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Marten and Oopjen are the only couple that Rembrandt ever painted life-size, 
standing and full length (1634). This prestigious format was primarily reserved 
for monarchs and high nobility and only later for high society in general. With 
the High Society exhibition, the Rijksmuseum reveals for the first time the 
history of this type of portraiture. The paintings vary from the early sixteenth 
to the start of the twentieth century. The exhibition begins with perhaps the 
very first portraits in this format, but at least the very first pendants, Lucas 
Cranach the Elder’s portraits of the Henry the Pious, Duke of Saxony, and 
Catharina, Countess of Mecklenburg from 1514. Moretto da Brescia’s Portrait of a 
Man from 1525 could well be the first example of this format in Italian 
painting. And Iseppo da Porto and his wife Livia Thiene by Veronese from 1555 
at the exhibition is the earliest known couple in Italy. The other paintings 
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries illustrate the development of 
the life-size, standing and full-length painted portrait in Italy, Germany, 
England, Spain and the United Provinces by great masters such as Giovanni 
Battista Moroni, Diego Rodríguez de Silva y Velázquez, Sir Anthony van Dyck, 
Frans Hals (his sole portrait in this format) and, of course, Rembrandt 
Harmenszoon van Rijn. For the eighteenth century, the exhibition focuses on 
Great Britain, where what was known as the Grand Manner of portrait 
painting celebrated a heyday at the hands of painters such as Thomas 
Gainsborough and Sir Joshua Reynolds. With regard to the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the emphasis is on Paris during the Belle Epoque, 
with examples from Portraits en Pieds by Edouard Manet, John Singer Sargent 
and Giovanni Boldini. The portrait of Walther Rathenau by Edvard Munch from 
1907 is probably a pleasant surprise for many visitors.  
  
The exhibition shows that the life-sized, standing and full-length painted 
portrait could take various forms – the official portrait, wedding pendants, 
allegorical portrait, historicising portrait, etc. – and could serve a variety of 
functions, such as representations of political and social status, 
announcements about family alliances or celebrations of remarkable beauty. 



The use of clothing, poses, attitudes, props and backgrounds that convey the 
message of the portrait is highly diverse and yet surprisingly consistent.  
 
Exhibition creators 
The exhibition has been created by Jonathan Bikker, Rijksmuseum research 
curator, and Gregor Weber, head of Visual Arts at the Rijksmuseum. The 
exhibition can be seen only in the Rijksmuseum. 
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