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The Apostle Bartholomew, 1657

oil on canvas, 48% x 39% in. (122.7 x 99.7 cm)
The Putnam Foundation, Timken Museum of Art,
San Diego, sr.oo1

The Apostle ‘Bartholomew

THE SAINT LEANS FORWARD in a low-backed chair, his gaze averted to the
viewer's left, eyebrow cocked, and mouth slightly open, as if listening intently.
Strong light brilliantly illuminates the right side of his face, revealing its hollow
cheek and furrowed brow, and highlighting the curling texture of his shorc hair
and beard. He is dressed in a plain brown robe over a white shirt, the cuff of which
shows radiantly at the wrist; a heavier, buff-colored cloak covers the chair. In this
proscribed composition, the glittering blade of the knife he holds with quiet

equanimity has the effect of a more ostentatious gesture.

Little is known about the life of Bartholomew, who is mentioned only briefly in
the New Testamenc as one of the Twelve Apostles.” The name Bartholomaios is
Hebrew, meaning son of Talmai, which suggests that the apostle may have been
of Hebrew descent. According to later medieval accounts, he traveled extensively
through Asia, preaching the Gospel and converting the heathen in India and

Armenia, where he is said to have been flayed alive and then beheaded.

While Rembrandt painted very few narrative scenes of martyrdom, he was pre-
occupied with the dramatic possibilities oftered by the singularly horrific manner
of Saint Bartholomew's death. In a small number of images of the saint, che artist
explored the way in which an evocative aturibute, the knife, served to amplify his
characterization of Bartholomew, the emotional manifestations of the apostle’s
faith and anticipation of his corporeal fate. Rembrandt’s depictions of the saint
are all half-length in formart, and together they show the powerful shift from the
artist’s early interest in conveying intense expression to later descriptions of psy-
chological density. In 7he Apostle Bartholomew, c. 1633 (fig. 1), now attributed to
Rembrandt and almost certainly produced in his studio, Bartholomew ostenta-
tiously holds his traditional attribute almost under his chin, where the curved blade
resonates with the troubled intensity of his stare. In later depictions, however, the
knife decreases in prominence while Bartholomew’s gaze becomes more powerful

and enigmatic. In two paintings executed only four years apart, this large and
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FigG. 1

Attributed to Rembrandt van Rijn

The Apostle Bartholomew

¢. 1633, oil on panel, Worcester Art Museum,
Charlotre E. Buffington Fund

arresting image and The Apostle Bartholomew (p. 28), Rembrandt posits two oppos-
ing emotional states for the apostle: the active proselytizer and the sage burdened

by the implications of commitment to the Christian faich.

In the San Diego canvas, Rembrandt portrays the apostle as a fierce Christian
protagonist. While the dynamic, tensile position of the figure, three-quarter length
with his head averted, is formally analogous to Counter-Reformation examples
(fig. 2), Rembrand(’s portrayal of a relatively yourhful man with rugged features
reflects his own vision of biblical figures as unidealized, real people. Otto Benesch
noted that the same model was used for A Bearded Man (Gemildegalerie, Berlin),

though the correspondence between the two is not particularly close.

The effect of animation in 7he Apostle Bartholomew is all the more remarkable for
the parcicularly limited range of Rembrand’s palette. The combination of vigor-
ous, sculpting brushwork in the face contrasts with che broader, planar application
in the cuff and hand, while the roughly indicated bulk of the figure serves as a rich
foil for these two descriptive elements. At one time ke Apostle Paul (p. 12), which
shares a similarly large formar, was thought to have been a complementary pendant
to the San Diego canvas, offering a contrast of the active and contemplative states,

but evidence that 7he Apostle Paul may have originally had an oval formar calls this
hypothesis into question (sce p. 18).3
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Fie. 2

Johannes Sadeler 1 after Maarten de Vos,
The Apostle Bartholomew (vi)

15851590, engraving,

The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
Harris Brisbane Dick Fund

Both the Timken and the Gerty paintings were in London during the se(i011d half
of the eighteenth century, owned by members of the Society of D‘ilettanu, who
were enthusiastic collectors of Rembrandt’s work. William Fauquier, a governor of
the Bank of England and secretary and treasurer of the Society from 17?'1 t0 17745
purchased The Apostle Bartholomew (as Man with a Knife) from the artllst and.
collector Jonathan Richardson. Sir Joshua Reynolds, who possesse.d a h-lghly sig-
nificant group of works by Rembrandt, provided the earliest identification of the
subject as The Apostle Bartholomew.* The Getty painting eventually passed f.rom
the collection of the collector and dealer John Blackwood to the famous antiquar-
ian collector Richard Payne Knight, who joined the Society in 1781. There is some
evidence that the paintings of Saint Bartholomew were thought to be dlsta.steful.
The Timken painting reverred to its early descriptive title, Man with a!- Knife, B
while the Getty’s Apostle Bartholomew was known by various fanc.iful ticles. ]?13111{6
of the subject may account for the overpainting, presumably carried out during

E . ed
the nineteenth century, of the knife with a book, which was subsequently remov

about 1912.

ANNE T. WOOLLETT



NOTES

1. See Matthew 10:3; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:14.

2. Benesch 1956, 338. For the Berlin painting,
also see Bredius/Gerson 1969, 571, no. 284.

3. Wheelock 1995, 244-245.
4. Broun 1987, 45—47.

5. Hofstede de Groot 1907-1927, 6 (1916): 120;
Mongan and Mongan 1983, 70.
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The Apostle Bartholomew, 1661
oil on canvas, 34% x 290% in. (86.7 x 75.6 cm)
The J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 71.pa.15

The Apostle Bartholomew

A SEATED MAN WITH CRAGGY FEATURES, depicted half-length and facing forward,
contemplates profound maters with grave, mournful solemnity. He rests his elbow
on a stone table and firmly grasps his chin with his left hand. In his right, he grips
a short knife, which provides the clue to his identity. Strong light falls across his
body, throwing the deep creases of his brow, cavernous eye sockets, and wrinkled
hand into relief. His smooth, dark hair, cut short above the ears, contrasts with

his wiry mustache. He is dressed in a gray-brown high-collared tunic laced ar the
midriff and a shirred white shirt; a russet cloak rests on his shoulders and falls over
the front of the table. On the wall behind him, a cupboard or window has been

roughly indicated.

Saint Bartholomew, like Saint Paul, was one of the few subjects in the late group of
saints repeated by Rembrand, revealing his interest in the apostle who suffered his
martyrdom by being skinned alive. The San Diego Apostle Bartholomew, painted
four years carlier, is larger and depicts the saint in a more agitated mode. While the
Getty Apostle Bartholomew appears contained and reserved by comparison, it is one
of Rembrand’s most arresting treatments of the late apostles, in which the portrait
and historical subject lie in uneasy resolution. The saint was painted directly from a
model without translation into a type, as in the San Diego canvas. His distinctive
features have been retained, from the slightly round, dark eyes, to the expressively
raised brow and protruding ears. The vividness with which Rembrandt has
portrayed Bartholomew’s lined forehead and slightly sagging features conveys a

remarkable immediacy that forges a connection with the viewer.

Rembrandt had used similar frontal placements of the figure increasingly through-
out the 1650s, utilizing the structural effect of broad brushwork and a muted
palette to underscore the monumental solidity of his subjects. The apostle’s strict
frontal position may result from Rembrandt’s work on several canvases during 1661

and the desire for a variety of poses among related compositions. Bartholomew’s
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FiG. 1

Rembrandt van Rijn

Titus ar His Weiting Desk

1655, oil on canvas, Museum Boijmans Van
Beuningen, Rotterdam

short hair, for example, though not unusual, appears particularly severe from this
vantage. The pose in the Getty canvas, however, seems intended to present Bar-
tholomew the man without impediment, and in particular to offer his face and
hand for scrutiny. The chin-in-hand gesture, with its connotations of contempla-
tion and even melancholy, had long been employed by the artist, beginning with
the eatly Saint Paul in Prison, 1627 (see fig. 1, p. 14), where the saint’s uncertain
ruminations are supported by the thorough description of an intellectual’s para-
phernalia. A number of drawings from the 1630s, for example Portrait of a Young
Man in a Flar Cap, appear to be rendered from life, and the gesture recurs in later
compositions, such as the Portrair of o Young Man Resting His Chin on His Hand
(Titus, the Artist’s Son), 1660 (The Baltimore Museum of Art), but received its
most sensitive treatment in 77zus 4t His Writing Desk (fig. 1).!

As in The Evangelist Matthew and the Angel (fig. 2) and The Apastle James the
Major (p. 34), Rembrandr used a range of brushwork ro convey the solemn
profundity of his subject. Bartholomew’s torso is remarkable for the relatively thin
application of paint, While the short, thick, impasted strokes that sculpt the face of

Bartholomew are perhaps most similar to those in the face of Macthew, the broken,
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F1G. 2

Rembrandt van Rijn

The Evangelist Matthew and the Angel

1661, oil on canvas, Musée du Louvre, Paris

unblended brushworlk is not duplicated among others in the group (fig. 3). The left
hand, though textured, is less densely painted than the face. Here, the skin has a
looser quality that, combined with its drab tonality, hints at advan‘ced age- or even
death. The centrality of the hand and the compelling description of the skin, there-
fore, allude to the saint’s ultimate sacrifice by flaying. By contrast, the right hand,

which holds the knife, is merely indicated with patchy strokes of red and ocher.

While the frankness of Rembrandt’s portrayal has appealed to the modern sensij
bilities of succeeding periods, it has also served to obscure the subject. The painting
was treated as a genre piece when it was engraved in the eighteenth centu-ry, first
by Richard Houston while part of the holdings of the collector and occasional
marchand-amatenr John Blackwood, under the title Rembrandt’s Cook, 1757., a1-1d
later by Charles Phillips, as 7he Assassin.” Richard Payne Knight, an Cl:lthuSlaSUC
collector of Rembrandt’s work who also owned the Rest on the Flight into Egypt
and the then-famous Holy Family, both now considered studio works, probab-[y
displayed the Getty Apostle Bartholomew in the Adams interior of his Shropshl-re
residence, Downton Castle. Whether he recognized its subject or knew the paint-

ing of the same subject owned by Sir Joshua Reynolds (p. 22) is unknown. The



F1g. 3

Rembrandt van Rijn

The Apostle Bartholomew
brushwork, left eye (derail, p.28)

Apostle Bartholomew was exhibited in the late nineteenth century by Payne Knight's
descendants with the title Rembrands’s Cook or Man with 4 Knife, before Adolf
Rosenberg’s tentative identification as Szint Bartholomew (?).> Wilhelm von Bode,
recognizing the interplay of portrait and historical subject in this canvas, reasoned
“that Rembrandt . . . intended to characterize his sitter as the Apostle, St. Bartholo-
mew, by the knife in his hand seems to me improbable, in view of the pronounced
portrait-like character of the sitter.™ After the 1929 London exhibition, Sir Joseph
Duveen, who had tried unsuccessfully to acquire the picture from the Boughton-
Knight family some years earlier, described it as “ ‘Rembrandt St. Bartholomew’. . .
painted in Rembrandt’s best year, namely 1661, but most depressing in colour
being almost of a monochrome browny grey colour, and the subject is also objec-
tionable.” The identification of the subject as Saint Bartholomew was not firmly
established until the Rembrandr exhibition of 1956.°

Rembrandt’s awareness of and familiarity with Mennonite values may explain the
artist’s conception of the saint. Thieleman Jansz van Braght's Martyrs’ Mirror,
which appeared in 1660, offers a vivid description of the saint’s life, emphasizing
his preaching in faraway heathen lands, his conversion of leading figures, and his
resolute acceptance of his fate. The tenets of the Mennonite faith included a tradi-
tion of directness and appeal to the common man, and an appreciation of ordinary
individuals of extraordinary faith. Here, Rembrandt achieved a unique clision of

the everyday with the spiricual, creating, in effect, a new exemplar,

ANNE T. WOOLLETT
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