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MATERIAL EXPERIMENTATION 
AND VIRTUOSO PERFORMANCE: 
OBSERVATIONS ON THE 
PAINTING TECHNIQUE OF 
REMBRANDT’S WORKS IN THE 
GEMÄLDEGALERIE, BERLIN 

Katja Kleinert and Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg

ABSTRACT Rembrandt was exceptional for the versatility and idiosyncrasy of his painting technique. His drive for 
innovation and incessant search for new forms of imagery and expression led to an oeuvre of unusually wide range. He 
constantly developed and refined not only the content and composition of his pictures, but also their painting technique. 
The Gemäldegalerie, Berlin has one of the world’s most important and extensive collections of works by Rembrandt, 
which were examined extensively in a research project from 2011 to 2016. The diversity of the knowledge resulting from 
these examinations, analysed collectively here for the first time, offers new insights into the development, application and 
virtuosity of Rembrandt’s painting techniques. 

Introduction

Shortly after his encounter with the young Rembrandt and 
Jan Lievens in Leiden, Constantijn Huygens wrote, 

I feel it incumbent upon myself to state that I have 
never observed such dedication and persistence in 
other men, whatever their pursuits or ages … Such 
indefatigable application to diligent labour may well 
yield great results quickly, but I have often wished 
that these excellent young men would practise mod-
eration and consider their constitutions, which a 
sedentary occupation has already rendered less vig-
orous and robust.1 

Here, Huygens identifies in the young Rembrandt an artis-
tic ambition that would continue to characterise his life and 

work into old age. Rembrandt’s capacity for innovation and 
his relentless, passionate quest for new pictorial forms and 
means of expression gave rise to an oeuvre of extraordinary 
artistic and stylistic breadth.2 He developed and continually 
refined not only his approach to subject matter and compo-
sition but also the techniques he employed in his paintings.

Owing to the conspicuousness of Rembrandt’s brush-
work, the way he dealt with the materiality of the medium 
would seem to be evident at first glance. Yet in actual fact 
his process of creation remains largely hidden from view 
and is occasionally still a mystery. The nuance and flex-
ibility of his approach and the effort he expended in the 
working process are revealed only through detailed, sys-
tematic examinations of his paintings. In contrast to most 
of the previous publications that deal with materials used by 
Rembrandt,3 the present study turns its attention to meth-
ods of applying and working paint and structuring surfaces. 
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By way of example, we elaborate on four characteristics of 
Rembrandt’s painting technique observed in the holdings 
in Berlin: his manner of building up flesh tones, his tech-
nique of scraping and scratching into still-wet paint, his 
creation of marbled effects and his particular treatment of 
signatures. The findings discussed in this article are based 
on detailed analyses of 27 works in the Gemäldegalerie, 
Berlin by Rembrandt, his workshop and his circle from 
the period 1627 to 1660.4 The investigations involved com-
prehensive study of the accumulated technical imaging, 
including X-radiographs, ultraviolet (UV) photographs, 
infrared reflectograms (IRR), raking-light photographs 
and neutron activation autoradiographs (NAAR). This was 
done in conjunction with new technical examinations, pri-
marily comprising microscopy at up to 64× magnification. 
Subsequently, the results of the investigations were eval-
uated collaboratively from the perspectives of art history 
and the technology of art. Working through and compar-
ing this broad range of materials has afforded insights into 
Rembrandt’s use and ongoing development of particular 
painting techniques. With the examples discussed, which 
represent only a small portion of the whole, we hope to con-
tribute to a better understanding of Rembrandt’s painting 
techniques and their optical effects.

Relief-like underlayering of the flesh tones

Writing in the early 18th century, Arnold Houbraken 
alluded to the almost sculptural build-up of paint in 
Rembrandt’s flesh tones when he remarked ironically that 
one could have lifted a portrait off the floor by its nose.5 
Houbraken also noted, however, that this manner was 
mainly characteristic of Rembrandt’s late works, whose 
paint ‘looked like it had been smeared on with a mason’s 
trowel’.6 Yet, as the investigation of the holdings in Berlin 
has shown, the introduction of three-dimensional form to 
the underpainting is present even in the artist’s early works. 
Furthermore, this technique was by no means restricted to 
large-scale paintings intended to be viewed from a distance.

Rembrandt’s early works testify to his great interest in 
using paint as a three-dimensional substance. From 1626 
at the latest, he experimented with various effects and 
manifestations of the impastoed application of paint.7 The 
1627 picture The Money-Changer (Figure 1a), the earli-
est work by Rembrandt at the Gemäldegalerie, proves to 
be highly revealing in that regard. The small-scale paint-
ing shows a half-length figure of an old man seated at a 
table and wearing a pince-nez. He inspects a gold coin by 
candlelight. The candle, which he holds in his hand, is the 
sole source of light in the composition. It illuminates the 
tall piles of books and loose papers arranged in a semi- 
circle in front of the man. Inspired by the candle and 
torchlit night scenes of the Utrecht Caravaggisti, this is 
Rembrandt’s first distinctly chiaroscuro staging of a com-
position.8 Presumably the challenge of representing the 
effects of light in a realistic way prompted him to explore 
new painterly approaches. Rembrandt placed the source 
of light at the centre and, by elaborately working up the 
paint relief on the candlelit surfaces of both flesh and 
objects, he achieved a quasi-sculptural representation 
in light and shadow (Figure 1b). The process of forming 
the relief began in the underlayers, using a viscous, light 
greyish-yellow paint. Strongly illuminated details were 
given additional emphasis with a thickly applied white 
paint layer. After that, the light-toned relief structure was 
further adjusted by the sparing application of thin, col-
oured glazes. As the raking-light image makes clear, this 
procedure allowed Rembrandt to lend body to the illu-
minated objects and build up the individual motifs with 
suitably crumpled or creased textures. The old man’s facial 
features were also structured by means of a pronounced 
relief: the prominent cheekbones, the nasal ridge, the 
forehead, the chin, the deepset eyes and the downturned 
mouth with thin lips (Figures 2a and b). In contrast to the 
lit areas, which were worked up in relief, the rest of the 
painting’s surface is smooth and uniform. The dimly lit 
room owes its impression of depth to a nuanced grada-
tion of light and colour values, which imparts materiality 
to the setting and objects.

Figure 1 (a) Rembrandt, The Money-Changer, 1627, oil on oak, 31.9 × 42.5 cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Kat. Nr. 828D; (b) raking light, 
from left. © Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (images: Christoph Schmidt).
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The relief structure that is so pronounced and thoroughly 
worked out in The Money-Changer is also found in the flesh 
of later, large-scale faces, but in significantly subdued form. 
In later works with small figures, the underlayering of the 
faces was carried out in the main flesh colour. In those 
cases, Rembrandt did not employ a relief-like underpaint-
ing. The only exception found in Berlin is among the small 
figures of The Abduction of Proserpina, painted about 1631 
(Figure 6): in this early work, each face measures only 
about 3 cm from chin to hairline. Nevertheless, the faces 
of Proserpina, Diana and one of their female companions 
were worked up in exceedingly precise fashion, finely mod-
elled with light and shadow, reddish tints in the cheeks and 
highlights on the noses. Their features were executed upon 
a base layer in a lighter shade of the flesh tone. This bright 
layer lies on top of a nearly black layer of underpainting. 
This type of build-up of the flesh tones, which is unusually 
elaborate for such small figures and hardly perceptible to 
the naked eye, seems appropriate for a painting on whose 
every detail Rembrandt lavished special attention and care, 
a topic to which we shall return below.9

Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait of 1634 is another of the 
Berlin paintings in which the flesh of the face was formed 
in a relief-like manner.10 The lit, left half of the face was 
established initially by application of thickly impastoed 
light grey paint which was overlaid with lighter accents 
of white made from very finely ground pigments.11 The 
facial features were then worked out in colour in excep-
tionally thin applications. The cheeks were tinted with a 
very finely ground pink. In contrast, Rembrandt under-
painted the other half of the face, which lies in shadow, in 
a thicker grey, with loose, only slightly impastoed brush-
strokes. The elaboration in colour was achieved with very 
thin applications of different shades of brown.

A further example of this type of modelling is present in 
the painting Samson Threatening his Father-in-Law, cre-
ated in 1635,12 in which the relief-like underlayering of the 
lit half of Samson’s face was carried out in yellowish-white 
paint. His proper right cheek received an additional under-
layer of white. Rembrandt overlaid that with a very thin, 
partly discontinuous layer of grey and pink hues. Samson’s 

hand was also formed in a light grey paint and its light-
toned areas were then underlaid with white. Rembrandt 
executed the surface modelling of the hand in thin, mostly 
opaque layers of brown.13

The painting Old Man with a Beard and Beret,14 dated 
1645, is one of the formerly deattributed works that in more 
recent times have been newly ascribed to Rembrandt by 
Ernst van de Wetering.15 In this painting we also encounter 
a highly comparable build-up of the flesh with a relief-like 
underlayering. Once again, the lit half of the face was uni-
formly underpainted with a yellowish-grey impasto. This 
was followed by applications of yellowish white in the 
lighter-toned areas. Rembrandt further emphasised some 
of the highlights by underpainting them in white, and he 
carried out the final modelling with thin layers of paint. The 
ruddy patches, characteristic of ageing skin, consist of ver-
milion on top of a layer of pink paint. Additional accents 
were made with individual thin strokes of vermilion. In 
contrast, the face’s areas of shadow were underlaid with a 
darker grey and then worked up in various shades of red-
dish brown. The hands, another lit element of the picture, 
were, like the face, underpainted with a relief-like texture, 
but in a dark grey. Following that, the hands were elabo-
rated with several layers of lighter grey, yellowish white and 
white. Finally, Rembrandt overlaid those applications with 
thin layers of pink, red and brownish paint.16 In addition 
to other stylistic and technical arguments, this very spe-
cific observation clearly speaks in favour of an attribution 
to Rembrandt himself. 

Relief-like underlayering is also present in the flesh areas 
of the Gemäldegalerie’s two latest works by Rembrandt: 
Moses Breaking the Tablets of the Law, dated 1659 (Figure 
4) and Jacob Wrestling with the Angel of about the same 
year.17 In the latter picture, the face of the angel was under-
painted using both a pale yellowish grey and a cool grey. 
Particularly bright areas such as the ridge of the nose, the 
highlight at the tip of the nose and the forehead were addi-
tionally accented in white. Rembrandt then worked out the 
details of the facial features in layers of varying thickness, 
some impastoed. Only after completion of the nose were 
the cheeks further lightened in tone.18

Figure 2 Rembrandt, The Money-Changer (Figure 1). (a) Raking light, detail of the old man’s face; (b) microscopic image of the mouth (image a: Christoph 
Schmidt; image b: Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg).
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Scraping and scratching into still-wet paint 

Another painting technique observable among the pictures 
in Berlin, that had already been written about in the early 
18th century, was the practice of scraping or scratching into 
wet paint. Of all the techniques discussed in this article, this 
is the only one that is normally visible to the naked eye and 
thus immediately discernible to any viewer.19 Houbraken was 
presumably the first to write about the use of a brush handle 
to scratch into still-soft paint in his biography of Arent de 
Gelder, a late pupil of Rembrandt.20 Although Houbraken’s 
remarks were not about Rembrandt, in the centuries that 
followed, the scratching technique became inextricably con-
nected with the great artist, given its clear visibility on the 
surface of his works. About a hundred years after Houbraken, 
Christiaan Immerzeel commented on the technique, explain-
ing that Rembrandt employed it to ‘express various things 
better according to his taste’.21 It is therefore hardly surpris-
ing that scratching came to be understood as an authentic and 
especially characteristic feature of Rembrandt’s paintings. 
This is also evident in the revisions that Sir Joshua Reynolds 
made to Susanna and the Elders: in the areas he altered, 
Reynolds clearly attempted to imitate Rembrandt’s work-
ing methods. As a reminiscence, so to speak, of Rembrandt’s 
technique, he even scratched into the wet paint in the depic-
tion of the garden setting – although with less purpose and 
precision than Rembrandt.22

Small surface excavations noted in the pictures in Berlin 
were indeed produced by scratching into wet paint – and 

it is possible to identify further variants of this manner of 
working surfaces. The systematic investigation of the works 
in Berlin yielded a much more nuanced understanding of 
this phenomenon than was previously available. As pho-
tomicrographs show, in addition to simple scratches and 
scorings carried out with a pointed tool, in many cases the 
excavations are better described as scrapings, produced 
by removing the upper paint layer at a width of about 0.5 
cm, thereby revealing the underlying layer. Rembrandt 
appears to have very purposefully varied his technique of 
paint removal to achieve different effects,23 making it possi-
ble for him to articulate, for example, the structure of hair, 
the pages of books and the patterns in textiles.

Furrows in the wet paint are discernible even in early 
works such as The Stoning of Saint Stephen of 1625 and the 
Leiden History Painting of 1626.24 The picture in Leiden 
gives the impression that the young Rembrandt may have 
employed this technique with a bit too much enthusi-
asm and exuberance.25 Yet such a dense accumulation of 
scratches would not be repeated: just one year after the 
completion of the Leiden History Painting, in the 1627 
The Money-Changer in Berlin, Rembrandt was already 
using the technique much more sparingly and purpose-
fully to lend definition to book pages and the old man’s 
beard (Figures 3a–c). In a way somewhat akin to a sgraf-
fito, he scraped through the surface to reveal an underlying 
layer of contrasting colour. Then, using a thin paint, he 
reworked some areas of the book pages. To remove the 
paint that had flowed into the existing grooves, he made 

Figure 3 Rembrandt, The Money-Changer (Figure 1). Microscopic images of scrapings: (a) below a book; (b) below a scroll; (c) in the beard; (d) on the 
pages of the large folio to the left of the coins lying on the table (images: Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg).
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short, vertical scrapes or scraped the lengths of the grooves 
anew. The scraping in this painting was performed with 
a thin tool (with a squared tip about 0.3–0.4 mm wide) 
which produced small, rounded indentations along the 
edges of the grooves (Figure 3d). It can be assumed that 
Rembrandt, a master draughtsman and etcher, used a quill 
or reed pen for this type of scraping.26 These flexible draw-
ing implements were bevelled at the tip and could also be 
squared-off, resulting in wider scratches (or scrapes). It 
was also possible, by rotating the pen, to create very fine 
lines with the tip’s edge.27 A pen with a blunted tip would 
explain the rounded indentations at the edges of grooves 
in The Money-Changer.

In the 1628 Samson and Delilah in Berlin, Rembrandt 
possibly used a reed pen for the description of Samson’s hair 
and sash and for emphasis of a rounded fold in Delilah’s skirt. 
In addition, he used a pointed object to create scratched-
in curls in Delilah’s hair.28 Rembrandt also employed this 
technique with clear intention in later pictures. For exam-
ple, in Minerva in her Study (New York, Leiden Collection), 
he scraped a pattern into the brown textile hanging in the 
lower right half of the picture. The upper, dark brown paint 
layer was scraped away with a thin tool, revealing brown-
ish yellow beneath.29 In Self-Portrait with a Velvet Beret 
and Samson Threatening his Father-in-Law, Rembrandt 
employed scratching only to help define the hair. In all but 
one of the later works in the Gemäldegalerie, the use of 
scraping and scratching as a means of artistic description 
or accentuation is no longer found. However, in two works 
Rembrandt used paint-removal techniques for other pur-
poses: in John the Baptist Preaching30 Rembrandt scraped 
off paint layers to introduce a correction. In Old Man with 
a Beard and Beret, a wide, scraped depression establishes 
the upper contour of the curtain.

Only in the late Moses of 1659 (Figure 4) do scratched-in 
details show up again, this time in the beard. In addition, 
this work contains some very wide scrapings in Moses’ 
chest strap. The outer contour of the strap was under-
painted with black brushstrokes, and the strap’s transverse 
stripes were also laid in using black, with the long and short 
sides of each stripe applied in a thick impasto. The chest 
strap was then executed in colour, and the paint that lay in 
the transverse stripes was scraped off using a flat tool with 
a tip about 4 mm wide. Given that the scrapings contain 
internal grooves, it seems possible that they were carried 
out with a small wooden stick or palette knife (Figure 5).

Although the use of a brush handle, as mentioned by 
Houbraken, cannot be fundamentally ruled out for any 
of the Berlin paintings, it also cannot be proved in any 
concrete way. The brush is simply the tool most directly 
associated with the painting process and the equipment 
found in workshops, and for that reason the literature 
has almost inevitably assumed that brush handles were 
used for scratching.31 What can be said for certain is that 
Rembrandt typically employed scratching or scraping 
into still-soft paint as a concluding accentuation. In con-
trast, his pupil Arent de Gelder, who also mastered this 
type of treatment of the surface, surely having learned it 

from Rembrandt, integrated scratching and scraping more 
directly into his painting process.32 De Gelder painted over 
and reworked areas that he had excavated in this manner, 
sometimes even repeatedly.33 Instead of using the tech-
nique to emphasise particular features, he often applied 
it to the entire surface of textiles he depicted. The ele-
ment of chance evidently played a much greater role in 
De Gelder’s practice than it did in his teacher’s.34 In all the 
examples given above, Rembrandt proceeded very deliber-
ately and purposefully, in terms of both the fashioning and 
the amassment of such scratches. With regard to the late 
work of Rembrandt, Jonathan Bikker and Anna Krekeler 
arrived at the same conclusion: ‘It is not only the assort-
ment of surfaces to which this technique was applied, but 

Figure 4 Rembrandt, Moses Breaking the Tablets of the Law, 1659, oil 
on canvas, 168.1 × 136.5 cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, 
Kat. Nr. 811. © Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (image: 
Christoph Schmidt).

Figure 5 Rembrandt, Moses Breaking the Tablets of the Law (Figure 4): 
microscopic image of a sash strap of the garment (image: Claudia Laurenze-
Landsberg).



K AT J A  K L E I N E R T  A N D  C L A U D I A  L A U R E N Z E - L A N D S B E R G   M A T E R I A L  E X P E R I M E N T A T I O N  A N D  V I R T U O S O  P E R F O R M A N C E : 
O B S E R V A T I O N S  O N  T H E  P A I N T I N G  T E C H N I Q U E  O F  R E M B R A N D T ’ S  W O R K S  I N  T H E  G E M Ä L D E G A L E R I E ,  B E R L I N

ARTMATTERS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL FOR TECHNICAL ART HISTORY – SPECIAL ISSUE #2 – 2025� 74

the variety in quantity and type that makes Rembrandt’s 
use of scratchmarks in his late work so captivating’.35 The 
examples presented above make clear that this observation 
applies not merely to Rembrandt’s late work but rather to 
his whole painted oeuvre. 

Marbled effects

The examination of the Rembrandt holdings in Berlin 
brought to light marbled effects in several works, created by 
combining different hues of paint wet-in-wet and swirling 
them together by rotating the brush. Even in a work as early 
as The Money-Changer, there are places where Rembrandt 
must have twisted his brush while applying paint. Such is the 
case with the alphabetical characters that he pressed with 
the brush into the still-soft underlayer, producing lightly 
marbled structures.36

About three years later, Rembrandt very deliberately 
employed marbling in The Abduction of Proserpina (Figure 
6) in which he depicted flowers, leaves and ornaments by 
combining differently coloured, fluid paints and by exploit-
ing the tendency of those paints to flow into one another 
(Figures 7a–c). The flowers in this small-figured picture 
measure only about 2–3 mm in size, making the mar-
bled effects only barely visible to the naked eye. Despite 
that, Rembrandt executed them in great detail and with 
utmost care. The microscopic images that show the brilliant 
effects of this marbling are a feast for the eyes.37 Rembrandt 
expended great effort on even the smallest of details in The 
Abduction of Proserpina as evidenced from the painting’s 
overall process of creation, during which he made numer-
ous corrections and changes. He also spared no effort or 
expense with regard to the painting technique and mate-
rials used. The picture thus contains a profusion of finely 
painted details that are of utmost perfection. Furthermore, 
he used the costly pigment lapis lazuli for the large area 

of sky. With this representation of the Proserpina myth, 
Rembrandt created a thoroughly ambitious and high- 
quality work that clearly exceeded his usual standards at the 
time. Because the picture was in the collection of the stadt-
holder Frederik Hendrik shortly after its completion, one 
can reasonably assume that Rembrandt made it expressly 
for him, although it remains an open question as to whether 
Rembrandt would have done this on commission or at his 
own risk.38 The lavish use of elaborate, parti-coloured mar-
bled effects in the smallest details underpins the assumption 
that the picture was conceived for Frederik Hendrik. The 
Minerva, probably also created about 1630/31 and likewise 

Figure 6 Rembrandt, The Abduction of Proserpina, c.1631, oil on oak, 
84.4 × 79.5 cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Kat. Nr. 823. 
© Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (image: Christoph Schmidt).

Figure 7 Rembrandt, The Abduction of Proserpina (Figure 6): (a–c) microscopic images of painted flowers (images: Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg).
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once owned by Frederik Hendrik, also features lapis lazuli 
in some of the brushstrokes;39 apparently these are the only 
two paintings by Rembrandt containing that pigment. Most 
notably, however, the Minerva also features flowers and 
ornaments formed, as in the Proserpina, by the marbling 
of fluid paints.40 In later works, Rembrandt used such mar-
bled effects much more sparingly.

In Old Man with a Beard and Beret, the sitter’s beard 
was modelled with curved grey, yellow and white brush-
strokes applied wet-in-wet.41 In Susanna and the Elders, 
extensively reworked by Joshua Reynolds between 1769 
and 1792, the style of the plants to the right of the rock for-
mation clearly betrays the hand of Rembrandt (Figure 8).42 
The vegetation is executed in great detail, its colours fluidly 
commingled in a variation of the marbling technique. This 
handling of detail and colour differs clearly from that found 
in the areas reworked by Reynolds. The contrast under-
scores the two painters’ markedly different approaches.43

Marbled effects are found even in Rembrandt’s late 
works at the Gemäldegalerie. He built up the Hebrew letters 
in Moses Breaking the Tablets of the Law with utmost care, 
applying them in several steps using not only various col-
ours but also brushes of different widths. In certain places, 
the colours were combined for a marbled effect; in others, 
pressure applied to the brush created fan-like structures.44 
Similar observations can be made about Jacob Wrestling 

with the Angel in which the angel’s eyes are worked out with 
great subtlety. Of particular note in the left eye are the red 
border of the pupil and the eye’s inner corner, which dis-
plays a marbling of fluid yellow and red paints.45

Embellished signatures

A surprising finding of our investigations was that 
Rembrandt clearly added embellishments to some of his 
signatures.46 When the signatures are viewed only with the 
naked eye, it appears that Rembrandt simply applied dark 
paint over a lighter background, but a closer look under the 
microscope reveals added accentuations in some of the sig-
natures. In terms of the technical elaboration involved, the 
attention he lavished on those examples exceeded the effort 
that was normally expended on signatures.47

Once again, The Money-Changer offers both the earli-
est and the most unusual example. The painting is signed 
‘RH’ and dated ‘1627’ on the folio volume lying open to the 
left of the old man. The linked letters ‘RH’ were pressed 
into the still-soft, dark surface using a thin, somewhat stiff 
brush (without paint): only the upper arch of the letter 
‘R’ was then gone over with greyish-brown paint.48 The 
numerals of the date were applied only after the surface 
had dried, using a small amount of greyish-brown paint 
on a thin brush; that paint lies flat on the dark surface.49 

The signature was therefore carried out in two steps with 
drying time in between: first the monogram was pressed 
into the soft paint, and later the date was applied on the 
dried paint. The impression of the signature into the sur-
face is in keeping with the relief-like modelling present in 
many parts of the work. The embellishment of the letter 
‘R’ is notable; that type of supplementary ornamentation 
of individual letters shows up regularly in later works.50

The painting Samson Threatening his Father-in-Law, 
created about eight years later in 1635, also bears an 
embellished signature. The painting is signed and dated 
on the pilaster at the right edge: ‘Rembrandt·f v·163[. . .]’. 
Originally the date must have read ‘1635’, since that year 
appears in two early reproductive engravings.51 The ‘5’ was 
very probably lost in 1807, when the canvas was confiscated 
under Napoleon and brought to Paris, where it was then 
lined. In the process of reattaching the newly lined canvas 

Figure 8 Rembrandt, Susanna and the Elders, 1647, oil on mahogany, 76.6 
× 92.8 cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Kat. Nr. 828E. 
Microscopic image of a yellow flower above the head of the old man in the 
foreground (image: Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg).

Figure 9 Rembrandt, Old Man with Beard and Beret, 1645, oil on canvas, 110 × 82 cm, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie, Kat. Nr. 828A. (a) Detail 
of the signature and (b) detail of the same signature. The ‘f’ was decorated with light and dark yellow and greenish-greyish-brown. © Staatliche Museen zu 
Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (image a: Christoph Schmidt; image b: Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg).
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to the stretcher, the final numeral of the date must have 
been folded over the edge and thus removed from view. 
Rembrandt applied this signature in a first step using a thin 
black paint before going back over it in greyish brown, in 
part more broadly. He further differentiated the first letter, 
‘R’, by tracing over its lower arch in white and then over-
laying that with a thin application of light greyish-brown 
paint. The upper half of the ‘R’ is a modern reconstruction; 
it lies on top of a filled loss. Directly beneath the ‘R’ lies 
a horizontal arc that was applied wet-in-wet using white 
paint as well as grey and yellow toning.52 

Proceeding chronologically, the next example is the 
painting Old Man with a Beard and Beret, signed and 
dated ‘Rembrandt. f. 1645’ at the lower left. This was 
painted in bone black, applied on top of the background 
colour. The letters ‘ndt’ and all the numerals of the date 
were additionally gone over with a finely ground, greenish- 
grey-brown paint. Furthermore, having carried out the 
‘f’ in black, Rembrandt then embellished the letter with 
light and dark yellows and with greyish green (Figure 
9a–b). The signature thus exhibits features typical of 
Rembrandt’s handling, thereby supporting the autograph 
nature of the work. Ironically, it was doubt over this sig-
nature’s authenticity that had once served as the starting 
point for a deattribution: in 1968, Horst Gerson identified 
it as a ‘false monogram’.53 Noting what he viewed as an 
inauthentic signature, Christian Tümpel assigned the work 
merely to the circle of Rembrandt.54 Subsequent scholar-
ship attributed the painting variously to the school or studio 
of Rembrandt.55 However, having newly evaluated the pic-
ture, Ernst van de Wetering returned it to the master in the 
sixth volume of the Rembrandt Corpus.56 The most recent 
examinations on the part of the Gemäldegalerie confirm 
the attribution to Rembrandt – it turns out that the date 
was obviously corrected and painted over by Rembrandt 
himself.57 This observation accords well with the finding 
that the picture underwent various modifications during 
the painting process, so that within a single work one can 
speak of two variants, each of which was evidently signed 
and dated in a manner characteristic of Rembrandt.

Susanna and the Elders is not only one of the most out-
standing works by Rembrandt in Berlin but also one of the 
most fascinating in terms of its genesis.58 It is signed on the 
step at the bottom right as follows: ‘Rembrandt.f. [1]647’. A 
thin black line appears above the date. The black of the sig-
nature lies on top of the cool, light grey paint of the stone 
step. Rembrandt added yellow embellishments represent-
ing the effects of light to the curves of the letters ‘b’ and ‘d’ 
and along straight portions of the letters ‘R’, ‘m’, ‘n’ and ‘f’ 
(Figures 10a and b).

The signature on the 1659 Moses Breaking the Tablets of 
the Law, the Gemäldegalerie’s only late work by Rembrandt 
that bears a date, was also subsequently worked over by 
the artist. Located at the right bottom edge, where it lies 
on top of various green and yellow areas of the stone back-
drop, the signature was carried out using a wide bristle 
brush loaded with black paint. It reads ‘Rembrandt· f ·1659’. 
The brush maintained continuous contact with the surface 
during the signature’s application. While the black paint 
was still soft, the area of the signature was gone over with 
green giving rise to marbled effects. Additionally, before 
the paint had dried, the space between the letters ‘m’ and 
‘b’ was accented in yellow.59

Conclusion

The observations presented here on the paintings in Berlin 
make clear that from very early on Rembrandt engaged in an 
intense exploration of the possibilities of various techniques 
and working methods. Paintings such as The Money-Changer 
appear to have served as a kind of testing ground for that 
undertaking. The techniques discussed above – the relief-like 
handling of flesh tones, the use of scrapings and scratchings, 
the employment of marbled effects and the embellishment 
of signatures – are found throughout the whole course of 
Rembrandt’s career, from the early to the late oeuvre, but 
certainly not in all paintings or according to a fixed pat-
tern. While producing his early works, Rembrandt appears 
to have successfully assembled an array of tried-and-tested 

Figure 10 Rembrandt, Susanna and the Elders (Figure 8). (a) Detail of the signature: the letters of the signature were painted in black against the cool, light 
grey of the stone steps. Additional light effects in yellow were added to the black in the curves of the letters ‘b’ and ‘d’, along the lines for ‘r’, ‘m’, ‘n’ and ‘f’. (b) 
Detail of the same signature. © Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Gemäldegalerie (image a: Christoph Schmidt; image b: Claudia Laurenze-Landsberg).
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techniques to be used as the building blocks of later works, in 
which he would further develop those techniques but never 
employ them in a standardised way. His working methods 
were highly varied, detailed and considered, without ever 
becoming rigid or conforming to set conventions. It is aston-
ishing that Rembrandt used many of the techniques under 
discussion even in small-scale paintings, even though the 
technical details of such works are often hardly discerni-
ble to the naked eye: he still invested much time and effort 
in such passages.60 Although the precise execution of those 
details is barely visible without magnification and other aids, 
they nevertheless influence a painting’s general effect. In the 
case of the Proserpina, for example, they all contribute to the 
work’s overall resplendence. And so in the absence of tech-
nical examination, the production process of Rembrandt’s 
paintings often remains hidden and mysterious. Yet the effect 
of his art is matchless – each painting a marvellous jewel in 
its own right.
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