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Jewish Brides,  
Rabbis and Sitters in 
Rembrandt’s Prints

R O M A N  G R I G O RY E V

A B S T R A C T

The article sums up the results of studies of Rembrandt’s prints related to Jewish 
themes: portraits, tronies, genre and narrative subjects alike. Particular attention is paid 
to the clothes in which Rembrandt dresses his heroes. The traditional view that he bor-
rowed the costumes of Jews in the streets turns out to be unfounded. He began dressing 
figures in costume that is conventionally called that of Ashkenazi Jews while he was still 
in Leiden, where there were no Jews at the time. The Sephardi Jews with whom Rem-
brandt did have contact will have dressed like other wealthy Amsterdam burghers. The 
clothing he gives to his beggars is more like that of Dutch street figures or older prints 
rather than of poor Amsterdam Ashkenazim.

K E Y W O R D S

Rembrandt, prints, Jews, Ashkenazim, Sephardim, dress, costume

Depictions of Jews as participants in Old and New Testament episodes constantly alter-
nate in Rembrandt’s works with depictions of his own contemporaries. In essence, both 
forms exist in the single realm of Rembrandt’s artistic world, where there was no place 
for the archaeologically precise reproduction of costumes from a given historical era. 
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Rembrandt, whom people are fond of calling a great “realist,” let his personages migrate 
freely from seventeenth-century Holland to first-century Palestine or even the other 
way around.

The artist places a young man wearing seventeenth-century Dutch costume, whom he 
invests with his own facial features, on a square in Jerusalem in the first century CE, 
where Christ has been brought before Pontius Pilate. As far as the record goes, no early 
viewer of the enormous print of Christ Before Pilate1 let that bother them in the least. 
Equally, no one minded that Rembrandt dressed the Roman nobleman Pilate, procu-
rator of the province of Judea, in a long Eastern-style robe, giving him a beard and an 
Oriental turban. None of Rembrandt’s contemporaries were surprised that the artist 
kitted Roman legionnaires out in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Western European 
armor, both in the early Christ Before Pilate (1635–36) and in the late Christ Presented to 
the People: Oblong Plate (1655) (figs. 69 and 70).2

“Direct” reference to the text of Scripture was clearly a matter of highly selective 
choice. (An example of how this operated in the instance of Adam and Eve was dissect-
ed in detail by Christian Tümpel in the catalogue of a 1996 exhibition.3) As has been 
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shown by our predecessors and colleagues—J.L.A.A.M. van Rijckevorsel, Christian 
Tümpel, Thomas Campbell, B.P.J. Broos and Peter van der Coelen, to mention but a 
few—in the great majority of cases Rembrandt was guided not by the biblical text but 
by previous artistic tradition, embodied chiefly in prints.

When it came to markers of Jewishness in dress, Rembrandt indulged in ambiguity 
from the very outset of his career as a printmaker. Take the etching now known as The 
Little Tobit (fig. 71).4 The latest catalogue raisonné of Rembrandt prints, from 2013, puts 
the date of its creation as “circa 1629,” that is, in the latter years of the artist’s Leiden 
period. In the first catalogue of Rembrandt’s etchings, by Edmé-François Gersaint, pub-
lished posthumously in 1751, the work is called Aveugle, vu par le dos (G. 146; Blind Man 
Seen from Behind). The author made no connection between the subject of the print and 
the Book of Tobit, although he did identify the figure as a Jew—“il représente un Vieil-
lard, dans l’habillement d’un Juif ” (it represents an old man, dressed as a Jew). While 
noting all the features that identify the subject as Tobit—(1) an elderly man, (2) blind, 
(3) in ragged clothing, indicative of poverty, (4) moving by touch towards a door—Ger-
saint stopped one step short of the presently accepted interpretation. Ignoring these 
signifiers, he included the print not in the Old Testament section of his catalogue, but 
among the genre pieces.

To produce what one might term an “Old Testament atmosphere” (let us recall how 
highly the artist Philips Angel rated his colleague Rembrandt’s ability to engender the 
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“spirit” of the Old Testament in his pictures),5 in the late 1620s Rembrandt, still living 
in his native Leiden, used a costume like those in which he clad beggars in his prints of 
these years.6

What, we may ask, is the significance of blind Tobit’s tall cap in Rembrandt’s etch-
ing? Where did he take it from? From the costume worn by Ashkenazim that he saw in 
Amsterdam? (In Leiden he would not have seen any Jews in the street. The first doc-
umented presence of Jewish immigrants in Rembrandt’s home city comes from much 
later.) Insofar as Tobit’s clothing was taken from men Rembrandt could see in the street, 
it is more likely to have been worn by impoverished tramps of the kind who wandered 
the roads of the United Provinces. Another no less probable source is in graphic im-
agery, of which Two Beggars by Rembrandt’s older contemporary Jacques Callot (1592–
1635) is often cited.7

In Rembrandt’s 1632 genre print The Rat Catcher,8 the gestures of the main person-
ages—the master of the house and a hawker of rat poison—create the inescapable 
impression that what we are looking at is a slightly disguised parody of Michelangelo’s 
famous Sistine Chapel fresco (1508–12), a play on the motif of two open male hands 
extended towards each other (fig. 72). The coarse humor of the scene, with two live rats 
perching on the peddler’s shoulder and his cage, next to the dangling bodies of their 
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less fortunate fellows, is somewhat obscured by the discrepancy between the costumes 
and what is taking place. Judging by the landscape backdrop, the setting for the print is 
a Dutch village or urban outskirts. The rat catcher and his assistant conform fully to the 
“dress code” for Dutch tramps, strolling musicians and beggars, but the clothing of the 
man with whom they are talking (asking for alms?)—a turban and some loose-fitting 
garment resembling a Roman toga—is entirely out of place for Holland in the seven-
teenth century. This personage would be more suitable for a Gospel or Old Testament 
composition.9

Another Rembrandt print traditionally associated with Jewishness is the so-called 
Great Jewish Bride (fig. 68).10 The absence of any text, apart from the artist’s signature, 
leaves us uncertain as to the subject, which is true of some of Rembrandt’s history 
paintings as well. Consequently, most catalogues of Rembrandt prints to this day accept 
the conventional nickname under which it appeared in auction catalogues from the 
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mid-1700s, without asking what it meant to the creator of the print and his contempo-
raries. At least one art historian, Madlyn Kahr, thinks they conceived of it as a history 
subject from the biblical Book of Esther. “This personage in royal robes represents 
Queen Esther. She holds a copy of the decree setting the date for the slaying of the 
Jews, which Mordecai had sent her, as she gravely ponders the action she must take  
(Esther 4:8).”11 Whichever theory concerning the subject of this remarkable print we 
favor, however, there remains the apparent fact that the model was Rembrandt’s wife, 
Saskia van Uylenburgh, who came from an influential Frisian family and, as far as we 
can tell, had no Jewish ancestry whatsoever.12 This underlines once again the ambivalent 
nature of the link between the pictures that Rembrandt produced on historical subjects 
(if we accept Kahr’s hypothesis) and the way the artist modeled (depicted) the person-
ages in his prints (and paintings, as well, of course). Indeed, Rembrandt sometimes gave 
historical personages the features of people recognizable to his contemporaries as his 
relatives, and even himself. Saskia’s readily recognizable features can also be detected in 
paintings by Rembrandt that are today considered representations of a sibyl, a classical 
goddess (Flora, Athena) or an Old Testament figure (Esther, Bathsheba).

Astonishingly, in the eighteenth century, an age of great connoisseurs of graphic 
art, the titles (and thus the subjects) of several Rembrandt prints became lost. In a land 
of victorious Catholicism, the kingdom of France, the etching of 1638 known today 
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as St. Catherine—on the basis of the attribute of that martyr, an execution wheel, that 
Rembrandt included in the lower right-hand corner—was listed in the 1751 Gersaint 
catalogue as “La Petite Mariée, Juive” (The Little Bride, a Jewish Woman) (fig. 73).13 The 
grounds for such an identification of the subject were evidently the woman’s hairstyle 
and adornments—long hair hanging loose over the shoulders and the circlet of pearls(?) 
around her head, since we find those same figurative motifs in the Great Jewish Bride 
(fig. 68).

The earliest identification of the model of the latter etching as a Jew dates from 
1731, in the handwritten catalogue of works owned by the Dutch art collector Valerius 
Röver—“5 waaronder het Jooden bruitje, heel en half opgemaakt” (Five [etchings], 
including The Jewish bride [in a diminutive form], [one] completed and [one] half- 
finished).14 The next time we come across this title is in the 1740s, in the inventory of 
prints connected with Peter Schenk, where we read of “Mahl Juden doctor und Seine 
Braut” (“2 [prints] Jewish Doctor and his bride).”15 Most probably “Jewish Doctor” 
referred to the portrait print of Ephraim Bueno of 1647.16 Its mention in that list is 
another written source connecting it with the Jewish legacy seen to reside in Rem-
brandt’s printmaking.

In 1751, Gersaint alludes directly to a Dutch tradition connecting this female por-
trait with a Jewish wedding rite—“Le Portrait d’une Femme, appelée en Hollande, la 
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Grande Mariée, Juive” (The portrait of a woman, called in Holland the Great Bride, 
a Jewish woman).17 The catalogue published in The Hague in 1775 for the auction of 
Amadé de Burgy’s collection18 (the largest in terms of the number of impressions that 
any private individual has ever assembled) does indeed call the print Jewish Bride, (“La 
Fiancée Juive (de Joode Bruid)”) no longer connecting it with the portrait of Doctor 
Bueno. An attribute that none of the interpretations so far published, including the 
conventional Great Jewish Bride, explains satisfactorily is the floor globe that Rembrandt 
placed to the left behind the seated figure. The same can be said of the books and the 
scroll hanging off the table in the same part of the picture.

No less mysterious with regard to its subject is a print created in 1641 that since 1751 
has been known by the not entirely accurate title of “Trois Figures Orientales” (Three 
Oriental Figures; B. 118; in point of fact, four personages are shown) (fig. 74).19 Gersaint 
correctly noted that the three figures on the right (or at least two of them—the men on 
either side of the group) are placed in front of the house “in the Flemish manner.”20 We 
seem to be faced with a clash of figurative conventions whose nature remains unclear, a 
situation reminiscent of the issue with The Rat Catcher, but the other way around, since 
now the man inside the house is dressed in Dutch, rather than exotic costume. Lean-
ing on the bottom half of a front door split horizontally in a way typical of the Low 
Countries, he is obviously set off against the three personages on the right, whose attire 
is indistinguishable from how Rembrandt dressed his biblical characters. The question 
arises as to how we should construe this contrast in costumes. Was Rembrandt envi-
sioning an Old Testament scene into which he inserted a Dutch house of his own day 
and a man whom one might have met on an Amsterdam street in the 1640s? Or are we 
looking at an encounter between a seventeenth-century Dutchman and three Sephardi 
Jews (which I find less plausible)? One way or the other, we have to admit that we have 
no unequivocal explanation of what the artist had in mind.

Uncertainty regarding what (or who) is depicted also applies to the portrait print 
of 1636 that Gersaint described in his 1751 catalogue (G. 249) as “Le Portrait du Juif 
Manassé, Ben-Israel” (The Portrait of the Jew Manassé Ben-Israel) (see fig. 124).21 His 
identification of the sitter as the most influential Jew in the political world of seven- 
teenth-century Europe was based on Dutch oral tradition. The print is known in two 
states that are today acknowledged to be by Rembrandt himself.22 The catalogues of 
public collections at present contain four impressions belonging to the first state and 
twenty of the second. The thirty-nine copies of a third “posthumous state” argue against 
this having been a commissioned representational likeness of the same kind as the 
portraits of the physician Ephraim Bueno or the artist’s patron Jan Six. The standard 
practice in seventeenth-century Holland was for the plate of a portrait to remain in the 
hands of the client who paid for it, as is well indicated by the statistics of the number of 
impressions of Rembrandt’s commissioned portrait prints that have come down to us.23

At present, there is no consensus on the correctness of Gersaint’s identification of 
the subject of this etching. In the 1990s, the traditional interpretation began to be called 
into doubt, despite what is in my opinion an obvious resemblance between the man in 
the Rembrandt print and the depiction in the 1642 portrait of Menasseh by the Jewish 
engraver from Mantua called Salom (also Shalom or Salomon) Italia, who worked in 
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Amsterdam in the 1640s.24 The latest catalogue raisonné of Rembrandt’s prints lists the 
etching under number 156 as “Menasseh ben Israel,” remarking rightly that the grounds 
put forward by various authors in recent times for different candidates as Rembrandt’s 
subject are no more persuasive than the historical identification.25

In the absence of text on the print or other written sources, one might turn to 
costume as a basis for determining who is depicted in Rembrandt’s 1636 etching, but 
here we encounter all but insurmountable difficulties. The members of the Sephardi 
community in seventeenth-century Amsterdam, whose interaction with Rembrandt is 
documented in a variety of ways, were hard to distinguish from other wealthy inhabit-
ants of the city by their dress.26 This leaves us with very little to go on when it comes to 
identifying portrait sitters not named in a caption. (Salom Italia’s likeness of Menasseh 
is provided with an inscription that leaves no doubt about who is depicted.) The dress 
of the Sephardi elite recorded in paintings by Emanuel de Witte and in drawings and 
prints by Romeyn de Hooghe provides clear visual evidence of this. In depictions of 
the Portuguese Synagogue in Amsterdam it is possible to distinguish the Sephardim 
who have come there to worship from curious locals only by the the tallithot (prayer 
shawls) thrown over their broad-brimmed European hats.27 In all other aspects of their 
dress, Jewish and Christian Dutchmen are identical.
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The portrait of the Sephardi physician Ephraim Bueno (signed and dated 1647)28 is 
one of the rare instances when the identity of a Jewish portrait sitter is not in doubt 
(fig. 75). Two impressions made in the artist’s lifetime, out of the fifty-five known, carry 
inscriptions confirming the identity of the sitter: a French text “Buono, docteur juif ” 
on a print bearing the signature of the dealer and connoisseur Pierre Mariette—P. Mariette 
1684 (L. 1789), now in Florence, and another in the collection of the Victoria and Al-
bert Museum with the Dutch inscription “portugeese docter.” Both impressions are of 
the second (and final) state of the print.

The unusual dynamic quality in the composition of this portrait can only be com-
pared to the painted depiction of Jan Six in the Six Collection in Amsterdam. Statistical 
analysis of the impressions that have come down to us in public collections confirms 
that this was a commissioned work. That is to say, the plate probably became the prop-
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erty of the client rather than remaining in Rembrandt’s hands. Not a single surviving 
impression of this work would today be considered “posthumous.”29 The number of 
impressions produced in the artist’s lifetime accords fully with the presently known 
size of the print runs for the majority of Rembrandt’s other portrait prints. (Of Rem-
brandt’s two etchings of Saskia’s cousin-in-law, the Calvinist preacher Jan Cornelisz  
Sylvius, forty-eight lifetime impressions of the earlier one are known [1633]30 and fifty- 
three of the posthumous portrait [1646],31 while of that of his son Petrus Sylvius there 
are sixty-one [1637].32 There are forty-seven lifetime impressions of the Remonstrant 
preacher Johannes Wtenbogaert [1635],33 thirty-seven of the Mennonite preacher Cor-
nelis]Anslo [1641],34 fifty of Rembrandt’s fellow artist Jan Asselyn [ca. 1647],35 and sixty  
of the depiction of Rembrandt’s patron Jan Six [1647].36 The list could be continued.) 

In contrast to the portrait of Ephraim Bueno, Jews in the Synagogue, signed and dated 
1648, again poses an unresolved problem concerning the identification of the subject 
(see fig. 127). In 1731 Valerius Röver termed the subject “de joden tempel” (The Jewish 
Temple), in which he was followed in 1751 by Gersaint (G. 122; “Synagogue des Juifs”). 
However, the implication of this time-sanctioned title that the print shows contempo-
rary Jews in a real-life synagogue does not stand up to criticism, either with regard to 
the clothing (there is not a single tallith in the picture) or the architecture. In terms of 
mid-seventeenth-century conventions for costuming Jews, the artist brought together 
in one space Sephardim (wearing berets) and Ashkenazim (with pointed caps). Nor was 
there a synagogue in Rembrandt’s Amsterdam with an interior like this. As we see in 
Jan Veenhuijzen’s depiction of the synagogue of the Sephardi Talmud Torah congrega-
tion, the largest synagogue at the time (see fig. 27), the interior bore no resemblance 
to Rembrandt’s print. In this instance, the question of understanding what is depicted 
is closely bound up with determining the genre—just what do we have here? The 
curators of the 2006 exhibition in the Jewish Museum of Amsterdam prefer the histori-
cizing title given in 1679 to a printing plate that in all likelihood was that for this print: 
Pharisees in the Temple. The interpretation of the scene put forward by Ludwig Münz in 
193937—as the repentance of Judas Iscariot, who has been spurned by his fellow Jews—
remains to this day the best argued, although not accepted by any later writer on the 
print.

A no less ingenious hypothesis regarding Rembrandt’s last print of an Old Testament 
subject—Abraham Entertaining the Angels (1656, B. 29, NHD 295)—has also failed to gain 
acceptance from Rembrandt scholars (fig. 76). Nonetheless, it currently provides the 
only explanation for the incredibly strange appearance of the Angels of the Lord who 
visited the patriarch. This is a theory published in 1977 by Emanuel Winternitz, a Jewish 
immigrant from Austria who became the first curator of musical instruments in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.38 

Whereas Scripture speaks of Abraham receiving three guests in a tent by the oaks of 
Mamre, Rembrandt follows iconographic tradition by placing the scene outside a ma-
sonry house. The heavenly travelers are characterized in different ways in the Old Testa-
ment translations of different confessions. It has long since been noted that in this work 
the artist took his inspiration from the Statenbijbel, the Dutch translation published in 
1637, in which one of the three guests is referred to as the HEERE, the Lord, in capital 
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letters. Despite this, Rembrandt’s Dutch contemporaries, like the rest of their European 
colleagues, continued to depict Abraham’s three visitors as beautiful and youthful angels. 
He took his leave from that convention in the 1656 print, giving one of the visitors—an 
elderly man, unwinged, with a long, broad, white beard—the appearance of God. This 
has prompted the speculation that the figure is actually a portrait of a real-life Amster-
dam Jew, specifically Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel.

What we have here is one more example of a “heterogeneous” (unintegrated) pic-
torial environment in a Rembrandt work, in which the artist combines the seemingly 
incompatible—a biblical subject with possible suggestions of the depiction of actual 
contemporaries (the two angels of the Lord also look like portraits), liberties taken with 
the scriptural text (a solid house instead of a tent), with an entirely real-life object used 
daily in Dutch households, the metal wine jug with a long spout. That jug features in 
many works by Low Countries artists, beginning with the van Eycks in their Ghent 
Altarpiece, the Monogrammist HB (1525–50) and Joachim Beuckelaer (1570) through 
to Joachim Wtewael (1605), Willem Buytewech (1620s), Jan Steen (1663, 1665, 1668), 
Gerrit Dou (1646), Frans van Mieris the Elder (1658–59), Adriaen van Ostade (1670), 
and many others.

The “illogicality” in the interactions of the personages, their costume, objects and at-
tributes within what one might call the artistic world of the Rembrandt print requires 
further study. Perhaps at some point we shall be able to put this jigsaw together and find 
the inner pattern, the reasoning behind the creation of all these images, however strange 
they might seem to us today.
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