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Margaretha Thomson 

A precarious presence
Rembrandt’s Jeremiah Lamenting  

the Destruction of Jerusalem

Rembrandt painted a scene showing the brooding Jeremiah against 
a distant view of the burning temple in Jerusalem. In order to arrive 
at a wide-reaching understanding of how Rembrandt’s painting affects 
viewing, compassion and understanding, I established a layered structure 
of knowledge involving several factors: the act of painting the scene, the 
challenges of Rembrandt’s society, related to the painting, the experi­
ence of viewing the painting in a temporal sense (the process of viewing 
experiences), and the expressivity explored and deeply developed as the 
great art museums were established and the painting became part of 
that context.

The purpose is not a new philosophy about interpreting visual art. It 
is to arrive at a deeper and conscious exploration of viewing art. In all 
the aspects of the investigation, my aim is to come back to the paint­
ing’s expression and expressivity, and how the aspects of Rembrandt’s 
society, as well as the ways of seeing art, explored during the epoch 
of the great museums have impact on the experience of seeing the  
painting.

The painting and the scene
In Rembrandt’s painting Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of Jerusalem 
(1630, fig. 1.), different visual dimensions are merging into a scene.1 The 
impression of a visual continuity is countered by variations in the treat­

1.  I here use the title of the work as it is given at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam 
and in all Rembrandt literature. However, using the title here is, for me, not equal to 
subscribing to the specific meaning that issues from the standard title. I don’t see the 
prophet “lamenting”, since that is an active, expressive state; I see him drained and 
maybe brooding, and in an unnatural position as if still constrained in movement, due 
to the invisible divine strength that dominates him and determines his movements.

A dendrochronological report states that the material is oak, either Polish or Baltic 
(Klein 1995). The date is 1630, according to Rijksmuseum.

Figure 1. Rembrandt 
Harmenszoon van Rijn, 
Jeremiah Lamenting the 
Destruction of Jerusalem, 
1630. Oil on panel, 58.3 
× 46.6 cm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam.
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ment of colour substance, highlights, and in shifting pictorial methods, 
from one side to the other of the small painting.

At the centre is the reclining main figure, the prophet Jeremiah. A 
flowing space without obvious representational content borders the 
prophet’s right side (on the left for the viewer) and swells out towards the 
ground. It could be associated with smoke or dust, painterly raw material, 
or pure nothing, as a break in the representational dimension.2 It could 
also be seen as a visual mark, implying the prophet’s state of holiness, 
rendered in such a way to show the prophet’s exceptional state, as the 
man God has chosen—a relationship nobody but Jeremiah knows. The 
luminosity of the empty space intensifies with its growing size; and the 
colour shifts from a very light pink touch in the greyish shade to a more 
glowing effect in the flow bordering the prophet’s foot.

The empty light space along the prophet is a potent indicator of Rem­
brandt’s way of painting: the greyish layer along the prophet’s body 
appears as abstract or pure matter—as if uprooting the representational 
and simultaneously “lifting” or enhancing the presence of the man, his 
dress and the treasures, in contrast to the light layer of paint. In Study 
of an Old Man in Profile, a small painting (19.5 × 16 cm) with the motif 
of a sorrow-stricken old man with a tear in his lower eyelid, painted by 
Rembrandt in 1630 (thus contemporary with the Jeremiah painting), a 
stunning “fusion” of the colour as material substance and as medium of 
a representation is performed: the tear is obviously a mark of paint and 
simultaneously a dim teardrop with an effect of about-to-burst fullness.3

Rembrandt demonstrated the whole range of painting in which nature 
itself participates, in tune with traditions from the early Renaissance, 
when a magical illusion was created with material substance in combina­
tion with inventions of perspectival painting.4

2.  Suthor 2018, p. 108, identifies a link, in colour substance and meaning, between 
the fire and the empty area: “In the depiction of the tongues of flame consuming the 
temple, yellow ocher is mixed with red pigment and thickly applied to the glazed 
‘dead-colored’ zone. Upon closer inspection, the entire scene seems to be set ablaze 
by the tinted imprimatura shining through.” Van de Wetering 2015, p. 500, thinks that 
the empty space is a damage and loss of some layers of paint, which spoils the whole 
painting and its motif.

3. During a study trip to Copenhagen in August 2023, I visited Statens Museum for 
Kunst and the ‘Barok—ud af mørket’ exhibition, and had the opportunity to see Rem-
brandt’s painting of the old man with the tear. I thank The Royal Swedish Academy of 
Letters, History and Antiquities for the funding that allowed my travel.

4.  See e.g. Damisch 2002, pp. 33–36, about the interaction between the representa-
tional and the physical or substantial in painting, with the effect of morphing meaning 
and appeal to the imagination of the spectator.
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At the centre, there is a strong illumination on both the prophet 
and the precious objects in front of him. The prophet and the treasures 
appear as solid, as real, as spectacularly present and light-catching, as a 
protagonist and his objects on a stage, centrally placed and as if illumi­
nated by approaching light sources—from a direction above, independent 
of the darkness that shapes the vault of the cave.

The arrangement recalls a theatrical scene, with an arranged light 
source or an opening allowing strong light, and the barren scenery as 
the backdrop—a cave-like surrounding with a weathered column that 
seems to merge into the wall behind, and the prophet’s belongings, a 
huge book (secondarily labelled BiBeL by someone else than Rembrandt), 
a large water bowl and a bag with a wrinkled belt, presumably the girdle 
damaged through neglect, a symbol that God used to teach the prophet 
how to understand the threats connected to their bond, in Jeremiah 
13.5 The book is the symbolic item designating Jeremiah as a charac­
ter and as a biblical figure, to be recognized visually and thematically.6 
The things behind him signify and clarify the control God has of Jer­
emiah, but also Jeremiah’s identity and his needs as a human in a desert  
environment.

Rembrandt uses a theatre analogy: in the painting we witness a real 
person at the “centre stage”, with significant objects; a setting with scen­
ery; lighting; performative shadows, as emphases of the story; and expli­
catory background images, all illustrating the conditions of the drama.7 

5.  The belt, attached to the worn bag, seems to have marks along its side, appearing 
as almost-effaced signs, or wrinkles in the material, demonstrating a state of abandon-
ment and destruction, but also traces of a message—a status that matches the text in 
Jeremiah 13. Concerning the water bottle: Sánchez 2014, p. 30, refers to Budick 1988, pp. 
260–264, stating that the bottle is a sign referring to Jeremiah 19:2–13, where God in-
structs Jeremiah to break a bottle as a sign of the impending destruction of Jerusalem. 
Since the large bottle in the painting has no signs of being broken or an intention of 
being used for destruction, I think this interpretation is misleading.

6.  Sánchez 2014, pp. 32–33.
7.  The theatre aesthetics of the time balanced between horror effects and moral 

messages (for instance, the horror plays by Jan J. Vos, 1612–1667, in contrast to morally 
oriented and eloquent, edifying plays by Joost van den Vondel, 1587–1679). Theatre was 
performed in varying conditions, but with developed technologies; regular theatre 
houses were commonly built somewhat later, at the beginning of the 18th century. I 
here thank, warmly, Willem Otterspeer, professor emeritus from Leiden University, 
and Karin Helander, professor of Theatre Studies at Stockholm University, for relevant 
information about early modern theatre practices. Otterspeer confirms the presence 
of itinerant theatres in Leiden, not least in relation to the university. Rembrandt was 
enrolled twice at the University of Leiden, in 1620 and in 1622, but it is not known if 
or what he studied (archival documents are on the website of the university). In Am-
sterdam the theatre building Schowburg was constructed in 1638. Helander informs 
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Rembrandt was still living in Leiden when he made the Jeremiah paint­
ing in 1630. Leiden was a great European centre for scholarly, intellectual 
life due to the famous university, but also an arena for the expression of 
the many conflicting ideas about the current political situation. Theatre 
was a means to thematize and dramatize the political and moral conflicts 
of the new republic.

The scenery creates an access for the viewer through the story and the 
experiential details of the situation, opening both the differences and 
the references between holy text, painted image and the recognition of 
a theatrical arrangement—into a path of meditation or a comparative 
reflection. The experience of involvement is, in itself, a dramatic process, 
since the coherence of the image world is questioned through the empty 
area (being just coloured surfaces in thin layers and the imprimatura 
coming through from beneath in the depiction of the vegetation) border­
ing the prophet’s body and the visual depth of the whole scene seems to 
be within a wave-like shape of changing depth: starting, at the viewer’s 
left, far away, thin and frightful; then bulging out in the middle, show­
ing the bodily presence of the prophet and the precious things beside 
him; leaving the scene, at the right side, at the tangible, and somewhat 
comfortingly near, heap of dark brown items supporting the old man’s 
reclining and tense body, things that are represented as near and real, 
since they project sharp shadows. Below the assembled items there are 
large stones or lumps of earth, roughly painted with layers of varying 
density. There is an impression of bare matter and deep darkness that 
makes the light change, as if withheld by it.

The impression of the prophet’s illuminated head and his restrained 
and reclining body, and the shining objects in front of him (and ignored 
by him), makes the pictorial space seem to protrude, in a way, as if 
expanding outwards around the main figure. The effect of a swelling 
image space contrasts with the distant and loosely thin, vibrant and 
sketchy image of the burning city, and with the flatness of the shadow 
shapes and the vaguely ambiguous lumps of earth or stone on the other 
side of the prophet.

me that during the mid-17th century theatre illumination in the Swedish context, in 
relation to Dutch performance groups, used wax candles, oil lamps and torches. She 
states that the sources of light could be placed high up, downstage and on top of certain 
sceneries; candelabras hung right in front of the scene, thus also lighting a small part 
of the audience space; there were footlights on the stage and behind the scenery; and 
reflectors were used to direct light.
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The “stage-effects” in the painted scene are also a kind of competi­
tive show of the powers of painting versus theatre, since the allusions 
to stage-craft in the setting of the painting also perform the magic of 
painting itself: the medium of the painting shows a continuous rendering 
of a situation that can be conceived both as simultaneous states of being 
and as a system of visual concepts, maybe combining aspects that are not 
completely simultaneous, but only in painting arranged in simultaneity, 
as through an apparition. 

It is not known who bought or commissioned the painting. The sub­
ject matter is unusual (Abraham and Moses being more often chosen 
as protagonists in religious themes in Holland); the small format sug­
gests a private, devotional situation.8 The intimate focus on the brooding 
prophet opens a situation of contemplation in solitude, as if replacing 
the icons and images of saints of Catholic contexts. The situation invites 
thought and immersion, more than adoration and the sense of holiness, 
through symbols.

The situation depicted. Experience and memory—shown
Jeremiah is recognized as the protagonist, among biblical prophets, 
through the distant scene in the painting of the temple threatened by 
fire, and through the symbol of the large book, on which he rests his 
elbow—his prophecies being retold and included in the Bible.9 In the 
painting he is seen as an individual person, not according to pictorial 
schemes of a high style. He is seen, as if in reality and related to visions 
about the disastrous events he has lived through, recent events of war, 
distrust and confinement. He is seen in a situation of being uprooted and 
without a clear future—without interest in the costly treasures (either 
remains of the temple treasure,10 or treasures given to him by a leading 
Babylonian military commander, Nebusaradan11—thus gifts from the en­
emy, albeit during a time when an understanding with the Babylonians 

8. Owners can be traced back to the 18th century; in 1939 the painting was sold to 
the Rijksmuseum. Due to the very important research conducted by Jager (2020), it is 
possible to evaluate the status of the work in relation to a massively developing but 
stratified market. Rembrandt’s works were the apex of quality, required by certain ini-
tiated and wealthy persons and groups (until near the end of his life, when taste had 
changed in favour of a “smooth” style; see also Alpers 1988, pp. 17, 38, 39).

9.  Sánchez 2014, pp. 12, 33–34.
10.  Both Sánchez and Budick think of the environment as an actual site in relation 

to the vision, and the costly things as items that were in the temple, see Sánchez 2014, 
pp. 29–31; Budick 1988.

11.  Jeremiah 40:5.
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was what Jeremiah desired: a kind of make-do living with the enemy); as 
if the heap of things beside him were to be seen as remaining belongings, 
gathered for escape or an uncertain future, more than as symbols of his 
status as prophet with references to biblical texts.

The scenery of the painting can be understood as a visual complexity, 
showing effects of the protagonist’s mind (memories, reactions), as well 
as his physical presence. The distant view of the temple and the fire could 
be his reminiscences, how his thoughts and his fears were triggered and 
then turned into the despair and exhaustion he is seen in.

The contrasts between flatness towards the sides of the painting and 
depth or protrusion in the centre open for options to see the flattened 
spaces more like intentional signs, influencing the conditions and experi­
ences of the protagonist. The imagery concerning Jeremiah is primarily 
found within book illustration and in plastic arts such as sculptures in 
churches—thus imagery with layered visual structures that corresponds 
to the imagination of visual perception of reality, unlike easel painting.

In the small-size easel painting (58.3 × 46.6 cm), Rembrandt has merged 
kinds of imagery and time conditions in a synthesis corresponding to 
the dimensions that possibly were equal to reality for Jeremiah: passing 
time, stopped at his time of brooding, or just suffering; the already past, 
disastrous events stopped, as if in the mind of the prophet, before the 
destruction of the temple, but after the fall and capture of the Jew­
ish king under Babylonian rule, Zedekiah, who can be identified as the 
small sketchy figure seen escaping in the distant scene of the imminent 
destruction of the temple.

The prophet’s body is shown with just one foot visible; the foot is 
somewhat deformed, as if from long walks with unforgiving footwear. 
The foot is matched by one visible arm, with wrinkled loose skin show­
ing, and with a hand supporting the prophet’s head. His right-side limbs 
are clearly hidden, unused, unseen.12 The focus is on Jeremiah and his 
head, seen illuminated and with minute details of his face, his thin hair, 

12.  Jeremiah’s hidden right arm is a feature interpreted by both Shelley Perlove and 
Sanford Budick, and commented on in Suthor 2018, pp. 103–105. In the case of Perlove 
1995, the hidden arm is explained with reference to Psalm 137 (“If I forget thee, O Jeru-
salem, let my right hand forget her cunning.”). Budick 1988 refers to Lamentations, and 
the withdrawn arm as a replica of God’s gesture, in his anger at Jerusalem, and Budick 
pursues this theme further into a psychoanalytical reading. To my mind, the hidden 
right side, the normally “active” side of Jeremiah’s limbs, is showing his own controlled 
condition, as dominated in all his acts by God, and the crisis in knowing that God has 
used the enemy to destroy the temple and the city. There is no way for him to “go”, 
nothing to be active for.
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his wrinkles, his eyes with a faded gaze, unfocused, extremely tired, but 
aware. He is seen as if he were deprived of motions and perceptions, 
in a state of immobility, and thus out of options. The head leaning on 
the hand and the brooding look convey the idea of “Melancholy” to the 
viewer, recalling Albrecht Dürer’s figure of this state of mind. The com­
parison to which the viewer is invited stresses a meaningful difference: 
Dürer’s allegorical figure has an intense dark gaze, conveying a kind of 
inspiration while Jeremiah appears as if emptied of his own command, 
unable to move, unable to connect.13

The book of Jeremiah in the Bible describes the destruction of Jeru­
salem and states that Jeremiah stays in Judah, his country, after a long 
time of imprisonment and after that as a free man, under the new rule 
of Nebuchadnezzar, the victorious Babylonian king. Promises of peace are 
violated, masses of people are killed or deported—events that cause the 
emigration of the Jewish people to Egypt. Jeremiah, however, plans to 
stay. The violence and strength of the Babylonians and the disagreements 
among the Jewish leaders are determining factors for all Jews to leave 
their country, Judah, within the Babylonian territory and take refuge in 
Egypt—including Jeremiah.14

Jeremiah’s bond with God is absolute and leaves no options. Rem­
brandt has interpreted this visually.

The stance of the prophet’s body expresses discomfort, in combina­
tion with a need to rest, maybe to contemplate. The hidden right arm 
and right foot express the bond as a loss of mobility (of the active side): 
he must always obey God, and he is completely alone in this condition. 
He cannot even rest comfortably with the twisted arm; the arm being 
a token of a kind of bondage that the ability to give prophecies and 
understand God entails. His gaze, almost extinct, expresses nothing; 
and, in that way, maybe, his awareness of his own unique and desperate 
situation—a situation that cannot be communicated to anybody else and 
cannot be refused by him. In this condition of obeying, the only pleasure 
he allows himself is to rest his naked foot on the costly carpet; as an 
escape in a small way from the bondage of being chosen.

The events leading to the flight into Egypt are as follows. In chapter 36 
of Jeremiah we learn about God’s great wrath against the Jewish people 
who do not agree with God’s commands; and we read that the nobles of 

13.  See a discussion on the comparison between Rembrandt’s Jeremiah and Dürer’s 
allegorical figure Melencolia I, in Sánchez 2014, pp. 36–37.

14.  Jeremiah 43:5–6.



Margaretha Thomson92

Judah, in the presence of their king Jehoiakim, tear Jeremiah’s account 
of God’s command apart and then burn it. So, God obliges Jeremiah to 
write the whole content again, saying that no descendant of Jehoiakim 
will ever sit on the throne of David.

Then, another king is installed in Judah, Zedekiah, even though the 
Babylonians are about to take over the whole territory. Zedekiah is at first 
aligned with the great Babylonian ruler Nebuchadnezzar. He has been 
appointed by the Babylonian ruler,15 and Jeremiah wants to withdraw 
from Jerusalem into the countryside and unite with the common people, 
but Zedekiah calls him and wants to know if Jeremiah can tell some­
thing about his, Zedekiah’s, future. And Jeremiah says that Zedekiah will 
be imprisoned by the Babylonians. Then, a long time of suffering and 
imprisonment follows for Jeremiah, and a period when he also counsels 
Zedekiah to surrender to the Babylonians, in order for Zedekiah to save 
his own life and save Jerusalem from destruction. But Zedekiah does 
not trust his own countrymen, because he suspects that they secretly 
support the Babylonians.

This is what determines Jeremiah’s situation and his position as both 
singled out and incapable of acting, forced into immobility with the right 
arm and the right foot out of function (out of view), as if in a twisted 
position, although it looks fairly comfortable at first glance.

The situation is also made apparent enlightened by the sketchy scene 
in the far distance, visible beyond the opening of the cave-like space in 
which Jeremiah reclines. The loosely painted, small scene is like a visual 
tale, with places and events that can readily be discerned.16 It can be 
rationalized as a screen of memories, or as real events far away, both in 
time and in place. The flow of time has been stopped: we can identify 
the king of Judah, Zedekiah, fleeing with his guards, hiding his face 
(and as we can understand from the Bible context, Zedekiah’s gesture 
is a prefiguration of his blinding);17 the city of Jerusalem is burning, but 
the temple is still intact; and an angel is hovering above the whole scene 
and its ominous events—the tiny angel is even reaching out its arms as 
if wanting to stop the violent fire. The scene seems to be stopped in the 

15.  Jeremiah 37:1–3.
16.  Identification of the figures in the distant view, with a detailed narrative, is in 

Sánchez 2014, pp. 30–35, and in Suthor 2018, pp. 101–109, with a somewhat different in-
terpretation of the events shown in the distant scene. Without stressing details, I agree 
with Suthor’s reading, defining the fleeing figure as King Zedekiah, hiding his eyes, as 
a sign of his imminent blinding.

17.  Jeremiah 39:7.



A precarious presence 93

middle of the account, at a climax that could have been a turning point 
since the temple is intact.18

The sketchy scene could be an objective rendering of events, stopped 
at a certain point. Or, the scene might have been conceived of as the 
prophet’s thoughts, focusing on instances before the complete destruc­
tion, as if the flow of events was not yet performed and as if the motif 
of the painting was not set by the words of the Bible. The sharp stop of 
events in the roughly painted movements and surroundings, at a point 
of a possible change of the course of events—as a hopeless wish, beyond 
any terms of reality—is, for the prophet, like his feet and arms, present 
but unable to be controlled.

As text, as prophecies or Bible references, the story is predetermined. 
But, as depicted, the outcome of shown actions remains open, visually, 
in the present tense.

For the expected viewer, apparently a person within the rich bourgeoi­
sie of Holland, the attraction, like a trap, would have been the painting 
of the costly gifts, shimmering like real silver, gold and jewellery. The 
impressive image of the brooding prophet, with a realistic rendering 
in paint of the shape but not the details of the buttonholes and but­
tons of his robe, and his melancholy face, would arouse compassion and  
interest.

In his uncomfortable position of rest, with his right hand and right 
foot concealed and his upper body slightly held in tension, through the 
effort of folding back the hidden arm, the figure of Jeremiah could com­
municate the fateful situation he was engaged in: the temple of Jeru­
salem was destroyed, and the people of Judah dispersed, not because 
Nebuchadnezzar burnt the temple and defeated the people, but because 
God wanted this to happen and used Nebuchadnezzar as his tool. So, 
Jeremiah is left without an enemy and without hope in his relationship  
to God.

The painting performs its effects in a time of conflicts
The scene of Jeremiah in the cave is multi-layered, while at the same 
time—with the suggestive expression of oil painting—it allows a visual 
coherence and a sense of immanent presence as was expected of easel  
paintings, the usual format of visual art in 17th-century Holland. 

18.  It can also be argued that the temple is shown intact as an understandable visual 
sign denoting the “temple”, to elucidate the event.
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A painted scene should reflect an eye-witness impression of a whole 
view, sometimes even capturing the brief moment of a shifting facial  
expression.19

In Holland, prosperity and skill were more important than family and 
rank, and in the early 17th century the private market for easel paintings 
was expanding quickly.20 Religious themes, such as the Jeremiah paint­
ing, alluded to the complexity of reality as known from the Bible stories, 
the foreshadowing of divine intervention and the networks of meaning 
between the Old and the New Testament. Biblical scenes offered visions of 
dramatic, great or intimate events, as if witnessed by the spectator. The 
market was predominantly private, for burghers with substantial means, 
but also reaching widely into less wealthy groups, as a mass market 
with images made in standard formats and with “shorthand” methods 
of copying and combining selections of standardized, mostly biblical 
scenes.21 Rembrandt’s painting represents the highest value in a large 
market.

In Rembrandt’s painting of Jeremiah, the prophet is seen illuminated, 
with precious treasures at his side, valuable and beautiful things that 
he is seen to ignore, completely, and that the spectator would admire. 
The sense of a unified moment of time, or a present situation, is allowed 
through the visual focus of illumination in the centre and the flattening 
of the pictorial space towards the sides. The effect is as if a culmination 
of almost protruding visual volume, showing the prophet, became cre­
ated through a pressure from the flattening sides: the sketchy scene of 
burning Jerusalem at the left end, and a softer and calmer view towards 
the right side, where the objects are more piled up than flattened—and 
tuned in the same dark, dimly shifting brownish colour.

Supposing then that Jeremiah and the jewellery are comprehended 
as real and present, the distant scene with the destruction of Jerusalem 
could most probably be seen as a kind of memory screen, with reference 
to how such a reminder (of an event, or of the thoughts about the event) 
could be presented in an image structure that to some extent resembles 
a theatrical performance. Since the events in the distant scene are shown 

19.  The typical and most appreciated works of the period show unified visual space, 
entailing the impression of rather short time passage. Even large format and symbolic 
or heraldic themes such as “companies” and other professional groups show situations, 
with the impressions of short time—a choice that accentuates the “impossible” combi-
nation of short time and symbolic, existential or heraldic significance.

20.  Perlove & Silver 2009, pp. 17–67. See further their detailed bibliography.
21.  Jager 2020.
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in the middle of the action, and not at the final state after the completion 
of the destruction, the scene does not convey the whole complex of ac­
tions and the ensuing results, but appear as halted, when there was still 
a situation of suspense (the temple is intact) before the final disaster. The 
figure of Jeremiah is focused, both as present and real, and in some way, 
as elevated above a normal condition, as singular, as chosen.

The province of Holland was a centre for refugees from a large number 
of non-Catholic creeds. The government was Calvinist, but factioned be­
tween hard-line Calvinism and more open and liberal views on governing 
that allowed the powerful flows of commercial connections. Money and 
wealth were played out against dogmatism of creed.

Ideals within the Reformed religious movements became linked to 
Jewish perspectives and rites, connecting to a legacy beside and beyond 
the papal domain of power and cultural influence, and concentrating 
on rituals and the spiritual bond between man and God. The Jeremiah 
painting is a key work in that respect.22 But the presence of large numbers 
of Jewish people was a challenge for radical Christians. The moderate 
Calvinists, knowing that Jewish merchants and brokers had unique ac­
cess to markets in Spain and Portugal, hoped for the sake of prosperity 
and peace that Jewish people would assimilate Netherlandish customs 
and learn to become Christians.23

The plan made by Hugo Grotius and Adriaen Pauw in 1615, stating the 
designs of Dutch society for the Jewish population, contained the idea of 
conversion to the Christian belief, but also a recognition of the special 
holy bond between God and the Jews, since the Jews were the first to 
be chosen by God and have the holy mysteries revealed to them. Grotius 
wrote: “habent primordium veritatis (theirs is the origin of truth).” 24

The political and religious tensions in Holland culminated in an even 
more dramatic manner—in the execution of the province’s leader Johan 
van Oldenbarnevelt, on 13 May 1619. He had resisted acknowledging the 
Calvinist creed as the only tolerated creed in the province of Holland 
and he was in favour of negotiating with Spain about the peace settled in 
1609. The ongoing political conflict pitted Calvinists against one another, 
the radical against the moderate, and against the multitude of creeds 
present within the society. 

22.  Perlove & Silver 2009, pp. 1–14, 126–128.
23.  Pieters 2012, pp. 204–205.
24.  Pieters 2012, pp. 209–212.
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During this period of unrest, a theatrical play was presented in Am­
sterdam, by Joost van den Vondel, Hierusalem verwoest (The Destruction 
of Jerusalem), in 1620. Van den Vondel made works with a taste for the 
Greek and Roman heroic format, dealing with morality and spiritual 
conflicts, and suffering.25 Van den Vondel, himself, was not Calvinist, but 
Mennonite; he advocated a pious life through meditation and accord with 
God’s will, however different it might be from the ambitions of men.26 
The message of the play was to put aside the conflicts and sorrows of 
men and obey God. 

Van den Vondel was strictly against the radical Calvinists. Religion 
should not be used as a tool in human struggles: it is the will of God 
alone to revenge and punish those who act wrongly.

A presentation of the event and scenery of the destruction of Jerusalem 
could refer to two different events: the destruction brought about by the 
Babylonians under the rule of Nebuchadnezzar in the 6th century BC; or 
the destruction depicted on the Arch of Titus in Rome, showing the cap­
ture and plunder of Jerusalem under the rule of Titus in the year AD 70. 

Van den Vondel’s play was about the event of AD 70 and represented 
the Jews as punished by God.27 The sack of Jerusalem under Titus invited 
references to Roman greatness, a triumphal arch and Classical ideals of 
thought and representation. 

Van Oldenbarnevelt’s death is the main key to the construction of 
themes in van den Vondel’s play, intended to convey God’s punishment 
of the contemporary radical Calvinists, as represented by the Jews that 
God punished in the play.

Rembrandt’s presenting Jeremiah in the context of the historically 
older event of the Babylonian war was to take the internal challenges of 
a motif much further. There were ideas about Amsterdam as the “New 
Jerusalem”, replacing the devastated Old Testament city, inviting the idea 
that Jews and Christians would unite into a new common Christianity.

25.  Parente 1987; Pieters 2012. Van den Vondel’s dramas were more reflections of 
thoughts than dramas about emotional conflicts and eventful, engaging life stories. The 
play was not well received. However, his high morality and classical concept of drama 
probably matched the religious seriousness that prevailed, along with the wealth that 
was both pleasure and witness of God’s protection. There is an interesting review of 
Jan Bloemendal and Frans-Willem Korsten’s Joost van den Vondel (1587–1679). Dutch Play-
wright in the Golden Age in Hermans 2013, who points to the tendency of partly applying 
modern theoretical thinking to the works of early modern theatre practices; he finds 
the strategy problematic but also creative.

26.  Parente 1987, pp. 95–100.
27.  Pieters 2012.
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Jeremiah as a Jewish prophet, a protagonist of the Old Testament, has 
no guilt for the death of Christ. Jeremiah has suffered in his loyalty to 
God’s commands and in his endeavours to unite his people who were 
caught in internal struggles. 

Over time, Rembrandt became acquainted with some important Jew­
ish people, first in his earlier Leiden environment of 1630, at the time 
he had chosen the Jewish protagonist of the theme of the destruction 
of Jerusalem, and then when he permanently settled in Amsterdam in 
1631 (at first changing addresses several times, with the intent to find 
the most suitable place for clients of costly paintings).28

28.  See Zell 2002, pp. 73–98, about Menasseh ben Israel (1604–1657) and his relations 
with Rembrandt, in the context of Menasseh’s allegorical book Piedra Gloriosa o de la 
Estatua de Nebuchadnesar (1655), dedicated to Isaac Vossius, librarian to Queen Chris-
tina of Sweden. Menasseh was a printer, an author and a rabbi (third in a hierarchy of 
four), living not far from Rembrandt; they knew each other, but the exact nature of the 
relationship is not known. About the relationship and Rembrandt’s work for Menasseh, 
see also Nadler & Tiribás 2021. The issue of Rembrandt’s connections with Menasseh 
ben Israel is an important topic, far from explored despite a large literature. Rembrandt 
made four images for the Piedra Gloriosa (based on the visions of Nebuchadnezzar, 
explained by the prophet Daniel, in Daniel 2) apparently in discussion with Menasseh, 
who had claims about the figuration, since he intervened. The men had known each 
other since at least May 1639, when Rembrandt moved to a house he bought on the 
Breestraat in Amsterdam. In the 1650s, Rembrandt was at his highest peak of fame and 
reputation; he claimed payment for his contribution but obeyed the wishes of Me-
nasseh. In November 1655 Menasseh arrived in London, embracing millennium visions, 
to pursue the Jewish cause in England. Before his journey, he and Rembrandt discussed 
the book. It is surprising that Rembrandt adjusted his imagery, to a certain extent, to 
accommodate the wishes of Menasseh. As found by Nadler & Tiribás 2021, the Jewish 
religious congregation in Amsterdam ultimately disapproved of Rembrandt’s images, 
which is why they are present in only three copies of the book (they were in one more, 
since-lost copy), and also why they were replaced in one copy by images by another 
artist (repeatedly identified as Salom Italia), who made simpler, more classicist images 
(and, above all, excluded a figurative representation of God)—engravings instead of 
the labour-consuming and more precious etchings by Rembrandt. Menasseh put forth 
his visions of an era to come, a reality in human terms (it was not transcendentalism), 
when the “stone” of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream would be realized as a new and lasting 
era of life under God’s guidance.

Moderate Calvinists among the leading Dutch politicians were in favour of including 
the Jewish population in Dutch society, under the condition that all members of the 
society would be Christians. Menasseh’s journey to England did not change this condi-
tion. See Nadler 2003, pp. 47–48.

The discussion I miss in all this documentary research is a focused eye on what 
the figure appearing in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream looks like (Daniel 2), what and how 
it performs in Rembrandt’s etching. The figure we expect to see is the composite and 
fearsome figure Nebuchadnezzar sees in a dream vision, eventually explained as a pre-
diction of the future by the prophet Daniel. If we were to imagine a statue based on the 
vision of Nebuchadnezzar, it would appear to us as comic rather than awe-inspiring. 
Rembrandt opts for individuality in the appearance of the ugly, not-far-from comic 
figure; it has no parallel in his other works, as was often the case in Rembrandt’s oeuvre.

The Jewish religious authorities declined the book because of an anthropomorphic 
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Time of viewing: A prolonged presence. On conditions of difference
Looking at Rembrandt’s panel painting is a position of connecting times, 
bridging a huge span of 392 years. How can we enlighten the areas of the 
meeting—where the unknown remains, or the not-enough known, with 
a fragile “life”, in terms of possible ways to enlighten, to become aware of 
its mode of existence—then, and now, and how these dimensions become 
active in the object ?

The body of the painting is tangible and real, and it is a remnant. It 
allows the viewer to experience the expression and the features of the 
depicted, but the challenge to grasp the mental expectations connected 
to the object is conditioned—by the bodily “here” and “now” of the 
object, in contrast to the vanished culture in which it was the key to 
many effects and experiences, many wordless experiences and nuances 
that belonged to its meaning. There is no way to capture the fullness of 
its impact in its own time. But the viewer in our time has the advantage 
of experiencing this difference, the sense of distance and loss becoming 
an energy in capturing meaning, expressivity and the remaining access 
to the image’s world, the scholarly access, where time is understood as 
measures of change in the substances of things, beings and ways of 
thinking.

The art museum is already a construct of heritage, in order to talk, 
write and compare, in a prolonged “now”, where the time of creation 
is a lead in a theoretical or descriptive analysis of an artwork. The art 
museum is a laboratory of knowledge. The time of the creation of an art­
work will be experienced as a kind of mental landscape, with paradigms 
or maps of thinking and viewing, plans and descriptions of activities in 
which, in some ways, the mind of the present viewer and the artwork’s 
expressive and structural state “meet” in the viewer’s mind. However, 
the inverted commas around the word “meet” are crucial: in what ways, 
through what thematic, can the viewer of a later date be aware of the 
old artwork’s extinct culture, as a vital source and condition of meaning 
for the expression of the work ?

vision of God in Rembrandt’s etching of Daniel’s Vision of the Four Beasts, according to 
Nadler & Tiribás 2021. The first image in the series, showing the statue, is an artistic 
challenge, as if refusing even the threat of the figure. It looks surprisingly mundane, 
even trivial or vulgar, and not with the potential to be a threat to eschatological vi-
sions. Since Rembrandt, in this case, allowed his client (also his acquaintance) to make 
demands about the content and positions of figures, maybe he wanted to state his own 
case by making a figure, paradoxically untamed and an “awe-inspiring” threat.
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There will be blanks in the pattern of understanding; the space will be 
taken by historically retrievable data, about the wars, the competitions, 
the economic standards. But the painting’s presence is complete in its 
capacity to tell me the story; only, I can’t hear it. Time, a dense web of 
unknowability to me, shuts me out. But it is also a channel of continua­
tion, where I and the painting are present as physical bodies.

If I choose to focus on time, since it encompasses the term “now” 
—what happens ? What happens is that the painting shows its build-
up, from layer to layer, as expressions or differences of actual presence. 
Additionally, Rembrandt turns the tables of painterly processes, making 
the empty space in the paint, with the beginning, in the imprimatura, 
showing through in the vegetation along the cave’s opening. So, painting 
here appears as if happening in a coherent movement, the beginning 
connecting to the end and vice versa.

Choosing time entails risks, however, in terms of basic conditions 
of the statements. Time on the whole is a very tricky choice, since its 
ontology is hard to state, although it is a life-condition at any moment. 
It is an effect of other, surrounding physical processes in the universe, 
without being objective, like the material resources. Measuring time is 
always in relation to place. Keith Moxey is the art historian who has 
most eloquently and thoroughly explored these themes of investigation 
in his work Visual Time. The Image in History (2013). With the term 
“anachrony” he reflects on the affective response to visual art, implying 
that the intensity of the viewing experience conditions the temporality 
of visual art: “The intensity and complexity of response is as embedded 
in time as are the works themselves. Visual objects disturb and disrupt 
chronology rather than organize it.” 29

Here, I would pursue this path of investigation. We know that time 
somehow is both subjective and objective, as it is grafted on the minds 
of people, it “does” something and “is” something; it is a condition, and 
it changes. Moxey shows that time has individual durations, depending 
on the act of viewing and the involvement of the onlookers, even if the 
technical measure of passing time is objective. It has been studied how 
the notions of time changed during the ongoing industrialisation in the 
late 19th century.30 Exact measures of time (boats and trains coming 

29. Moxey 2013, p. 174.
30.  In Dombrowski 2020, presented and discussed by Dan Karlholm at the prelimi-

nary symposium on 20 October 2021 (see note 6 in the thematic introduction to this 
volume), time was the issue: the theme concerned Claude Monet’s paintings and their 
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and going …) were challenges against age-old measures of light and its 
directions, as well as notions of human expectations and patterns of 
movements.

Time related to an artwork connects to its making, but also to the 
experience of viewing, with varying extents of duration. The way the 
work appears is like a dawning realization, based on knowledge gained 
through the stages of an interpretation. Time expands, even though the 
chronometer is uniform, to allow the work “to realize itself”: the artwork 
is seen showing itself as presence, as an ontologically specific thing, where 
time and movements are seen as halted and expanding. The concept 
of presence is irrational in many ways: it is a time notion, although it 
designates neither beginning nor end, and in that way, it is in opposition 
to the habitual notion that time passes, in moments, stages and periods. 
In the painting, time has stopped, as real movements have left their 
traces, their marks—and then time starts ticking again, as the traces of 
movements become marked by ageing materials and damage. As traces, 
they have been leaving marks of their passing—as in the tale of Hansel 
and Gretel, marking their existence with a crumb-trail—so there is a 
continuous path of moments kept in the artwork, connecting to its being.

The contradictory conditions of knowing an artwork are dependent 
on those time concepts that are different in what notions they express: 
time and presence. One is passing, the other has stopped, or has never 
been touched by beginning and end, although it is a relevant concept 
about what time is.

If something is present, or perceived as present, it does not vanish, 
it does not begin nor end. Presence is in many ways in contradiction to 
history. Traditionally, our craft, as art history, has to do with history, 
and maybe philosophy. But the kind of history pertaining to art history 
would be recognized as more similar to the scholarly domain of theatre 
studies, as studies of ongoing or performed processes of actions—than 
to studies on literature and philosophy—the traditional comparative 
screen, in relation to art history, to make the whole conceptual value of 
the academic field of “art history” rise to the level of the purely intel­
lectual. Visual art is not purely intellectual; its exceptional quality, equal 
to unmeasured time, is related to matter, presence, the untold and the 

time, at a period when time went from natural to technical and precise, in terms of 
measured units, variously at different locations. The changes of experienced time ex-
plained in the article and discussed at the seminar had an impact on the understanding 
of light effects in earlier art.
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concept of “apparition”. The situation of experiencing art ranges between 
an arousal of a kind of passion (“heart”) and a strictly pursued investiga­
tion of evidence, should one wish to explore aspects of knowledge about 
the artwork (“head”). 

But I am not saying that scholarly work could be aligned, as discourse, 
with the existential parameters of experiencing an artwork. The scholarly 
analysis and the experience of looking at the work have different dimen­
sions; they are not connected conceptually, but as different empowering 
energies in the quest of knowledge. The scholar needs to know what the 
experience of the artwork is like—to retrieve the focal points and areas 
of the investigation. The concept of presence is crucial in that respect, 
since it holds the contradictions and complexities that will be further 
discussed in the next part of this text, about the artwork’s “utterance”, 
or how it shows itself, as it were, as aligned with the condition of loss of 
reality in the representation, in the pursuit of gaining the exceptional 
experience of art looking. You can achieve access to the image world of 
the artwork on the condition that you lose it as representational reality, 
while you, simultaneously, experience the physical substances performing 
the image world.

Ways of understanding
This final part of my text is about the visual dimensions of the painting, 
corresponding to the suggested ontology of the depicted world. There 
are transitions and contrasts in the depicted reality presented in the 
image, due to the changes in painterly methods. I look for frameworks 
of reasoning about how to understand the visually mixed world of Rem­
brandt’s painting. Furthermore, I opt for knowing and experiencing the 
act of viewing in relation to the dimensional differences in the visual 
universe of the painting. I need to explain how the painting captures the 
involvement of a viewer. What kind of mental act is emerging in looking 
at the painting ?

The scenery of the investigation changes from Rembrandt’s time to the 
time of a prolonged displaying of the image, in the cultural context of 
the huge collections of artworks on show in the leading art museums. In 
the 19th and 20th centuries, art viewing became a public experience, on 
a large scale, allowing both a solitary focusing on certain artworks and 
mixed experiences of private contemplation within a public situation. 
The whole process of encountering artworks changed—from palaces, 
churches and private collections to national museums, functioning like 
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reserves of national heritage as well as universal resources of the world, 
displaying the human mind in acts of creativity in visual format. The 
art museums became sites where large audiences had access to art collec­
tions, but they were also preconditions for the serious studies eventually 
amounting to “art history”.31

The development of the art museum system was the precondition for 
the scholarly approaches towards visual art, in the dawning of the art 
history discipline. Along with different national characters, the methods 
and ideologies of art, and of understanding art, were explored as special­
ized aspects of knowledge. It was during the 20th century, in various 
stages, that philosophy engaged in visual art, in search of its cognitive 
and expressive functions, and its structure as a product of the mind. I 
take it that this would not have occurred without the development of 
the art museum. Visual art became seen as one of the main domains of 
human intelligence, in interplay with philosophy.

In 1939 Rembrandt’s painting of Jeremiah was acquired by the Rijks­
museum.32 The painting is now shown as an early masterpiece in the 
collection of Rembrandt’s most famous works, renowned through the 
museum context and through perspectives of current research.

There are specific themes of inquiry that I want to develop, concerning 
aspects of functions in visual art that have fuelled my interest. These 
themes can only be approached with a focus on the large art museum 
and the context of emerging philosophical interpretation of art. In earlier 
periods, art reflection was more directed towards artists, in matters of 
ideology (how to think about visual art, its metaphysical values and its 
construction and appearances) and in matters of method of the craft as 
such: how to create an artwork. With the art museum, the viewers, on 
various scales of engagement, were emerging as explorers of visual art’s 
magic. 

The main theme of my inquiry, here, is the stratification of visual 
realities in the artwork: the interplay between factual fabric of various 
kinds and an emerging, visually shown, virtual, but not “real”, image 

31.  Surprisingly enough, research on the kind of “discourse” embodied and prac-
ticed at the art museum is lacking. The large historiographical perspectives on the art 
museum are often about chosen subjects explained from within the art museum; so 
becoming a “voice”, rather than a “subject matter”. Examples of such historical over-
views are: Whitehead 2004; Knell 2011; more of a meta-perspective is pursued in Norton 
2007. A much wider scope is in Aronsson & Elgenius 2015.

32.  Rembrandt’s Jeremiah painting reached public display in 1939, when it was sold 
to the Rijksmuseum by Herman Rasch, a producer of Swedish historical movies.
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presence. How can they connect ? Or, how can we, viewers, understand 
the process of showing that is going on in visual art ? 

In the depicted scenery, performed as visual illusion, the real and 
physical fabric is still there, however, just as obvious as the represented, 
but the ontological levels have expanded: the visual scene is seen emerg­
ing—but showing the marks of the physical material and touches that 
build up the surface in thickness and dissolution. It is like a mystery, 
still as awe-inspiring as such events must have been when explored in a 
far-distant time, at the beginning of life of the human species.

In reproductions, the effect vanishes. Most images are now based on 
photographic techniques. The physical substances of layers in paintings, 
sculptures, drawings and various mixed media are shown, as explored, 
and reproduced, subsumed in the recording of photographic presentation 
(and for reasons of research, also studied in extremely high resolution). 
But the original artwork has its layers of physical material; you can see 
these effects in the reproduction, but they will not emerge, performing 
visually as they do in the original. And in the present case with Rem­
brandt’s painting of Jeremiah, the original painting is the only kind of 
reality that can witness the connections between the physical material 
and the visually shown, representational effects in the artwork.

The inquiry is this: I want to understand, in detail, if possible, how 
the fabric of an artwork—paint, stone, canvas, chalk, wood, metal, real 
bodies performing …—can appear, on another level of existence, as rep­
resentational figures and sceneries. Where is the border between real and 
imaginary and what is the nature of this border ? 33 The relation between 
the real (the means, the fabric) and the representational (the motif, the 
imagined or witnessed scenery) is like a timeline showing its path, lead­
ing the mind of the viewer like the thread of Ariadne. It is a temporal 
act as well as a spatial.

Where does philosophy lead us, along these paths ? Since Rembrandt’s 
painting is the case, the focus here is on canvas and paint. 

The nature of visual representation became a major topic of philo­
sophical discourse in the 20th century, aligned with the development of 

33.  Even film and photographic images appear in such scenarios of meaning, in vis-
ual art, concerning the relation between physical identity and the representational 
content of visual art. When photographic images are used in visual art, the factual as-
pects of the images prevail, along with subject matter: their size, colouring, substances 
and traces of use. Photographs in visual art thus refer more specifically to the medium 
itself, than the more usual reading of photographs as predominantly documentary or 
communicative.
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large national collections of masterpieces of art. The inquiries were not 
only focused on the heritage of the Renaissance and Baroque traditions, 
but also on the development of contemporary art and its links back in 
time to symbolism and painterly abstractions in works such as paintings 
by Vincent van Gogh and Paul Gauguin. The purely formal art in the late 
20th century marked a peak: the works by Sol Lewitt, Frank Stella, Agnes 
Martin and many others showed just paint, or purely formal elements, 
but they appeared as universes of meaning and shifts of the border 
between physical and representational, or oblique, expressivity.

The main philosophical contributions came from French phenomenol­
ogy, and from British empiricism. The following takes the phenomeno­
logical path. Why not British empiricism ? This is because the British 
tradition amounts to thinking about the artworks as sceneries of the 
human mind—as screens of thought, observations and structures of 
visual thinking. 

In phenomenology, language and thought are not only means or tar­
gets of reflection, but the outer border of human existence. What is seen 
in a painting—its material and its suggested scenes and topics—is on the 
same outer edge of consciousness as language itself. So, if anywhere, the 
bodily sameness of relations—the conceptual, the representational and 
the material—are treated here in this kind of reasoning. However, since 
the differences are connected, they can be in an interplay, they can affect 
each other, entering in sequence, to perform the polarity, the choices and 
the time-bound in human expressions.

Continental philosophy traced art in periods during the 20th century, 
aligned with the changes in art’s development—the questions about rep­
resentation, in relation to the treatment of coloured materia, and, further 
on, the tendencies to abstraction in painterly style.34

Visual art was thus explored in philosophy, or, in the vicinity of phi­
losophy; it was seen as reflecting the inner self of the artist’s mind, invit­
ing a kind of shared, deep understanding; but it was also seen as an open 
social interface of culture and thought, accessible only through enhanced, 
explicit theoretical research, beyond the aspects of the artist’s mind.35

The basic ideas about visual art were, according to Edmund Husserl, 
the perspectives of how the representational object, or a representational 
method of creating art, could be seen as replacing the real (person, mat­

34.  Cobos 2018.
35.  See the discussion about the methodology of phenomenological interpretation, 

generally, in Russon 2016.
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ter, object …); what is represented is categorized as absent, and the screen 
or canvas that holds the fulfilment of the representation is an empty 
space, in terms of reality (the screen holds nothing real, only the substi­
tute or reflection, as with Narcissus, when he gazed at the reflection of 
his face in the water).36 On the other hand, this nothingness, concerning 
being, opens an abundant space within the dimension that is the other; 
an enchanting and abyss-like emptiness that could turn into something 
seen or experienced and be explored as virtual.37 The representational 
has other reality conditions than the objectively real; that, however, is 
the ultimate condition for the deviations—the indirect dimensions being 
grafted on, or playing on, the direct.38

Phenomenology had other terms and cognitive conditions in the writ­
ings on aesthetics of Mikel Dufrenne, Phénoménologie de l’expérience 
esthétique (1953). In the parts concerning painting, he explains how 
the visual artwork gains its reality, becomes known, in “temporality”, 
through the developing thoughts in the minds of informed viewers.39 
With the passing of time, the accumulated refined knowledge will fill the 
empty space of the objectively unknown of the artwork.

The notion of understanding visual art appears here as a product of 
dialectic effects of thinking: art is something it could not be, unless it 
were in opposition to other, habitual or factually determined activities 
of production, thought and experience. And the thought used in un­
derstanding art cannot find its subject unless it were recognizing, and 
showing as different, these other representational conditions of meaning 
creation. The reflection needs duality or dialectic structure—in which 
emptiness causes abundance, in a way of thinking that can only be 
reached through the artwork.

The artwork appears to the reflecting mind of the viewer indirectly 
through a representational and ambiguous reality effect, which calls to 

36.  Cobos 2018, p. 304.
37. Merleau-Ponty writes “a spectacle of nothing”, quoting Bru 1959, pp. 86, 99, in 

L’Œil et l’ésprit (1961) as quoted in Harrison & Wood 1996, p. 752. The Narcissus theme is 
here my choice; it is not used in the works referred.

38.  Cobos 2018, p. 303.
39. Dufrenne 1953, pp. 346–376. The thought differs from Husserl’s idea of “realiza-

tion” (Vergegenwärtigung) of a fictional object (an object that hides the fact that what 
it represents is not present). With the idea of “temporality” as the mechanism that 
produces the grounds for a truth value of an interpretation, the time of the informed 
viewer’s developed reflections is the cause of access to the meaning of the artwork. But 
both philosophers agree on the duality of the artwork—a structure through which the 
“unreal” represented content becomes deeply explored in its obliqueness and in its 
different being within the factual matter that holds it.
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mind the myth about Narcissus. I am not referring to the myth’s ideas 
about self-mirroring, as falling in love with oneself, excluding the rest 
of reality. Art viewing is self-mirroring in the sense of experiencing the 
powers of imagination as grafted onto physical viewing. The Narcissus 
theme is here called to mind through the notion of never reaching the 
seen in the image, although you perceive it. A notion of “both–and”, on 
the apparent condition of “never”, triggers emotions, kinds of arousals, 
about longing, searching, being involved in the quest, being excluded 
and being immersed. These kinds of reactions are obvious experiences, 
sometimes retold or apparent, in art-historical writings.40

Knowing the artwork is related to widening notions of pictorial pres­
ence:

 •	the presence and appearance of paint, as material substance and as 
evidence of the artist’s own body, the bodily movements in the paint­
ing process, in the scene as a whole—effects that are not completely 
consumed in the representational

 •	paint carrying meanings of abstraction, as non-identity, interacting 
with the physical appeal, in the figurative

 •	the materiality of paint conveying impressions of the “ongoing” visu­
alization, the present, as well as, and simultaneous to, the condition 
of ageing (a bodily aspect entailing notions of passing time).

Past and passing time thus appear in the present as halted in the visu­
alization of movements traceable in the paint.

The backdrop to the philosophical studies and statements was mod­
ernist painting, in relation to its forerunners of around 1900 and its 
important main groups. Thus, in the new wave of modern art theories, 
thinking took root in the visual aspects of art, more than in its themes 
and subject matter. 

The existential conditions predominated, however, exemplified to the 
philosophers as aspects seen in paintings with representational char­
acter: the realitistic character of a depiction and its method, and the 
consequences for ways of thinking when the representational dimension 
called for statements about what kind of reality it brought, as indirect 
visualizations of the visual.

40.  I add here a note from my thematic introduction to this volume, referring to the 
state of mind of a scholar who meets the inaccessibility in combination with involve-
ment in “art viewing” (Clark 2008; Rossholm Lagerlöf 2008).
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In the intellectual landscape of phenomenological philosophy, along 
with the development of modernism in art of the 20th century, the idea 
of the divide was, however, about the “representational”, about substitu­
tion in a way possible only in visual art. But the artists also changed the 
course of events, through opting for the “object”—that did not necessar­
ily represent, but rather stated a kind of “being”, beyond things in the 
common world.41 The materiality of art appeared as a difference in visual 
art, after centuries of hiding or transforming the material aspects and fo­
cusing the spiritual, the perceptual and the subjective. Representational 
painting with marks of painting’s own “otherness”, such as Van Gogh’s 
self-portraits (landmark works from the previous century), stated differ­
ence, in tension with the mentalism or abstraction of philosophy. Visual 
art of the 20th century fills the pictorial domain of the divide made 
by the “representational” (addressed by the philosophers), stating art’s 
substantial independence—in a new kind of materiality, a “nothingness” 
in terms of subject matter, becoming abundance, in a spiritualization of 
pictorial substances.

Seen, as here, in connection with perspectives of phenomenology in 
philosophy of a later date, and tendencies towards modernism in art 
reworking the rules of representational painting, Rembrandt’s painting 
appears as a different version, from a different time, of what can be seen 
in modernism: the combination of raw painting and spiritualized, vital­
ized depiction. It combines the dimensions of the trace (the movements 
made in the act of painting, in the handling of paint), the depicted 
object, manifest in painterly substances, and the illusion. In his time, 
it would have appeared as a theatrical solution, brought much further 
than expected into a painting. The image shows its own making; stages 
of depiction emerge as advanced beyond any standard, as an apparition 
showing the prophet in his bond of faith, rather than the staged and 
recopied pictorial events offered on the mass market for paintings in 
Holland.42

41.  See, for instance, Fried 1998.
42.  About the mass production of devotional paintings in 17th-century Holland, 

with copied or remade solutions of pictorial compositions, see Jager 2020.
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