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Remembering Rembrandt

FEIKE DIETZ AND TESSA VAN DE WARENBURG

In the Netherlands, the seventeenth century is always lurking round the
corner. In Amsterdam, people shop at the P.C. Hooftstraat, grab a drink on
Rembrandtplein, or take a stroll in Vondelpark. Great numbers of Dutch
art lovers and tourists visit exhibitions on painters such as Johannes
Vermeer and Frans Hals. These names, anchored in Dutch collective
memory, refer to the seventeenth century. In the ubiquitous presence
of the heroes of this past in Dutch daily life, the historic distance and
vital differences between the seventeenth and twenty-first centuries
vanish.

When in 2016 the Netherlands held the Eu presidency for the first
time, Prime Minister Mark Rutte used the occasion to treat his European
colleagues to a visit to the “Amsterdam,” a replica of a ship used by the
Dutch East India Company (voc), the company that served as a vital
force behind the economic flourishing of the Dutch Republic during the
seventeenth century. It was clear that Rutte’s primary intention was not
to inform his colleagues about the nation’s history, but to proudly under-
score the connection between past and present, implicitly suggesting a
continuity between the seventeenth-century and present-day Dutch busi-
ness instinct and spirit of enterprise. The seventeenth century served not
so much as finished history, but as a point of reference in contemporary
ideas on what it means to be Dutch.

This idea of a national historical continuity is in fact an optical illusion.
The Kingdom of the Netherlands was only founded in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The seventeenth-century Republic of the Seven United Provinces
was not a nation in the modern sense of the word: it covered a territory
that only partly coincides with the contemporary country, and it was
organized not as a unitary state, but as a federal confederation of several
provinces. Identification took place on a local rather than national level:
most people considered themselves inhabitants of a town or region rather
than of the united Republic.

The optical illusion of historical continuity is a common phenom-
enon. Nations often depict themselves as coherent communities with
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distinguishing characteristics, by restoring events from a glorious past
and adapting them to a new present. Literature, the arts, and media are
instrumental in constructing cultural memories of a shared past.

In the case of the Netherlands, the glorification of the seventeenth cen-
tury as the “Golden Age” goes back to nineteenth-century nation building.
The “Golden Age” is not so much a seventeenth-century reality, but rather
an image shaped and continuously refined within ever-changing cultural
and social dynamics.? Positively associated with economic blossoming,
freedom, and progress, the use of the label “Golden Age” has become con-
troversial in the past years, as it refers to a period also tainted by white
dominance, oppression, and slavery.

In this chapter, we will use the term Golden Age as a historical concept,
not as a value judgment or way to describe a historical reality. In following
the traces of the cultural memory of the Golden Age, we gain insight into
the images of Dutch identity and in the ways in which these images were
adapted to the country’s shifting circumstances. This chapter illustrates
this process by focusing on the remembrance of the painter Rembrandt
van Rijn (1606-1669).

The Age of Rembrandt

Rembrandt is an icon of the artistic flourishing of the Dutch seventeenth
century. He was a trendsetting painter who skillfully adopted Caravaggio’s
techniques to display innovative light-and-dark contrasts (chiaroscuro).
As a portrait painter, depicting people and group scenes true to life, he
was much in demand. He managed his workshop as a commercial busi-
ness in which several pupils and assistants helped to create the many
paintings that his wealthy customers commissioned. Although he reaped
impressive successes during his life, he was also criticized, especially
toward the end of his life and after his death, as a painter who ignored
the traditional rules of art. Today, Rembrandt is world-famous: tourists
from all over the world visit the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam to admire
his colossal painting The Night Watch (1642).

How has his image been changed and shaped, and which ideas about
the age in which he lived have inspired his remembrance? This chapter
focuses on the remembrance of Rembrandt around 1900, during the
Second World War, and in the twenty-first century. We will also consider
the relationship between the nation and its colonial empire, an often
neglected aspect in nationalism research. Our longitudinal perspective
will illustrate how the seventeenth century serves as a permanent but
changing theme in the Dutch national narrative, which invites us to ask
critical questions about the creation of the past. Who and which institutes
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have the power to create images of history, and who does not? Who is
involved in historical narratives, and who remains invisible? After all,
the process of constructing memories is also a process of oblivion and
suppression.
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WILHELMUS: A MILITANT ANTHEM

The national anthem Wilhelmus originated in the first years (1568-1572) of
the Dutch Revolt (1568-1648) against the Spanish King Philip 11, who aimed to
force his Catholic religion on the inhabitants of the Dutch provinces. It was a
so-called “Beggars’ song” (geuzenlied): a persuasive and unifying battle song
in which the Dutch rebels, under their leader prince William of Orange, incited
the population to resist their tyrannical king. Partly as an effect of such popular
songs, the revolt against the Spanish king rapidly grew.

Not much is known about the genesis of the Wilhelmus. The melody already
circulated as a religious battle song, but the author of the Dutch text is still
unknown. The dedicated Calvinist, Philips of Marnix, Lord of Saint-Aldegonde,
has long been thought the most obvious candidate, but digital stylistic anal-
ysis revealed in 2016 that the text was probably written by Petrus Datheen.?
Datheen, a quite untalented rhymer of the Psalms, had never been in the
picture before—perhaps because the idea that such a minor author could
have written the national hymn was objectionable. The new hypothesis offers
a fresh perspective on the song’s origin. Datheen, born a Catholic in the French
part of Flanders, fled after his conversion to Protestantism. As a refugee in the
German countries, he devoted himself to the unity of the Low Countries and
the advancement of the Dutch Reformed Church.

Wilhelmus was only introduced as the official national anthem by Queen
Wilhelmina in 1932. It was preceded by Hendrik Tollens’ Wien Neérlands bloed
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(1817-1932), written in the early nineteenth century, when collective national
songs were considered an effective instrument to create a sense of national
community. In Tollens’ text, the Dutch king is honored as a father caring for his
citizens as his family members. That of Wilhelmus, in contrary, is written from
the perspective of William of Orange himself. Consequently, everyone singing
this song identifies with William (“William of Nassau, | am...”) and becomes
a champion of the fatherland. This strategy is powerful as well as tricky. Is
William able to be everyone’s voice in today’s diverse society?

Some see in the waning knowledge of the Wilhelmus text a sign of disap-
pearing Dutch identity. In 2017, the Christian Democratic Party (cDA) pro-
posed that Wilhelmus be included as a mandatory component in the school
curriculum, in order to safeguard national identity and heritage. Some critics
argued that this would amount to indoctrinating younger generations and
imposes on pupils the need to identify with a Dutch Republic as a place of
freedom and flourishing. Others suggested that the classroom should encour-
age critical discussion of the Wilhelmus. For instance, what does it signify that
a song celebrating Dutch struggles for freedom emerged from cross-border
and cross-lingual collaborations?3

Becoming a National Symbol

In the nineteenth century, cultural nationalism flourished all over Europe
as nations selected eras and icons that suited their narratives of national
pride. The Netherlands created an image of the seventeenth century as
a golden age, the era of origin of typically Dutch characteristics, norms,
and capacities, and the birth of a national community that still existed in
the nineteenth century. Of course, this image of the seventeenth century
as the focal point of the Dutch nation can be regarded as an “invented
tradition,” because the nation as such did not exist in that age.

The case of Rembrandt is a perfect illustration of this phenomenon.
While Rembrandt lived and worked in the seventeenth-century urban
context of Leiden and Amsterdam, thriving cities in the province of
Holland, he became embedded in a national narrative about a much larg-
er geographical area than these two towns during the nineteenth century.
Rembrandt was imagined as a typically Dutch character, combining his
personal talents and the national glorious history, presented as an expo-
nent of the illustrious seventeenth century, especially of its characteristic
hard-won freedom. In a speech to commemorate Rembrandt’s 3ooth
birthday in 1906, the chairman of the Leiden Rembrandt anniversary
committee, J.C. Overvoorde, connected the painter and his art to the
struggle against the Spanish Habsburg Empire during the Dutch Revolt
(1568-1648):
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The parental home at the border of the city and his father’s mills at

the town rampart reminded him of the brave struggle for freedom that
was fought over there, and stimulated his sense of freedom and his
desire to free himself from rigid methods, of which his artwork testifies.4

Commemorating Rembrandt meant more than just honoring a great
artist: by highlighting his free spirit and independence, he is placed in
a historical narrative of national freedom. By mentioning the city wall
and the—typically Dutch—windmills, still present in the early twentieth
century, Overvoorde connected Rembrandt, seventeenth-century Leiden
citizens fighting against the Spanish, and his audience in 1906. Presenting
Rembrandt’s independent style as a direct effect of the nation’s glorious
history in pursuit of political and religious independence, he suggested
that freedom is part of a consistent national character. In other words, his
speech can be considered an attempt to bridge the disparity between the
different centuries, inviting the contemporary audience to identify with
the character of this historical figure.

This creation of a Dutch national narrative reflected strong underlying
power relations. Processes of cultural memory are always processes of
selection: what will be remembered or forgotten, who will be involved
or excluded? Around 1900, such choices were made by an elite who had
the power to decide what the dominant cultural memories of the country
should involve, and as such could prescribe what it meant to be Dutch.
The organization committee of the Rembrandt remembrance in 1906 con-
sisted of members of the bourgeois elite, including writers, government
officials, academics, and lawyers. These established and wealthy people
felt the inclination to raise the attention to Rembrandt, and they had the
means to do so. However, the committee did not want to limit the scope of
the celebrations to their own community, they intended the whole nation
to be proud of Rembrandst, as a national symbol. Accordingly, they organ-
ized not only exclusive gatherings, but also several public celebrations
aimed at a large audience, including costume parades and funfairs. The
“Golden Age” became the national historical reference point connecting
people from different social strata, simultaneously serving emancipation
purposes for the working class.

This desire to popularize the highbrow artist Rembrandt raised sev-
eral questions at the time. Should Rembrandt be made accessible for the
broader public or should the people be educated to appreciate Rembrandt
in a—supposedly—respectful and dignified manner? To what extent
was it appropriate to commercialize Rembrandt’s heritage? Critics
were divided. Whereas some assumed that everyone participating in a
Rembrandt festivity would automatically internalize the higher ideals
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of seventeenth-century culture, others objected to vulgarization and
exploitation of Rembrandt, unworthy of the painter’s status. Their objec-
tions were not without ground: at the time, products like beer and shoe
polish were advertised with reference to Rembrandt. This practice was
criticized for instance in this poem placed under a cartoon:

After the last Rembrandt speech

I get on my Rembrandt bike

Take out my Rembrandt lantern

To light one of my Rembrandt cigars

Rembrandt hat on my Rembrandt locks
Rembrandt socks on my calves

Then I see on my Rembrandt watch

That it’s time for some Rembrandt fireworks

So many people in front of the Rembrandt theater
For tomorrow I'll count on a Rembrandt hangover
One last beer on the Rembrandt square

And I'll belong to Rembrandt completely!s

Although some decried the exploitation of Rembrandt, the commercial
adaptations of the Rembrandt image—as well as the critical debates—il-
lustrate the omnipresence and power of this national narrative.

Nazi Rembrandt

The versatility of Rembrandt as a national symbol became clear during
the Second World War, when Nazi occupiers chose Rembrandt as a suita-
ble icon of Germanic culture and used him for their specific propaganda
purposes. At a national Rembrandt day in 1944, a government official
held a speech in the Westerkerk in Amsterdam, in which he presented
Rembrandt as a symbol of the typical freedom associated with the Dutch
Golden Age, which was connected to seventeenth-century mercantilism
and overseas trade:

Rembrandt is the symbol of what the Dutch were capable of in his
Golden Age; [...] Amsterdam was his home, where treasures from the
East and West were brought to, this city was the pounding heart of
Holland.®

In the years before the war, Rembrandt’s originality indicated that this

painter was free of classicist influences and stayed true to his own artistic
ideals. Rooting in this image, Nazi propaganda framed Rembrandt’s art as
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anti-elitist: it portrayed ordinary people and situations in a realistic style.
Rembrandt’s freedom was now linked to his ability to be free of “alien”
(volksvreemde) influences, as the Nazis believed that such influences un-
dermined “our people.” Such essentialist and excluding terms were a fixed
element of Nazi rhetoric, inviting those addressed to identify with a story
of Germanic grandeur. As the Netherlands was made part of the Third
Reich, its inhabitants were viewed as people related to the Germanic tribe.
In this light of cultural nationalism, the image of Rembrandt was shaped
by existing nationalist notions adapted to serve a new purpose.

After the war, the devastating consequences of these nationalist ideas
became a traumatic memory that affected the reception of Rembrandt.
Whereas he remained an object of national pride, he was reshaped as a
universal genius rather than a typical Dutch icon.

Neoliberal Climate

In the twenty-first century, Rembrandt became embedded in three ge-
ographical spaces: the city, the nation, and—increasingly—the global
postcolonial world.

First of all, Rembrandt is represented as a metropolitan citizen of
Leiden and Amsterdam. His artistry became connected to positive char-
acteristics of a cosmopolitan climate: innovation, creativity, multicul-
turalism, and tolerance. In 2006, Rembrandt’s 400th year anniversary,
Leiden presented itself as the multicultural and flourishing backdrop
of Rembrandt’s artistic production. Tellingly, the text of the project’s
website was written in the present tense, reducing the distance between
Rembrandt and present-day citizens, and reinforcing the idea that Leiden
is still the same flourishing city:

The economy flourishes like never before and there is a great amount
of religious tolerance. People with different backgrounds move to
Leiden. The city’s character becomes multicultural. In the first quarter
of the 17th century, Leiden develops into a meeting place for scholars.
Leiden is a vibrant, international city.”

This website text refers to the large-scale migration that the province of
Holland experienced during the seventeenth century. Cities like Leiden
and Amsterdam were a huge attraction for migrants from elsewhere,
seeking religious freedom or employment: about half of the explosively
growing population of early-seventeenth-century Amsterdam and Leiden
was foreign-born. The vibrant multicultural atmosphere fueled the pro-
duction of art and literature, as many migrants were active as innovative
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artists (e.g. the authors Joost van den Vondel and Gerard de Lairesse),
and the taste of new foreign clients affected Dutch painting.? As a result,
the image of Rembrandt as a locally embedded townsman became, at the
same time, an image of a globally oriented painter.

Rembrandt also continued to serve as a symbol of the entire nation,
building on the remembrance culture shaped during the nineteenth cen-
tury. Yet the national imagery around Rembrandt in the early twenty-first
century significantly differs from that in previous periods. This shift can
be related to the ways in which the Dutch government organizes the fund-
ing of arts. From the 1980s onward, all public institutions became subject
to a neoliberal political climate. Museums, theaters, and other cultural
organizations and heritage institutions were forced to find additional
revenues and develop commercially attractive business models to com-
plement decreasing public funding. This neoliberal climate also changed
the cultural memory of seventeenth-century art. Had Rembrandt’s work
long been considered as the reflection of a typical national character,
it now became subject to a commercial strategy of nation branding, in
which Rembrandt’s paintings functioned as marketable visual material
that helped to attract large international audiences to the national muse-
umes. To serve the market and mass tourism, highfalutin narratives about
Rembrandt’s life and work became more useful than nuanced and so-
phisticated analyses rooted in historical knowledge. Perfectly in line with
new-fangled neoliberal ideals, the popular narrative about Rembrandt
now highlighted his mercantile spirit, preferably with reference to the
typically twenty-first-century “entrepreneurship.” The aforementioned
Leiden website to commemorate the Rembrandt Year 2006 presented him
as a “free entrepreneur” who was able to find the “best opportunities”
on the “market.” Such images of Rembrandt invite the reader within and
beyond the Netherlands to identify with the painter: the Rembrandt Year
2006 was celebrated under the slogan “everyone their own Rembrandt”
(iedereen zijn eigen Rembrandt).

Another consequence of neoliberal policy was that museums col-
laborated with commercial sponsors, who often took the opportunity
to highlight their own national character with reference to painters
like Rembrandt. Consumer electronics company Philips, for instance,
invited Rijksmuseum visitors in 2015 to participate in their interactive
light painting demonstration as a way to play with light and create
their own light paintings, “just like Rembrandt did in the seventeenth
century.”¥ Seventeenth-century painting could also serve to underline
the Netherlands’ international position: “the Golden Age is an excellent
export product,” Dutch government ministers Uri Rosenthal and Halbe
Zijlstra argued in an official letter to parliament in 2012.1°
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Rembrandt and the Dutch Empire

The fact that Rembrandt lived in a Dutch empire largely exceeding the
borders of the Republic’s seven provinces, has been both a vital and a
long neglected element of Rembrandt’s remembrance. On the one hand,
Rembrandt’s multiculturalism and entrepreneurship were direct conse-
quences of the economic context of that period, marked by the Republic’s
global trade and unprecedented maritime industry. In the Amsterdam
neighborhood where he settled after leaving his hometown Leiden, he
lived close to a quite extensive black community, a result of global trade
and colonial expansion of seventeenth-century Amsterdam. Black people
can regularly be found on seventeenth-century Dutch paintings. Contrary
to colleagues, Rembrandt did not relegate them to the background or to
subordinate positions, but rather made them central to the painting, for
example in his famous work Two African Men (1661). Art historians have
argued that Rembrandt’s representation of black people demonstrated
his sincere interest in his neighbors and the way they interacted with each
other. Without explicit allusion to a (presumably) slavery background or
subordinate position of the black models, Rembrandt’s paintings seem
an attempt to depict the context of a globalizing city rather than a way to
defend the rights of subordinate people in Amsterdam.**

Whereas Rembrandt’s interest in the multicultural dimensions of his
city was celebrated in the early twenty-first century, controversial sub-
jects like slavery, racism, and colonial militarism were largely excluded
from Rembrandt’s remembrance. The imagery of Rembrandt was mainly
dedicated to a process of positive and collective identification.

Inrecentyears,however,somethingischanging.In2020,the Rembrandt
House Museum organized the exhibition “Black in Rembrandt’s time,” ex-
hibiting Rembrandt’s paintings of black people, e.g. the aforementioned
Two African Men. A few years later, their exhibition “Framing Rembrandt”
(2023-2024) aimed to demystify Rembrandt and his time by showing how
different images and myths of Rembrandt took shape through the ages,
and critically addressed the continuing intertwining between Rembrandt
and glorification of a “Golden Age.”

The most significant marker of this shift was the exhibition “Slavery”
in the Rijksmuseum (2021), addressing the Dutch contribution to slav-
ery and slave trade by illuminating experiences of ten historical figures.
One of these figures is Oopjen Coppit, whose husband Marten Soolmans
was an heir to one of the most successful Amsterdam traders in sugar
at the time. She later married Marten Daey, who worked for the sugar
plantations himself and owned enslaved people. Rembrandt’s famous
portraits of Oopjen and her first husband Marten were part of the ex-
hibition. In the audio tour, Rijksmuseum director Taco Dibbits explains
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how the context of slavery has placed the two celebrated portraits in a
radically different light. Only five years before, after the Rijksmuseum
had purchased the portraits (together with the Louvre in Paris) he had
cheered: “Marten and Oopjen are ours. They are come coming home.”
This choice of words is remarkable, as “ours” not only referred to the
Rijksmuseum, but to the entire Dutch nation. At the same time, Dibbits
connected seventeenth-century culture to its global power, stating that
the portraits demonstrated that the world was “at the feet” of the citizens
of seventeenth-century Amsterdam, who lived in “the New York of their
time.”

So one could argue that the slavery exhibition in 2021 marked an im-
portant shift in the remembrance of Rembrandt, who had been primarily
perceived within a national frame for many decades or even centuries.
The Rijksmuseum exhibition finally recognized the continuing impact of
the history of slavery, and as such disrupted an uncomplicated, affective
identification with the “Golden Age,” which inherently marginalizes the
experiences of formerly colonized peoples.

ADMIRAL: SELF-MADE HERO

Michiel de Ruyter (1607-1676) is reputed to be the most important naval officer
in Dutch history. As the supreme commander of the Dutch fleet during several
naval wars with England, he contributed significantly to the overseas trading
successes of the Dutch Republic. Over the years, he grew into a symbol of
Dutch trade and seamanship, and of the Dutch “Golden Age” as such. As a true
celebrity, De Ruyter still lives on in paintings, statues, songs, children’s books,
and in the movie Michiel de Ruyter (2014), internationally released under the
title Admiral (2015).

The dominant image of Michiel de Ruyter is predominantly a nine-
teenth-century construction. At the time, not only his fearless character and
his competences as a seaman were honored, but also his low birth. The son
of an ordinary beer carrier from Vlissingen, a small town in the southwest of
the Republic, he pulled himself up by his own bootstraps: from boatswain’s
apprentice to navigating officer, captain, and, finally, lieutenant-admiral. The
narrative about his gradual social rise has frequently been told, for instance in
late-eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century children’s books. It perfectly
agrees with the Dutch self-image of an egalitarian country that offers every-
one, whatever birth or class, the possibility to become rich and successful
under one’s own steam. De Ruyter became the symbol of such an industrious
self-made man, who was a vital force behind the image of a golden age. This
image carries through to the first decades of the twenty-first century: in the
epic movie Michiel de Ruyter (2014), the maritime hero is depicted as some-
one who achieved results on his own strength, and therefore contributed to
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the economic growth and political strength of the fatherland. As such, the
movie propagates the idea that Dutch prosperity largely depended on the
energy and business acumen of the citizens themselves.

The fact that such a movie follows in the footsteps of a nineteenth-century
construction shows how dominant this image of the seventeenth century still
was in the 2010s. At the same time, however, resistance was growing to a
Golden Age cult which only honored the successful aspects of the seventeenth
century, while suppressing its dark sides. Partly thanks to the efforts of the
action group “Michiel the Robber,” the release of the movie also fostered a
critical discussion about the ways De Ruyter participated in colonial practices
and slave trade. When in 2020, the Canon of Dutch History (originally released
in 2006) was reviewed, the committee of experts decided to keep De Ruyter
included. Yet, a few lines were added to the text that judiciously casted doubt
over his status as a national hero: “Although he freed enslaved European
Christians, he also sailed to the coast of West Africa in order to protect the
Dutch trading interests, including the trade in Africans.”
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Looking Further

From alocally situated painter in his own time, Rembrandt developed in
the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries into a national hero con-
sidered typically Dutch. More recently, international dimensions of his
life and work received increasing attention, with different impacts. On
the one hand, Rembrandt’s worldwide fame became encapsulated within
an attempt to “sell” Dutch seventeenth-century culture as an attractive
“brand.” On the other hand, urgent questions concerning the nation’s
history of colonialism and slavery changed the depiction of Rembrandt
and his time in the 2020s.

The shifts in Rembrandt’s remembrance involved the ways people
characterized Rembrandt, the geographical levels in which he functioned
(local, national, global), and the institutional contexts that shaped his re-
membrance. Around 1900, the power to create a national narrative rested
with a bourgeois elite aspiring to reach a broad audience, but also afraid
of cultural blunting because of commercialization and popularization.
Toward the end of the twentieth century, the government and the busi-
ness world became the powerful players in the cultural sector. As a result,
an established institution like the Rijksmuseum could largely dictate the
representation of Rembrandt. It is, therefore, significant that this power-
ful institute framed Rembrandt in the context of slavery in 2021.

The altering view on Rembrandt is part of a broader development, in
Dutch society at large, as well as the museum world more specifically,
of complicating the identification with a Dutch Golden Age. In 2020, the
Amsterdam Museum and the Hermitage Amsterdam' decided to re-
nounce the term “Golden Age.” The official press report stated that this
term is related to “national pride,” and did not reflect the dark overtones
of the seventeenth-century historical reality.’3 Notwithstanding many
critical responses—Prime Minister Mark Rutte for instance provoc-
atively emphasized to be “terrifically proud” of the Golden Age'4—this
renunciation can be considered an important step toward a more visible
position of slavery and imperialism in the Dutch museum world. In the
past years, other museums followed the Amsterdam Museum’s example
of renouncing or at least critically discussing “Golden Age” as a term, and
exhibited as well as researched colonial and slavery histories. Significant
is the new permanent exhibition “Our Colonial Past” (from 2022) in
Amsterdam’s World Museum (formerly the Museum of the Tropics—an
equally meaningful name change): Dutch museums are actively creating
new, inclusive narratives about the Dutch past. Although Rembrandt
remains immensely popular in the 2020s, the idolatrous attitude toward
the Dutch “Golden Age” and Rembrandt as one of its pivotal heroes has
definitely changed.'s
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