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Abstract 

 

The Path to Virtue:  

Rembrandt’s Jerome as Repentant Sinner and Scholar 

 

Arianna Nicole Ray, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Jeffrey Chipps Smith 

 

Over the course of his career, the artist Rembrandt van Rijn produced eight prints 

depicting St. Jerome, a fourth-century ascetic and theologian. In this thesis, I examine why 

Rembrandt chose Jerome to represent so often in print and in what ways the saint’s imagery and 

iconography was adapted to reflect seventeenth-century Dutch culture and values. Rembrandt’s 

prints of Jerome can be divided into two even groups, with four etchings of the saint as repentant 

sinner and four of the saint as scholar. In the prints of the repentant Jerome, I argue that 

Rembrandt focuses on the act of prayer and quiet contemplation to align with Protestant ideas of 

penitence. In this way, Rembrandt reflects a Protestant version of asceticism that could be used 

to model prayer and penitence in the daily life of Dutch citizens worried for the fate of their 

souls. One of these four prints of Jerome in penitence was produced in collaboration with a 

printmaker, Jan van Vliet. With this print, I analyze the practical reasons surrounding 

Rembrandt’s production and posit that his collaboration with Van Vliet broadly and the prints of 

Jerome specifically were meant to advertise his skill, attract patrons, and attain success on the 

market. I lastly discuss Rembrandt’s four prints of Jerome as scholar and view them through the 

lens of Christian humanism and intellectual culture prevalent in the Dutch Republic during this 
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time. Jerome’s status as patron saint of scholars and advocate for the study of languages and 

primacy of the original Word resonated with Protestant thinkers of the early modern era. The 

characterization of Jerome’s scholarship again aligned with a newly developing form of 

asceticism that focused on virtue and engagement with God. This thesis argues that all eight 

prints of Jerome in his dual guises as sinner and scholar reveal Rembrandt’s construction of the 

saint as an ideal of religious devotion. In these prints, Jerome’s penitence and scholarship both 

provide a model for the path to virtue as believers sought a way to be reassured of their salvation 

and lead a life of pious humility. 
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Introduction 

 “All strive after humility, that greatest of Christian virtues.”1 So writes the fourth-century 

theologian, hermit, and saint Jerome in a letter to his disciples. Although Jerome’s primary fame 

after his death in 420 rested on his Latin translation and revision of the Bible, the Vulgate, he 

was also acclaimed as a hermit penitent, who had retreated into the desert to live as an ascetic 

and perform repentance for his sins. As a vociferous advocate for virginity, monasticism, and 

asceticism, Jerome thus does not at first glance seem to be an obvious choice of subject for 

Rembrandt van Rijn, a seventeenth-century Protestant artist who identified principally with St. 

Paul. And yet, over the course of his career, Rembrandt produced seven etchings, one design for 

a print executed by another artist, one painting that has since been lost, and three drawing studies 

of the saint. Despite the differences in composition, iconography, and action across the prints, all 

eight are united by a common focus on humility and virtue. Among the prints, Rembrandt 

represents Jerome in prayer or contemplation of the Bible and provides a model of piety through 

his devout actions.  

 Throughout his life, Rembrandt produced approximately 290 prints, with the first dating 

from the late 1620s.2 His multiple considerations of Jerome constitute the highest number of 

etchings dedicated to a single saint in his print corpus. Clearly the artist’s return to this one 

subject over three decades of his life indicates a special significance or interest in the themes and 

iconographies of the saint. This thesis aims to address the questions raised by the recurrence of 

Jerome in Rembrandt’s oeuvre and to thoroughly analyze the eight prints’ compositions, 

                                                
1 Saint Jerome, Letter 22.7, Jerome: The Principal Works of Saint Jerome, trans. W.H. Fremantle with G. Lewis and 

W.G. Martley (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995), 64. 
2 Tom Rassieur, “Chapters in Rembrandt’s Life as a Printmaker,” in Pursuit of Faith: Etchings by Rembrandt from 

the Thrivent Financial Collection of Religious Art, exh cat., ed. Shelley Perlove (Dearborn: University of Michigan-

Dearborn, 2010), 34. 
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meanings, audiences, and contexts in order to determine how and why the artist represented the 

subject with such frequency. 

Rembrandt’s Hieronymian print output includes St. Jerome Kneeling: A Large Plate (c. 

1629; B. 106), St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer with printmaker Jan Joris van Vliet (1631; B. II, 

13), St. Jerome Praying: An Arched Print (1632; B. 101), St. Jerome Reading (1634; B. 100), St. 

Jerome Kneeling in Prayer, Looking Down (1635; B. 102), St. Jerome in a Dark Chamber 

(1642; B. 105), St. Jerome beside a Pollard Willow (1648; B. 103), and St. Jerome Reading in an 

Italian Landscape (c. 1653; B. 104).3 Rembrandt’s prints equally treat both of the two primary 

iconographic themes of Jerome’s life as penitent sinner and as scholar. His four prints of Jerome 

in repentance are all concentrated in the years 1629 to 1635; the other half of Jerome as scholar 

span from the 1630s to the 1650s. Thematically, Rembrandt’s prints of Jerome are not unique in 

his oeuvre. In many other instances, Rembrandt represented other religious figures in repentance 

and depicted elderly men at work reading or writing. However, Rembrandt’s continual return to 

the subject of Jerome indicates his interest in the saint’s life and the ways in which his story and 

iconography could resonate with a contemporaneous audience and demonstrate the way of life of 

a pious individual. In order to explore why Jerome was of such interest to Rembrandt, it is first 

helpful to consider a brief overview of the historical saint’s life. 

 

 

                                                
3 Of the prints, three were produced in only one state (St. Jerome Kneeling: A Large Plate, St. Jerome Reading, St. 
Jerome Kneeling in Prayer, Looking Down), four in two states (St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer, St. Jerome in a Dark 

Chamber, St. Jerome beside a Pollard Willow, St. Jerome Reading in an Italian Landscape) with only one etching 

having three states (St. Jerome Praying: An Arched Print). The differences between the states are relatively minor. 

The “B.” numbers reference the prints’ position in the cataloguing originally done by Adam Bartsch in his 1797 

publication, Catalogue raisonné de toutes les estampes qui forment l'oeuvre de Rembrandt. Bartsch’s numbering 

system became definitive and continues to be used in reference to Rembrandt’s prints. 



 

 

 

 3 

 The Life of Jerome 

Jerome was born around 345 into a Christian family in a small town called Stridon in the 

Roman province of Dalmatia.4 At the age of twelve, Jerome’s father sent him to Rome to receive 

a more advanced education, where he enrolled in a school of rhetoric, received training in public 

speaking and debate, and read the canon of classical Latin authors like Virgil and Cicero.5 This 

thorough, classical education was standard for the senatorial class but also above the social 

station of Jerome’s birth.6 Following the completion of his schooling, he traveled to Trier, which 

was then an administrative capital of the Roman Empire; it is conjectured that he hoped to 

receive a post in the bureaucracy and pursue a governmental career.7 Jerome subsequently 

abandoned his imperial administrative ambitions and moved to Aquileia in present-day northern 

Italy, where he was deeply influenced by a circle of ascetics, including Evagrius, an early thinker 

who aimed to link the Greek and Latin speaking worlds.8 Evagrius assumed a central role in the 

transmission of the Christian ascetic theology of the Desert Fathers from Egypt and Asia Minor 

to the West.9 During Lent of 374, while in Antioch visiting Evagrius, Jerome had a life-changing 

dream. In this dream, Jerome was dragged before the Judge, who accused him, “thou art a 

                                                
4 Eugene F. Rice, Jr., Saint Jerome in the Renaissance (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), 1. 

This is believed to be in present day Croatia or Slovenia. 
5 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 1. 
6 Megan Hale Williams, The Monk and the Book: Jerome and the Making of Christian Scholarship (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2006), 16. 
7 Stefan Rebenich, Jerome (London: Routledge, 2002), 7. 
8 Saint Jerome, Letter 3.3, Jerome: The Principal Works of Saint Jerome, 5. Rebenich in his Jerome notes the 

hypothesis that Jerome is one of the bureaucrats mentioned in Augustine’s Confessions who was inspired to leave 

Trier due to exposure to the Life of Antony. 
9 Gavin Flood, The Ascetic Self: Subjectivity, Memory and Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2004), 148. 
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follower of Cicero and not of Christ.”10 Physically beaten and broken down, Jerome promised to 

repent and thereafter read only the books of God.11 

 Shortly following this vision began Jerome’s first period of asceticism from 374 to 376 

with his retreat to Maronia, a semi-rural hamlet in the desert near Chalcis in Greece.12 He 

described these experiences vividly in his later letters, stating,  

How often, when I was living in the desert, in the vast solitude which gives to hermits a 

savage dwelling-place, parched by a burning sun, how often did I fancy myself among 

the pleasures of Rome! I used to sit alone because I was filled with bitterness. Sackcloth 

disfigured my unshapely limbs and my skin from long neglect had become as black as an 

Ethiopian’s. Tears and groans were every day my portion....13  

 

Although written later in life and thus perhaps exaggerated for effect, Jerome evidently 

experienced this period of desert eremitism as hardship and lamented the loss of the luxuries that 

he had previously enjoyed. He continued to correspond with others and devote himself to 

intellectual work, improving his Greek and beginning his study of Hebrew.14 Due to quarreling 

with some of the other ascetics in the area on theological issues, Jerome retired from his eremitic 

life after two years.15 After travelling to Rome with colleagues in 382, Jerome attracted the 

attention of Pope Damasus, who commissioned him to revise the Latin version of the Gospels 

according to the original Greek texts. This commission launched his lifelong project of revising 

the entire Latin edition of the Bible, which would come to be known as the Vulgate. After only 

                                                
10 Saint Jerome, Letter 22.30, Jerome: The Principal Works of Saint Jerome, 35. 
11 Saint Jerome, Letter 22.30, Jerome: The Principal Works of Saint Jerome, 35. 
12 Andrew Cain, The Letters of Jerome: Asceticism, Biblical Exegesis, and the Construction of Christian Authority 

in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 22.  
13 Saint Jerome, Letter 22.7, Jerome: The Principal Works of Saint Jerome, 24-25. 
14 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 19. 
15 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 10. 
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four years in Rome, his frequent satirizing and disparagement of the clergy led to his expulsion 

from the city in 386 following the death of Damasus.16 

 From Rome, Jerome and one of his patrons, Paula, traveled to Bethlehem, where they 

founded a monastery and a convent respectively near the Church of the Nativity.17 This final 

period of his ascetic life, as coenobitic monk, was the longest and most productive for his 

scholarship. He continued to participate in worldly affairs and theological debates through his 

frequent letters and dogmatic texts responding to contemporaneous writers until his death in 420. 

During his own time, Jerome was viewed as an extremist on the edges of mainstream Christian 

thought due to his strident support of the ascetic lifestyle.18 However, his popularity grew 

exponentially in the centuries following his death until he became one of the most prominent 

saints of the early modern period. 

 

Historical Reception of Jerome  

 By the seventh century, Jerome had been elevated to sainthood and was shortly thereafter 

made a Doctor of the Church, establishing him as one of Catholicism’s four most important early 

theologians.19 During the early medieval period, a miracle additionally became associated with 

his life. This miracle is codified in the influential thirteenth-century compendium of 

hagiographies Legenda Aurea by Jacobus de Voragine. According to the legend, a lion wandered 

into Jerome’s monastery with a thorn stuck in his paw. While the other brothers fled in fear, 

                                                
16 Jerome was seemingly accused of improper relations with some of his female patrons, particularly the aristocrat 

Paula. He was tried in ecclesiastical court and likely was not acquitted, as can be deduced from his evasive language 

in letter 45. 
17 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 14. 
18 Cain, The Letters of Jerome, 135. He was even briefly excommunicated by the Bishop of Jerusalem. 
19 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 30.  
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Jerome stayed and healed the lion, after which the animal was tamed and stayed by his side 

forevermore.20 The ascription of a miracle to his legend indicated the perception of his holiness 

and quickly developed his defining artistic attribute, the lion companion. One of his other 

primary artistic markers, that of the cardinal’s garb and galero or hat, was also anachronistically 

assigned to his iconography in the late medieval period. 

 Jerome’s legend and iconography were propelled onwards particularly by the fourteenth-

century jurist Giovanni d’Andrea, who wrote a book entitled Hieronymianus or De laudibus 

sancti Hieronymi.21 D’Andrea’s admiration of Jerome spurred him to collect as much 

biographical material and as many accounts of Jerome’s life as possible, and, significantly, 

commission a number of works of art related to the saint. Addressing his allegiance to the saint, 

d’Andrea stated, “I have also established the way he should be painted, namely, sitting in a chair, 

beside him the hat that cardinals wear nowadays…at his feet the tame lion; and I have caused 

many pictures of this sort to be set up in diverse places.”22 It was indeed only after approximately 

the middle of the fourteenth century that images of Jerome with lion and cardinal’s hat appear 

regularly in Italian art.23 Artistic representations of Jerome were further encouraged by the 

establishment of monastic congregations dedicated to the imitation of his life in the fourteenth 

and fifteenth centuries.24 The pictorial tradition of representing Jerome in the wilderness or in his 

study similarly began to boom around the year 1400 with origins in Italy.25 The penitential 

                                                
20 Jacobus de Voragine, Legenda aurea, vol. 5, ed. F.S. Ellis, trans. William Caxton (London: J.M. Dent, 1900), 

203.  This miracle then became further modified and during the Renaissance was believed to have taken place in the 
wilderness while he was a hermit. 
21 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 64. 
22 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 65. 
23 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 65. 
24 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 68. 
25 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 75-76. 
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Jerome became much more prevalent among artists throughout the Renaissance and into the 

seventeenth century, while the image of Jerome as scholar waned in popularity by the start of the 

Counter Reformation.26 

 Jerome’s affiliation with the Catholic Church solidified in the sixteenth century as a 

result of the Reformation. The Church adopted the Vulgate as its official version of the Bible in 

the Council of Trent, and Catholic writers consistently allied Jerome to their cause.27 For the 

Catholics, Jerome was viewed as a champion against heresy whose life and works modeled their 

own fight against reformers.28 The Protestants, for their part, did not find much value in Jerome’s 

theology. Most preferred St. Augustine over Jerome and explicitly proclaimed the former’s 

superiority in rhetoric and ideology.29 Martin Luther scoffed at Jerome’s theological 

accomplishments and actively expressed dislike for him, stating, “I know no writer whom I hate 

as much as I do Jerome. All he writes about is fasting and virginity.”30  

Despite Jerome’s lack of appeal to the early Reformers, the zealous debates surrounding 

the relative ranking of the Church Fathers had largely faded by the end of the century. As the 

dust of the Reformation settled, Protestant artists increasingly saw the value of using Jerome’s 

image and legend to propagate their beliefs. In 1580, Monogrammist W.S., for example, adapted 

the famed print by Albrecht Dürer St. Jerome in His Study and supplanted the image of Jerome 

with that of Luther, with the inscription at the bottom referencing his battle against the pope.31 

                                                
26 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 104. 
27 Hilmar M. Pabel, Herculean Labors: Erasmus and the Editing of St. Jerome’s Letters in the Renaissance (Leiden: 
Brill, 2008), 95. 
28 Pabel, Herculean Labors, 101-103. 
29 Donald R. Kelley, Renaissance Humanism (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991), 93. 
30 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 139. 
31 Herbert Friedmann, A Bestiary for Saint Jerome: Animal Symbolism in European Religious Art (Washington, 

D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1980), 109-113. 
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Clearly, Luther’s personal distaste for Jerome was unimportant when it came to matters of 

persuasive imagery. The affinities among the two, as prolific writers, translators of the Bible, and 

scholars, allowed the artist to use Jerome as a suitable model. Into the seventeenth century as 

well, artists like Rembrandt were able to set aside some of Jerome’s more unsavory views, like 

his ardent support for monasticism and the papacy, to focus instead on the aspects that did align 

with their own religious beliefs, like his repentance, devotion to God, emphasis on the Word, and 

scholarly accomplishments. Rembrandt thus was able to use select elements of Jerome’s 

iconography and character to reflect his and Dutch society’s perspectives, in contradiction to the 

Catholic authors and artists who attempted to strictly confessionalize Jerome’s image and 

writings. 

 

State of the Literature 

 Despite the popularity of Rembrandt and his work in the art historical canon, few 

scholars have attempted an analysis specifically dedicated to his Hieronymian prints. Most 

prominently, Catherine Scallen wrote her dissertation “Rembrandt and Saint Jerome” in 1990, 

which covers the seven autograph works by Rembrandt with little attention paid to the eighth 

reproductive work by Van Vliet. From this dissertation, Scallen has published “Rembrandt, 

Emulation, and the Northern Print Tradition” in 1998 and “Rembrandt’s Reformation of a 

Catholic Subject: The Penitent and the Repentant Saint Jerome” in 1999. The former does not 

focus on the prints of St. Jerome, but rather includes them in a broader discussion of 

Rembrandt’s emulation of Northern Renaissance artists. She identifies precursors in the oeuvres 

of Albrecht Dürer and Lucas van Leyden for several of Rembrandt’s Jerome prints, including St. 
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Jerome in a Dark Chamber, St. Jerome beside a Pollard Willow, and St. Jerome Reading.32 

While I concur with her analyses of the first two prints and their derivation from Dürer, the 

connection of St. Jerome Reading to the two Lucas works she cites is rather more tenuous.33 In 

my discussion of these works, I aim to go beyond an identification of the relationship of 

Rembrandt to the two artists and dive more deeply into their specific imagery and meanings in 

the seventeenth-century context. 

 Scallen’s other article, “Rembrandt’s Reformation of a Catholic Subject: The Penitent 

and the Repentant Saint Jerome,” discusses only the early prints of Jerome in repentance. In her 

examination, Scallen concludes that Rembrandt’s imagery dilutes the Catholic associations of 

traditional paintings of Jerome in order to make the prints more appealing to a Protestant 

audience.34 While making this argument, Scallen states that the terms “penance” and “penitence” 

were looked upon with suspicion by Calvinists.35 In her view, “repentance” is rather displayed in 

Rembrandt’s work, which she describes as a primarily inward meditation on sin and 

forgiveness.36 Although I agree with her characterization of the inward nature of Rembrandt’s 

prints of Jerome’s contrition, I take issue with her dismissal of the term “penitence.” Her support 

for this claim rests on the quote of one individual, Jacobus Arminius, who was the founder of the 

Remonstrants, a party that broke off from the Reformed Church primarily over questions of 

predestination.37  The Remonstrants generated controversy across the Republic and their views 

                                                
32 Catherine B. Scallen, “Rembrandt, Emulation, and the Northern Print Tradition,” in In Detail: New Studies of 

Northern Renaissance Art in Honor of Walter S. Gibson, ed. Laurinda S. Dixon (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 141. 
33 Scallen, “Rembrandt, Emulation, and the Northern Print Tradition,” 147, note 33. 
34 Catherine B. Scallen, “Rembrandt’s Reformation of a Catholic Subject: The Penitent and the Repentant Saint 

Jerome,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 30, no. 1 (1999): 71. 
35 Scallen, “Rembrandt’s Reformation,” 78. 
36 Scallen, “Rembrandt’s Reformation,” 78. 
37 Scallen, “Rembrandt’s Reformation,” 78-79. I have not in my own research on penitence and penance found any 

other evidence or claim that the term “penitence” was viewed negatively. Scholars who discuss such issues in the 
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cannot be taken as representative of the beliefs of the entirety of Dutch society. John Calvin 

himself, in the French edition of the Institutes of the Christian Religion, which he personally 

translated, uses both pénitence and repentance seemingly interchangeably.38 Protestants across 

the Dutch Republic assuredly disapproved of penitential works, like fasting or flagellation, but 

not with the concept of penitence itself, which is inherently tied to repentance. Scallen’s 

emphasis on the differentiation between these two terms overshadows an analysis of the 

specificities of Rembrandt’s prints and the meanings that penitence may have had for its 

seventeenth-century audience. I further question whether her observation of the division of 

penitence and repentance would have been clear for the audience of the seventeenth century and 

contend that this explanation also does not fully tackle the specifically Catholic portions of the 

imagery. Repentance, associated with contrition and regret, and penitence, meant to address an 

individual’s wrongdoing or sin, are inherently interrelated and cannot, in my view, be 

disentangled from one another. I thus hope to push Scallen’s work further and examine what 

penitence itself could mean for a Protestant society.  

In this article, Scallen additionally considers only three of the prints from 1629-35, 

neglecting the 1631 reproductive etching by Van Vliet that includes a rosary and crucifix, and 

focuses almost entirely on specific theological distinctions. I will more fully contend with the 

meaning of Van Vliet’s work and its effect on the audiences Rembrandt was targeting with his 

imagery of the penitential Jerome. In her dissertation, Scallen’s discussion of the other half of 

Rembrandt’s prints, of Jerome as scholar, primarily deal with his formal antecedents and 

                                                                                                                                                       
context of the early modern period and the Dutch Republic specifically continue to use “penitence.” As such, I also 

use both “penitence” and “repentance” throughout my thesis. 
38 John Calvin, Institution de la religion chrestienne, vol. 2, book 3 (Paris: C. Meyrueis, [1560] 1859), 36-54. 
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comparisons to contemporaneous works of the saint, the landscape, and readers.39 In my 

argument, I will contextualize Rembrandt’s images in the intellectual culture of his time and 

question what significance Jerome specifically could have had to a society that highly valued 

humanism. 

 Other scholars who have discussed the Jerome prints include Shelley Perlove and Larry 

Silver in their book Rembrandt’s Faith: Church and Temple in the Dutch Golden Age and Susan 

Donahue Kuretsky in her article “Rembrandt’s Tree Stump: An Iconographic Attribute of St. 

Jerome.” Perlove and Silver discuss Rembrandt’s prints of Jerome only briefly, primarily in the 

context of his other images of saints and in comparison to similar works by those such as Gerrit 

Dou.40 Their work is particularly useful to my project in the broader contextualization within 

Rembrandt’s oeuvre and thorough exploration of the religious culture of the Dutch Republic 

during his time. In her article, Kuretsky focuses on the symbolic and allegorical allusions of the 

pollard willow in Rembrandt’s 1648 rendition of Jerome. She makes connections between the 

willow and the Tree of Knowledge, from which Adam and Eve obtained the forbidden fruit.41 

Although her article finds many pertinent connections between the tree and such potential 

eschatological meanings, my argument looks beyond symbolism and instead turns to focus on 

the broader meanings inherent in the landscape and the impact of the theme of Jerome’s 

scholarly work on the depiction of nature and Dutch values. 

 The relationship between Rembrandt and Jan van Vliet, the reproductive etcher who 

created St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer in 1631, is only rarely independently discussed by 

                                                
39 Catherine B. Scallen, Rembrandt and Saint Jerome. (PhD. Diss., Princeton University, 1990), 201-284. 
40 Shelley Perlove and Larry Silver, Rembrandt’s Faith: Church and Temple in the Dutch Golden Age (University 

Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009), 347-351. 
41 Susan Donahue Kuretsky, “Rembrandt’s Tree Stump: An Iconographic Attribute of St. Jerome,” Art Bulletin 56, 

no. 4 (1974): 571-580. 
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scholars. One seminal publication in 1996, Rembrandt & Van Vliet: A Collaboration on Copper 

by Christiaan Schuckman, Martin Royalton-Kisch, and Erik Hinterding, extensively discusses 

Van Vliet’s life and relationship to Rembrandt by examining their artistic styles and working 

practices. From this publication I gather much of my base evidence on Van Vliet’s reproductive 

activities to formulate my argument that their collaboration was founded in Rembrandt’s 

ambition.  

One recent 2017 article by Jaco Rutgers, “Jan van Vliet and Rembrandt van Rijn: Their 

Collaboration Reassessed,” attempts to refute the central claims of the two artists’ collaboration 

and instead proposes that Van Vliet created his prints without Rembrandt’s  prompting or even 

active involvement.42 However, this fails to adequately consider the fact that Van Vliet was not 

the only one reproducing works after Rembrandt in this one specific period of his career in the 

early 1630s. Rutgers also does not properly contend with the fact that their prints share the same 

watermarks, indicating that they were published from the same press and further tying the two 

artists closely together. Rutgers instead suggests that Van Vliet perhaps provided etching lessons 

to Rembrandt.43 However, Rembrandt had been producing etchings for several years by this 

point, and Rembrandt’s and Van Vliet’s styles in the medium are entirely different. Rembrandt 

tends to produce sketchy works, occasionally slapdash in appearance, while Van Vliet etches 

clearly and deliberately, much more akin to the traditions of engraving. Although I find Rutgers’ 

argument interesting and thought-provoking, I am inclined to agree with Schuckman, Royalton-

Kisch, and Hinterding. I thus treat the relationship between Rembrandt and Van Vliet as a 

                                                
42 Jaco Rutgers, "Jan van Vliet and Rembrandt van Rijn: Their Collaboration Reassessed," in Rembrandt and his 

Circle: Insights and Discoveries, ed. Stephanie Dickey (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2017), 290-293. 
43 Rutgers, “Jan van Vliet,” 293. 
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deliberate choice and examine the production of their Jerome print through the lens of an 

intentional artistic collaboration 

 

Chapter Descriptions 

 In my first chapter, I examine the three autograph prints of Jerome in repentance dating 

from 1629 to 1635. This chapter first approaches Rembrandt’s relationship to religion and 

penitence. Although it is impossible to ever fully determine his beliefs, he primarily aligned 

himself with St. Paul and demonstrated a broad curiosity towards theological questions. 

Penitence and penance dominated religious debates even into the seventeenth-century Dutch 

Republic, as various denominations navigated the ways in which repentance and prayer could be 

bound in the quest for God’s grace and the forgiveness of sin. While penance, which was an 

ecclesiastically regulated process consisting of three stages of contrition, confession, and 

satisfaction, was looked upon with distaste by Protestants, the core ideas of repentance and 

penitence were widely accepted. The acts of engaging in prayer and asking forgiveness from 

God were emphasized instead in the development of Protestant ideologies of repentance and 

penitence. Repentance became a part of the fabric of the community as Calvinist consistories 

policed the behavior of their constituents and attempted to force repentance upon those whom 

they deemed had erred. In comparisons to other depictions of Jerome from both Protestant and 

Catholic regions, Rembrandt’s works betray a greater focus on the interiority and action of 

prayer, rather than a performance of penitence. This aligns with the Protestant beliefs in the 

Dutch Republic and presumably would have appealed to individuals across Europe regardless of 

the particularities of their denominations. Although other scholars have similarly seen 

Rembrandt’s works as reflective of Protestant theologies and attractive to a multidenominational 
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audience, I go beyond this argument and additionally contend that Rembrandt’s version of 

Jerome and visualization of prayer and repentance reflects a newly developing Protestant vision 

of asceticism in line with sociologist Max Weber’s theory laid out in The Protestant Ethic and 

the Spirit of Capitalism. This Protestant asceticism addressed the anxieties stimulated by the 

question of predestination and established prayer and self-discipline as a path to being assured of 

salvation. In this way, the Jerome of Rembrandt’s prints can be seen as a model of prayer, 

humility, and virtue with value for the prints’ possessors. 

 I next turn to examine Van Vliet’s print St. Jerome Kneeling made after Rembrandt’s 

design, which is often neglected in discussions of Rembrandt’s Hieronymian works. As the 

potential meanings and religious contexts of images of Jerome in penitence have been 

established in the first chapter, I instead consider Van Vliet’s work from a practical point of 

view. The print, which features Catholic objects like a rosary, was published in 1631, at the 

beginning of Rembrandt’s career, while he was attempting to establish his reputation and drive 

up the prices of his works in the market. I argue that his collaboration with Van Vliet more 

broadly was meant to create parallels with the reproductive printmaking practices of more 

famous artists, such as his Flemish rival Peter Paul Rubens. In this, I view Rembrandt’s print of 

Jerome as seeking to appeal to similar Catholic audiences as Rubens in both the Southern and 

Northern Netherlands, where much of the population remained Catholic. Here I make a 

connection of his production of the print and work with Van Vliet to the historical circumstances 

of the early 1630s, as the Prince of Orange, Frederick Henry, was waging a campaign to annex 

portions of the Southern Netherlands and promoting toleration of Catholic worship to gain 

political currency. I posit that Rembrandt’s ambition, which included earning commissions from 

prominent patrons like Frederick Henry, spurred him in his collaboration with Van Vliet in 
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general. This chapter situates the 1631 Jerome print in the context of Rembrandt’s desire for 

success and suggests the financial and branding motivations that lay behind his and Van Vliet’s 

work. With Van Vliet, Rembrandt sought to spread his name and creative repertory to collectors, 

patrons, and artists internationally. 

 Following this thorough discussion of the four prints of Jerome as penitent, I lastly 

analyze the etchings of Jerome as scholar, which were scattered in production throughout 

Rembrandt’s career from the 1630s to the 1650s. Three of the four prints of Jerome as scholar 

feature the saint in a landscape, which receives much of Rembrandt’s attention. With these 

prints, I examine the affinities of Rembrandt’s landscape to artistic trends in the Dutch Republic, 

as well as make connections to the contemporaneous understanding of nature as a location meant 

to inspire peace, virtue, and contemplation of God. These four etchings also betray the influence 

of sixteenth-century art and culture on Rembrandt’s work. Most transparently, the fourth print of 

Jerome as scholar, which does not take place outdoors but rather in an interior study, seemingly 

emulates Albrecht Dürer’s significant print St. Jerome in His Study (1514). Although the 

connection of Rembrandt’s prints to Dürer has been discussed by scholars before, I also argue 

that, more subtly, the prints can be connected to and contextualized within the Renaissance 

origins of Christian humanism. The Netherlandish humanist Desiderius Erasmus was a leading 

figure in this movement and adopted Jerome as his personal model and icon. His continuing 

fame as a source of pride for the Dutch in the seventeenth century parallels the growing 

dominance of humanism and education in their society. The Dutch cultivated a spirit of 

intellectualism throughout the seventeenth century in their deliberate positioning as a center of 

education and theology through the establishment of numerous universities. They also valued the 

work of scholars, and artists frequently represented both portraits of such intellectuals as well as 
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generic representations of men reading, writing, and thinking. Rembrandt’s Jerome can be 

contextualized and understood in this general trend of valuing intellectual pursuits. The choice of 

Jerome in this instance was further reinforced by the saint’s biography, as an individual who had 

extensively studied the original languages of the Bible and valued the Word above all, much like 

later Protestants. By representing Jerome as scholar, Rembrandt was able to market his works to 

a vast Dutch audience who could personally connect with the imagery, much as in his other four 

prints of Jerome as penitent. In my argument, I claim that viewing the scholarly Jerome at the 

nexus of the landscape, the tradition of Christian humanism, and the Dutch celebration of 

intellectualism, demonstrates the way in which this version of the saint can be seen as a model of 

virtue as well. Jerome’s steadfast dedication to Scripture and constant contemplation of God 

again aligns him with an ascetic sensibility aimed at achieving a closer relationship to the divine. 

 Despite their differences in composition, theme, and date of creation, I believe that 

Rembrandt’s eight prints of Jerome can be unified in several ways. Most practically, they relate 

inherently to the artist’s drive for financial success and artistic fame. Rembrandt was able from 

the beginning of his career to demonstrate his ambition in the market with these prints that both 

displayed his originality in comparison to the Jeromes of other artists and reflected the religious 

and social values of seventeenth-century Dutch society. The imagery of all eight prints could 

appeal to a wide variety of audiences of varying political and religious beliefs. I also argue, 

however, that Rembrandt’s sustained attention to the subject of Jerome specifically across 

several decades of his career demonstrates an interest in the saint’s construction of religious 

devotion. In both the prints of Jerome as penitent and Jerome as scholar, Rembrandt depicted the 

saint as a model of virtue. Throughout the etchings, Jerome repents of his sins, studies the Word, 

and devotes himself to God. Rembrandt reveals a focus on the interiority of piety in the many 
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guises it can take as reflected in the figure of Jerome. Penitence and scholarship both become a 

path toward piety as saint, artist, and audience all seek to lead a humble and virtuous life. 
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Chapter 1 

Jerome and Penitence 

The repentant Jerome who appears in three of Rembrandt’s early etchings hardly seems 

to resemble the historical fourth-century ascetic saint. While the real Jerome retreated into the 

desert as a youth, prior to reaching the age of thirty, and wholeheartedly engaged in such ascetic 

acts as flagellation, self-injury, and fasting, Rembrandt’s Jerome instead adopts the appearance 

of an old man quietly kneeling in prayer.44 Without the addition of the lion, one of Jerome’s 

primary iconographic attributes, it would indeed be difficult to identify the individual in the 

prints. The figure of Jerome in the second etching, Saint Jerome Praying: An Arched Print of 

1632, in fact derives from a predecessor by Willem Buytewech that instead depicted St. Francis 

of Assisi.45 The generalized ambiguity of the figure of Jerome points to Rembrandt’s motivations 

in the creation of these prints: to engage with the contemporaneous interest in the expression and 

representation of penitence, prayer, and emotion in art. Many prominent artists earlier in the 

century had created images of Jerome as well as other ascetic saints. Karel van Mander praised 

such a series of penitents by Cornelis Ketel in his seminal Het Schilder-boeck; other artists like 

Willem van Swanenburg and Nicolaas de Bruyn also published their own series of repentant 

saints.46 Although Rembrandt’s etchings have a solid basis in the art of previous decades and 

centuries, the artist takes the iconographic theme in a new direction with a decided emphasis on 

contemplative prayer. 

                                                
44 For a full account of Jerome’s early life, see Rebenich, Jerome, 5-31. 
45 Scallen, “Rembrandt’s Reformation,” 79.  
46 Scallen, “Rembrandt’s Reformation,” 74. 
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This chapter focuses upon Rembrandt’s three autograph depictions of Jerome in 

penitence, concentrated in the beginning of his career from 1629 to 1635, and argues that the 

works display Rembrandt’s thoughtful understanding of Protestant theologies.47 In the Dutch 

Republic of Rembrandt’s time, Calvinists, Remonstrants, Mennonites, Lutherans, Catholics, and 

Jews, along with many other denominations, all coexisted alongside one another and shared an 

interest in the thematic debates surrounding the significance and role of repentance and prayer in 

both private and public life.48 Despite the multitude of varying opinions on the specificities of 

penitence, all of the prominent Protestant denominations in the Dutch Republic stood united 

against the concept of penance as a sacrament and the various physical works, such as fasting or 

flagellation, that accompanied it. Within the multidenominational milieu of the newly formed 

Dutch Republic, prints such as Rembrandt’s would thus have found a ready market. The 

Reformed Church particularly remained wedded to the practice of repentance as a means to 

establish wider societal discipline. Penitence was encouraged as a way for individuals to reflect 

upon their behavior for the welfare of their own souls. The act of repentance was also a service 

dedicated to the good of the community, as it was believed that sin affected the moral standing of 

society as a whole.  

                                                
47 For Rembrandt as a Protestant artist, see Perlove and Silver, Rembrandt’s Faith; William H. Halewood, Six 

Subjects of Reformation Art: A Preface to Rembrandt (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982); Michael Zell, 

Reframing Rembrandt: Jews and the Christian Image in Seventeenth-Century Amsterdam (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2002); Jakob Rosenberg, Rembrandt: Life and Work (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1980); 

Margaret Deutsch Carroll, “Rembrandt as a Meditational Printmaker,” Art Bulletin 63, no. 4 (1981): 585-610; and 

Christian Tümpel, “Die Reformation und die Kunst der Niederlande,” in Luther und die Folgen für die Kunst, ed. 
Werner Hoffmann, exh. cat. (Hamburg: Kunsthalle, 1983), 309-321. 
48 Mia Mochizuki, The Netherlandish Image after Iconoclasm, 1566-1672: Material Religion in the Dutch Golden 

Age (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 506. For information on the diversity of confessions in the Dutch Republic, see also 

Paul Shore, “Theology and the Development of the European Confessional State,” in The Oxford Handbook of Early 

Modern Theology, 1600-1800, ed. Ulrich L. Lehner, Richard A. Muller, and A.G. Roeber (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 46. 
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Given the broader cultural currency of penitence as a concept and its practical application 

in disciplinary bodies, Rembrandt’s prints would have gained social value in serving as a 

reminder to all sinners to repent for the public good. Rembrandt broke with traditional Catholic 

iconographies of Jerome and instead created images that mirror the ways that seventeenth-

century Dutch individuals were encouraged to reflect upon their faith and salvation. In this 

chapter, I will argue that Rembrandt’s Jerome conveyed a uniquely Protestant version of 

asceticism that served to model the practice of prayer and repentance expected of those who 

hoped or believed themselves to be saved. 

 

The Penitence of the Historical St. Jerome  

 The historical Jerome vividly described and documented his ascetic experiences as a 

penitent in the desert in several letters addressed to his followers. He chose to become a hermit in 

374 at approximately the age of twenty-seven following a vision in which Christ as Judge 

reprimanded him for his dedication to classical authors like Cicero.49 Christ commanded Jerome 

to “repent of [his] error” with the warning that he would be tortured should he lapse back into his 

previous ways.50 The physical nature of Jerome’s repentance revealed itself from the beginning; 

he testified that he awoke with his shoulders bruised from the beating he had received from the 

Judge. Shortly thereafter, Jerome, in conscious imitation of the great Desert Fathers like St. 

Anthony, departed for the desert near the city of Chalcis, where he remained for two years.51 

Throughout this time, he engaged in ascetic acts with the goal of becoming a more worthy 

Christian. Jerome recounted the mortification and physicality of his penitence, stating,  

                                                
49 Rebenich, Jerome, 8.  
50 Rebenich Jerome, 8.  
51 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 7. 
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I remember how I often cried aloud all night till the break of day and ceased not from 

beating my breast till tranquility returned at the chiding of the Lord. I used to dread my 

very cell as though it knew my thoughts; and, stern and angry with myself, I used to 

make my way alone into the desert. Wherever I saw hollow valleys, craggy mountains, 

steep cliffs, there I made my oratory, there the house of correction for my unhappy 

flesh.52 

  

Although hermits often remained in the desert for decades at a time, Jerome departed after only a 

few years and returned to Rome in 382.53 After being forcibly ousted from Rome only a few 

years later in 386, he then moved to Bethlehem and founded a monastery where he remained 

until his death. 

Early modern artists like Rembrandt later conflated these two periods of his life, merging 

Jerome the youthful hermit ascetic with Jerome the elderly monk. Rembrandt’s etchings were 

preceded by centuries of tradition in the depiction of Jerome as both penitent and scholar. 

Representations of Jerome in penitence dominated his iconographic depictions throughout the 

Renaissance and remained popular into the seventeenth century, especially in Catholic areas.54 

Alongside other penitent saints like Peter and Mary Magdalene, the Catholics took up Jerome as 

a representation of the significance of the sacrament of penance.55 Protestant artists like 

Rembrandt diverged from their Counter Reformation contemporaries and preferred to rid the 

images of dramatic actions explicitly associated with penance in favor of prayer and 

contemplation. 

 

 

                                                
52 Saint Jerome, Letter 22.7, Jerome: The Principal Works of Saint Jerome, 24-25. 
53 Rebenich, Jerome, 31. 
54 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 104. 
55 Rice, Saint Jerome in the Renaissance, 144-145. The exact ways in which Catholics depicted Jerome will be 

reviewed later in this chapter. 
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Rembrandt’s Jerome 

 In comparison to the descriptions of Jerome’s hardship provided in his letters, the 

representation of the saint in Rembrandt’s prints seems rather tame. In the first, St. Jerome 

Kneeling: A Large Plate (c. 1629; B. 106; figure 1), Rembrandt presents the saint on his knees 

before a large open Bible and a skull, eyes closed and hands before him in prayer. His faithful 

lion is only barely visible in the background, serving as his identifier. Rembrandt faintly 

indicates the grotto setting of Jerome’s ascetic life through the faint outline of bricks in the top 

right corner. Rembrandt instead heavily emphasizes the saint’s act of prayer and inspires the 

viewer to imagine his thoughts. Jerome’s closed eyes and tightly clasped hands suggest the 

intensity of his communion with God as he begs forgiveness for his sins. This earliest print is 

also his largest of this theme, at 38.9 by 32.2 centimeters, much the same dimensions of a small 

painting. Despite its large size, Rembrandt maintains his sketchy style and makes no attempts to 

hide the nature of the work as a print. The lack of detail in the background of the print becomes 

even more remarkable given its size. The barren surroundings and poignancy of the saint’s 

posture underscore the interior nature of his piety. This emphasis on the expression of prayer and 

internal repentance characterizes all three of Rembrandt’s prints of Jerome in this guise.  

His second print, which came only three years after the first, St. Jerome Praying: An 

Arched Print (1632; B. 101; figure 2) provides more detail in the background and depicts the 

saint’s desert abode but again centralizes the figure of Jerome kneeling in prayer, who looks 

upward and appears to plead with God for forgiveness. Although the setting is depicted more 

fully than in the initial etching, Jerome’s figure receives the highest level of detail. Situated in 

the center of the composition as he is, and accentuated as the darkest portion of the print framed 

by blank space, Rembrandt clearly directs the viewer’s gaze to Jerome’s action. Much like the 
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first, Jerome’s attributes fade into the background and are indicated with light outlines so as not 

to detract attention from the subject. Jerome’s contorted face, furrowed brow, raised eyes, and 

downturned mouth convey the depth of his emotional experience of repentance. Rembrandt 

highlights Jerome’s humility in his attire, which resembles that of a monk, along with his bare 

feet, prominently splayed and contrasted against the blank ground.  

Even more so than the previous two, Rembrandt’s third print, St. Jerome Kneeling in 

Prayer, Looking Down (1635; B. 102; figure 3), concentrates the viewer’s attention on the 

emotion and expression of the saint. In contrast to the 1629 and 1632 renditions, Rembrandt 

portrays Jerome frontally and magnifies his figure so that he consumes most of the plate. There 

is little in the composition to distract from the figure. Only the lion, curled around the back of 

Jerome’s kneeling body, is present, although even the animal is covered almost entirely in 

shadow. Without this indication, the image could very well depict any anonymous praying 

elderly man. Rembrandt devotes attention to depicting the saint’s body in detail. His wild curly 

hair, wrinkled face, and simple garb suggest a figure living without luxury in devotion to God. 

Like the first etching, this Jerome has his eyes closed and hands clasped, looking downwards in 

concentration. Light seems to be pouring in from the upper right of the print, highlighting 

Jerome’s face and rough attire and increasing the drama of his expression. His size in relation to 

the print’s borders allows the viewer to feel a sense of closeness with Jerome and to connect 

emotionally to his actions. The small size of St. Jerome Praying: An Arched Print and St. Jerome 

Kneeling in Prayer, Looking Down, both approximately 11 by 8 centimeters, further increases 

the intimacy of the saint with that of the possessor. 

Despite the minor shifts in iconography and composition among the three prints, all 

betray a focus on interiority and prayer, as opposed to that of Jerome’s extreme penitential 
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works, such as his self-mortification. Rembrandt has erased these historical aspects of Jerome’s 

experience. This is not the only instance in which Rembrandt modified religious imagery to 

reflect a more Protestant sensibility. Rembrandt also adopted and adapted traditionally Catholic 

subjects other than Jerome throughout the course of his production. For example, he treated 

several subjects relating to the Virgin Mary, including Death of the Virgin, Madonna and Child 

in the Clouds, and The Virgin with the Instruments of the Passion. In his 1639 Death of the 

Virgin (B. 99; figure 4), Rembrandt sanitized the traditional scene by removing typical Catholic 

elements like crucifixes, candles, and the pail and aspergillum associated with the Catholic rite of 

unction.56 The emphasis on Mary’s faith, along with the enormous size of the Bible next to her 

bedside indicative of the Protestant emphasis on the Word, allowed the print to be acceptable to 

viewers across denominations. The removal of specific Catholic attributes in the print parallels 

Rembrandt’s adaptation of Jerome’s iconography, where he leaves out imagery relating to the 

saint’s historical self-mortification. Placed more broadly among the subjects of his etchings, 

Rembrandt’s choice of Jerome repenting, then, does not seem so unusual in light of his frequent 

interaction with traditional Catholic iconographies. Given that a significant percentage of the 

population remained wedded to Catholicism, such light adaptations of traditional subject matter 

would have appealed to all potential audiences.57 

 Nor were the three etchings of Jerome the only instances in which Rembrandt specifically 

engaged with themes of repentance. In 1629, the same year in which the first Jerome print 

appeared, Rembrandt painted Judas Repentant Returning the Thirty Pieces of Silver (figure 5). 

                                                
56 Perlove and Silver, Rembrandt’s Faith, 48. The print additionally draws on similar scenes by Albrecht Dürer and 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Rembrandt’s engagement with earlier Northern artists and its influence on his choices of 

subject and iconography will be considered in Chapter 3. 
57 Mochizuki, The Netherlandish Image, 5. 
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The subject of the painting, Biblical though rather rare, demonstrates Rembrandt’s explorations 

into feelings of guilt and sorrow.58 Much like the Jerome prints, the contorted figure of Judas in 

the foreground at the right conveys a sense of sorrowful repentance. Constantijn Huygens, the 

secretary to the Stadtholder Frederick Henry, Prince of Orange, singled out this painting in praise 

of Rembrandt in his autobiography.59 Huygens writes, “the gesture of this Judas in 

despair…maddened, howling, begging forgiveness, yet not hoping for it…his expression 

frightening, his hair tangled, his clothes torn, his limbs twisted, his hands clenched to the point of 

blood, prostrate on his knees on a random impulse, his body twisted by every pitiful 

hideousness….”60 Huygens eloquently emphasizes the drama of Judas’s expression of 

repentance and commends Rembrandt’s successful depiction of “universal” emotion.61 Although 

the Judas of the painting expresses his feelings of contrition much more forcefully than the 

relatively peaceful Jerome, the comparison does demonstrate Rembrandt’s overall interest in the 

representation of powerful emotions related to repentance. The understanding of such concepts 

was fluid and continuously redefined by the Reformers of the sixteenth century with debate on 

the methods and meanings of penitence spilling over into Rembrandt’s time. 
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60 Walter L. Strauss and Marjon van der Meulen, eds., The Rembrandt Documents (New York: Abaris Books, 1979), 
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61 Strauss and Van der Meulen, The Rembrandt Documents, 71. Svetlana Alpers views the painting as essentially 
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Rembrandt “expressed what is universal,” which does not seem to accord with a deliberate representation of what 
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(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 36. 
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Penance, Repentance, and Penitence in Catholic and Protestant Traditions 

 Prior to the arrival of the Reformation, the Catholic Church taught its constituents that the 

performance of the sacrament of penance was necessary to acquire God’s grace.62 Penance lay at 

the center of the Catholic world, as books, sermons, and the sale of indulgences all exhorted the 

lay population to confess and repent for their sins.63 The severity of the sin modified the 

practices required to be forgiven, but the penitential process in essence constituted three basic 

stages: contrition, confession, and satisfaction.64 The penitential exercises were found in the third 

step, satisfaction, which most commonly encompassed prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.65 The 

laity often valued the assignment of satisfaction as a means to feel more secure in their hopes of 

salvation.66 Following the influence of the Reformation, the sacramentality of penance was 

reaffirmed during the fourteenth session of the Council of Trent in 1551.67 The Tridentine fathers 

stressed that the absolution of a priest was necessary for the supplicant to be assured of 

forgiveness and that satisfaction and penitential exercises must be completed to terminate the 

process and receive the remission of sin.68 Although there were internal debates in the Catholic 

Church regarding the extent to which penance was able to redeem those who had committed 

                                                
62 Anne T. Thayer, Penitence, Preaching, and the Coming of the Reformation (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 4. 
63 Gretchen Starr-LeBeau, “Lay Piety and Community Identity in the Early Modern World,” in A New History of 

Penance, ed. Abigail Frey (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 403; Thayer, Penitence, 4. 
64 Thayer, Penitence, 48-53. 
65 Thayer, Penitence, 66. 
66 Starr-LeBeau, “Lay Piety,” 398. For a more thorough overview of the processes of satisfaction, see John Bossy, 
“Satisfaction in Early Modern Europe, c. 1400-1700,” in Retribution, Repentance, and Reconciliation: Papers Read 
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mortal sins, all agreed on the three basic elements in order to distinguish themselves and argue 

against the theology of Martin Luther.69 

 From the beginning of his reforming efforts, Luther took issue with the establishment of 

penance, addressing it first in the 95 Theses (1517) and then continuously throughout his career. 

While his exact opinions shifted over the course of his life, Luther fundamentally denied the 

sacramentality of penance and the power of priests to bestow absolution from the beginning.70 In 

his view, penance lacked foundation in the Bible and placed unnecessary weight on the shoulders 

of the penitent to desperately secure their salvation.71 For Luther, it was instead faith in God and 

the security provided by Christ’s sacrifice that allowed the sinner to be assured of forgiveness of 

guilt.72 He further objected to the emphasis on the role of priests that resulted from the act of 

confession. This undercut the foundation of the Catholic practice, although did not deny the need 

for contrition or prayer, as directed toward God. 

 John Calvin’s ideology on penance generally paralleled Luther’s in its denial of the 

practice’s sacramentality and persisting high regard for repentance. In his Institutes of the 

Christian Religion (1536), which laid out the foundations of his theology, Calvin included a 

lengthy section entirely devoted to penitence. Like Luther, Calvin professed that Christ had 

assured salvation for the chosen in a way that was not affected by earthly actions.73 In his view, 

penitence proceeds from faith and from a true inner devotion to God.74 Calvin specifically denies 

the efficacy of good works, including contrition, fasting, and mortification, in making repayment 

                                                
69 Pomplun, “Catholic Sacramental Theology,” 142. 
70 David Bagchi, “Luther and the Sacramentality of Penance,” in Retribution, Repentance, and Reconciliation, 127. 
71 Thayer, Penitence, 141. 
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for sin.75 Many of the basic elements of Jerome’s own penitence were thus explicitly discredited 

by Calvin. However, he did hold a positive view of penitence as a whole, which he termed a 

“spiritual regeneration.”76 Calvin proclaimed that “no one can receive the grace of the gospel by 

faith without bringing his life, which has gone astray, back to the right way and putting all his 

effort into meditating on and practicing a true repentance.”77 The act of repenting and the 

commitment to penitence emerge from faith and ensure that the individual remains devoted to 

God. Calvin further valued the act of baptism, which he interpreted as the true sacrament of 

penitence.78 A century after the publication of the Institutes, the Statenbijbel, the official Dutch 

version of the Bible published in 1637, reflected Calvin’s view of repentance.79  

Support for this view of repentance could also be found outside of the Calvinist 

Reformed faction. The Remonstrants, the large religious community that had diverged from the 

teachings of Calvinism on questions of predestination, echoed the official view of the Reformed 

Church in this matter. Jacobus Arminius, founder of the Remonstrants, stated that a meaningful 

prayer must begin with a supplication and confession to God.80 Another minority Protestant 

group in the Dutch Republic, the Mennonites, even made repentance a central element of their 

religious practice. The Mennonites, as a seventeenth-century subset of the Anabaptists, rejected 

both child baptism and church hierarchy and instead promoted continuous renewal in the mission 

and ministry of Christ.81 Part of this renewal occurred through regular repentance, which was 

                                                
75 Calvin, Institutes, 301. 
76 Calvin, Institutes, 276.  
77 Calvin, Institutes, 271. 
78 Calvin, Institutes, 594. 
79 Perlove and Silver, Rembrandt’s Faith, 358. 
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believed to be necessary to lead a devout and virtuous life. In a eulogy on penitence aimed at 

winning the support of Mennonite preacher Cornelis Anslo, with whom Rembrandt was 

associated, the rabbi Menasseh ben Israel wrote, “if we have fallen, [God] reaches out His hand 

to those drawn to Him through repentance, raises them, and again restores them to His grace in 

accordance with His mercy.”82 The high value placed on penitence in one’s relationship to God 

inculcated the practice as an essential part of a Mennonite’s daily life. A majority of the primary 

Protestant communities in the Dutch Republic advocated for the interrelation of repentance and 

prayer and their value in the reception of God’s grace, while condemning the practice of 

penitential acts like self-mortification. 

 The sharp divergence in opinion between the Catholics and the Protestants on the issue of 

penance and repentance implicated the historical Jerome. At the beginning of the sixteenth 

century, when the Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus embarked on his correction of the 

Vulgate, the Latin text of the Bible translated by Jerome, he revealed that a key phrase was 

mistranslated. In Erasmus’s view, the passages Matthew 3:2 and Matthew 4:17 should read 

Metanoeite or “change your mind” rather than Poenitentiam agite or “do penance.”83 The change 

in meaning resulting from this retranslation shifted the focus from penance as an institutionalized 

act to repentance as a matter of individualized transformation. This mistake on Jerome’s part 

allowed the Protestants to undermine the sacramentality of penance and supported their view of 

internally-oriented penitence as a foundation of faith.84  
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 Not only was penitence understood to be a significant part of an individual’s relationship 

with God, it was also used practically as a means of behavioral regulation by authorities in 

Calvinist communities. Calvin himself built upon his theological view of penitence as a spiritual 

transformation to establish the first consistory in Geneva.85 The consistories, composed of a 

selection of elder ministers, collected information on their constituents through neighborhood 

watches and house visits.86 If they observed or were notified of a wrongdoing that they felt 

damaged the moral character of the community, the consistory could then summon sinners to 

meet with the council in private and demand an act of repentance.87 If their contrition seemed 

unsatisfactory, the sinners could be barred from participating in communion until publicly 

confessing their sins to the entire congregation and asking for forgiveness.88 Consistorial 

secretaries determined whether or not a proper amount of repentance was displayed and what 

tasks might be assigned to force such penitence for serious offenses.89 With these practices, the 

Calvinist community in effect supplanted the sacrament of penance and auricular confession with 

merely a different form of penitential moral regulation. Penitence remained firmly in the public 

eye, as fellow constituents were urged to “pray fervently for [the] unrepentant sinner” until the 

level of contrition and repentance seemed satisfactory.90  
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Living a life as free of sin as possible and engaging in both private and public repentance 

when necessary thus became a part of the institutional foundation of the Dutch Republic. 

Although this only applied to members of the Reformed Church, the practice affected the Dutch 

community at large, given that citizens monitor each other for sinful behavior.91 The concomitant 

gossip that accompanied the exposure of sin could touch even those who were not members of 

the Church. A prime example can be found in the life of Rembrandt himself. His paramour, 

Hendrickje Stoffels, was called before the consistorial council three times prior to finally 

appearing in July 1654. She was reprimanded for her relationship with Rembrandt specifically. 

The consistory’s documentation of the event reports that Hendrickje “admitted that she has lived 

with Rembrandt like a whore, for which she has been seriously punished, admonished to 

penitence and banned from the [celebration] of the Lord’s Supper.”92 The repercussions of such 

an excommunication largely involved public shame. Despite the questionable efficacy and 

limitations of such actions – given that Hendrickje did not stop consorting with Rembrandt 

following the consistory’s warnings – it does demonstrate the extent to which penitence was a 

present part of Dutch society. Penitence pervaded daily life and was understood as an act 

necessary for both the good of one’s own soul and for the benefit of the community as a whole. 

 

Penitence and Jerome in Seventeenth-Century Art 

With the backdrop of this emphasis on repentance in Protestant theology and 

seventeenth-century Dutch society, it becomes readily understandable why Rembrandt chose to 

                                                
91 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 685. See Parker’s “The Rituals of Reconciliation” for a more in-depth overview of the 
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engage with this topical subject in the medium of print. Jerome’s fundamental role in the debate 

on the meaning of penitence itself made him a particularly effective choice. To contend with the 

omnipresent sociocultural phenomenon of penitence, Rembrandt drew upon and modified 

established iconographies of Jerome deriving from a Catholic tradition. Since the latter half of 

the sixteenth century, Catholic writers and artists had confessionalized Jerome to serve their own 

purposes. Prominent priests, including especially Peter Canisius and Mariano Vittori, promoted 

Jerome’s essential Catholic identity.93 Canisius explicitly labeled Jerome the “hammer of 

heretics,” directed against the Protestant faction.94 Resultant from this deliberate decision to 

claim Jerome as an anti-Protestant figure, representations of the saint proliferated in Catholic 

countries into the seventeenth century. 

Counter Reformation artists of the sixteenth century often depicted Jerome in a manner 

that emphasized his ascetic aspects and qualities that contradicted basic Protestant tenants.95 This 

was particularly popular among prominent Renaissance and Baroque Italian artists, including 

Giovanni Bellini, Veronese, and Titian (figure 6).96 These images, which demonstrate Jerome 

performing his physical penitential acts in a graphic manner, served as reminders of the 

significance of penance and its efficacy in forgiveness.97 Self-mortification, while not acceptable 

in Protestant doctrines, was valued in the Catholic sacrament. Artists like Titian thus depicted 

Jerome in the act of mortification in a way that explicitly aligned him with Catholic beliefs. 

Although not all of these paintings of Jerome include him beating his chest with a stone, they 
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share a common emphasis on the crucifix with the body of Christ, to which the saint is 

consistently shown praying. Also prominent among Catholic artists in this period were images of 

Jerome hearing the trumpet of the Last Judgment. This iconographic theme sprung up only in the 

mid-sixteenth century as a reaction to the Reformation.98 Artists based the event on a legend that 

associated Jerome with the discovery of an eschatological work regarding the signs that would 

precede the Apocalypse.99 The development of the theme indicates the extent to which the 

Counter Reformation endeavored to fashion Jerome into a predominantly Catholic saint. 

In the following century, artists continued the pictorial tradition of Jerome in penance and 

as witness to the Last Judgment. The perpetuation of the Counter Reformation Jerome in the 

seventeenth century can be seen in the medium of print as well, in Bartolomeo Coriolano’s St. 

Jerome of 1637 (figure 7), made after a painting by Guido Reni. In this woodcut, Jerome beats 

his chest in an act of self-mortification, with his gaze directed towards the crucifix before him, 

clearly allying the scene with Catholic beliefs. Within the Dutch Republic itself, the Caravaggist 

artist Hendrick ter Brugghen similarly depicted Jerome in the act of pounding a stone against his 

chest, with his other hand resting on a skull (figure 8). Like the Italian artists, Ter Brugghen’s 

work targeted Catholic audiences; he was active in Utrecht, the city with the highest proportion 

of Catholic citizens anywhere in the Northern Netherlands. In addition to the ascetic actions 

represented by Coriolano and Ter Brugghen, both artists chose to show Jerome as seminude, 

draped in a voluminous cloak that neglects to associate the saint with a contemporaneous time 

period. This diverges from Rembrandt’s etchings, in which Jerome is clothed in the habit of a 
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monk.100 Rembrandt’s focus on prayer, negation of the drama of Catholic versions, and decision 

to fully cover Jerome differentiate his works from those of Coriolano or Ter Brugghen and lend 

them a distinctly Protestant sensibility. In contrast to their works, Rembrandt effaces the 

problematic aspects of Jerome’s penance and physical acts and instead shifts the focus onto his 

contrition. 

Rembrandt was not, however, the only Dutch artist outside of the Utrecht Caravaggisti to 

take up the subject of Jerome in print, although the few who did were likely inspired by his 

example. These include most prominently Jan Lievens, Rembrandt’s friend and rival from his 

hometown of Leiden, and Ferdinand Bol, an early student from the 1630s.101 In their depictions 

of the repentant Jerome (figures 9-10), both artists navigate a middle ground between the 

Catholic iconography of Coriolano or Ter Brugghen and Rembrandt’s interpretations. Lievens’s 

and Bol’s works reflect a notably quiet and contemplative atmosphere, much like Rembrandt, 

although they also represent the saint half-nude, meditating on the cross, similar to the Catholic 

artists. By contrast, Rembrandt’s first etching of Jerome, St. Jerome Kneeling: A Large Plate 

(1629), which both Lievens and Bol likely would have seen or possessed, reflects the artist’s 

studied interest in the act of repentance itself. Unlike his two associates, Rembrandt focuses first 

and foremost on the meditative aspect of prayer, which is especially obvious in his third attempt, 

St. Jerome Kneeling (1635). In Rembrandt’s prints, Jerome’s identity is subsumed to the act of 

repenting as the saint appears entirely focused on his prayer. Rembrandt emphasizes the action 
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by minimizing any distracting features and instead placing Jerome within a simple, barren setting 

in contrast to Lievens’s velvety dark grotto or Bol’s lush cave. Rembrandt rather focuses on the 

interiority and humility of Jerome’s prayer, in opposition to the baroque drama of his Dutch 

contemporaries.  

 

Audience and Asceticism in Rembrandt’s Jerome 

In his emphasis on prayer, Rembrandt’s version of Jerome transparently submits the saint 

to the Protestant reinterpretation of penance and reflects the commonplace understanding of 

penitence as an inherent part of a pious life in Dutch society. The more generalized nature of the 

representation of Jerome in Rembrandt’s etching, as opposed to those of his contemporaries, 

would have allowed for a broader swath of the population to connect more intimately with the 

action of repentance itself. This version of Jerome, which negates the Catholicized actions of his 

penitential acts of self-mortification, would have appealed to a wide audience that reflected the 

diversity of confessional belief in the Dutch Republic.102 Rembrandt sanitized Jerome’s imagery 

and hagiography to be palatable to a collector of any denomination. Jerome’s modeling of prayer 

and repentance could inspire any possessor to insert themselves into the saint’s position. 

Following the new interpretation of sainthood by Protestants, which declared that those such as 

Jerome were normal individuals who led pious lives and that all believers could be considered 

saints, it becomes a possibility that Rembrandt’s prints could be used as models for the 

audience.103 Jerome acts as a tool to prompt the possessors to take mind of their actions and 

remind them of the significance of repentance in the lifelong task of receiving grace and 
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yearning for salvation. The extent to which penitence was woven into the fabric of daily life and 

faith in the Dutch Republic made it an appropriate subject for a print. With his etchings, 

Rembrandt meditates both on his own demonstrated personal interest in penitence and on its 

ubiquity in private and public life during the seventeenth century. 

 The appeal of an ascetic such as Jerome for a seventeenth-century audience, beyond the 

contemporaneous theological debates on penitence or its role in social institutions, can also be 

viewed through the lens of what sociologist Max Weber referred to as Protestant asceticism.104 

His multifaceted deconstruction of the relationship of Calvinism and other Protestant sects to 

asceticism centered on the fundamental question of predestination and the anxiety it stimulated 

in early modern worshippers.105 Weber posits that the question “am I one of the elect?” must 

have followed all of those who subscribed to a faith that preached predestination.106 In Weber’s 

view, one way for an individual to be sure of their faith was to conduct themselves virtuously in 

the world and compare their own actions and behaviors to those of the known elect.107 Ascetic 

behavior and systematic self-control in all aspects of life would thus have allowed a believer to 

quiet inner doubt about their own salvation and gain confidence in their elect status.108 The 

intrinsic connection between virtuous behavior and good works as an indication of salvation was 
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further promoted by preachers and disseminated to the masses.109 The resultant penetration of 

asceticism into everyday life would then make a subject like penitence especially pertinent as 

worshippers of all Calvinistic denominations came to terms with predestination.110 Rembrandt’s 

prints of Jerome can be seen as feeding upon this anxiety about predestination and desire to 

incorporate ascetic behaviors into daily life in a Protestant fashion. Rather than engaging in 

extreme penitential acts, the Protestant asceticism of Jerome and of Rembrandt instead focused 

on the role of prayer and ascetic virtues to reassure believers of their divine election. Just as the 

Reformed altered the Catholic sacrament of penance into the Protestant spiritual regeneration of 

repentance, so too did Rembrandt convert the severe and Catholic Jerome into a model of prayer 

and Protestant asceticism. 

 

Conclusion 

 In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin wrote, “there remains to people only 

one refuge for salvation, which is faith.”111 But how could believers demonstrate faith? How 

could their behavior reflect their faith? How could they find hope for the fate of their soul? For 

many, the answers could be found in prayer, reflection, and repentance. The prominence of these 

themes in seventeenth-century Dutch society and Protestant sects reflects the questions and 

anxieties that plagued theologians after the Reformation. For the Dutch, penitence came to be 

understood as a meaningful way to ensure the virtue of an individual’s soul, as a safeguard 

against the fear and doubt of salvation, and as a practical measure of disciplinary supervision that 
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benefited the spiritual good of a community. For an artist like Rembrandt, who was deeply 

attuned to religious inquiry, explored theological themes in his art, and possessed a keen sense 

for innovation in the market, the subject of penitence came to the fore from the very beginning of 

his career. Jerome, as a key player in the debate on penitence and a popular subject for famous 

Catholic artists, figured as a persuasive choice for Rembrandt to adapt traditional iconographies 

and instead promote Protestant views on repentance and prayer. With the three early etchings, 

Rembrandt suggested his own views on penitence and provided a model for the prints’ eventual 

owners, who could in turn be stimulated by Jerome’s actions to reflect upon the state of their soul 

and pray for their own salvation. From the very beginning of his career and contemplation of St. 

Jerome, Rembrandt suggests the interior reflection and prayer inherent in both penitence and 

piety. 
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Chapter 2 

Jerome and Printmaking 

 As a burgeoning artist in the late 1620s, immersed in the artistic community of his 

hometown of Leiden, Rembrandt must have become well-acquainted with the fellow painter and 

printmaker Jan Joris van Vliet. Van Vliet, whose earliest prints date from 1628, worked with 

many artists in the local Leiden community, including Rembrandt’s rival and studio partner Jan 

Lievens.112 Although Van Vliet created 76 prints of his own design, a majority of his output was 

based on the works of others.113 Shortly after Rembrandt moved to Amsterdam, he began to 

solicit the services of Van Vliet, along with several other etchers, to reproduce prints after his 

paintings and drawings.114 Despite only working together for five years, from 1631 to 1636, Van 

Vliet produced approximately three dozen etchings after Rembrandt.115 Among these prints 

numbers Rembrandt’s second of eight representations of Jerome, St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer 

of 1631 (B. II, 13; figure 11). Scholars assume that the print derives from a since lost painting; 

today there remains only an extant drawing that models the figure’s form (figure 12).116 While 

Rembrandt represented the penitential Jerome several times in the early period of his career, this 

print stands out in several ways. Most notably, Rembrandt and Van Vliet include two prominent 

                                                
112 Ed de Heer, “Jan Gillisz van Vliet, ‘Plate Cutter in Leyden,’” in Rembrandt & Van Vliet: A Collaboration on 

Copper, ed. Christiaan Schuckman, Martin Royalton-Kisch, and Erik Hinterding, (Amsterdam: Museum het 

Rembrandthuis, 1996), 6-7. In Rembrandt’s Enterprise, Alpers claims that Van Vliet was a student of Rembrandt’s 

although no other source has confirmed this. See Alpers, 61. 
113 Schuckman, Royalton-Kisch, and Hinterding, Rembrandt & Van Vliet, 102. 
114 De Heer, “Jan Gillisz van Vliet,” 7. The other etchers include Hendrik Dethier, Pieter de Baillu, Salomon Savery 
and Willem de Leeuw. However, Van Vliet reproduced Rembrandt’s work the most extensively of this group. For 

more, see Martin Royalton-Kisch, “Van Vliet: Rembrandt’s Printmaker,” in Rembrandt & Van Vliet: A 

Collaboration on Copper, 8-14.  
115 Schuckman, Royalton-Kisch, and Hinterding, Rembrandt & Van Vliet, 40. The exact number is dependent on 

opinions of connoisseurship.  
116 Schuckman, Royalton-Kisch, and Hinterding, Rembrandt & Van Vliet, 46. 
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Catholic objects: the rosary and the crucifix. The presence of the corpus of Christ on the crucifix, 

traditionally, though not exclusively, Catholic, distinguishes this print from others in 

Rembrandt’s suite of Jeromes. Only one other etching, St. Jerome in a Dark Chamber, includes a 

crucifix as opposed to a simple cross; in this other example, the inclusion of the object could 

potentially derive from the print’s emulation of Albrecht Dürer’s St. Jerome in His Study, which 

also prominently features a crucifix.117 Rembrandt’s other three prints of the subject of Jerome as 

penitent neglect to include such items, instead focusing on the action of prayer in reflection of 

Protestant theology.118 This etching with Van Vliet is thus exceptional among Rembrandt’s 

images of Jerome in its inclusion of crucifix and rosary. The two objects frame Jerome’s figure, 

and are highlighted against the light background of the Bible and grotto respectively. Here, 

Rembrandt engages with a more specifically Catholic iconography, through the intermediary of a 

reproductive printmaker. Given that Rembrandt was himself an etcher who had already taken on 

this same subject, the question naturally becomes, why? 

Van Vliet’s highly detailed and minute style, imitative of engraving, diverges from 

Rembrandt’s sketchy etchings. This format and style employed by Van Vliet in St. Jerome 

Kneeling corresponds to the traditional appearance and function of reproductive printmaking. In 

this chapter, I examine the practical and financial motivations behind the production of this print. 

I posit that Rembrandt deliberately employed reproductive printmakers like Van Vliet as a 

marketing tool to equate himself with more established artists of international repute, with an 

emphasis on Peter Paul Rubens. Rubens’s international fame and success served as a model for 

the ambitious young artist in terms of his printmaking production. In this collaboration of the two 

                                                
117 This print and its relationship to Dürer’s will be discussed more fully in chapter 3. 
118 See chapter 1. 
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artists, I specifically view Van Vliet’s print of Jerome with its attendant traditional iconographies 

as a deliberate choice designed to simultaneously appeal to both Protestant and Catholic 

audiences. An image that nods to Catholic interests would be particularly pertinent at this time as 

the Dutch Republic, led by the Prince of Orange, Frederick Henry, seemed poised to absorb the 

Southern Netherlands and was promoting Dutch society’s growing religious tolerance. In this 

way, Rembrandt moved to promote his reputation, expand his market, drive up the prices of his 

works, and attract the attention of greater patrons, like Frederick Henry, who would be able to 

provide him with lucrative commissions. Rembrandt’s dual choices, to produce a print of Jerome 

with Catholic imagery and to employ Van Vliet, reflect his ambition and understanding of the 

market from the beginning of his artistic production. 

 

Reproductive Printmaking and Rembrandt 

 The practice of reproductive printmaking was well established by the early seventeenth 

century at the time of Rembrandt and Van Vliet.119 The tradition first commenced in the 

beginning decades of the sixteenth century and gained in frequency and prominence before 

flourishing in the latter half of the 1500s. The production of reproductive prints, while not as 

prestigious as creating original designs, was viewed positively by the contemporaneous artistic 

community as well as by collectors. The rise in fame of this practice can be seen, for example, in 

the writings of the early art historian Giorgio Vasari. While his first edition of the Lives of the 

Artists published in 1550 mentioned prints relatively rarely, his second 1568 version references 

                                                
119 For a discussion of the term “reproductive printmaking,” see Rebecca Zorach and Elizabeth Rodini, “On 

Imitation and Invention: An Introduction to the Reproductive Print,” in Paper Museums: The Reproductive Print in 

Europe, 1500-1800, exh. cat., ed. Rebecca Zorach and Elizabeth Rodini (Chicago: David and Alfred Smart Museum 

of Art, 2005), 3-7. 
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them almost two hundred times. Vasari also specifically mentions the instances where paintings 

had been translated into print.120 The creation of a reproductive print conveyed a sense of 

significance for the composition in question and thus reflected positively on the stature of the 

designer.  

Prominent artists fully participated in this trend alongside their less accomplished peers. 

This includes the famed Dutch printmaker Hendrick Goltzius who engraved reproductive works 

after other artists such as court painter Bartholomäus Spranger. Dutch art historian Karel van 

Mander indeed found this practice a demonstration of the unequaled skill of Goltzius’s handling 

and draftsmanship.121 Goltzius was recognized in his own time for his ability to imitate the 

manner of others and celebrated for his superiority in teyckenconst, or ability to visualize and 

delineate the human figure.122 His skill in reproduction reflected well on his reputation as an 

artist as a whole. Other reproductive artists like Aegidius Sadeler, though notably less famous 

than Goltzius, enjoyed employment by the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolf II and worked 

prolifically throughout his life.123 Van Mander both praised and depended on reproductive prints 

throughout his Schilder-boeck of 1604 to discuss works that would otherwise be inaccessible.124 

These prints were able to reach a much wider swath of the population from collectors to students 

to fellow artists.125 Functionally, reproductive prints allowed collectors to possess compositions 

                                                
120 Zorach and Rodini, “On Imitation and Invention,” 2. 
121 Walter S. Melion, “Theory and Practice: Reproductive Engravings in the Sixteenth-Century Netherlands,” in 

Graven Images: The Rise of Professional Printmakers in Antwerp and Haarlem, 1540-1640, exh. cat., ed. Timothy 

Riggs and Larry Silver (Evanston: Mary and Leigh Block Gallery, 1993), 63. 
122 Melion, “Theory and Practice,” 48-55. Teyckenconst was Van Mander’s equivalent to Vasari’s disegno. For a 
discussion of the term, see Walter S. Melion, Shaping the Netherlandish Canon: Karel van Mander’s Schilder-

Boeck (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 22-23. 
123 Larry Silver, “Graven Images: Reproductive Engravings as Visual Models,” in Graven Images: The Rise of 

Professional Printmakers in Antwerp and Haarlem, 28. 
124 Melion, “Theory and Practice,” 48. 
125 Zorach and Rodini, “On Imitation and Invention,” 1. 
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that might otherwise remain private and to disseminate an artist’s work to serve as models for 

others. By the early 1630s, reproductive printmaking had already developed a long, rich history. 

 The production of Van Vliet and Rembrandt resulted in approximately thirty prints, with 

various levels of collaboration, created over a five-year period.126 Among the works that 

Rembrandt and Van Vliet produced in this time, the subjects primarily concentrated on religious 

narratives, self-portraits, and expressive character studies called tronies. Intermediary states of 

prints, such as the first of the Christ Before Pilate (1636; B. 77; figure 13), attest to the close 

working relationship of the artists.127 Rembrandt produced a grisaille of this painting, a rather 

unusual choice in his oeuvre indicating that he intended from the start for it to be reproduced in 

print.128 Most likely, Van Vliet usually worked from chalk studies and full-sized sketches, some 

of which survive and bear indents for transfer to a plate.129 For the first state of Christ Before 

Pilate, Van Vliet sent Rembrandt an impression with a large central portion almost entirely 

blank. Following states (figure 14) expose the feedback that Rembrandt must have given, as the 

center becomes populated with a large crowd, elements of the background are modified, and the 

clock faintly indicated on the tower in the background is erased. The two artists even seem to 

have worked together on the same plates, some of which were sent back and forth from Leiden to 

Amsterdam.130 This was thus much more of a collaborative working relationship in which Van 

                                                
126 See Schuckman, Royalton-Kisch, and Hinterding’s catalogue Rembrandt & Van Vliet for a full listing of the 

prints and analysis of the participation of the two artists.  
127 Only Rembrandt signed this print as “Rembrandt f. 1635,” while Van Vliet’s participation goes unacknowledged. 

For a detailed analysis of the style and attribution to Van Vliet, see Royalton-Kisch, “Van Vliet,” 9-10. 
128 Royalton-Kisch, “Van Vliet,” 10. 
129 Royalton-Kisch, “Van Vliet,” 11. 
130 Erik Hinterding, “Rembrandt and Van Vliet: The Watermarks,” in Rembrandt & Van Vliet: A Collaboration on 

Copper, 25-26. 
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Vliet etched and then printed the plates himself with continual feedback from Rembrandt.131 The 

active nature of Rembrandt’s participation is further indicated by his possession of a box of Van 

Vliet’s prints in a 1656 inventory of his belongings.132 Although the inventory was drawn up 

several decades after their collaboration had ended, Rembrandt preserved the resultant etchings 

for his own collection. 

 The Jerome print arrived at the beginning of their production in 1631, appearing in the 

same year as collaborative representations of several other religious themes, including The 

Baptism of the Eunuch, Lot and His Daughters, and Old Woman Reading or the Prophetess 

Anna. It is one of the twelve prints made principally by the hand of Van Vliet, after paintings by 

Rembrandt; many of the other thirty demonstrate more collaboration between the two artists on 

the same plate, as is the case with Christ Before Pilate.133 The choices of subject matter and the 

compositions in this initial year of production exhibit the ambition of Van Vliet and Rembrandt’s 

project. The 1631 prints all dramatically contrast light and dark with a fine attention to the 

delineation of detailed forms as can be seen, for example, in The Baptism of the Eunuch (figure 

15). Both The Baptism of the Eunuch and St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer evoke a sense of texture 

as Van Vliet skillfully contrasts the appearance of the flora and fauna with animal fur with the 

figures’ finery. The large size of both prints, at 59 by 49 centimeters for the former and 34.8 by 

28.5 centimeters for the latter, typical of Van Vliet’s religious compositions after Rembrandt, 

further enhances the sense of drama and ambition in the compositions. 

 

                                                
131 Hinterding, “Rembrandt and Van Vliet,” 25-26. For a more thorough discussion of collaboration in reproductive 

printmaking, see Alexandra M. Korey, “Creativity, Authenticity, and the Copy in Early Print Culture,” in Paper 

Museums: The Reproductive Print in Europe, 1500-1800, 31-40. 
132 Strauss and Van der Meulen, The Rembrandt Documents, 377. 
133 Schuckman, Royalton-Kisch, and Hinterding, Rembrandt & Van Vliet, 40. 
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Van Vliet and Rembrandt’s Jerome 

 Van Vliet’s St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer positions the saint on his knees, hands clasped 

in front of him, as he gazes upon a crucifix before an open Bible. His simple garb, thinning hair, 

and one missing shoe emphasize the humility of his figure. Van Vliet heavily shades Jerome’s 

attire and face, which pops vividly against the white ground. In comparison to the three other 

prints of Jerome repentant by Rembrandt, this 1631 etching represents a much more heavily 

detailed atmosphere that contextualizes the setting of Jerome’s action. To the left lies a pile of 

Jerome’s belongings, including hat, basket, book, and hourglass. The rosary, unique in 

comparison to all of the seven other Hieronymian prints associated with Rembrandt, hangs just 

below the open Bible at Jerome’s side. A thin mat for praying and sleeping lies on a pile of straw 

in the bottom left corner. To the right side of the composition rests Jerome’s lion, rather more 

awkwardly etched by Van Vliet than by Rembrandt in any of his autograph etchings. Here both 

Jerome and lion are enclosed in a grotto composed of brick slowly being overrun by nature. A 

long branch from which hang various leaves and pinecones is displayed prominently just above 

the lion’s body. Van Vliet’s use of lighting conspicuously directs the viewer’s gaze to Jerome 

and his action. A dark ring of shading encompasses the borders of the composition indicating the 

grotto. Light emanates from outside the image on the right, entering the space and brightening 

the ground and wall in the center. Enclosed within this ring of light is the shaded figure of 

Jerome, who casts a shadow onto the Bible before him. With this play of light and dark, Van 

Vliet evokes a sense of drama, as the small figure of Jerome is poised amidst the grotto setting.  

Although the etching still reveals a focus on the action of prayer, much like the three 

other prints discussed previously, Van Vliet deliberately calls more attention to the context of 

Jerome’s actions and reminds the viewer of his eremitism. His identity and story are underscored 
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through the greater attention to detail given to his surroundings and belongings. This is not an 

anonymous print of a praying saint, but rather a specific depiction of Jerome, put forth as the 

ascetic hermit that he truly was. The ambition of Van Vliet and Rembrandt’s print of Jerome 

becomes clear in light of its composition, size, and iconography. Van Vliet exhibits his own 

artistic sensibility in the fine etching technique and depiction of minute details in form and 

texture. The very style of the print demonstrates Van Vliet’s intervention and differentiates this 

work from Rembrandt’s own prints of Jerome as penitent. However, the questions regarding 

Rembrandt’s motivations to produce this print with Van Vliet in the first place remain. Why did 

he choose to employ a reproductive etcher and execute a print of this theme using Van Vliet’s 

unique style?   

 

Artistic Rivalry, Rubens, and Rembrandt 

 In order to begin to evaluate why Rembrandt worked with Van Vliet at this point in his 

career, it is necessary to take into consideration the influence of ambition and rivalry with other 

artists. Artists sought to distinguish themselves from their peers by developing a unique style and 

demonstrating their talent in comparison to their competitors.134 This notion of competition 

served as motivation for artists who hoped to place themselves among the highest echelons of the 

international community. Samuel van Hoogstraten, one of Rembrandt’s students, wrote in his 

didactic artistic text Inleyding tot de hooge schoole der schilderkonst of 1678, that “a good 

painter pursues the kind of art that is held in esteem in the place where he is working and is often 

                                                
134 Eric Jan Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals: History Painting in Amsterdam, 1630-1650 (Amsterdam: John Benjamins 

Publishing Co, 2015), 3. 
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stimulated by competition in art.”135 A desire for financial gain coincided with and perhaps even 

triggered artistic rivalries.  

The desire to improve upon the work of other artists, which Hoogstraten termed “noble 

envy,” resulted in a robust artistic dialogue throughout the seventeenth century that permeated all 

levels of the artistic community.136 Connoisseurs delighted in comparing great artists and 

challenging them to compete with the most famous masters across Europe.137 Artists of the same 

period were often held up against each other to weigh their relative strengths. This happened 

often in the case of Rembrandt and Jan Lievens, the rival artist from his hometown with whom 

he shared a studio in the late 1620s. When Constantijn Huygens, the secretary to the Prince of 

Orange Frederick Henry, visited their studio in 1628, he explicitly compared the two young 

painters. In Huygens’s judgment, Rembrandt was superior in the expression of emotion, while 

Lievens bested the other with his more inventive and bold compositions.138 The two artists often 

had their works mistaken for each other’s, which could only have fueled their strongly 

competitive spirit in the 1630s while both were attempting to establish independent names and 

brands.139 Rembrandt wholeheartedly participated in artistic rivalries and repeatedly took on 

                                                
135 Samuel van Hoogstraten, Inleiding tot de hooge schoole der schilderkonst (Rotterdam: Francois van Hoogstraten, 

1678), 73-74 quoted in Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 19. For a thorough overview of Hoogstraten’s artistic theory, 

see Thijs Weststeijn, The Visible World: Samuel Van Hoogstraten's Art Theory and the Legitimation of Painting in 

the Dutch Golden Age (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2008). 
136 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 19. 
137 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 40-41. 
138 Slive, Rembrandt and His Critics, 15. 
139 Mariët Westermann, “Making a Mark in Rembrandt’s Leiden,” in Rembrandt Creates Rembrandt: Art and 

Ambition in Leiden, 1629-1631, exh. cat., ed. Alan Chong, (Boston: Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum; Zwolle: 

Waanders Publishers, 2000), 31-40. Frederick Henry’s 1632 inventory, for example, misattributes paintings by 

Rembrandt to Lievens and vice versa. 
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comparisons not only to his direct hometown opponent but also to the most famous 

Netherlandish artist of his day, Peter Paul Rubens.140 

 Rubens achieved international fame throughout Europe as an artist, diplomat, scholar, 

and collector.141 He resided in Antwerp for most of his career, following an eight-year sojourn in 

Italy. Rubens partially chose to remain in Antwerp due to the flood of commissions flowing from 

the redecoration of Catholic churches in support of the Counter Reformation.142 He counted 

among his patrons some of the most powerful political figures of the day, including the regents 

of the Southern Netherlands, Archduke Albert and Archduchess Isabella.143 Rubens commanded 

exceedingly high prices due to his stature and reportedly charged at minimum 200 to 250 florins 

for simple compositions with one or two figures.144 With the aid of a large workshop, Rubens 

churned out works at a rapid pace while still demanding large sums.145 Constantijn Huygens, the 

admirer of Rembrandt, even named Rubens “one of the wonders of the world” and lauded both 

his skill and learning.146 The relatively few paintings by Rubens in the Northern Netherlands 

naturally attracted a great deal of attention. Dominicus Baudius, a professor in Leiden, published 

an ekphrastic poem in 1620 on Rubens’s Prometheus Bound of c. 1611-1618 (figure 16). 

Prometheus Bound was one of his only autograph paintings in Holland in the early seventeenth 

                                                
140 Sluijter states that Rembrandt’s “permanent artistic rivalry” was actually so extensive as to be unusual. See 

Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 70. 
141 Mariët Westermann, “Introduction: Rubens and the Capital of the North,” in Rubens and the Netherlands - 

Rubens en de Nederlanden, ed. Jan de Jong, Bart Ramakers, Frits Scholten, Mariët Westermann, and Joanna 

Woodall (Zwolle: Waanders, 2006), 8. 
142 Westermann, “Rubens and the Capital of the North,” 11. 
143 Filip Vermeylen, “Antwerp Beckons: The Reasons for Rubens’ Return to the Netherlands in 1608,” in Rubens 

and the Netherlands, 19. 
144 Natasja Peeters, “‘Painters pencells move not without that musicke’: Prices of Southern Netherlandish Painted 

Altarpieces between 1585 and 1650,” in Art Market and Connoisseurship: A Closer Look at Paintings by 

Rembrandt, Rubens and their Contemporaries, ed. Anna Tummers and Koenraad Jonckheere (Amsterdam: 

Amsterdam University Press, 2008), 108. 
145 Peeters, “Prices of Southern Netherlandish Painted Altarpieces,” 119-120. 
146 Slive, Rembrandt and His Critics, 13. 
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century, situated in The Hague in the collection of English ambassador Sir Dudley Carleton.147 

As Carleton often welcomed artists to visit his collection, it is possible that Rembrandt became 

familiar with the work in the 1620s either directly during a trip to The Hague or through a copy 

by a Dutch contemporary.148 Works like Prometheus Bound and many others came to influence 

Rembrandt’s production, as he set his aims on demonstrating his talent by confronting, and 

perhaps surpassing, Rubens. 

 Rembrandt’s engagement with Rubens seems to have prompted many of his choices in 

subject matter and composition in the beginning of his career in the 1630s. Like Rubens, much of 

his output as a young artist revolved around large dramatic scenes of Baroque pathos.149 Many of 

his subjects and compositions, including Samson and Delilah (1629-30), The Descent from the 

Cross (1634), The Holy Family (1634), and The Abduction of Ganymede (1635), in addition to 

several others, found their basis in Rubens’s works.150 From Prometheus Bound, for example, he 

borrowed the central figure and readapted it to his own purposes in his 1636 The Blinding of 

Samson (figure 17). Rembrandt in fact sent the painting as a gift to Huygens and the Prince of 

Orange, likely in an attempt to demonstrate his facility in representing emotions even in 

comparison to the great Rubens.151 By imitating Rubens’s subjects and adapting elements of his 

compositions, Rembrandt participated in emulation and invention rather than copying. This 

enabled Rembrandt to publicize his talent by comparison and claim his place in the art historical 

                                                
147 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 45. 
148 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 45. 
149 Horst K. Gerson, “Rembrandt and the Flemish Baroque: His Dialogue with Rubens,” Delta 12, no. 2 (1969): 18. 
150 For an extensive treatment of Rubens’s and Rembrandt’s connections, see Gerson, “Rembrandt and the Flemish 

Baroque.” 
151 Eric Jan Sluijter, “Determining Value on the Art Market in the Golden Age: An Introduction,” in Art Market and 

Connoisseurship: A Closer Look at Paintings by Rembrandt, Rubens and their Contemporaries, 14. 
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canon.152 As an integral part of artistic rivalry among fully fledged masters, emulation of this 

kind was both permitted and encouraged by theorists such as Hoogstraten.153 Rembrandt’s 

interest in Rubens’s work in the 1630s culminated in the purchase of one of his paintings, Hero 

and Leander, in 1637, for which Rembrandt paid over 400 guilders.154  

Given that Rembrandt generally would not have had direct access to paintings by Rubens 

in this way, most of his emulative compositions instead relied upon viewing their reproduction in 

print. As an extensive print collector, Rembrandt had ample opportunity to gather these 

reproductive prints as a database for his own works. Rembrandt’s 1656 inventory reveals that he 

owned print albums filled with works after Rubens as well as an album of his and Jacob 

Jordaens’s trial proofs.155 Rembrandt’s 1631 Abduction of Proserpina (figure 18), for example, 

derives in part from Rubens’s composition known from an etching of the 1620s by Pieter 

Soutman (figure 19).156 His Descent from the Cross (1633), one of the earliest paintings made for 

his most prominent patron, Frederick Henry, was similarly inspired by Lucas Vorsterman’s print 

after Rubens’ painting of the same name located in Antwerp Cathedral.   

Rubens first began enlisting reproductive engravers around 1618 or 1619, with the goal 

of reaching a broader international clientele.157 In an attempt to offset counterfeit copies, Rubens 

acquired privileges from three nations: the Southern Netherlands, the Dutch Republic, and 

                                                
152 Alpers, Rembrandt’s Enterprise, 73. 
153 Eric Jan Sluijter, Rembrandt and the Female Nude (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 259. 
154 Strauss and Van der Meulen, The Rembrandt Documents, 144-145. He later sold the painting in 1644 for a profit. 
155 Strauss and Van der Meulen, The Rembrandt Documents, 371 and 375. 
156 Amy Golahny, "Rembrandt's Abduction of Proserpina," in The Age of Rembrandt: Studies in Seventeenth-

Century Dutch Painting, ed. Ronald E. Fleischer and Susan Scott Munshower (University Park: The Pennsylvania 

State University Press, 1988), 29. 
157 Andrew D. Horle, “Commerce and Connections: Peter Paul Rubens and the Dedicated Print,” in Rubens and the 

Netherlands, 56. 
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France.158 Rubens worked closely with his chosen printmakers, initially contracting Lucas 

Vorsterman to do a majority of the works. He later also collaborated with Paulus Pontius, Schelte 

à Bolswert, and Christoffel Jegher among several others. This endeavor swiftly had an impact on 

the art market and on the work of other artists. From the very beginning, as Rubens’s print 

production progressed throughout the 1620s and 1630s, Dutch artists like Claes Moyaert, Pieter 

de Grebber, and Isaac Isaacz responded to his compositions and themes.159  

By selecting a small circle of engravers to reproduce his works, Rubens was able to 

closely monitor the quality of the output, make changes on corrected proofs, and determine the 

objects’ distribution. Although artists often contributed creatively to these works after Rubens, 

perhaps modifying the composition in minor ways to better suit the medium of print, Rubens 

maintained control over the process.160 He even composed the Latin inscriptions that 

accompanied many of his prints in a further grab at artistic control.161 This stringent monitoring 

accounted for his choice of engraver as well. Of his selection of Vorsterman as his first 

reproductive printmaker, Rubens wrote, “I should have preferred to have an engraver who was 

more expert at imitating his model, but it seemed the lesser evil to have the work done in my 

presence by a well-intentioned young man, than by great artists according to their fancy.”162 

Although Rubens could have chosen an artist with more finesse, he deliberately sought out an 

individual open to correction. The goal here was to employ someone content to serve Rubens 

rather than advance his own artistic career. Indeed, Rubens was quite successful in this endeavor, 

                                                
158 Horle, “Commerce and Connections,” 60. 
159 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 167-191.  
160 Zorach and Rodini, “On Imitation and Invention,” 18. They discuss Rubens’s relationship with Willem van 

Swanenburg in particular to demonstrate the agency of the reproductive engraver. 
161 Horle, “Commerce and Connections,” 62. 
162 Ruth S. Magurn, ed. and trans., The Letters of Peter Paul Rubens (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1955), 
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as artists and collectors across Europe received greater access to a large, previously private, body 

of his work. The dissemination of Rubens’s style and creations not only familiarized a wider 

audience with his work but also affected the price and prestige of his painted originals. Owning a 

painting by the famed Rubens, from his very hand, increased in value as his work spread and the 

desire to own an original likewise swelled.163  

Rubens’s careful selection of engravers, collaborative working practices, and ensuing 

commercial and artistic success all point to Rembrandt’s motivations in creating reproductive 

etchings and employing Van Vliet. Given that Rembrandt closely followed the elder artist’s 

career and viewed him as a rival, as already demonstrated in his painting practice, the production 

of reproductive prints can also be seen as stimulated by a sense of artistic competition. Rubens’s 

reproductive prints spread across Europe, a goal that Rembrandt only aspired to in the early 

1630s. Like Rubens, Rembrandt employed a printmaker who subsumed his own artistic 

proclivities to the assigned task. The style of their prints together vary according to what must 

have been the desired needs of the artists. Religious themes like St. Jerome Kneeling reveal an 

attempt to imitate the appearance of a painting and hide the quality of the print, while the tronie 

prints tend to correspond more closely to Rembrandt’s personal style. Van Vliet was thus willing 

to produce his works in support of Rembrandt’s career first and foremost, the quality that Rubens 

valued in Vorsterman. Rembrandt’s working practices and exchange of compositions with Van 

Vliet also parallels Rubens’s system. Rembrandt must have been concerned with quality control 

and intended for these prints to publicize his work more broadly outside of his milieux of Leiden 

and Amsterdam.  

                                                
163 Neil de Marchi and Hans van Miegroet, "Pricing Invention: 'Originals,' Copies,' and their Relative Value in 

Seventeenth Century Netherlandish Art Markets,” in Economics of the Arts: Selected Essays, ed. Victor A. 

Ginsburgh and Pierre-Michel Menger (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 1996), 32. 
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Beyond these commercial reasons, which motivated many prints, there was no specific 

need for Rembrandt to employ another printmaker, given that he himself was a developing etcher 

by 1631. However, Rembrandt’s distinctive sketchy style in etching does not appear in St. 

Jerome Kneeling. He instead chose to engage with an artist who could more closely mimic the 

polished styles of prominent reproductive printmakers like Vorsterman. Van Vliet’s handling 

often imitates the appearance of engraving in the tight and controlled lines not necessary given 

the freedom of the etching medium. St. Jerome Kneeling is minutely detailed in all aspects of the 

composition, from the wicker basket to the leaves on the branches at the grotto’s edge. The 

allusions to engraving and the dual signatures of Van Vliet and Rembrandt at lower right serve to 

incite the viewer to recall the tradition of reproductive engraving and the significance for the 

fame of the artist to have his work replicated by another in print. Quite large for a print, the size 

of Van Vliet’s etching, at 34.8 by 28.5 centimeters, and the difficulty of producing a plate so 

large conveys a sense of prestige and imitates traditional reproductive prints. The size of the 

prints featuring religious narrative subjects by Van Vliet, including the St. Jerome Kneeling, 

averages to 42.9 by 34.7 centimeters. Rembrandt’s own prints, by contrast, were generally quite 

small. The average of his twenty-nine etchings from 1631 calculates to 8.7 by 7.4 centimeters, a 

fraction of the size of Van Vliet’s works.164 The monumental scale of Van Vliet’s prints aligns 

this production with traditional reproductive engravings in ways that Rembrandt’s personal 

prints transparently did not. The scale of the reproductive works thus creates yet another affinity 

with Vorsterman and Rubens.  

                                                
164 This figure is based on the dimensions of the twenty-nine prints dated 1631 by the Morgan Library and Museum, 

which possesses a near comprehensive collection of Rembrandt’s etchings. 
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With the creation of these reproductive etchings then, Rembrandt aimed to align and 

compete with one of the greatest artists of his day. This can be viewed as a deliberate move to 

enhance his fame, given that Rembrandt only participated in reproduction at the very beginning 

of his career. By the time Rubens and other artists like Raphael had contracted the services of a 

printmaker, they were already widely known and successful. The timing of Rembrandt’s work 

with reproductive printmakers was premature in this way. Although Rembrandt had begun to 

make a splash in the Dutch art scene and attract the attention of those such as Huygens, he was 

still quite young with more ambition than fame. By collaborating with Van Vliet and competing 

with significantly more successful artists, Rembrandt insinuated that he deserved to be on such a 

level. Rembrandt’s active engagement in rivalry and reproduction allowed him to raise himself to 

the echelon of the great masters. 

 

Money and Marketing 

 In addition to these abstracted motivations of ambition and competition, Rembrandt’s 

collaboration with Van Vliet also had a purely practical impetus: to earn money, market his 

works, and attract patronage to his painting studio. The open market dominated painting 

production during this period, with many products sold for as cheap as ten guilders.165 

Developing a niche in the market and finding dependable patrons allowed artists to have more 

financial freedom and focus on creating high-quality works. Rembrandt hoped to both 

concentrate in religious and mythological subject matter and command exorbitant sums like his 

counterpart in the Southern Netherlands, Rubens. His desire for fame in his concentration of 

                                                
165 Alpers, Rembrandt’s Enterprise, 94. 
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religious and mythological subjects was also spurred on by other Dutch artists, such as his 

teacher, Pieter Lastman, who had attained success in his representations of rarified themes. 

Although Lastman’s fame faded in the wake of Rembrandt’s eventual crushing dominance, he 

was an accomplished master in his own time who successfully acquired high prices for his 

works.166 Lastman was in turn inspired by the German artist Adam Elsheimer, with whom 

Rembrandt was also assuredly familiar. Elsheimer, like Rubens, can be seen as an inspiration in 

Rembrandt’s relationship with Van Vliet. He worked with the Dutch printmaker Hendrick Goudt 

to reproduce his works, which were primarily located in Rome. Goudt continued to create prints 

after Elsheimer’s paintings even after the original painter’s death in 1610. Although neither 

Lastman nor Elsheimer achieved the type of success Rubens did, both can also be viewed as 

precursors for Rembrandt’s desire to succeed in the market through religious painting.  

Although many artists in the seventeenth century based their prices on the number of 

hours spent actively creating a work, which varied depending on the quality of the painter, 

Rembrandt rather saw his unique style and innovative mind as more important factors.167 When 

he first moved to Amsterdam in 1631 and worked primarily as a portrait painter for Hendrick 

Uylenburgh’s workshop, he earned over 2,000 thousand guilders per year, more than the salary 

of many university professors.168 Despite his early success, Rembrandt’s insatiable desire for 

wealth continuously pushed him further. In his dealings with patrons throughout his career, 

Rembrandt often shamelessly demanded more money than originally agreed upon. By the end of 

his career in 1666-67, Rembrandt raised his price from 1200 to 3000 guilders over the course of 

                                                
166 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 27. 
167 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 55. 
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per year and the crew around 132-168 guilders per year. 
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a commission for two altarpieces for a church in Genoa.169 That his Italian patrons and 

intermediaries expressed their frustration at his slow pace did not seem to have particularly 

affected him. Rembrandt repeatedly maintained that he was worth both the money and the 

wait.170 This is only one of many examples in which Rembrandt asserted his conviction in his 

own stature and talent and argued that he deserved higher sums. He even behaved so boldly with 

the most prominent political figure of the Dutch Republic, the Prince of Orange Frederick Henry. 

In 1636, he requested 1200 guilders for his painting The Ascension of Christ.171 In a 1639 letter 

to Huygens regarding The Entombment and The Resurrection of Christ, Rembrandt wrote, “as 

for the pieces [which were] delivered previously, no more than 600 k. guilders were paid for 

each of them, and if His Highness cannot be persuaded in the face of valid arguments to pay a 

higher price, even if they are obviously worth it, I shall be content with 600 k. guilders each.”172 

This price of 600 guilders was already exceptionally high. For comparison, the Dutch painter 

Claes Moyaert earned approximately 30-100 guilders per work, while Nicolas Poussin received 

around 350 for his paintings.173  

From the beginning of his career then, Rembrandt held a deep conviction in the value of 

his art. In order to successfully demand thousands of guilders for his works, however, he first 

had to convince the public that he was worthy. Financial ambition drove the young Rembrandt 

after his departure for Amsterdam when he contracted with Uylenburgh to work in his studio, 

where he primarily executed portraits and was guaranteed a steady stream of commissions and 

                                                
169 Sluijter, “Determining Value,” 13-14. 
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students.174 His studio sold autograph paintings, workshop pieces, and painted copies in mass 

quantities.175 The early 1630s were one of the two most prolific periods of his career, with a clear 

interest in marketing and profit.176  

A concentrated focus on financial gain also reveals itself in his early print production, as 

a particularly lucrative medium. Prints proliferated in the Dutch art market, available in 

booksellers’ shops, publishing houses, public auctions, and street fairs.177 Rembrandt understood 

and exploited the audience for prints to boost his reputation and monetary gains. He often 

reworked his plates and issued multiple states of the same print in a ploy to attract connoisseurs 

who wanted to collect them all.178 The early eighteenth-century artist biographer Arnold 

Houbraken confirmed the efficacy of this practice and the desire of collectors to acquire the 

many different versions Rembrandt put out throughout the seventeenth century.179 Rembrandt 

was well aware of the immense profit to be made from prints. According to the contemporaneous 

art historian Filippo Baldinucci, Rembrandt would supposedly even buy impressions of his own 

prints at exorbitantly high prices to further raise the value of his name in the market.180 

Following from Rembrandt’s intense focus on market forces and fame, the subjects of the 

etchings he produced with Van Vliet at this time reveal his goals and the reputation he was 

attempting to cultivate. Although Rembrandt was primarily working as a portrait painter in the 

early 1630s, the reproductive prints revolve around the two primary themes of religious narrative 

                                                
174 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 27. 
175 Sluijter, Rembrandt’s Rivals, 29. 
176 Alpers, Rembrandt’s Enterprise, 90. The second most period of his highest production occurred in the late 1650s 
to early 1660s following his bankruptcy. 
177 Ackley xxxi. 
178 Alpers, Rembrandt’s Enterprise, 100. 
179 Alpers, Rembrandt’s Enterprise, 100-101. 
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and character studies. The two published a series of tronies together that served to promote 

Rembrandt’s facility and inventiveness in the expression of emotion.181 Among these tronies 

figures the etching A Man Grieving of 1634 (B. 92.22; figure 20). The composition isolates the 

contorted body of Judas from his earlier 1629 painting Judas Returning the Thirty Pieces of 

Silver. The artist focuses instead on the furrowed brow and tightly clasped hands of the man’s 

contrition. The lack of context in identifying the figure as Judas allows the subject to be 

interpreted in any number of ways, as a hermit or a beggar or even the depressive philosopher 

Heraclitus.182  

This demonstration of contrition and prayer further parallels the choice of St. Jerome 

Kneeling. Here Rembrandt and Van Vliet blend the two dual interests of emotion and religion 

publicized by their print production. Unlike his first Jerome print, Rembrandt presents Jerome 

from a broader viewpoint and accompanied by a variety of accoutrements. The level of detail of 

St. Jerome Kneeling diverges from the other examples of the penitential Jerome in Rembrandt’s 

print production. The grotto is lush with plant life creeping in on the right edge and delicately 

curved archway at the top. Jerome’s domicile here contains rug, cardinal’s galero, basket, books, 

hourglass, rosary, and crucifix. The inclusion of the rosary and the crucifix in this print are 

unique among Rembrandt’s eight etchings of Jerome. The Catholic elements of the print, in 

addition to the higher level of detail, reflect the appearance of traditional paintings of Jerome. 

The closer affinity to painting than Rembrandt’s other etchings of Jerome demonstrates the 

artist’s awareness of the imagery of his predecessors and the functions of reproductive prints at 

this crucial point in his career. In the years of his collaboration with Van Vliet, although 

                                                
181 Westermann, “Making a Mark,” 42. 
182 Verdi, Rembrandt’s Themes, 109. Wenzel Hollar specifically created a copy after Van Vliet’s print and identified 

the individual as Heraclitus. 



 

 

 

 59 

primarily painting portraits, Rembrandt was deliberately working to solidify his status as an 

aspiring and ambitious painter on a grand scale. He finally left Uylenburgh’s shop in 1635 to set 

up his own studio, where he successfully shifted his production to these prestigious subjects.183 

Prints like St. Jerome Kneeling exhibited his talent in an attempt to attract the type of wealthy 

patrons able to support his desired specialty.  

 

The Prince of Orange and the Promotion of Toleration 

 For an artist so ravenous for success, the ultimate patron Rembrandt desired must have 

been the Stadholder Frederick Henry. Through the intervention of Huygens, Frederick Henry 

was likely aware of Rembrandt’s work early on in his career. He was evidently familiar with 

Rembrandt prior to 1632, when one of the artist’s paintings appears in an inventory.184 Around 

this same time, in 1633, Rembrandt earned his first commission from Frederick Henry and 

delivered two paintings, The Raising of the Cross and The Descent from the Cross (figure 21), as 

part of a Passion series commission.185 Both works place Rembrandt in dialogue with Rubens 

further validating his competitive spirit with the master in this period. Rubens had famously 

produced two paintings of the same themes for Antwerp Cathedral from 1610 to 1614.186 

Rubens’s composition for The Descent from the Cross (figure 22) began to circulate shortly after 

its creation, through an engraving by Lucas Vorsterman published in 1620 (figure 23). The 

compositional similarities between Rubens’s and Rembrandt’s work in the slump of the bodies 

of Christ and the surrounding figures as they attempt to remove him from the cross display 
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Rembrandt’s conscious emulation. In this most prominent field with his most esteemed patron, 

Rembrandt again competed with Rubens. Like Rubens and Vorsterman, Rembrandt and Van 

Vliet even collaborated on an etching after the Descent, published in the same year to broadcast 

his interpretation of the theme (B. 81; figure 24). Their print of Rembrandt’s Descent is 

monumental in size for the medium at 52.2 by 38.3 centimeters. The comparative size of 

Vorsterman’s engraving after Rubens’s rendition, 58.2 by 43.5 centimeters, further supports the 

idea that Rembrandt was consciously and deliberately equating himself and his reproductive 

practice with Rubens’s. The early 1630s were a pivotal period for the establishment of 

Rembrandt’s reputation and his burgeoning relationship with Frederick Henry. Given that in the 

year 1631, when St. Jerome Kneeling was produced, their connection remained in development 

and was yet to be solidified with this first major commission, it is possible that Rembrandt’s 

work was targeting Frederick Henry and his like-minded compatriots.  

 In contrast to Rembrandt’s three autograph etchings of St. Jerome, his print with Van 

Vliet focuses much more explicitly on Catholic imagery with the addition of rosary and crucifix. 

According to historian Jonathan Israel’s calculations, Catholics accounted for approximately 10-

15 percent of the population of the Dutch Republic in the beginning of the seventeenth century, 

although other sources place the maximum at around 30-40 percent.187 The large size of this 

population inspired vociferous debates on the extent to which the country would allow religious 

toleration. The formation of the Dutch Republic, borne in part out of confessional dissent and a 

desire for political liberty, wove religious diversity into the very foundations of the new 

                                                
187 For the first estimate and data, see Israel, The Dutch Republic, 383. For the second estimate, see Joop de Jong, 

“The Dutch Golden Age and Globalization: History and Heritage, Legacies and Contestations,” Macalester 

International 27 (2011): 55. 
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society.188 The Union of Utrecht, the country’s founding charter written in 1579, included 

freedom of conscience as a right for all.189 The guaranteed freedom of conscience, however, did 

not necessarily correlate to freedom of practice.190 From the 1580s, laws targeted Catholics to 

strip them of full rights and prevent them from forming a solid community with the capacity to 

wield greater political power.191 The province of Holland was particularly hostile to 

Catholicism.192 Catholic parishioners were forced to congregate in small houses and were barred 

from receiving public funds to aid their work.193 This extended to most religious groups outside 

the official Reformed Church, including Jews and, after the Synod of Dordrecht in 1618-19, the 

Remonstrants, who departed from orthodox Calvinists in questions of predestination. Religious 

persecution against the Remonstrants dominated the 1620s, as ministers were exiled and 

prominent leaders removed from power.194  

The issue of the Remonstrants reintroduced toleration as a leading matter of debate in the 

following decades. The Remonstrants coopted toleration as a part of their cause and branded it as 

an inherently Dutch quality.195 Frederick Henry’s half-brother and predecessor, Prince Maurits, 

lent his support to the suppressive effort of the Reformed and even dispatched troops to Leiden 
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to support a change of regime following the Synod.196 Writers hotly debated religious toleration 

in the news throughout the 1620s and 1630s. With the rise of newspapers in the Dutch Republic 

in 1618, facilitated by high literacy rates, the populace had easy access to the latest political and 

religious news.197 A robust pamphlet campaign on both sides accompanied the frequent reports 

in the newspapers as each confessional side preached the validity of its viewpoints.198 Following 

the death of Maurits in 1625 and the ascension of Frederick Henry, however, the tides of 

religious toleration began to turn. 

 Frederick Henry eased the enforcement of persecutory laws and granted greater freedom 

of practice to minority confessions like Catholicism or Remonstrantism.199 This became 

especially pertinent by 1629 as the Dutch began an offensive attack against the Spanish by 

sending troops to ’s-Hertogenbosch.200 The Dutch victory in this battle led to a vociferous debate 

regarding peace with the Southern Netherlands. King Philip IV offered a truce shortly after the 

defeat in order to defuse the situation once and for all.201 However, the members of the States 

General, the legislative body of the Dutch Republic, were sharply divided on the matter of the 

truce and debated the benefits of an expensive offensive war for the next several years.202 

Frederick Henry, as a supporter of both the truce and of toleration, pushed the States General to 

attempt to annex provinces of the Southern Netherlands. With this goal, the government 

published a placard that guaranteed that the public practice of Catholicism would be supported 

                                                
196 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 453-454. 
197 Michiel van Groesen, “Reading Newspapers in the Dutch Golden Age,” Media History, 22, nos. 3-4 (2016): 336-

337. 
198 Judith Pollmann, “The Bond of Christian Piety: The Individual Practice of Tolerance and Intolerance in the 

Dutch Republic,” in Calvinism and Religious Toleration in the Dutch Golden Age, 53. 
199 Stanglin, “Arminian, Remonstrant, and Early Methodist Theologies,” 392. 
200 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 507. 
201 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 508. 
202 Israel, The Dutch Republic, 508-511. 



 

 

 

 63 

and sanctioned in all Southern provinces that joined the Dutch Republic.203 This proclamation 

undercut the authority of the Spanish government that in part relied upon the strength of the 

Counter Reformation in the region.204 When Frederick Henry and his troops eventually seized 

Maastricht in 1632, the writer Joost van den Vondel published a triumphal poem that celebrated 

the Stadholder as an exceptional champion for religious toleration and peace.205 Although the 

truce negotiations with the Spanish government broke off by the end of that same year, Frederick 

Henry had solidified his status as a beneficent regent and counteracted the decade of 

discrimination that had occurred under his predecessor. 

 The cultural shift towards greater religious toleration in the 1630s, supported by 

Frederick Henry, underlies the validity of Rembrandt’s and Van Vliet’s decision to make the 

1631 version of the penitent Jerome more explicitly Catholic. It was increasingly acceptable for 

Catholics to practice openly after 1625 and acceptable for artists to appeal to such audiences. In 

1631, the popular interest surrounding the peace talks with the Spanish and the much-debated 

endorsement of Catholic worship in the Southern Netherlands made Rembrandt and Van Vliet’s 

choices especially pertinent. The iconography of the print could appeal to audiences of all 

confessional beliefs and make both Protestant and Catholic populations feel included. The shift 

in focus in the 1631 depiction of Jerome in comparison to Rembrandt’s other images of the saint 

repentant produced in the same period of his career also point to his desire to attract the 

patronage of the supporters of religious toleration, like Frederick Henry. Given the Prince’s 

support of religious toleration and his political inclinations, he and his elite circle would have 

welcomed Rembrandt’s interpretation of Jerome. Meditation on a worthy example like Jerome 
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could inspire the supplicant to visualize the suffering of Christ and follow a pious path.206 St. 

Jerome Kneeling, with its concentrated emphasis on prayer, in alignment with Rembrandt’s other 

iterations of the penitential Jerome, along with the inclusion of Catholic instruments, could have 

appealed to multiple different levels of the market interested in an image of Jerome as a 

historical model of repentance. 

 

Conclusion 

 In De groote schouburgh der Nederlantsche konstschilders en schilderessen, a 

compendium of biographies of artists published in 1718, Arnold Houbraken recounted an 

anecdote from the life of Rembrandt. According to Houbraken, one day, Rembrandt’s students 

decided to play a trick on their master and took great care in painting gold coins on the floor of 

the studio.207 Rembrandt, upon entering the room, immediately knelt to the floor and tried to grab 

them several times before realizing that he had been tricked and laughing with his disciples.208 

Although an amusing, and likely false, story, it suggests the extent to which Rembrandt was an 

artist preoccupied with monetary success, as recognized even among his peers. Rembrandt’s 

collaboration with Van Vliet and concerted efforts of self-promotion in the 1630s evince his 

intense drive and exceptional ambition. Their print of St. Jerome Kneeling was designed to 

further this goal. Rembrandt’s participation in reproductive printmaking with Van Vliet created a 

parallel with his more esteemed counterparts like Rubens. Their designs together advertise the 

                                                
206 Stephanie Leitch, “Seeing Objects in Private Devotion,” in Pious Journeys: Christian Devotional Art and 

Practice in the Later Middle Ages and Renaissance, exh. cat., ed. Linda Seidel (Chicago: The David and Alfred 

Smart Museum of Art, 2001), 49. 
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aspects of his production of which he was the proudest, namely his history and religious 

paintings and his facility in depicting human expression.  

The St. Jerome Kneeling, in its engraving-like appearance, large size, and traditional 

subject, connects Rembrandt with standardized forms of reproductive printmaking and serves as 

a demonstration of his skill and self-esteem. As a still developing artist in 1631, Rembrandt 

hoped to boost his profile to obtain greater commissions from more elite patrons. The production 

with Van Vliet aided in his desire to more widely disseminate his compositions and elevate his 

status. Questions of money, marketing, and ambition stimulated Rembrandt in his print 

production, in addition to the erudite concerns of theology and belief considered in chapter 1. As 

the Dutch Republic seemed poised to absorb parts of the Southern Netherlands in these early 

years, the subject matter of Jerome and the inclusion of Catholic elements further demonstrate 

the market for such a print in a period of increased religious toleration. The decision to display 

both crucifix and rosary in the print reached out to new Catholic audiences while remaining 

grounded in the facts of Jerome’s life. The subtlety and the historical accuracy of these elements 

would not have driven away potential Protestant buyers, thus providing sources of interest to 

collectors of diverse confessional belief in both the Northern and Southern Netherlands. Even 

with the inclusion of Catholic elements, Rembrandt retains a sense of interiority, in contrast to 

another of his prints with a prominent crucifix, the 1657 etching St. Francis beneath a Tree, 

Praying (B. 107; figure 25). The drama of this later composition, with the monumental crucifix 

appearing to bestow the stigmata, and the swirling darkness of line, perfectly highlights the 

comparatively peaceful and quiet nature of the Jerome prints. Although differing in form and 

production, the four early Jerome prints in Rembrandt’s oeuvre all reveal his interest in the quiet 

attitude of prayer and its significance in daily life. The prints reflect his consideration of 
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theological issues and the focus on pathos that recur throughout his works of the 1630s. After 

1635, however, Rembrandt abandoned the subject of Jerome as penitent and turned instead to a 

consideration of Jerome as scholar. 
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Chapter 3  

Jerome and Scholarship 

 Respected as an ascetic in his own time, Jerome would likely have remained a minor 

name in the history of Christianity had he not also been a prolific scholar. Most famous as the 

translator of the Vulgate, the Latin version of the Bible that became the Church’s official text 

during the Council of Trent (1545-73), Jerome’s extant corpus also includes letters, homilies, 

hagiographies, exegetical commentaries, historical accounts, and dogmatic tracts. Indeed, 

Jerome’s first appearances in works of art from late antiquity represent this authorial aspect of 

his character rather than his role as a penitent.209 Though less popular than the theme of the saint 

in penitence, images of Jerome at work, in his study or in the wilderness, flourished throughout 

Europe in the Renaissance.210 The renditions of the scholarly Jerome largely died out by around 

the year 1600, as the Church emphasized his ascetic character in support of the Counter 

Reformation.211 Rembrandt was one of the few artists of the seventeenth century who returned to 

the tradition of Jerome at work reading or writing while contending with the relationship of 

scholarship and piety.  

The prints discussed thus far comprise only half of Rembrandt’s Hieronymian output. 

Although one of his four prints of the scholarly Jerome dates to 1634, around the same time of 

his prints of the saint repentant, the other three were all etched in the 1640s and 1650s.212 This 
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shift in iconographic focus reveals his evolving understanding of intellectualism, contemplation, 

and nature. The landscape setting in three of the four prints of the scholarly Jerome reflects the 

emerging interest in the peace of the countryside as an ideal place to inspire thought and leisure. 

Their compositional similarity to prints of the sixteenth century evinces Rembrandt’s studied 

relationship with the masters of the Northern Renaissance. Rembrandt concentrated on the work 

of Lucas van Leyden and Albrecht Dürer as models for emulation. Rembrandt adapted and 

dramatized Dürer’s famous St. Jerome in His Study 1514 in his St. Jerome in a Dark Chamber 

1642 (B. 105; figure 35) to connect to the lineage of Northern print masters while still displaying 

the inclinations of his own style and work. Rembrandt further looked back to the sixteenth 

century through his developing interest in the Christian humanist tradition and emphasis on 

scholarship in the latter half of his life. Jerome was foundational to the Christian humanist 

movement through the efforts of acclaimed thinker Desiderius Erasmus, who took the saint as his 

personal hero. The character of Jerome’s life in his emphasis on language and the original Word 

accorded neatly with Protestant beliefs and made him a suitable humanist saint. Although the 

tradition of Jerome as scholar had waned by the seventeenth century, Rembrandt’s revival can be 

contextualized within the developments in education and intellectualism in the Dutch Republic, 

exhibited in the contemporaneous fashion for portraits of men deep in contemplation, reading 

and writing. Portraits of scholars and individuals reading were produced not only by Rembrandt 

but by contemporaries in his circle like Jan Lievens, Gerrit Dou, and Salomon Koninck.  

Coinciding with his most prolific period producing landscape prints, Rembrandt 

combined his overlapping considerations of humanism, scholarship, and nature. As with the four 
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prints of Jerome in repentance, Rembrandt’s prints of the saint as scholar also focus on the act of 

contemplation and devotion to God and the Word. Throughout all of Rembrandt’s eight prints, 

Jerome acts as a model for piety and proper conduct in prayer and in commitment to the Bible. 

With these prints of Jerome reading and writing, Rembrandt posits scholarship, in addition to 

repentance, as a path towards virtue and engagement with God. 

 

Rembrandt’s Jerome and the Landscape 

 Rembrandt’s interest in the depiction of nature that appears in three of his prints of 

Jerome as scholar, St. Jerome Reading of 1634 (B. 100; figure 26), St. Jerome beside a Pollard 

Willow of 1648 (B. 103; figure 27), and St. Jerome Reading in an Italian Landscape of 1653 (B. 

104; figure 28) fit neatly into the explosion of the landscape genre in the seventeenth century. At 

this time, the landscape print, issued individually or in a series, found a wide audience and was 

extensively perpetuated by prolific artists like Jan van de Velde and Willem Buytewech.213 

Artists of the seventeenth century depicted a variety of landscapes from ruins to rugged 

mountains to small farms to quaint villages.214 The immediacy of the landscape both native and 

foreign appealed to collectors and artists across social boundaries.215 Rembrandt partook in this 

explosive trend and made frequent sketching trips around Amsterdam and its environs to 

incorporate natural forms into his works.216 He utilized the print series and books of Dutch 

landscapes and exotic views by artists like Van de Velde to further inspire his own 
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constructions.217 Rembrandt’s personal investigation into landscape in art began as a feature of 

the background while a religious or historical event dominated the foreground.218 This appears 

precisely in his first print of Jerome as scholar, St. Jerome Reading. 

The artistic tradition of Jerome at work in nature grew out of a misunderstanding of the 

timeline of his life.219 Rather than placing his ascetic experience before his second Roman period 

from 382-385, historians of the late antique to late medieval periods believed that his period 

living in the wilderness came after he had already received the charge to revise the Latin edition 

of the Bible, as a middle-aged adult rather than a young man. This elderly version of Jerome thus 

appears in the first of Rembrandt’s prints of saint as scholar in St. Jerome Reading of 1634. The 

print, which was etched a year before the artist’s last image of Jerome repentant, portrays the 

saint as a heavily bearded and wrinkled old man, hands clasped in front of him, while a large 

book, presumably the Bible, rests in his lap. Rembrandt nestles Jerome in a verdant landscape, 

with his companion lion occupying the space of the foreground as if protecting the saint’s peace 

from the disruption of the viewer. Small, faintly etched buildings deep in the background on the 

left indicate his distance from civilization, ensconced in nature as he is. The darkness of the flora 

and fauna frame the figures of Jerome and the lion, forcing attention onto their positions in the 

composition.220 Rembrandt notably neglects to include other key attributes, including his 

traditional cardinal’s galero. Much as in Rembrandt’s scenes of Jerome in penitence, he depicts 

the saint fully clothed, in opposition to traditional renditions of the same subject, such as 
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Hendrick Goltzius’s St. Jerome of 1598 (figure 29). The enclosure of the nature around his body 

along with his furrowed brow indicating his attention to his work express a sense of serenity and 

peace in his study of the Bible in the wilderness.  

The decided focus on concentration and thoughtful expression characterizes all of 

Rembrandt’s depictions of Jerome as scholar. Well over a decade later, Rembrandt’s St. Jerome 

beside a Pollard Willow of 1648 places an even more dramatic emphasis on the depiction of the 

landscape. Rembrandt etched this image in the midst of his highest production of landscape 

prints and drawings, which spanned from approximately 1640 to 1656.221 The print is dominated 

by a highly detailed willow placed in the center of the composition, mostly dying save for a 

flowering branch that crowns Jerome’s figure. Rembrandt devotes most of the viewer’s visual 

attention to the form of the willow, whose dark trunk contrasts against the sketchy outlines of 

Jerome and lion. Jerome, seated before a table attached to the trunk, scribbles at a book under the 

watchful eye of a skull right before him. The galero on the bench next to him and the lion 

peeking out from the other side of the willow complete the major items of his iconography. In 

composition, Rembrandt may have been inspired by an early print by his reproductive etcher Jan 

van Vliet, which similarly depicts the saint at work beneath a withering tree placed at the very 

center of the image (figure 30). 

The picturesque decay of nature exhibited in the form of the pollard willow stems from 

the work of Titian and his school and constituted a trend among landscape prints from the middle 

of the century onwards with participation from prominent artists like Claes van Beresteyn and 
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Jacob van Ruisdael.222 Art theorists, including Cornelis Pietersz. Biens and Karel van Mander, 

even advised artists to wander among the land with an eye for forms of picturesque decay.223 The 

intrigue of dying nature then subsequently combined with other trends in the depiction of nature. 

For instance, landscape artists also often devoted particular attention to the study of trees and 

foliage.224 A preparatory drawing by Van Beresteyn, Willow Stump and Study of Leaves (figure 

31), demonstrates a comparable attention to the form of the crumbling willow and exemplifies 

the interest in both trees and deterioration in this period. Rembrandt’s primary concern in his 

1648 print of Jerome also evidently lies with the depiction of nature over that of the saint. This 

can be partially explained by the theoretical associations that could accompany the representation 

of withering nature; the imagery of natural decay among Dutch landscapes could allude to ideas 

of pious poverty.225 Dying trees and stumps often appeared in images of Jerome, including for 

example, in the engraving by Goltzius. In his print, Goltzius features the crucifix attached to the 

withered tree to the right of the composition, perhaps suggesting the connection between death, 

symbolized by the tree, and redemption, provided through the sacrifice of Christ.226 The 

correlation of Jerome with the decaying tree, which has only leafed out over the productive 

action of his work on the Vulgate, thus suggests the virtue of his actions and lifestyle.227  
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Rembrandt similarly deemphasizes the depiction of the saint in his last print of the 

scholarly Jerome in the wilderness, St. Jerome Reading in an Italian Landscape (c. 1653).228 

Jerome here sits shielded in a private nook created by the natural features surrounding him. The 

removal of his shoes indicates his comfort in this setting as his lion companion protects the 

peaceful atmosphere from potential interlopers, such as the two figures walking over a bridge in 

the middle ground. Rembrandt indicates the figure of Jerome with only the barest of outlines as 

the edges of his body seemingly meld into the ground around him. More attention is devoted to 

the lion and, above all, the lush greenery of the landscape and the architecture in the background, 

with Jerome becoming almost an accessory to the depiction of nature. The preparatory drawing 

for the etching (figure 32), nearly equal in size to the print itself, lays out the basic composition 

of the image, but fails to indicate the extent to which Rembrandt would focus on the depiction of 

nature in the final product.229 The print betrays a much more studied interest in the representation 

of landscape and a flair for dramatic contrasts of light and dark.  

Just as Rembrandt drew upon imagery of natural decay deriving from Italian schools, he 

again looked south of the Alps for inspiration in the forms of his St. Jerome Reading in an 

Italian Landscape. In his depiction of nature and architecture for this print, Rembrandt turned to 

the style of artists of the Venetian Renaissance like Titian and Domenico and Giulio 

Campagnola.230 Rembrandt studied their work extensively and even acquired and retouched a 

drawing attributed to Domenico Campagnola.231 The structures in the background of St. Jerome 

Reading in an Italian Landscape bear an affinity to those often appearing in compositions by the 
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Campagnola as well, as can be viewed in their engraving Shepherds in a Landscape from 1517 

(figure 33). Rembrandt seems to have broadly adapted the format of the composition from 

another print by Giulio Campagnola, St. Jerome Reading in a Landscape with a Group of 

Buildings from c. 1500-1515 (figure 34). The emulation of Italian landscapes demonstrated in 

Rembrandt’s print aligns with a broader artistic trend among Dutch artists of this time. In the 

middle of the seventeenth century, Italianate landscape paintings and prints by Dutch artists like 

Jan Both, Jan Asselyn, and Nicolaes Berchem flourished.232 Although Rembrandt himself never 

visited Italy, he would have been aware of the trend towards the Italianate visions proliferated by 

contemporaneous artists. The financial success attained by these artists provided further 

motivation, beyond artistic interest in Venetian works, to represent his Jerome in such a 

landscape.233 

The landscape represented in Dutch images like Rembrandt’s prints were tied to ideas of 

peace, tranquility, and the presence of God. Following the increasing urbanization of the Dutch 

Republic at the end of the sixteenth century, citizens began to yearn for a country retreat as an 

escape from the pressures of the city.234 Poems revolving around the experience of the country 

house, a wandering walk through nature, and the pleasure of escape found in the land constituted 

a theme in the seventeenth century, with origins in classical authors like Horace and Virgil.235 

Authors characterized the experience as a form of stimulating recreation that strengthened the 
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mind and the soul with the potential for edification and self-improvement.236 Among the upper 

classes, the country garden specifically could be viewed as a place to inspire reflection and 

devotion to God.237 The Neostoic philosopher Justus Lipsius, for example, directly tied an 

individual experiencing nature to increased virtuousness and industriousness.238 This association 

with virtue and piety was especially common among learned authors, like Lipsius or Constantijn 

Huygens, who underscored the manifestation of the beauty of the divine that can be found in the 

land.239 Huygens wrote of looking over the countryside that “the goodness of God is to be seen 

on every dune’s top.”240 The discovery of the bounty and wonder of God in the landscape 

aligned with the intellectual pursuits that it could inspire. The writer Jacob Cats, in a poem about 

his own country estate, wrote that men went “through the countryside – just as they went through 

books – to investigate the nature of all things, and to see God therein.”241 The contemplation of 

nature and the intellectual and pious stimulus it provided could then be transferred from the land 

to the landscape image.242 The processes of viewing an image was seen as akin to that of the 

observation of nature.243 By looking over a vast expanse of nature or gazing upon an artist’s 

rendition of a landscape, the viewer could be elevated to thoughts of virtue, industry, and peace. 

The understanding of nature as an inspiration in intellectual pursuits and contemplation of 

God translates to Rembrandt’s representation of the landscape in association with Jerome. Just as 

the Dutch of the seventeenth century did, so does Jerome venture into the wilderness to seek 
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peace from the fervor of daily life and find inspiration in Scripture for his own intellectual 

pursuits. Jerome reads from the Bible, works on his Vulgate translation, and rests in 

contemplation of God in nature. His concentration on the Bible allies him with the sola scriptura 

doctrine across Protestant denominations and indicates his piety. He is a model of contemplation 

and virtue, just as the experience of an escape to nature was said to provide.  

 There remains yet one more print of Jerome as scholar in Rembrandt’s oeuvre. In his St. 

Jerome in a Dark Chamber 1642 (B. 105; figure 35), Rembrandt sharply diverges from the 

imagery of all of his other prints of the saint. Rather than being outside in the wilderness, in 

penitence or at work, Jerome is shown in an interior study seated at a desk. He pauses from the 

task of writing, book open before him, and lays his head in his hand with apparent fatigue and 

frustration. The print is dominated by darkness as the entire study seems to be cast into shadow, 

save for Jerome and his desk situated before a bright window. Rembrandt concentrates on 

forging a mood of weariness and work, rather than on emphasizing the figure or identity of 

Jerome himself. His attributes are discreetly hidden throughout the print. His lion rests, barely 

discernible, under the shadows of the table, and his galero hangs faintly next to the staircase. 

Bible, crucifix, and skull, all resting on top of his desk, serve as his primary attributes instead. 

For this composition, Rembrandt derives the general setting of the study from his early painting 

of 1632 entitled Philosopher in Meditation (figure 36).244 In order to develop the general 

conception of the print, Rembrandt turned to one of the most famous prints of the greatest master 

of the Northern Renaissance, Albrecht Dürer’s 1514 St. Jerome in his Study (figure 37), and in 
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doing so uncovers the ways in which he was influenced by the art and culture of the sixteenth 

century. 

 

Rembrandt’s Jerome and the Northern Renaissance 

 Throughout his life, Rembrandt often consulted the works of the Northern Renaissance in 

search of ideas for compositions and unusual subject matter.245 He paid particular attention to 

two of the most prominent artists of the previous century, Albrecht Dürer and Lucas van Leyden. 

In the seventeenth century, prints by Dürer and Lucas were widely admired, reproduced, sold, 

and collected.246 As a print collector, Rembrandt sought prominent works by these artists. In 

1637, he purchased an entire album of Lucas’s prints and in 1668 owned a different album of his 

prints and drawings valued at 600 guilders.247 Rembrandt’s inventory created at the time of his 

bankruptcy in 1656 lists albums containing prints by Lucas and Dürer along with Dürer’s book 

on human proportions.248 He even bought multiple copies of Dürer prints, presumably with the 

intention of redistributing them as a seller in his own right.249 In 1642, Rembrandt purchased one 

of Lucas’s prints, the Eulenspiegel, for the astonishing price of 179 guilders.250 The scarcity of 

the print attracted Rembrandt’s attention with the high cost clearly displaying his devotion to 

Lucas. Rembrandt’s lifelong collecting of the work of both acclaimed printmakers points to his 

deep intellectual engagement and fascination with their work. 
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 As the most famous artist coming from Leiden, Rembrandt deliberately cultivated an 

affiliation with Lucas. Commentators of the period compared Rembrandt with Lucas due to their 

similar origins, equivalent themes, and expertise in printmaking.251 Lucas was celebrated as a 

hero of Leiden in histories of the city, artistic tracts, and printed portraits. Hieronymus Cock’s 

portrait of Lucas, for example, included an inscription that reads, “And let our poem forward the 

fame / of your name with that of your birthplace, Leiden.”252 Given Rembrandt’s voracious 

ambition evident from the start of his career, it seems natural that he would attempt to emulate 

and compete with the most celebrated artist of his hometown. Like his predecessor, Rembrandt 

aimed to attain status and fame in both his practices of painting and of printmaking. From Lucas, 

Rembrandt utilized many compositions and subjects, including the Rest on the Flight into Egypt 

1626, David Playing the Harp to Saul 1629, and Triumph of Mordecai 1641.253 Rembrandt’s 

emulation of Lucas extended even into his printmaking practices and techniques.254 Lucas 

depicted the subject of Jerome several times throughout his career. His St. Jerome in a 

Landscape of 1513 (figure 38), for example, can be seen as an inspiration for Rembrandt’s early 

St. Jerome Reading (figure 26).255 

 Beyond his emulation of work of his compatriot Lucas’ work, Rembrandt’s borrowings 

from the Northern Renaissance concentrated on the works of Dürer, whose prints he deeply 

admired. Throughout his career, Rembrandt emulated compositions and motifs of Dürer. With 

many of his prints modeled after Dürer’s, Rembrandt in fact made little effort to hide the source 
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of his composition.256 This can be seen, for example, in Rembrandt’s Christ Driving the Money 

Chargers from the Temple of 1635 (figure 39). The figure of Christ blatantly imitates and 

reverses Dürer’s figure from the print of the same theme dating from c. 1508-1509 (figure 40). 

Rembrandt scattered Dürer’s imagery in many of his prints, including those treating St. Jerome. 

From Dürer’s 1512 St. Jerome by the Pollard Willow (figure 41), Rembrandt took the thematic 

link of the willow in his own 1648 rendition (figure 27). More transparently, Rembrandt was 

inspired by the German master in his St. Jerome in a Dark Chamber. 

 Dürer’s St. Jerome in His Study attracted fame and attained praise almost immediately 

after its creation in 1514. In this print, Dürer depicts Jerome at a remove from the viewer, 

hunched at work over his desk in the back of the study. The viewer peers into the tranquil sunlit 

room filled with books and Jerome’s typical accoutrements of galero, skull, and lion. The 

inclusion of the hourglass and the positioning of the crucifix directly in his line of sight alludes 

to his awareness of morality and role as a penitent.257 Dürer creates an atmosphere of industry 

and concentration as Jerome scribbles in the warm study. The print immediately inspired a swath 

of responses and copies, by artists like Hieronymus Hopfer and Nikolaus Glockendon.258 An 

engraving by Monogrammist W.S. even substitutes the figure of Martin Luther for Jerome and 

casts an explicitly Protestant emphasis onto the image of the scholar at work with the inscription 

calling for the defeat of the pope at the reformer’s hands.259  

Rembrandt’s conception of Jerome eliminates the Catholic elements of Dürer’s including 

rosary and pyx but does not go so far as to implicate Luther. He instead takes the broad concept 
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of Dürer’s print and twists it into his own original image, with small references including 

alignment of skull and crucifix and the prominence of the light shining through the window. 

Rather than represent a tranquil image of concentration, Rembrandt instead focuses on a moment 

of interruption in Jerome’s work, when the saint is caught in his thoughts and weary of writing. 

Given the darkness of the print and the delicacy of the etched lines, only a few impressions could 

have been produced with the subtle tonal quality Rembrandt sought.260 The audience for this 

print likely comprised learned collectors who would recognize and appreciate Rembrandt’s 

interpretation of Dürer’s classic engraving. Although Rembrandt diverges from his landscape 

prints of Jerome at work in the setting and mood of the print, they all focalize on the interiority, 

concentration, and contemplation inherent in the work of a scholar. With this interest in the 

representation of the scholar in the process of his intellectual pursuits, Rembrandt also looks 

back to the traditions of the Renaissance, during which time Jerome came to be viewed as an 

emblem of scholarship and the patron of humanists.261 

 

The Tradition of Christian Humanism 

 Humanism originated as a movement in the late thirteenth century following the growing 

fascination with classical antiquity.262 By the early fifteenth century, it had become an 

international phenomenon with different offshoots both in the North and in Italy.263 An interest 

in Latin and Greek authors fueled many humanists, who then passed on their research and 
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knowledge to future generations through the foundation of new schools and universities.264 In 

Northern Europe, Christian humanism gained a foothold in the Netherlands led by the teachings 

of Geert Groote.265 His preaching and writing led to the foundation of the devotio moderna 

movement, which emphasized the inner development of the supplicant and the practice of 

humility and simplicity in a pious life.266 Although Christian humanism diverged from the 

foundations of devotio moderna and moved towards a more wholesale critique of the Church and 

scholastic theology, Groote’s work laid the basis for the humanists to flourish.267 The coming of 

the Reformation further transformed the shape of humanism in Northern Europe. While Luther 

drew on humanist interpretations for his understanding of the Bible, both Philipp Melanchthon 

and John Calvin were more enthusiastic about the movement.268 Just as traditional humanists 

celebrated the classical authors of antiquity like Cicero, so too did Calvin champion a return to 

the “primitive church” and advocate for a revival of classical traditions.269 Christian humanism 

merged the scholarly educational goals of the traditional movement with a study of divinity, 

theology, and philosophy.270 The Netherlandish scholar Desiderius Erasmus rose to prominence 

as the face of Christian humanism in Northern Europe and subsequently adopted Jerome as his 

personal icon.271 

 Erasmus’s choice of Jerome aligned with the general appreciation of the saint as scholar 

from the onset of the humanist tradition. From humanism’s beginning in the fourteenth century, 
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one of the principal figures and founders, Petrarch, stressed Jerome’s engagement with classical 

writers.272 The connection of Jerome to humanists likely undergirded the development of images 

of Jerome at work in his study or in the wilderness dating back to this time.273 Christian 

intellectuals across Europe followed Jerome’s example and adopted him as the patron saint of 

scholars.274 Like his predecessors, Erasmus praised Jerome’s learning and mastery of classical 

and Christian literature. Erasmus was inspired by Jerome’s knowledge of Latin, Greek, and 

Hebrew and his emphasis on the experience of reading Scripture in its original language.275 As a 

scholar and a Christian, Erasmus elevated Jerome to the highest ranks of thinkers, stating “I am 

moved by the piety of that holy man of all Christians beyond controversy the most learned and 

most eloquent…what a mass there is in his works of antiquities, of Greek literature, of history–

and then what a style, what a mastery of language, in which he has not only left all Christian 

authors far behind him but seems to vie with Cicero himself.”276  

As part of his devotion to Jerome, Erasmus took it upon himself to assemble and amend 

an edition of the complete works of St. Jerome, along with a revision of his Latin Vulgate.277 In 

1516, in collaboration with the printer Johann Froben, Erasmus published a compilation of 

Jerome’s writings in a total of nine volumes.278 Through Erasmus’s efforts, many of the 

misconceptions and misattributions concerning Jerome’s life, including the false ascription of the 

legend that he had pulled a thorn from a lion’s paw, were corrected.279 The 1516 edition quickly 
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became the definitive version of Jerome’s works with copies spreading across Europe and 

reaching the hands of prominent theologians and scholars including Juan Luis Vives and Konrad 

Peutinger.280 Erasmus’s name was indisputably linked with that of Jerome’s. Erasmus often 

equated himself with his chosen saint and viewed himself as the resurrection of the image of a 

pious scholar.281 Dürer’s portrait of Erasmus from 1526 (figure 42) shows the humanist scholar 

in such a guise. Erasmus stands at his desk and writes, surrounded by an open book and large 

tomes indicative of his learning. In the print, Dürer valorizes Erasmus’s scholarly activities, in 

much the same way as he and other artists do for Jerome. Latin and Greek adorn the inscription 

on the wall, further paralleling Erasmus and Jerome. It is likely that Rembrandt would have seen 

this portrait too, given his interest in both artist and saint. Well after Erasmus’s death into 

Rembrandt’s lifetime, he was eulogized as a model of the Christian humanist, renowned for his 

literary achievements and intellectual prowess.282 

Other editors hoping to take on Jerome’s work were inevitably forced to confront 

Erasmus’s edition. After the publication of the 1516 compilation, the editing of Jerome’s 

writings largely attracted the attention of Catholic scholars determined to confessionalize his life 

in support of the Catholic Church. The Catholic priests Peter Canisius, the famous Jesuit, and 

Mariano Vittori, for example, both released their own versions of Jerome’s works with the stated 

purpose of supporting the Church.283 Vittori, whose work similarly casts Jerome into an orthodox 

Catholic light, also targeted Erasmus with the goal of superseding him as the definitive 
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Hieronymian editor.284 The title of his publication, Vita Divi Hieronymi Stidoniensis, falso antea 

ab Erasmo relata…, or “The Life of Saint Jerome, previously reported falsely by Erasmus…,” 

set forth his purpose of discrediting Erasmus’s publication and turning Jerome to match the 

Catholic vision more fully.285 Despite the efforts of these Catholic authors, Erasmus and Jerome 

continued to go hand in hand and the scholar’s association with the saint persisted into the 

seventeenth century.  

Erasmus’s connection to Jerome made the saint particularly pertinent to seventeenth-

century Dutch society. The magnitude of his fame as the most celebrated Netherlandish scholar 

of the Renaissance attracted both admiration and debate.286 The Remonstrants particularly allied 

Erasmus to their cause, presenting him as the origins of their version of Protestantism.287 Their 

party fought to erect a statue of the scholar in his birthplace of Rotterdam in the beginning of the 

century, finally succeeding in 1622.288 The prominent Remonstrant scholar Hugo Grotius 

equated himself with Erasmus and praised his intellectual achievements, writing, “You are he of 

whom we wonder either how in writing so much he found time to read or in reading so much he 

had leisure to write; thus you have shown yourself the Christian Varro.”289 Despite his adoption 

as forerunner of the Remonstrant party, Erasmus was also widely admired across Dutch society 

and praised by such prominent writers and humanists as Joost van den Vondel, Gerard Brandt, 

and Caspar Barlaeus.290 The expansion of universities and educational systems as well as the 
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growing intellectual climate of the Dutch Republic also bolstered Erasmus’s fame as a humanist 

and contributed to Rembrandt’s interest in Jerome as scholar. 

 

Education and Scholarship in the Dutch Republic 

 As the Northern Netherlands began to break away from Spanish rule, they simultaneously 

sought to establish a new culture and reputation.291 Concomitant with this goal was the founding 

of the first university in what would become the Dutch Republic in Leiden in 1575.292 Given that 

the region would soon need a place of education for its statesmen and professionals, the 

establishment of the university provided an avenue for the Dutch to be educated in their own 

country. The university deliberately strove to lure prestigious professors and scholars to solidify 

its reputation, by recruiting, for example, the prominent philosopher and humanist Justus 

Lipsius.293 Leiden’s size and student body grew over the decades until it arose as the largest in 

the Protestant world by the middle of the century with over 11,000 students enrolled from 1626 

to 1650.294 Leiden, however, did not stand alone. Other universities were established in 

subsequent decades throughout the Northern Netherlands, in Franeker, Groningen, Utrecht, and 

Harderwijk.295 Dutch universities, and Leiden especially, achieved international acclaim for their 

excellence in theological education and the traditional humanist subjects of the liberal arts.296 

Although Rembrandt did not end up attending, he too is implicated in the intellectual culture of 
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Leiden University due to his brief enrollment in 1620.297 As part of their theological educational 

goals, universities trained budding scholars in Scripture, patristic commentary, exegetical 

techniques, and the oeuvres of traditional authorities, like Jerome or Augustine.298  

Given the Protestant emphasis on the preeminence of the Word, there also arose a 

growing focus on the study of languages with a new eye toward Hebrew. The study of Hebrew 

became enshrined as an integral part in the education of Protestant universities.299 Both Jerome 

and Augustine provided a basis for Hebrew study as they advocated for the primacy of the 

Hebrew Bible.300 Fluency in Hebrew allowed scholars to question the validity of Catholic 

doctrine and find bases for their own beliefs in Scripture.301 By studying Hebrew, and thus 

Judaism, scholars could also use their knowledge to attempt to convert Jews to Christianity and 

support their faith.302 These scholars, termed Christian Hebraists, were especially prominent at 

Leiden, which had a leading department of Hebrew Studies.303 Erasmus and Jerome, as the first 

significant Christian father to have fluency in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew, provided a model for 

the students and professors to pursue Christian Hebraism.304 Prominent Hebraists influenced the 

shape of the broader population’s understanding of the Bible as well. Johannes Drusius, for 

example, was commissioned by the States General to annotate the Hebrew Bible in aid of the 

preparation for the official Dutch version, the Statenbijbel.305 Rembrandt too demonstrated a 
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curiosity towards Hebrew and Judaism. He collaborated with the prominent scholar and rabbi 

Menasseh ben Israel on illustrations for his publication the Piedra Gloriosa.306 Rembrandt also 

consulted Menasseh in the creation of the Hebrew inscription prominently displayed in his 1635 

painting Belshazzar’s Feast.307 

The Dutch achieved an international reputation for the strength of their intellectualism 

and academic culture across disciplines.308 Academics even became the subject of prints in 

Crispijn de Passe’s 1612 series Academia sive speculum vitae scolasticae, which focused on the 

everyday activities of university life, along with Willem van Swanenburg’s 1609 and 1610 prints 

featuring the buildings and professors of Leiden University.309 Reflective of the Dutch 

fascination with intellectual culture, artists also increasingly displayed a fascination with specific 

portraits of scholars or images of elderly men deep in thought. Briefly a student himself at the 

university in Leiden, Rembrandt naturally participated in and even propagated this trend. 

Representations of scholars figure heavily in his oeuvre, including such works as the Scholar at 

His Study (1634; figure 43), An Old Scholar Near a Window in a Vaulted Room (1631; figure 

44), and the previously mentioned Philosopher in Meditation of 1632 (figure 36), which 

provided the basis of the background for his St. Jerome in a Dark Chamber. Alongside these 

early images can be found his many paintings of apostles at work and his famed 1652 print Faust 

(The Scholar in His Study) (B. 270; figure 45).310 The prominence of the spirit of intellectualism 

in Dutch society, demonstrated in the strength of its educational training, extended into the realm 

of the popular representation of scholars in art. 
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Many other artists treated similar themes of scholarship through portraits of prominent 

individuals and even generic representations of scholars and thinkers. Among these artists 

include two of Rembrandt’s students who went on to achieve great success, Gerrit Dou and 

Salomon Koninck. Dou painted many different iterations of anonymous intellectuals at work, 

including A Young Scholar and His Tutor (c. 1629-30), Astronomer by Candlelight (1650s), 

Scholar Sharpening His Quill (c. 1632-35), and Scholar Interrupted at His Writing (c. 1635; 

figure 46). Koninck also treated the subject in his An Old Scholar (1634), A Scholar in His Study 

(c. 1635-36), and Philosopher with an Open Book (c. 1645; figure 47), which is itself modeled 

after Rembrandt’s Philosopher in Meditation. The proliferation of images of scholars, 

popularized through Rembrandt’s works, attests to the atmosphere of intellectualism and 

humanism predominant in the Dutch Republic. Rembrandt’s prints of Jerome, particularly St. 

Jerome in a Dark Chamber, reflect a broader curiosity about intellectual activity that goes 

beyond the subject of the saint himself. Excluding the presence of the lion, little in the prints of 

Jerome as scholar specifically references his identity. Rembrandt’s scholarly prints participate in 

a cultural attitude revolving around curiosity towards intellectuals, pride in the national tradition 

of Dutch humanism, and public support of education and universities. 

 

Why Jerome? 

 Given that Rembrandt could have created entirely anonymous representations of 

unidentifiable scholars as Dou and Koninck did, why then did he return to the subject of Jerome 

in these four prints? Jerome was a particularly apt choice in a society increasingly cultivating a 

reputation for humanism and education. As a historical individual, Jerome devoted himself to 

scholarship to the extent that it became a part of his ascetic practice. He viewed intellectual work 
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as a way to devote himself to God and bring his impure thoughts under control. He brought his 

library with him during his stay as a desert hermit and frequently corresponded with visitors on 

the work he was undertaking.311 In a letter written later in life recounting the beginnings of his 

study of Hebrew while a hermit, Jerome wrote, 

after having familiarized myself with the pointedness of Quintilian, the fluency of Cicero, 

the seriousness of Fronto and the gentleness of Pliny, I began to learn my letters anew 

and to study to pronounce words both harsh and guttural. What labor I spent upon this 

task, what difficulties I went through, how often I despaired…But I thank the Lord that 

from this seed of learning sown in bitterness I now cull sweet fruits.312  

 

The very act of learning Hebrew and straining his mind was yet another way to train himself 

spiritually.313 

 Jerome’s commitment to languages also aligned with the priorities of Dutch universities 

and Protestant theologians. He was one of the first to advocate for a return to the Greek and 

Hebrew originals to arrive at a true understanding of the original text of Scripture.314 Even in his 

pursuit of Greek, Jerome was on the cusp of a new movement. One of his earliest patrons, 

Evagrius of Antioch, was the first documented to connect the Greek and Latin worlds.315 

Jerome’s union of all of the original texts in his creation of the Vulgate made him the first 

prominent trilingual theologian and a model for future thinkers, including the Christian Hebraists 

of the early modern period. By the time of the seventeenth century, polyglot Bibles were being 

produced with an emphasis on identifying textual variants as an attempt to identify the original 

form of the divine text.316 Jerome’s intense scholarship and prescient call to return to the original 
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Word spread his popularity among humanists and Protestants in spite of his less savory opinions 

in support of celibacy, monasticism, and ecclesiastical hierarchy. Jerome’s work could be seen as 

a precursor in the Protestant doctrine of sola scriptura.317 In his characterization as a scholar, 

Jerome became a fine model for future intellectuals, like Erasmus. By the seventeenth century, 

denunciations of Jerome by Reformers such as Luther had faded away.318 Artists like Rembrandt 

could and did use his figure and story to  represent, reflect, and contend with cultural values of 

their own societies, both Protestant and Catholic. Rembrandt’s choice of Jerome specifically 

allowed him to connect to Dutch and Protestant intellectual interests in a more profound way 

than images of an entirely anonymous scholar would have. Owning a print of Jerome, patron of 

humanists, would surely have been appealing to any number of collectors and educated 

individuals throughout Europe. 

 

The Path to Virtue 

 For the Calvinists especially, Jerome’s wholehearted devotion to his work emblematized 

one way to achieve closeness with God. As part of sociologist Max Weber’s theorization of 

Protestant asceticism in the Dutch Golden Age, the anxiety concerning whether or not an 

individual was a member of the elect caused the rise of ascetic behaviors to be integrated into the 

worldly activity of lay life.319 One way in which to structure a life with self-discipline reflective 

of a hopeful elite status was to discover and devote oneself to an occupation or calling that 
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served the community.320 Religious value was found in the pursuit of labor and the self-

discipline displayed in working.321 The concentration and effort evident in Jerome’s life and 

representation in art aligns with this understanding of work as a signal of one’s virtue and 

devotion. Jerome’s focus on Scripture and active contemplation of God further bolstered the 

spiritual significance of his particular work and calling. The sense of devotion also enabled an 

accurate and full understanding of the Word necessary for the pious.322 

 The dual facets of Jerome’s character, as penitent and as scholar, thus both enhanced his 

sense of virtue and piety. The study of the Word, in combination with prayer, allow him to arrive 

at a special closeness with the divine. Both his practice of repentance and his scholarship, 

wrapped up in an ascetic attitude towards self-discipline and self-reflection, lead to virtue. He 

engaged with God in all aspects of his life that were represented by artists in the early modern 

period. Rembrandt’s images of Jerome consistently show the saint in quiet contemplation, 

actively committing himself to the cultivation of his spiritual life through repentance or through 

study of Scripture. Prayer and piety bind in the figure of Jerome as penitent and scholar. For the 

Dutch citizens of the seventeenth century, Rembrandt’s Jerome can thus be seen as a model of 

virtue to visualize, reflect upon, and emulate. Jerome’s pious contemplation, prayer, and study 

emblematize the goal of the viewers and possessors of Rembrandt’s prints. Through 

Rembrandt’s prints, scholarship too becomes a step on the path that leads to salvation. 
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Conclusion 

 In the four prints of Jerome as scholar, Rembrandt shifted his iconographic focus of 

Jerome’s life. While his earlier images had primarily concentrated on images of Jerome as 

penitent, reflective of Dutch cultural values and ongoing religious debates regarding tolerance 

and prayer, Rembrandt later contended with a theme that resonated with emerging artistic trends 

and traditional stylistic forms, along with the budding intellectual atmosphere of the new nation. 

Rembrandt’s attention to the landscape in three of the four prints reflects the Dutch 

preoccupation with the representation of nature and the growing impact this genre had on the 

market in the seventeenth century. As a prolific landscape artist himself, Rembrandt 

demonstrates his awareness of cultural trends and marketable imagery yet again with these 

prints. He also aligns the story of Jerome and his scholarly character with contemporaneous 

understandings of nature as an ideal locale to nurture contemplation, virtue, and industry. 

Although his fourth print of Jerome as scholar represents the saint in an interior, Rembrandt 

continues to display his ambition in the conscious emulation of the most famous Northern artist 

of the previous century, Albrecht Dürer. Rembrandt’s four prints of Jerome as scholar all echo 

the legacies of sixteenth-century traditions of art and culture. Jerome’s suitability as subject and 

model of scholarship stems from his status as patron saint of humanism and the growth of 

Christian humanism in the Dutch Republic from the influence of Erasmus onwards. As time 

progressed to the seventeenth century, the country increasingly turned its focus to perpetuating 

the legacy of humanism and establishing its cities as centers of intellectual growth through the 

founding of several new prestigious universities. Rembrandt reflects the growing spirit of 

scholarship in his prints of Jerome at work. Through the association and depiction of the 

landscape, the return to sixteenth-century artistic and intellectual traditions, and influence of 
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Christian humanism, Rembrandt depicts scholarship as a path towards a virtuous life. By 

following Jerome’s contemplation of the Bible and pious discipline, the prints’ possessors too 

could hope to lead a spiritual life and reach ever closer to God. 
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Conclusion 

For twenty-five years, Rembrandt continually found inspiration in the subject of Jerome, 

more so than any other saint in his print oeuvre. This thesis has attempted to analyze the 

manifold representations of Jerome in Rembrandt’s work, contextualize them within the beliefs 

and values of the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, and arrive at a way to understand these 

prints as a whole.  

Rembrandt’s work began as a youth, when he concentrated on the imagery of the saint in 

sorrow, repenting for his sins. In my first chapter, I examined how Rembrandt’s Jerome as 

penitent demonstrates an attention to the experience of prayer and contrition above all. These are 

not the actions of the ascetic saint who beat himself day and night as he wept for God’s 

forgiveness. Rembrandt’s Jerome rather aligns with the ideologies regarding repentance 

propagated by Protestant denominations. For most sects of the seventeenth century in the Dutch 

Republic, repentance was a part of an individual’s innate personal relationship with God, rather 

than a performative act required to attain mercy. This idea of repentance, inward and personal, 

reflects in Rembrandt’s three autograph etchings of Jerome. I argued that his prints had relevance 

to the lives of everyday people as they were continuously reminded by their peers and religious 

leaders that penitence was a necessary part of being a pious citizen and member of the 

community. I also posited that the prints can be viewed in the lens of a Protestant version of 

asceticism, which incorporated the acts and ideologies of ascetics like Jerome into daily life. In 

this way, Jerome’s actions can be seen as modeling the prayer and penitence necessary to retain 

hope for the fate of one’s soul.  

On a more practical level, Rembrandt’s prints of Jerome in penitence were meant to find 

the broadest audience possible. In order to highlight the financial motivations of Rembrandt’s 
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productions, I then turned to his relationship with the reproductive printmaker Jan van Vliet, with 

whom he collaborated on a print of Jerome as penitent. Their joint rendition includes Catholic 

objects, which serves to both create a familiar scene for Catholic audiences newly welcomed in 

the public sphere by Frederick Henry’s support of religious toleration, and reflect a more 

accurate scene of the historical Jerome’s experiences, which could also appeal to Protestant 

buyers. The relationship between Rembrandt and Van Vliet was primarily one designed to act as 

a marketing tool. Rembrandt’s innate drive for success and desire to rise to the top of the artistic 

communities of the Netherlands led him to challenge the most famous artists of his time, 

particularly the Flemish Peter Paul Rubens. His engagement with Rubens spurred his creation of 

religious themes like the print of Jerome that reveal both his and Dutch society’s interests in and 

beliefs about theological issues like penitence. 

And yet, Rembrandt’s focus shifted to look at Jerome in an entirely different guise as 

scholar. In the latter half of his career, Rembrandt moved away from the pathos and exaggerated 

emotions of his production in the 1630s and increasingly turned inward, as can be seen also in 

this prints of the scholarly saint. Although the compositions of the two halves of his print 

production differ in many ways, I view them as uniting in their shared emphasis on piety and 

virtue. Jerome’s scholarship, resonating with cultural values regarding intellectualism and 

humanism current in seventeenth-century culture, was also borne out of his deep respect for the 

Word. Jerome’s emphasis on Scripture and on language found common ground with the 

Protestants of the Dutch Republic, who similarly encouraged the acquisition of languages like 

Latin, Greek, and Hebrew that would enable theologians to read the texts in their original form. 

Jerome’s identity as scholar establishes him again as a model of virtue in much the same way as 

his penitential persona does.  
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In this thesis, I have sought to demonstrate the ways in which all eight prints reveal an 

ascetic sensibility that aligns with Protestant values and encourage the viewer to strive to better 

themselves and reach closer to God. Penitence and prayer, scholarship and Scripture, all lay on 

the path to virtue as believers sought reassurance and faith in their salvation. In Rembrandt’s 

prints, Jerome is not the figure that appeared in the images of his Catholic contemporaries, 

distant temporally or psychologically, beating his breast or crying out to an angel heralding 

Judgment. Rembrandt’s Jerome is accessible in composition, emotion, and experience. He is a 

sinner asking to be forgiven. He is a scholar looking for inspiration. He is a believer 

contemplating his faith. Rembrandt’s Jerome is innately human, providing hope to his viewers 

that they too can one day achieve salvation and lead a life of humble virtue. 
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Figure 1. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Kneeling: A Large Plate, c. 1629, etching, 38.9 x 32.2 

cm, Amsterdam: Rijksmuseum. 
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Figure 2. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Praying: Arched Print, 1632, etching, 10.9 x 8.1 cm, 

New York: The Morgan Library and Museum. 
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Figure 3. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer, Looking Down, 1635, etching,11.4 

x 8 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 4. Rembrandt van Rijn, Death of the Virgin, 1639, etching and drypoint, 41 x 31.4 cm, 

New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 5. Rembrandt van Rijn, Judas Repentant Returning the Thirty Pieces of Silver, 1629, oil 

on panel, 76 x 104 cm, Lythe: Mulgrave Castle. 
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Figure 6. Titian, St. Jerome in Penitence, 1575, 184 x 177 cm, oil on canvas, Madrid: El 

Escorial. 
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Figure 7. Bartolomeo Coriolano after Guido Reni, St. Jerome, 1637, chiaroscuro woodcut, 29.6 x 

22.1 cm, Austin: Blanton Museum of Art. 
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Figure 8. Hendrick ter Brugghen, St. Jerome, c. 1625, 110.5 x 87 cm, oil on canvas, Rotterdam: 

Museum Boijmans van Beuningen. 
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Figure 9. Jan Lievens, St. Jerome, c. 1631, etching, 32.3 x 27.1 cm, New York: Metropolitan 

Museum of Art. 
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Figure 10. Ferdinand Bol, St. Jerome in Penitence, 1644, etching, 28.8 x 24.8 cm, Chicago: Art 

Institute of Chicago. 
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Figure 11. Jan van Vliet after Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Kneeling in Prayer, 1631, etching, 

28.5 x 24.8 cm, Austin: Blanton Museum of Art. 
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Figure 12. Rembrandt van Rijn, Kneeling Man, c. 1630, red and black chalk, 20.6 x 16.1 cm, 

Paris: Louvre Museum. 
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Figure 13. Jan van Vliet after Rembrandt van Rijn, Christ Before Pilate, 1635-36, etching, first 

state, 55 x 45 cm, London: British Museum. 
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Figure 14. Jan van Vliet after Rembrandt van Rijn, Christ Before Pilate, 1635-36, etching, fourth 

state, 55.3 44.8 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 15. Jan van Vliet after Rembrandt van Rijn, The Baptism of the Eunuch, 1631, etching, 59 

x 49 cm, London: British Museum. 
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Figure 16. Peter Paul Rubens with Frans Snyders, Prometheus Bound, c. 1611-18, oil on canvas, 

242.6 x 209.6 cm, Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 113 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Blinding of Samson, 1636, oil on canvas, 206 x 276 cm, 

Frankfurt: Städel Museum. 
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Figure 18. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Abduction of Proserpina, 1631, oil on panel, 84.8 x 79.7 

cm, Berlin: Gemäldegalerie. 
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Figure 19. Pieter Soutman after Pieter Paul Rubens, The Abduction of Proserpina, 1620-25, 

etching, 21.5 x 32.4 cm, London: British Museum. 
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Figure 20. Jan van Vliet after Rembrandt van Rijn, A Man Grieving, 1634, etching, 26.3 x 21 cm, 

New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 21. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Descent from the Cross, c. 1633, oil on canvas, 90 x 65 cm, 

Munich: Alte Pinakothek. 
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Figure 22. Peter Paul Rubens, The Descent from the Cross, 1612-14, oil on panel, 420.5 x 320 

cm, Antwerp: Cathedral of Our Lady. 
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Figure 23. Lucas Vorsterman after Peter Paul Rubens, The Descent from the Cross, 1620, 

engraving, 58.2 x 43.5 cm, London: British Museum. 
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Figure 24. Rembrandt van Rijn with Jan Joris van Vliet, The Descent from the Cross, etching, 

52.2 x 38.3 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 25. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Francis beneath a Tree, Praying, 1657, drypoint and etching, 

18.2 x 24.5 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 26. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Reading, 1634, etching, 10.9 x 9 cm, New York: 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 27. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome beside a Pollard Willow, 1648, etching, 17.7 x 13.1 

cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 28. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Reading in an Italian Landscape, c. 1653, etching, 

25.9 x 21 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 29. Hendrick Goltzius, St. Jerome, 1598, engraving, 41.6 x 27.8 cm, Philadelphia: 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
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Figure 30. Jan Joris van Vliet, St. Jerome, c. 1631, etching, 34.5 x 22.1 cm, Chicago: Art 

Institute of Chicago. 
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Figure 31. Claes van Beresteyn, Willow Stump and Study of Leaves, n.d., pen and ink on paper, 

12.5 x 9.8 cm, Boston: Museum of Fine Arts. 
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Figure 32. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Reading in an Italian Landscape, c. 1650, reed pen 

and wash, 25 x 20.7 cm, Hamburg: Kunsthalle Hamburg. 
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Figure 33. Giulio and Domenico Campagnola, Shepherds in a Landscape, c. 1517, engraving, 

13.5 x 25.8 cm, Chicago: Art Institute of Chicago. 
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Figure 34. Giulio Campagnola, St. Jerome Reading in a Landscape with a Group of Buildings, c. 

1500-1515, engraving, 13.6 x 12.3 cm, London: British Museum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 131 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 35. Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome in a Dark Chamber, 1642, etching, 15.3 x 17.6 cm, 

New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 36. Rembrandt van Rijn, Philosopher in Meditation/Interior with Tobit and Anna, 1632, 

oil on panel, 28 x 34 cm, Paris: Musée du Louvre. 
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Figure 37. Albrecht Dürer, St. Jerome in his Study, 1514, engraving, 24.6 x 18.9 cm, New York: 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 38. Lucas van Leyden, St. Jerome in a Landscape, 1513, engraving, 8.5 x 10.7 cm, 

Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art. 
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Figure 39. Rembrandt van Rijn, Christ Driving the Money Chargers from the Temple, 1635, 

etching, 13.6 x 17.7 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 40. Albrecht Dürer, Christ Driving the Money Chargers from the Temple, c. 1508-1509, 

woodcut, 12.7 x 9.7 cm, Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria. 
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Figure 41. Albrecht Dürer, St. Jerome by the Pollard Willow, 1512, drypoint, 21 x 18.3 cm, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 42. Albrecht Dürer, Erasmus of Rotterdam, 1526, engraving, 24.8 x 19.1 cm, New York: 

Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 



 

 

 

 139 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 43. Rembrandt van Rijn, Scholar at His Study, 1634, oil on canvas, 141 x 135 cm, 

Prague: National Gallery of Prague. 
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Figure 44. Rembrandt van Rijn, An Old Scholar Near a Window in a Vaulted Room, 1631, oil on 

panel, 60.8 x 47.3 cm, Stockholm: Nationalmuseum Sweden. 
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Figure 45. Rembrandt van Rijn, Faust (A Scholar in His Study), c. 1652, etching, engraving, and 

drypoint, 20.8 x 16 cm, New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 46. Gerrit Dou, Scholar Interrupted at His Writing, c. 1635, oil on panel, 24.5 x 20 cm, 

The Leiden Collection. 
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Figure 47. Salomon Koninck, Philosopher with an Open Book, c. 1645, oil on canvas, 28 x 33.5 

cm, Paris: Musée du Louvre. 
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