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Rembrandt. The very name of this legendary artist has come to 
signify excellence. Calling something a Rembrandt means that it is a 
masterpiece—the ultimate that can be achieved. 

But what about the man himself? Learn his unfortunate story—how 
he gained overwhelming commercial acceptance at an early age, only 
to have it slip away and never return. (Ironically, artworks of his that 
are now considered masterpieces were first met with indifference.) His 
personal life was tragic: his wife died at an early age, and nearly all of his 
children died in infancy. In his desperate later years, he was hounded 
by financial problems.

Yet, despite all his troubles, the flame of genius never died inside 
him. Rembrandt, master of light, continued to be a master artist. RembrandtRembrandt
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The Masterpiece

Chapter

one
1

The artist stood before the canvas, a paintbrush in his fingers and concentration 
deeply etched on his brow. Occasionally he wet the brush with fresh paint, 
stepped forward, and made a few strokes on the canvas. Then he stepped 
back and stared at the picture. He was studying the artwork in front of him, 
but try as he might, he could not prevent other images from entering his 
mind. They were not happy ones. 

One day this man, Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn, would be 
recognized as one of the world’s best artists of all time. His skill would be so 
highly regarded that his name would become synonymous with the pinnacle 
of a profession—in other words, a person could be “the Rembrandt” of 
one’s trade.

That day in 1642, however, Rembrandt was a respected artist in the city 
of Amsterdam, but he was not considered the greatest in history. He had 
made his name painting portraits of prosperous Dutch citizens, for this was 
the country’s Golden Age. The Netherlands was one of the richest and most 
powerful countries in the world, and one way the citizens displayed this 
wealth was by having their portraits painted. It is possible that today we 
know more about their appearance and their society than that of any other 
people in history before the camera was invented.1 

As Rembrandt stood at his easel, he was working on a type of artwork 
that the Dutch had uniquely conceived—the group portrait.2 This was a 
painting of a group of people, such as a company of soldiers or a body of 
government leaders, who commissioned an artist to paint them. Each person 
in the painting paid a portion of the artist’s fee. Each expected to be 
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CHAPTER 1

prominently featured. Usually the final product looked as if all the people 
were posing, because the artist tried to make everyone look important. This 
made it hard to inject any sense of realism into the work. Such group portraits 
as The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Sebastiaen Egbertsz by Amsterdam artist 
Thomas de Keyser were stiff, formal, and posed, despite de Keyser’s best 
efforts. 

When he was younger, Rembrandt had broken that mold and scored a 
major success in group portraits. Soon after he came to Amsterdam he had 
produced the electrifying The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, a 
masterful work that shows all of the characters in nervous motion. The huge 
painting is so realistic, it seems some of the people in it are about to come to 
life and speak. Rembrandt was only twenty-six when he painted it.

Now the older Rembrandt toiled on a new group portrait. As he painted 
it would be understandable if he had reflected on his early years. Back then 
he had been a youth newly arrived in Amsterdam, and Dr. Tulp had acted 
like a calling card, announcing this brilliant new artist. Soon after that he had 
met and married the lovely Saskia. How happy the two of them had been in 
their first years of marriage! He had painted his wife in a variety of beautiful 
costumes and poses. Once he had painted the two of them at a banquet, he 
holding a glass of beer aloft with a broad smile on his face, and she sitting 
coyly on his lap. They were young, happy, prosperous, and carefree. 

All too soon Saskia had begun a long decline due to illness. Then came 
their infant children, dead just months after birth. Never careful with money, 
Rembrandt had spent, spent, and spent some more. His finances had steadily 
eroded. 

Within the past few years had come the heaviest blows of all. First his 
mother, then his beloved Saskia, had died. The large house Rembrandt had 
bought for his wife must have seemed empty and quiet. 

Sometimes out of intense personal pain, a great artist can rise up and 
create something extraordinary, and that is exactly what Rembrandt was 
accomplishing. The group portrait he was creating, now popularly known as 
The Night Watch but originally titled The Company of Captain Frans Banning 
Cocq and Lieutenant Willem van Ruytenburgh, is considered his 
masterpiece. 
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The masterpiece

The Company of Captain Frans Banning Cocq and Lieutenant Willem van 
Ruytenburgh is considered by many to be Rembrandt’s masterpiece. The popular 
title The Night Watch was given to it in later years, after too much varnish was 
placed on it in an effort to protect it. The varnish darkened it instead.
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CHAPTER 1

The painting depicts an Amsterdam militia company. By the 1640s, militia 
companies were no longer required to defend Amsterdam, and had become 
mere social groups.3 Instead of showing the men sitting at a table or standing 
stiffly at attention, Rembrandt charged the scene with action. The portrait 
shows a group that does not seem quite ready to march into battle. In the 
center the captain and lieutenant are starting off, but in the background other 
members of the company look confused and uncertain of how to proceed. 
Some are raising weapons, others are examining or loading muskets, and 
others beat drums or unfurl flags. 

The confusion of the scene is further emphasized by the figures that are 
shown trapped in the midst of this sudden action. In the corner a dog barks 
at a drummer, while in the center is a worried-looking young girl in a white 
dress (does she resemble Saskia?4) with a bird tied to her belt. She has 
apparently wandered into a scene that has sprung to terrifying life around 
her. 

What makes the painting more than just a realistic view of men playing 
soldiers is the brilliant use of light—a Rembrandt trademark. Not only does 
he use light to emphasize certain characters in the painting, but he also uses 
it to balance the portrait. The little girl in the white dress, for instance, helps 
to counterbalance one of the figures in a yellow uniform, who otherwise 
would dominate the painting. Some figures are lit more than others, but while 
the eye is initially drawn to the lighter figures, it eventually seeks out those 
who are dimmer.

There is more—much more—to the painting, but for the above reasons 
alone, it stands out as a masterwork. Yet the painting was not well received 
when it first appeared. According to Samuel van Hoogstraten, a student of 
Rembrandt’s at the time: “Many people were of the opinion that, instead of 
presenting a series of individual portraits which he had been commissioned 
to do, the artist took his own wishes too much into consideration.”5

Was The Night Watch a dismal failure that began the decline of the great 
artist’s career? That has been debated. What is clear is that Rembrandt’s 
decline was painful and tragic.
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