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1606? - 1669
Rembrandt

The great painters

Rembrandt van Rijn’s painting “The Night
Watch” is world famous. The painting
dates from 1642 and since that time it

has been commented on, praised and
discussed on innumerable occasions. It is
indeed an intriguing painting: it depicts
something — but what? On the other
hand, it is an ordinary painting: a group
of Amsterdam residents depicted as
members of the civic guard around their
Captain Frans Banning Cocq. The painting
was intended to be hung in the new great
hall of the renovated Kloveniersdoelen
(the headquarters of the civic guardsmen).
Such group portraits belonged to a
tradition that dated back to the first half
of the sixteenth century. Banning Cocq’s

colleagues did themselves equal justice:
they too commissioned group portraits by
well-known artists. Rembrandt’s painting
therefore originally hung in the company
of a number of other recent group
portraits in the new Doelenzaal of the
Kloveniersdoelen where the guardsmen
regularly met to eat, drink and smoke
together.

At the time that Banning Cocq
commissioned Rembrandt, the latter was
already much in demand as a portrait
painter. He was also ambitious and had
left his birthplace (Leiden) at an early
age in the hope of making a better career
for himself in the richer, larger town of
Amsterdam. He was successful. With his



expensive portraits and paintings of bibli-
cal and mythological figures and stories,
Rembrandt served the elite among the
wealthy bourgeoisie and art lovers.

The Amsterdam art market was,
however, much wider in scope. Around
the year 1650, the city had some 175
artists. The majority of them produced
cheap paintings for an anonymous market,
mainly small landscapes and so-called
genre pieces depicting everyday scenes.
These painters did not achieve eternal
fame, but their work is a mark of the
wealth and scope of seventeenth-century
Dutch painting. Spurred on by the great
demand from ordinary citizens for paint-
ings to decorate their homes, all over the
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Republic artists tried to create their own
niche in the market. It has been calculated
that in the seventeenth century over

five million paintings must have been
produced. This figure clearly illustrates
that Dutch painting was not dominated
by a few great masters working in impor-
tant artistic centres such as Amsterdam,
Haarlem and Utrecht. It is therefore not
Rembrandt alone who symbolises the
remarkable cultural boom of the seven-
teenth century, but also the hundreds of
second and third-rate local painters who
tried to make a living in the shadows of
famous masters or working in smaller 155
artistic centres like Enkhuizen and Zwolle.
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