,
which supplied indispensable tips on how to avoid being fleeced by the tav-
erns or infected by the whores—Peter Paul was ready for the journey that
would shape his whole life.'

Mantua in high summer is imposing rather than delectable: sultry,
grandiose, and a little forbidding, dripping and sweating amidst its dark
lakes and marshes formed by the muddy river Mincio. A fine place for a
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courtier, it was bliss for the mosquitoes, which bred prolifically in the
swamps and ponds and which, at dusk, flew in dense squadrons into the
populous city to gorge democratically on patrician and pleb alike. Man-
tua’s fevers became almost as legendary as its art and its horses. Benvenuto
Cellini, the great loudmouthed goldsmith, was felled by an attack almost as
soon as he arrived in town, and angrily laid his curse on “Mantua, its Lord
and anyone who felt like staying there.”*s The turbid, vaporous air that
hung over the city seemed to veil it with a kind of exotic peculiarity missing
from sharper, drier, more reasonable places like Verona and Padua. There
were Jewish physicians who could abbreviate the sweating sicknesses with
potions of unknown formulae, and who were said to labor on behalf of
the Duke’s obsession with finding the philosopher’s stone. And there were
the great stables of Mantua mares and stallions, by common consent the
purest-bred and fleetest in all of Italy, marvels of elegant brawn. Many who
came to the city-state of the Gonzaga professing to pay homage to the mas-
terpieces of Mantegna and Giulio Romano were there to admire the bays
and sorrels, brushed brilliant and glossy, saddled and bridled with spectac-
ularly worked pieces. Only in Mantua, indeed, was it possible to admire
both art and horses in the formal halls where Duke Federigo had commis-
sioned Giulio to paint his favorite beasts pawing the ground amidst assem-
blies of the gods.

Rubens, who was fond of riding, would undoubtedly have warmed to
the Sala dei Cavalli. But he must have been still more impressed by the for-
tunes of its creator, Giulio Romano. Hired by the codifier of the courtly life,
Baldassare Castiglione, then Federigo Gonzaga’s ambassador in Rome,
Giulio had swiftly become much more than a favored painter, rather the
Duke’s indispensable man, architect, and cultural impresario, officially
known as “Superior of the Streets” and “Superior-General, within and
without the city of Mantua.” He designed and constructed palaces yet
unbuilt; redecorated those that were; disbursed moneys; judged commis-
sions; made himself responsible for everything from the stables to the sil-
verware. In the Ducal Palace he had decorated rooms testifying not merely
to the Duke’s splendor but to his connections with the Caesars of old, since
the most splendid of them was designed to show off the phenomenal Gon-
zaga collection of classical marbles. Giulio’s Palazzo del Te, built beyond
the city walls, was inventively conceived not merely as another aristocratic
suburban villa but as a theater of recreation. Some of its rooms, certainly,
were discreet enough to accommodate the Duke’s sexual entertainment;
others, where Giulio was encouraged to let his fancy run free, were
designed as eye-popping spectacle. In the Sala di Psiche, Cupid and Psyche
(much tormented by Venus) were united amidst riots of satyrs and sprites,
the whole room swimming in erotic languor. Pleasure was replaced by anx-
iety and terror in the Sala dei Giganti, celebrating Jupiter’s triumph over
the Titans. The entire room—walls, ceiling, and doors—was covered with
the inescapable, tumbling bodies of giants, thrown this wav and that, like a
downfall of boulders, the mass of the figures so bulky that the force of their
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descent seemed (with the help of the artist’s ingenious optical distortions)
to make the room itself tremble and shift. No wonder Giulio was so hand-
somely honored by his patron: he was allowed to construct a house, the
Casa Pippi, on a scale undreamt of even in Renaissance Italy, a building so
grand and so elaborate that it astonished even Giorgio Vasari. Almost a
lord himself, Giulio became the intimate of the Duke, “nostro maestro
carissimo.”

The example of Giulio Romano’s success must have impressed itself on
the young Rubens, for when he in his turn came to build an urban villa, it
would be unlike anvthing a Flemish painter had ever aspired to, and some
of its motifs (a statue of Mercury, the presiding deity of artists, for exam-
ple) were directly transferred from Giulio’s Mantuan palazzo. But in 1600
could Rubens have presumed to such glory, especially in a Mantua gov-
erned by Duke Vincenzo, who rivalled his grandfather Federigo in the
prodigality of his spending rather than in the elevation of his taste? The
only judgement that the Duke is known to have allowed himself about his
pittore fiammingo was that “he is not bad at painting portraits.”"* And
since the documents are frustratingly silent on Rubens’s work during his
first vear at Mantua, there is no reason to suppose that he was yet thought
of as much more than an artistic drudge, doomed to turn out formulaically
pleasing portraits of the ducal family in attitudes of pleasure or piety. It’s
possible (though by no means certain) that he was among Vincenzo’s ret-
inue at the proxy marriage of the Duke’s sister-in-law, Maria de’ Medici, to
King Henri IV of France in the Duomo in Florence in October 1600. But
even 1If he was present (as he indicated ostentatiously two decades later by
including himself in a painting of the ceremony, conspicuously holding a
processional cross), Rubens would merely have been one of the many hun-
dreds of courtiers with whom the Gonzaga liked to announce their pres-
ence in a rival state, and who were obliged to show the livery at the endless
rounds of hunting, jousting, quintain, mock battles, theatricals, feasting,
and masking that marked the pseudonuptials.

What, then, changed his prospects? In a word, Rome.

At Mantua, Rubens had already begun to make use of the Gonzaga
collection of antique art: vases, reliefs, cameos, and busts, much of it on
exhibition in Giulio’s great gallery. This was the beginning of an enormous
trove of images and motifs stored up for later use in his own composi-
tions.”” But as rich as the Gonzaga holdings were, it was a truism for
Rubens’s generation that no self-respecting humanist could consider him-
self educated without direct experience of the remains of Roman antiquity.
In the spring of 1601, Vincenzo was preparing to be off again on another
(and final) campaign against the allied Turks and Hungarians in Croatia.
Rubens decided that the moment was opportune to ask the Duke whether,
during his absence, he might not profitably spend time in Rome making
copies, principally of antiquities. The Duke’s assent (albeit with the strict
proviso that Rubens return to Mantua in time for the Easter carnival of
1602) suggests that by this time Rubens had done something to establish
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himself as an artist with the potential to be taken seriously as a history
painter. In any event, Vincenzo made sure in advance that Rubens would be
received as befitted “il mio pittore,” and wrote to an eminence of the con-
clave, Cardinal Montalto, asking for his assistance. The Cardinal replied
promptly and fulsomely, promising to be at the artist’s disposal and asking
in what ways he might possibly be of assistance.

By the end of June 1601, Rubens was in Rome and lost no time in seek-
ing out the most affecting masterpieces of antiquity. There was no reason
to be esoteric in his taste. In the Vatican he saw the tormented Laocoon,
wrestling hopelessly amidst coils of writhing serpents, and sketched the fig-
ure from several angles, as if already aware that he might need to draw
on different aspects of its drama for different subjects: the agonized face
translated into a Passion; the twisted body used for a Flagellation. For
some time, the papacy had been nervous about permitting access to pagan
sculpture lest it somehow contaminate properly sacred iconography. But
Rubens, in common with many of his contemporaries, had no qualms
about adapting antique figures for Christian spectacle; it was as though his
creative imagination had reconsecrated the ancient marble. For some years,
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the private collections of the great Roman
dynasts—the Borghese, Orsini, and Cesi—had
been open for learned examination and copying,
and Rubens threw himself into the activity, accu-
mulating a hoard of models for later use. It’s easy
to imagine him in the gardens of Cardinal Cesi,
the scent of thyme perfuming the summer after-
noon, sketching the Crouching Venus, perhaps
already imagining her transformation into the
suddenly exposed Susanna. Copying antique
marbles was an exercise at once seductive and
studious. It had long been recommended as the
proper way to grasp the celestial ideas that the
ancients encapsulated, first in an ideal vision of
the human body and then in stone. But Rubens’s
drawings are not fragments of sublimity. He
seems to have seen the delicate modesty of the
Venus Pudica, or the brutal muscularity of the
Farnese Hercules, for example, as encapsulating
the most essential of the human passions, the
affetti. It became second nature for him, then, to
use the upward-rolled eyes of the Laocoon for
the face of Christ in his Antwerp Elevation of the
Cross, the Farnese Hercules for the massive torso
of St. Christopher (also in Antwerp Cathedral), less as ideal forms than as
vehicles of intense pathos. In his treatise on ancient statues (known to us
only from the paraphrase of the eighteenth-century critic Roger de Piles),
Rubens warned against mechanical transcription: “Above all,” he wrote,
“avoid the effect of stone.™""

Stone made warm; immobility made vital; gravity infused with emo-
tion: this was the authentic Rubensian temper, and it belonged not just to
Peter Paul but to his brother Philip, who was himself in Italy by the end of
1601. Fraternity for these two was more than conventional sentiment.
Instinctively strong, it was made more intense by their shared, secret
knowledge of the family’s black memory: the solemn, burdened father; the
devout, patient mother. For all their carefully acquired gentility and culti-
vation, the two brothers had no inhibitions about expressing their strength
of feeling. “I am not afraid to say, my brother,” Philip wrote to Peter Paul,
“that those who still believe that they can keep the human temper com-
pletely free from emotions are merely prattling in the manner of lunatics
and fools and show their hardness and cruelty. Away with that apathy
which turns men not into human beings, but rather into iron, into stone, a
stone harder than the Niobic stone of mythology which overflowed with
tears.”" And what was the greatest object of their warmth? Each other.
“More than anything,” Philip wrote again in July 1602, “love in me frater-

nity.”** Even when this brotherly love came garlanded with nosegays of
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poetic self-indulgence, it was unmistakably passionate. While Peter Paul
had been working with Otto van Veen, he had been physically separated
from Philip, first when the older brother was Richardot’s secretary in Brus-
sels, later when he had gone to Louvain University to study with Justus Lip-
sius. In May 1601 Peter Paul was in Mantua preparing to travel to Rome.
Philip wrote in a burningly ardent style which to modern ears would seem
more appropriate for a love letter to a mistress:

Now that great distance separates us, my desire to be with you has
grown. I know not what wretched stream of thought inclines us
toward things we cannot have and makes us want them even more
than things which are permitted. Today, in a burst of affection,
my heart leapt to you across barriers of countries and, soaring
high above the peaks, went to visit my loved one, but with a fresh
tenderness.*’

Toward the end of that year, 1601, the painful distance separating the
two brothers suddenly melted away when Philip managed, at long last, to
realize his own ambition of seeing Italy. For four years he had been the stu-
dent of Lipsius in Louvain, and not just a face in a schoolroom, either, but
the sage’s favorite and prodigy, living in his house with a few other chosen
talents who together constituted a contubernium, a scholarly family. Help-
ing the old man prepare editions of Seneca and Tacitus must have engen-
dered the conviction that one day Philip and his friends should go in person
to Rome to soak up the lessons of the Stoics in the place where each fallen
stone and broken column vindicated their sober pessimism. Even the many
perils of the journey, Lipsius believed, were a sure way for a young man to
acquire the necessary qualities of prudence and self-sufficiency. Mindful of
the many allusions to the Odyssey planted in his head by Lipsius, Philip
wrote (in Latin verse) to the philosopher, as if reassuring a fretful father, “A
Song of Gratitude Offered upon Safely Landing,” lines expressing his grat-
itude to his teacher for steering him safely through the treacherous seas and
directing him toward “the glory of ancient Italy.”**

Philip was not travelling alone. Officially he was tutor and companion
for two younger Lipsian pupils, Jean-Baptiste Perez du Baron and Guil-
laume Richardot, the son of his old employer Jean Richardot. They spent
Christmas 1601 in a Venice so frigid that the canals were solid ice, and
doubtless took in all the admiranda required by the humanist itinerary.
Being serious disciples of Lipsius, though, meant that they were in Italy as
more than cultural tourists. Many of the places he had specifically recom-
mended, like Padua and Bologna, were famous for their learning, and all
three meant to crown their studies in Louvain with law degrees from an
[talian university. Philip himself settled on Bologna, where in 1603 he
became, like his father before him, a doctor of canon and civil laws.

[t was not until the summer of 1602 that the brothers were finally
reunited, almost certainly in Verona, a short distance from Mantua, where
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Philip had also met up with an old Antwerp friend and fellow student of
Lipsius, Jan Wowerius. In 1606 Rubens painted a group portrait, set before
the Ponte di San Giorgio and Mincian Lake, in which he appears with his
brother, Wowerius, and two figures who are probably Philip’s charges,
Guillaume Richardot and Perez du Baron. It is the only self-portrait in
which Rubens (in contrast to Rembrandt) chose to represent himself as a
working painter, palette in hand. But the presiding spirit of the work is Lip-
sius himself, the absent scholarly mentor-father, who had died that vear
and for whom the picture is a memorial tribute.

The painting is conventionally known as The Mantuan Circle of
g )

Friends, and even though it gives the impression of a staged tableau rather
than a spontaneous gathering of chums, it still testifies to Rubens’s strong
sense of the virtue of gregariousness. The brothers belonged to a generation
that prized fraternity, fellowship, and friendship, and had trouble imagin-
ing the learned or the artistic life divorced from lively and articulate com-
pany. It doesn’t do, then, to picture the northerners wandering desolately
amidst weedy ruins or poring through manuscripts alone, by the light of a
guttering candle. By the time he reached Rome, Rubens’s Italian was grace-
ful and fluent, and in the city he would have no difficulty at all in finding
his way into the circles of young artists and students from Germany and the
Netherlands working in the libraries and collections of the cardinals and
the Vatican. Many of them, moreover, were not just tolerated burt actively
welcomed by the cardinals associated with the papacy of Clement VIII.
During Rubens’s first year at Mantua, Giordano Bruno had been burned at
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the stake in Rome, and one of the Pope’s closest advisers, Cardinal Cesare
Baronius, Church historian, martyrologist, and hagiographer, made him-
self patron to a number of young northerners whom he believed to be
enthusiasts in the reinvigorated crusade against heresy. Though not all of
the Flemings and Germans were, in fact, equally ardent for the cause. Cas-
par Scioppius, the ex-Protestant prefect of the Vatican printing press, fer-
vent with a convert’s zeal, certainly lived up to the papacy’s expectations,
busily alerting the authorities to the presence of doubtfully lax compatri-
ots, issuing militant diatribes against backsliders, and at one point attempt-
ing to convince Philip Rubens that he should become a subject of the King
of Spain! The Pope’s botanist and the curator of his garden of herbs and
simples, Johannes Faber, on the other hand, was a much more broad-
minded and eclectic personality, whose own devotion to the Church did
not preclude a friendship with Galileo. Faber was, among other things, a
professor of botany at Jan Rubens’s old college, La Sapienza; the owner of
a natural history museum installed in his own house, close by the Pan-
theon; and the author of works on dragons, serpents (with special reference
to venom), and the celebrity parrots of Rome, including a prodigy owned
by a merchant who had tested its powers of mimicry to the maximum by
teaching it to sing in Flemish.*> Such men moved naturally amidst the
Roman curia; kept company with prelates and cardinals; tended their
libraries; offered expert counsel on antique gems and cameos; identified
busts; and advised the Jesuits and Oratorians on artists who might produce
work for their churches and chapels.

With his easy manner, lightly borne learning, and impeccable connec-
tions, Rubens walked right into the middle of this fashionable company.
Dr. Faber recognized him not just as a painter but, like his brother, as a
scholar, “an enlightened amateur of antique bronzes and marbles.”*
Though his Antwerp background might have been a liability in Florence,
where Flemish painters could still be condescended to as crafty artisans, in
Rome it was almost certainly an asset. His hometown’s presses, especially
the house of his childhood friend Balthasar Moretus, were already turning
out albums of Roman antiquities and histories of the early Church that the
cardinals hoped would resurrect its fervor. And Archduke Albert was seen
in Rome as a paragon of enlightened piety.

It was Albert, in fact, who gave Rubens his first opportunity to prove
himself as a serious painter of sacred histories. As the patron of the basilica
of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, he was responsible not just for a Roman
parish church but for one of the city’s seven places of pilgrimage, and one
with legendary significance. The church of the “Holy Cross in Jerusalem”
was said to have been built in A.D. 320 by the first Christian Emperor of
Rome, Constantine, expressly to house the impressive haul of relics
brought to the city by his mother, St. Helena, after her own pilgrimage to
Jerusalem. The most resourceful of the early Christian scavengers, she was
said to have retrieved from the site of the Crucifixion itself no less than
three fragments of the Cross, one of the crucifying nails, a thorn (hard to
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make out, one would imagine, amidst the Calvary rubble) from the Savior’s
crown, the original “INRI™ inscription (Jesus of Nazareth, King of the
Jews), and, surely her most impressive find, clods of Golgotha earth soaked
with Christ’s blood.

How better to recommend himself to the new pope, Clement VIII, than
for Archduke Albert to give Santa Croce in Gerusalemme a decoration of
sacred significance. And how painful to discover that the fragment of the
True Cross assigned to his own custody was in fact being hawked about the
streets of Rome! It didn’t help matters to learn that unsettled goldsmiths’
bills for work done in the church had brought further embarrassment to his
name. This, for an erstwhile bishop and cardinal! Obviously, then, he leapt
at the suggestion made by his ambassador in Rome that he restore his repu-
tation by providing a new altarpiece and twin paintings for the side
chapels, all alluding to the history of St. Helena and the relics. And since
the ambassador just happened to be yet another Richardot—the son of
Philip Rubens’s old employer the privy councillor, and the brother of his
present travelling companion, Guillaume—it’s not surprising that the artist
suggested for the commission was Peter Paul, the parties concerned agree-
ing that this was fraternity, not nepotism, in action.

The skills and sources that Rubens had been accumulating were now
put to immediate practical use. It may be just because he so studiously
assembled all the required sacred references and allusions (rather than intu-
itively conceiving a unified whole) that the finished work seems more like a
program than a composition. The figure of Helena, while owing something
to Raphael’s St. Cecilia, was derived principally from an antique sculpture
Rubens discovered among the ruins of the Sessorium which depicted a
Roman matron who had conveniently acquired the legendary reputation of
having been a convert, thus immediately winning devotees. Appropriately
clad in a tactful combination of simply pious and aristocratically opulent
dress, St. Helena stands before a triumphal arch holding the scepter of
imperial power. Both the arch and the scepter were allusions to the victory
of the new faith over the old pagan empire, a message with special signifi-
cance at Santa Croce since the church stood on the ruins of the Emperor
Septimius Severus’s villa, the Sessorium. Philip Rubens’s teacher, Justus Lip-
sius, had published a treatise, De Cruce, which promoted the cult of the
Holy Cross as a sign of redemption, and Peter Paul’s altarpiece spoke to the
tradition that this particular church was a place where paganism had been
redeemed by the acceptance of the new faith. The imperial mother Helena’s
right arm leans against an immense cross about which fly putti, variously
holding both the imperial orb and objects that alluded to her Jerusalem dig:
the crown of thorns and the sacred inscription. With his first serious show
of understanding the critical relationship between an altarpicce and its
architectural setting, Rubens cuts off the cross to imply its extension above
the picture space to the ceiling of the church, where the cross was repre-
sented in mosaic, and to the point where Helena’s upward-turned eves are
directed. Behind and to the left of the saint, the twisted “Solomonic”



Rubens, St. Helena Dis-
covering the True Cross,
1602. Panel, 252 x 189
cm. Grasse, Chapel of
the Municipal Hospital

3

REMBRANDT S EYES 100

columns, embellished with wind-
ing vines, which legend imagined
derived from the original col-
umns of the Temple in Jerusalem
(examples of which had survived
in a screen at St. Peter’s), tight-
ened still further the connections
between the old Holy City and
the new.

Returned from annoying the
Turks, did Duke Vincenzo per-
haps hear of those great twist-
ing columns and fancy himself
as a new Solomon? Certainly he
knew all about Rubens’s work in
Santa Croce in Gerusalemme,
since Richardot had written to
the Duke asking for an extension
of Rubens’s Roman residence so
that he might finish the job.
When, a few years later, Rubens
painted the Duke and his entire
family (including his late and
unlamented father, Guglielmo,
with whom, at least in pictorial
piety, he was improbably recon-
ciled) adoring the Trinity in the
capella maggiore of the Jesuit
church of Mantua, he placed the
central group of the two Dukes
and their wives on a balustraded
terrace, flanked by theatrical
Solomonic columns so tall that they appear to unite the earth with the
heavens.

[t was not a simple matter, of course, to create a celestial aura about the
Gonzaga. Rubens borrowed the Venetian convention in which the Doge
and his family were often portrayed as donors sharing pictorial space with
patron saints or even the Virgin, and in particular used Titian’s great Ven-
dramin family portrait as a compositional model. But the Venetians were
notoriously relaxed about doctrine, and the Council of Trent had laid
down stringent principles governing celestial visions and the commingling
of earthly and divine beings within a single picture space. Visions of the
Trinity, it had decreed, could only be vouchsafed to the saints and apostles,
among neither of which, it was safe to say, the Gonzaga or the Medici (or
even Eleanora Habsburg, Vincenzo’s genuinely pious mother) figured. But
the church in question was the Santissima Trinita, and for the usual rea-
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sons, Vincenzo very much wanted to be seen as the patron of his local
Jesuits. It was left to Rubens, by 1604 clearly confirmed as a powerfully
inventive history painter, to come up with an ingenious solution. Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit are represented as if on a tapestry or rich cloth, so that
the Gonzaga worship not the Trinity themselves but their likenesses, which
appear miraculously vivid on the fabric. Rubens was borrowing from
another native tradition: that of Flemish tapestry, unparalleled in northern,
and perhaps in all of, Europe for its lustrous beauty. But the images of the
Trinity in his Mantua painting do not, in fact, look at all “woven,” or for
that matter painted: they have the same corporal substance as the donors
below, and, as was proper, rather more brilliance of feature. By this daz-
zling operation of his own ingenium, Rubens managed a discreet separa-
tion of the mortal and the sacred world and at the same time dissolved the
mvidious distinction between the craft of tapestry and the art of painting.
This was precisely the difference which Michelangelo and Vasari had pre-
sumed would always separate out Flemish artisans from Italian artists, the
workaday from the noble, and not for the last time Peter Paul Rubens tri-
umphantly confounded that prejudice.

Rubens, The Trinity
Adored by the Duke of
Mantua and His Family,
¢. 1604—06. Canvas,
190 x 250 ¢m. Mantua,
Museo del Palazzo
Ducale
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iii Gift Horses

By the time the brothers met in Verona in the summer of
1602, Peter Paul had been back in the Duke’s service for three months. Per-
haps he took the opportunity to let off steam about having to run around
doing the bidding of the Gonzaga court, since Philip wrote him a sympa-
thizing letter in which he expressed concern about Peter Paul’s “good
nature and the difficulty of refusing such a prince, a prince who makes con-
stant demands on you. But be resolved to claim your complete freedom,
something almost banished from the court at Mantua. You have the right
toit.”

Easier said than done. Philip’s fighting words were straight from the
neo-Stoics’ playbook of noble constancy in the face of bullying and vicious
princes. But the model philosopher for all students and followers of old
Lipsius was Seneca, the tragedian who had bowed to the wishes of his very
own vicious prince, Nero, to the point of committing suicide rather than
inconvenience the Emperor with the prickles of his conscience. Grateful
though he was for his brother’s lovalty and concern, Peter Paul was not yet
so successful or independent that he could risk a show of presumptuous
assertiveness. And the work that occupied him in Mantua in 1602 was, in
any case, not unworthy of his gifts: a series of grandiloquent and showy
history paintings linked to the Aeneid, the epic masterpiece of Mantua’s
native genius, Virgil. These paintings fall a long way short of the perfect
integration of heroic drama and sensuous fluency that would be the hall-
mark of Rubens’s greatest histories. The multiple borrowings from
Raphael, Titian, Veronese, Mantegna, and Giulio Romano (among others)
show Rubens still stitching together the pieces of a personal manner, rather
than seamlessly executing it. But there are passages within the big composi-
tions that move away from this directory of sources toward something
freer and more self-assured, as if Peter Paul, in his twenty-fifth year, were
standing straighter before his Italian peers, looking them directly in the eye.
The figure of Juno, for example, in The Olympian Gods, eyes brimful of
raging jealousy, a perfectly judged foreshortened arm flung out, her body
encased in a loose gown picked out with vernal green, generates an inten-
sity that shoots across the crowded scene like a poisoned dart, straight to
the heart of her hated rival Venus, lolling indifferently in her blond, half-
naked vanity. It’s the gesture of an artist unafraid to take major risks, to
match himself against the masters. And when, at last, in the spring of 1603,
we can hear Rubens’s own voice, in a series of letters written to the Duke’s
secretary of state, Annibale Chieppio, its tone is startlingly candid and self-
possessed, which, given the rite of passage directly before him, was perhaps
just as well.

[P
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It must have seemed an honor, not a chore. On March 5, 1603, the
Duke wrote to his ambassador in Spain, Annibale Iberti, that his painter,
Rubens, was bringing an elaborate and precious offering of gifts for King
Philip IIT and his first minister, the Duke of Lerma (the real power in the
realm). For all Vincenzo Gonzaga’s reputation for careless extravagance,
the gesture was carefully considered, a diplomatic maneuver. From the
south of Italy, where the Spanish Habsburgs held the kingdom of Naples,
to the north, where they governed Milan, Spanish power was the dominant
force in the whole peninsula. Whatever his other failings, Vincenzo was no
fool. He was acutely aware of Mantua’s strategic importance in the peren-
nial hostilities between Spain and France. With a new king on the throne in
Madrid, he was anxious lest his duchy be considered too slight or too fickle
to be allowed indefinite freedom of action. Other Renaissance city-states—
Ferrara most recently—had been swallowed up for less reason. The deliv-
ery of a stupendous gift, then, directly at the feet of the new king and his
favorite was intended to impress Philip Il with the bottomless resources of
the Gonzaga and their undying and respectful homage to the mightiest of
the Christian princes, and (rather improbably) to stake Vincenzo’s own
claim to succeed the disgraced Genoese Andrea Doria as admiral-in-chief
of the Spanish navy.

It was Renaissance potlatch at its most calculated: an act of homage
that conferred authority on the giver as much as the receiver. The composi-
tion of the presents was exquisitely thought out to match the known weak-
nesses of the Spanish court with the special strengths of the Gonzaga state:
art, alchemy, and horses. From his agents in Madrid the Duke had doubt-
less heard that King Philip IIT was of an opposite temper from his great and
gloomy father: sportive, elegant, and pleasure-loving, with a passion for
the hunt that went well beyond the habitual pastime of princes. The heart
of the gift, then, would be a pretty little coach, intricately worked and spe-
cially designed for rustic excursions, together with six of Mantua’s greatest
treasures: its bay horses. Whether he was off hunting stags or hares, the
King of Spain would be seen magnificently equipped, courtesy of the Duke
of Mantua.

It was notorious, however, that the light-headed King was not truly
master of his realm. That power belonged to his favorite, the Duke of
Lerma, the son of an emancipated slave who controlled access to the sover-
eign and the kevs to the treasury, from which substantial sums found their
way into his own pockets, as the people who called him el mayor ladrone
well knew. But Lerma was a thief with pretensions, and the sweetener
would have to reflect” his inflated sense of cultural refinement. Hence
Rubens. Hence the forty paintings, all—with the exception of a Pourbus
full-length portrait of Vincenzo and a Quentin Metsys St. Jeronie—copies
of masterworks (with heavy emphasis on Titian and Raphael) from the
Gonzaga collection, painted in Rome by the Mantua native Pietro Fac-
chetti. What Lerma would be getting would thus be a synthetic version of
the Duke’s gallery, a reminder to a parvenu that the high taste of a dynasty
like the Gonzaga was not lightly come by. And since the new Spanish court
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was apparently as devoted to worldly pleasure as the old one had been to
Catholic duty, Vincenzo also included, for both the King and the Duke, tall
vases (silver and gold for the Duke, rock crystal for the King) filled with
perfume. In the previous century, Muzio Frangipani had made the unlikely
discovery that scents derived from essential oils could be dissolved in recti-
fied spirit. Heady combinations of fragrances could now be stabilized in an
alcohol medium and packed into magnificent vessels, stoppered with glass
plugs and sealed with lead. For Lerma’s sister, the Countess of Lemos,
reputedly pious, there was a large cross and two candlesticks, all in rock
crystal; for his most powerful councillor, Don Pedro Franqueza, a perfume
vase and sumptuous damask and cloth of gold. And always on the lookout
for additional musical talent to augment the already impressive ensemble at
Mantua, Vincenzo sent a lavish monetary gift to the director of music in
the Spanish chapel royal.

Elaborate gifts went to and fro between states all the time, as much the
currency of diplomacy as treaties, marriages, and ultimata. But it’s safe to
assume that nothing this prodigious had ever made the thousand-mile jour-
nev between Mantua and Spain. To be personally responsible for its safe
delivery was, of course, a flattering sign of the Duke’s confidence in his
yvoung painter, a sense that he had in him qualities that made him more
than a court menial. Equally, though Rubens knew that should anything go
awry with the mission he would be held personally accountable to a lord
not famous for his understanding of ill fortune, he must have been acutely
aware of the honor and the risk involved when Vincenzo showed up in per-
son to watch him packing up the works of art. Nothing could be entrusted
to underlings. Peter Paul lovingly wrapped the paintings between double
layers of heavily waxed cloth resembling modern oilcloth, and then set
them carefully down in wooden crates that were lined with tin for added
protection. The heavy rock-crystal pieces were cushioned with velvet and
woollen wadding, then surrounded with layers of straw. No one imagined,
moreover, that the bay beauties would be required to trot their way to the
seacoast, so a special travelling stable was constructed for them, from
which, at several stops along the way, they were to be brought forth for the
wine bath that would ensure that they arrived in Madrid in prime condi-
tion. Likewise, a high-sided cart was made to take the little hunting coach,
to be pulled by mules on the mountain roads, a progress that would
inevitably be slow but, Rubens hoped, perfectly sate.

On March 5, 1603, the procession of horses, carts, and carriages made
its way across the Ponte di San Giorgio, moving southeast toward Ferrara.
Ten days later, after an epic crossing through the Apennine Pass at Futa
which separated the Emilian plateau from Tuscany, Rubens and the convoy
arrived in Florence. His first letter to Annibale Chieppio, written three days
later, already reveals a high level of consternation that so little forethought
scemed to have gone into so manifestly important an enterprise. At
Bologna it had proved impossible to find any mules, and in any case, the
muleteers who came to look at the contraption that had been designed to
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carry the royal hunting coach judged it comically unsuited to crossing the
Apennines. The only alternative was to leave it behind in Bologna and strap
the coach into a cart that would then be laboriously pulled by oxen over
the passes. Fretful about finding passage aboard ship from the Tuscan port
of Livorno, Rubens had gone on ahead to Florence with the rest of the
horses and wagons. What he heard on reaching Florence did nothing to
allay his worries. The Tuscan merchants to whom he spoke with a view to
booking passage from Livorno “crossed themselves in their astonishment
at such a mistake, saying that we should have gone to Genoa to embark,
instead of risking the roundabout route to Livorno without first being
assured of a passage.”*’ Rubens might well have been thinking the same
thing, suspecting that Vincenzo must have had some ulterior, undisclosed
reason for having him travel through Florence, perhaps nothing more sinis-
ter than a childish desire to show off the splendor of his gift to his in-law,
Ferdinand de’ Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany. When Rubens subsequently
discovered, at an after-dinner audience, that the Grand Duke seemed more
completely informed about the details of the Spanish mission than he was
himself, these suspicions deepened. “He told me, moreover, not without
gratifying my pride, who I was, my country, my profession, my rank, while
[ stood there like a dunce.”** Ferdinand’s interest in the trip was not
entirely a matter of courtesy. Through a Fleming in his own service, Jan van
der Neesen, he had inquired whether Rubens might have room for an addi-
tional palfrey and a marble table to be delivered to a Spanish officer in the
seaport of Alicante. Though Rubens must have had misgivings about
adding to his cumbersome shipment, he agreed to do this, instinctively sure
that it was worth the trouble to oblige princes.

There was nothing in return that Ferdinand de’ Medici could do about
the weather. Torrential spring rain frothed up the tan-brown Arno, creating
floods that held up the already belated arrival of the coach and delayed
Rubens’s own efforts to get to Livorno to try to find a suitable ship to take
him to Spain. In Florence he’d been given the depressing news that since no
advance provision had been made for his journey, he would have to sail in
two stages, first from Livorno to Genoa and thence by a second vessel to
Alicante. But now that Duke Ferdinand had an interest in getting Rubens
to Spain as quickly as possible, obstacles magically fell away. Livorno had
become one of the busiest ports in the western Mediterranean: its wharves
full of barks loaded with Tuscan produce, oil and dried fruit, and lagoon
salt, sent from the little ports of Grosseto, Orbetello, Montalto, and Cor-
neto; behind them bigger galionetti and the twin-masted, hundred-ton
round ships that the Italians simply called navi. Some of these navi bore a
distinctly foreign, northern rigging, and crews that spoke the rasping gut-
turals of Hamburg and Antwerp. It was on one of these unlovely but
dependable, broad-beamed ships that Rubens found room for his precious
cargo. On April 2, three days after Easter, he wrote that he was finally
aboard with men, horses, and baggage and waiting for a fair wind for
Spain.
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Usually, those winds blew west—east, which made the journey from the
Tyrrhenian Sea to eastern Spain a tremendous slog. Depending on the force
of those winds, the voyage between Livorno and Alicante might take any-
thing from seven to (in the worst cases) thirty days.>” Rubens’s ship docked
at Alicante three weeks after sailing from Livorno, a slow but not disas-
trous progress given the heavy spring seas. Once ashore, he made sure to
inspect the condition of the presents—from the bay horses to the crystal
candlesticks—and was happy to discover nothing amiss. The Spanish
authorities were courtesy itself, thanks to the chain of connections and
favors he had been patiently linking together. Ferdinand de’ Medici had
found him Flemish merchants who had indeed helped ease his way at both
ends of the voyage.

Even before he left Italy, Rubens realized that, once again, he had been
a fool to trust the intelligence he had received in Mantua concerning the
last stage of the mission: the overland travel from Alicante to Madrid. A
glance at the map would have told him that 280 miles across rugged and
often mountainous terrain up to the Castilian highlands would take con-
siderably longer than the “three or four days” that had been budgeted in
time and money. Rubens wrote fretfully to Chieppio that it seemed likely
that he would be obliged to draw on the personal funds the Duke had allo-
cated to him and perhaps borrow further to see the journey through to the
end. He would, however, keep accounts of such care and integrity that
Duke Vincenzo would see that he could not possibly be thought to have
been prodigal with his monev. Wine baths for horses did not come cheap.

As it turned out, money was the least of Rubens’s problems. Not long
after setting off north from Alicante, the Andalusian skies turned iron-dark
and began to empty a steady, saturating rain on the long convoy that con-
tinued, uninterruptedly, for twenty-five days. The Spanish roads turned to
muddy tracks that slurped about the hocks of the increasingly foul-
tempered mules. Men fell sick with fevers and had to be left behind in
remote village inns to survive on corn and chestnut gruels and black bread.
Where could Rubens find the shelter to provide the horses with their ritual
slathering: in sodden stables stinking of rats and bad cheese; in the tiled
courtvards of obliging hidalgos impressed with their destination; in the
cloisters of primitive but hospitable monasteries?

A week after leaving Alicante, the Mantuan train, now considerably
bedraggled and bespattered, lumbered into Madrid, where Rubens’s relief at
arriving at what he had imagined to be his journey’s end was short-lived. The
court of Philip III, he was told, was no longer in Madrid but at Valla-
dolid, another hundred miles further to the north, reached (of course)
across miserably rocky and difficult country. Indeed, since it seemed well
known in Spain that the Duke of Lerma had insisted on making the move,
allegedly to appease the Castilian nobility by taking the King away from
the Madrid bureaucracy, Rubens may have been forgiven for wondering
why neither Duke Vincenzo nor Grand Duke Ferdinand had bothered to
point this out. Before the weary caravan set off again, Rubens, unsure if he
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would see Madrid again, wandered through the Escorial marvelling at the
quality of the royal collection and making sketched copies of works by
Raphael and Titian, the masters, respectively, of modelling by line and by
color. To marry both those techniques, to make moot the choice between
disegno and colore, was a challenge he would set himself, and was at least
as daunting as catching up with the Spanish court.

The wagons and horses moved off north. On cue, the skies opened. On
May 13, almost a month after leaving Alicante, Rubens entered Valladolid,
where, he wrote Duke Vincenzo, “I have unburdened upon the shoulders
of Signor Annibale Iberti my charge of men, horses and vases; the vases are
intact; the horses sleck and handsome, just as [ took them from the stables
of Your Serene Highness.”** Iberti, the Mantuan ambassador, on the other
hand, was less than overjoyed to be the recipient of this charge and received
Rubens with chilly correctness, not at all the warm welcome to which the
painter thought himself entitled after all his troubles. But this cool recep-
tion was perhaps less surprising given that Iberti professed to know
absolutely nothing about Rubens’s mission. Horses? What horses? Faced
with this show of blankness, Rubens (by his own account) was a model of
concerned politeness. “I answered in surprise that*l was convinced of the
good intention of His Most Serene Highness, but that to recall a thing for-
gotten would be superfluous after so many other cases, for I was not the
first envoy the Duke had sent him, and that for lack of advice the present
necessities must serve as orders. He has perhaps his reasons.” At least Iberti
seemed helpful in extricating Rubens from his financial predicament, which
had become serious. His own personal salary and the Mantuan expense
float had already been exhausted, leaving him without a penny had not a
local merchant provided a loan pending the Duke’s reimbursement. This
left him to the charity of Iberti, who supplied “Il Flammingo,” as he crisply
called Rubens, with new clothes and lodgings, which he shared with his
men, baggage, and horses.

As Peter Paul soon learned, his mission was neither home nor dry. The
court had gone to hunt rabbits somewhere near Burgos, still further north.
Another round of chase-the-king was out of the question. Rubens had nei-
ther the energy nor the money to consider it, and he was still waiting for the
cart with the coach, which arrived in one piece on May 19. He would sim-
ply bide his time until the court returned from the shoot, be it weeks or
months. Perhaps this little breathing space was just as well. He could
unpack the gifts, groom the horses, polish the coach, buff up the vases,
have everything just as Duke Vincenzo would wish it for the delectation of
the King.

It’s possible to picture the scene. A bright spring morning, at long last,
the sunlight shining through young chestnut leaves. Peter Paul with his best
broad-brimmed hat protecting his head (which was already showing a little
pate through his receding hair) from the sun of Leon; a stick pointing at the
crates to be opened; walking around the horses as they shook their manes
and turned this way and that, within the fenced enclosure; the coach a little
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way off, brightened and buffed, daintily elegant, fit for a Habsburg; a
pleasant glow of vindication rising within him, an expectation of congratu-
lations wrenched from the unwilling lips of Annibale Iberti. And then the
paintings taken into an inner chamber, the boxes stood on their ends.

When exactly did he become aware of a dry mouth, the sudden loss of
breathing room within his doublet? When precisely could he see the full
extent of the disaster? When the wooden boxes were opened and the nails
flew into the dirt; when a wave of blighted air, redolent of rain-sodden
straw and mildew, rose to his face? Did he tremble, imperceptibly except to
himself, as he lifted the rotten canvases from their tin casing? Did he
roundly curse “malicious fate™ like a tragedian, and did he do so in Flemish
or Italian (reserving expressions of Latin lament for his letter to the Duke)?
The paintings looked like plague victims, their surfaces swollen, blistered,
and greasy. Elsewhere, the effect was more like leprosy: gobbets of paint
hanging in loose flakes or collecting in crumbled slivers at the bottom of the
box. When Rubens lightly fingered the surface, it peeled away as easily as a
reptile sloughing its skin.

What could be saved from this ruin? Once he had caught his wind,
Rubens, habitually methodical and not given to panic, could see that not
everything was lost. The two original paintings—the Metsys Jeromie and
(as if his master’s vanity had turned guardian angel) the Pourbus portrait of
Vincenzo—were still in good condition. The casualties of the Spanish mon-
soon were tenderly removed from their casings and frames, washed of
mold and grime, and then set to dry in the long-awaited Castilian sun. Even
where the pigment remained attached to the surface of the canvas, much of
it had badly faded, but that could be restored by careful retouching. Of
necessity, this was slow and painstaking work that might take months
rather than days. Iberti had a quite different notion of how to cut their
losses. Might not the matter be made more expeditious by hiring local
painters who could help Rubens knock off a “half dozen or so woodland
scenes” that could be substituted for the damaged canvases? As appalled as
he was by his predicament, Rubens was even more aghast at this proposal.
It echoed all too condescendingly Michelangelo’s platitude that all the
Flemings were good for was painting the grass of the fields. From what he
had seen of contemporary Spanish painting (“incredible incompetence”),
he had no intention whatsoever of “being disgraced unduly by an inferior
production, unworthy of the reputation I have already made here.”* His
letter to Chieppio confessing the calamity, understandably anguished,
allowed itself the luxury of a little sourness. He was already at work scrap-
ing off the bubbled patches of paint and applying the first retouching and
referred to this with a sardonic aside that he claimed, unconvincingly, was
not expressed with any resentment: “To this task I shall not fail to apply all
my skill since it has pleased His Most Serene Highness [the Duke] to make
me guardian and bearer of the works of others, without including a brush-
stroke of my own.”

But Rubens was too close to his brother and his philosophy not to draw
on the neo-Stoics” principle of constancy in tribulation. To thyself be true,
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and good may yet come of evil. By spurning inferior assistance and refusing
to compromise his own style, Rubens now saw a way in which his reputa-
tion as a prodigious talent might actually be enhanced rather than wounded
by the crisis. Iberti had put it about that Rubens was grumbling that he
would need nine months to finish his work and that all he was good for was
some typically “Flemish” rustic entertainment. Very well, then, he would
use fortune’s challenge to confound everyone, beginning with the arrogant
diplomat who seemed determined to cut him down a notch or two. Since
the freshness of the paint would immediately alert any serious connoisseur
to evidence of retouching, he would make Flemish candor a virtue, in invid-
1ous contrast to Iberti’s clumsy ruse. And by working with skill and alacrity
(though not with careless haste), he would be given credit for the restora-
tion. Better vet, he would now get the opportunity to substitute freshly
painted originals of his own design for two irreparably ruined canvases.

One of those two new paintings is known to have been a Democritus
and Heraclitus, the merry and mournful philosophers of antiquity, seated
beneath a tree and separated by a globe meant to symbolize the subjection
of human ambition to the ways of the world. The choice of subject was, of
course, not at all arbitrary. It was meant, in the first place, to parade
Rubens’s taste and erudition; to establish his connection with Raphael’s
School of Athens, where the two philosophers had most famously
appeared, and with the printed versions by Cornelis Cort exceptionally
popular in early-seventeenth-century Europe. Showing off this classical
scholarship to the Spanish court (especially in the face of a Mantuan
ambassador who kept referring to him as “the Fleming™ as if he were a
lower form of intelligent life), Rubens might evoke the tradition by which
truth and action could be generated from the contest of opposites.’® He
would have calculated that the learned allusions to Stoicism—to the neces-
sity of cheerful acceptance in the face of fortune’s cruel buffetings—would
be taken by the Duke of Lerma as a flattering reference to himself, since he
was famous for a courtly manner that walked a tight line between gaiety
and gravity. But for those who had the wit to see it, the painting was also
pure autobiography. Given all the unforeseen crises and disasters that had
been put in his path, Rubens might well have grimaced with the burly Her-
aclitus at the vanity of human pretensions to bend the world to their
design. In his marrow, though, he was a modern Democritus: good-
humored and self-possessed in the face of disaster; coolly amused rather
than hot and bothered by fortune’s caprice. It’s Democritus, then, who lit-
erally has the world covered, draped in the capacious folds of his robe and
secured with long, tapered Rubensian fingers.

Taken aback by “the Fleming™’s steely determination to do things his
way, Iberti dropped his plan for quickly executed landscapes but resolved to
make it quite clear to Rubens just who had precedence in the affairs of
Mantua. For when the court eventually had had its fill of dead rabbits and
returned to Valladolid in early July, it was Iberti, not Rubens, who pre-
sented the coach and horses to the delighted Philip 111, notwithstanding
Duke Vincenzos instructions to the contrary. To the Duke, Rubens was
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careful to report the ceremony with his anger muftled by the requirements
of deference, simply adding that “I observed with pleasure the indications
of approval which the King showed by gestures, nods and smiles.” Even this
account was meant to imply to Vincenzo what Rubens openly stated in a
franker letter to Chieppio, namely, that he had been deliberately humiliated
by being placed as far away from the King as possible during the proceed-
ings, and that he had been forced to rely on body language for his assess-
ment, as if he were craning his neck over a throng of courtiers. His letters on
Iberti’s conduct were by now predictably disingenuous. On his demotion at
the presentation, for example, Rubens protested:

I do not wish to interpret this [unannounced alteration of protocol]
wrongly, for it does not matter, but I am surprised at such a sudden
change. For Iberti himself had mentioned to me several times the
letter of my Lord the Duke in which he expressly commanded my
presentation to the King. . . . I'say this not to complain, like a petty
person, ambitious for a little flattery, nor am I vexed at being
deprived of this favor. I simply describe the event as it occurred.”

Just so.

The second presentation, at the Duke of Lerma’s house, was an entirely
different story. Rubens installed the larger paintings in a grand hall, and the
smaller pieces, along with his Democritus and Heraclitus, in an adjoining
chamber. Enter the Duke, affable and informally gowned. Wearing his best
connoisseur’s expression, he toured the collection for more than an hour,
muttering pleasantries, and finally announced that the Duke of Mantua
“had sent him some of his greatest riches; exquisitely suitable to his
taste.”?* Suddenly, Rubens and Iberti found themselves in a new and
wholly unlooked-for dilemma, though not one with which they were going
to unduly torment themselves. For Rubens had done his work so well that
the Duke assumed that what he was looking at were originals, especially
since, as the artist reported, “a number of the paintings (thanks to good
retouching) had acquired a certain appearance of antiquity from the dam-
age they had suffered.”?’ Rubens emphasized that he had done nothing to
lead the Duke (or for that matter the King and Queen, who joined in the
general admiration) to make this assumption. But neither was he about to
disabuse them of their error. Heraclitan candor stopped short of making a
king and his first minister look like idiots.

His discretion paid off. Lerma was enraptured. What talent, what
refinement, what thoughtfulness! He even supposed Rubens to have been
especially considerate in gathering together so many paintings of sacred
consolation as a particular solace for the loss of the dear Duchess, taken
from him but a few days before! Such a prodigy as this could not be
allowed to escape the greatest court in Christendom! So Lerma wrote Duke
Vincenzo inquiring if he might not release Rubens from his obligations so
that the Flemish artist might remain in Spain. Sensing a sudden rise in his

orrosiTe: Rubens,
The Duke of Lerma

on Horseback, 1603.
Canvas, 289 x 205 cm.
Madrid, Museo del Prado
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court painter’s stock, the Duke, of course, regretfully refused, and urged
Rubens, amidst all this to-do, not to neglect his assigned job of painting
“the most beautiful women of Spain.” Clearly Vincenzo had his own defin-
ition of a ducal collection.

Unwilling to surrender his new protégé without a struggle, Lerma came
up with a project which the Duke of Mantua could hardly overrule without
discourtesy: his own equestrian portrait. It was Rubens’s greatest opportu-
nity vet to establish himself as more than an intriguing novice, but it also
carried with it complications, even risks, which Rubens’s budding political
instincts could not have missed. It had been Titian, with his horseback por-
trait of Charles V at the battle of Miuhlberg, fully armored, with the
knightly lance in his hand, who had set the standard for princely equestrian
portraits. The painting hung in the Escorial, and Rubens, during his brief
and sodden stay in Madrid, had made a copy of the masterwork. In turn, it
could not have failed to remind him of the prototype of all equestrian
emperors: the statue of Marcus Aurelius set high on the Campidoglio. In
that one heroic sculpture were compressed all the imperial ideals: stoic
mastery of the great horse, and thus sovereignty over the world, martial
strength, and philosophical composure.** To this imposing formula Titian
had added the quality of expressly Christian chivalry so that Charles, the
King-Emperor, astride his mount became also the wiiles christianus, the
quintessential Christian knight, armed to do battle against pagans, heretics,
and Turks. In innumerable engraved versions by the Netherlander Cornelis
Anthoniszoon, the Aurelian rider had been recycled to extol the regal
virtues of, among others, Francis I of France, Henry VIII of England, and
the Emperor Maximilian of Austria.

It had even been extended to Charles V’s son, Philip II, despite his well-
earned reputation for fighting holy wars from his desk in the Escorial.
Though most of the Philippine portraits are more sedentary, perhaps delib-
erately refraining from comparisons with his permanently incomparable
father, there were exceptions like Tintoretto’s Entry of Philip 11 into Man-
tua, which for obvious reasons Rubens would certainly have known. The
grandson, Philip 111, though, suffered from no reluctance to show himself
off as the consummate rider-warrior, even though most of his campaigns
were waged against the stag and the pig.

Precisely because common gossip already ascribed the reality, rather
than the mere appearance, of royal power to Lerma rather than the King,
Rubens had to be careful not to reinforce the impression with a painterly
act of lese-majesté. His solution was to turn the mounted figure ninety
degrees from Titian’s profile to face the beholder in the manner of El
Greco’s St. Martin and the Beggar. Lerma was in mourning for his wife
and had become uncharacteristically melancholy, even a little reclusive.
Rubens’s challenge, then, was to provide an image of the minister-as-
warrior that would preserve this pious austerity vet convey the impression
of dynamic authority. What better way to do this than to play with contrast
(as he had already done in the Democritus and Heraclitus), posing the
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black-costumed rider, with the silver-brown hair of a sage, on a spectacular
gray mount, a veritable Pegasus equipped with huge black eyes, pricked
ears, mane curled and flowing, the kind of steed encountered in chivalric
fables. The wind blowing through the mane on the horse’s left side suggests
that it is in motion (at the least, a quick trot), but the Duke, mastering his
mount with one hand, the other gripping the marshal’s baton, is a picture
of perfect stillness. It was a truism of riding academies in the age of the
Baroque that the appearance of effortless control in the saddle was not
merely an analogy for but an attribute of good government: power and
wisdom in perfect balance. So Rubens was supplying Lerma with exactly
what he wanted and needed: a glorious lie; the image of a dauntless com-
mander, body poised, head held erect within its narrow Spanish ruff, can-
tering above the fray; the perfect rebuttal to all those infamous stories
about him being nothing better than a parasite and a thief. The twenty-six-
vear-old novice had, in effect, reinvented the genre which, in countless
princely courts from Whitehall to Versailles, from Stockholm to Vienna,
would become the favorite icon of the omnipotent Baroque monarch.

As would be the case with all these studies of the “Great Horse,”
Rubens had to take into account its setting—in this case, high up at the end
of a gallery in the Duke’s house, dominating the entire length of the space,
so that visitors would approach it from below, humbled and awed, as if
entering the presence of an omnipotent Caesar. At a fairly late stage, per-
haps when he was completing the painting at Lerma’s country house at
Ventosilla in the autumn of 1603, Rubens enlarged its dimensions with
extra pieces of canvas, enabling him to add the conceit of the two trees,
palm and olive, the emblems, respectively, of victory and peace, the twin
attributes of the Duke’s character. Rubens used them cunningly, in a way
reminiscent of the overhanging vegetation he’d used in Adam and Eve and
in the Democritus and Heraclitus, to emphasize aspects of the Duke’s fig-
ure: a sturdy branch outlines the power of his right shoulder; a palm leaf
frames the head like a Christian halo. Even the lighting was perfect propa-
ganda—the storm clouds of war parting like a stage curtain to allow a daz-
zling radiance to bathe the heads of the hero and his snowy steed.

It took Rubens until late in November to complete Lerma’s portrait to
his satisfaction. He had begun the work in Valladolid, using a stand-in for
the figure of the Duke, since in one of the preparatory drawings the
bearded face of Lerma was subsequently pasted over the original model.
While Rubens was putting on the finishing touches, Lerma was caught in
the most important moment of his career. Queen Elizabeth I, the thorn in
the side of the Habsburgs, had finally died, and the uncertainties of the suc-
cession had raised all kinds of questions over England’s confessional future
under King James, the son, after all, of the Catholic Mary Stuart. It would
have been impossible to be so much in the company of the minister without
being exposed to this political and diplomatic discussion. But at the same
time, Rubens was being barraged with a series of letters from Mantua,
increasingly exigent, all urging his departure from Spain. Vincenzo’s plan,
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however, was for Rubens to return via Paris and Fontainebleau, where he
was required to paint the portraits of French beauties. As Rubens gloomily
acknowledged in a letter to Chieppio, the Duke had made his intentions
clear on this subject before the artist left for Spain. But the experience, to
put it mildly, had been a transforming education. He had left Mantua a
courtier-novice. He would leave Valladolid with the savoir faire of a diplo-
mat, a politician, a travelling entrepreneur, and, not least, a painter with
Caesars, not courtesans, for his subjects. How might he put all this with
sufficient firmness to make his altered status clear, but without outraging
his patron? By now Rubens was also a master of the disingenuous protest,
and he used it once more to cunningly suggestive effect. To Chieppio (who
had shown himself tolerant of this kind of thing) he wrote that “this mis-
sion is not an urgent one,” and that since “contracts of this sort always
result in a thousand inevitable [and unforeseen| consequences,” who knew
how long he might be detained in France? Why should the Duke suppose
that the French would be any less interested in his art than the Spanish or
the Romans, once they had a sample of it? If His Serene Highness really
wished to have him back in Mantua, as he himself yearned to be, surely it
would be wiser to commission Monsieur de Brosse or Signor Rossi, already
at Fontainebleau, to do this sort of thing. Indeed, perhaps they already had
portraits of Gallic belles available for the Duke’s gallery? Clinching the
case, Rubens went on to assume that Chieppio surely would not want good
money to be thrown away “upon works unworthy of me, and which any-
one can do to the Duke’s taste. . .. I beg him earnestly to employ me at
home or abroad in works more appropriate to my talent. I shall feel certain
of obtaining this favor since you are always willing to be my friendly inter-
cessor before my Lord the Duke. And in this confidence I kiss your hand
with a humble reverence.”?s

The sauciness paid off. Orders to gather French beauties were not
repeated. Rubens took ship, bound directly for Italy.

v Brotherboods

But could the painter, who could do everything else, swim?
To look at his Hero and Leander, completed when he returned from Spain,
one wouldn’t suppose so. Deep in the billows of the Hellespont, Leander,
the long-distance-swimming lover, lies drowned. This is the night when a
storm, still raging in Rubens’s painting, has extinguished the guiding light
set in a tower by his beloved Hero, and taken his life. Leander’s face has
already turned pallid, while his body, still perfectly modelled, is borne up
by a team of Ovidian synchronized swimmers: the Nereids. Only the lead-
ing pair of sea sprites seem to have much notion of aquatic propulsion,
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towing Leander with a functional sidestroke. Their sisters, supported by
nothing other than their flotation-friendly Rubensian flesh, body-surf the
crests and troughs, linked in an ornamental human wave that curls across
the canvas. Some, like the Nereid on the left, recycled from Michelangelo’s
and Rubens’s own Leda, seem to be modelling for fountains; others recline
on the ocean as if it were a well-upholstered couch; still others tread water
and stare in shock at rose-gowned Hero, plunging, in suicidal sympathy
with her lover, into the sea. In the left corner, a sea monster, coal-bucket
maw agape, confidently awaits his lunch.?

Perhaps Rubens has been looking at too many court masques and
street processions, with their stylized, pasteboard renderings of Neptune’s
briny realm, since his figures are deployed choreographically as if in a hori-
zontal water ballet. But the roiling sea is itself treated with such shocked
respect that even if he had, as has been suggested, seen Leonardo’s Del-
uge,”” it’s hard not to imagine him leaning against the side of his ship,
between Spain and Genoa, sketching the heave of the tide and the ominous
gathering of a slate-dark winter sky. A preparatory drawing for the Hero
and Leander, now in Edinburgh, does indeed do justice to the banked-up
waves with their scrolling, spumy tops. And for all the mannerism of the
figures, the painting succeeds in rising above artifice, principally through
Rubens’s extravagantly forceful draftsmanship. The wreath of bodies bobs

Rubens, Hero and
Leander, ¢. 1605. Canvas,
95.9 x 127 cm. New
Haven, Yale University
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and tumbles through an inky tunnel of storm-thick air and surging water.
Rills of foam and spray snake through the space like voracious eels, while
the pitchy gloom is shot with bolts of shrieking, acid-bright light. The
painting sucks, pulls, gulps, and swallows like the animal ocean itself. It is a
patch of wildness, manic here, graceful there; a chancy effort like the most
elemental work of Tintoretto, whom Rubens had already adopted as a
counterfury to Titian’s sensuous repose. No wonder Rembrandt liked it;
valued its hectic riskiness, the violent illumination, the writhing, arabesque
energy of the composition; and was prepared to shell out the princely sum
of 440 guilders for 1t in 1637. For seven years it hung in Rembrandt’s house
on the St. Anthonisbreestraat, and when he sold it, in 1644, he made a nice
litele profic.’®

Whether Rubens had fair or foul winds on his voyage home across the
Mediterranean, sea changes seem to have been much on his mind. Hero
and Leander was followed by a Pharaoh and His Army Drowning in the
Red Sea, now preserved only in an impressive fragment featuring helplessly
upturned faces and thrashing cavalry sinking below the waterline. A Christ
Calming the Sea of Galilee (closely imitated by Rembrandt in his own com-
position of 1636, now hostage to an art thief)*” also dates from this post-
Spanish period, as do two scenes from Rubens’s Aeneid cycle: Aeneas and
His Family Departing from Troy and Landscape with the Shipwreck of
Aeneas.*® The Virgilian cycle ought to have been (with Vincenzo Gonzaga
one could never tell) of special significance in Mantua, since he was the
city-state’s native-born poet, and Rubens brought to his two scenes a per-
fect sympathy for Virgil’s calculated balance between disaster and hope.
Both paintings are divided into realms of despair and realms of promise,
with the sea itself playing alternate roles. In Aeneas and His Fanuly Depart-
ing from Troy, the wind that fills the topsails of the waiting vessel also
seems to blow through the bodies of the demoralized fugitives from Troy’s
disaster, stirring them to action. In the Shipwreck, roles are reversed. The
ocean, black with rage like Leander’s Bosphorus, smashes against the
Ligurian coast, a promontory that the eighteenth-century enthusiast and
biographer of Rubens, Roger de Piles, recognized as the notoriously rock-
strewn Porto Venere near La Spezia.*" The survivors cling to spars extend-
ing behind the wreck, while the central space of the painting is given over
to Rubens’s earliest pastoral: a lighthouse perched on a hill, surmounting a
landscape bathed in welcoming light and cradled inside Rubens’s composi-
tional oval, the rainbow arching above, the road curving below: the womb-
shape of Aeneas’s Latin destiny.

The commonplace emblem of Fortune’s caprice was Madama Fortuna,
her hair and her drapery billowing in the wind like the sails of a ship. In
some representations, like that of the mannerist Bartholomeus Spranger,**
she was posed before a vessel, with the alternative fates of a stormy sea
and a safe port indicated in the background. Philip Rubens, sull in Italy
while his brother was making the return vovage from Spain, saw visions
of wrecked mariners and fretted over his brother’s safe return. Being a
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Rubens, he worried in Latin verse, imploring the gods who “inhabit the
luminous temples of the sky and the seas sown with ships . . . who reign
over the Tyrrhenian Sea™ to “protect your ship against the redoubtable
stars that excite tempests. May a favorable wind and a gentle zephyr carry
vou over the smiling surface of softly stirring waters so that your bark will
arrive at its port, crown at the prow.”* His anxieties were so sharp, Philip
admirtted, that even study. normally the dearest thing in the world, now
filled him with aversion. Yet for two brothers so murually and passionately
devoted, the Rubenses suffered from peculiarly perverse timing. Hardly
had Peter Paul’s “bark™ safely docked (probably at Genoa) when Philip,
freed from anguish, decided that he must return to the Netherlands. And it
was on his way north that the brothers met in Mantua in February 1604. It
may be that Philip had no choice. He had completed his legal studies and
was, like his father before him, a doctor of canon and civil laws. But he was
also the Good Rubens: responsible and conscientious; obligated to deliver
his two younger charges, fully educated, back to the Netherlands, and, in
all likelihood, wanting to see his mother, Maria, whose health was begin-
ning to give some cause for concern.

It was his surrogate father, though, who made no secret of wanting him
back. On the last day of January 1604, just before the brotherly reunion,
Justus Lipsius, feeling his age and the afflictions of the times, feeling, in
fact, that the two sorrows were somehow ravelled up together, wrote to
Philip almost pleading with him to return to Louvain before it was too late.
“Come, come, converse with me, stay by my side. . .. I did not send you
away, merely entrusted vou to another for some time. But Italy holds you. I
love it little because you love it so much.” Shortly after, he wrote again,
imagining their meeting. “I await vou, I hurry to you, I open my arms to
embrace you. Return when you can. I grow old, I grow gray. I cannor wait
long. I must enjoy your presence now or never.”** These were the heavy
sighs of the father to his adopted son; and to make sure Philip heard them,
Lipsius included, almost incidentally, the news that he had been thrown by
a horse (a gift, in fact, from one of the Richardots, the Bishop of Arras). “I
am passing well,” he added with unconvincing stoicism.

There were many reasons why Lipsius wanted Philip back. He was
about to publish a rather un-Lipsian collection of miracles attributed to the
Virgin, but much more important, he was on the point of completing his
life’s major work: an exhaustive and authoritative edition of Seneca’s writ-
ings, dramatic and philosophical. Had it not been for the riding accident,
he was to have taken the final version to Balthasar Moretus’s press in
Anrwerp. Bur even without the misfortune, he evidently needed his most
trusted pupil to oversee the final stages of publication. Philip could hardly
deny Lipsius this filial-editorial duty. The old man (as he seemed, though in
his mid-fifties) was the patriarch Philip had long missed. His house in Lou-
vain, where a few select students had shared meals, dwelling, and constant
conversation with their teacher, had been, in some sense, a true home for
Philip. But with this close and intense father-son relationship also came the
predictable sense of guilt and suffocation. Remarkably certain that he had
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little time to live, Lipsius badly wanted Philip Rubens to be his successor in
the chair at Louvain and saw in him both the scholarly and moral qualities
needed to perpetuate the principles of neo-Stoicism through the endless
batrering that war was inflicting on miseram Belgicarm—unhappy
Belgium.** Philip would be the standard-bearer of Catholic humanism in
the hard times that lay ahead.

When it came to it. though, Philip flinched from the assignment, declin-
ing the appointment. Once he had seen his father-professor again. and seen
off his works to the press, his heart turned again to Italy and to Peter Paul.
It's hard to know what passed between the old and the young man as these
painful things were settled. Lipsius. who had always set such public store
by intellectual independence, could hardly now deny it to Rubens. There
was a post available as librarian to Cardinal Ascanio Colonna, the son of
the commander of the papal galleys at the battle of Lepanto and a man
of serious learning who since 160z had served in Spain as the Viceroy of
Aragon. Returning to the great family palazzo at the foot of the Quirinal
hill, Colonna needed a learned hand to oversee his famous library. Mindful
perhaps of the Cardinal’s reputation as a man so dyspeptic that he sub-
sisted exclusively on a diet of chilled liquids that were inoffensive to his
ruined palate, Lipsius omitted no possible compliment when writing on
behalf of his protégé on the first of April 1605. Rubens. he declared. was
*just what I would have wanted in a son if God had granted me one.™**

Philip got the job. But he was not abandoning his old mentor and
teacher entirely. He took with him a mint presentation copy of Lipsius’s
Seneca, to be delivered in person to the new Borghese pope. Paul V,
together with a dedicatory poem and a portrait of the sage wearing his
famous coat, trimmed with leopard fur. In one hand Lipsius held the book:
the other rested on his black spaniel Saphyr, an emblem both of fidelity and
stoicism in tribulation, since the little dog had met an unfortunate end by
falling into a bronze pot of boiling water, a disaster that his bereft master
had lamented with a Latin elegy: ~O poor little one / You have gone to the
threshold of dark Orcus / May brother Cerberus be kind to you.™” When
the books and painting were finally delivered to the Pope, both Rubens
brothers attended the ceremony.

For after two years of work in Mantua, Peter Paul had managed o
wrest from Duke Vincenzo another period of leave to make copies in Rome
for the Gonzaga collection (no instructions this time on painting “beau-
ties”). He had completed the great dynastic altarpiece for the Jesuit church
in Manrua along with its companion pieces. a Transfiguration and the sub-
lime Baptism of Christ. It was this second. exceptionally beaurtiful painting,
in which Rubens effectively declared his wish to be raken seriously as the
heir of the greatest Iralian masters, self-consciously modelling his angels on
Tinan’s soft manner, a group of athletically disrobing bathers on Michelan-
gelo, and the figures of Christ and John the Baptist on Raphael. all of them
set in a dazzling landscape with a Cross-evoking anthropomorphic tree at
the center.**

Having made his point with the Gonzaga. Rubens might have wished
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to be rid of Mantua even had his brother’s imminent presence in Rome not
been a powerful lure. It had been an ugly time in the duchy. A charismatic
monk of the kind that seemed to visit the Italian city-states with the regu-
larity of the pest, Fra Bartolomeo Cambi di Soluthio, had been screaming
at overflow crowds on the evils of the time and the punishments to follow,
strengthening his credibility with the usual dose of miracle cures. It was, of
course, Mantua’s Jews who were held responsible for all the citizens’ ills,
and the monk’s answer to the Problem was, predictably, a brisk round of
expulsion and slaughter. The mood in the city became so hysterically
directed at the troops assigned to protect the ghetto that finally a few per-
fectly innocent Jews were picked at random, tried on a trumped-up charge
of assaulting a Christian, and publicly executed as scapegoats.

By December 1605 Peter Paul had removed himself to Rome. For the
first time since their schoolboy days in Antwerp, the brothers shared living
quarters, in a house on the Via della Croce, close to the Piazza di Spagna.*
Close by were a number of northern artists: Paul and Matthew Brill, with
whom Peter Paul went riding and sketching in the Campagna; and Adam
Elsheimer, the stunningly inventive artist from Frankfurt, who came to live
on the Via dei Greci and whose intensely compressed and ingeniously com-
posed histories-in-a-landscape may have reminded Rubens of Stimmer at
his most dramatic. When Elsheimer died prematurely in December 1610,
Rubens wrote: “I have never felt my heart more profoundly stricken with
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grief [than] at this news.”*® It was not their only loss. The wildflowers were
barely blooming in the ruins of the Forum when news came from Antwerp
of two other deaths. The first, announced in a grieving letter from their
friend Balthasar Moretus, was that of Lipsius, who had for so long been
prophesying his own end and who had finally succumbed on March 26,
1606. A few dayvs before his end, he had confided to a friend that Philip
“alone had been the secretary who shared his own cast of mind, and that
only those men should be loved to whom one’s innermost secrets could be
entrusted.”’" What the protégé felt at the loss of his closest mentor can only
be imagined, but he agreed to contribute to a collective eulogy, in the Latin
manner, to which the philosopher’s most erudite pupils would all make a
contribution. Less than a month later, the brothers heard that their only
surviving sister, Blandina, had also died, perhaps taken by the plague then
ravaging the cities of northern Europe, at the age of forty-two. Four of
Maria Pypelincx’s children had already preceded her to their graves: Bar-
tholomeus, Hendrik, Emilie, and the oldest, Jan-Baptiste. Though she
could still count on the support of her friends and the extended family of
the Pypelincxes and the Lantmeteres, she now lived alone within the dark
timbers of her house on the Kloosterstraat.

It was not enough to make her sons give up their Roman idyll, not yet
at any rate. The summer of 1606 was a golden moment in their lives, a sea-
son of freedom cramped only by Philip’s increasing awareness of Ascanio
Colonna’s irascible temper. But he worked away on his formidably strange
compilation, the Electorum Libri 11, a miscellany of observations and com-
mentaries on all manner of Roman social minutiae: the precise trim (and
color) at the border of the togas of different ranks and manners of Roman
senators and nobles; the shape (and color) of the cloth flung into the circus
to start charioteers’ races; the sagum cloak favored by all ranks in the
Roman army: the soft, ornament-studded footwear of noblewomen; the
precise number and styles of tresses, braids, and ribbons favored by
brides.** On all these and countless other sundry matters, Philip aimed to
provide authoritative information, especially where Latin writers were con-
fusingly contradictory. But he couldn’t hope to propose his judgements
without the clinching visual evidence offered by the equally dogged
research of his brother, who carefully made sketches from sarcophagi, tri-
umphal reliefs, busts, and statues wherever he could find them: standing in
public sites; in the palazzi and gardens of the aristocracy; in the galleries of
the Vatican; incised into the antique coins, gems, and cameos he was
already busy collecting. Many of his sketches and transcriptions were
meant to serve as illustrations for Philip’s book, but equally Peter Paul was
systematically accumulating a visual archive of historical detail which he
would put to fruitful use in his own history painting. For Rubens the artist
and storvteller, obsessing over the twist of an armlet, the clasp of a robe,
was not trivial antiquarianism. It was the mark of an exacting narrator, the
difterence between historical credibility and the fanciful childishness of
fable.
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It was Peter Paul, then, who translated his brother’s erudite nitpicking
into visual archaeology. And this was the gift he used to brilliant effect in
the commission he hoped would establish him as a true peer of the greatest
Italian history painters of his time: the altarpiece of the Chiesa Nuova, the
“New Church,” of the Oratorian brotherhood.

The most important fact about the New Church was that it was very
old, or rather that its site was said to date back to the earliest days of Chris-
tian Rome, the Church Primitive that many of Rubens’s influential spon-
sors, like Cardinal Baronius, were committed to resurrecting. Under its old
name of Santa Maria in Vallicella, the church had been built on the ruins of
a Benedictine monastery founded by the late-sixth-century pope St. Greg-
ory the Great. Gregory was remembered for any number of virtues and
qualities: as an effective administrator of Italian provinces stricken with
flood, famine, and barbarian invasion at a time when the Eastern
Emperor’s authority was present more in title than in reality; as the great
patron of evangelical missions to Britain and Germany; as the codifier of
plainsong and the promulgator of licurgy. But most important of all, it was
Gregory who had most forcibly asserted and defended the supremacy of
the succession of St. Peter, independent of the Byzantine Emperor and his
Bishop, the Patriarch of Constantinople. This made Gregory the institu-
tional (rather than nominal) founder of the papacy. It was apt, then, that it
was Pope Gregory XIII who, in 1575, permanently changed the history of
his church by granting it to the congregation of the Oratory.

The Oratorians were the disciples of Filippo Neri, a priest who had
originally wanted to serve as a missionary to the Indies, but who had
decided, rather, that “Rome shall be my Indies,” and who in the r550s
had instituted a brotherhood to care for pilgrims to the Holy City. Increas-
ingly, Neri was possessed by ecstatic visions, usually of the Virgin, that
were so prolonged and so intense that priests accompanying him some-
times left the church while he was in the throes, and returned to continue
the service once he had descended to reality. Naturally, Neri felt the need to
share his visions with the laity, and the simplicity and passion of his preach-
ing created a following that developed into a confraternity that was, in
many ways, a striking alternative to the Jesuits: open and loosely organized
while the Jesuits were tightly marshalled and secretive; proselytizing in
public squares and calling the faithful to prayer through their “orations”;
emotionally direct rather than intellectually driven; spontaneous and
improvised rather than commanded along military lines. It was completely
in character, for example, that Filippo decided to tear down the admittedly
crumbling church which had been assigned to him and replace it with the
most magnificent church in Rome before he had raised a single penny for
1ts construction.

Such was the legendary sweetness, piety, and popularity of Neri that,
especially after his death in 1584, funds poured in for the Chiesa Nuova.
How could anyone resist a tribute to a priest who spent the last day of his
life in May 1595 discussing points of faith with a long line of visitors
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before announcing “Lastly, we must die” and then getting on with it? But
while the body of Neri’s church had been built by 1600, it was not until
1605 that the spectacular fagade was finally completed and the Oratorians,
led since 1593 by Baronius, could undertake its interior decoration. The
work, conceptually as well as practically, was an extraordinary challenge,
and for that same reason was without question the most prized commission
in Rome. The successful artist needed to produce a scheme that would
somehow contrive to bring together the complex history of the site and the
simplicity of its most recent occupant (for Neri’s remains had been interred
in the church). It needed to invoke St. Gregory and the world of the early
Roman saints and martyrs, many of whose remains (now preserved in the
new church) had been discovered during the building excavations. And not
least, the painting for the high altar, the Oratorians insisted, somehow had
to incorporate a miraculous image of the Madonna (in actuality, a rather
feeble fourteenth-century icon) said to stanch the blood of wounds, and
which was the devotional focus of the brotherhood’s cult of the Virgin.

It seemed inconceivable that a Flemish nobody, in Rome for less than
two vears, could succeed in winning the commission over the competition
of the likes of Federico Barocci, before whose Visitation Filippo Neri was
said to meditate every day. But Barocci, in his seventies, was probably
thought too old; he was known to be brutally afflicted with digestive pains
that had severely reduced his output, and in any case was unlikely to want
to uproot himself from Urbino. Guido Reni, the rising talent, on the other
hand, may have been thought too young and untried. Annibale Carracci
suffered from apoplectic melancholia and had all but given up painting.
Caravaggio was hidden away on the estates of his patrons the Colonnas, a
fugitive from a charge of murder committed in May. This still left talents
like Cristoforo Ronealli, who undoubtedly thought himself worthy of hire.
But even had the competition been stronger, it’s possible that Rubens might
still have prevailed, as he wrote in a letter to Chieppio, “so gloriously
against the pretensions of all the leading painters of Rome.”*3

For by the summer of 1606 Pietro Paolo Rubens was a figure to con-
tend with. He could point to his first altarpiece in Santa Croce in
Gerusalemme and the three grear paintings that decorated the Jesuit church
in Mantua. One of his major sponsors, Cardinal Giacomo Serra, was
Genoese and in all likelihood knew the spectacular portraits that Rubens
had painted of leading members (especially the women) of the Spinola-
Doria dynasty in the Ligurian city-state. Whether he knew these works or
not, Serra had enough confidence in Rubens to offer three scudi to the
work on condition that it be awarded to the Fleming. And perhaps cven
more important, the tzvo Rubenses were esteemed by the Oratorians as
leading members of a Flemish-German circle boasting powerful scholarly
and spiritual credentials. They were no longer, if they ever had been, out-
siders, and Peter Paul was no longer thought of as a mechanical craftsman
of the brush. When, on August 2, 1606, he was awarded the commission,
Netherlandish artists could share the celebration and feel that Michelan-
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gelo’s jibe was at last off their
backs.

Rubens’s audacity may also
have contributed to his success.

To be seriously considered for

the work, artists were required

by the confraternity to submit
recent proof of their skill and
competence. Instead of deliver- :
ing an earlier drawing, Rubens
produced a large oil sketch
(about five feet by four) repre-
senting what he had in mind ‘
for the altarpiece. It may be ’
that he took full advantage of
insider  knowledge of the
specifically prescribed subject
matter of the altarpiece, but
there 1s no doubrt that this n20-
dello was a powerful demon-
stration of his fitness for the .
commission.’*

Though at least three cen-
turies separated the actual his-
torical personae gathered on
the steps before a classical
arch, Rubens assembled them
as witnesses to the moment
when Rome turned from pagan
power to Christian salvation.

Rubens, Modello for The arch frames a view of the eroded ruins of the Palatine hill with the little ;
St. Gregory with Saints church of San Teodoro, long thought to have been the site of early Chris-
Domitilla, Maurus, and tian martyrdoms. Standing to Gregory’s left, swathed in opulent violet-gray
Papianus, ¢. 1606. silk, is Flavia Domitilla, a relative of the Emperor Domitian who was
Canvas, 146 x 119 cm. burned to death in the second century for refusing to sacrifice to the gods
Berlin, Gemiildegalerie and idols of the late empire. The two figures dressed in imperial armor are

the early martyrs Maurus and Papianus, but they might easily have recalled
the saints in whom Baronius and the Oratorians took special interest:
Domitilla’s eunuchs Achilleus and Nereus, both of whom had originally
been soldiers before the sudden conversion that guaranteed their own mar-
tyrdom, and whose relics were preserved at the cemetery of Domitilla.’’

As was his practiced habit by now, Rubens trawled through his archive
of sources for both the specific figures and the overall composition: Greg-
ory’s hands, one outstretched and foreshortened, the other grasping a
book, were taken from Raphael’s Aristotle in The School of Athens; the
heads of the bearded soldier-saint and Domitilla both owed their origin to
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classical busts, and the
gathering of holy figures
about a sacred apparition
(in this preliminary ver-
sion, implied by the light
streaming down toward
Gregory’s upturned face)
to Titan’s Virgin in
Glory with Six Saints.
But for the brilliant
alternations  of move-
ment and repose, light
and cast shadow (on the
right leg of the smooth-
faced soldier-saint, for
example); for the shal-
low space on which
the “drama™ is staged
and the deeply pierced
recession of the land-
scape; and above all for
the dazzling play of
mtensely colored drap-
ery, shifting and lifting as
if moved by the force of
the drenching radiance,
Rubens owed nothing
whatsoever to his prede-
cessors. Here, incontrovertibly, he is the inaugurator.

Between early August and September 26, when the contract between
Rubens and the Oratorians was signed, the artist refined his design further.
The pen-and-chalk drawing now in Montpellier seems to have been the
“draft™ (sbozzo o disegno) required for the Oratorians’ approval before
the final version could go ahead. The arch and landscape remain, though
the number of saints in addition to St. Gregory has increased from three to
five. In other respects, too, Rubens has softened the Roman solemnity
which made his first sketch so compelling. The bearded soldier no longer
stares directly and challengingly at the beholder but converses with his col-
league. Cherubim hold Gregory's holy book for him and fly overhead
about the embellished frame, which would hold the miraculous Madonna.
Only the head of Gregory has become more rather than less severe, much
older and smooth-shaven, wrinkles and wattles carefully described, wear-
ing a recognizable mitre rather than the interestingly strange cap (some-
thing out of Philip Rubens’s researches) of the oil sketch, its red and white
bands soaking up the holy sunbeams.

The finished version was painted in the first half of 1607, during an

Rubens, Saint Gregory
with Saints Domitilla,
Maurus, and Papianus,
c. 1606—07. Preparatory
drawing for the Chiesa
Nuova. Montpellier,
Musée Fabre
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extension of the Roman leave requested by Rubens and granted by the
Duke, who doubtless was made aware of the reflected prestige of having
“his Fleming” execute the most important commission in Rome. It com-
bined some elements of both the earlier drafts but replaced their austerity
with an effect of startling sensuousness. The bearded figure behind Gregory
once again looks directly at the beholder, but he has suddenly become a
nude and his face has the full, rosy lips and gentle curls of the Rubens
brothers themselves. All the drapery has been made elaborately gorgeous:
Roman armor now trimmed with leopard skin; the overlapping steel plates
embellished with visibly chased images of bulls” heads and grimacing faces.
Domitilla has grown golden tresses that fall to her exposed shoulder and
whose intense hue is picked up in the loose robe slung over a dress of shim-
mering scarlet, blue, and imperial purple. Even Gregory’s own robe is now
heavily brocaded and further ornamented by a brilliantly colored cope on
which the embroidered features of St. Peter, seated in cathedra and holding
the keys of the apostolic succession, are conspicuous.

The painting puts on a show, dazzles, perhaps a little too glaringly. Fi-
lippo Neri had been a great advocate of painting as a Biblia Pauperum—a
Bible for the poor and unlettered. But even he might have recoiled slightly
from Rubens’s grandstanding parade of heroic textiles, the flamboyant
insistence on the compatibility of sumptuousness and saintliness. There is
an unavoidable impression here of a young prodigy determined to show off
his mastery of every skill in the painter’s book, from architecture to cos-
tume, flesh tones to the perfect representation of steel plate and animal fur.
In one of the more outrageously gratuitous demonstrations of virtuosity,
Rubens makes the stone detail of a Corinthian capital exude the real foliage
of a eucharistic vine that descends the column as a luxuriant wreath, dead
stone transformed into living nature through the Madonna’s miraculous
mystery. In the end, though, the disconcerting gorgeousness of the spectacle
is held in control by the calculated piety of the composition. At the right
and left, pairs of eyes are raised toward the image of the Virgin, from
whom illumination flows. And at the center, Rubens has succeeded in mak-
ing Gregory a figure that manages to combine virility with tenderness, a
princely bearing (appropriate for his forceful political history) with saintly
devotion. By replacing the Palatine hill with a sky of piling clouds and bro-
ken light, learned allusion has been sacrificed to purely pictorial drama.
Instead of being absorbed into the landscape, the saint’s profile, with its
flickering whiskers and sympathetically luminous skull, is now sharply out-
lined against the celestial blue vault and touched (almost literally) by the
dove-white Holy Spirit.

No wonder Rubens would declare the work to be “by far the best and
most successful work I have ever done.”’® He had finished it by the late
spring of 1607, but had to wait for its installation in the Chiesa Nuova
until the sacred image of the Madonna had been moved to its new position
within his painting. In the meantime, he endured a prolonged period of
anticlimax. Alarmed at reports that their mother, Maria, now in her seven-
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ties, was suffering increasingly from bouts of asthma, Philip had returned
in haste to Antwerp. Peter Paul’s regular stipend from Mantua had been
arriving only intermittently, and the second installment of his eight-
hundred-crown fee due on the Chiesa Nuova altarpiece had been held up
by the absence of his primary patron, Cardinal Serra, in Venice. Now it
seemed Duke Vincenzo wanted his artist back for a summer visit to Flan-
ders and Brabant, where he once again had need of the healing waters
of Spa.

Worried about leaving the business of the altarpiece unresolved,
Rubens nonetheless agreed to return to Mantua, and would certainly have
been looking forward to a journey home when he suddenly learned of a
change in the Duke’s plans. Instead of Flanders, Vincenzo and the court
would spend the summer of 1607 in Genoa, amidst the villas of San Pietro
d’Arena, where terraces scented by orange blossoms and jasmine dropped
steeply down to the indigo Tyrrhenian Sea. The real business of his life
must have seemed strangely held in abeyance. Being Rubens, he used the
time to make copious notes on the palatial villas of the Genoese patriciate,
which were less grandiose and imposing than their Roman counterparts
and more hospitably opened to the Ligurian sea breezes. He kept company
with the Spinola-Doria and the Pallavicini, sipped iced fruit in their gar-
dens, bowed his tall back in gallant deference to their ladies, patted the
heads of their pet apes and dwarves, and clicked his tongue at their disdain-
ful macaws. Some of the patricians had already sat for him; others did so
now. Gian Carlo appears as a Knight of Santiago, performing the levade,
his horse raising its front legs while being controlled by a single hand on
the reins; a scarlet sash windblown above the Ligurian cliffs. Veronica
Spinola’s sharp little face, made sharper still by a blood-red carnation
tucked into the tight curls at her ear, appears above its monstrous ruff like a
pale sweetmeat set on a salver. Her upper body is punishingly corseted in
the Spanish manner favored by the Genoese, but ever the master of sensual
implication, Rubens allows her pearl necklace to hang with enticing
unevenness.

The portraits of the Genoese princesses are, in their own right, stupen-
dous formal inventions: controlled explosions of saturated color. They also
reinvent a genre. For in the long history of portraiture, full-length grandilo-
quence had been strictly reserved for reigning sovereigns like Elizabeth I or
Catherine de’ Medici. Rubens gave his Genoese ladies the full royal treat-
ment but opened their settings to the breath of living nature.’” Draperies
stir, albeit ever so slightly, in the light wind. July afternoon sunlight trickles
over creamy skin and dark silk. Rubens’s loaded brush moves smoothly
across the canvas, rendering surfaces and textures with astounding exact-
ness but also finding the flesh beneath the mannequin’s costume. He pos-
sesses his subjects, reembodies them, makes them over into festivals of the
senses.

But these were just summer satisfactions. Rubens’s mind dwelled, not
altogether quietly, on the fate of his great painting for the Chiesa Nuova.

orrosiTe: Rubens,
Portrait of Veronica
Spinola Doria (detail),

¢. 1607, Canvas,

225 x 138 cm. Karlsrube,
Staatliche Kunsthalle



Rubens, Virgin and Child
Adored by Angels, 1608.
Slate, 425 x 250 cm.
Rome, Santa Maria in
Vallicella
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And when, at last,
the day came to set
it in place above the
high altar, he knew
at once that he was
facing vyet another
of the disasters sent
to try his stoicism.
The problem was
the light; not the
weakness of it (as
in  many Roman
churches), but the
flood of radiance
pouring through the
high windows of a
church specially de-
signed to admit it
in abundance. The
entire effect of Ru-
bens’s work de-
pended critically on
subtle modulations
of tone between
brilliant and softer
passages of color,
and these were all
but obliterated by
the intense reflec-
tions that danced
like quicksilver over his glossy finish. “The light falls so unfavorably on the
altar,” Rubens wrote grimly to Chieppio, “that one can hardly discern the
figures or enjoy the beauty of color and the delicacy of the heads and
draperies which I executed with great care from nature and completely suc-
cessfully according to the judgement of all. Therefore, seeing that all the
merit in the work is thrown away and since | cannot obtain the honor due
my efforts unless the results can be seen, I do not think I will unveil it.”s*
The Oratorians themselves could see the problem. But a contract was a
contract. Confident that he could find a more acceptable place for the
painting, Rubens readily agreed to replace it with some sort of copy,
painted this time on slate, a surface that ran no risk of reflection. But the
gray stone seemed to contaminate the entire project with its dullness. For
either in haste, resignation, or disgust, Rubens now proceeded to disassem-
ble the elements which, tied together in his composition, had produced a
genuinely miraculous encounter between the earthly and heavenly realms.
Instead of a single, integrated work, there were now three discrete, though
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related, paintings. The saints that had gathered about the heroically pivotal
figure of Gregory were now divided into two separate groups set on the
sides of the apse, as if heraldic supporters or donors. Gregory, no longer
gorgeously garbed in white silk, stands with Maurus and Papianus on one
side. Domitilla, who has had her imperially resplendent costume made
sober, is accompanied by the eunuchs, all of them more aggressively stat-
uesque and authoritative than in earlier versions. And as if he were answer-
ing a criticism that the Virgin had been upstaged by her saintly devotees, all
the emotional force of the work has now been transferred to the Madonna
and Child, swamped with cherubs and floating above a cloudy amphi-
theater of angels who act as intermediaries-in-adoration. This is what
remains to be seen today in the Chiesa Nuova: an adequate and obedient
work, but utterly missing the marriage of the sensual and the visionary that
had made the original so magnificently peculiar.

Rubens now had one surplus-to-requirement altarpiece and was dis-
tressingly out of pocket. Cardinal Serra had paid some 360 crowns toward
the agreed price of 800, but pending payment of the balance, Rubens him-
self had spent a further 200 in costs. He remained confident, though, that
he had an alternative buyer in the person of the Duke of Mantua, who, as
he wrote optimistically to Chieppio, had expressed an interest in having
one of his paintings in his gallery. Of course, there would be Roman
patrons lining up to relieve him of the redundant altarpiece, but he did not
think it fitting for his reputation to have two virtually identical paintings in
the same city. As the letter proceeds, a tone of anxiously strenuous sales-
manship begins to intrude. Did the price seem a mite steep? “I should not
base it on the estimate of Rome but leave it to the discretion of His High-
ness.” Size? No problem at all, for the painting was tall and narrow, just
right for the Mantua gallery. Knowing his patron’s taste for glamour,
Rubens emphasized the “rich dress™ of the figures. Was not the subject
matter a little esoteric? On the contrary, it was handily portable, since
“though the figures are saints, they have no special attributes or insignia
that could not be applied to any other saints of similar rank.”

Even by Rubens’s standards of polished disingenuousness, this was a
bit much. No one knew better than he how precisely and painstakingly the
painting had been matched with its site. Its brilliant evocation of the trans-
formation of pagan into Christian power depended entirely on a strong
awareness that beneath the polished marble of the Chiesa Nuova were lay-
ered relics and memories of the early Church, its Roman and Gregorian
archacology. Doubtless Rubens was relying on Vincenzo’s ignorance of this
complicated history to sell his painting as a saint-of-your-choice altarpiece.

Rubens may also have been betting that since the Duke had taken his
advice the previous year and had bought a large sacred work on his recom-
mendation, he would be prepared to act once more on the same principle.
The painting in question, moreover, had not been an obscure item but Ca-
ravaggio’s Death of the Virgin, intended as an altarpiece for the church of
Santa Maria della Scala and then rejected by the Carmelite fathers who had



Caravaggio, The Death
of the Virgin, 1605-06.
Canvas, 369 x 245 cm.

Paris, Musée du Louvre
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commissioned it. Quite
apart from his notoriety
as a murderer, Caravag-
gio had gone a little too
far in his aggressive nat-
uralism for the taste of
the Carmelites. The artist
had only meant well
by giving prominence to
the bare legs and feet of
the Virgin, since it was,
after all, the Discalced
(or Barefoot) Carmelites
who had commissioned
the subject and with
whose equally unshod
feet the painter evidently
wanted to  establish
Mary’s close affinity. But
the shock was such that it
led to the usual anti-
Caravaggio rumors that
he had used a prostitute
as a model. The uncom-
promising portrait of an
emphatically defunct Virgin may also have given offense to those among
the Carmelites who shared the popular view that Mary had merely fallen
into an eternal sleep. It was precisely the courage of Caravaggio’s physical
boldness, together with the intensely emotional sculptural grouping, that is
likely to have most appealed to Rubens, whose own work was moving in
just that direction. His intervention in this case, notwithstanding the many
scandals clinging to Caravaggio, was a strong statement of his belief in the
transcendental virtue of art. That Rubens was himself so much a paragon
of virtue only makes the testimony more eloquent. But given his paternity,
Peter Paul could hardly help understanding the nature of human weakness
even as he himself sought to master it.

Rubens not only managed to buy The Death of the Virgin for the Duke
of Mantua, he proceeded to put it on display for a week, from the seventh
to the fourteenth of April 1607, convinced that the profoundly reverent
quality of the work would silence the mutterers. It was such a success that
he proposed an almost comparably sensational promotion for his own
work, unveiling the altarpiece in a public display where it too could be
admired by the crowds. Their guaranteed acclaim, he assumed, would
make it almost impossible for the Duke to decline.

This time, though, Rubens was sadly mistaken. Perhaps it was just
because the Caravaggio had been bought for the Mantuan collection for
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350 crowns, and at a time when the ducal treasury was more than usually
empty of funds, that Vincenzo declined to buy his altarpiece. By the end of
February 1608, Rubens changed his tune and requested, with understand-
able impatience, that the arrears of his stipend be paid up, as well as the
moneys due to Cristoforo Roncalli, who had long since completed a work
for the Duchess’s private chapel and who was asking soo crowns for it.
Chieppio’s view was that this was steep for a painting smaller than the Ca-
ravaggio. Rubens, who had arranged the commission, wrote that “I am
alarmed at such indifference in matters of payment,” suddenly sounding
like an Antwerp banker.

When he returned to Mantua, sometime in the spring of 1608, the
pleas of parsimony seemed transparently unconvincing. While his altar-
piece sat in paper and cloth wrapping on the floor of his studio in the Ducal
Palace, the court indulged itself in the extravagance expected when a
dynastic son (Francesco) married a Habsburg (Margaret of Savoy). Mon-
teverdi’s Arianna and a ballet were performed; mock Turks battled with
real Christians on the Mantuan lake; fireworks traced through the night
sky; and the whole of Mantua was lit with thousands of colored paper
lanterns. Gonzaga fairyland. It could never end.

Alas, the Duke was mortal. As summer drew on, Vincenzo, feeling his
age, decided to depart once more for the healing waters of Spa. Rubens was
not invited to accompany him. The letters from Philip concerning their
mother’s asthma grew steadily more disquieting, and when Vincenzo was
in Antwerp he had been expressly asked, first by Philip and then, in a letter,
by the Archduke Albert, whether Peter Paul could be allowed to return.
Vincenzo responded that such was his painter’s love for Italy, this would be
very hard to accede to. But by the end of October, Maria’s condition had
seriously deteriorated. Writing from Rome, where he was still making
preparations for the unveiling of the Chiesa Nuova painting, Rubens
requested permission to return to Flanders, and while reassuring Chieppio
that he would return to Mantua when the crisis was over, he nonetheless
did not wait for a reply. “I kiss your hands in begging you to keep me in
your favor and that of my Most Serene Patrons™ was how he ended the let-
ter, signing off, “Your devoted servant Peter Paul Rubens, salendo a cavallo
[leaping into the saddle], October 28, 1608.™

Other than during the winter snows, it usually took letters a little more
than two weeks to travel from the Netherlands to Italy. A note from Philip
relating Maria’s death would have been crossing the Alps when Peter Paul
took horse for Antwerp. He was, as we know, proud of his horsemanship,
and it may well be that he rode all the way from Italy to Flanders, changing
mounts at tavern stables and using mules for the mountain passes. But if
the dust flew beneath his horses’ hooves, it was in vain, for Rubens arrived
to find his brother in mourning and his mother already interred in the
Abbey Church of St. Michael, close to the house on the Kloosterstraat
where she had spent her last years. It’'s not difficult to imagine the grief, cer-
tainly mingled with guilt, that Rubens must have felt on his tragically tardy






CHAPTER FOUR - APELLES

IN ANTWERTP

i Honeysuckle

t was not ideal, receiving the nuptial blessing beside her late mother-in-

law’s tomb. But Isabella Brant was unlikely to have complained. She

was, after all, a few days shy of eighteen, thirteen years younger than the
groom, and eighteen-year-old girls in Antwerp were expected to show
respect for their husband’s family, even had the tomb in question belonged
to someone less famous for her saintliness than Maria Pypelincx. For that
matter, St. Michael’s Abbey, where the matron lay in her stone bed, was, in
a manner of speaking, their neighborhood chapel, standing as it did on the
Kloosterstraat, a few paces in one direction from the Rubenses” house, a few
paces in the other from the Brants’. So Isabella was probably content. She
was marrying her city’s prodigy, scarcely returned from ltaly before honors
were heaped upon his head. And such a good-looking head, too, with its
high brow and strong, straight nose, his chestnut beard and whiskers shot
through with golden lights, a dashing ornament for his ready smile.

And what did Peter Paul see when he looked at his bride? First of all the
eyes, enormous, feline; the eyes of the sharp-eved lynx that his friends in
Rome had taken for the emblem of their academy of the intellectually curi-
ous, the Lincei. Isabella’s eyes, intriguingly turned up at the corners as if
expecting a jest, her sharply arched eyebrows and the slight curl of her
upper lip—all gave her face a quality of elfin playfulness. Her form was
trim and delicately shaped, with nothing of the doughy heaviness that
made so many Flemish girls resemble puddings in petticoats. And she was,
even before the betrothal, family. Her mother’s sister, Maria de Moy, had
married his brother, Philip, just the year before. It was a sorrow that their
mother had not lived to see them both wed. She would have had much sat-
isfaction from the matches, seeing as they were made with good friends,
people who were careful to remember only the best things about Jan
Rubens. Like their late (and on these occasions at least) lamented father,
Jan Brant was an advocate, but also a Latinist who found time between the
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law and his duties as one of the city secretaries of Antwerp to write com-
mentaries on Caesar, Cicero, and Apuleius; very much one of their kind.

The solemnities done, there would have been a feast in the Brant house.
The Antwerp that mattered would have come: burgomasters, aldermen,
magistrates, treasurers of guilds, officers of militia companies; men who
had grown rich, or whose fathers had grown rich, on spices and textiles,
diamonds and tapestry; men who chose not to flaunt their capital but to
spend it instead on houses designed to contain their paintings, antiquities,
and curiosities—exotic shells and coral; Roman cameos, intricately
wrought; skeletons of armadillos and capybara—men whose conversation,
peppered with well-travelled exclamations in Italian or French, turned less
on the Bourse than on the edition of Marcus Aurelius they were preparing,
or their latest correspondence with a French numismatist; an altogether
uncommon company of friends.

Bride and groom might have worn their marriage crowns in the old
Flemish fashion, but the music of the country, burping sackbuts and dron-
ing bagpipes, would have given way in this company to delicate Italian airs
and singing viols. And since there could be no true rejoicing without
poetry, Latin verse, of course, would have been declaimed with the exag-
gerated grandiloquence they had learned at school, but spiced at suitable
intervals with the winking mischief of the bawdy stage. All best men who
have risen to their feet and to the occasion will immediately recognize the
formula. First, a greeting to Hymen, the god of marital consummation,
only slightly off-color. “We call on vou this night, this night so joyful for
my brother and which he so ardently desires, as does vour young bride. To
be sure your virginal impatience must today be tempered, but tomorrow
vou will vow that the night has brought you the most beautiful day.™
Next, the required, but slightly laborious, tribute to parents (which in the
seventeenth century meant fathers), one living, one dead—Jan Brant, virtu-
ous and learned: “[There is] no one better informed of the archives of our
city and the customs of our ancestors”; and Jan Rubens, lauded noticeably
more expeditiously: “Our father who sat in the Senate was no less [distin-
guished] whether explaining the enigmas of the law or giving advice with
his eloquent speech.” Then, warming to the work, a more excited tone; the
naughtier the innuendo, the more melodramatic the manner, with much
sweeping of arms: “Already, the God is impatient to light the nuptial flame
and enter the domestic sanctuary where he sees the conjugal bed, the arena
of Venus, appointed only for innocent battles.”

Guffaws or sniggers must have sounded, followed by an outbreak of
rib-poking and glass-clinking. The bride colors. The groom feigns despair.
It’s of no avail. The brother goes on, mercilessly merry: “Stay there alone,
voung bride, alone with your husband. He loves vou with all his heart and
he will tell vou all the sweetest things that only the great master of love can
teach. And even as he speaks such tendernesses, he will give vou such kisses
as Cupid gave to Psyche and Adonis to Venus. And you must give way. Itis
the law.”

.
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It was a springtime of flowers and pious wishes in the city of the Virgin.
A cease-fire had been in place since 1607, but the official truce had been
signed in the Staatenkamer, the Chamber of the States, in the Town Hall in
April 1609. Fireworks had roped through the sky. Carillons had pealed
through the night. Much wine was drunk and many pipe dreams smoked.
The Scheldt would be reopened; the harbor would once more fill with sail;
the fat years would come again to Flanders; the-old metropolis would rise
from its bier, more vigorous than ever, to greet its new golden age. Perhaps
the old seventeen provinces of the Netherlands might even be reunited.
Alas, most of those who fervently prayed for such a reunion did not (unlike
Rubens) do so in a spirit of compromise, toleration, and reconciliation. The
Jesuits, recently reinstalled in their new college, passionately wanted such
an outcome, but only so that the heretics of the north might see the error of
their ways and return to the true allegiance of Church and King. North of
the river deltas, Calvinist preachers (who were none too happy about the
truce) also praved for a reunion, but only through a godly Protestant war
that might recover the “lost” provinces of the south.

In the middle, the pragmatists who had actually crafted the truce were
under few illusions about its prospects. The financial toll the war was tak-
ing on the Dutch economy had convinced the Republic’s Lands-Advocate,
Johan van Oldenbarnevelt, of the necessity of somehow halting it. For
some time, the damage had been predominantly one-way, with Dutch war-
ships inflicting heavy losses on the Spanish empire. Latterly, though, the
strain had been felt acutely in the treasuries of the towns of Holland, to the
point where it could be relieved only by punitive taxation. In Castile,
Rubens’s old patron, the Duke of Lerma, had come to regard the Army of
Flanders as a vast sluice down which drained the Mexican silver that might
otherwise have been used to rescue the Spanish crown from bankruptcy.
The fact that he was supported in this conservatism by the Marquis de
Spinola, the military hero of the Netherlands campaigns, must have
weighed seriously with King Philip III. After much soul-searching, the King
and his minister let it be known to Albert and Isabella in Brussels that they
would be prepared to negotiate a truce, meeting the Dutch condition that
the seven United Provinces be treated henceforth as “free lands.™ The quid
pro quo was supposed to be that the Dutch would dismantle their military
and colonial possessions in the Indies, where the Spanish crown was truly
anxious that they would collapse in the face of further Dutch aggression.
But this was never a political possibility for Oldenbarnevelt, nor indeed
was meeting the Spanish fallback position of insisting on open toleration of
Catholic worship in the Dutch Republic. In the end, the Habsburgs (as all
Europe noticed) swallowed their pride and settled for an armistice, a
breathing space that would allow the wounded Netherlands to stanch the
flow of money and blood.*

For some of Rubens’s old friends like Caspar Scioppius, the truce was
an ignominious defeat. Military evidence notwithstanding, Scioppius still
believed in the restoration of a Christian empire, absolute and undivided.
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But he was far away in Rome, dreaming Jesuit dreams. In Antwerp, the sev-
enty clans that governed the city, most of them friends of Rubens, openly
rejoiced in the respite. It was air, light, life. They would have it. For the
Archdukes Albert and Isabella, it was, at least, something to build on. And
build they did. In 1605 they had already summoned one of the most gifted
of the Flemish virtuosi in Rome, Wensel Cobergher, painter, engineer, and
architect, to serve as court artist at Brussels. Together with the Archdukes,
Cobergher planned an ambitious program of building: Jesuit churches in
Brussels and Antwerp; new pilgrimage chapels on Marian miracle sites;
and, since piety was supposed to be joined with prosperity, a canal joining
the rivers Scheldt and Maas, thereby bypassing the Dutch blockade at the
first estuary mouth.’

It was only to be expected that Rubens would be offered the same hon-
ors and privileges extended to Cobergher and Jan Bruegel, the son of the
great Pieter. The Archdukes may even have been concerned that Rubens did
not seem irreversibly committed to staying in Antwerp. As yet, he had
given no indication to the Duke of Mantua that he would not be returning
to [raly, and during the bleak Flemish winter of 1608-9 he may well have
thought fondly of the skies of the south and of his good companions in
Rome. To one of them, Dr. Johannes Faber, the “Aesculapius” who had
cured his pleurisy, he confided, as late as the tenth of April, that “I have not
yet made up my mind whether to remain in my own country or to return
forever to Rome.”* Forever was an enormous word, especially from some-
one who measured words as carefully as Rubens. But he had, he told Faber,
“an invitation on the most favorable terms.” “Here they also do not fail to
make every effort to keep me by every sort of compliment. The Archduke
and the Most Serene Infanta have had letters written urging me to remain
in their service. The offers are very generous but I have little desire to
become a courtier again.”’

Albert and Isabella must have been aware of Rubens’s reservations.
They knew Vincenzo Gonzaga only too well and could have sensed Peter
Paul’s deep reluctance to surrender his liberty once more to princely beck
and call; to ask permission where he might reside, what he might paint,
how much he could, or could not, be paid. So they made it easy for him.
Rubens would not have to reside at Brussels with their court but could
remain in Antwerp. (They had, in fact, granted the same nonresidential
privilege to Jan Bruegel.) He would be paid five hundred florins a year but,
apart from initially painting their portraits, would not be expected, by the
terms of his position, to do any particular work other than what he might
decide for himself. Any further work done expressly for the Archdukes
would be paid for per item. He was also freed from the regulations of the
artists’ guild of St. Luke, including the restriction on the number of pupils
he might take and what he might charge them. And just in case this was not
already enough, Rubens would also be exempt from all state and city taxes.

Whatever offer he might have had from Rome, it could hardly have
matched this handsome opportunity, and in the third week of September it
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was announced in letters patent that Rubens had been officially “retained,
commissioned, directed and established™ as “painter with our hétel.”* If,
once resigned to staying at home, he still hankered after Italy, he could now
enjoy it at a distance in the company of the “Romanists,” an Antwerp soci-
ety of artists and scholars, all of whom had spent time there and who met
to discuss its antiquities and reminisce over its contemporary pleasures. In
June 1609 Rubens had been welcomed into the society (which included his
brother and his father-in-law) by its dean, Jan Bruegel, and he would have
found there a number of other painters, like Sebastian Vrancx and his old
teacher Otto van Veen, with whom he could share congenial memories of
Rome. It may not have been quite like sharing his house with Philip on the
Via della Croce, but it was at least possible to gossip about the cardinals
and their libraries and mourn the deaths, in the same year, of their two
great contemporaries, Caravaggio and Adam Elsheimer. In both cases,
Rubens and his friends, in their neo-Stoic fashion, could allow themselves a
little moralizing on the subject of great talent prematurely lost to art
through personal failings. Caravaggio’s weaknesses were only too well
known. But “Signor Adam,” as Rubens fondly called him in a letter to
Faber, who “had no equal in small figures, landscapes and many other sub-
jects,” but who “died in the flower of his studies,” had, Rubens believed,
partly brought misfortune upon himself through “his sin of sloth by which
he has deprived the world of the most beautiful things, caused himself
much misery and finally, I believe, reduced himself to despair; whereas with
his own hands he could have built up a great fortune and made himself
respected by all the world.””

No one would ever accuse Rubens of neglecting fame and fortune, nor
of frittering away his days. His personal regimen was a model of energetic
orderliness. According to his nephew Philip (as recounted to the French
critic Roger de Piles), he rose at 4 a.m, heard mass, then set to work as soon
as there was light, listening to a reader recite from the classics while he
sketched or painted. His meals, like most everything else about Rubens,
were temperate, and especially sparing of meat “for fear that the vapor of
meat should hinder his application and, having set to work, that he would
fail to digest the meat.” In a town awash with beer and wine, he drank lit-
tle, and made sure to take his daily ride “on a fine Spanish horse” in the
afternoon.® Yet for all this studied moderation, there was nothing about
Rubens that seemed austere. To guests he was the soul of cordiality; to cor-
respondents, a fountain of helpful information and counsel. Above all, an
ascetic could hardly have produced the kind of works Rubens was painting
during his first years back in Antwerp: sensuous, tender, drunk with color.

The Adoration of the Magi, specifically commissioned by the Antwerp
city council in 1609 to commemorate the signing of the Twelve Years’
Truce, while ostensibly a religious history, was as sumptuously proces-
sional as anything produced by Titian or Tintoretto for the doges of Venice.
A spectacular oil sketch preserved in Groningen shows Rubens working
with what a seventeenth-century biographer called la furia del pennello, the



Rubens, The Ado-
ration of the Magi,
1609. Canvas, 320
x 457 cm. Madrid,
Museo del Prado
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fury of the brush, laying in ideas, modelling, and color tones with phenom-
enal freedom and fluency. In the sketch, torches flare into a night sky, light-
ing a scene dominated by the kneeling King, clad in a rich, golden cape that
reflects his offering to the Christ child. His two colleagues are equally regal,
one given a prophetic white mane of beard that flows over a crimson velvet
gown, the African Balthasar dressed in a pure white Maghrebi burnous and
headdress. As in his Baptism of Christ, Rubens has imported into the scene
a group of muscled Michelangelesque nudes, here made to do the work of
carrying the royal gifts and luggage. Their bent and straining forms make a
counterpoint to the gentleness of the scene around the crib, where a sur-
prisingly sumptuously clad Virgin supports a naturalistically floppy-spined
infant as he receives the adoration. In the final version, Mary has been
given the more traditionally modest blue robe, and the visual center of the
painting has shifted from the kneeling King to the standing crimson-
dressed King, while their retinue is packed with a host of character types:
long-nosed turbaned wviziers deep in conversation, burly soldiers, and a
herd of camels. But the painting was substantially altered by Rubens during
a trip to Madrid in 1627, after it had been acquired by King Philip IV of
Spain, not least to include a portrait of himself as a knight on horseback,
complete, of course, with sword and chain of honor. In both versions,
though, the air of oriental opulence, the great show of fabric and treasures,
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threatens to drown out the innocence and simplicity of the Scripture. But
this is, of course, precisely what the patricians of Antwerp, who themselves
existed in a world where piety and gorgeousness were natural partners,
wanted for their great ceremonial space.

Morality and sensuality were intuitively married in Rubens’s creative
personality, as if inherited, respectively, from his mother and father. From
early in his career in Antwerp, Rubens (like Caravaggio) excelled in histo-
ries where physical force and psychological subtlety needed to be brought
together. It seems to have been just what his friend Nicolaas Rockox, the
burgomaster of Amsterdam, wanted for the groot salet, the great room, of
his elegant house on the Keizerstraat, since he hung Rubens’s Samson and
Delilah directly above the fireplace as a showpiece. Once again, it’s possible
to make an inventory of the iconographic elements culled from Rubens’s
trove of sources for his great painting: the Roman head that must have
served as the model for Delilah; the antique sculpture of Venus with a
blindfolded Cupid set in a wall niche; the burning candle, an emblem of
lust, gripped by an old procuress (reinforcing the popular convention that
Delilah was a whore); the presence of Michelangelo looming behind the
colossally muscled hero and his mistress, posed in the attitude of Leda and
the Swwan. But the painting is much more than an assembly of these com-
monplaces. It depends for its effect on calculated juxtapositions of delicacy

Rubens, Samson and
Delilah, ¢. 1609. Panel,
185 x 205 cm. London,
National Gallery
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and brute force that are sometimes so startling they have led some com-
mentators to conclude mistakenly that the painting could not be by Rubens
at all’—Delilah’s pink hand, with its slender, tapered fingers laid caress-
ingly upon Samson’s tawny back; the concentrated fastidiousness with
which his captor awkwardly angles his hand to shear off a curl without
waking the giant; the fierce look delivered by the captain of the Philistine
guard at a soldier as if in warning not to make a sound; the perfectly
smooth feet of Delilah, trapped and immobile beside the animal skin
wrapped about Samson’s hips. In this last fatal moment of repose, gathered
beneath the heavy swag of a purple canopy, there are still the marks of ani-
mal action: the throes of sexual transport recapitulated in the liquid scarlet
silk of Delilah’s gown; the white chemise awkwardly disarrayed as if torn
apart in Samson’s hungry impatience to feed at her voluptuous breasts.
Samson sleeps the sleep of the satiated, lips apart, nostrils slightly dilated,
one hand curled back in utter relaxation, the other resting on his mistress’s
belly, a pillow for his own cheek. He is the pathetic brute, omnipotence
made impotent.

Samson and Delilah were not the only pair of lovers Rubens painted
around the vear of his marriage. But if the Old Testament story is the most
sensually direct account of the fatal results of unmastered passion, his own
Self-portrait with Isabella Brant represents its exact opposite: the perfect
contentment of a love that has been securely housed within the bonds of
matrimony. Though the painting seems relaxed, the proper decorum for a
marriage portrait has in fact been observed. Isabella sits at a dutifully in-
ferior position from her husband, her right hand resting on his cuff in
an informal version of the dextrarum iunctio, which even in antiquity sym-
bolized the sacred and binding union of man and wife, and which in
both Catholic Flanders and Protestant Holland appeared on betrothal
rings, custom-struck “wedding coins”™ and medals, and countless other cele-
bratory objects.”® Even the honeysuckle which arches above their heads,
forming itself into a bridal bower, could be considered a variation of the
vine that in the moralizing emblem books of the time invariably twines
itself about the sturdy trunk of a husbandly oak or elm. But Peter Paul
is not only [sabella’s stout support; he is also Isabella’s dappere ridder, her
brave knight, his left hand resting on a finely wrought sword hilt, the tradi-
tional chivalric gesture of protection. Never mind that Rubens was not
vet knighted, and thus not vet entitled to wear a sword; his father and
other advocates had long argued that families of the law were by defini-
tion gentlemen, and as far as Rubens was concerned, that went for court
artists, too."’

Trawling through his visual and textual archives for the icons, associa-
tions, and images appropriate for his composition was merely the first stage
in Rubens’s conceptualization of his paintings. The real work of naturalizing
those conventions, dressing them in credible flesh-and-blood human vitality,
then followed. He had already gone far in this direction in the Genoese por-
traits, and the painting of himself and Isabella is ultimately less memorable
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for the ways in which it mechanically repeats the conventions than for the
ways in which it loosens and refreshes them. Earlier marriage portraits
sometimes used the Garden of Eden as a background to counterpoint the sin
of the first couple with the redemption of Christian marriage. But Rubens
has reinvented the innocence of an Eden before the Fall for himself and
Isabella. It is also a love arbor, but without the pergolas, fountains, and
mazes that constituted the classic Renaissance garden of Venus, and for that
matter without all the negative connotations that went along with it. Instead
Rubens has created a lyrically unkempt place for himself and Isabella. Goat
grass and ferns rustle at their feet; wild honeysuckle riots over their heads.
The curling pistils and stamens project from the mass of dark foliage and
are brilliantly lit at their very tips as though exuding radiance, a visual
equivalent of the dense perfume saturating the country air. The blossom
motif continues on through the embroidery patterning Isabella’s stomacher,
travelling down the golden trimming of her skirt and folding itself over her
husband’s foot. Playfulness and dignity are made companions here:
Isabella’s straw hat with its snappily turned brim sitting atop the maidenly
lace cap that contains her curls; the dashing mustard hose on her husband’s
calves refined by the discreetly visible golden garter; the wife’s pleasure in
her state indicated by the merest whisper of a smile at the corner of her eyes
and lips. Peter Paul’s demeanor suggests that he had learned his lessons in
Italy very well. He is all sprezzatura: the capacity to project authority with-
out vulgar swagger; dignity softened and polished by effortless noncha-
lance. The sheen of his silken coat advertises Rubens’s worldly success; the
set of his jaw announces his seriousness. There is a forgivable air of self-
admiration hovering about his figure: the elegant throat exposed between
the wings of his lacy fallen collar, an advanced fashion statement in conser-
vative Antwerp, where the millstone ruff died hard.™

The painting is imposing enough to have been hung in an almost cere-
monial space. But its essential compositional device—the looping S that
curls from the crown of the husband’s head, down along his shoulder and
right arm, over their linked hands, crossing the wifely bosom and dropping
down her left arm to the crimson folds of her skirt—ties Peter Paul and
Isabella together in a graceful but secure marital knot.

i Tulips

On March 21, 1611, the first child of Isabella and Peter
Paul, a girl named Clara Serena (after her great-grandmother), was bap-
tized in the St. Andrieskerk. Five months later, on August 28, the baby’s
uncle and godfather, Philip, died. He was laid to rest in the Abbey Church
of St. Michael, where he himself had interred his mother, Maria, three years

before.”
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How do you feel when your best friend dies? How do
you feel when he is also your brother, and when the
brother is all that remains, besides yourself and your
infant daughter, of a family that once numbered nine?
Historians like to tell us that we can know nothing of
such things; that seventeenth-century grief is as remote
from our sensibility as the mourning rituals of ancient
Sumeria; that the ubiquitousness of plague and dysenteric
discases made for necessarily callused sensibilities. They
caution us that a sudden passing that would render us dis-
traught was accepted by our ancestors as the unchallenge-
able decree of the Almighty. And of course they are right,
to some degree, in warning against projecting our own
emotional sensibilities onto cultures still innocent of the
raptures and torments of Romantic sentiment. Some-
times, though, they protest too much against the shock of
recognition, the peculiar familiarity we register intuitively
across the centuries. Historians, after all, have a vested
interest in insisting that the past is a foreign country, since
they like to claim a monopoly on translating its alien
tongues. But sometimes they aren’t needed. Sometimes the culturally condi-
tioned response cracks apart and an emotion immediately recognizable to
modern sensibilities makes itself felt.

Such was the case in the summer of 1626, when Isabella Brant died in
her thirty-fifth year, in all likelihood succumbing to the last stages of a
cholera epidemic that had begun to ravage Antwerp the previous year.
Observing the propricties, one of Rubens’s French friends, Pierre Dupuy,
wrote offering the usual counsel to the bereaved: resignation to the dictates
of an inscrutable Providence and trust to time to repair the wound. With
his long education in the philosophy of the Stoics, one might suppose that
Rubens would indeed have complied with its Christian fatalism. But he did
not. Thanking Dupuy for reminding him “of the necessity of Fate, which
does not comply with our passions and which, as an expression of the
Supreme Power, is not obliged to render us an account of its actions,” and
for “commending me to Time,” he continued, “I hope this will do for me
what Reason ought to do. For I have no pretensions about ever attaining a
stoic equanimity; I do not believe that human feelings so closely in accord
with their object are unbecoming to man’s nature, or that one can be
cqually indifferent to all things in this world. . . . Truly  have lost an excel-
lent companion whom one could love—indeed had to love with good rea-
son—as having none of the faults of her own sex. She had no capricious
moods and no feminine weakness but was all goodness and honesty. And
because of her virtues she was loved by all in her lifetime and mourned by
all at her death. Such a loss seems to me worthy of deep feeling. Forgetful-
ness, Daughter of Time, I must without doubt look to for help. But I find 1t
very hard to separate grief for this loss from the memory of a person whom
I must love and cherish as long as I live. I should think a journey would be

Rubens, Portrait of

Isabella Brant, ¢. 1622.
Black and red chalk
drawing heightened with
white, 38.1 x 29.2 cm.
London, British Museum
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advisable, to take me away from the many things which necessarily renew
my sorrow.” #

No letter survives to let us know whether Rubens experienced the same
battle between philosophical composure and bitter grief when his brother
died. But given the closeness and intensity of their relationship, it seems
inconceivable that he would not have been prostrated by the disaster. Philip
was just thirty-six when he died, at the height of his powers and good for-
tune; like Rubens’s father-in-law Jan Brant, Philip was one of the four clerks
of the city, an immensely prestigious and important office. Though he had
turned away from the purely academic life at Louvain, Philip continued to
be the scholar he had been for most of his life, editing ancient texts, refining
the work that he and Peter Paul had collaborated on in Rome. The career of
a cultivated patrician lay before him; an ideal marriage of the contemplative
and the active life.

There is, however, a document by Rubens’s hand memorializing his
brother Philip. But it is a painting: the so-called Four Philosophers, now in
the Palazzo Pitti and almost certainly painted around 1611-12. That
Rubens meant something more by the painting than a mere group portrait
is suggested by its size alone, and more significantly the assembly, within
the same space, of the living (Peter Paul at the extreme left and Jan
Wowerius at the right) and the dead (Philip, holding a quill pen, and his
teacher Lipsius, pointing authoritatively to a text). Though none of the fig-
ures looks directly at the other, the work is nonetheless a conversation
across the threshold of the tomb, an insistence on the intellectual and spiri-
tual fellowship of the four. The tulips proclaim this, for the closed blooms,
symbolizing the dead, and the open blooms, symbolizing the living, share
the same glass vase. Together they also act as a brilliantly vivid reminder of
one of Lipsius’s greatest achievements: the creation of his botanical garden
at Leiden, the immediate predecessor of the university’s own Hortus Botan-
icus. In De Constantia, Lipsius had himself written on the wild dwarf
species of Tulipa tulipae reputed to have been brought from Persia and
Turkey by the ambassador of the Habsburg Emperor Ferdinand by another
Antwerper, well known to the portrait group, Giselin de Busbeke, and
eventually hybridized at Leiden by yet another transplanted Fleming, the
most learned of all the Netherlandish botanists, Carolus Clusius.”s The
tulips, sharing the niche with a bust of Seneca, set the tone of the painting.
Immortality denies death its due, refuses its severance, by affirming the ties
that bind together brothers and friends, teachers and pupils, classical exem-
plars and modern disciples, and, not least, fellow tulip fanciers.

The perpetuation of the past is already announced in the landscape
seen through the pair of classical pillars framing the group. In Rubens’s
day, the Palatine hill with the church of San Teodoro, viewed from the
Capitoline, was thought to have been the original founding site of Rome,
where Romulus and Remus were said to have been suckled by the wolf. In
a more directly personal sense, it was also the place where the brothers
Rubens recorded in their notebooks and sketchbooks the remains of its
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antquity. And just as the four humanists share Rome as the cradle of their
common culture, so they are bound together in a chain of memory whose
invisible links run across the breadch of the painting. Peter Paul’s devotion
to his brother is expressed by another symbol, drawn from the natural
world, the clemaus, climbing zbout the pillar above Philips head. His pen
10 turn points to the works of his master, Lipsius, whose left hand almost
touches the right hand of Wowerius, the philosopher’s designated executor.
The chain of connections does not end there. Philip had helped the ail-

ing Lipsius complete the great edition of the works of Seneca, and in 2
poem included in the book Eleciorurn Libri I1 1Lu>tr:ted by Peter Paul) he
had imagined a bust of the Roman Stoic coming to life and looking over
Lipsius's shoulder as he worked. It was, moreover, a particular bust he had
in mind. the one identified (purely speculatively) as the head of Seneca by
the Iralian humanist Fulvio Orsim, which in all ikebhood Peter Paul saw m
a painted illustration before he left for Iraly in 1600, In Rome, though, he
saw the bust itself in the Palazzo Farnese, and 1t moved him to make an
extraordinary series of drawings of the head. seen from different angles.
When he returned to Antwerp in 1608. he took with him z replica. and in
his painting it sits in the niche with the memoral wlips, supplying vet
another link between the classical past, the recent past, and posterity. The
hnk 1s made even stronger by the fact that Seneca had long been imagined
as 2 philosopher who had worn himself out i public service and mn his
struggle to reconcile his obligations to the Emperor with his duties to his
conscience and to his students. (The pseudo-Seneca’s haggard countenance,
noble dome. and pinched cheeks seemed to correspond pe erfectly to this
imagined type.) Lipsius was likewise thought of not just as the editor but as
the inheritor of the Senecan dilemma. finding the task of squaring obed:-
ence and candor almost backbreaking. Lipsius's reputation as a larrer-day
incarnation of the silver-age philosopher is embodied in the pamung by his
seeming to speak and argue for the ages. precisely as Seneca had beem
corded doing even as his wrists were being slit in obedience to the com-

mands of Nero.

In fact. Rubens had painted p:eciseh‘ such a Death of Seneca just two

vears before. It is another of his studies in brutality and carefulness. The
ph\- sictan who. in Tacitus's account, had been deeply reluctant to carry out
the ;hIIO\ODhL‘L’ s Instructions is seen attending to lnm with e\_‘.“-v.-«. care,
his r urmguet while holding the knife that has

great man’s artery. From the incision a bright, pre-
f blood spurts into 2 golden bas
. To Semeca’s right, a student, inkwell and pen m

0 ATTCRUVENESS, taxKes down VETY last word. as 1if he

1's hifeblood. As with all of Rubens’s mas-

— J
2
1 - B aid=H I sl " &l - . i Rty
terpieces in these vears. the sull-life detail—hike che nme‘:«:o.\ bent back

1

over 1ts spine so that it can rest on the voung man’s knee—is so precsely

L

S ownl Viar B esakdas o 2 i £ coving h BT
observed thar it takes the story out of the realm of improving homilies and
S| T L a/atee—r =, " ey
ead 2 starthne human drama. The soldrers sent by Nero ar




APELLES IN ANTWERP I 49

anything but stock classical types; rather
they are grizzled veterans, but men whose
muscle is suddenly made obedient to the
pure force of truth coming from Seneca’s
last moments. The parallels with the
Passion are deliberate, and just this side of
sacrilege—the martyr’s loincloth folded
very much as in a conventional Ecce Homo
or Man of Sorrows; the pikeman’s rapt and
sudden conversion reminiscent of that of
Longinus, the centurion who believed
soon as he had made a hole in Christ’s side.
One of the soldier’s faces is literally illumi-
nated by the force of his realization, much
as in scenes of the Crucifixion.™

If Seneca was the father of the Stoic
creed, Lipsius was his devoted apostle. And
perhaps he is to be understood in Rubens'’s
multiple portrait as pointing to the text
for which he was probably best known
throughout Europe: the treatise on con-
stancy, published in Leiden in 1584. Skepti-
cal critics of his could hardly forbear from
noticing the audacity of a man who had
taught in the Calvinist university of Leiden,
the Lutheran university of Jena, and the Catholic university of Louvain,
presuming to lecture others on the virtue of constancy. But for ardent Lip-
sians, it was the world, not Lipsius, that was fickle, and Rubens manages to
proclaim the essential integrity of the philosopher through his gaunt face,
the high cranium packed with verities, and the panther-trimmed coat which
he habitually wore and which he bequeathed to the college at Halle.

And there is a final presence, completing the circle of devotees, possibly
the most faithful of all to the memory of his master: the hound whose paw,
raised beside Wowerius's chair, seems to be prompting him to be the loval
executor of Lipsius’s legacy. The philosopher had, needless to say, written
an erudite treatise on dogs, praising them for their constancy and devotion,
as well as their strength and, by comparison with the rest of the animal
kingdom, intelligence. He himself had kept several, and from his descrip-
tions this hound can be identified as Mopsus, who, after the untimely death
of Saphyr in the cooking pot, had inherited the coveted position of top dog
to the Stoic. And anvone as familiar with Roman sarcophagi as Rubens

was would have known of the tradition of representing, on the tombs of

nobles, the likeness of a pet dog along with that of its master, that they
might travel tn::;rh;r to the afterlife.

At the opposite corner to the loval Mopsus is the painter himselt, the
interlocutor I setween past and present. He now looks Ju'd\-m‘ older than

Rubens, The
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the glittering dandy of the honeysuckle bower. His demeanor is grave and
challenging; his whiskers thickened with the beard of maturity; his chestnut
curls receded to reveal a great thinking brow like those of the brother, the
teacher, and the martyr-philosopher in the stone niche. Rubens has once
more designed a communion of figures, held together by a line that loops
like a golden chain through the painting, travelling diagonally from the
head of the hound to the head of the artist. They are a company of the like-
minded, friends in life and death, but not a group whose concerns are con-
fined to themselves. They look outward from their table, to us and to
eternity, and they look as if they have something important to say. The
undifferentiated black costumes of the two brothers seem to bind them
together in a joint address to posterity. And of the two it is the survivor, the
painter, who seems the more assertive, his elbow thrust out at us in the atti-
tude of a noble or a soldier. Ostensibly and pictorially, Peter Paul stands

modestly in the rear. But it is his presence that commands our attention.
And he knows it.

iii The Burden of Faith

Oblivious to any hint of sacrilege, the merchant Jan le
Grand had no hesitation in describing Rubens as “the god of painting”
when recommending him as the best choice of artist for the high altar of the
Benedictine Abbey of St. Winnoksbergen.”” The encomium was written in
March 1611, a mere two and a half years after Rubens returned to
Antwerp. But there already seemed something Olympian about him; he
was a marvel of learning, intuitive talent, and social grace. Yet none of
these qualities would have been important to the devout Catholics of Flan-
ders and Brabant had not Rubens also demonstrated a profound under-
standing of what was needed to carry the Gospel to the common people.
For all his patrician bearing, he had the plebeian touch when it came to
matters of faith. Johannus Molanus, Federigo Borromeo, Father Paleotti,
and the other doctors of the Counter-Reformation who wanted to use
images to create a Biblia Pauperum, a Bible for the poor and illiterate, were
helpfully forthright about what was required. In the first place, the visual
Scriptures had to be capable of being immediately grasped by the
unlearned, not cluttered with obscure allusions and incomprehensible fig-
ures. If someone gesticulated or grimaced, the meaning of those gestures
had to be made plain. No more enigmas. Second, the imagery had to be
painted with the utmost realism so that the sacred stories would not seem
remote in time and place but have an immediate, tangible presence in the
life of the spectators who beheld them. Finally, religious paintings should
attack the emotions powerfully enough to subdue any doubts and bring the
believers into an exalted communion with Christ and his Church.
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More than any of his predecessors in the Netherlands, or his own con-
temporaries, Rubens rapidly acquired a reputation for being able to fulfill
all these criteria. As a result, he painted no fewer than sixty-three altar-
pieces between 1609 and 1620: twenty-two for churches and chapels in
Antwerp alone; ten for Brussels; three for Lille, Mechelen, and Tournai;
and many others for churches in France and Germany.” And in none of
them did he ever treat his work formulaically, with production-line martyr-
doms available for the asking. On the contrary, Rubens was deeply atten-
tive (as he had been in Italy) to the specific architecture of the church; to its
local traditions and relics; to the particular interests and theology of the
patrons; and to all the elements he needed to turn his work into a unified
spectacle, a complete and integrated experience of sacred theater.

Nowhere was this more evident than in his first indisputable master-
piece, The Elevation of the Cross, painted for the Church of St. Walburga.
This was not just any Antwerp parish church. It stood close to the harbor,
not far from Jan Brant’s house on the Kloosterstraat, where Peter Paul and
[sabella were still living in 1610. It was also one of the oldest churches in
the city, associated with the fishermen, sailors, and skippers who lived in
the crowded cobblestone alleys near the Scheldt. And it bore the name of a
saint, Walburga of Wessex, who had, during her flight from England to
Germany, miraculously calmed a tempest, and who thereafter had become
especially dear to the storm-racked seafarers of the North Sea. Local tradi-
tion had it that Walburga ended up in the crypt of the church in Antwerp,
where she spent most of her life in prayer and fasting. Initially the church
had been hardly more than a rudimentary chapel, but at the end of the fif-
teenth century it was enlarged by the addition of two aisles. Early in the
sixteenth century, a further expansion was meant to extend the choir, but
since there was no room in the packed streets immediately behind St. Wal-
burga’s, the extension was added on as an elevation hanging over the alley
like the built-up stern of a Flemish cargo vessel—just right for a culture in
which the Church was often metaphorically described as a ship.™

This architectural peculiarity was something that Rubens immediately
sensed he might turn to theatrical advantage. As a depiction of the interior
of St. Walburga’s by Anton Ghering makes clear, the high altar was now
very high indeed, approached by a flight of nineteen steps. So Rubens
decided to use the platformlike choir to advantage by conceiving a triptych
of striking verticality, having as its subject the moment of the Passion that
was itself about elevation—the elevation of the Cross. This was a relatively
rare subject in Netherlandish art, although Rubens himself had tackled it in
one of the side paintings to his St. Helena in Santa Croce in Gerusalemme
in Rome. That early version was itself based on a print representing the
subject by Jerome Wierix illustrating the most authoritative Counter-
Reformation treatise on sacred images, written by the Spanish Jesuit Jero-
nimo Nadal. But the print and Nadal’s specifications were merely a starting
point. What evidently counted most, as Rubens began to think his way into
the composition, was that strangely lofty site. Why not create a tragic study
in uplift, with the composition pushing the beholder’s attention up the
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body of the Savior to his eyes, themselves rolled up in agony and supplica-
tion toward the Father, whose own image would be set into the space
immediately above the painting.

Perhaps with the disaster of Santa Maria in Vallicella at the back of his
mind, Rubens decided (unusually for him) to work on the site itself. So that
he could work undisturbed by the routine of the church, one of the local
sea captains had loaned an entire ship’s sail, which a gang of sailors helped
stretch around the painter’s work area and over the choir, converting the
space into a tented refuge from the eyes of curious worshippers.*® Sur-
rounded by sailcloth, Rubens decided that one of the subjects for the pre-
della, running below the principal altarpiece, should be a sea piece
representing the miracle of St. Walburga saving her ship from the tempest,
a ferocious little painting that Rembrandt would take as a model for his
own Christ Calming the Storm on the Sea of Galilee.*’

Rubens could afford to take such risks in his characterizations because,
in contrast to his Italian commissions, he could feel confident that he had
the unqualified support of his patrons. The churchwarden of St. Wal-
burga’s was Cornelis van der Geest, like Rubens’s stepgrandfather a
wealthy spice merchant, a resident of the quarter in which the church
stood, and, more important, one of Antwerp’s most ambitious collectors
and connoisseurs. Rubens later referred to van der Geest as “one of his old-
est friends” and made it clear that he had been “the most zealous pro-
moter” of the commission.

As was his habit, Rubens charged into the work with an unnerving
combination of high-speed spontaneity and methodical experiment. Pre-
liminary drawings were sketched out in chalk and pen; figures were lifted
from his own past work, especially the painting in Santa Croce in
Gerusalemme, and given fresh life and vigor. The construction of the new
high altar had been completed at the beginning of 1610, and by June
Rubens had sketched out enough of the elements of the composition to sat-
isfy the church officers. Early that month, the contract was signed and—
this being Antwerp—a feast was held to celebrate the occasion in a private
supper room in the Klein Zeeland hostelry. Rubens himself had much to be
cheerful about, since the work would bring him 2,600 guilders.** The oil
sketch already suggests that something revolutionary was happening. Even
in old-fashioned Flanders, triptychs had become virtually obsolete. Perhaps
Rubens and van der Geest had deliberately decided to revive an archaic
form in honor of the legendary antiquity of St. Walburga’s (much as he had
tried to allude to the imperial Roman ruins that lay beneath Santa Croce in
Gerusalemme in his altarpiece there). At the same time, though, he wanted
to pull together the three panels of the triptych so that they formed a single,
integrated scene. The side panels would have their independent subject
matter—the grieving Marys and St. John the Evangelist on the left, the
Roman centurions and horsemen on the right—but through gesture and
expression, their action would be directed at, and continuous with, the cen-
tral spectacle of the elevation of the Cross irself.

S
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The conceptual genius of the work is already there in the sketch. It
occurred to Rubens that the full magnitude of Christ’s sacrifice could be
physically registered by transferring its literally excruciating burden to the
very sinners on whose behalf it was being made: the executioners attempt-
ing to heave the Cross upright. How much easier it would be, especially for
a congregation drawn from the ships, warehouses, and dockyards, to iden-
tify with the toiling transgressors, rather than with the Savior himself, not
least because their labors resemble a ship’s crew toiling to raise a mainsail.
So Christ’s body, still and luminous, the eyes turned upward in resignation
toward the Father, was to be contrasted with the raw exertion of the sweat-
ing workers. Once again, Rubens had created a mysterious communion
between violence and repose. To accomplish this, he had summoned his
familiar team of half-naked, heavily muscled wrestlers, gladiators, athletes,
and acrobats from their designated corners of earlier compositions like The
Baptism of Christ and The Adoration of the Magi and brought them center
stage, complete with swarthy skins, sweating torsos, and brows knitted
with the sheer effort of their labor.

The side panels of the sketch also largely embodied Rubens’s essential
design: a great machine of furious, grinding energy. The only places of still-
ness are the body of Christ himself and the sober resignation of St. John
and the Virgin, the latter depicted not in a tragic swoon but contained in
her grief, Rubens having reverted to the medieval belief that she had long
been made aware of her son’s destiny.** In dramatic contrast, Rubens gath-
ers in the corner of the same panel a group of desperate, horrified women:
one unable to look; another unable to turn away; a third caught between
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the two reactions; and at the bottom a startlingly voluptuous Magdalene,
breasts exposed to a suckling infant, leaning back as if the Cross itself
might fall upon her. In the right panel, a Roman officer, implacable and
bearded (his head taken from the antique Hercules Rubens had sketched in
the Palazzo Farnese), stretches out the baton of command to order the rais-
ing of the Cross.

And still; Rubens thought, it was not quite right. Something was miss-
ing from its compositional dynamics. In an athletic leap of his imagination,
he caught it. By following the convention (in the great Tintoretto Crucifix-
ion 1n the Scuola di San Rocco in Venice, for example) that set the Passion
against the background of the Calvary hill, with distant views of the other
crosses and the landscape beyond, Rubens had necessarily used perspective
to open up a deeply recessed space. But this not only required filling the
background with more soldiers and thieves, thus repeating the content of
the right panel; it also surrounded the central violent action with wide-
open air and light, weakening its concentrated impact. And Rubens had to
consider not only those spectators of the work who would approach it
from the porch end of the nave but those sitting below the choir whose
angle of vision would be sharply acute. As usual, his solution was to turn a
problem into an innovation. Suppose he were to do something unprece-
dented and represent only the immediate portion of Golgotha on which the
Crucifixion took place, giving the scene an almost claustrophobic closeness
to the spectators standing or sitting below the nineteen steps? Suppose, too,
that he were to change the angle of elevation so that to be hauled into an
upright position the Cross would now have to swing alarmingly toward the
beholder? Could the experience of witness to salvation ever be made more
overwhelming than to have the full weight of the sacrifice seem to rise from
the earth and loom over the head of a kneeling worshipper?

So Rubens continued the narrow, rocky ledge on which he had set the
Virgin, St. John, and the grieving women through to the central panel,
which now is reduced to a terrifyingly shallow, suffocatingly crowded
space. With less room to maneuver and a much steeper platform on which
to set their load, the labor of the executioners becomes even more arduous,
cramped, and savage. Their heads and bodies have been altered corre-
spondingly, becoming as brutal as the rock face itself. The central figure,
whose calves protrude toward the beholder, has become even more mon-
strously muscled and his head is now shaved. The armored and bearded
soldier who in the sketch had scowled melodramatically at his job is now a
more agitated presence, on the point of buckling at the knee while his part-
ner (preserved from the sketch) lies underneath the foot of the Cross, tak-
ing the strain on his back. The thieves have been removed from the central
scene and confined to the right panel, but in another stroke of dramaturgi-
cal inspiration, Rubens has replaced the usual auxiliary crucifixions with a
horrifying detail: one felon who is being dragged by his hair to execution
steps over the face of a fellow prisoner, flat on his back, as he is being fas-
tened to the cross. Removing the crucified thieves from the central panel
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leaves room for startling detail calculated to lock the beholder into the
action: a fat teardrop gathering in the Magdalene’s eye, another slowly
descending her rosy cheekbone; the sun and the moon in apocalyptic con-
junction, spreading tongues of bloody light staining a shockingly azure sky;
a ferociously gnarled old character, inserted into a crevice of the rock,
whose balding red head, ring of gray hair, and clawlike fingers direct atten-
tion to the spray of blood issuing from Christ’s left hand, trailing dripping
rivulets down the length of his arm; another rill of blood trickling into his
eyes from the place where the crown of thorns has punctured his brow. No
communicant with the Eucharist, his head bent forward to receive the Host
and the cup, could possibly behold these terrible details and not be put in
mind of the Church’s doctrine of the Real Presence: the physical, corporeal
existence in the bread and wine, of the flesh and blood of the Savior. Nor
would he miss the inscription, in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, of “Jesus of
Nazareth, King of the Jews,” its edge curled against the crossbar; nor the
topographically unlikely combination of vines (again for the Eucharist) and
oak leaves (for the Resurrection); nor, since this was a very doggy town, the
spaniel witnessing the martyrdom, the four-legged Fido, the emblem of
constancy and faith.

The boiling energy of Rubens’s creativity poured itself into the delivery
of the paint onto the panel. There are passages where a brush loaded with
heavy, creamy paint models forms, especially where Rubens is suggesting a
mass of dense and knotted muscle working beneath stretched skin. But
there are far more passages where the furia del pennello makes itself breath-
takingly evident: long, swift, almost recklessly applied lines, the dry bristles
spreading a thinner medium flat to the surface; a storm of paint, flicking,
turning, and curling, suggesting sprays of the finest gold-filament hair tum-
bling down the crimson back of the Magdalene, the rough white homespun
of St. Anne’s headdress, or the folds of the Savior’s bloodied loincloth.

But even hurricanes have still centers, and within Rubens’s whirlwind
of paint his control of areas of sharp color was precise and calculated,
working with, rather than distracting from, the motor force of the single
great diagonal that extends from the top of the Cross all the way through
Christ’s body to the bare right shoulder of the executioner in the lower
right corner. Any simple worshipper, beholding this pitiless stretching-rack
of a line, would have felt its excruciating relentlessness in his bones. But for
the more educated, perhaps a “Romanist” just back from the obligatory
humanist tour of duty in Italy, there was much to engage with. Doubtless
he could congratulate himself on recognizing that the tormented face of the
Savior was a Christianized version of the snake-throttled Laocoon. Perhaps
the single nail securing both of Christ’s feet would remind him of the
abstruse but fierce debates within the Church over the precise number of
nails used in the Crucifixion. But as he mulled these erudite details, he
might find himself unaccountably drawn to the precise point in the painting
where the blue-loinclothed executioner’s tensed bicep brushes against those
impaled feet, and with a rush of recognition he would suddenly be re-
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minded of the outstretched arm of the Creator giving life to Adam on the
Sistine ceiling. And he would then sense an awesome connection. For if the
creation of man is the beginning of the story, this is its preordained end:
the drama of sin and salvation consummated in the groaning exertions of
Calvary. Our Flemish gentleman returned from Italy might finally swell
with satisfaction that in the plain old harbor church, with its poop-deck
choir, the local Michelangelo had finally, and beyond all possible refuta-
tion, overthrown the Florentine’s assumption that all his countrymen were
good for was landscapes.

Contemporary pilgrims in search of The Elevation of the Cross will not
find it in St. Walburga’s Church. In 1794, when the troops of the French
Republic “liberated” the Habsburg Netherlands, they also liberated
Rubens’s masterpiece, which, along with The Descent from the Cross, was
shipped off as cultural loot to Paris. An official drawing commemorating
the marriage of Napoleon to Marie Louise of Austria in 1810 shows the
wedding cortege filing past the Rubens altarpieces in their secular captivity
in the Louvre, though no one is paying much attention to them. After
Waterloo, in which Dutch troops played a token role, the paintings were
restored to the Netherlands and the seventeen provinces reintegrated (as
Rubens always wished) as a single realm, but governed by a Dutch king
from Brussels. In Antwerp a great festival was organized to celebrate their
return and the decision taken to reinstall both paintings at the crossing of
the cathedral, where they have remained (with some shifts of station) ever
since. St. Walburga had been robbed of its prize possession, but the church
fathers had already shown their indifference to Rubens’s original concep-
tion of an integrated drama of painting and architecture when they pulled
down the original high altar in 1733 and replaced it with a pompous,
arcaded, and pedimented late Baroque structure. Although Rubens’s stand-
ing in the critical circles of the academies of Europe had never been higher,
the Catholic Church was beginning to find the raw, physical quality of his
painting a touch sweaty as a visual primer for the faithful. So Rubens’s
three predella paintings, including the seafaring Miracle of St. Walburga,
were sold off and replaced by a painting done by the new church architect.
In 1797 the church itself was converted by the French into a customshouse,
and in 1817 it was finally demolished, the bones of Cornelis van der Geest
still resting below the vestigial remains of the old choir while the building
was reduced to rubble.

Antwerp’s cathedral became a symbol for nineteenth-century Belgian
patriots of a country resurrected, so Rubens’s two sacred masterpieces were
necessarily housed there as if in a pantheon. Seeing the two great polyp-
tychs at the left and right corners of the transept (separated at the altar by a
much later Rubens Assumption of the Virgin), it’s easy to assume they were
conceived as twins, the Descent following on from the Elevation. But
though obviously connected in Rubens’s mind, the two works were drasti-
cally different in both conception and execution. Well before Rubens had
finished his work for St. Walburga’s, the diocesan synod of Antwerp had
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decided in 1610 to commission a large history painting for the cathedral, at
which point Rockox stepped in with a specific proposal. In 1609 Rubens
had painted #2vo major histories for Rockox, the Samson and Delilah for
his house and The Adoration of the Magi for the Town Hall, where Rockox
sat as senior alderman and burgomaster. But this still wasn’t enough for the
Rubens-besotted patrician, who wanted a grandiose sacred work for the
cathedral to complete his own curriculum vitae as the Maecenas of
Antwerp. The opportunity arose when the harquebusiers’ militia guild, of
which Rockox was the captain and chief officer, decided to commission an
altarpiece for its own chapel within the cathedral. It just so happened that
in the same year, 1610, Rubens had bought a property that came with a
small linen-bleaching field abutting on the wooded yard of the harque-
busiers’ doelen, or meeting-and-drill house, on the Gildekamersstraat. It
looked as though the painter was caught in the golden web that Rockox
had spun around his career.

Not that he minded. To paint a history for the cathedral was to join a
long list of great Antwerp masters: Frans Floris, Michiel Cocxie, Marten de
Vos, and not least his old teacher Otto van Veen, whose most inspired
work had been painted for its altars.** And the fact that some of the great-
est works, like Floris’s Assumption of the Virgin, had disappeared beneath
the hammers of the iconoclasts was all the more reason for Rubens to jump
at the chance of establishing his own presence in the most magnificent
church in northern Europe.

The choice of subject, unlike the Elevation, was much more frequently
represented in both the Flemish tradition and the Italian Renaissance
canon. Living a stone’s throw from Santa Trinita dei Monti in Rome,
Rubens must certainly have seen Daniele da Volterra’s version in the Orsini
chapel and may also have known the intensely emotional painting by Fe-
derico Barocci in Perugia Cathedral, with its clambering ladder-workers
and swooning Virgin. Much as he was bound to admire the stylized delicacy
of the Italian masters, Rubens needed to reinvent the subject in an earthier,
more physically assertive manner, not least because his patrons, the harque-
busiers, were neither Italian aristocrats nor a monastic order but an institu-
tion that was rooted in the ancient and rowdy traditions of the city.

At the heart of that tradition was the folk cult of their patron saint,
Christopher. His story, related in The Golden Legend, was exactly the kind
of spurious mythology that the fathers of the Counter-Reformation were
most anxious to expunge from a credible pantheon of saints. But it was
precisely the bizarre richness of Christopher’s story that made him so pop-
ular in the lives of the common people. Folklore made him an immense
giant, possibly Canaanite, who (like all the best apocryphal saints) lived in
Asia Minor, perhaps sometime around the third century. Some versions of
the tale insisted that originally he had been born as one Reprobus, with a
dog’s head on his shoulders, only assuming full human form as he grew
older. His vocation was to seek out the most powerful prince in the world
and serve him with his superhuman strength. That prince turned out to be
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Satan, until the titan noticed that even this mighty lord shrank at the sight
or mention of a crucifix. Searching for the Christ who was evidently the
Lord of Lords, he was given the office of carrying travellers on his broad
back across a deep river, guided by a hermit carrying a lantern. The child
whom he bore one day became, as he waded through the dark waters,
heavier and heavier, until the giant complained that his burden was unbear-
able, as if he were supporting the whole world. Indeed so, revealed the
Christ child, for you are carrying He who made it. Henceforth he was
Christophoros, the Christ-bearer.*

For all their eagerness to please the Church, Rockox and Rubens could
hardly ignore the devotion of the harquebusiers to St. Christopher, and in
any case their high-mindedness always made room for the earthy legends of
the common people. Colossal effigies of the friendly giant were all over the
Netherlands, and the militia company appointed one of its number to be
their “Christopher,” parading on stilts in a pasteboard frame in the Pente-
cost and Lady Day processions with a little painted wickerwork doll-Jesus
on his back.*

The challenge for Rubens was to find a way to make the Christopher
respectably venerable or, better still, mysteriously connected with an irre-
proachably sacred motif. After he had transformed the Farnese Hercules
into a Christian giant trampling through the shallows, his brows knitted
and his muscles tensed in exertion while the cherubic Christ child hangs on
to his hair, the answer came to him. His theme would be the weight of faith
borne by all believers. Here he may have had some help from the fourth-
century commentaries of St. Cyril, published in a new edition as recently as
1608, which considered the reception of the blood and body of Christ in
the Eucharist as a kind of “carrying,” since it was now “distributed to all
parts of the [communicant’s] body.”*” Rubens thus needed a subject which
both foregrounded the body of the Savior in as dramatically immediate a
way as in his Elevation and also suggested the transfer of his substance to
his followers. This made The Descent from the Cross, with its tragic bur-
den at the center, an obvious choice, together with two other Gospel Scrip-
tures that related the bearing of Christ: the visitation of the pregnant Virgin
to her aged cousin Elizabeth, also miraculously fecund with the child who
would be John the Baptist; and the presentation in the Temple of the Christ
child to the high priest Simeon. So although Christopher was relegated to
the door of the triptych, the harquebusiers were free, of course, to shut it as
often as they wanted to make their patron saint more visible. And opposite
him, on the other door, was the image of the hermit and the lantern, not
just an incidental anecdote but the key to the crucial secondary motif of the
entire work: the transformation of weight into pure, celestial light.

Once he had conceived of the work in this way, Rubens must have sud-
denly grasped how astonishingly apposite the story was for its chosen site,
because whereas both the problem and the challenge in St. Walburga’s were
height, in the relatively dim, recessed space of the harquebusiers’ chapel,
the problem and the challenge were light. Hence the massive emotional
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pathos of the great central panel is concentrated in the juxtaposition of
Christ’s pallid greenish-white corpse and the shocking blood-red robe of St.
John the Evangelist that opens to embrace it like a cradle. It is as if the
blood of the Savior had drained from his physical presence and flowed into
the carriers of the Gospel. But though Christ’s body has been emptied of
earthly vitality, it seems, in Rubens’s loving modelling, to have retained its
anatomical integrity, and to be emitting a light which reflects on the bril-
liant winding sheet and the faces of Joseph of Arimathea, the Virgin, and
the grieving Marys, Magdalene and Cleophas. So that in spite of the action
unfolding at the dusky end of a Golgotha sunset, with darkness beginning
to shroud the scene, Jesus is himself the source of illumination. He is, in
fact, the “light unto the Gentiles” prophesied by Simeon as he holds the
infant Jesus in the Temple, the light which now allows him to die in peace.

At first sight, Rubens seems to have paused in his headlong innovative
rush, replacing the dramatically unified panels of the Elevation with the
more traditional format for a triptych: three discrete narratives linked only
by association. But if the experimental edge has been softened in The
Descent from the Cross, something has also been gained, for in the three
panels Rubens has created a marvellous dialogue between the southern and
northern impulses in his own painterly personality. The Visitation and The
Presentation in the Temple are his most elegant tributes yet to the Venetian
tradition. The barefoot blonde with a basket on her head, a saucy look in
her eve, and her sleeves rolled up is pure Veronese roll-in-the-hay sweet
mischief, the kind of detail which, inserted into religious paintings, got the
Venetian artist a date with the Inquisition. But a farm girl smelling of cows
and summer sweat is only to be expected, since Rubens has Zacharias and
Elizabeth living in a colonnaded villa somewhere in the Campagna or the
Veneto, with a vine trellis over their heads and peacocks and poultry peck-
ing beneath the terrace. The light is cerulean-rustic; beneath the arched
steps a fowler can be seen stepping into an idyllic and bountiful country-
side, and Joseph and Zacharias look like messeri-contadini, gentlemen
farmers, about to exchange news of crop prospects. So they are, but the
crop lies in the mysteriously fertilized bellies of Mary and Elizabeth. It is
Rubens’s special genius to have borrowed for the Visitation panel the con-
ventions of the Italian bucolic pastoral (including the Virgin’s fetching
straw hat) to represent his third theme: that of divinely blessed fecundity, a
theme that would sing in his ears for the rest of his life.**

The Presentation, on the other hand, is pure Titian-palatial, a sumptu-
ous fantasy with the Temple made to resemble an ornately marbled palazzo
with a coffered vault, profuse composite Corinthian capitals, and richly
veined travertine that allows Rubens to show off his supreme skill at ren-
dering surfaces. Simeon himself, with his velvet cap and embroidered tip-
pet, seems a cross between a doge and a pope and looks toward Heaven in
gratitude for granting his wish to sce the Savior before the end of his days.
Radiance pours from the shiny head of the little Christ as if it were a high-
watt lightbulb powered by a spiritual generator, lighting the countenance
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of the old man. Allusions to the Savior as the source of light are even reiter-
ated in the rays of the sun embroidered on the silken tippet covering
Simeon’s shoulders. And this light, in fact, like that of the evangel, is both
strong and broadly diffused, able to reach the face of the Virgin in one
direction and reflect backward, behind Simeon, to the intelligent and gentle
bearded profile of Nicolaas Rockox. Between Simeon and the Virgin, her
old hands brought together as if engaged both in prayer and in playing
with the baby, smiling a toothless smile, is the prophetess Anna, who some
writers have speculated might bear the features of Rubens’s mother, Maria
Pypelincx.**

In the Presentation, the sumptuousness of the setting and the domi-
nance of Simeon’s red and gold robes are softened by the sobriety of the
costume and demeanor of the Virgin and especially Joseph, who kneels
before the old man and child. In the single, poignant detail of the underside
of the carpenter’s right foot, shiny and callused at the heel, creased and
cracked at the sole, Rubens contrives to bring together those elements of
the Gospel that were most meaningful to the simplest worshippers: its cele-
bration of poverty, humility, and simplicity.

In the great central panel, the light-dark relationships of the side paint-
ings are reversed. Light is no longer airy or diffused but intensely focussed
in the tragic arc that extends from the winding sheet through Christ’s livid
body to St. John. And unlike in The Elevation of the Cross, where the com-
position struggles to resist being rent apart by furious physical energies, all
the forms in this painting seem to coalesce, or to coagulate like Christ’s
blood, into the dominating tragic center. For all its sharp physical impact,
there is a steady, regular motion, like a circulating pulse, beating through
the composition, the limbs patterned like the spokes of a wheel turning
about the central point, the punctured hub of Christ’s wound. In the Eleva-
tion, the most powerfully tensed elements are at the base of the painting,
concentrated in the brutal laborers. In the Descent, they are isolated at the
top of the picture in two startling details as physically aggressive as any-
thing dared by Caravaggio. At top right, a corner of the shroud is gripped
by the teeth of the sinewy graybeard, his skin pulled tight over his jaws
with the effort. At top left, the foreshortened leg of the half-naked figure
swings out clear into empty, black space. Halfway down the ladder, this
muscular tension relaxes, somewhat, at the point where the richly cos-
tumed Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus act as flanking companion
supporters, resting places for the eye, a pause as the body continues its irre-
sistible descent. The complicated patterning of arms and legs that occupies
the middle left of the painting directs the eye toward the group of grieving
Marys. Rubens is not satisfied with tragic generalization here. Each Mary
must be seen to mourn in her particular way. The full throes of deathly,
inconsolable grief, a grief that has discolored her features, are written on
the face of the Virgin. A more histrionic, emotionally wild sorrow fills the
teary eyes of Mary Cleophas, while Mary Magdalene’s expression seems to
reflect a more contained solemnity, the personification of venustas: the
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quality of grace that unites outward beauty with inner spiritual radiance.
Always the inventive dramatist, Rubens has transferred the force of tragic
impact from the Magdalene’s face to her shoulder, on which Christ’s blood-
ied foot rests, staining the threads of her blond hair caught beneath Jesus’
toes. The shock, as always, is calculated, and instructive. It is meant as a
reminder of the Magdalene’s redemption from sin, when, as a token of her
penitence, she had washed Christ’s feet and dried them with her hair, the
freed tresses of the reformed whore.

Until Rembrandt arrived, nothing could top this for sacred drama. The
Descent from the Cross is all of painting in a single work. It is landscape,
portraiture, history painting, and, not least, nature morte, astonishing still-
life painting, figured in the carefully described rock which pins the super-
scription to the earth, and in the bloodied crown of thorns staining the
copper basin of water wine-red. It is northern painting and southern paint-
ing, stunning draftsmanship and true, Titianesque colore. The shade of the
greatest of the Venetian masters loomed over all of the most ambitious
Baroque artists, but no one managed to honor his precedent more com-
pletely than Rubens, who used areas of color not just as pleasing infill
within a composition determined by line but to actually model his forms.
Rubens understood, both intuitively and intellectually, the effect of differ-
ent color values on optical perception, and The Descent from the Cross
uses sharp contrasts of light and dark to carry the eve where the artist
wants it to go. The dark blue of Nicodemus’s right elbow, thrust abruptly
out against the brilliant white shroud, pushes our attention down, along
the edge of his forearm, to the point where it meets the intensely saturated
red of St. John’s arm and shoulder. The clarity and strength of this color
path makes it impossible for the eye to end its route through the painting
at anywhere but the broad chest and shoulders of the saint, stretched open
to receive the pierced and torn body of the Savior. John’s whole body is
poised for this moment. His right leg is firmly planted on the second rung of
a ladder for support, his pelvis thrust forward, his upper body bowed
back to take the strain. On behalf of us all, he is ready to carry the burden
of faith.

v The Gentleman Completed

Here’s an Antwerp room full of pictures and gentlemen.
The gathering is impeccably well heeled, soft-spoken, soberly attired. It has
pretensions to aristocracy, of a sort. Cornelis van der Geest, whose house
this purports to be, has made sure that his painter, Willem van Haecht, has
given due prominence to his coat of arms above the door. Never mind the
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tattle of foreigners who liked to complain of the Flemish burghers’ exces-
sive fondness for heraldry, as if their trading-house fortunes could be made
more respectable by the addition of a shield of lions argent on a ground of
sable. Ignore the scurrilous English stories of Netherlanders who changed
their coats of arms thrice a fortnight to please their capricious wives.*° It is,
after all, not your common sort of gentry, with a timbered manor and a
weakness for broodmares and fowling, that van der Geest and his friends
aspire to, but rather the aristocracy of the eye. They remember the Roman
cardinals walking guests through galleries full of marbles and extending a
smooth white hand from a scarlet sleeve to point to this or that treasure—a
head, a torso, a cameo—and they see themselves as their northern counter-
parts, the eminences of the church of beauty. So here are their choice relics
(in replica), the votive pieces of the cult of perfection: the Apollo Belvedere
and the Farnese Hercules. So it is with some justification that the gentlemen
call themselves kunstliefhebbers, literally lovers of art—not just schilderij,
mind you, common or garden paintings, but kunstschilderij, fine art: histo-
ries and grand portraits. And they are so ardent and so knowlegeable about
their passion that they have sought, and been granted, admission to the
Guild of St. Luke in their capacity as collectors and connoisseurs.’’ An
extraordinary and unprecedented thing this is, gentlemen wanting to rub
shoulders with painters as if they were part of a common society. And if it
seems inconsistent that they should want to brag of both their armorial
bearings and their knowledge of art, the eminences do not see it that way.
Theirs is the principality of the mind. Is not their host’s very name auspi-
cious? Geest translates into esprit: wit, intellect, imagination, and spirit,
an ideal union of the worldly and the pious. Very well, then let him exercise
it in a noble pun. Let the motto of the house be broadly writ: Vive I’Esprit.

Nothing exemplified this exalted union of the sacred and the painterly
better than Quentin Metsys’s Madonna and Child, and as the host and
senior kunstliefhebber, van der Geest has the honor of showing it to his
most noble guest, the Archduke Albert. But if he gets to point a demonstra-
tive index finger proprietorially at the Christ child, it is another figure, at
the Archduke’s right shoulder, who seems to be engaged in more active
explication. It is, naturally, Rubens, ever the tactful instructor, who is
present in the gallery in several guises. His warrior-glutted Battle of the
Amazons hangs on the back wall. And in the center foreground, some
sheets of graphic art sit on the lip of an octagonal table. The largest and
most prominent of those sheets is a drawing by Jan Wierix showing
Alexander the Great visiting the studio of the artist Apelles while he paints
the nude portrait of the King’s mistress, Campaspe. In the history narrated
by Pliny, Alexander would show his esteem for Apelles by bestowing on
him all manner of favors, including Campaspe herself. This was not the
sort of thing to be expected from the ex-cardinal Archduke Albert. But in
the spirit of the identification-teasers that'went along with these art-gallery
paintings, sharp-witted admirers would have been nudged to find pleasing
parallels between the visits of august patrons now and then. The cleverest
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of the players might even remember that Wierix’s drawing, faithfully repro-
duced in miniature here, gave Apelles the features of his local reincarna-
tion—curly hair, trim beard, strong nose: Peter Paul to the life. Perhaps van
Haechrt tried himself to share some of the Apellian honors, since his own
signed version of Danaé sits beneath the drawing.

At some point, Rubens himself could not resist trying the genre and
together with his friend Jan Bruegel painted a set of allegories of the senses
in the form of gallery pictures. Sight is a shameless anthology of their
favorite works, including the glorious collaboration the Madonna and
Child, in which Rubens painted the figures and Bruegel the flowers. Other
paintings, however, shamelessly advertise Rubens’s versatility as reflected
by the distinction of his patrons: the equestrian portrait exemplified by
Gian Carlo Doria; the court pair portrait of Albert and Isabella. The ency-
clopedic collection of objects—the heads of philosophers and emperors,
including Marcus Aurelius and Seneca; the rare and precious shells at bot-
tom right; the globes, sextants, orreries, and compasses; the coins and
medals—corresponds not only to what we know of Rubens’s own collec-
tion but also to the liberal arts required of every cultivated gentleman: his-
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65 x 109 ¢,
Madrid, Museo
del Prado

tory, human and natural; mathematics and architecture; cosmography and
classical archaeology. No self-respecting gentleman could be complete
without such schooling. But the learning and the moral nobility it conveyed
had to be lightly worn. Hence the studiously careless pile of chains of
honor thrown down amidst the scholarly treasures like a schoolboy’s
booty.

The salient virtue of such an education was its universalism. The back-
ground of Sight, left and right, shows two sharply different prospects. In
the mind-set of the Flemish kunstliefbebber, though, they were complemen-
tary. At right is a view into an even grander gallery, loftily vaulted, its free-
standing antique statues lit by a high circular window: the image of a great
Roman prince’s princely collection. The archway on the left, however,
looks onto a port scene that is less Italian than Flemish; perhaps even an
idealized view of Antwerp itself, with gabled roofs and a little tower at the
entrance to the harbor. This is exactly how van der Geest, Rockox, Jan
Brant, and Peter Paul Rubens saw their place in the world: built, conceptu-
ally, from both red brick and golden masonry, local sturdiness and distant
splendor. Their place of residence was only factually moored at the mouth
of the Scheldt. Culturally, they all dwelled in a brainy never-never land
called Antwerp-Rome.

It seemed important to maintain this fiction just because it was at such
variance with the facts. The great hopes that the Antwerp patricians had
invested in the truce—that it might herald a new golden age—had hardly
come to pass. The city’s population had stabilized at around fifty thousand,
but that number represented half the citizenry of the 1550s, the heyday of
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Frans Floris and Pieter Bruegel. The shore forts of the Dutch States General
remained on the eastern bank of the Scheldt estuary, their cannon making it
impossible for North Sea ships to progress upriver to the port. So most of
Antwerp’s trade, profiting from the southern bypass canal, came and went,
by land and river routes, to France, Germany, and Italy. It was a living, but
not a fortune. Increasingly, the big money was in the Baltic and the Indies,
in grain, timber, and spices, and it was being energetically harvested by the
merchant fleets of Protestant Holland and Zeeland. Antwerp was now a
world city mostly in the rarefied imagination of its painters and patricians.
In September 1616 Sir Dudley Carleton, appointed English ambassador to
the United Provinces, stayed for a few days in Antwerp. He was simultane-
ously impressed and depressed by what he saw. The city, he wrote to his
friend John Chamberlain,

exceeds any [ ever saw anywhere else for the beauty and uniformity
of buildings, height and largeness of streets and strength and fair-
ness of the ramparts. . . . But I must tell you the state of this town
in a word, so as you take it literally, magna civitas, magna solitudo
[a great city and a great desert], for in the whole time we spent
there I could never set my eyes in the whole length of the street
upon forty persons at once: none of our own company (though
both were work days) saw one penny worth of ware either in shops
or in streets bought or sold. Two walking peddlers and one ballad
seller will carry as much on their backs at once as was in that royal
exchange. In many places grass grows in the streets, yet (that which
is rare in solitariness) the buildings are all kept in perfect repara-
tion. Their condition is much worse (which may seem strange)
since the truce than it was before.**

In 1627 Rubens himself would compare the plight of Antwerp to a
body eaten away by consumption: “declining, every day, little by little.”
But that later pessimism was a product of the renewal of the war between
Spain and the Dutch Republic in 1621, a catastrophic blow to his hopes of
a Netherlandish reunion. Ten years earlier, he, like his friends, had warded
off any creeping sense of confinement with a burst of cultural exuberance.
The militia companies strutted dandily, banging away with muskets and
drums. Street processions, pious and profane, lost nothing of their old
riotous ¢lan; pasteboard monsters wobbled once more over the cobble-
stones. The chambers of rhetoric (in one of which Rubens was an honorary
dean) continued to stage their booming performances, comical and tragi-
cal, and for the first time in generations, new buildings, private and public,
went up all over town. Sometimes their fagades spoke of an instinct to
marry old Flemish manners with new Italian conceits, creating the mixed
brick-and-masonry style known affectionately as speklagen, bacon rasher.
Sometimes they were more uncompromisingly grandiose, as in the spectac-
ular Jesuit church, the foundation stones of which were laid in 1614.
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Named for St. Carlo Borromeo, with its marbled sumptuousness and pro-
fuse painted decorations designed by Rubens, the Borromeokerk conceded
nothing to its prototypes in Rome. Though the interior of the church was
destroyed by fire, Rubens’s cherubs can still be seen fluttering about its
facade with no thought of civic retrenchment leadening their wings.

When it came to settling himself, Isabella, and Clara Serena, Rubens
was determined that his house should present a bold face to the world,
with nothing cramped or meanly parochial about it. There were precedents
for handsome artist’s residences in Antwerp in the houses of painters of the
last century. Quentin Metsys’s “St. Quinten” had been richly ornamented,
and to judge by an eighteenth-century pen drawing preserved in the Royal
Library in Brussels, Frans Floris had also created for himself a grandly clas-
sicizing house in what is now the Arenbergstraat, complete with statuary
niches and painted decorations.** But although his local predecessors could
hardly have escaped his attention, Rubens obviously had on his mind Man-
tegna’s handsome house in Mantua, and especially Giulio Romano’s Casa
Pippi: the model of a patrician painter’s mansion. Nor could he have for-
gotten the airy, light-washed Ligurian villas of San Pietro d’Arena or the
austere and elegant sixteenth-century palazzi of Genoa, whose descriptions
he collected in a book published in 1622, based on notes taken during his
stays there in Vincenzo Gonzaga’s service. Their combination of quietly
refined pilastered fagades and spacious interiors obviously appealed to him
as a model for his own accommodation.?* Bur for all its “Romanists,” Flan-
ders was not northern Italy, and though Antwerp was a less populous place
than it had been in his father’s day, it must still have seemed unpromisingly
cramped for the kind of virtuoso’s villa that Rubens really desired.

In November 1610, he found just the property he was looking for: a
solid and substantial house, albeit built in the sixteenth-century Flemish
manner, with pitched roof and step-gables and faced in bacon-rasher brick
with masonry edging. It opened onto the Wapper, a canal that had once
been part of the girdling moat encircling the old city. The house itself was
by no means shabby, but it was probably the land that came with it that
was the major attraction for Rubens. For extending along the street, paral-
lel to the canal, was an ancient laundry with boiling sheds. Rubens paid
7,600 florins for the property on the Wapper, and had he wished, he and
Isabella could have moved into the standing Flemish house while a start
was made on improvements and additions. But they chose instead to
remain with Clara Serena in the Brant family house near the harbor, close
by the sites of the two churches for which Rubens was doing major work. If
the always studious Rubens stayed with his parents-in-law to escape the
clouds of dust, carpenters’ saws, and masons’” hammers, he was wise to do
so since construction work at the house on the Wapper turned into a five-
year project. When it was done, though, Rubens could move into a house
the like of which had scarcely been seen before in this city, and which was,
moreover, the exact architectural expression of its owner’s personality:
ruggedly northern in one aspect, gracefully Italianate in another; elegantly
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reserved on the exterior, sensuous and richly wrought on the interior.
Throughout, it was designed both as a locus amoenus, a place of contem-
plative delight, and as a custom-built professional workshop. Like Cicero’s
villa, which Rubens certainly had in mind, the house was meant less as a
simple dwelling than as a statement about the temperate and well-balanced
life, its spaces accommodating both public instruction and private retreat.
No wonder his friend Wowerius believed that it would “arouse the aston-
ishment of foreigners and the admiration of travellers.”?’

What present-day foreigners and travellers see at number 9, the
Wapper, is, with the exception of a grandiose masonry screen dividing the
courtyard from the garden and a summer pavilion at the end of the garden,
a simulacrum of the original house. After Rubens died in 1640, his second
wife, Helena Fourment, continued to live there until 1645, when it was let
to Lord Cavendish, a fugitive royalist from the defunct court of Charles I
who found the premises ideal for both personal residence and a Spanish
riding school. In 1692 the new owner, Canon Hendrik Hillewerve, himself
something of a connoisseur of the arts, had Jacobus Harrewijn make
engravings of the exterior, the gardens, and some of the interior rooms, and
it was the survival of those prints that enabled the twentieth-century enthu-
siasts to re-create, for the Brussels World’s Fair of 1910, what they imag-
ined was a faithful replica, in painted plaster and cardboard. The
walk-through make-believe was so successful with the Belgian public that
after the devastating bombardments and occupation suffered during the
First World War, the rebuilding of the Rubens House also seemed an ideal

Jacobus Harrewijn after
J. van Croes, View of
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Garden, 1692.
Engraving. Antwerp,
Rubenshuis
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symbol of national reconstruction. As Belgium clung to a nervous neutral-
ity to avoid a repetition of its fate in the First World War, a bitter dispute
between Rubenists divided the partisans of a more rigorously historical
approach to restoration and those who wanted to transpose the World’s
Fair version of the house to the Wapper. The purists were loath to designate
arbitrarily measured-off spaces as “kitchen™ or “bedroom” without seri-
ous archaeological justification. What counted for the “populists” was
creating a wraparound Baroque “Olde Flanders” atmosphere on the indis-
putable site of Rubens’s house and using seventeenth-century furnishings—
oak cabinets, blue-white tiles, pewter tankards, and brass candelabra—to
give an evocative impression of the painter’s professional, domestic, and
scholarly milieu.

To the chagrin of the purists, the issue was decided by calendrical
opportunism rather than archaeological integrity. The tercentenary of
Rubens’s death was fast approaching, and the architect to whom the work
had been entrusted, Emile van Averbeke, was in a hurry to see the project
through to completion. The small matter of the German occupation may,
for the worst reasons, even have helped rather than hindered the enterprise.
There had long been a strong, not to say passionate, scholarly tradition in
Rubens-forschungen (Rubens research) in Germany, and in a debased ver-
sion, this extended to his admirers in what passed for the cultural elite of
the Third Reich.’®* Rubens’s enthusiasm for well-upholstered blondes and
violent action was taken as evidence of his ancestral sympathy for Nordic
race theory, and the art historian Alfred Stange chose for his address to the
National Socialist organization of art historians meeting in Berlin in 1944 a
lecture on Rubens-Damonie, celebrating the painter’s visceral energy as the
antithesis of degenerate, overcerebral art.’” While conclusive evidence is
understandably hard to come by, the honorary membership accorded to
Rubens as a member of the Arvan pantheon may have helped accelerate the
restoration of his house during the occupation, not least because the occu-
pation authorities may have hoped that it would win them points with the
Flemish nationalists and fascists, whose active collaboration they eagerly
sought. Whatever the reasons, in 1938 there was, to all intents and pur-
poses, no Rubens House. And in 1946, there it was.

So poor Rubens, just like Rembrandt, was taken hostage by his most
unwelcome admirers, and in a cause that could hardly have been further
from his instinctive and principled cosmopolitanism. After all, what he had
designed for himself on the Wapper was poison to cultural fascism: a happy
cultural mongrel, an illicit product of a marriage between vernacular and
international stvles. The frontage of the house, when completed, stretched
a full 120 feet, but it divided at a central gateway betrween the old house
and the new. To the left, the Flemish facade was broken by narrow rectan-
gular windows, lead-paned and quartered. To the right, the middle-story
windows of the Italianate addition were handsomely arched and set in
banded masonry frames, a textbook adaptation from Rubens’s own
Genoese designs.
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It was a house designed for both industry and illumination. The large
studio on the ground floor measured fully forty-six by thirty-four feet and
was thirty feet high, giving the impression of a baronial hall as much as of
any sort of workplace. There was room here for even the very largest
Rubensian products, but the space, supplied with ample north light, was so
theatrically grand that it is hard to avoid the feeling that Rubens treated it
as a setting for a self-conscious spectacle of the Painter at Work. It seems
unlikely that the serious conceptual work, executed in drawings or small
oil sketches, would have been done in this great room. And Rubens’s pupils
and assistants were also supplied with an upper-story workshop, lit by a
generous skylight, in which they could work up the paintings from the mas-
ter’s own modelli. So the large “studio”™ might more plausibly have been
used by Rubens to retouch the work of those assistants so that the paint-
ings might truthfully be said to have been “from his own hand.” Of course,
if those assistants were peers and colleagues like Jan Bruegel or Frans Sny-
ders, or the most gifted of his student-protégés like Anthony van Dyck, it’s
entirely possible that they might have collaborated in the same space. But
it’s easy to envision Rubens, in the final stages of seeing a painting through
to his satisfaction, standing at an easel in the midst of the elaborately
paved, plastered, and panelled room listening to a reading from Tacitus, an
Italian air played on the virginals, or a choice item of Antwerp gossip; not
exactly striking an attitude, vet nonetheless acting somewhar the part of
Philosophical Painter.

A Stoic? A selective Stoic perhaps. For while the house was free of vul-
gar glitter, Rubens would certainly have supplied it with furniture appro-
priate to its architectural grandeur, the same sort of thing he would have
seen in the houses of his friends Rockox, van der Geest, and Moretus: gilt-
stamped leather wall hangings; complicated brass candelabra; chairs with
stern backs and twisted legs; Turkish rugs to cover the heavy oak tables;
rosewood or ebony writing cabinets with tortoiseshell or pearl inlay; finials
figured as saints, beasts, or gods; yvet more elaborate kunstkabinetten (art
cabinets) with doors that opened to display painted scenes of landscapes,
peasant feasts, or epic battles. Brass-studded, leather-seated chairs would
stand guard beside embellished travel chests and the great masterpieces of
northern furniture: monumental linen presses, intricately carved with flow-
ers, beasts, gods, and heroes. Throughout the house, the visitor would have
felt an almost crushing impression of weight and worth, lightened and
made bearable by the discretion and intelligence that crept in with the
white northern light.

Tapestries, maps, and paintings would have thickly covered the walls,
the latter hung in tiers if necessary. No braggart, Rubens was also not much
overburdened by false modesty At his death in 1640, he still owned 156 of
his own paintings, and without a dedicated storage space it seems likely
that portraits of patrons, family, and friends, as well as smaller histories
and perhaps his oil sketches, would have been prominently displaved.
Interspersed among them would have been a veritable gallery of the mas-

.
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ters he most admired, with the Venetians (Titian, Tintoretto, and Veronese)
dominating, along with the greatest Netherlandish figures of earlier genera-
tions, from van Eyck and Metsys to Bruegel.** Some of these paintings
would have been copies made by Rubens himself, others the originals. But
visitors could scarcely have left the house without a strong sense of its
transalpine confidence: that it proclaimed the irrelevance of cultural barri-
ers, as though Rubens were guiding the visitor through a lofty mountain
pass (the kind of place that had appeared in Bruegel’s drawings and paint-
ings). From the eagle’s ledge it was possible to see Europe as a civilized
whole, north and south, Low Countries and Italian hills, rolling together in
a single, unfenced panorama. With the grim spectacle of clashing armies
made remote, it was possible instead to command views of fields at harvest-
time; village kermisses; skating parties; the strenuous exploits of mythical
heroes; ancient bacchanals and modern flirtations within rosy pergolas;
voluptuous Magdalenes and gap-toothed topers: the whole world in a sin-
gle dwelling.?*

And where in this little-big world did Rubens put his mummy? To
judge by the drawing made by one of his assistants, it was a male figure
from the Ptolemaic period, relatively well preserved and bandaged, com-
plete with decorated neck and pectoral pieces and encased (like Osiris) in a
cedar chest.** Egyptian antiquities were beginning to show up in the
Netherlands, shipped by obliging merchants stationed in Near Eastern
cities like Cairo and Aleppo to scholars and learned collectors in northern
Europe.** But Rubens might easily have become interested in Egyptiana
during his stay in obelisk-studded Rome, where the relics of that antiquity
were coming to be seen by some church scholars (including the popes) as a
prefiguration not just of pagan but even of Christian Rome.** Either way, it
seems likely that he set it at the beginning of a display of classical sculptures
for which he had custom-built his own museum. In Rome he would have
seen such sculpture courts housing the collections of the Borghese and the
Orsini, and though he had not vet visited England, he would certainly have
known of the colonnaded gallery built at Somerset House by the most intel-
lectually omnivorous aristocrat of his generation, Thomas Howard, the
Earl of Arundel, whose figure, both martial and humanist, would provide
him with arguably his greatest male portrait study of all. Many of these gal-
leries were designed to suggest Roman antiquity, in particular the open
atrium of a villa, with freestanding columns and illusionist ceilings painted
to resemble the open sky. Rubens, of course, went one better by creating his
domestic version of the Pantheon, complete with coffered vaults, niches to
hold sculpture busts, and even an oculus, the eyelike aperture at the top of
the dome that lit the display below. Admittedly, considerations of space
only allowed for a hemispherical half-Pantheon rather than an entire
rotunda, but with a rectangular, navelike approach leading to the vaulted
chamber, the effect must still have been mightily august: a solemn proces-
sion of ancestral worthies, virtue frozen in marble.

When he originally designed his museum, Rubens would already have
had a number of specimens of Roman sculpture, some authentic, some
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copies, like his pseudo-Seneca head. But in 1618, three years after he and
Isabella moved into the completed house, he was given the unexpected
opportunity to make a respectable collection of antiquities into an unri-
valled one, at least in the Netherlands. In March of that year, he heard
through George Gage, an agent charged with acquiring art for the English
ambassador to the Dutch Republic, Sir Dudley Carleton, that the diplomat
might be interested in exchanging his famous and substantial collection of
classical sculpture for a batch of works by Rubens. A delicate and surpris-
ingly prolonged negotiation then followed, with Rubens trading rather
heavily on the unequal status of the two parties. He would depend on
Carleton’s “knightly word™ for the value of the marbles. For his part, he
was “an honest man,” one “sed qui manducat laborem manuum suarum
[who lives by the work of his own hands]™ and who could afford to indulge
his “whim™ only because he happened to have back inventory sitting in his
studio. There was more than a trace of disingenuousness in this parade of
his workmanlike humility. In 1631 Rubens would actively seek, and be
granted, a Spanish knighthood, but well before that, his well-known plea-
sure in horses and swords and chains of honor already gave the strong
impression of a genteel chevalier. But it was important on this occasion to
pose as the chief of a workshop (rather than a solitary virtuoso) because
only five of the twelve paintings Rubens was offering were entirely by his
hand alone, though among them were the black and agonized Christ on the
Cross, “life-sized, perhaps the best thing I have ever done.”** Among the
remainder were a number of stunning mostly-Rubenses, like the alarming
Prometheus, “bound on Mount Caucasus,” with the eagle painted by
Frans Snyders lunching on the hero’s realistically depicted liver, and a
Leopard Hunt where Rubens, as was his general practice, had delegated
the landscape to a specialist in the genre. In cases like the copies of the
Duke of Lerma’s Twelve Apostles that had been painted by his students,
Rubens endeavored to convince Carleton that his retouching would be
enough to make the work indistinguishable from a complete original.

In some cases he was credible; in others not. It didn’t help matters that
when the shipment of paintings arrived at The Hague, their measurements
failed to correspond to Rubens’s specifications. But the discrepancy ought
not to have been a surprise to an old Netherlands hand like Carleton, who
must certainly have been aware of the variations in standards of measure-
ment from province to province and even city to city. The fact was that
behind Rubens’s modest description of himself as humble craftsman, the
Englishman scented the desperate collector. So the artist topped up his
offering of paintings with a cash payment, notwithstanding his lament that
he had already spent thousands of florins on his house that year, and that in
his eagerness to supply Carleton with perfectly retouched items, he had
“for some time now . . . not given a single stroke of the brush except in the
service of Your Excellency.”* By June the ambassador had his pictures and
Rubens his stones. The collection was stupendous in both quantity and
quality: twenty-nine chests whose contents included burial urns, inscrip-
tions, and tablets as well as heads and putti, some with dolphins, others

I



b

REMBRANDT S EYES 176

with dogs. When as much of it as could fit into the museum was installed,
visitors could take a leisurely tour through the centuries of antiquity, past
grinning satyrs and the weeping Niobe; allegories of Peace, Justice, Abun-
dance; a chaste Diana and a hot-blooded Jupiter; and then along a proces-
sion of the wise and the merely powerful, Marcus Agrippa as well as
Marcus Aurelius, Julius Caesar as well as Augustus Caesar (mortal and
immortal), Claudius and Cicero, Drusus and Germanicus, Trajan and
Nero, Caligula and Domitian, head after head after head, craniums judi-
cious and craniums tyrannical, imperial noses and martial brows, the per-
sonifications of S.P.Q.R. in bleakly gleaming marble.*s

This tremendous hoard was meant both for private contemplation and
for public admiration. There’s no doubt, from letters to his antiquarian
friend Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc, that Rubens liked to spend an after-
noon communing with his long dead companions as well as poring over his
equally impressive collection of classical medals and gems—agates, ivories,
cameos, and carnelians—all stored in vitrines in the anteroom to his Pan-
theon. But it’s equally evident, from reports of visitors, that they were
expected (and usually not unwilling) to do the tour and be suitably
impressed. Among them must have been some mere mortals who wilted
under the strain of remembering the right passage from Plutarch to match
the relevant Roman bust, and who sought the courtyard and garden for a
respite from learning. And at first sight, the enclosed space, with its little
grotto and fountain tucked in one corner, the handsome portico screen, and
the painted frieze that ran around the courtyard walls, might well have
seemed like a welcome change from the chilly mausoleum of the great and
the good inside the Pantheon. But if Rubens had followed his guest outside,
he would have quickly disabused him of the notion that the exterior of the
house was designed for idle pleasure. No such luck. The visitor was still
surrounded, at every turn, by Instruction and Improvement. Over the side
arches of the portico Rubens had set quotations from Juvenal’s tenth Satire:

Leave it to the gods to give us what is fit and useful to us; man is
dearer to them than he is to himself.

One must pray for a healthy mind in a healthy body, for a coura-
geous soul which is not afraid of death . . . which is free of wrath
and desires nothing.

That was all the visitor would see inscribed on the wall. But those who
knew their Juvenal might have recalled that the passage continued by com-
mending the labors of Hercules over a life of sensual self-indulgence.
“What I commend to you you can only give to yourself, for it is assuredly
through virtue that lies the one and only path to peace.”** How many of
those who stood gazing on these scoutmaster nostrums remembered Jan
Rubens and buttoned their lip?

At this point, our visitor, his feet leaden, his head buzzing with
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erudition-fatigue, might have felt well and truly trapped in allegory-land.
But there had been, in fact, a subtle shift of emphasis from the museum to
the courtyard. The Pantheon represented the public Rubens: the active citi-
zen, Lipsian Man, deeply engaged in history and politics and devoted to the
lofty ideal of a just Christian peace. (It was a bitter irony that 1618, the
year in which his Cicero and his Seneca were installed in their niches, also
saw the beginning of thirty years of religious and dynastic war in Europe
that would make that ideal unattainable in Rubens’s lifetime.) The court-
yard, on the other hand, represented the realm of art—an art, to be sure,
that was often at the service of princely and religious authority, but an art
that was also seriously involved in the play of the passions and the senses.*”
Hence Hercules, who reappears so often in Rubens’s work as to seem
almost an alter ego for the painter himself: a child of a sensually driven
father, but a man who, at the crossroads of life, chose the path of labor and
virtue recommended by Juvenal. On the walls of the courtyard Rubens
painted a faux frieze, in grisaille, representing episodes from both mythol-
ogy and the lives of painters of antiquity. One scene has Hercules drunk, in
the grip of the furious passion that would cause him to murder his own
children. Not that Rubens supposed himself to be capable of such horrors.
But some of the greatest of his paintings are full of shocking violence: sev-
ered heads; a tongue torn by the roots and fed to the dogs; epileptic
seizures; full-blooded rapes; peasants groping and coupling. And he would
not have been half the artist he was had he not understood, through his
own sensuality, the power of the body’s demons.

Against those maddening and destructive urges, the deities of wisdom
and eloquence, Minerva and Mercury, stood sentry, right on top of
Rubens’s courtyard’s triumphal archway. In the Greek version of their
names, they were thought of as a single, androgynous defense unit, the
“Hermathena,” inspiring the painter and protecting him against envy and
vice. Minerva’s shield with the serpentine head of Medusa embedded in its
center appears elsewhere in the courtyard on the arm of another hero of the
painter, Perseus. Perseus was another important figure for Rubens since his
own myth was connected, indirectly, with the birth of painting. His
favorite mount, the flying Pegasus, had been born from the blood gushing
from Medusa’s head after Perseus had struck it off. And it had been Pega-
sus’s hoof, striking Mount Helicon, that had created the Hippocrene
stream in which the Muses, including Painting, had bathed. So the most
venomous blood and the most limpid water both fed the well of artistic
mspiration, and Rubens may have seen Caravaggio’s startling version of
the theme. He himself had painted another episode from the eventful life of
Perseus (now in the Hermitage): the liberation of rock-manacled Androm-
eda from the sea monster, complete with the Medusa shield and the winged
horse. But for his courtyard manifesto of the virtuosity of art, he went to
the amazing length of reproducing it i fresco, on a solid wall, as a faux
canvas hanging to dry in the sun. From his letters to Carleton we know that
this was a regular practice of his, and one might readily imagine the old
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bleaching field, once lined with sheets of snowy cloth, now filled with
lengths of canvas—a St. Sebastian, a lion hunt, a Bacchus—all pegged out
to take advantage of the unpredictable Belgian sun as it dipped in and out
of the scudding clouds.

Rubens’s visual teases worked so well that when the restorers in the
1940s looked at the 1692 print with its details of the courtyard decora-
tions, they assumed that the Perseus and Andromeda had been an actual
painting hanging from a terrace, and that the rest of the frieze was in fact a
sculpted relief. The notion of cheat-paintings didn’t seem to square with
the Serious Rubens, the acme of taste. But the play of illusion was all part
of the artful commentary on painting that travelled round the walls of the
courtyard. A number of the scenes in the faux frieze drew on stories of the
painters of antiquity and embodied virtues that were especially important
to Rubens. One scene showed Zeuxis (himself both praised and reproached
as a manipulator of optical illusion) selecting from among the maidens of
Kroton the particular features (this one’s brow, that one’s breast) that could
be combined into the perfect female nude. Thus Peter Paul Rubens, the
epitome of discrimination. Those who knew their Pliny and their Lucian
might also have remembered that Zeuxis was praised both for his ability to
work in illusions of monochrome (like the courtyard grisaille!) and for his
boldness in modelling forms through contrasts in color, rather than con-
tour and outline. Thus Rubens the virtuoso of colore. Another scene in the
frieze reproduced Apelles’ Calumny, an allegory invented in response to a
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rival’s false accusation of political conspiracy, with the usual suspects—
fraud, envy, deceit, and company—lined up before their ruler who, accord-
ing to the story, had been given by Apelles the ears of an ass. Thus Rubens,
the rock of integrity.

But was this nonpareil, this Apello-Herculo-Zeuxo-Perseus,
human?

Walk through his triumphal arch and up the garden path and you can
hardly conclude otherwise. For this was a third of Rubens’s realms: his
patch of the terrestrial paradise, his hortus conclusus, a domestic Eden, del-
icately patterned with low hedges of box and yew, like the embroidery on a
fine length of silk. The gods and heroes were not entirely banished from
this retreat, but here they wore a more affable demeanor. Their little tem-
ple, a colonnaded summer pavilion, was a votive shrine to nature such as
Rubens supposed Horace, Pliny, or Cicero might have installed in their vil-
las. Its presiding deity was the gentle Flora, mother of springtime, married
to the Zephyr and made profuse with flowers. By her side, Hercules (again,
modelled from the Farnese statue that haunted Rubens all his life) leaned
contentedly on his club, finally at rest from his trials and labors.

As Rubens marched through the triumphal stages of his career, his gar-
den became progressively more important to him (and expanded in size as
he acquired adjoining properties on the Wapper). During the 1620s he
went from acclaim as the local Apelles to international recognition as the
greatest master of his age, the automatic choice of princes like Marie de’
Medici, the Queen Mother of France, or Charles I of England to immortal-
ize the virtues of their dynasties. His diplomatic touch with notoriously
ticklish royal egos was such that it was merely a matter of time before it
was utilized not just in painting but in political negotiations. And though
there were initially complaints in Madrid that it was unseemly for the
Spanish crown to be represented by someone who worked with his hands,
the criticism evaporated when Rubens successfully negotiated a treaty of
peace between England and Spain in 1629—30.

This was his high-water mark as a public man. The treaty gave him
outward dignity and inner satisfaction. He was thrice knighted: in Brussels,
London, and Madrid. But he could also stand in his Pantheon and look his
philosophical ancestors—Cicero, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius—in their stony
eyes, knowing that he too had done his utmost for an honorable peace.
Before he left London, he had presented King Charles with an allegorical
painting representing Peace and War. Mars 1s being decisively seen off by
Wisdom, in the reassuring form of a Minerva with rolled-up sleeves. An
opulently breasted Peace nurses a bonny little Ploutos, the god of riches,
while a goat-footed satyr handles the fruits of prosperity spilling from a
horn of plenty and a leopard on his back plays kitten with a hanging vine.
Above their heads, a dark, storm-filled sky moves away, to be replaced by
an azure-blue vault opening abowve the helm of Minerva.

Eight years later, Rubens repeated the subject, but in an exactly oppo-




Rubens, Peace and War,
1629—30. Canvas,
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site mood. This time the blue skies are overwhelmed by smoky darkness.
Europa, wearing the turreted crown on her head, rushes from the open por-
tals of the Temple of Janus, whose doors were firmly shut in peacetime.
And despite support from the usual team of putti and her own spectacu-
larly opulent charms, Venus is losing the battle for Mars’s attentions to the
Fury Alecto. “Nearby,” as Rubens wrote to Justus Sustermans, his agent at
the Medici court in Florence, where, safe conduct permitting, the painting
was destined,

are monsters personifying Pestilence and Famine, those inseparable
partners of War. On the ground, turning her back, lies a woman
with a broken lute representing Harmony. . .. [Tlhere is also a
mother with a child in her arms indicating that fecundity, procre-
ation and charity are thwarted by War, which corrupts and
destroys everything.**

Rubens’s hopes for a peaceful reconciliation between the warring con-
fessions and powers in Europe had been cruelly disappointed. Spain’s peace
with England, which he hoped might have been a prelude to an accommo-
dation with the Dutch Republic, uniting the two parts of the sundered
Netherlands, had done nothing of the sort. Antwerp had sunk back into
stagnation. His patrons Albert and Isabella were both dead, and although
Rubens designed the triumphal ceremonies that greeted their successor, the
Cardinal-Infante Ferdinand, he had been robbed of his earlier conviction
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that an honest man might make a difference in a lamentable world. “I am
by nature and inclination a peaceful man, the sworn enemy to disputes,
lawsuits and quarrels both public and private,” he wrote to his friend
Peiresc in May 1635, and later that vear he worried that unless the King of
England, the Pope, “and above all the Lord God” could intervene in
another bloody crisis, “a blaze which (not put out in the beginning) is now
capable of spreading throughout Europe.” But only the older, sadder
Rubens could have added, “But let us leave the care of public affairs to
those whose concern it is.”+

Increasingly, Rubens sought in nature and in private life what he could
not find in history or politics: the abiding redemption of love. In 1635 he
sold off the Carleton marbles to the Duke of Buckingham, keeping for him-
self only the few antiquities that gave him particular pleasure: the pseudo-
Seneca, for example; his collection of gems and cameos; and a classical
porringer that he found perfect for his second wife, Helena Fourment, to

use during her pregnancies, being “so light and easy.”*° Four years after
[sabella Brant’s death, he had decided to remarry since, as he explained to
Peiresc, “I was not vet inclined to live the life of a celibate. . . . I have taken

a young wife of honest but middle-class family although evervone tried to
persuade me to make a court marriage. But I feared pride, that inherent
vice of the nobility, particularly in that sex, and that is why I chose one who
would not blush to see me take my brushes in hand. And to tell the truth it
would have been hard for me to exchange the priceless treasure of liberty
for the embraces of an old woman.”"

Rubens, The Horrors

of War, ¢. 1637. Canvas,
206 x 342 cm. Florence,
Palazzo Pitti



Rubens, The Garden
of Love, c. 1630-32.

Canvas, 198 x 283 cm.

Madrid, Museo del
Prado
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Helena was the daughter of a silk merchant, Daniel Fourment, whom
Rubens doubtless knew through another of his daughters, married to a
brother of Isabella Brant’s. When she married Rubens in 1630, she was just
sixteen. Her husband was fifty-three. No wonder he felt that life with her
was suddenly Maytime, when he had been expecting frost. Though Europe
might be a wilderness, strangled with tares and brambles, his own backyard
was a realm of peace, order, and abundance. In the sumptuous Garden of
Love now in the Prado, the painter and his adolescent wife seem to dance
toward a portico decorated exactly like Rubens’s own, with banded
columns, a pediment, and a scalloped keystone amorously entwined with
roses. With his late rush of virility, Rubens’s love gardens grew bigger and
bigger, straining to control a luxuriant riot of orgiastic humanity and fecund
vegetation. Often the nymphs and cherubs seem as much creations of the
vegetable as of the animal world: luscious fruit and bolting flowers, freely
fertilized by the artist’s unstoppable creative flow. This was Rubens’s answer
to a world that seemed consumed by mendacity and death: a procreation of
Edenic proportions, an immense horticultural hallelujah. Back in the Pan-
theon, Seneca, the epitome of the temperate life, must have been in shock.

In the sanctuary behind his house, the spite and savagery of the politi-
cal world were banished. But Rubens’s hortus conclusus was more than
just a contemplative asylum. It was also a botanical projection of the
way the world ought to be. It comprised species that were diverse but har-
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monious—incomparably varied yet somehow all intricately connected
through the sublime ingenuity of the Creator. Rubens’s garden, then, was
not just a recreational afterthought to his house. It was its consummation,
densely planted with ideas and visions. It even embodied, in horticultural
form, one of Rubens’s most tenaciously held convictions: the belief in con-
nections, between past and present, between the living and the dead,
between entities that seemed unbridgeably separate yet were, in the omni-
scient vision of the Creator, part of a perfect whole. In common with other
encyclopedically avid gardeners, Rubens thought of his yard as a place that
reunited the scattered and richly various phenomena of the known world
within a walled enclosure. There were tulips in beds and oranges in tubs,
the exotic and the domestic, the golden apples of the Hesperides sharing
space with the Turkish flower made Netherlandish. And if a painting of the
Rubens family walking in the garden is to be believed, there were peacocks

and turkeys, the fowl of Asia and America, strutting together. One of

Rubens’s last letters, written from the Chateau de Steen, asks his protégé,
the sculptor Lucas Fayd’herbe, to remind his gardener to send him the first
harvest of figs and of Rosile pears from the Antwerp garden.

In this way, Rubens managed to travel the world while staying at
home; to follow the Herculean trail from the Hesperides to the Orient
without any of the legendary discomforts. But if his understandable prefer-
ence in middle age was for the comforts of domesticity, his reputation con-

Rubens and workshop,
Rubens in His Garden
with Helena Fourment,
c. 1631. Panel, 97 x
131 cm. Munich, Alte
Pinakothek
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tinued to travel. From Spain to the Baltic he was spoken of as the marvel of
the age, the paragon of talent and of virtue, pious and courtly, tireless in his
labors, gallant in his manners. No one had a bad word to say of him—
except, that is, a Dutchman, Rubens’s quondam engraver, Lucas Vorster-
man, and he was widely rumored to be off his head.

v Rubens for Export

Just who was this Baudius person and what did he want?

In October 1611, quite out of the blue, Rubens received from Holland
an elaborate letter of condolence for his brother Philip’s death, or, as the
writer preferred to put it, his “premature departure for the sojourn of the
fortunate.” This was the sort of phrase that came naturally, or at least pro-
fessionally, to a professor of rhetoric like Dominicus Baudius, who was
also professor of history and law at Leiden University, the very same chair
that had been occupied by Justus Lipsius between 1585 and 1591. Perhaps
it was on the strength of that connection that Baudius implied some famil-
iarity with Philip Rubens, though he couldn’t manage to say it outright.
Nor would he presume, heavens no, to offer the grief-stricken surviving
brother consolation from the Holy Scriptures, since Rubens would hardly
need such counsel (though he did select what he thought was an apt pas-
sage from Homer, along with the conventional piety that time, not reason,
“would gradually assuage the violence of our affliction and sorrow”s?). But
these were just preliminaries. What Baudius really wanted, it transpired as
the letter continued, was Rubens’s friendship, and he was prepared to
trowel on the compliments if that’s what it took to get it. So the painter was
hailed (inevitably) as “the Apelles of our time” whom some new Alexander
would be sure to recognize. And lest Rubens think this proffered hand
belonged to some pushy nonentity, Baudius made so bold as to suggest
after his own modest and humble tashion that the position he held was not
altogether contemptible, namely (in addition to his university posts), the
title of official historiographer to the States of Holland in “this northern
Sparta.”*’

The occasion for Baudius’s frenzy of epistolary hat-doffing was that he
had picked up an enticing rumor that Rubens was meaning to visit the
Dutch Republic, and he yearned to be able to impress the faculty by his
“friendship” with the genius of the age. So he finished the letter by shame-
lessly name-dropping a list of Rubens’s closest acquaintances—Otto van
Veen, Wowerius, father-in-law Brant—and asking to be remembered to
them as if they were his own intimate familiars, men who might put in a
good word for him should they be consulted by a baffled Rubens.

Doubtless Rubens responded, as was his habit, with economical cour-
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tesy. But Baudius wouldn’t go away. The following spring of 1612, back he
came with another letter, apologizing profusely for not having written
sooner, his reason being that “I have been so preoccupied paying court that
I have been entirely unable to attend to the other duties of life and friend-
ship.”5* Again the unnerving presumption of comradeship: the fifty-year-
old Baudius convinced that Rubens would want to share his joy at his own
second marriage, to the extent of sending him a wedding present in the
form of a painting! Lest Rubens think him a little forward in this sugges-
tion, Baudius offered by way of a quid pro quo a few verses from his hand,
eulogizing works “created by a brush so perfect that Nature herself rejoices
in being conquered by such a rival.” Baudius’s poem then went on to
describe three of Rubens’s pictures, among them the terrifying Prometheus.
Presumably he had seen the painting in Holland, for he relished describing
its details: the “cruel bird ceaselessly devouring the liver ... /yet still un-
satisfied with his frightful meal tears with his talons and the face and thigh
of his victim /. .. blood spurts forth from the breast, dyeing every spot
where the bird sets his feet / And from the eagle’s eye dart forth savage
flames . . ./ Neither Zeuxis nor Apelles equalled such works. No one can
surpass you, your only rival is yourself.”s

“I am not made for flattery,” Baudius wrote unconvincingly. “[I]t is a
stain which should not soil a noble heart, but [ must say what I think: . . .
that these masterpieces will live as long as art is glorified on this earth as the
rival of nature and the essence of beauty.” And though the exchange of a
painting for a poem seems, in this case, hardly an equal trade, Baudius was
relying on Rubens’s erudite knowledge of the sisterhood, inherited from
Aristotle and Horace, between poetry and painting to dignify his offer. And
since he knew (or said he did) Otto van Veen, he must have known of the
emblem in van Veen’s book based on Horace’s maxim Cuique suum sta-
dium (Each to his own discipline), which implied the parity of poetry and
painting.’® In the plate a poet sits at a table looking appropriately medita-
tive, stopped in mid-pentameter while a painter at his easel works on a pic-
ture of a sphinx.5”

Little came of this relentless self-promotion. Baudius never got his
Rubens, either as friend or as picture. A few months after his second mar-
riage, he died, though he was survived by a volume of poems which
included his verse in honor of the Flemish painter. It’s just possible, though,
that just before his death Baudius might have gotten to meet the object of
his effusions. For Rubens did in fact go to Holland in the early summer of
1612. His purpose was not to hobnob with literati but to find an engraver
who could reproduce the pictures of his that were in international demand,
in particular The Elevation of the Cross. Of course, Antwerp was not short
of competent draftsmen or engravers. The Wierixes in particular continued
to grind out plates for books of devotion, Bibles, and saints’ lives. Rubens
had enough confidence in local talent to use the brothers Theodor and Cor-
nelis Galle to make some reproductions of his early works. But if some
visitor from the north were to boast that there was no one in Flanders equal
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to the great graphic artist Goltzius, who was living in Haarlem, it would
have been hard to give him any kind of argument. And there was another
practical reason for scouting for an engraver from the north. The Dutch
were too enterprising (and, some would say, too unscrupulous) to refrain
from making their own reproductions of Rubens’s best pieces when there
was both a domestic and an international market ready to snap them up.
With no generally agreed copyright conventions operating in seventeenth-
century Europe, it was impossible to prevent pirated editions of those
prints from circulating in the marketplace.

Why not control the business himself, Rubens must have thought. Why
not have his own Dutchmen? Even before he made the trip north, Rubens
had borrowed Otto van Veen’s Dutch engraver, Willem van Swanenburg,
to make prints of some of his more celebrated histories, like Lot and His
Daughters (groping and wine) and a theatrical Caravaggesque Supper at
Emimaus (burly street types pushing chairs back in astonishment).’® In van
Swanenburg and his extended family, Rubens might well have recognized
the same sort of clan as his own. They were an old Leiden dvnasty, distin-
guished in law and city government, friendly with the van Veens. Many of
them, including Willem, were officers in the militia. Though Calvinist, they
were not hotheads or fanatics who thought any dealings with southern
Papists tantamount to treason. They were men of the truce, men who were
not shocked thart it was Otto van Veen, the Catholic, who was commis-
sioned by the States General to paint a cycle of twelve pictures representing
the Batavian revolt against Rome (the classical analogy to their own rebel-
lion against Spain) for their assembly chamber.

Alas, the gifted Willem van Swanenburg died, still a young man, in
August 1612, but may have been ailing for much of that year. Aware that
his chosen collaborator was not long for this world, Rubens may have
wanted to seek his advice on a successor. Perhaps, too, he wanted to nose
around this citadel of Calvinism in Leiden, take himself to the rooms where
Lipsius had taught, poke with his cane at the patch of ground where he had
made his medical garden? Watch the sails of the windmills, one of them by
the Witte Poort, revolve in the breeze? He did find his way to Haarlem in
June to see Hendrick Goltzius. Though separated in age by a generation,
the two artists had much in common. Both could share memories of an
early life of wandering across embattled borders in Germany and the
Netherlands. They had ended up on different sides of the Catholic-
Protestant frontier, and that was no small matter. In the desperate days of
the 15705, when the Rubens family had been in exile, Goltzius had pro-
duced propaganda prints representing William the Silent as a new Moses,
leading his people from tyrannical bondage. And when William was assas-
sinated, it had been Goltzius who was charged with the commission to pro-
duce a print of the funeral, an immense etching that required twelve
separate plates, and that when printed extended for over fifteen feet. But
still Rubens and Goltzius could talk to each other. They both hated fanat-
ics; they shared a common pool of scholarship, poetry, and memories of
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Rome. Goltzius and his wife were, after all, still Catholics, and Rubens cer-
rainly admired Goltzius’s fantastically inventive and theatrical manner,
which was powered by the same muscular emotionalism that Rubens was
pouring into his paintings.

Was the pleasure of reuniting the Netherlands in the symbolic form of
their meeting a little 00 heady? In his memorial poem to Goltzius, the art
dealer Balthazar Gerbier, who would become Rubens’s most important
contact in the English court, remembered an evening of happy drunkenness
at a village hostelry just outside Haarlem notorious for this kind of enter-
tainment. The group of revellers included, besides Gerbier himself and
Golrtzius, other Flemish painters then in Holland like Pieter Bruegel the
Younger. The evening seemed clouded only by Rubens’s own aloofness
from the more riotous activity, which was just as well since the party ended
abruptly with arrests for drunken disorder.*

Duly sobered up, Goltzius must have been of real help to Rubens. No
one had more experience in the distribution of prints in the international
market, nor in the move from reproducing the works of others like Anni-
bale Carracci to specializing in the products of one’s own studio. Goltzius
had in fact trained up his own stepson, Jacob Matham, in this line, and had
used him more and more as his health began to deteriorate. It was generous
of him to allow Rubens to hire Matham and take him back to Antwerp on
the return journey. There he made a number of prints, including Rockox’s
Samson and Delilah. But he wasn’t as productive, nor the law as water-
tight, as Rubens would have liked. What Rubens really wanted was some-
thing like the establishment of Rubens Inc.—a diversified, fully integrated
artistic corporation with the Master as chief executive and the ideas man
originating sketches and supplying the finishing touches that would make
the description “by my own hand” not a complete untruth. A team of
pupils and assistants could then do the mechanical work of transposing the
master design to a large panel or canvas. Colleagues and friends specializ-
ing in, say, flower or animal painting might be called on to produce custom
work where it was called for. The difference to be preserved was between
invention—the monopoly of the Master—and mere execution. Rubens Inc.
would operate as a factory of Baroque production, complete with graphics
and an export division servicing the international print market and armed
with licenses forbidding the distribution of unauthorized reproductions.

In January 1619 Rubens wrote to yer another of the van Veens, Pieter,
who lived in The Hague and himself dabbled in art as well as making a
livelihood in the law. Could he put the copyright issue before the authori-
ties? Rubens’s timing was bad. The Dutch Republic had come close to civil
war between militant Calvinists who wanted to renew the war with Spain
and the defenders of the truce. The “peace” party had lost and lost badly.
Grotius, the apostle of tolerance, was in prison; Oldenbarnevelt, the prag-
matist, was tried and beheaded. Not surprisingly, the States General in
May 1619 was not about to grant any favors to an Antwerp Catholic
famous for his enthusiastic obedience to the Spanish crown. But Rubens
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still had his friends in The Hague and did not give up. Perhaps Pieter van
Veen reminded Their High Mightinesses that they had not objected to hir-
ing his own Catholic brother, Otto, to decorate their chamber. And then
there was the English ambassador Dudley Carleton, who now had a house
full of great Rubens pictures, including the Prometheus, in exchange for his
antiquities. Whatever influence was brought to bear worked. On May 11,
1620, Rubens was granted his copyright privileges within the Dutch
Republic.

In confident anticipation of this outcome, Rubens had already hired his
northerners: first Pieter Soutman and then, two years later, in 1618, Lucas
Vorsterman from Zaltbommel, a true prodigy in his early twenties said to
have been a skilled engraver since he was twelve.* From the beginning, no
one doubted Lucas’s innate gift. One of his first assignments must have
been one of the Carleton pictures, an intensely erotic Susanna and the
Elders which pretended morality while advertising desire. But Vorsterman
proved to excel in both piety and profanity. During his first two years with
Rubens, he turned out twelve large and spectacular prints (including ver-
sions of The Descent from the Cross), which represented the single most
important diffusion of his master’s work throughout Europe. Vorsterman
developed a personal manner of working with the burin needle, building
up dense but controlled layers of lines that somehow had the power to sug-
gest the richness of Rubens’s colors. For a year or two it seemed a harmo-
nious working relationship, sealed, as these things so often were, with a
ceremony, in this case the christening of Vorsterman’s first child, Emile-
Paul, with Rubens standing as godfather. In short order thereafter, Vorster-
man became a citizen of Antwerp and master of the Guild of St. Luke.

Perhaps it was the smoothness of Vorsterman’s rapid progress from
apprentice to master that emboldened him to take on Rubens. The Master
could hardly have seen it coming. He was, after all, unchallengeable, a
grandee. Vorsterman, for all his native skill and years of scratching away,
was, Rubens must have thought, a nonentity who owed his career to his
trust and munificence. But here was the upstart ingrate presuming to
demand, demand, mind you, that he should have some sort of independent
recognition of his work, say a dedicatory inscription. The bald-faced
effrontery of it! What should he have to print were it not for his master?

Rebuffed by Rubens in his attempts to receive both acknowledgement
and a share of the proceeds, Vorsterman seems to have decided to act uni-
laterally, adding his own name or sabotaging the studio’s production. To
Rubens’s undoubted fury, he even succeeded in turning the legal apparatus
for copyright against his boss, seeking and acquiring his own privileges.
And he was still unhappy. On the back of an oil sketch Rubens gave him to
engrave he carved the inscription: “Through a bad judgment [presumably
legal] this cost me many cares, anxieties and sleepless nights.”*" Then
Vorsterman decided to hold the original work of art hostage, keeping
under guard both the painting and his own copper plate. In other cases,
Vorsterman simply went slow, endlessly delaying on a project Rubens had
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already pledged himself to. Finally, Rubens had had
enough. In April 1622 he wrote to Pieter van Veen
that for two years he had had no real work from
his engraver, who had surrendered to the vice of
alblasia—slothful arrogance and pride. What could
be done with such a type? Nothing, he feared.

At stake here was much more than a personal
feud. Rubens held to the position that it was the con-
cept, the invention, that counted, and that therefore
commanded the title to intellectual property. This was
an essential element in the struggle northern artists
had been waging to be taken seriously as learned
thinkers. Vorsterman held the more down-to-earth
position that some sort of title rested with the practi-
tioner. At some point in the spring of 1622, matters
went beyond dispute or even shouted recriminations.
Rubens asked the magistrates for protection against
the engraver, who had turned physically threatening.
Astonishingly, his request was declined. Toward the
end of April, a group of his friends petitioned the
privy council in Brussels for intervention since
Rubens’s very life had been menaced by the “inso-
lence” of Vorsterman, who, it was generally thought,
had become deranged. Isabella took immediate steps,
instructing the Antwerp magistrates to guard him
against “one of his men, evil-intentioned and said to have sworn his
death.” Predictably, the stories, if not the aggressor, got out of hand. In the
summer of 1622, it was rumored in Paris that Rubens had been attacked
and wounded, if not slain, by the unhinged Vorsterman.** By 1624 Lucas
had disappeared from the studio on the Wapper, replaced by the more
amenable Paulus Pontius, who engraved Rubens’s self-portrait. Perhaps
Pontius’s hand lacked Vorsterman’s panache. But it was also less likely to
be wielding a dagger.

The castoff was not entirely friendless. After 1624 he found some work
with other Flemish artists and subsequently went to England, where he was
hired by Rubens’s old friend and patron, the polymath Earl of Arundel, to
reproduce masterpieces from his collection. And there were still those in
Antwerp—Adriaen Brouwer, Jacob Jordaens, and Anthony van Dyck—
who promised him enough work to induce him to return to the city in
1630. When a daughter was born, it was van Dyck, not Rubens, this time
who was the godfather to baby Antonia. The painter returned the favor by
including Vorsterman some years later in his projected Iconography, along
with Huygens and Rubens. It is one of the most troubling portraits ever to
appear in that collection: a gallant Flemish cape surmounted by haggard
cheeks, nervously sidelong eves, and the worry lines of a tormented soul.

No wonder. Vorsterman was losing his sight. And when his eyes went,
so did his income. He fell into distress and poverty, and those who contin-
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ued to care for him believed he had always been a victim of poetic melan-
cholia. Vorsterman himself believed that his sight had been damaged by the
unrelenting and painstaking work he had done for Rubens; Rubens, whom
the world knew as the soul of Christian gentility, the pillar of virtue who
was taking the air amidst the pear trees while Vorsterman eked out a pit-
tance trying, through dimming eyes, to push a needle into copper. What
stuck in Vorsterman’s craw must have been the sense, justified or not, that
without his prints Rubens would not have enjoyed his universal reputation
as the wonder of the age. Throughout the Netherlands and beyond its bor-
ders, there were novices, his prints on their table, beginning their labors
of emulation, seeing if they too could not become the Rubenses of their
generation.

One such prospective emulator in Holland must have had his own little
collection of Rubens prints: Pontius and the Bolswerts as well as Vorster-
man. In 1631 he did what emulators were supposed to do: copy a composi-
tion and add one’s own touch. But the composition was Rubens’s
self-portrait, and the “touch” was Rembrandt’s irregular, confident face.
This was not exactly what the counsellors of instructive imitation had
meant. This was, some must have thought, a little much.
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CHAPTER FIVE - RHL

i O Leyda Gratiosa'

he windmills were the first things you saw on the approaches to Lei-

den, whether you slid along the Rijn canals on the tow-barge, taking

in the low, cow-grazed meadows through a screen of pipe smoke, or
whether you spied the place on horseback, on the road from Leyderdorp or
Souterwoude. There they stood, planted atop or just behind the city walls
at sentrylike intervals, so many dumb automata, their arms slowly gesticu-
lating in the breeze. Behind them, rising from the packed piles of gables,
you could make out the humps of the thirteenth-century keep, the Burcht,
and the two great Protestant churches, the Pieterskerk and the Hooglandse-
kerk, gray-brown and spiny like the dried blowfish exhibited in the univer-
sity’s garden. Depending on your mood and the temper of the skies, the
ponderous motions of the phalanx of windmills could seem welcoming or
threatening. As you came closer, you could hear the creaking and groaning
of the wooden arms as they cut the cool air, the complaining sounds of
creatures fastened to their labor. Bearing ancient, watery names like “the
Ark™ and “the Pelican,” they seemed always to have been there, pumping
water from the peaty water meadows or grinding meal for the city’s bakers.
They had not always been there, though. There was a fancy, much
written up by local chroniclers like Jan van Hout and his nephew Orlers,
that Leiden had begun as Lugdunum, the tribal citadel of the ancient Bata-
vians. They flattered themselves that these remote ancestors were, like their
own generation, shrewd and watchful, and that they had determined their
site of habitation as a good place to patrol the Rhine as it cut a path
through the ridge of sand dunes and flowed, finally, into the North Sea. At
the point where the two arms of the divided Rhine, the “old Rhine™ and the
“new,” rejoined, just before making the last passage, these Batavians dug
themselves in. From their first watchtowers, doubtless rickety timber struc-
tures, they could see that this was a perfect site to extract tolls from those
wanting in (to the Rhineland) and those wanting out (to Britain). For cen-
turies thereafter, the place was no more than a fort and a trading camp
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wedged between the sandy shore and the river. To the south there were
low-lying boggy fields, sometimes flooded deep enough to allow flat-
bottomed boats to maneuver, poling between the wind-bent reeds for fish
and fowl.

But the rivers flowed swiftly, the traffic came and went, and by the thir-
teenth century the hamlet had become a town. As Leiden grew, it needed
mills, and the wind machines changed everything. They created food from
flood, grazing meadows from morass, and wrested a measure of freedom
from the tight grip of feudalism. Military muscle counted for less in a coun-
try where protection was needed from flood rather than from horseback
armies. So although there was a castle in the center of the town, the count
who held it shared his authority with the city fathers, who collected dues
and maintained the water defenses of the Rijnland. They ensured that trade
flowed freely and gave the Count a share of the tolls. He, for his part,
acknowledged their liberties. Within the red brick walls and timbered
rooms of the Gemeenlandshuis van Rijnland, the hydraulic councillors
considered the dredging of sludge and the shoring of dikes with the same
weighty sense of communal purpose that elsewhere in European cities
would have been reserved for the containment of brigands, heretics, and
pestilence.

At some point in the late Middle Ages, the windmills had been moved
out beyond the city walls into the surrounding meadows. Leiden was then a
modest town of about five thousand souls, but evidently confident enough
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about its safety (despite periodic sieges by the rival armies of the Duke of
Burgundy and the Counts of Gelderland) to risk placing the windmills on
approach roads, especially to the west, where their sails might catch the
strongest winds. They were sited beside canals and bridges where the boat-
men dropped off their loads of grain or picked up sacks of flour for the
return trip to the city. One of those windmills belonged to a certain Roelof
Gerritszoon, whose father had been a miller before him, and whose great-
grandson was to be Rembrandt van Rijn.* As the city grew, slowly but
steadily, the millers prospered, along with the corn chandlers and the bak-
ers, all of whom contributed to Rembrandt’s family tree, and each of whom
was capable of blaming the others in the difficult times when prices rose
and fingers pointed. Millers somehow always seemed to survive the lean
years, whether they ground flour for bread or, like Rembrandt’s father, bar-
ley malt for beer. Both foods were the primary necessities of life for people
of all ages and ranks, including children (for in this waterland no one
dreamt of drinking the water); the sustenance of daybreak and supper. So
the millers did well, many of them, including Rembrandt’s paternal ances-
tors, buying up shares of other mills and the little houses and gardens
around them. The mills themselves began to change from the old, crude
standaartmolen, with open sails mounted atop a simple rounded base, to
more imposing structures, sometimes octagonal and occasionally made of
brick or, in rare cases, stone. Instead of occupying a simple habitation
inside the mill, their masters now lived in houses in front of it, with a
decent voorkamer (front room), a separate kitchen, and even upper cham-
bers. Inventories of sixteenth-century millers list household possessions
that mark them as substantial tradesmen, more than a cut above mere arti-
sans. Their kitchens were solid with pewter tableware and copper kettles.
Bulky oak chests were filled with linen, some of which went on curtained
beds. There were chairs enough, kamerstoelen, some with turned legs and
rush seats. And it was not uncommon for their white plaster walls to be
covered by at least a few little “board™ paintings (bardekens)—an Adam
and Eve or a peasant landscape.’

All this well-being came at the price of a thick skin. For in Holland as
throughout Europe, millers were the constant butt of jesting abuse, much
of which turned on their ubiquitous reputation as cheats, extortionists, and
adulterers, leaning on the scales and helping themselves to women. Beneath
the jokes ran a streak of ugly resentment against the self-appointed lords of
the village who had usurped the manorial droit du seigneur and thought
nothing of deceiving maidens by sleeping in the place of their betrothed.
“He could grind without wind, without wind in his mill, / He could grind
double-quick with his girlie,” sang the Antiwerp Song Book of 1544.* The
only consolation for the victims of the venal millers was that their drunken-
ness occasionally got in the way of their lust. Slimme Piet, the miller in Ger-
brand Bredero’s farce of 1618, is so tipsy that he fails to notice that he is
sleeping with his own wife, not at all what he had in mind.’ When the
millers had had enough of all these bawdy slanders, they could console
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themselves by praying for vindication to their patron saint, St. Victor, who
had been martyred by drowning, a millstone tied about his neck.

For all the scorn, the millers knew how indispensable their windmills
were to the city in time of war, making the difference between life and
death. In 1420 the Duke of Bavaria, commanding an invading army, paid
them the backhanded compliment of burning down the windmills in order
to reduce the city to starvation and surrender. In 1572, with his insurrec-
tion failing, William of Orange instructed the city councillors of Leiden to
destroy the village mills lest they fall into the hands of the enemy. Some,
like the mill owned by Rembrandt’s paternal grandfather, Gerrit Roelofs-
zoon, were hastily torn down as the Spanish army advanced toward the
city; others were mounted on platforms and rollers and resited immediately
on top of the walls, high enough to catch the wind but safe enough to be
protected by the armed gates, towers, and bastions encircling the city.

For a while, the tactic worked. By January 1574 eight of the rebuilt
windmills were in operation and bread rations were speedily distributed to
the citizenry. But protected mills were of no use should enemy action cut
off the supply of grain. This is exactly what happened in May 1574, when
a more formidable Spanish army, five thousand strong, occupied most of
the strategic hamlets around Leiden and invested them with fortified stock-
ades heavily manned with artillery.® Not only grain but hay for Leiden’s
horses and the cattle that had been driven into the city was now in critically
short supply. The malt millers were more vital than ever as they ground
barley into malted meal used to make gruel or coarse, unleavened bread. It
was better, at any rate, than the boiled grasses and hide to which some
believed they would be soon reduced. What the town endured, until its lib-
eration the following October, would be recalled every year, on the third of
that month, as the local epic of suffering and redemption. The siege was
eventually lifted through a combination of deliberate self-inflicted inunda-
tions and a series of savage storms that confronted the Spanish troops with
the possibility of being trapped within a swiftly rising inland sea over
which the Dutch Beggar fleet sailed to the rescue. The Spanish commander,
Valdez, hastily struck camp and retreated before he was cut off. William,
who had lain sick through much of the siege, miraculously recovered and
entered a jubilant city. Even the plague, which had become serious in the
spring, now receded with the autumn mist. Bells rang from the church tow-
ers. Leidenaars gorged on loaves and fishes and thanked God for the wind
and rain that had delivered them from peril. Rembrandt’s grandmother,
Lysbeth Harmensdochter, a widow since 1573, now sought, and was
granted, permission to reerect her mill on the walls, by the tower called the
White Gate.”

It was impossible to grow up in Leiden in the early years of the seven-
teenth century and not be marked, even at two generations’ distance, by
this traumatic and stirring history. Rembrandt’s parents, both born in
1568, belonged to a generation that would have had the epic drummed into
them by their elders, much as the Battle of Britain and the Blitz became the




RHL 199

patriotic scripture of Londoners growing up in the 1950s and 1960s: evil
and tyranny defeated; self-sacrifice and courage rewarded. The immortals
of the siege—Burgemeester Pieter van der Werff, who resisted any thought,
even in extremis, of treating with the Spanish, and Janus Dousa, who led a
platoon of volunteers out of the city to try to bring back some foodstuffs
and livestock under cover of night—would all have been familiar as heroes,
just as the glippers, the “bolters,” who fled rather than share the city’s tri-
als, would be notorious as villains. Commemorations were everywhere: in
Isaac Claesz. van Swanenburg’s Pharaoh Drowning in the Red Sea hanging
in the new Town Hall; or The Distribution of Bread and Herring, painted
in 1575 by none other than the young native Leidenaar, Otto van Veen, as a
contemporary Gospel scene with figures folding their hands together in
prayer or sinking to their knees before the holy provender. In 1577 a pre-
cious blue stone altar on which, tradition held, Count William II of Hol-
land had been baptized was taken from the St. Pieterskerk and attached to
the facade of the Town Hall as if the seat of Scripture had passed from the
ecclesiastical into the civic realm.” By the 1590s it had been joined by a
matching blue stone plaque and both had been inscribed in gold letters
with inspirational homilies. One emphasized both the suffering and the
miraculous redemption; the other that both good and ill fortune should be
submitted to as the operation of God’s will, a sentiment that would have
appealed to the sterner Calvinists in the city. On the level of popular
instruction, countless prints and maps chronicling the epic could be bought
at markert stalls, bookstores, and fairs.” And every October 3, the entire city
was given over to a great festival of rejoicing in which portions of herring
and bread were the obligatory (but certainly not exclusive) items of con-
sumption.’ This was (and still is) Leiden’s great fair, complete with parades
of the schutter militia; freak shows (like the exhibition of sea monsters,
some dried and stuffed, some purportedly live); rowdy street farces; pipers,
acrobats, and barrels of ale. Each year the burgemeesters and the council-
lors of “the Forty” rode about the town, and though they now do it in top
hat and black tie rather than in slouch hats and pleated ruffs, their progress
still makes its way through a blizzard of bunting, the wheels of their
carriages churning over the slurry that covers the streets—a mixture
constituted, in equal parts, of beer, confetti, and horse shit.

Leiden’s history divides, starkly, into before-the-siege and after-the-
siege. Before 1573 the place was a modestly prosperous market town
whose cloth manufacturers made a decent but not spectacular living by
importing raw wool from England and reexporting the finished product to
Germany or selling it for domestic consumption. It was a bustling little
waterstad, less cultured than Haarlem, less elegant than Delft, less grandly
ecclesiastical than Utrecht. But after 1574 it was, like Antwerp, history’s
plavground. Leiden sat astride one end of the historical seesaw while
Antwerp sat at the other, its fortunes swiftly rising as those of the great
Flemish city fell. Leiden was not the only destination for the Calvinist exiles
from the south, but they arrived there in massively disproportionate num-
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bers, especially after Parma took Antwerp in 1585. For the most militant of
the godly, Amsterdam, which had only belatedly changed its official confes-
sion from Catholic to Protestant in 1578, remained a suspect place, full of
suspicious heterodoxies. But purged by its ordeal, Leiden had become a
stronghold of the Reformed Church, and at the heart of that fortress was
the university, founded by the Prince of Orange barely a few months after
the end of the siege, in 1575. Its first quarters (still academically occupied)
were in St. Barbara’s Cloister on the Rapenburg canal, from which its for-
mer residents, the “White Nuns,” had been evicted.

Calvinism and cloth transformed the city. Its population almost
quadrupled over two generations, from twelve thousand in the 1580s to
almost forty-five thousand in the 1620s, making it the province of Hol-
land’s second most populous city.”” In short order, a gently churchy old
market-textile town turned into a beehive: relentlessly busy, physically con-
gested, humming with economic and cultural energy. But sometimes the
bees stung each other. Inside the hive there was a short-tempered edginess
which made relations between the old Leidenaars and the new Leidenaars
tense, and not infrequently dangerous.

In this cramped immigrant town, wool was king and linen, another
Flemish speciality brought north, queen, and their undisputed dominion
was symbolized by the conversion of old monasteries and convents into
cloth halls. The former Convent of the Sisters of Nazareth, for example,
became the new Bay Hall, where the syndics of the cloth guild maintained
quality controls on (and regulated prices of) their particular fabric. The
raw wool, dense, greasy, and matted, came to the city in hanks of sheared
fleece, shipped in not only from England but from the plateau sheep folds
of the Spanish enemy. Some of the stegen, the alleys, stank of the fatty
aroma of lanolin. The plank floors of workshops (often the front parlor of
the smaller houses) where the raw wool was washed, carded, combed, and
spun became sheeted in a fine snow of fibers. The doors of these little
houses were left open to the street so that on breezy days the fluff hung over
the street like dandelion seeds, clinging to hats and capes, finding a way
into ears, nostrils, and lungs. The crowded back streets of Leiden clattered
and clacked, spinning wheels turning, bobbins and shuttles flying to and
fro beneath the deep eaves. Woven or knitted up, the cloth emerged as
lengths of serge, baize (not the green stuff of our billiard tables but a fine
twill cloth), or worsted, depending on how the fibers were laid and twisted
and what the merchants said the clothiers in Paris, Frankfurt, and Cologne
were currently seeking. Facing competition from the lighter “new drapery”
fabrics being made up in East Anglia, the Leiden textile men introduced ele-
gant mixtures of wool and silk: the sleek, delicate grogram that they hoped
to sell in France and Italy. At the bottom of the heap there were the dyers,
doomed to labor over acrid, steaming vats of indigo and exiled to the edge
of town along with other stinking trades like the tanners, crucial for Lei-

den’s shoemaking industry."*
Where were all these Brabanders, Walloons, and Flemings (not to men-
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tion immigrants from other Dutch towns and provinces, from German
Jiilich and Cleve, and a handful of Puritan “Pilgrims” seeking a better
Jerusalem than Stuart England) supposed to live? In 1611, with the city
bursting at the seams, threatening to aggravate the usual menaces of fire
and plague, “the Forty” decided on a major expansion to the north and
west of the old town that would enlarge Leiden by almost a third.”* Even
this added supply of living space would not be enough to meet the pressing
demand. Houses that were considered by the town council to be excessively
large were demolished and the lot subdivided into anything from four to
eight dwellings. Many other houses that were already modest now subdi-
vided floors and rooms and let them to the most desperate. And Harmen
Gerritszoon, the fourth-generation miller now specializing in grinding bar-
ley for malt, who evidently had a Carolus guilder or two to spare, promptly
used it to buy up a number of promising lots and parcels in his neighbor-
hood (or bon, as it was called in Leiden) of the North Rapenburg.

Harmen Gerritszoon’s own house was on the Weddesteeg, the third
house from the corner of the Galgewater, the street which took its unsenti-
mental name from the gallows that were once dressed on its walls and
which now boasted the elaborate, gabled residence of the city builder (liter-
ally carpenter), the stadstimmerman. In front of Harmen’s house, on either
side, were windmills, and beyond them the city wall, which dropped down
into a branch of the Rhine that flowed through the town. To keep the
approach to the walls clear, only one side of the Weddesteeg had been
developed. So Harmen Gerritszoon’s piece of Leiden was, by the standards
of the time, an open space that allowed fresh air and light to come sweep-
ing into the house. Until the building expansion of 1611, the view over the
river would have been full of orchards and open fields.”* Baby Rembrandt,
taken out in his rolwagen, a wheeled walker, could have tottered a few feet
from his house and seen the Rijn twice over: the weedy branch of the river
known as the Velst, moving slowly past the gates and walls; and also the
windmill his grandmother had bought, which, for obvious reasons, had
come to be known as “De Rijn.” And though his name would have, as we
now like to sav, legs, Rembrandt van Rijn would all his life be bound to this
little corner of the world; the meeting of stone and air and water.

The Weddesteeg was not an imposing address. It had none of the pre-
tensions of the patrician houses of the van Swanenburgs and the van Veens
out by the Pieterskerk and the Rapenburg, or on the Breestraat, where the
fine new Town Hall stood. But it was not a shabby locale, either. In all like-
lihood Rembrandt’s parental home would have been much like the houses
that appear in contemporary paintings of Leiden: brick-fronted, a narrow
fagade; the street-side rooms generously lit by tall leaded windows; three
stories and a steeply pitched roof surmounted by the usual step-gable, with
a sloping eave over the first floor to carry away the rain. No mansion then,
and smaller than anything the young Rubens would have lived in, but big
enough to hold the miller’s considerable household. In 1581, while his
grandmother, Lysbeth, was alive and married again to another miller, its
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occupants included, besides the children, a maidservant; two mill hands,
who were needed on the spot when there was wind enough to operate the
grindstones through the night; and a university student from Friesland as a
lodger.

Rembrandt was the eighth of nine children to be born to Harmen Ger-
ritszoon and Cornelia Willemsdochter van Zuytbrouck. Two older chil-
dren had died in their infancy, both buried in the same plague year of 1604.
The precise date of his birth, however, is just the first of the many mysteries
with which Rembrandt has enjoyed teasing his biographers. His first
pocket biographer, Jan Orlers, writing in the second, 1641, edition of his
history of Leiden, was unequivocal. The year was 1606, and the day to
raise our glasses, should we feel in the mood, is July 15. Or is it? No official
record of birth or baptism has ever been found, and as Rembrandt’s mother
and father were both dead by the time Orlers published his book, there was
no means of checking his date. In May 1620 he is listed in the enrollment
book of Leiden University as being fourteen, but the conventions of the
time would have allowed this to mean either his fourteenth year, which
would correspond to Orlers’s date, or his fifteenth year, which wouldn’t.
And he himself contributed, mischievously or not, to the confusion. The
self-portrait etching of 1631, the first on which he signed his name Rem-
brandt, clearly declares himself to be twenty-four, thus putting his birth
year at 1607. Requesting the publication of his marriage bans to Saskia in
June 1634, he indicates that he is but twenty-six, and in his notarized
assessment of a painting by Paul Brill in September 1653, he gives his age at
“about forty-six.”™ All three documents fix the birth year as 1607, not
1606. It’s possible, of course, that Rembrandt himself was unsure of the
date. Not everyone in the seventeenth century, even among the literate
classes, knew or even cared about such things. The trouble is that none of
the date-markers supplied by Rembrandt himself actually corresponds to
Orlers’s information.'s

Whenever it was, exactly, that Rembrandt made his appearance, he did
so in a troubled place and time. A visitor to late-twentieth-century Leiden,
walking by the handsome, placid canals, taking the even pulse of an old
academic community, observing its apparently gentle manners—bicycles,
beer, and bookshops—needs an imaginative stretch to recapture the vio-
lently partisan atmosphere of town and gown in the early seventeenth cen-
tury. The years between Rembrandt’s birth and his registration at the
university in May 1620 were also those when both city and academy were
so bitterly divided that they came to the edge of civil war. The cause was a
particularly poisonous mixture of theology and academic politics. Leiden’s
troubles were, in essence, no different from those afflicting all the towns of
Holland. But because Leiden had such symbolic importance in the Repub-
lic, and such a concentration of preachers, professors, and polemicists, all
claiming a monopoly on wisdom, and all eager to speak about it, at length
and with passion, mutually hostile positions were argued there with the
most unsparing force.

At the heart of the matter was unfinished business left over from the
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Dutch revolt. As long as keeping Spanish troops out of the northern
Netherlands had been the provinces’ most immediate concern, the divisions
between the Dutch over what, exactly, they were fighting for could be
safely left to one side. It had always been more obvious what they were
fighting against: King Philip’s Inquisition; the suppression of their local
institutions by a centralized absolutist royal government; armed canton-
ments; arbitrary justice. But the military success of Anna and William’s
son, the Stadholder Maurice, in keeping the Spanish at bay, followed by the
de facto recognition in much of Europe of their peculiar, confederated
state, had made an argument about the domestic character of the Republic
unavoidable. Was it to be a republic dominated by Calvinist Protestantism,
or a place where no one single Christian confession had coercive power?

This had been William of Orange’s foreboding. He had struggled to
create a tolerant state that might accommodate both Protestant and
Catholic worship. But that generous ideal had died with him on the stair-
way at Delft. Those who claimed his heritage were a good deal more cau-
tious in their toleration. They were prepared to let Protestants and even
Catholics and Jews live in the Republic and pray according to their respec-
tive conscience and fashion, but not to permit that worship in public.
Defenders of this position, like Oldenbarnevelt and Hugo Grotius,
accepted that there should be a dominant, Calvinist state church, but they
refused to allow it theocratic authority, the power to rule. They also
insisted that it was for the lay magistracy, beginning with men like them-
selves, to judge the proprieties of religious utterance, but only when its
vituperation threatened the fragile civil order. At heart, they were patrician
pessimists. They looked around Europe and saw murder done in the name
of godliness. And they thought that only the stewardship of the enlight-
ened—cool heads, dispassionate hearts, and (especially) philosophical
minds—could preserve their country from the fate that had befallen France
and Germany. In the name of such wisdom, they insisted that the Church
be ruled by their prudence; that its preachers and ministers be appointed or
dismissed by their hand; that they alone should have the right to convene
national Church synods, where (Oldenbarnevelt hoped) the strictest
Calvinist dogma might be moderated in the interest of domestic peace.
From the quiet of their libraries, the patricians shook their heads at both
the fury of the fanatics and the credulousness of the people and wondered
what they could do to prevent their fatal collision.

To the strict Calvinists who believed themselves to be a godlier, much
godlier, party, this was all spineless pragmatism, the amoral sophistry of
men who had failed to understand that the cause of the Republic had been
the cause of the Almighty; that He had chosen the Dutch, covenanted with
them, to enact His special purpose and historical plan. Their opponents
spoke of a “broad way™ and enthused over the peace because they were lit-
tle better than Papists; indeed they were worse, since, in the guise of being
Protestants, they were prepared to open the gates of Zion to heathens, idol-
aters, the legions of the Antichrist. So in the diatribes of the militant
preachers, the statesmen who had brought about the truce, and whose sup-
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porters often dominated the councils of the great towns, were said to be
adders, reptiles, demons; unclean, scaly bodies possessed by abominations,
dispatched from the netherworld to bring woe to the new Israel.

All this bad-tempered vehemence could be heard in the pulpits of Lei-
den as the child Rembrandt’s ears were opening to the world’s noise. He
may even have picked up some acute apprehension in the parlor of the
house on the Weddesteeg, because his own family had special reason to feel
nervous about the Calvinist rhetoric of retribution. Harmen Gerritszoon
had become a member of the Reformed Church, though not, one suspects,
a particularly enthusiastic or observant one, not least because his wife,
Neeltgen van Zuytbrouck, came from an old Catholic family to which
most of her relatives remained loyal. Harmen’s confessional affiliation,
then, like that of many men in his position, is likely to have been deter-
mined as much by prudence as by conscience. And the need to conduct one-
self carefully became brutally apparent around 1610, when Leiden, then
Holland, and then the entire Dutch Republic divided between “Arminians”
and “Gomarists.”

The argument, initially, was between professors. Never has the axiom
that academic conflicts are so fierce because the stakes are so small been
less apt. In Leiden at the end of the first decade of the seventeenth century,
the stakes were life and death—indeed more than that, the welfare of the
soul everlasting. Think of the argument as the nastiest possible row
between neighbors, which Professor Jacobus Arminius and Professor Fran-
ciscus Gomarus in fact were, separated by their common garden wall, a
barrier which one imagines as high and dauntingly brambly. On one side
was the Hollander Arminius, the apostle of the more broad-minded and
tolerant party, who took the position that the bestowal of grace might to
some extent be affected by the faith and deeds of the believer. His col-
league, the Hague minister Johannes Wtenbogaert, whose portrait Rem-
brandt would later paint and etch, believed in addition (and persuaded the
Lands-Advocate Oldenbarnevelt to his view) that the Confessie of the
Calvinist Reformed Church ought to be amended to reflect this. To his
adversary Gomarus, the Flemish defender of Calvin’s literal word, such
presumption was heresy, scarcely to be distinguished from the Catholic
doctrine of salvation through works. The essence of Calvin’s doctrine,
according to Gomarus, was that salvation had been predestined by God.
The elect were numbered from the moment of their birth; the remainder
were doomed to roast amidst the damned, and there was nothing in this
world to be done about it. Humble acceptance of this human impotence
before divine will was the first condition of a truly Christian life.

Between these two positions there could be no accommodation. Those,
like Oldenbarnevelt, who followed Arminius’s way of thinking, felt that as
the southern Calvinists became more entrenched in the Republic their intol-
erant position would be bound to prevail unless something was done, and
done soon, to preempt it. So the “Arminians”™ decided in effect to rake
advantage of whatever temporary domination they enjoyed in the councils
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of cities like Rotterdam and Leiden to press for a national synod that would
have the authority to amend the strictest Calvinist doctrine of the Confes-
sion. In 1610 they presented to the States of Holland their “Remonstrance”
for those alterations. It was immediately denounced by a Gomarist docu-
ment known as the “Counter-Remonstrance,” which insisted, on the con-
trary, that a synod could only be convened if it granted in advance that the
Confession would be left sacrosanct, and that all preachers should be
required to subscribe to it. The labels that henceforth became attached to
the parties—“Remonstrant” and “Counter-Remonstrant”—have a cum-
bersome, obscurely ecclesiastical sound, but in Holland in Rembrandt’s
childhood years, they defined the parties to an all-out conflict.

The vear 1611 was when matters went from growling and snarling to
roaring and bellowing. The occasion was (what else?) the succession to a
professorship. The chair in question, it is true, happened to be the one that
had been held by Arminius. Oldenbarnevelt, advised by Wtenbogaert, pro-
posed a German minister called Vorstius, whose views on grace and tolera-
tion were generally thought, even by some Remonstrants, to be on the
reckless edge of Protestant broad-mindedness, and who was himself not at
all sure the appointment was a wonderful idea. When Vorstius got to Lei-
den, his misgivings were borne out. The storm of recriminations which had
burst in the councils of the faculty rapidly spread to the lecturers and stu-
dents, who cheered or reviled their academic heroes or villains and traded
sword flourishes and curses with the other side on the doorsteps of taverns.
Among the Flemish cloth workers and manufacturers, sympathies were
overwhelmingly for strict Calvinism and against Vorstius. Gomarus him-
self had left Leiden for Middelburg, but there was no shortage of his parti-
sans in the university and the pulpits to keep the fire of doctrine burning
hard and bright. By the end of the decade, the whole city, the whole Repub-
lic, had been badly burned.

It was one thing for the Remonstrant oligarchs to muffle the voice of
the preachers, and quite another to face the anger of their congregations,
especially when that anger increasingly took the form of physical intimida-
tion, peltings, and jeerings, and began to look like a threat to their monop-
olv not just on wisdom but on power. At this point, Oldenbarnevelt and his
advisers like Grotius made a fatal tactical mistake. They decided to impose
their reasonableness, if necessary, by force. Holland would be tolerant,
whether it liked it or not. To contain the threat of assaults on Remonstrant
preachers and patricians, they licensed the hiring of armed men, the
waardgelders, in addition to the civic militias. This was taken by the Stad-
holder Maurice as a usurpation of the military authority conferred on him
by the States General of the Seven Provinces. More than anything else, it
was the creation of the armed companies which made the crisis political
rather than theological and made it possible for Oldenbarnevelt and
Grotius to be accused, ultimately, of treason.

Leyda gratiosa, gracious, graceful Leiden, rapidly deteriorated into one
of the most dangerously polarized cities in the Republic. The Flemish com-
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munity, ardently Calvinist in both its rich and poor elements, now wrapped
itself in the black and white robes of uncompromising zeal. In the town
council, the governing regents became nervous enough about their safety to
construct a palisade in front of the Town Hall, within which the militia and
waardgelders exercised with muskets and pikes. A climate of trepidation
hung over the town. Old-time Leidenaars like Rembrandt’s family were
likely to have been more sympathetic to the Remonstrant side, especially
given Neeltgen’s Catholic family and the fact that none of Harmen’s chil-
dren were baptized in the official Calvinist churches of the Pieterskerk and
the Hooglandsekerk. And their family notary, Adriaen Paedt, was one of
the most visible Remonstrants in the city. In all probability the miller’s fam-
ily must have felt that they were suddenly living in a place where the
“strangers”—the immigrants—had turned into a threatening majority. Lei-
den was no longer “their” Leiden.

Their worst fears were realized in 1618, when Maurice mobilized the
army on the side of the Counter-Remonstrants, arrested Grotius and Olden-
barnevelt, and initiated a purge of all the town councils in the Republic,
including Leiden, where the newly appointed sheriff (schout), Willem de
Bondt, was known to be one of the most enthusiastic persecutors of
Catholics and Remonstrants in Holland. The following year, 1619, the
national synod, held at Dordrecht, enacted a farcical “hearing™ for both
sides of the theological dispute, merely a preliminary to declaring the
Remonstrant creed the rankest and most damnable heresy and casting all
who professed it out from the body of the Reformed Church. All Remon-
strant assemblies or religious meetings were forbidden. At Leiden Univer-
sity, of course, the faculty was thoroughly cleansed, sending many of its
most erudite and eloquent professors to other cities (like Rotterdam or
Amsterdam) more hospitable to their beliefs. For the next three or four
years, the only strictly Calvinist regime the Dutch Republic would ever see
controlled the institutions of state, church, and learning, a theocratic revo-
lution. And like all revolutions, it required its symbolic sacrifices. In 1619
Oldenbarnevelt was summarily tried for treason and beheaded; the local
leader of the Remonstrants, the pensionary of Leiden, Rombout Hooger-
beets, sentenced to lifetime incarceration; and the university’s most famous
alumnus, Hugo Grotius, imprisoned in Loevestein Castle, from which he
subsequently escaped, hidden in a book chest, the perfect exit, one sup-
poses, for an unrepentant intellectual. The secretary of the States of
Utrecht, Gilles van Ledenberch, was released from his imprisonment only
through suicide, and even then his coffin was hung from a gallows outside
The Hague along with the broken and mutilated remains of common
felons."

So while Rubens may have been born (involuntarily) into a history of
religious war, Rembrandt was raised in it. It would always matter, deeply,
to both of them. But somehow, amidst all this uproar, he was getting a
schooling, an education, in fact, that (minus the Jesuits and the Lives of the
Saints) would have been almost identical to Rubens’s: Virgil, Horace,
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Plutarch, and Tacitus; some contemplation of Homer, Euripides, and He-
siod. At the age of seven he would have filed through the arched doorway
of the Latin school on the Lokhorststraat, with its inscription carved into
the white limestone advertising the teaching within: “Pietati, Linguis et
Artibus Liberales”—DPiety, Languages and Liberal Arts. For another seven
years his world would have been governed by the slate and the rod, a
wooden-bench world noisy with chanting, parsing, conjugating, declining,
and, unless it was unlike any other school there has ever been, the usual
back-row chuckling and schoolmaster fits of fury. During Rembrandt’s
school years, the rector was a law professor, one Jacobus Lettingius, who
seems to have presided with special severity over the institution, at least
until 1625, when he was discovered to be taking more than the proper
share of schoolgeld. In addition to his classics and Bible studies, Rem-
brandt would have been taught calligraphy, and not least, again like
Rubens and Huygens, he would have taken drawing lessons, in his case
from Henricus Rievelinck, described rather ambitiously as a “teacher in
schilderconst [the art of painting].”"” Here, in the brick-fronted house on
the Lokhorststraat, he would have made his first pair of eyes.

It was not unusual in the young Dutch Republic for the child of a fam-
ily in trade to receive a Latin school education. Rembrandt’s archrival (and
perhaps friend), Jan Lievens, had a father who was an embroiderer, origi-
nally from Ghent. But at least two of Jan’s brothers, including one with the
grandly Latin name of Justus Livius, received the classical education
needed for entrance to the university. Had not Jan been such a prodigy, he
too might very well have followed them. Rembrandt, though, was the only
member of his family’s generation to have had any schooling at this level.
His oldest brother, Gerrit, had been destined to follow father Harmen into
the barley mill, and did so until he suffered some sort of accident, presum-
ably mechanical, around 1621. The next brother, Adriaen, became a shoe-
maker, but on marrying a miller’s daughter, went into that trade himself. A
third brother, Willem, followed his mother’s family profession of baker,
and there was yet another brother, Cornelis, about whom virtually nothing
is known. There were also two sisters, Machtelt and Lysbeth, the latter of
whom may have suffered from some kind of handicap, mental or physical,
since her father’s will specified that she be put in the care of one of her older
brothers. Even had both girls been sound of mind and limb, it was not to be
expected in Leiden in the early seventeenth century that they would get any
but the most elementary and practical education. No Tacitus, and certainly
no Ovid, for the meisjes.

So Rembrandt was anything but a clumsily unlettered, poorly educated
boy. He had the best instruction that the most academic city in Holland
could give him. Throughout his life, his work would be marked by intense
literary passion, a hunger for texts as well as images. It’s true that unlike
Rubens, Rembrandt did not conspicuously flourish the humanist’s graces,
dash off lines of Latin verse, or pepper his letters with citations from Virgil.
When his possessions were inventoried in 1656 for the bankruptey court, a
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great library was not listed among them.
Even so, no painter of his time was more
bookish, or, perhaps more accurately, more
scriptural, than Rembrandt; none more ob-
viously besotted with the weight of books,
moral and material, their bindings, clasps,
their paper, their print, their stories. If the
books were not on his shelves, they would
certainly be everywhere in his paintings and
prints: piled high on tottering shelves; repos-
ing authoritatively on the tables of preachers
or anatomists; clasped in the hands of elo-
quent ministers or musing poets. No one
would better describe the moment of immi-
nent writing (for many of us, lasting too
many hours of the day), the quill poised over
the page. And though the subject of reading
was popular with his contemporaries, no
one would make it such an act of intense,
transfiguring absorption as Rembrandt. One
of his old women, usually characterized as
his mother, Neeltgen, but certainly in the
persona of the aged prophetess Anna, who
frequented the Temple around the time of
Christ’s birth “day and night,” is shown by
Rembrandt in a painting in his Leiden manner deep in her Scripture. Anna
mattered to Rubens, too. He had included her in the scene on the side panel
of The Descent from the Cross together with the high priest Simeon, for she
too had recognized the infant Jesus as the Savior. But for Rubens, Anna’s
source of light is of course the body of Christ. For Rembrandt’s Anna, the
radiance lies on the glowing page.

i Priming

On May 16, 1620, the name “Rembrandus Hermanni Ley-
densis” (RHL, as he was to sign some of his early paintings) was inscribed
in the register of Leiden University. He was certified as fourteen years old
and still living with his parents, a student of literature. A good deal of trou-
ble has been taken to find reasons why he should have enrolled and then
departed so abruptly. His father, Harmen, had suffered an injury that pre-
vented him not only from working but from doing his bit, as required, for
the local militia, the schutterij. He had paid a small fee for his exemption,
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but this would have been waived when one of the sons could take his place.
Alas, around 1620-21, the oldest son, Gerrit, also had some sort of “muti-
lation” in the evidently perilous occupation of barley-milling. But before
the brightest of the brood needed to be called on to serve, there were at least
three other brothers—Adriaen, Willem, and Cornelis—who could have
taken their place in the schutter ranks. So it seems hardly necessary to
explain Rembrandt’s enrollment at the university as a draft-dodging ploy.™

The explanation for both his presence and his subsequent absence at
the academy is probably more banal. Erasmus of Rotterdam had pre-
scribed a three-part education for the young and male—seven years of play,
seven of Latin school, and seven of college—and Rembrandt almost auto-
matically would have embarked on the last of these septennial terms. But
he was an early dropout. Jan Orlers’s 1641 account relates that “he had no
desire or inclination” to study at the university, and that “his only natural
inclination was for painting and drawing, so that his parents were com-
pelled to take their son out of the School and following his own wishes to
apprentice him with a Painter where he might learn the foundation and
principles [of art].”"” However tempting it might be to imagine Rembrandt
sampling a lecture or two from the professors on the Rapenburg and expe-
riencing an acute urge to be somewhere else, we have no real idea whether
he took classes at Leiden University or how long he remained there. No one
was taking attendance in 1620, and although Rembrandt spent three years
with his first master, Jacob Isaacsz. van Swanenburg, followed sometime
late in 1623 by a six-month study period in the studio of Pieter Lastman in
Amsterdam, there seems no reason to assume that he. might not, for a short
time, have been both student and apprentice painter.

The possibility that Orlers was right, that Rembrandt was indeed pos-
sessed by an overwhelming desire to be an artist, has seemed too much of a
sentimental fallacy to be allowed to remain unquestioned. But of course the
annals of Renaissance painting and Karel van Mander’s lives of Netherlan-
dish and German artists are full of examples of painters driven by their
enthousiasma. A trope can also be a truth. So it’s not necessarily anachro-
nistic to imagine Rembrandt following a similar impulse. In any event,
becoming apprenticed in Leiden did not preclude the possibility of develop-
ing other occupations, either then or later. David Bailly, the son of a Flem-
ish immigrant family (though born in Leiden himself), was, in addition to
being an accomplished still-life and portrait painter, a teacher of fine callig-
raphy and fencing! He in his turn had been taught by Adriaen Janszoon
van den Burgh, whose double life as both surgeon and painter (handy for
battle and martyrdom scenes) was evidently no obstacle to his making a
good match with the sister of another distinguished and successful artist,
Jacques de Gheyn Il. Bartholomeus Dolendo was a goldsmith who made
die-stamps and seals, as well as an artist and engraver, and we have already
encountered the example of Pieter van Veen, Otto’s brother, who was both
painter and advocate.

Calvinist Leiden was, above all else, a temple of the Word, vet it could
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still offer a good career to the makers of images. The city’s churches, like
the Pieterskerk, were already bare of paintings and had been provided with
the black and gold written version of the Decalogue that can still be seen
there. But the visual culture of the town, and the attachment of its citizens
to it, was too strong to allow another obliteration along the lines of 1566.
The greatest of all men bearing the name of the town had been a master
painter, Lucas van Leyden, the child wonder who at the age of nine had
already produced marvels like the engraving of Mubammad and the Monk
Sergius. Karel van Mander’s pantheon of painters, the Schilder-boeck, had
devoted more space (seven pages) to Lucas than to any other artist; and
Rembrandt, like any child growing up in Leiden, would have known the
great events in his life, like the meeting with Albrecht Diirer in 1521, much
as a young Florentine would have been familiar with the life of Michelan-
gelo. When he went to see Lucas’s great Last Judgement hanging in the
Town Hall, he would have been reminded of the history by which it was
saved for his hometown. In 1602 Count Simon von Lippe, agent and art
procurer for the Emperor Rudolf II, had made inquiries as to whether there
was any chance of buying the triptych. The Stadholder Maurice, eager to
do something that might divide the Spanish from the central European
Habsburgs and aware of Rudolf’s passion for collecting Netherlandish
paintings and painters, saw another of those diplomatic openings through
art. Maurice leaned on the local patricians and they leaned on the council
to agree to the sale. But Goltzius and Karel van Mander, though settled in
Haarlem, not Leiden, took it on themselves to mount a local campaign
against letting the local masterpiece escape, doubtless making strong
appeals to civic pride, history, and conscience. The campaign worked, and
Lucas’s triptych remained in the burgemeesters’ chamber, from which no
one, even at the height of the Counter-Remonstrant ascendancy, dared
suggest its removal.*®

Even if there was a brief hiatus in new commissions for religious his-
tory paintings around 1619-20, when the Calvinist polemics against idola-
try were at their fiercest, inventories of deceased citizens (from small
tradesmen to professors and lawyers) suggest that about a third of all
paintings owned in Leiden during the first third of the seventeenth century
still belonged to this genre. Each Testament had its favored and endlessly
repeated episodes: the Sacrifice of Isaac, Lot and his Daughters, Judith and
Holofernes, David, Moses, and Elijah, from the Old Testament; the Natv-
ity, the Supper at Emmaus (good for kitchens), the parables of the Good
Samaritan and the Prodigal Son (a choice of profane or penitential),
from the New.*' Those same inventories hardly suggest a culture which
had suddenly turned hostile to painting, notwithstanding the Counter-
Remonstrant ascendancy. There was even a type of domestic surrogate
“altarpiece,” known as a kasgen, small enough to stand on a table or buf-
fet. One art-loving widow, Machtelt Paets van Santhoven, advertised her
piety by displaying eight of these Bible paintings in a single room.** Even
Jan Orlers, who was certainly on the more Calvinist side of the patriciate,
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owned not just a Temptation of St. Anthony and a Moses Striking the Rock
for Water but een schoon Maryenbeelt, “a beautiful picture of Mary”!*

Impeccable Calvinists were not averse to sitting for their portraits,
doubtless in properly forbidding black and white dress, and the city’s most
famous specialist, Joris van Schooten, was ready to oblige them. No self-
respecting rector of the university, warden of the city orphanage, or militia
colonel could pass up the chance to be immortalized in the full dignity and
solemnity of his rank. Apart from formal portraits, many of Leiden’s most
important institutions also wanted visual documents of their activities,
whether in the form of paintings supplied by Isaac Claesz. van Swanen-
burg of the wool manufacturers, or prints executed by Jan van der Woudt
of the fencing room, anatomy theater, and botanical garden of the univer-
sity. While still-life paintings would seem to be the epitome of what the
preachers denounced as “idleness,” the addition of images of transience
like a skull or a smoking pipe (as in “For my days are consumed like
smoke”) to an array of glittering objects made moralists of materialists
and protected both painter and patron from accusations of pandering to
“idolatry.”**

The Calvinist revolution in Holland did not canse the marked change
to stripped-down, monochromatic compositions in both still-life and land-
scape painting. But the new gray-brown-green, sketchy, swiftly delivered
manner practiced in Leiden by Jan van Goyen was certainly in keeping with
the emphasis on sobriety and native virtue that marked literature as well as
art in the early years of the renewed war with Spain. If there was to be art,
it had better not be gaudy. The switch from woodland groves running with
game, or languid, vaguely Latin scenery, painted by Flemish artists, many
of them, like Paul Brill, Coninxloo, and Roelant Savery, favored by foreign
courts, to fishermen hanging their nets beside drooping willows, or riders
travelling rutted tracks beneath a wer and steely sky, was more than a sub-
stitution of a local for a fancy international style. It was also a replacement
of a flamboyantly poetic manner with an unapologetically prosaic one; a
coming down to earth. And the Leiden inventories nonetheless reveal that
the older, “earthy™ genres were still tlourishing alongside newer ones. Par-
lors and kitchens still had genre paintings of the “five senses™: peasant inn
scenes; allegories of the fat and the lean kitchens; warnings (ambiguous) on
the excesses of drink and (less ambiguous) gold; and scenes from the
upside-down world of the Land of Cockaigne (Luilekkerland), where fowl
flew through the air ready-trussed and houses were roofed in sweetmeat
pies. These kinds of productions were swiftly done and cheaply sold,
thought of, one suspects, as interior decoration, like ceramic tiles, rather
than as Art. Some of Rembrandt’s earliest efforts at painting were true
genre pictures, like the eveglass vendor in The Sense of Sight, earthy little
products with a strong Flemish accent, the kind of thing one might have
expected to find in a tavern as much as in a parlor.

So when the teenage Rembrandt asked his father, the wounded miller, if
he might, perhaps, drop out of college and take up with a painter instead,
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he was not indulging in some sort of protobohemian
act of defiance. He was opting for business. For pious,
learned, partially sobered-up Leiden was packed with
pictures. They decorated the houses of magistrates and
innkeepers, bakers and builders, the mean and the
mighty, and all in incredible profusion. For the more
modest householders, paintings were actually a
cheaper way of covering bare and often damp plaster
walls than either tapestry or stamped leather wall
hangings. So it should not be surprising to find the
plumber and roof slater Cornelis van Couwhoorn, who
was living in a fairly humble quarter of the city, leaving
26 paintings in his estate when he died. A confectioner
owned 20, and a little further up the social scale a
hosiery dyer, Tobias Moeyaert, had 64 paintings in his
house when he died! At the top end of patronage, the
professor of medicine Francois du Bois Sylvius, a regu-
lar Maecenas of Leiden, who lived at Rapenburg 31,
had no fewer than 173 pictures in his house. The most
valuable and sought-after masterworks were, of
course, concentrated among the thirteen exceptionally wealthy “art lovers”
mentioned in van Mander’s Schilder-boeck, like the merchant and officer of
a pawn-bank Bartholomeus Ferreris, who owned the great gold-drenched
Danaé by Hendrick Goltzius as well as works by Lucas van Leyden,
Quentin Metsys, and Pieter Bruegel the Elder.> The paintings (as well as
drawings and prints) could be bought at booksellers, where they often
shared space with the classical volumes and Bibles whose stories they
depicted; at stalls set up in the Town Hall; or at the twice-yearly vrijmarkt,
the fair that set up its booths in the middle of the city. There were the auc-
tions, of course, virtually every week, where the estates of the defunct and
the bankrupt could be picked over for bargains. And in the early decades
of the seventeenth century, lotteries, held frequently to benefit charitable
institutions, also began to feature paintings, as well as precious plate and
tapestries, among their lists of desirable prizes.*

Who were the artists? If you visited the grand house of Matthias van
Overbeke at Rapenburg 56-57 in 1628, you would have found a collection
that would not have disgraced the Antwerp kunstliefhebbers: the Flemings
Rubens, Coninxloo, Roelant Savery, and Sebastian Vrancx, but also local
talent like David Bailly, the seascapist Porcellis, and the great landscapist
and “merry company” painter Esaias van de Velde. But there seems to have
been a genuine desire even among quite sophisticated collectors like Jan
Orlers to favor local talent, such as Bailly, Pieter de Neyn, Aernout Elsevier,
Coenraad van Schilperoort, and both Dirck and Jan Lievens, as well as
works by van Goyen that could be described either as “pure landscapes™ or
as “history landscapes,” like a Hannibal Crossing the Alps or a Beach
Scene with St. Peter. And among his fifty-odd paintings there were also two
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described as a “Naples market™ and a roverij, a “sorcery.” These last could
only have come from one peculiar hand: Jacob Isaacsz. van Swanenburg.
And it was to this unlikely sorcerer’s cell that the fourteen-year-old Rem-
brandt went to learn abour grinding and priming and dead coloring.

Just a few years earlier, an apprenticeship with a van Swanenburg
would have made perfect sense as a short route to both artistic and social
success in Leiden. The patriarch of the clan, Isaac Claesz., was the domi-
nant painter of the post-siege generation, the closest thing Leiden had to an
official civic artist, very much the kind of position held by his teacher, Frans
Floris, in Antwerp before 1566. His apprenticeship there taught him the
requirements of public versatility. To be a real presence, it was necessary
not only to paint but to design an entire urban decor. And this Isaac Claesz.
did with gusto, producing work that was turned into tapestries, seals, win-
dows, and engravings. He could do the pompous and he could do the
picayune. It was “Isaac Nicolay” (as he liked to be called) to whom the
cloth guilds turned when they wanted both allegorical celebrations and
accurate depictions of wool carding, combing, and weaving to decorate the
Saaihal, the Serge Hall. But it was also Isaac Nicolay to whom the city
councils in Delft as well as Leiden turned for their respective commemora-
tive stained-glass windows in the St. Janskerk at Gouda: the former depict-
ing the siege and relief (including a memorably beautiful portrait of
William the Silent); the latter an obviously analogous version of the siege of
Samaria.*” But van Swanenburg was more than a painter; he was an oli-
garch, one of “the Forty” who ruled the city; thirteen times a schepen, five
times a burgomaster, and all the time a senior officer of the militia. So like
Rubens, he could claim to have lived the Ciceronian life: both active and
contemplative. In 1568 he had painted his self-portrait in which he
appears, in the Flemish style, as a dignitary of the palette: in manner and
dress, fit to keep company with the shade of Titian.

No wonder it was to the van Swanenburgs that Rubens turned when he
sought a Dutch engraver who would be less a printing drudge than a
humanist collaborator. And his choice, the youngest of Isaac’s three boys,
Willem, looked fair to follow his father’s fame in both public as well as
artistic life, since he was already an ensign in a city militia company, often
the first step to promotion through the patrician ranks. But Willem had died
in August 1612, and his father followed him two vears later. And by the
time Rembrandt was looking for a master in 1620, the fortunes of the van
Swanenburgs had drastically changed. Some of them were still Catholics;
more were Remonstrants; none were on the side of the zealously Calvinist
Counter-Remonstrants. Though their houses and fortune remained reason-
ably intact, their power and influence was gone. But there were still two van
Swanenburgs left, Jacob Isaacsz. and Claesz., both mere shadows of their
father in terms of reputation, but still a presence in the city. As the oldest
brother and conceivably once seen as the most promising, Jacob Isaacsz.
had been sent on the Italian tour, an indication that he showed potential for
serious history painting. In fact, he could well have been in Rome in 1605
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when the Rubens brothers were living on the Via della Croce. And since the
Flemish-Dutch community was such a tight little group, it’s not at all
improbable that Jacob Isaacsz., Peter Paul, and Philip shared a table
together. Unlike Rubens, though, Jacob Isaacsz.’s enthusiasm for Italy did
not stop at ancient stone and parchment. He travelled further south, to
Naples, then an outpost of Spanish power, and married a local woman,
Margarita Cardona, reatfirming his Catholicism for the ritual. And perhaps
it was the slightly embalmed quality of Naples, its sulfurous fascination
with fire, death, and the underworld, that tempted Jacob into places a nice
voung patrician from Leiden probably ought not to have gone. He began
painting phantasmagoria: elaborately detailed scenes of hell and witchcraft
crawling with monsters and abominations, nasty things about to hatch,
reptiles in flight, sinners skewered and broiled, the usual stuff. To judge
from the few surviving examples of his work, these were the sort of thing
that had become a slightly dated commonplace in printed versions of Bosch
and Pieter Bruegel. But in superstitious Naples, with its unrivalled comple-
ment of tormented holy men, Jacob’s phantoms and wizards must have
seemed a little too enthusiastically depicted for his own, or the Church’s,
good, and he was duly called before the Inquisition for having painted a
Witches” Sabbath. Not only that, but he had the temerity to sell it from his
own booth on the premises of a church, the Santa Maria della Carita.*®

No transcript of his interrogation survives. But the proceedings could
not have gone well, as Jacob decided to leave Naples and return to Leiden,
presumably in some haste since he initially left his Neapolitan wife behind.
It was 1617. His father and vounger brother were dead, and he found him-
self a Catholic in one of the angriest Calvinist cities in Holland. But reset-
tled amidst the bulrushes and hanging clouds of the Rijnland, Jacob seems
to have realized that he could actually trade, in a modest way, on his exoti-
cism. So he continued to turn out both decorative townscapes and market
scenes of Naples and, to service the market for black fantasies, his “ghost”
pieces, his orgiastic sabbaths and gaping mouths of hell. The latter were
what we would call novelty acts, and they may not have been quite as bad
as theyv sound. As a chapter in the early history of the horror comic, they
even had their entertaining moments. A surviving painting (although badly
damaged and extensively repainted) is said to depict the passage from the
sixth book of the Aeneid where the Cumaean Sibyl shows Aeneas the
underworld from the lid of what looks like an ale pot. Immediately below,
a demonic menagerie of gaping snouts and sharp-fanged maws gets ready
for feeding time as lines of naked sinners are driven to the fiery pit, white
and squirming, like pailfuls of fish bait.

Could Rembrandrt have possibly spent three years learning this stuff?
Or imitating the inspidly scenic little street and market scenes that were
Jacob Isaacsz.’s other line? It would have been enough, surely, to drive him
right back to the lecture hall. His own earliest work shows no more sign of
van Swanenburg’s influence than Rubens’s bears the mark of Adam van
Noort or Tobias Verhaecht. It’s likely that, as young as he was, Rembrandt




must have thought Jacob Isaacsz.’s demon-infested obsessions an eccentric
throwback to much older Netherlandish visions of the apocalypse. But if
neither van Swanenburg’s matter nor his manner seems to have made any
impression on Rembrandt, the apprentice could not help picking up the
“fundamentals and principles” of his craft simply by being in a studio and
being obliged to carry out the routine drudgeries a master expected, and
which were, in fact, a precondition of learning the more serious arts of
composition.

So the novice Rembrandt Harmenszoon would have done the chores.
He would have learned how to plane down the knots and bumps in a virgin
panel; how to mix primer from lead white, chalk, and thin glue; how to
produce the subtly different tints of “dead coloring,” some brown, some
gray, that would supply the tonal platform on which he would build his
glowing layers of paint. He would have become expert in fingering the fine
tail hair of squirrel and sable and the coarser hair taken from the ears of
oxen or the backs of badgers and formed into flattish rectangles and tied to
the wooden brush shaft with cord or thrust through a goose quill.** Some-
times he might have supposed himself to be apprenticed to an apothecary
rather than an artist. It may have been possible in Rembrandt’s day to buy
slabs or chunks of dried and cleansed pigment which required only that
they be ground down and suspended in the strong, meaty-smelling linseed
oil to be ready for use. But the preparation of the basic pigments—lamp-
black, lead white, vermilion, smalt, and verdigris—was such simplicity that
a workaday artist like van Swanenburg would have assigned the job to his
apprentice.

Jacob Isaacsz. van
Swanenburg, Hell Scene,
1620s. Panel,

93.5 x 124 Cm.

Leiden, Stedelijk
Museum De Lakenhal
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It’s good to think of Rembrandt, for whom the physical texture of paint
was to be a lifelong obsession, inhaling his art, feeding it through his senses,
absorbing the astringent odor of vinegar as it reacted with the strips and
pretzel-shaped “buckles” of lead, yielding up the fine white powder basic to
any kind of painting in the seventeenth century. If he was very unlucky, he
might have had to refresh the piles of horse manure which generated the
carboniferous heat needed to complete that reaction. Snow-white paint
from steaming dung: another miracle of the painter’s alchemy. Blacks were
easier to come by. No one, thank God, robbed graves anymore for charring -
skeletons to make “bone black.” Lampblack was gotten just by burning
pitch or tar to create an obstinately oily soot. Smalt, the cheaper (but more
unstable) alternative blue to costly lapis-lazuli-derived ultramarine, was
just pulverized potassium glass to which cobalt had been added for color.
And verdigris, that intense green that if made properly could be as deep and
beautiful as any malachite, was nothing more than the brilliant crust that
formed on good Swedish copper when it was brought into contact with an
acetic concentration. The best kind of acid to produce this reaction was
usually the fermented waste of wine, a dense sludge of mashed pips and
skin. Better good green pigment than bad rotgut liquor. But the most mirac-
ulous, almost alchemical transformation occurred when cinnabar, mixed
with sulfur and heated, produced a dull blackish baked-in lump which was
then pounded underwater, turning an astonishing, brilliant red: the perfect
vermilion. Together with a generous supply of earthen colors—ochers, vel-
low, and red—this was all the seventeenth-century painter needed for his
basic pigments, though the more adventurous might have sought out masti-
cot (lead-tin vellow), indigo, or the intense red cochineal that exuded from
the crushed remains of female Mexican shield lice.

Aside from the aroma and the hues of paint, there was the marvellously
protean quality of its texture to explore. Depending on the density of the
medium (linseed, walnut, poppy oil), the paint might run as thin as a
stream or as thick as a soup, a creamy weight on the bristles. Left awhile in
sunlight, a pond of paint would soon coagulate into a multitude of forms:
skins and crusts, clots, curds, and puddles; pearls, beads, warts, and pim-
ples. If a curious finger or a pointed brush probed the sticky surface, it left
minute wavelets, standing impudently up from the surface of the panel.
The apprentice would have tested the different resistance of surfaces to the
loaded brush: how, with the right priming, badger bristles could be made to
slide glossily over the face of the panel or work pastily against the threads
of a canvas warp. Drawing, the “nurse of art,” as van Mander had called
it, had its own changeable tempers to explore and respect. Red chalk was
supposed to provoke gallant impulses, while pen and ink asked for more
considered designs. But Rembrandt’s economically suggestive hand would
conjure a whole world of sky and water with three strokes of a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>