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The study of Rembrandt van Rijn’s oeuvre represents one of the most complex challenges in the history of art 

criticism and technical connoisseurship. For over half a century, the Rembrandt Research Project (RRP) has 

spearheaded an unprecedented multidisciplinary effort to authenticate and categorize the works of the Dutch 

Master. This endeavor culminated in the publication of the multi-volume A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings, a 

monumental series that transitioned from traditional stylistic analysis to a rigorous, science-based methodology. 

This article provides an in-depth technical examination of the series, with a specific focus on Volume V: The Small-

Scale History Paintings, and the systemic evolution of attribution standards in the context of 17th-century

workshop dynamics.

1. The Genesis and Mandate of the Rembrandt Research Project

Established in 1968, the Rembrandt Research Project was founded with the primary objective of isolating

Rembrandt’s authentic works from the vast corpus of paintings produced by his pupils, followers, and later imitators.

By the early 20th century, the number of paintings attributed to Rembrandt had swelled to over 600, many of which

lacked definitive provenance or technical verification. The RRP sought to apply a systematic, empirical approach to

these attributions.

1.1. The Shift from Subjective to Objective Connoisseurship

In the early stages of the project, the RRP relied heavily on a categorization system that ranked paintings based on

their likelihood of authenticity:

•  Category A: Paintings that are certainly by Rembrandt.

•  Category B: Paintings where Rembrandt’s authorship cannot be positively identified but cannot be ruled out.

•  Category C: Paintings that cannot be attributed to Rembrandt, often assigned to his circle or workshop.

As the project progressed, particularly under the leadership of Ernst van de Wetering, the focus shifted from 

these rigid categories to a more nuanced understanding of the workshop settingand the collaborative nature of

17th-century art production. This shift is most evident in the transition from Volume I-III to the more analytically

dense Volumes IV, V, and VI.

2. Technical Methodologies in Rembrandt Attribution

The RRP pioneered the use of several key scientific technologies that transformed how scholars evaluate the 

physical properties of a painting. To reach the depth of analysis found in A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings V, the

team utilized a rigorous technical workflow.

2.1. Dendrochronology (Tree-Ring Analysis)

For paintings on wooden panels (predominantly oak in Rembrandt’s case), dendrochronology allows researchers to

determine the felling date of the tree used for the support. By comparing ring patterns against established

chronologies, the RRP could determine the earliest possible date a painting could have been executed. If the wood



was felled years after Rembrandt's death, the work is definitively rejected.

2.2. X-Ray Radiography and Autoradiography

X-rays reveal the internal structure of the painting, specifically the distribution of lead-based pigments like lead 

white. This allows researchers to see pentimenti(underlying changes made by the artist during the painting

process). Rembrandt’s characteristic heavy impasto and spontaneous alterations are often visible under X-ray,

providing a "signature" of his creative process that is difficult for copyists to replicate perfectly.

2.3. Canvas Thread Counting and Weave Analysis

In later volumes, particularly Volume IV (Self-Portraits) and Volume V, the RRP employed automated thread-

counting software. By analyzing the density and pattern of the canvas weave, researchers could identify paintings

that were cut from the same bolt of cloth. This proximity in material support often links disparate paintings to the

same timeframe and workshop environment.

3. In-Depth Focus: Volume V - The Small-Scale History Paintings

Published in 2011, Volume V: The Small-Scale History Paintings represents a pivotal moment in the RRP’s

history. Spanning 674 pages, this volume focuses on what Ernst van de Wetering describes as the most

challenging assignments for an artist: the narrative history painting on a reduced scale.

3.1. Defining the Small-Scale History Genre

History paintings—depicting biblical, mythological, or historical scenes—were considered the pinnacle of the art 

hierarchy in the 17th century. Doing so on a small scale required an extraordinary level of precision and a deep 

understanding of chiaroscuro(the treatment of light and shade). Volume V analyzes how Rembrandt managed

complex compositions with numerous figures within limited dimensions.

3.2. Theoretical Framework of Volume V

The fifth volume moves beyond simple attribution to explore Rembrandt's artistic intentions. It examines how he

utilized specific techniques to achieve narrative clarity. The analysis includes:

•  The concept of 'houding': A contemporary Dutch term referring to the spatial coherence and the way figures 

and objects occupy the three-dimensional space through color and tone.

•  Brushwork Variation: How Rembrandt varied his stroke from fine detail (fijnschilder) to broad, expressive 

marks to guide the viewer's eye.

•  Chemical Analysis of Pigments: Identifying the specific binding media and pigments (such as smalt, ochre, 

and vermilion) used in the small-scale works.

3.3. Volume Comparison Matrix

The following table illustrates the thematic and technical evolution across the different volumes of the Corpus.



Volume Primary Focus Key Methodology Significant Contribution

Volume I-III Early, Middle, and Late 
Works (Chronological)

Stylistic Comparison Initial cleaning of the 
Rembrandt catalog.

Volume IV Self-Portraits Canvas Matching &amp; 
Autoradiography

Analysis of Rembrandt's 
physiognomy and self-
promotion.

Volume V Small-Scale History 
Paintings

Workshop Interaction 
Analysis

Redefining the relationship 
between Rembrandt and 
his pupils.

Volume VI Complete Catalog of 
Paintings

Synthesis of Technical Data The final definitive list of 
340 authentic paintings.

4. The Workshop Dynamics: The "Rembrandt-Like" Problem

One of the most profound insights provided by A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintings V is the detailed analysis of the

workshop setting. Rembrandt operated a large studio where apprentices and assistants were encouraged to paint

in his style. This created a "surrounding" where the line between a master's work and a pupil's contribution became

blurred.

4.1. The Pupil-Teacher Collaboration Model

The RRP identifies several levels of workshop production:

1.  Autograph Works: Executed entirely by Rembrandt.

2.  Collaborations: Laid out by Rembrandt but finished by a pupil (e.g., Ferdinand Bol or Govert Flinck).

3.  Copies: Direct reproductions of Rembrandt’s works made for practice or sale.

4.  Satellite Paintings: Works painted in the "style of Rembrandt" by independent artists who had previously 

trained with him.

4.2. Case Study: The Challenge of Attribution

A significant portion of Volume V is dedicated to re-evaluating works that were once considered authentic. The

technical breakdown of a painting's ground layer (the preparation of the canvas or panel) often reveals whether it

aligns with known Rembrandt workshop practices. For instance, Rembrandt typically used a double ground—a first

layer of red ochre followed by a greyish layer—though this varied over his career. Discrepancies in this layering

technique are key indicators of non-autograph status.

5. Procedural Guide: How the RRP Authenticates a Painting

The RRP followed a standardized technical workflow for evaluating potential Rembrandt paintings. This process

can be broken down into the following operational steps:

Step 1: Physical and Optical Examination

The painting is examined under high-power microscopy to observe the buildup of paint layers and the character of 

the crackle pattern(craquelure). Authentic Rembrandt paintings often exhibit a specific mechanical stress pattern

in the dried oil film.

Step 2: Infrared Reflectography (IRR)



IRR is used to see through the upper paint layers to the underdrawing. While Rembrandt often painted directly

onto the canvas without elaborate underdrawings, IRR can reveal the initial placement of figures and subsequent

changes (pentimenti).

Step 3: Pigment and Binding Media Analysis

Small cross-sections of the paint (micromounts) are taken to analyze the chemical composition. The presence of

specific impurities in the lead white or the use of certain types of linseed oil can provide clues to the painting's

origin.

Step 4: Comparative Stylistic Synthesis

The technical data is finally integrated with a stylistic analysis. Researchers look for Rembrandt's "hand"—his 

unique way of rendering highlights, the moisture in an eye, or the texture of a fabric—comparing it against the 

established 340 authentic works described in Volume VI.

6. Common Challenges and Failure Modes in Attribution

Despite the advanced technology used in the RRP, several factors can complicate the attribution process.

Understanding these challenges is essential for any technical writer or art historian.

•  Over-Cleaning and Restoration: Past restorations may have removed original glazes (thin transparent layers 

of paint), making a genuine Rembrandt look like a flat, inferior copy.

•  The "Douppelganger" Effect: Some pupils, such as Gerard Dou, were so skilled at mimicking Rembrandt's 

early style that even chemical analysis of the materials (which were shared in the same studio) cannot always 

provide a definitive answer.

•  Material Consistency: Because Rembrandt and his pupils used the same suppliers for canvas, panels, and 

pigments, scientific data sometimes confirms the time and place of a painting's creation without confirming the 

identity of the painter.

7. Synthesis of the RRP’s Legacy

The conclusion of the Rembrandt Research Project and the publication of the final volumes of the Corpushave

fundamentally reshaped our understanding of the Dutch Golden Age. By moving away from the 19th-century

romanticized vision of the "isolated genius" and toward a technical model of a "professional workshop," the RRP

provided a more accurate historical framework.

Volume V, in particular, stands as a testament to the complexity of the history painting genre. It highlights that

Rembrandt’s genius lay not just in his brushwork, but in his ability to imbue small, narrative scenes with the same

psychological depth and dramatic light as his largest commissions. The series remains an essential reference for

curators, conservators, and art historians, providing the mathematical and chemical benchmarks necessary to

preserve the integrity of Rembrandt’s legacy.

Ultimately, the A Corpus of Rembrandt Paintingsseries demonstrates that the intersection of art and science is

not merely a modern convenience but a requirement for historical truth. The project’s commitment to rigorous,

evidence-based analysis ensures that future generations of scholars have a solid foundation upon which to build

their understanding of one of history's greatest masters.
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