
GENDER ROLES and RELATIONSHIPS: 
BAROQUE ART: 

(Art of Rubens and Rembrandt) 



BAROQUE ART: RUBENS and REMBRANDT 

 

Online Links: 

 
Peter Paul Rubens – Wikipedia 

 

Rubens' Elevation of the Cross - Smarthistory 

 

Rubens' Rape of the Daughters of Leucippus – Smarthistory 

 

Presentation of the Portrait of Marie de Medici – Smarthistory 

 

Arrival of Marie de' Medici at Marseilles - Smarthistory 

 

Rembrandt – Wikipedia 

 

Self-Portrait with Saskia - Smarthistory 

 

Rembrandt's Bathsheba at her Bath – Smarthistory 

 

Rembrandt's Self Portrait – Smarthistory 

 

Power of Art (Rembrandt) - YouTube 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Paul_Rubens
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Paul_Rubens
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Paul_Rubens
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Paul_Rubens
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/baroque-flanders.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/baroque-flanders.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/baroque-flanders.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/baroque-flanders.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/peter-paul-rubens-the-rape-of-the-daughters-of-leucippus.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/peter-paul-rubens-the-rape-of-the-daughters-of-leucippus.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/peter-paul-rubens-the-rape-of-the-daughters-of-leucippus.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/peter-paul-rubens-the-rape-of-the-daughters-of-leucippus.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rubens-the-presentation-of-the-portrait-of-marie-de-medici.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rubens-the-presentation-of-the-portrait-of-marie-de-medici.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rubens-the-presentation-of-the-portrait-of-marie-de-medici.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rubens-the-presentation-of-the-portrait-of-marie-de-medici.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/arrival-of-marie-de-medici-at-marseilles-medici-cycle.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/arrival-of-marie-de-medici-at-marseilles-medici-cycle.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/arrival-of-marie-de-medici-at-marseilles-medici-cycle.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/arrival-of-marie-de-medici-at-marseilles-medici-cycle.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rembrandt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rembrandt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rembrandt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rembrandt
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-with-saskia.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-with-saskia.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-with-saskia.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-with-saskia.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-with-saskia.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-with-saskia.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-bathsheba-at-her-bath.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-bathsheba-at-her-bath.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-bathsheba-at-her-bath.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-bathsheba-at-her-bath.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-1659.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-1659.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-1659.html
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/rembrandts-self-portrait-1659.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gZ8Wdo4LCHM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gZ8Wdo4LCHM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gZ8Wdo4LCHM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gZ8Wdo4LCHM


Right: Peter Paul Rubens. The Artist 

and his Wife in a Honeysuckle 

Bower, c. 1609, oil on canvas 

 

Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640), 

whose painting has become 

synonymous with Flemish Baroque, 

was born in Germany, where his 

father, a Protestant, had fled from 

his native Antwerp to escape 

religious persecution.   

 

In 1587, after her husband’s death, 

Rubens’s mother and her children 

returned to Antwerp and to 

Catholicism.  After a youth spent in 

poverty, Rubens decided in his late 

teens to become an artist. He was 

accepted into the Antwerp painters’ 

guild at age twenty-one, a testament 

to his energy, intelligence, and 

determination. 



Peter Paul Rubens. 

Samson and Delilah, c. 

1609, oil on canvas 

 

In 1608 Rubens hastily 

returned home to Antwerp 

after an absence of eight 

years in Italy, in a vain 

attempt to reach the 

bedside of his dying 

mother.  His arrival in the 

city virtually coincided 

with the truce between 

Spanish Flanders and the 

Dutch United Provinces, 

and he was quickly 

appointed official painter 

to the Regents of the 

Southern Netherlands, the 

Archduke Albert and the 

Archduchess Isabella, with 

leave to remain domiciled 

in Antwerp. 



One of his closest friends 

and patrons at the time was 

the wealthy and influential 

alderman Nicolaas Rockocx, 

for whom Rubens painted 

Samson and Delilah to 

hang in a prominent 

position over the 

mantelpiece of his “great 

saloon” in Antwerp.  

 

The story of Samson’s fatal 

passion for Delilah is told in 

the Old Testament.  Bribed 

by his Philistine enemies, 

She cozens Samson into 

revealing the source of his 

supernatural strength: his 

uncut hair.  As he lies 

asleep in her lap during a 

night of love, she calls in a 

barber to cut off the seven 

locks of his head. 



Rubens has introduced an 

old woman, who is not 

mentioned in the Bible, to 

act as a counterfoil- her 

ugliness and treacherous 

intensity heighten the 

younger woman’s beauty 

and suggest that she may be 

youthfully ignorant of the 

fate she is bringing upon 

her lover.  

 

Cheeks flushed with 

physical pleasure, Delilah 

reclines languidly.  The tilt 

of her head echoes the 

statue of Venus above.  Her 

smooth, fresh skin presents 

a striking contrast to that of 

the old woman. 



Rubens’s first major commission in Antwerp was a large canvas triptych for the main 

altar of the Church of Saint Walpurga, The Raising of the Cross, painted in 1609-10.  

Unlike earlier triptychs, where the side panels contained related but independent 

images, the wings here extend the action of the central scene and surrounding 

landscape across the vertical framing. 



The Raising of the Cross, the 

first major altarpiece Rubens 

painted after his return to 

Antwerp, shows how much he 

was indebted to Italian art.  The 

muscular figures, modeled to 

show their physical power and 

passionate feeling, recall those 

of the Sistine ceiling and the 

Farnese Gallery, while the 

lighting suggests Caravaggio’s.   

 

The panel nevertheless owes 

much of its success to Rubens’ 

ability to combine Italian 

influences with Netherlandish 

ideas, which he updated in the 

process. The painting is more 

heroic in scale and conception 

than any previous Northern 

work, yet it is unthinkable 

without Rogier van der 

Weyden’s Descent from the 

Cross.  



Like Jan van Eyck, he was valued at 

court not only as an artist but also 

as an adviser and emissary.  

Diplomatic errands gave him entrée 

to the royal households of the major 

powers, where he received 

commissions.   

 

Aided by a growing number of 

assistants, he was also free to carry 

out a huge volume of work for the 

city of Antwerp, for the Church, and 

for private patrons. 



Peter Paul Rubens. Garden of Love, c. 1632-4, oil on canvas 



Peter Paul Rubens married his second wife, Helene Fourment, in 1630.  He was a 53-

year-old widower, his wife a mere sixteen-year-old.  Although the age difference would 

have been considered more than unusual even in those days, it was hardly a matter to 

worry Rubens: he was a man in his prime, a respected wealthy gentleman, a painter at 

the height of his fame and fortune. 

 

The painting, now in the Prado at Madrid and known as the Garden of Love, was 

executed shortly after the wedding. Unlike most of his work, it was not done for a 

wealthy patron, but for himself. 



The three women seated at the center of the painting represent different kinds of love: 

ecstatic love, companionship, and motherly love.  The figure of maternal love with the 

cherub on her lap is drawing the young woman down to her.   

 

This interpretation of the painting is supported by the suggestive objects brought by 

the little Cupids.  Accompanied by turtledoves, the symbol of conjugal love, they hold 

up the torch of Hymen, the god of marriage, strew bridal bouquets and bear the yoke of 

matrimony.  The peacock at the far right of the canvas is an attribute to Juno, the 

patroness of marriage. 



Comparison of the female heads reveals that all of them have the same straight noses, 

very round and slightly protruding eyes and fair hair.  They all resemble the artist’s 

new wife, so that several art historians think that Rubens may have painted her in the 

company of her sisters.  However, the men, all of whom wear moustaches and beards, 

are also similar in looks.  They resemble the artist himself.   

 

In painting the picture he probably was thinking of his wife and himself.  On the other 

hand, a self-portrait painted not long afterwards shows that Rubens already looked 

much older at the time.  He has rejuvenated for the Love Garden, adapting his age to 

that of his young wife, or showing himself as his new marriage made him feel. 



House of Peter Paul Rubens in Antwerp 









Peter Paul Rubens. Helena Fourment in a Fur 

Wrap or Het Pelsken, c. 1630s, oil on panel 

 

The artist’s second marriage to Helene Fourment 

was as happy as Rubens’s first. He was to father 

five children in the ten years left to him, the last 

born after his death.  Helene became a rich widow; 

she married again, too. 



Peter Paul Rubens. Henri IV Receives the Portrait 

of Marie de’Medici, from the Marie de’Medici 

Cycle, 1621-1625, oil on canvas 

 

This canvas is the sixth in a series of twenty-four 

paintings on the life of Marie de Medici 

commissioned by the queen herself from Peter 

Paul Rubens in 1622 to adorn one of the two 

galleries in the Luxembourg Palace, her newly-

built home in Paris. In both scale and subject 

matter, this cycle is unprecedented. Not only is it 

unique in its dedication to the major life events of 

a queen, but it also includes events that were both 

quite recent and quite humiliating. After Henry 

was assassinated in 1610, Marie—acting as regent 

for their young son, Louis XIII—ruled the 

kingdom of France for seven years. The position 

suited her; but many French nobles begrudged her 

power. Divisions in the court, including tensions 

with her own son, led to Marie’s exile from the 

Paris in 1617. The commission of the biographical 

cycle marked her reconciliation with Louis and 

her return to the capital city in 1620. It vindicated 

her reign as the queen of France.  



Peter Paul Rubens. Arrival of 

Marie de’ Medici at Marseilles, 

from the Marie de’Medici Cycle, 

1622-1625, oil on canvas 

 

The cycle idealizes and 

allegorizes Marie’s life in light of 

the peace and prosperity she 

brought to the kingdom, not 

through military victories but 

through wisdom, devotion to her 

husband and her adopted 

country, and strategic marriage 

alliances—her own as well as the 

ones she brokered for her 

children. This, at least, is the 

message she wished to convey 

and she worked closely with her 

advisors and Rubens to ensure 

her story was told as she saw 

fit.   



Peter Paul Rubens. Arrival of Marie de’ Medici 

at Marseilles, from the Marie de’ Medici Cycle, 

1622-1625, oil on canvas 

 

This painting, which combines a likeness of 

Marie de’Medici, history, mythology, and 

allegory, depicts Marie’s arrival in Marseilles en 

route to Lyons for her marriage to Henry.  

Arrivals and departures are so often ceremonial, 

and this arrival is excessively so.  It is attended 

by an allegorical representation of Fame 

blowing two trumpets, a huge triumphal arch, 

booming cannon (mostly we see the smoke), 

various sea creatures and deities- Nereids, 

Neptune, Proteus, and a Titon- allegorized 

representatives of the town of Marseilles and 

the area of the Provence, and a completely 

superfluous Knight of Malta (the man in black 

with a red cross on his chest).   

 

By the time this self-congratulatory series of 

paintings was completed, Marie was once again 

in exile, never to return.   



The Presentation of the Portrait forms part of this 

agenda; it is an idealized portrayal of the 

conclusion in April of 1600 of marriage 

negotiations that were two years in the making. 

The painting presents Henry’s bethrothal to Marie 

de Medici as a union ordained by the gods, 

counseled by France, and inspired by Marie’s 

beauty and virtues. In reality, the merits of the 

union were extolled not by a soft-haired, fleshy 

Cupid but by the alliance’s French and Italian 

proponents, one of whom reported that the 

portrait presented by the Florentine negotiators 

“pleased His Majesty exceedingly.”  

 

Henry, for his part, was distracted from the 

negotiations by his new mistress, whom he had 

promised to marry. Nevertheless, he recognized 

the political and financial necessity of the Medici 

marriage. When his advisor announced the 

finalization of the marriage contract, Henry 

exclaimed: "By God, let it be; there is nothing to 

be done about it, because for the good of my 

kingdom and my peoples, you say that I must be 

married, so I simply must be."  



For Henry, a Protestant who had converted to 

Catholicism upon ascending to the throne in 1593, 

a Catholic wife would assuage any concerns about 

his loyalty to the Catholic Church in France. 

Additionally, Marie’s hefty dowry eased Henry’s 

large debt to the Medici, major financial backers 

of his military activities. And, perhaps most 

importantly, Henry was nearing the age of 50 and 

had yet to father an heir, putting France’s future 

stability in danger. A fruitful union with Marie 

was key to this stability. In this matter, the 27-

year old Marie did not disappoint, giving birth to a 

son one year after the wedding, and five 

additional children, four of whom survived to 

adulthood.  

 

Rubens asserts Marie’s successful role as wife and 

mother by establishing a dominant vertical axis 

through the center of the composition from Juno, 

with her exposed, full breasts, through Marie’s 

portrait to the chubby cherub directly below. Of 

all of the figures in the painting, Marie and the 

cherub are the only ones who look out at the 

viewer, pointedly reaffirming the centrality of 

Marie de’ Medici and of her royal progeny to the 

future of France.   



From the heavens above, Jupiter and Juno, the king and queen of the Olympian gods, 

look down with approval, their own hands touching in a tender gesture of marital 

union. Jupiter’s fierce eagle, seen in the top left corner, looks away from the couple 

and clenches its lightening bolts in its talons. In contrast, Juno’s tamed peacock looks 

at the divine couple, while his mate cranes her neck to look at the portrait. A pink silk 

ribbon binds them together.  

 

The peahen perches on Juno’s chariot, directly above a golden relief of Cupid who 

balances a yoke-shaped garland (a symbol of marriage) on his shoulders as he 

playfully dances on the wings of a proud eagle. The message is clear: even the king of 

the gods can be subdued by love. Following Jupiter’s lead, Henry must also turn his 

attention to marriage.  





Behind Henry stands the personification 

of France, wearing a blue silk garment 

embroidered with gold fleur-de-lys (the 

coat of arms of the French monarchy) and 

an elaborate plumed helmet encircled by 

a gold crown.  

 

She gently touches Henry’s shoulder and 

whispers in his ear, assuring him that a 

match with the Medici princess is indeed 

good for the kingdom. France urges 

Henry to turn away from the field of 

battle, the aftermath of which is visible 

in the burning town in the background, 

and attend to hearth and home, for 

domestic matters are no less important to 

the survival of the monarchy than 

military exploits.  

 

Henry obliges; his helmet and shield—

now the playthings of two tender 

cherubs—lie at his feet.   



The theme of peace, which 

runs throughout the cycle, 

was indeed furthered not only 

in France but in Europe by 

the marriage alliances 

brokered by Marie for her 

children: Louis XIII married a 

daughter of the Spanish king, 

her daughter Elisabeth 

married the heir to the 

Spanish throne (the future 

King Philip IV), and her 

daughter Henrietta married 

Charles I of England.  



Top left: Rembrandt van Rijn. Rembrandt and Saskia 

in the Scene of the Prodigal Son in a Tavern, c. 1635, 

oil on canvas 

 

Below left: Rembrandt van Rijn. Rembrandt and his 

wife Saskia, 1636, etching 

 

The Dutch artist Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669) 

married the orphaned daughter of a wealthy lawyer 

and magistrate.  Perhaps her cousin, an art dealer, 

had induced her to sit [for] Rembrandt for a portrait.  

Two sittings sufficed for a proposal.  Saskia brought a 

dowry of forty thousand guilders, which made the 

future bankrupt one of the richest artists in history.  

She became a good wife despite her money.  She bore 

patiently with her mate’s absorbed genius; she sat for 

many pictures, though they revealed her expanding 

form.    



Rembrandt van Rijn. Self-Portrait, 

1630, oil on canvas 

 

Whether painting, etching or drawing, 

Rembrandt, who produced more self-

portraits than any artist before him 

(roughly 75), preferred to show himself 

in a variety of different imagined roles. 

You can see him as a soldier in old-

fashioned armor, a ragged beggar, a 

stylish Renaissance courtier, an 

exotically clad Oriental leader and even 

Saint Paul. 



In his 1636 etching, Self-Portrait with Saskia, 

both he and his wife are shown wearing 

historical clothing. Rembrandt wears a fanciful 

16th-century style plumed beret tilted at a 

jaunty angle and a fur-trimmed overcoat, while 

Saskia wears an old-fashioned veil. Such play-

acting was not unusual for Rembrandt who only 

twice represented himself in the manner that 

was most popular at the time, as a 

contemporary Amsterdam gentleman.   

 

Rembrandt has transformed the traditional 

marriage portrait into something more 

inventive. This etching marks the first time 

that Rembrandt has presented himself as an 

artist at work.  

 

In his left hand he holds a porte-crayon (a two-

ended chalk holder) and appears to have been 

drawing on the sheet of paper before him. By 

identifying himself as a draftsman, Rembrandt 

draws attention to his mastery of what was 

regarded as the most important basic skill of an 

artist.   



Rembrandt van Rijn. The Angel 

Appearing to the Shepherds, 1634, 

etching 

 

Etching is the process of using strong 

acid or mordant to cut into the 

unprotected parts of a metal surface 

to create a design in intaglio in the 

metal (the original process—in 

modern manufacturing other 

chemicals may be used on other types 

of material). As an intaglio method of 

printmaking it is, along with 

engraving, the most important 

technique for old master prints, and 

remains widely used today. 

 

A waxy acid-resist, known as a 

ground, is applied to a metal plate, 

most often copper or zinc but steel 

plate is another medium with 

different qualities. There are two 

common types of ground: hard 

ground and soft ground. 



Engraving is the practice of 

incising a design on to a hard, 

usually flat surface, by cutting 

grooves into it. The result may be 

a decorated object in itself, as 

when silver, gold, steel, or glass 

are engraved, or may provide an 

intaglio printing plate, of copper 

or another metal, for printing 

images on paper as prints or 

illustrations; these images are 

also called engravings. 

 

Engravers use a hardened steel 

tool called a burin to cut the 

design into the surface, most 

traditionally a copper plate. 

Gravers come in a variety of 

shapes and sizes that yield 

different line types. The burin 

produces a unique and 

recognizable quality of line that is 

characterized by its steady, 

deliberate appearance and clean 

edges. 



Rembrandt van Rijn. Hundred Guilder Print, c. 1643-49, etching 



Many artists found etching far more manageable than engraving, and it allowed 

greater freedom in drawing the design.  Prints were a major source of income for 

Rembrandt, and he often reworked the plates so that they could be used to produce a 

new issue or edition.  This print, known as the Hundred Gilder Print, refers to the 

high price this work brought during Rembrandt’s lifetime. Like his other religious 

works, this print is suffused with a deep and abiding piety.   



Typically, Rembrandt used a soft ground that would allow him to “draw” freely on his 

plate (most early etchers used a hard ground), and many of his early etchings have 

the immediacy and spontaneity of a rapid sketch. In fact, most evidence suggests that 

he worked directly on the plate, most likely with a preparatory drawing in front of 

him to serve as a guide.  As with his painted works, he developed a very 

individualized style that clearly set him apart from his contemporaries. His highly 

experimental nature led him to explore the effects of using different types, weights, 

and colors of paper for printing his works.  



Rembrandt van Rijn. The Blinding of Samson, 1636, oil on canvas 



In this painting, the Blinding of Samson, Delilah is a portrait of Rembrandt’s 

wife Saskia. Here, Delilah is shown towering over Samson’s supine body.  The 

dark blade of the soldier in the foreground obscures the intersection of the 

diagonals which structure the composition, the precise location of Samson’s 

invisible genitalia.  More importantly, however, the Book of Judges says that 

Delilah called for a man, causing him to shave off the seven locks that were the 

source of the sleeping man’s strength. Rembrandt, however, has her do the deed 

herself, showing her with the scissors and hair still in her hand.  



Like Samson’s people, the Netherlanders were fighting a national liberation struggle 

against a powerful enemy.  The country had fallen to Spain by inheritance, and Philip II 

had sent the Duke of Alba from Madrid to bind the Netherlandish provinces more closely 

to his empire. Alba’s rule was draconian and vicious, provoking open resistance to his 

authority.  It was not until 1648, however, that the Dutch northern provinces were 

granted independence, so that Rembrandt’s Blinding, executed in 1636, was painted 

against a background of war. 



The Dutch were mostly Calvinist Protestants.  John Calvin’s view of the world was very 

similar to that expressed in the Old Testament: God, the ruler, made his will known 

through the Bible, determining all morality and politics.  Whoever did not obey was, like 

Samson, cruelly punished.  Unlike Luther, the French Reformer did not conceive of God as 

a God of love and mercy, but as a hard-hearted overlord.  Calvin propagated intolerance 

towards those who broke his strict moral code, or disobeyed church rules.  Offenders were 

condemned to death or forced into exile.  The consequences suffered by Samson in this 

painting could easily be interpreted as God’s harsh punishment for his lustful desires. 



Both Jews and Calvinists preached and 

worshipped a harsh God, a strict Lord who 

demanded unquestioning obedience and a 

political system in line with His laws.  Unlike 

the God of the Catholics and Lutherans, he was 

rarely willing to show forgiveness.  The 

Netherlands had embraced the Reformation 

teachings not of Martin Luther, but of the 

unbending John Calvin (seen left).   

 

It is unlikely, even so, that the Old Testament 

would have found its way into painting as often 

as it did, had Calvinism not placed severe 

restrictions upon an artist’s choice of subject.   

 

Calvin did not want paintings to be worshipped; 

his teachings thus forbad works of art depicting 

God, Jesus, Mary or the martyrs of the Catholic 

Church.  And because the Calvinists were the 

dominant influence across the whole country, 

the demand for New Testament subjects was 

small. 



Rembrandt van Rijn. Return of the 

Prodigal Son, c. 1665, oil on canvas 

 

The Calvinist injunctions against 

religious art did not prevent him 

from making a series of religious 

paintings and prints.  These 

images, however, are not the 

opulent, overwhelming art of 

Baroque Italy.   

 

Rather, his art is that of a 

committed Christian who desired to 

interpret biblical narratives in 

human (as opposed to lofty 

theological) terms.  The spiritual 

stillness of Rembrandt’s religious 

paintings is that of inward-turning 

contemplation. 



Tenderly embraced by his forgiving 

father, the son crouches before him 

in weeping contrition, while three 

figures, immersed to varying 

degrees in the soft shadow, directs 

the viewer’s attention by 

illuminating the father and son and 

largely veiling the witnesses.   

 

Its focus is the beautiful, spiritual 

face of the old man; secondarily, it 

touches the contrasting stern face 

of the foremost witness.  

 

Rembrandt’s pictorial method 

involved refining light and shade 

into finer and finer nuances until 

they blended with one another. 



Rembrandt van Rijn. The Archangel 

leaving the Family of Tobias, 1637, oil 

on wood 

 

There can be little doubt that as an 

artist, Rembrandt feared the loss of his 

eyesight.  A sketch of Rembrandt made 

of his father suggests the latter went 

blind toward the end of his life. Even if 

he had not seen members of his own 

family blind, he would have seen blind 

people wherever he went, for eye 

disease was common and medical 

treatment ineffective.   

 

The blind appear in many of 

Rembrandt’s paintings: an aged Homer, 

Jacob blessing his grandson, blind 

violinists, blind beggars, the blind 

hoping to be healed by Jesus.  His most 

frequent use of the motif centers on the 

theme of Tobias and his blind father.  

There are some 50 sketches, etchings 

and paintings of Tobias, most of which, 

though not all, include Tobias’ father. 



Delilah’s gaping eyes see Samson’s 

dead eyes, while the blinding 

brightness of the sky outside – 

nowhere else has Rembrandt painted a 

blue so bright! – is swallowed by the 

almost impenetrable darkness of the 

interior.   

 

The first to paint such stark contrasts 

of light and darkness had been 

Michelangelo da Caravaggio, a manner 

imported to more northerly latitudes 

by Netherlandish artists.   

 

The technique heightened dramatic 

tension, and accentuated important 

details.  In Rembrandt’s work it 

appears also to have symbolized the 

act of looking itself, the power and 

impotence of the human eye. 



 

In 1639, he bought a spacious house 

in the Joden-Breedstraet, a street 

inhabited by well-to-do Jews.  It 

cost him thirteen thousand florins, 

an enormous sum, which he never 

succeeded in paying off.   

 

Probably it was intended to shelter 

not only his family but his pupils, 

his studio, and his growing 

collection of antiquities, curiosities, 

and art.   

 

After paying half the purchase price 

in the first year of occupancy, he let 

the rest remain as a debt, on which 

the unpaid interest rose to a point 

that eventually drove him to 

bankruptcy. 



Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam 







 

Meanwhile his beloved Saskia was 

declining in health. She had borne 

him three children, but each died 

in childhood, and their painful 

birth and tragic end weakened her 

hold on life.   

 

In 1641 she gave birth to a son, 

Titus, who survived; but in 1642 

she passed away. Her will left all 

her possessions to Rembrandt, 

with the proviso that on his 

remarriage the remainder of her 

legacy should be transferred to her 

son.  A year after her death 

Rembrandt painted her from 

loving memory. 



This painting is a life-sized 

depiction of the character 

Danaë from Greek mythology, 

the mother of Perseus. She is 

presumably depicted as 

welcoming Zeus, who 

impregnated her in the form 

of a shower of gold.  

 

Given that this is one of 

Rembrandt's most 

magnificent paintings, it is 

not out of the question that he 

cherished it, but it also may 

have been difficult to sell 

because of its eight-by-ten-

foot size.  

 

Although the artist's wife 

Saskia was the original model 

for Danaë, Rembrandt later 

changed the figure's face to 

that of his mistress Geertje 

Dircx. 

Rembrandt van Rijn. Danaë, 1636, oil on canvas 



Geertje entered Rembrandt's service in around 

1643, as a childless widow. She lived with 

Rembrandt for six years in the Sint 

Antoniesbreestraat and nursed his son Titus, 

during which time Rembrandt fell in love with 

her. He gave her a number of rings that had 

belonged to his deceased wife, Saskia, a 

gesture not much appreciated by Saskia's 

family. A few years later Geertje would expect 

Rembrandt to marry her, but such an 

arrangement would have resulted in the loss of 

Saskia's inheritance.  

 

In May 1649 she and Rembrandt quarreled, 

probably as a consequence of Rembrandt's new 

relationship with his housekeeper Hendrickje 

Stoffels. The couple separated and Rembrandt 

came to an agreement with Geertje that he 

would pay her 160 guilders, plus an annual 

stipend of 60 guilders for the rest of her life, as 

long as she did not change her will which 

named Titus as her heir. She was eventually 

imprisoned after displaying increasingly 

unstable behavior. 



This work is one of Rembrandt’s rare nudes in the 

grand Renaissance tradition of Titian and other 

paintings. The princess Danaë was locked into a bronze 

chamber by her father, because an oracle had foretold 

that she would give birth to his future killer. Inflamed 

with lust for her, Jupiter changed himself into a shower 

of gold and entered her room through a window. 

 

Rembrandt’s rare decision to picture the god as sunlight 

is more plausible, for light passes through glass. It also 

corresponded to a convention he had learned from 

Lastman or the followers of Caravaggio, who habitually 

represented divine presence as bright light. 

 

Although artists had often interpreted Danaë as a 

model of chastity, her Venetian pose and the small 

Cupid suspended above her head emphasize Danaë’s 

delight at the unexpected turn of events. Soon, when 

Jupiter and Danaë will consummate their love, Venus’s 

son may shed his manacles and cease his weeping. The 

gilded Cupid and the bed, ornamented in the 

fashionable “auricular” style, turn Danaë’s bronze 

prison into a sumptuous venue for a tryst. 



Above right: Titian. Danae. C. 1636, oil on canvas 

 

Danaë’s reclining pose, round belly and small breasts are indebted to Titian’s 

paintings of Venus and Danaë, which Rembrandt may have known from the many 

versions by Titian’s followers. 



Rembrandt van Rijn. Portrait of Titus as a Monk,  

1666, oil on canvas 

 

Rembrandt was fifty when disaster came.  He had 

seldom bothered to count his debits and credits; he had 

recklessly bought house and art, even shares in the 

Dutch East India Company; now, as patronage lagged 

far behind maintenance, he found himself hopelessly in 

debt.   

 

In 1656 the Orphans’ Chamber of Amsterdam, to 

protect Titus, transferred the house and grounds to the 

son, though the father was for a while allowed to live 

there.   

 

In July Rembrandt was declared bankrupt.  His 

furniture, paintings, drawings, and collections were sold 

in costly haste (1657-58), but the proceeds fell far short 

of his obligations.  On December 4, 1657, he was evicted.   

 

He moved from one house to another, until at last he 

settled on the Rozengracht, in the Jewish ghetto.  Out of 

the wreck some seven thousand florins were salvaged 

for Titus.  



GENDER ROLES and RELATIONSHIPS: 
BAROQUE ART: 

(Art of Rubens and Rembrandt) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT 

PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your 

research on this painting by 

Peter Paul Rubens, devise a 

question to present to and 

answer for the class. Create 

a five-point rubric in which a 

ten-minute response might 

be formally assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Rubens and Rembrandt, 

devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point 

rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed.  


