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Introduction

Carel Fabritius (1622–1654) is generally known as the
most gifted and original student from Rembrandt’s
workshop. It was in Rembrandt’s studio between around
1641 and 1643 that Fabritius was trained as a painter at
the relatively mature age of 19 (apprenticeship often
began at the age of 14 or younger). And it was at this
time that Rembrandt finished his most ambitious group
portrait The Nightwatch, an impressive creation to have
witnessed from close-up or perhaps even to have partici-
pated in. So strong was the influence of Rembrandt on
Fabritius that the oeuvre of Rembrandt has often unwit-
tingly been extended to include pictures possibly by
Fabritius.1 In the context of the parallels drawn between
the paintings of Fabritius and Rembrandt, it is also
tempting to think of Fabritius’ materials and techniques
as being equivalent to those of Rembrandt. 

The definitive oeuvre of Fabritius is limited to less
than 15 pictures. It is refreshing that through the recent
technical examination of his pictures, performed by the
staff of the Mauritshuis and the Staatliches Museum in
Schwerin, it gradually becomes possible to sift out the
independent character and style of Fabritius and seper-
ate it from the vast amounts of data collected regarding
the Rembrandt workshop.2 In this context, recent
restorations of Fabritius pictures in various musems,
have provided further opportunity to collect technical
data on his working methods and materials. 

The restoration and technical examination of one spe-
cific painting, i.e. Fabritius’ portrait of Abraham de
Potter, gave rise to observations on a particular phenom-
enon of his technique.3

De Potter Portrait

At the age of 27, Carel Fabritius painted the portrait of
his family friend Jasper’s father, Abraham De Potter. De
Potter was a wealthy cloth merchant in Amsterdam and
it has been speculated (probably incorrectly) that the
portrait was a counter payment for a borrowed sum. 

The picture found its way into the collection of the
Rijksmuseum in 1892 funded by the Rembrandt Society.
It was most probably for this occasion that the picture
was last restored. Since its introduction into the muse-
um collection the painting has received no major
restoration _ documented or not _ before the recent
conservation treatment which began in 2003. 4
In this way, the current restoration has accorded us the
first ‘accurate’ appearance of the picture in over 100
years.5 Under the previous restorer’s both intentionally
coloured and strongly discoloured natural resin varnish
lay the strong and immediate likeness of De Potter por-
trayed against a background of lively brushwork in light
and cool pastel coloured paints (fig. 1). A dramatic revela-
tion considering the positively orange picture we have
all come to know and accept as a reflection of Fabritius’
intention.

The present appearance of the painting is now much
more in accordance with most of the paintings we know
of by Fabritius, painted after 1650, the year he moved to
Delft. The majority of his surviving work dates from the
last year of his life, before the explosion of the Delft
powder arsenal in 1654 in which he died at the young
age of 32. The picture of De Potter was painted before
Fabritius left for Delft, and after he had already left the
studio of his teacher Rembrandt in Amsterdam for his
hometown Midden-Beemster on the outskirts of
Amsterdam. As a dated piece from 1649 the De Potter
portrait affords us a glimpse of Fabritius’ working
methods and artistic style in a transitory period between
his training with Rembrandt and artistic maturity;
between student and professional guild member;
between Amsterdam and Delft. Therefore, in comparison
with both earlier and later works, the picture serves as
an important link between these two worlds.

A comparison

The comparison with his only surviving early portrait,
the Self-Portrait now at the Boymans van Beuningen
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fig.1 Carel Fabritius, Abraham de Potter, 1649

inv.nr. SK-A-1591, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam
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Museum in Rotterdam, is particularly instructive in
terms of this artistic development. This undated paint-
ing has been seen as a product of Rembrandt’s formative
influence on the young Fabritius, painted either during
his apprenticeship or shortly thereafter, most probably
in the latter half of the 1640s.6 
There are certain similarities with the painting of 
De Potter. For example in the composition, in that both
figures are portrayed with a slight turn to the right
against a textured wall created with loose and open
brushwork. Fabritius’ legendary interest in illusionist
effect is also visible in both cases.7 In the Rotterdam pic-
ture, four rectilinear, light paint scumbles create one
brick, which is enough to reveal the exact nature, tex-
ture and position of the background wall. In the
Amsterdam painting, two trompe-l’œil appeared from
under the obscuring varnish and overpaint during
cleaning: a nail in the wall with accompanying shadow
and a thick, vertical smear of light-coloured ‘plaster’
brought on with a palette knife. Both of these are now
apparent beneath the inscription in the upper right cor-
ner, affirming the three-dimensionality of the back-
ground wall in the face of the otherwise neutralizing
effect of such an inscription. 

Beyond compositional similarities, the two portraits
reveal the artist’s delight in rather marked paint 
texture. In Fabritius’ use of dry scumbles skipping over
underlying unevenness, Rembrandt’s predilection for
impasto comes readily to mind. 

The differences between the two paintings, however, 
are more marked, both above and below the surface. 
The complex build-up of body paint and glazes in the
Rotterdam picture, which limited the degree of varnish
removal during the last restoration, is one such 
difference.8 Most apparent however is the dissimilarity
in color. The Rotterdam picture, with its prevalence of
transparent browns and earth colours is much darker
than the Amsterdam picture with its opaque pink-beige
and light grey. It is primarily this difference, which
leads us to presume that the Rotterdam picture falls
between the years of Rembrandt’s influence and the De
Potter portrait of 1649. 

A comparison of the grounds, as revealed in cross-sections
of paint samples, serves to further underline the differ-
ences. As expected for a panel, the Rotterdam picture has
a conventional chalk ground.9 The canvas of De Potter
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fig. 2 X-radiograph of Abraham de Potter, RMA fig. 3 X-radiograph of Fabritius' Self-Portrait, Museum Boymans van 
Beuningen, Rotterdam. (Röntgen Technische Dienst, Rotterdam)
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carries the expected double ground found on many 
seventeenth century paintings executed on prepared
canvases bought in Amsterdam. Many of Rembrandt’s 
canvases also contain a warm, orangey first ground layer
superseded by a lighter beige colour as that found in the
De Potter painting. 

Looking under the surface with x-radiography, the two
paintings also reveal completely different approaches in
their construction (figs. 2–3). The particular use of
heavy-metal containing pigments, such as lead white or
vermilion (both on and under the surface as registered
in any x-radiograph) appears to illustrate a radical
change in Fabritius’ technique.10
A look at a cross-section taken from the x-ray absorbing
(light) parts of the portrait of De Potter reveals the
extent of Fabritius’ use of a thick layer of heavy-metal
containing pigmented paint, both vermilion and lead
white (figs.4a–b). In comparison with a cross-section
taken from a darker area of the face where this layer is
much thinner (figs.5a–b), it is clear that what accounts
for the mask-like appearance in the x-radiograph is
indeed the generous application of paint comprised of
both vermilion and lead white (fig. 6). Another notable
phenomenon, seen readily under magnification, is what
appear to be open pits containing clusters of vermilion
pigment particles (fig. 7 and table 1). These pits are
found in other areas of the painting, but their prepon-
derance in the light areas of the x-radiograph ‘mask’,
indicate that they too contribute to the formation of
this mask.

The portrait was painted in a relatively direct manner 
in comparison to the earlier Rotterdam picture. The 
initial build-up of De Potter’s head was given a contrast-
ing, light grey ‘halo’ of background paint to set it off
thereby suggesting volume. The face is masterly, as it is
convincingly modelled without strong shadow in an
even light using primarily the texture of opaque scum-
bles of lead white and vermilion. Dabs of this pink paint
can also be discerned outside the boundaries of De
Potter’s head: to the right of the head in the background

fig.4a Cross-section (200x) taken from Abraham de Potter from the 
face (right cheek) which is in the white area of the x-radiograph.

fig.4b Cross-section 4a. in UV light (200x)

fig.5a Cross-section (200x) taken from Abraham de Potter from the face 
(forehead) which is in the dark area of the x-radiograph.

fig.5b Cross-section 5a. in UV light (200x)

fig.7 ‘Pit’ of vermilion particles in the wing of the nose of 
Abraham de Potter, (20x).
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where Fabritius probably wiped his brush while con-
structing the face before adding the final beige back-
ground paint. The thick and  ‘short’ paint of the face is
at times applied in open scumbles over the ground or
dead colour, so that the greyish brown underlayers
shimmer through _ as seen around the eyes.
Rembrandt also often deliberately employed this effect
in his paintings. Over these highlights, Fabritius applied
on occasion smoother layers and strokes. A translucent,
deep red set around the eye sockets, suggests a sense of
depth; thin sparkling white highlights indicate mois-
ture under the curvature of the eyeballs. In some areas
he used a wet-in-wet technique. Some curls of hair and
beard are ‘drawn’ in wet paint possibly with the back-
end of a brush, effectively suggesting unkempt hairs
through textural relief.  

The character of this painting is further marked by
some rather summarily rendered passages, such as stark
color contrasts within the flesh color of the face, partic-
ularly by the cheek bone, the remarkably flatly-executed
hands, and the simple rendition of the sitter’s black

fig.6 Spectral image of element distribution in the cross section of the pink paint of the face (detail of figure 4).
Si, Fe, and Ca refer to iron oxides, calcite and silicate minerals like feldspar in earth pigments in the lower paint layer. Pb refers to the 
presence of lead white. Hg and S indicate the distribution of vermilion (mercuric sulphide).

Table 1 Diffraction pattern of red particles.
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clothes. It is perhaps instructive to try to follow
Fabritius’ use of heavy-metal containing pigments by
looking at the x-rays of his portraits after 1649. Again,
due to the small size of Fabritius’ extant oeuvre, we are
limited to one portrait, another possible Self-Portrait
dated 1654, the year of his death, now in the collection of
the National Gallery, London. An x-radiograph of this
painting reveals yet another technique. There is virtual-
ly no information found in the area of the head other
than a thin line demarcating the bridge of the nose and
one at the forehead above the sitter's right eye.11
Looking at the ground, we find a single layer of a light
cream colour. This difference is not surprising in light
of the fact that Fabritius was now obtaining his pre-
pared canvas in Delft rather than in Amsterdam. Given
the even tone and evident canvas weave of the x-radi-
ograph, the ground is probably a heavy-metal contain-
ing one (such as lead-white). That he was satisfied with
the change in materials is evident from the fact that he
himself felt no need to add another coloured ground
layer.

Conclusion

A comparison of only the x-radiographs of these pictures
reveals a creative spirit using various materials and
techniques to achieve three individual portraits. From
the methodically constructed painting in Rotterdam with
the heavy-metal pigments containing painted sketch
upon which the portrait is based, to the heavily applied
pink paint seen in the x-radiograph ‘mask’ in the
Amsterdam portrait, to the apparently thin construction
(at least not using heavy-metal containing paint) of the
London portrait, we clearly see three different methods.
Significant changes in Fabritius’ portrait technique, in 
a short period of no more than 10 years in three loca-
tions, from a single-ground panel built up in a dark
Rembrandtesque palette, via a double-ground canvas
followed by a lighter palette, to a single-ground canvas
succeeded by even lighter paint, may reflect a change in
taste and hence style.  The single constant in all three
pictures is the three-dimensional aspect of the rich,
short oil paint itself _ the textural quality that the
artist quite obviously delighted in exploiting.
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