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This article examines Rembrandt’s investigation of his own face in
tandem with his studies of outcast populations in and around
Amsterdam. While historians have titled these latter studies as
“beggars,” I contextualize these ﬁgures within a history of migration, early modern Dutch globalization and shifting concepts of
poverty and charity. Understanding these ﬁgures in a larger historical framework illustrates how Rembrandt used his own face to
visualize the increasingly faceless populations passing through
Amsterdam.

Rembrandt; beggars;
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poverty

“By hook or crook, they must needs depart away, poor, silly, wretched souls, men, women,
husbands, wives, fatherless children, widows, woeful mothers, with their young babes . . .
Away they trudge, I say, out of their known and accustomed houses, ﬁnding no place to
rest in.”
Thomas More, Utopia

Mobility, as a key word, dominates the discipline of art history today. In the ﬁeld of
early modern art, historians track objects such as birds of paradise and silk textiles as
they cross the globe in diplomatic and courtly exchange as gifts and as market
commodities.1 In turn, scholars map the peregrinations of artists in an eﬀort to undercut dominant narratives of nationalism, style, and place.2 The intersections and divergences of lines across the early modern globe chart objects and persons into new
narratives of a global exchange that expanded the worldview of artists and their patrons.
In this article, I oﬀer a counter-narrative of mobility in the early modern world – an
account also informed by globalization, markets, and increased methods of communication. This interchange, however, is less of a celebratory description of the interrelated than an examination of displacement, disenfranchisement, and their impact on
emergent narratives of self. In particular, I will consider the migrant, a ﬁgure deﬁned by
movement. As the political theorist Thomas Nail states: “the migrant is the one least
deﬁned by its being and place and more by its becoming and displacement: by its
movement.”3 While the twenty-ﬁrst century may be called “the century of the migrant,”
the economic and political upheaval of the seventeenth century also created a marked
increase of dislocated populations journeying across Europe.4
In order to reconsider a history of the passages of persons in the early modern world,
I will examine several ﬁgures etched by Rembrandt van Rijn (1606–1669) of displaced
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men, women, and children crossing through the United Provinces on foot. These prints
have been entitled by print curators as “beggars,” an appellation that is not misplaced.
Rembrandt’s beggars belong to a speciﬁc representation of the vagabond, which began
in the sixteenth century and continued in the work of Jacques Callot (1592–1635) and
other prominent Dutch artists such as Abraham Bloemaert (1566–1651). Nevertheless,
the constrictive name of beggar under which these ﬁgures have been catalogued must be
expanded. For this is only one term of many for the “criminalized migrant,” who might
as well be called “the tramp, the debtor, the beggar, the pauper, the vagrant, the heretic,
the witch, the Jew, the minstrel, the foreigner, or the homeless.”5 Expanding the label of
Rembrandt’s beggars contextualizes his examination of these itinerant populations
within the prominence of migrants in the urban landscape of seventeenth-century
Amsterdam. Moreover, Rembrandt’s inquiry into peripatetic populations articulates
the importance of their presence for the assertion of rising individualism of the self,
as captured in Rembrandt’s lifelong engagement with self-portraiture.

Rembrandt’s study sheets
Between 1631 and 1632, and again in 1651, Rembrandt etched a plate juxtaposing his
own face with the bodies and obscured faces of outcast populations in Amsterdam and
its environs (Figures 1 and 2). Both are small etchings that can be held in the palm of a
hand. Their diminutive size also suggests their status as remainders from Rembrandt’s
workshop, impressions of plates ruined by misbiting.6 Although these works are prints

Figure 1. Rembrandt van Rijn, Sheet of Studies including Head of the Artist, a Beggar Couple, Heads of
an Old Man and a Woman, etching, plate: 9.9 x 10.5 cm (3 7/8 × 4 1/8 in.), sheet: 10.3 × 10.7 cm (4
1/16 × 4 3/16 in.), c. 1632. Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art, Rosenwald Collection,
1943.3.7081 (Image Use: Open Access).
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Figure 2. Rembrandt van Rijn, Sheet of Studies with the Head of the Artist, a Beggar Man, and Woman
and Child, etching, plate: 10.3 × 9.3 cm (4 1/16 × 3 11/16 in.), 1651. Washington, D.C., National
Gallery of Art, Rosenwald Collection, 1943.3.7230 (Image Use: Open Access).

produced from a matrix, they suggest in their tenor and line the informal qualities of a
sketch, in which the artist considered process over the autonomy of the completed
composition. Due to this sketch-like quality, scholars have grouped the prints under a
particular category of Rembrandt’s works known as “study sheets.”7 Separated by
almost 20 years, these small etchings introduce two themes that preoccupied
Rembrandt: the continual examination of his own countenance and the documentation
of persons subjected to urban and rural poverty in and around Amsterdam.8 Both
prints, which mimic in their presentation the type of oﬀ-hand sketches produced in the
Rembrandt workshop, purportedly oﬀer a look at how Rembrandt conceived his own
face in relationship to others. The printed study sheets intimate that for Rembrandt
there was a relationship between the examination of his own face and the investigation
of persons who were outcasts in society due to their economic status. The artist
structured both etchings around the contrast between his singular face in combination
with the anonymous bodies and faces of others. Rembrandt set the sheets into a
constant oscillation between the recognizable features of his own demeanor and the
anonymous bodies and faces of the outcasts; for in both works, the sheet must be
turned. When the face of the artist falls out of view, the other ﬁgures become the object
of focus.

4

C. FOWLER

In the ﬁrst etching (Figure 1), Rembrandt faces the viewer. The other ﬁgures
remain sideways, upside down or out of focus. In size alone, Rembrandt dominates
the sheet, engaging the viewer with a penetrating gaze. When the viewer rotates the
small paper, the other ﬁgures come into the centre, yet their carriage and faces
stand in stark contrast to Rembrandt’s. Their gazes do not address the viewer
directly, an aversion that stands in stark contrast to Rembrandt’s face positioned
towards the viewer. In two of the anonymous faces, Rembrandt gouged into the eye
sockets, in an almost iconoclastic gesture. Although the shadow from his hat
slightly darkens Rembrandt’s upper brow, he eclipsed the faces of the other ﬁgures
almost entirely into shadow, a darkness that comes not from their costume or
lighting but Rembrandt’s own incisive marks. Whereas the artist is recognizable
with his bulbous nose and narrow eyes, Rembrandt darkened the other faces on the
sheet beyond recognition of any noticeable characteristics. While Rembrandt is
presented in the compositional attitude of a half-length portrait, the man and the
woman on the sheet are small ﬁgures, pictured with their walking staﬀs as they
make a slow progression across the paper. The travellers support their hunched
bodies on their sticks, heads cast down. The conﬁdent address of Rembrandt’s
portrait invites a comparison to the obscured and uncertain people with whom
he shares the paper.
In the sheet from 1651, Sheet of Studies with the Head of the Artist, a Beggar Man,
and Woman and Child (Figure 2), Rembrandt has noticeably aged. Rembrandt no
longer directly regards the viewer. Instead, his gaze is turned inward through a contraction of the eyes and a wrinkling of the brow. In the earlier plate, there is a distinct
separation between Rembrandt’s face and the beggars with whom he portrayed himself.
But in this later work, the ﬁgures meld and encroach on one another. An old man with
a hat – again the eyes blackened – merges into Rembrandt’s frazzled hair. The paralleled
lines of his chin overlap with the shadow cast on the bodies of a woman and child, who
stands with its back towards the viewer.
Scholars have studied Rembrandt’s fascination with his facial surfaces and his
experimentation with them as vehicles to capture expression and inwardness. As H.
Perry Chapman illustrates, Rembrandt initiated one of the most consistent and proliﬁc
engagements with self-portrayal in Western painting, arguing that in the 1620s,
Rembrandt “discovered the self.”9 Rembrandt’s self-portraiture is understood as emblematic of a growing selfhood, which may be deﬁned as a sense of documented introspection and autonomy.10 As these two etchings from two distinct periods of
Rembrandt’s career reveal, however, Rembrandt’s consideration of the self unfolded
in relationship to others. The etchings suggest that Rembrandt’s attention to selfportrayal occurred in tandem with an investigation of populations that were increasingly dehumanized, speciﬁcally the beggar, vagrant and migrant populations crossing
through and residing in the Low Countries.
While Rembrandt’s works are part of a long tradition in Northern European art that
represented beggars and outcasts, his engagement ruptures previous tropes regarding
the depiction of beggars and vagabonds. Paul Vandenbroeck demonstrates that seventeenth-century Dutch painters exploited the beggar’s body as a counterfoil against
which to reassert ideals of labour, work, and, what the Dutch called, civilité.11 The
beggar signiﬁed the opposite of godliness, work, and economic productivity.
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Vandenbroeck situates the emergence of the pictorialized beggar in the context of a
rising middle class and ideologies of labour and sociability.12 Representations of beggars
and vagabonds provided the means for the urban middle class to avow their model
vision of society. Yet Rembrandt’s prints refuse the deployment of the beggar’s body as
a means to assert one’s own ideals of work. Instead, the two etched sheets explore the
self as both an aﬃrmative uniqueness formed through societal relationships, labour, and
possessions and as an identity shaped by invasion, displacement, and misappropriation.

The performative self
Rembrandt’s innovative consideration of itinerant ﬁgures did not unfold in a vacuum,
but is part of a long iconographic tradition in Northern European art.13 One of the
formative representations of vagrants that took hold in the sixteenth century was a
series of books and prints dedicated to the identiﬁcation of false beggars. In a representative print of this genre published by Hieronymus Cock (1518–1570), the artist
depicted a catalogue of false beggars (Figure 3).14 Bodies with bandaged, hidden, and
fabricated limbs inch deceptively incapacitated bodies across the page. The inscription

Figure 3. Anonymous engraver after a follower of Hieronymus Bosch, Cripples and Beggars, engraving, 28.8 × 21.9 cm (11 47/64 × 8 5/8 in.), 1570–1601. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-19.962
(Image Use: Open Access).

6

C. FOWLER

at the bottom reads: “All those who would rather live by the blue beggar’s sack, are
almost all cripples, on both sides; The Cripple Bishop has many servants, who for a fat
sum will avoid the right path.” The print’s message condemns mendicants, who as part
of their religious order were compelled to beg for food and shelter from strangers. The
ﬁgures, who drag, carry, and pull their bodies across the paper, embody the spiritual
disﬁgurements of the Roman Catholic Church and its mendicant orders as perceived by
the critiques of theologians, such as Luther, Calvin, and Zwingli.15 These changes
wrought by the Reformation were fundamental for shifting the perceived role of the
beggar in society, as the body of the beggar became a site of duplicity and illusion. The
understanding of the begging as a deceitful performance persisted into the seventeenth
century, and Rembrandt directly engaged with this pictorial tradition.
In one etching, Rembrandt displayed a ﬁgure, who Cock might have categorized as a
“false beggar.” In Beggar with a Wooden Leg (Figure 4), Rembrandt portrays a man
supporting himself with the aid of a walking stick and a wood peg, on which an
amputated stump rests. A close examination of the print reveals the shadow of a foot
hovering behind the crutch. Yet unlike in Cock’s print, there is no moralizing inscription. The ghostly shadow of the foot suggests that Rembrandt could be depicting the
“false beggar” type categorized by Cock. The man could be performing a fabricated
amputation. Yet the print remains ambiguous, and Rembrandt never establishes
whether the beggar’s body can be read as false or true. Instead, Rembrandt focuses
the composition around this ambivalence. The discomfort and bodily pain inscribed in
the man’s posture and facial expression make the question of his status as a “false” or
“true” beggar irrelevant. Whether the illusion of the amputation is duplicitous or not
remains extraneous as the bodily discomfort extends from his cradled knee to his
averted gaze. Whereas Cock’s false beggars have a caricaturized and animated zeal to
their bodily play and representation, the man in Rembrandt’s print hardly revels in his
depiction. Similar to the faces in his study sheets, Rembrandt incisively textured lines
across the man’s face with darkened holes for his eyes and a mouth, a slight highlight to
denote a nose (Figure 4). While the man’s body is placed on display, his face remains in
the blackened shadows of Rembrandt’s etching.
The beggar oﬀers neither eye contact, nor an outstretched hand, nor the mocking
gaze of the rogue. While previous traditions focused on beggars as signs that could be
read and deciphered, Rembrandt exploited the ambiguity created by the juxtaposition
between the oblivion of the face against the pseudo-legibility of the body. In his erasure
of the face, Rembrandt materialized the absence of a face-to-face encounter, an obliteration that makes it impossible to know any of these ﬁgures beyond disﬁguration. His
insistent and repetitive occlusion of any distinguishable facial features in concert with
the attention to the bodily dress, position and comportment, visualized the attention to
corporeal over facial presence in the ﬁgure of the beggar. This is not to say that the faces
of Rembrandt’s beggars are always disﬁgured or etched out beyond recognition. As may
be seen in Beggar with a Wooden Leg, there is an underlying facial structure and the
clear markings of a nose and a mouth. Yet as Rembrandt’s own fascination with his
facial features demonstrates, this was a period in painting and printmaking dominated
by detailed and carefully realized faces and portraits. In contrast to the overt mimeticism in seventeenth-century Dutch portraits and tronies (anonymous facial studies),
Rembrandt’s beggars are dominated by his marking over their faces with lines,
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Figure 4. Rembrandt van Rijn, Beggar with a Wooden Leg, etching, sheet (trimmed to plate mark):
11.5 × 6.8 cm (4 ½ × 2 11/16 in.), c. 1630. Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art, Rosenwald
Collection, 1946.21.158 (Image Use: Open Access).

hatchings, deep hollows, scores, and grooves. He does not attend to the naturalistic
representation of eyes, ears, noses, and mouths as much as scratches and marks over
eyes, ears, noses, and mouths.

The beggar’s performance
In the study sheets that began this article, Rembrandt staged his self-portrait in contrast
to men, women, and children marked by displacement, bodily pain, and poverty.
Rembrandt performs, but his beggars do not. In his refusal to depict itinerant ﬁgures
as performers, Rembrandt departed from seventeenth-century ideas about the beggar,
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in which begging was considered a performance.16 One scholar notes that the division
was often slight in the seventeenth century between “itinerant poverty, such as musical
performance, mountebank activity, fortunetelling, and indeed, acting.”17 In his dialogue
“Beggar Talk,” Erasmus described the substances manipulated by beggars to paint
injuries on their bodies as the same materials of the painter. Speaking in the voice of
a beggar, Erasmus imagined “all that adornment I had put on with paints, turpentine,
sulphur, resin, birdlime, linen, cloth and blood. When I felt like doing so, I took oﬀ
what I had put on.”18 Both beggars and artists handled paints, turpentine, linen, and
cloth to create pictorial illusions with the aim to deceive viewers.
And while Rembrandt did not demand that his itinerant ﬁgures perform for his
beholders, the role of performance and theatre was integral to the Rembrandt
workshop. The enactment of others allowed the artist to place himself into the
role of another and empathically imagine their emotions and expressions.19 In
turn, Rembrandt’s face became a site in which he documented his skills as actor
and performer. As Chapman writes, “his self-portraits made his career into a kind of
performance.”20 Rembrandt’s student van Hoogstraten claimed that a painter “must
reform oneself totally into an actor.”21 Yet the expressiveness of Rembrandt’s face
stands in contrast to the eclipsed and blackened faces of his vagabonds. This contrast
is brought out in both study sheets, in which Rembrandt’s recognizable features –
and his willing engagement with their representation – stand in contrast to the
incisive marks that diminish the other ﬁgures on the sheet who do not perform but
avoid the beholder’s gaze. Rembrandt articulated the disjunction between his willingness to face the viewer and the aversion of his beggars in both face and body to
stand before the viewer. The Beggar with a Wooden Leg turns his face down and
away from the gaze of the viewer. The beggar does not proﬀer a hand or bodily
gesture inviting the viewer in to judge his poverty. Similarly, in Beggar with Walking
Stick (Figure 5), the man’s face is directed towards the ground, his shoulders curled
forward around his walking stick.
While Rembrandt’s ﬁgures upend many of the conventions surrounding the depiction of beggars and vagabonds, the presence of walking sticks in absent landscapes
speaks to the constant movement of these men and women across ill-deﬁned spaces
that are neither landscapes nor blank sheets of paper. As may be seen in Beggar with
Walking Stick, there is no landscape, horizon line, or depiction ground. Instead, there
are quick zigzags of the man’s shadow cast into the corner of the paper. He stands in
the empty space of the page, alone with his shadow. Like Beggar with a Walking Stick,
these transient ﬁgures move through spaces that are sparsely delineated, at most they
might contain a horizon line, and barren tufts of grass, weeds, or tree stumps.
Moreover, the walking stick is the single object that unites all of these disparate ﬁgures,
titled by historians as beggars. The walking stick embodies the displacement of these
individuals and captures their forced mobility.
The physical movement as a result of straightened ﬁnancial circumstances in the ﬁgures
of the beggars stands in distinction to the sense of place expressed by Dutch burghers in
their portraits by Rembrandt and his contemporaries. In the famous seventeenth-century
Dutch paintings that historians have written about since Alois Riegl, the schutterij (citizen
militia) pose in their ﬁnery surrounded by the luxurious textiles and precious objects of
trade conducted by the Dutch East India Company (Figure 6).22 The men are in the
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Figure 5. Rembrandt van Rijn, Beggar in a High Cap, Standing and Leaning on a Stick, etching, 11.6 ×
15.5 cm (4 9/16 × 6 7/64 in.), c. 1630. Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art, Rosenwald
Collection, 1943.3.7086 (Image Use: Open Access).

Figure 6. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Sampling Oﬃcials of the Amsterdam Drapers’ Guild, known as “The
Syndics,” oil on canvas, 191.5 × 279 cm (75 25/64 × 109 27/32 in.), 1662. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum
(Image Use: Open Access).
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company of one another, reinforcing their identities both through their possessions and
their male friendships.23 In contrast, Rembrandt’s beggars lack these deﬁning features of
selves and identity that demarcate the emergence of seventeenth-century Dutch portraiture. Beggars, as may be seen in Rembrandt’s studies, are pictured isolated, bereft of both
the societal relationships and possessions that shaped Dutch burgher life.

The charitable gift
Despite their suggested marginal status in Rembrandt’s prints, the beggar was central to
Dutch society, built on the bedrock of charity as a means to realize Christian humanism
in an urban context. Yet nearly all Christian humanists and theologians sought to
distinguish between those who merited charity and those who did not. Martin Luther
(1483–1546) and Juan Luis Vives (1493–1540), writers from diﬀerent confessional
viewpoints, both utilized Paul’s letters as the deﬁnitive image of society. Both repeatedly
called on the refrain from Paul’s letters, in which “the body is one, and hath many
members, and all the members of that one body, being many, are one body: so also is
Christ (Corinthians 12:12).”24 Paul’s description of the city as a single body may be seen
in Vives’ treatise on the issue of poor relief, De Subventione pauperum sive de humanis
necessitatibus (On Assistance to the Poor), written for the town council of Bruges in
1525. Like Paul, Vives described a united body that must remain healthy and harmonious in every organ and limb in order to function:
Just as the body cannot be fed or live only in one of its parts, but as a whole, the magistrate
must take care of everything in his city, and cannot neglect anything. Those who care only
for the rich, holding poor people in contempt, are like a doctor who decides not to look
after the hands and feet because they are a long way from the heart.25

Nevertheless, Vives also acknowledged that historical circumstances had created a crisis
of migrant populations crossing through Europe. For the “villages and small areas
aﬄicted and ravaged by war . . . the people aﬀected should be considered as fellow
citizens.” In his attempt to deﬁne a humanitarian call to arms, Vives wrote that “the
teaching of St. Paul is that among those baptized by the holy blood of Christ, there are
no Greeks, no barbarians, French or Flemish, but a new creature.”26
Yet the movement and displacement of populations across Europe continued to
challenge the harmonious description of society as a single body united in Christ. In his
preface for the Liber Vagatorum: Der Betler Ordern (1509–1520), Luther noted: “every
town and village should know their paupers, as written down in the Register, and assist
them.” In turn, foreigners without proper papers should be refused charity: “But as to
outlandish and strange beggars they ought not to be borne with, unless they have the
proper licences and passports; for all the great rogueries mentioned in this book are
done by these.”27 Luther understood charity and the charitable gift as a necessary aspect
of society, yet he also struggled to deﬁne the limits of this “single body united in Christ”
in the face of the fracturing of this body over theological disputes, war, and exiled
populations. For Luther and Vives, foreigners and those without papers became labelled
as duplicitous rogues.28 The legacy of Luther and Vives persisted into the seventeenth
century. The processes of urbanization and shifts in the interlocking religious spheres of
the Netherlands redistributed welfare services and changed the status of poverty and the
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urban poor in European cities.29 Anne McCants illustrates how seventeenth-century
Dutch civic charity shifted from a system focused on the giver to a structure driven by
the receiver of the charitable gift. Whereas earlier practices were concerned with the
blessings reaped by the benefactor, writers like Vives and Luther created a discourse,
which “was no longer the salvation of the prosperous but the relief of the miserable and
the control of the dangerous.”30 In order to take the responsibility away from the
individual to discern the destitute from the false beggars, the civil authorities began to
distribute public alms boxes for charitable donations.31 The government would then
allocate charitable gifts to the disadvantaged. Charity became increasingly faceless as it
was put into the hands of the institutions.
Yet religious upheaval was not the only cause of shifting populations in early
modern Europe. Scholars study the diﬀerent forces that created a rise in itinerancy,
migration, and dislocated populations as Europe transformed from a feudal to a
market economy.32 Between 1600 and 1650, the population of Amsterdam grew
from 60,000 to 175,000.33 One of the largest inﬂuxes was the Hollandsgänger,
Germans who took part in a migratory system of labour that could include a variety
of employment, from the pre-industrial farm to the dock.34 There are no numbers to
account for the sailors who passed through Amsterdam to work for the Dutch East
India Company, most of whom died at sea or abroad.35 There were also subsistence
migrants, “the distressed people of Europe who were driven far from home by
hunger.”36 Rembrandt’s fascination with “beggars” must be understood within a
changing population of labourers and migrants passing through and around the
United Provinces. Contemporary print scholars have uniformly given Rembrandt’s
ﬁgural studies the appellation of beggar. Yet Rembrandt, unlike many of his contemporaries, did not publish his studies of beggars in a series. Their status as beggars
and vagrants was never deﬁned by a title page. Rembrandt scholars have titled these
ﬁgures as beggars because they resonate iconographically with a tradition of vagabond
imagery in Northern Europe. Yet Rembrandt’s interest in isolated itinerant ﬁgures
should be seen in the context of the wider questions of migrants, labour, and shifting
populations in seventeenth-century Amsterdam. Outside the structure of a publication demarcating the artist’s intention, Rembrandt’s beggars ﬁgure their own displacement in Dutch society and emblematize the uncertain status of migrants, vagrants,
and short-term labourers that must have resonated with the economic status of many
of the persons whom Rembrandt studied for his “beggars.”
Rembrandt and his contemporaries thematized the displacement of beggars with
ambiguous and ill-deﬁned spaces. In the title page to Jacques Callot’s Les Gueux (a
series that inﬂuenced Rembrandt), the rogues and vagabonds progress through the
countryside from church to church, city to city, neither arriving nor leaving but in a
constant progression (Figure 7). Callot dedicated each print to a single ﬁgure represented in a no-man’s land that is neither city nor countryside; the beggar stands isolated
in the space of the paper, perhaps with a line to demarcate the horizon (Figure 8).37
Callot’s depictions of beggars stand as a counterpart to his work dedicated to aristocrats, La Noblesse de Lorraine (1620–1623), in which Callot presented men and women
embedded in architectural and urban landscapes. With his depictions of nobles, Callot
ﬁxed the person physically into their societal setting (Figure 9).
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Figure 7. Jacques Callot, Title Print for print series “Les Gueux,” etching, 14.5 × 9.3 cm (5 45/64 × 3
21/32 in.), 1622–1623. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-20.910 (Image Use: Open Access).

Similarly, Rembrandt’s contemporary Jan Gillisz van Vliet (1605–1668) showed
vagabonds in almost empty ﬁelds of paper. In his print series dedicated to beggars,
van Vliet embedded them in plots with few deﬁning geographic characteristics other
than tufts of grass or boulders (Figure 10). Inserted into neither the trade and
commercial economies of the city nor the agrarian economy of the country, these
vagrants lack a deﬁnable place, reﬂecting their uncertain economic status. This
stands in marked contrast to van Vliet’s presentation of artisans and tradesmen
involved in their work, in which he illustrated the craftsmen in interiors surrounded
by the objects of their trade. These rooms often feature paintings of landscapes on
the wall (Figure 11). The tradesmen have the economic surplus to purchase pictures
of landscapes to hang on their walls. The landscape becomes a commodity – a
painting – purchased on the open market that the artisans may hang in their
workshops as the picturesque cultivation of a rural or pastoral life distinct from
the city. Yet the transient vagabonds and beggars are pictured in neither urban nor
rural spaces. The spaces in which Rembrandt and his contemporaries depict these
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Figure 8. Jacques Callot, Beggar with Crutches and a Wooden Leg, etching, 13.9 × 8.8 cm (5 15/32 ×
3 15/32 in.), 1622–1623. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-20.923 (Image Use: Open Access).

ﬁgures are marked by their lack of distinction. They lack both interior and exterior
sites as means of self-deﬁnition, and the controlled representation of space as seen in
the pictured landscapes hanging on craftsmen’s walls.
In one of Rembrandt’s most confrontational etchings of vagabonds, entitled Man and
Woman Passing Behind a Bank, an embankment takes on an amorphous encroaching
presence that threatens to swallow the bodies (Figure 12). The mass dominates the page,
occupying nearly half the territory of the paper. Instead of the framed landscape hanging on
the craftsman’s wall, the land here takes on a ﬂowing abstraction divorced from the mimetic
space of natural representation. Rembrandt created the embankment with an obsessive,
overwrought, layering of swirling lines, hatched marks, and grids incised over the surface.
Behind this formless mass, a hunched and ragged man and woman tread across the paper’s
ground. Their mouths are open, eyes squinted, and bodies bent forward as they press on.
The heaviness of the ink and the land realized in the black mass visually mirrors the weight
and exhaustion conveyed in the beggars through their stooped forms and gaping mouths.
Rembrandt spun his tool as he crossed lines over and over, again and again, making a
mound of lines against which he incised cascading curves. The repetitive movement of
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Figure 9. Jacques Callot, Standing Man from print series “La Noblesse de Lorraine,” etching, 14.3 ×
9.3 cm (5 5/8 × 3 21/32 in.), 1620–1623. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-20.903 (Image Use:
Open Access).

Rembrandt’s hand crossing over and back reﬂects the constant travel of the beggars passing
through the image. There is no point A or point B. Instead, the transit of the beggars is like
the undertaking of Rembrandt in the swirl of ink that becomes a formless representation of
land.

Labor
In 1630 in one of his early performances of self-portraiture, Rembrandt pictures
himself as a beggar, his hand mockingly outstretched towards the viewer
(Figure 13). This is Rembrandt’s single depiction of a beggar, which openly
engages with the viewer, and proﬀers forth a hand in expectation of charity. In
her reading of this self-portrait, Stephanie Dickey argues that it “comments on the
status of the artist at the mercy of market forces.”38 Rembrandt, like the beggar,
relies on ﬁnancial support and recognition from generous individuals, patrons, and
buyers on the open art market.39 In contrast to Dickey’s economic reading, Robert
Baldwin suggests that Rembrandt’s beggars should be read as an embrace of
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Figure 10. Jan Gillisz van Vliet, Beggar with a Wooden Leg, etching, plate: 9.1 × 6.8 cm (3 9/16 × 2
11/16 in.) sheet: 9.7 × 7.1 cm (3 13/16 × 2 13/16 in.), 1632. Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art,
Rosenwald Collection, 1943.3.8337 (Image Use: Open Access).

Protestant writings that described a “mankind in need of grace, the paradox of a
fallen and ugly world transﬁgured with divine love.”40 Baldwin draws attention to
Luther’s frequent admonition that “on earth we are all beggars, as Christ himself
was.”41 Dickey and Baldwin’s readings of the print ultimately complement each
other. For the questions of labour, the market and the artist that drive Dickey’s
reading were central to an emergent Protestant discourse that equated work with
charity. While Baldwin focuses on one aspect of Protestantism and charity, perhaps an even more important shift was Luther’s argument that labour embodied
charity.
As Luther wrote in his Open Letter to the Christian Nobility (1520):
It is pure invention that pope, bishops, priests and monks are to be called the “spiritual
estate”; princes, lords, artisans and farmers the “temporal estate.” That is indeed a ﬁne bit
of lying and hypocrisy. . .. All Christians are truly of the “spiritual estate.”

The clergy belonged to the ﬁrst spiritual estate. The nobility and commoners
belonged to the second and third estates, which were part of the temporal realm. For
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Figure 11. Jan Gillisz van Vliet, Glass-makers, etching, 21 × 16.2 cm (8 17/64 × 6 3/8 in.), 1635.
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum, RP-P-OB-33.81X (Image Use: Open Access).

Luther, there was no division between the spiritual and the temporal. The temporal
was spiritual, which led to the conclusion that the work by commoners in secular
time was also spiritual. Luther borrowed Paul’s description of society as a single
body to illustrate the importance of understanding one’s labour as part of the
spiritual estate: “As Paul says in I Corinthians 12:12, We are all one body, yet
every member has its own work, where by it serves every other, all because we
have one baptism, one Gospel, one faith, and are all alike Christians.”42 Luther
united the members of the body not through Christ’s sacriﬁce but through labour.
As he iterated: “yet every member has his own work.” Luther deﬁned the types of
callings or professions part of this spiritual workforce:
A cobbler, a smith, a farmer, each has the work and oﬃce of his trade, and yet they are all
alike consecrated priests and bishops, and every one by means of his own work or oﬃce
must beneﬁt and serve every other, that in this way many kinds of work may be done for
the bodily and spiritual welfare of the community, even as all the members of the body
serve one another.43

The work of the cobbler or the smith was equivalent to the ministering of society by the
clergy; for each person contributed to the functioning of the social body. Whereas
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Figure 12. Rembrandt van Rijn, Beggar Man and Woman behind a Bank, etching, drypoint and burin,
overall: 11.3 × 8.1 cm (4 7/16 × 3 3/16 in.), c. 1630. Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art,
Rosenwald Collection, 1943.3.7068 (Image Use: Open Access).

earlier theologians such as Thomas Aquinas had stressed the importance of one’s
oﬃcium (duty or service) to society, Luther equated the term Beruf with vocatio,
vocation or calling, a term that had been reserved for the clergy.44 Now the cobbling
of shoes was as much a vocation as that of the priest. As Max Weber aptly summarized
in his essay on The Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, “labour in a
secular calling appears as the outward expression of Christian charity.”45 Scholars have
debated whether or not Weber’s reading of the “Protestant work ethic” inﬂuenced
Dutch society. Ilja Veldman, in particular, considers the inﬂuence of this thesis on
images of labour and diligence in the sixteenth century. She argues that Calvinism had
little impact of a new work ethic, and she contextualizes the visual representations of
labour within a longer Christian humanist tradition.46 Moreover, Rembrandt’s own
religious viewpoint remains ambiguous and cannot be formalized into a deﬁnitive
confession traced to the writings of Luther or Calvin.47 Despite these hesitations,
however, Weber’s vision that secular labour could embody an expression of Christian
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Figure 13. Rembrandt van Rijn, Beggar Seated on a Bank, etching, 12.1 × 7.5 cm (4 ¾ × 2 15/16 in.),
1630. Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art, Rosenwald Collection, 1943.3.7070 (Image Use: Open
Access).

charity oﬀers an important insight by which to think about Rembrandt’s portrayal of
the artist’s labour.
Rembrandt’s visual analysis of beggars may be seen as a counterpoint against which he
meditated on his own vocational calling as an artist. The unwilling performance of his
beggars draws into stark contrast his own willing performance as both beggar and artist.
Rembrandt examined his own status as an artist – who paints and etches himself – in
relationship to outcasts with whom he shared certain aﬃnities, whether it was a societal
branding of “performer,” the reliance on market forces, or an uncertain economic position.
While Rembrandt’s self-portraits arguably perform the aﬃrmative identity of the possessed
self, his migrants, vagrants, and beggars allowed him to consider the displaced self. In a
society that invested identity in work and labour (whether or not inﬂuenced by the writings
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of Luther and Calvin), Rembrandt considered his own self-formation as an artist and his
own place in society in which his labour was as an artist and a performer. In his self-portrait
as a beggar, Rembrandt conﬂated the labour of the beggar with that of the artist, both
performers dependent on the benevolence of patrons. In this way, Rembrandt could be seen
to examine (in a mocking manner) his own role in society and the contribution of his labor
to the “welfare of the community.” Yet a portrait from late in Rembrandt’s career suggests
that ultimately for Rembrandt the labor of the artist became a means to realize the highest
spiritual calling, the divine movement of caritas (charity).
In one of his most important late self-portraits, Rembrandt imagined himself as the
apostle Paul, the writer of the letters from Corinth who informed Christians that they
were all one body united in the body of Christ (Figure 14). Rembrandt’s self-portrait as
the apostle Paul oﬀers an important counterpoint from which to consider Rembrandt’s
self-portrait as a beggar. Both works articulate the role of the artist’s performance,
founded on empathy in artistic practice. Posing as a vagabond, Rembrandt recognized
the similarity between the economic position of the artist and the beggar in society. In
his self-portrait as a beggar, Rembrandt demonstrated his ability to place himself within
the role of the other. Yet the facility to perform as the other could also be seen as a
means to realize the ethical injunction of Paul to love one’s neighbour as one’s self – a
deﬁnition that became the bedrock for Augustine’s writings on Christian love and
caritas (charity). In his self-portrait as the apostle Paul with the Pauline iconographic

Figure 14. Rembrandt van Rijn, Self-Portrait as the Apostle Paul, oil on canvas, 91 × 77 cm (35 53/64
× 30 5/16 in.), 1661. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum (Image Use: Open Access).
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signs of the sword and the book, Rembrandt looks out to meet the viewer: we are faceto-face. The art historian Otto Benesch connected this self-portrait with Paul’s writings
in Corinthians 13:2, in which the apostle addressed the necessity of caritas (charity) to
his existence: “And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries,
and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and
have not charity, I am nothing.”48 The economic charity in Rembrandt’s early selfportrait as a beggar contrasts with the divine charity of love in his late self-portrait. In
his self-portrait as a beggar, Rembrandt likened the economic position of the painter to
that of the vagrant, creating a likeness between both the performance of the artist and
the beggar, and the economic reward for a worthy show. In his portrait as the apostle
Paul, Rembrandt analogized the painter’s work to Paul’s injunction towards caritas.
Both Paul and the painter Rembrandt have nothing if they have not charity, the ability
to love one’s neighbour as one’s self. The labour of the painter becomes deﬁned by a
divine calling to realize caritas in the work of representation, to grasp the empathic
spiritual movement towards others.
Yet Rembrandt’s self-portrait as Paul also shares a certain aﬃnity with his Beggar
with a Wooden Leg in that both works deploy recognizable iconographic tropes in an
ambivalent mode. It is not clear whether the beggar is true or false. Similarly, while
Rembrandt carries the standard signs of a Pauline portrait (the sword and the book), he
is also Rembrandt dressed as a New Testament writer. While Benesch’s reading of this
portrait in relationship to caritas is vital and relevant, it also overlooks the way in which
Rembrandt remains steadfast as Rembrandt. Paul is merely present in the symbols of
the weapon and the manuscript. Rembrandt employs an iconographic tradition only to
disrupt it. He is Rembrandt performing as Paul. The highest divine calling of caritas
becomes terrestrial in the ageing portrait of the artist. Rembrandt’s blatant enactment of
Paul suggests that not only is begging a performance but also is caritas an act as well.
The embodiment of caritas is divine. Therefore, humans are left with the grasping reach
of playacting charity.
The unwillingness of Rembrandt’s beggars to perform for the viewer, their perceived
discomfort and averted gaze in his etchings, challenges the viewer. Rembrandt invites
the observer into a face-to-face encounter again and again with his own countenance
throughout his career: as a beggar, as the prodigal son, as the apostle Paul, and as
Rembrandt the artist. Yet he continually negates the face-to-face encounter within his
ﬁgure studies of the outcast populations of the Netherlands. In this negation,
Rembrandt made a space to allow for the diﬃculty to meet face-to-face. In the famous
words of the apostle Paul: “For now we see through a glass darkly; but then face to face:
now I know in part; but then shall I know as also I am known” (Corinthians 13:12)
Large-scale oil portraits such as Rembrandt as the Apostle Paul announce the foundation of artistic practice in theological tenaets of caritas, empathy, and an integration of
the other into the willing search for the self into this dark glass while also questioning
the ability to realize caritas on earth. Moreover, Rembrandt’s eclipsing of the beggars’
faces into shadows and etches marks raises the ethical question about the ability for two
individuals to encounter one another face-to-face when one is uprooted, displaced, and
marginalized.
In Rembrandt’s representation of beggars’ faces and bodies, he subjects them to an
increasing abstraction that stands in contrast to the strongly delineated faces of
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seventeenth-century Dutch portraiture. The consistent marking out of faces through
violent incisions of his tool points towards a tension in these works between the
ﬁgurative and the abstract, between the represented and non-represented. W.J.T.
Mitchell has illustrated the mutual accord between migration and iconoclasm, pointing
out the similarities between the “mandate to block the movement of living things” with
a prohibition on images. As Mitchell writes, the image “is thus always involved with the
other, with alien tribes, foreigners, invaders, or conversely with native inhabitants who
must be expelled.”49
In a Reformed society that famously stripped its churches of all their paintings and
created an art market dedicated to seemingly secular themes such as landscapes,
seascapes, and portraiture, Rembrandt’s marks on the faces of itinerant persons migrate
the scratches and scrapes from the pictorialization of the divine to the depictions of
beggars. Yet just as iconoclasts defaced images so that divinity remained beyond human
ﬁguration, Rembrandt’s incisive scratches and gouges on the faces of many of his
beggars suggest that the humanity of these itinerant men, women, and children exists
on a plane beyond his etcher’s needle. Large-scale oil portraits such as Rembrandt as the
Apostle Paul aﬃrmatively announce the foundation of artistic practice in theological
tenets of caritas, empathy, and an integration of the other into the willing search for the
self into this dark glass. Yet Rembrandt’s beggars’ faces raise the ethical question about
the ability for two individuals to encounter one another face-to-face when one is
uprooted, displaced, and marginalized, and one’s sense of self is realized through the
other’s displacement. Working in a time of economic and political uncertainty in which
the united body of society in Christ had been irreparably broken, Rembrandt’s studies
of itinerant populations with faces that have been nicked, abraded, and marked by his
tool, and faces that in turn avoid the gaze of the viewer, point towards the diﬃculty to
meet face-to-face.
The study sheets that began this article articulate an integral relationship between
Rembrandt’s own understanding of portraiture and his beggars. These small papers
from the Rembrandt workshop testify to the role of anonymous persons in allowing
Rembrandt to consider displacement and disenfranchisement as integral to his creation
of the self and his performances as artist, burgher, and citizen. Seventeenth-century
Europe experienced a profound crisis of the collective condition, a trauma reaﬃrmed in
the constant citation of Paul’s injunction for caritas and the uniting of all in the single
body of Christ. Yet Rembrandt’s study sheets reveal the populations against which the
Dutch burghers deﬁned themselves and their prosperity, namely the itinerant men,
women, and children passing in and around the United Provinces, outcasts from war
and changing economic circumstances. Rembrandt’s attention to their faces in his study
sheets, in which he gouged into the eyes and incisively formed faces marked by crossedout lines rather than eyes, ears, noses, and mouths, suggests that the iconoclastic gesture
is not limited to stripping paintings and sculptures from churches. Iconoclasm is also
ridding society of unwanted foreign and native idols. As Rembrandt’s insistent marks
across his faces of beggars, vagabonds, and tramps reveal, the seventeenth century
introduced a new state of the unrepresentable: the human condition. It is now not
divinity that challenges the limits of representation but the human.
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