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2  The Gallery of Honour of  
the Rijksmuseum, looking 
from the main hall to  
the Night Watch room 
c. 1885

 [page 2]
1  Rembrandt van Rijn 

Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District II  
in Amsterdam, under  
the Command of Captain  
Frans Banninck Cocq and 
Lieutenant Willem van 
Ruytenburch, known as  
‘The Night Watch’

 1642

  Both the captain and the 
lieutenant were lawyers  
by profession. Eight of the 
guardsmen portrayed were 
cloth merchants. Others 
were wine merchants and 
grocers. The majority were 
members of the Reformed 
church, while one belonged 
to the more liberal Remon
strant confession and two 
were Catholics



rembrandt’s Famous Painting

The Night Watch is unarguably one of the most famous 
paintings in the world [FiG. 1]. For many it is synonymous  
not only with its maker, Rembrandt, but with Dutch art  
of the Golden Age in general. Since its opening in 1885,  
the Rijksmuseum has deliberately fostered this view by 
displaying Rembrandt’s masterpiece as the climax of its 
collection of seventeenthcentury Dutch art. With some 
notable interruptions, The Night Watch has hung like a high 
altarpiece in a separate room at the end of the Gallery of 
Honour, a space resembling the nave of a church [FiG. 2]. 
Rather than taking the iconic status of the painting for 
granted, however, we should ask ourselves whether it was 
always as famous as it is today and what exactly makes  
it so exceptional.
 Seventeenthcentury guides to Amsterdam describe the 
building and the room where The Night Watch hung, but say 
nothing about the work itself. On the other hand, if we go 
by the earliest published accounts of the painting, it was 
already famous in its own time. Rembrandt’s former pupil 
Samuel van Hoogstraten wrote in 1678 that it would ‘in my 
view ... outlive all of its rivals’, and the Italian writer Filippo 
Baldinucci, who heard about The Night Watch from another 
former pupil of Rembrandt’s, Bernard Keil, stated in 1686 
that with this painting the master had ‘acquired a greater 
name than almost any other artist from that region  
ever did’.
 It is interesting to consider what Rembrandt’s former 
pupils thought was so special about The Night Watch.  
Van Hoogstraten felt it was ‘so picturesque in its concept,  
so dashing in the placement of the figures and so power 
ful that ... all other works are as playingcards beside it’. 
What struck Keil as extraordinary was the fact that there  
is move ment in the painting and that the figures so 
convincingly recede into space.
 These views paint only a partial picture of what makes 
The Night Watch unique. As a portrait of the officers and 
some of the men of one of Amsterdam’s civic guard 
companies, it belongs to an almost exclusively Dutch  
category of painting, the corporate group portrait,  
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which also includes pictures of board members of trade 
guilds and governors of charitable institutions. Hundreds  
of them were made between the second quarter of the 
sixteenth century and the early nineteenth, and the 
‘Dutchness’ of the civic guard portrait in particular has often 
been stressed. The Night Watch’s subject is consequently 
very representative of seventeenthcentury Dutch art, and 
in this respect the status it is given as the centrepiece of 
the Rijksmuseum’s collection seems logical. But The Night 
Watch itself is one of the strangest paintings of the Dutch 
Golden Age, especially when compared with other militia 
portraits. It owes its fame and its place on the high altar 
of the Rijksmuseum not to the fact that it is characteristic 
of Dutch art of the period, but because it departs from  
the norm, and transcends it.

The Amsterdam Civic Guard and their Portraits

The civic militia as an institution had its roots in medieval 
times. It was organized into guilds, and in Rembrandt’s day 
there were three doelen or head quarters in Amsterdam, 
named after the weapons − the crossbow, the longbow and 
the klover or caliver (a simple light musket) − traditionally 
associated with each guild. The civic guard head quarters 
where The Night Watch hung was called the Kloveniers
doelen after the latter weapon [FiG. 3]. 
 The Amsterdam militia was reorganized in 1580. The city 
was divided into districts, each with its own civic guard 
company under the leadership of a captain, lieutenant  
and ensign. At the time Rembrandt was commissioned to 
paint The Night Watch − some sixty years later − there were 
twenty of them. With a few exceptions, all ablebodied men 
between the ages of eighteen and sixty were called upon  
to join the company in the district where they lived on a 
parttime basis. Their selection was ultimately in the hands 
of the captain, and, in the course of the first half of the 
seventeenth century, the handful of clans that controlled 
Amsterdam city politics increasingly gained control over the 
selection of the captains and other officers. This nepotistic 
system sometimes descended into the realms of farce,  
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3  Isaac de Moucheron 
Firework Island in the River 
Amstel on the Occasion of 
the Visit of the Muscovite 
Ambassadors, with the 
Kloveniersdoelen Buildings 
in the Background  
(on the left)

 1697



4  Cornelis Ketel  
Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District I  
in Amsterdam, under  
the Command of Captain  
Dirck Jacobsz Rosecrans 
and Lieutenant Pauw

 1588



as when Burgomaster Joan Munter appointed his two 
yearold son Dirck to the position of ensign in 1650, and 
promoted him to the rank of lieutenant six years later. 
Service in the senior ranks of the civic guard was often  
a stepping stone to high office in municipal politics. 
 The main responsibility of the civic militia was to defend 
the city against attack. In the periods from 1580 to 1609  
and 1621 to 1648 the potential invaders were the Spanish. 
While Amsterdam itself was never besieged, companies of 
its civic guardsmen, mostly volunteers from the various 
districts, were sent out to assist the regular troops of the 
States army at the front.
 In 1529, the militia began to decorate their doelen with 
group portraits of civic guardsmen. Of the 135 surviving 
works, more were painted in Amsterdam – fiftyseven to  
be precise – than in any other Dutch city. In 1588 Cornelis 
Ketel introduced an important innovation to the genre: for 
the first time, a company was depicted standing, lifesize 
and fulllength [FiG. 4]. This was also the first painting of  
the kind to reflect the new structure of the civic militia 
introduced in 1580. The highest ranking officers, the captain 
and the lieutenant, can be identified by their weapons, and 
the ensign by the fact that he carries the troop’s banner. 
The two sergeants can also be recognized by the arms they 
carry. Most Amsterdam civic guard portraits executed  
after 1588 followed Ketel’s example in this regard, and  
The Night Watch, as we shall see, was no exception.
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5  Reconstruction of the great 
hall of the Kloveniersdoelen 
with The Night Watch and 
the six other group portraits 
made for it between 1640 
and 1645





The Biggest Ever for Just 1,600 Guilders 

The earliest mention of The Night Watch occurs in a 
handwritten list of ‘the public paintings preserved in the  
3 doelen, as I found them on my return to Amsterdam in 
February 1653’ compiled by the town councilman Gerard 
Schaep Pietersz. Rembrandt’s portrait was one of seven 
hanging in the ‘great hall’ of the Kloveniersdoelen. Schaep 
tells us precisely where in the room each of the portraits 
hung [FiG. 5]. The first on his list was that of the governors of 
the Kloveniersdoelen [FiG. 6], which meant that it was also  
the most important as far as the status of the sitters was 
concerned. It was painted by Rembrandt’s former pupil 
Govert Flinck in 1642 and hung above the fireplace on the 
short wall opposite the entrance. The other six paintings 
were all group portraits of civic guardsmen from the com  
panies that used the Kloveniersdoelen as their head quarters. 
Between the fireplace and the windows overlooking the 
River Amstel hung a work by the German artist Joachim von 
Sandrart [FiG. 7]. Dated 1640, this was the first to be hung in 
the room. On the other side of the fire place was the last 
portrait made for the great hall [FiG. 8]. This work of 1645  
was also painted by Flinck, the only artist to receive two 
commissions.
 Three monumental canvases, all dating from 1642, hung 
on the long wall facing the windows. One of them was  
The Night Watch, but it did not have pride of place in the 
centre. That spot was reserved for the portrait by Nicolaes 
Eliasz Pickenoy, which is nowadays widely regarded as  
the most boring of the entire ensemble [FiG. 9]. Flanking 
Pickenoy’s painting on the left was The Night Watch, and  
on the right a militia piece by Jacob Backer [FiG. 10]. It should 
be pointed out that the position of The Night Watch in the 
corner of the room was not a slight to Rembrandt. The com 
pany in Pickenoy’s painting would have been given centre 
stage because its captain, Jan Claesz van Vlooswijck, had 
held that post much longer than those in Rembrandt’s and 
Backer’s portraits. Van Vlooswijck, moreover, was also one 
of the governors of the Kloveniersdoelen. The canvases on 
the long wall of the great hall were the largest civic guard 
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6  Govert Flinck  
Portrait of the Governors  
of the Kloveniersdoelen 
1642



7  Joachim von Sandrart 
Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District XIX  
in Amsterdam, under the 
Command of Captain 
Cornelis Bicker and 
Lieutenant Frederick  
van Banchem, Waiting to 
Welcome Maria de’ Medici,  
1 September 1638

  1640  



8  Govert Flinck  
Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District XVIII 
in Amsterdam, under the 
Command of Captain Albert 
Bas and Lieutenant Lucas 
Pietersz Conijn

  1645  



9  Nicolaes Eliasz Pickenoy 
Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District IV  
in Amsterdam, under the 
Command of Captain Jan 
Claesz van Vlooswijck and 
Lieutenant Gerrit Hudde 
1642



  The captain in The Night 
Watch, Frans Banninck Cocq, 
was married to the sister  
of Cornelis de Graeff, the 
captain in this portrait. It 
was thanks to his brother
inlaw that he would become 
one of Amsterdam’s four 
pre siding burgo masters in 
1650

10  Jacob Backer  
Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District V  
in Amsterdam, under the 
Command of Captain 
Cornelis de Graeff and 
Lieutenant Hendrick 
Lauwrensz 
1642





11  Bartholomeus van der Helst 
Officers and Other Civic 
Guardsmen of District VIII 
of Amsterdam, under the 
Command of Captain Roelof 
Bicker and Lieutenant Jan 
Michielsz Blaeuw 
1643



portraits ever executed, and possibly the largest paintings 
in Amsterdam at the time. All three were sub  sequently cut 
down, Backer’s less so than the others. While a few of the 
militia pieces made earlier for the other doelen were wider, 
those by Rembrandt, Pickenoy and Backer were a metre or 
more taller than their nearest competitors. A year later, in 
1643, when Bartholomeus van der Helst’s more than seven
metrewide canvas was installed above the large fireplace 
on the entrance wall [FiG. 11], the Kloveniersdoelen could also 
claim the widest civic guard portrait in Amsterdam. The 
enormous dimensions of the paintings meant that all the 
figures could be fulllength and more than lifesize, which 
was the case nowhere else in the Amsterdam doelen.
 Within a mere five years, all the walls of the great hall  
of the Kloveniersdoelen were filled with paintings. Various 
theories have been put forward to account for this enor
mous undertaking. In the earliest dated portrait, the one  
by Von Sandrart, the men are gathered around a sculpted 
bust of Maria de’ Medici, the widow of King Henry IV of 
France. A poem by Joost van den Vondel, once visible on 
the piece of paper beneath it, informs us that they have 
come to   gether in anticipation of her arrival in Amsterdam 
on 1 September 1638. Exiled from France by her son and 
irredeemably broke, Maria de’ Medici was not the most 
glamorous nor politically important royal, but the city 
nevertheless turned her fiveday visit into the greatest 
public ceremony Amsterdam had ever seen. As part of  
the show, all four thousand members of the civic guard, 
decked out in their finest military outfits and carrying their 
weapons, were in attendance [FiG. 12]. However, the notion 
that the other five portraits in the great hall also depict 
companies of guardsmen participating in the ceremonies 
does not hold water. The officers in some of the paintings 
did not occupy those posts in September 1638. Frans 
Banninck Cocq, for example, was the lieutenant of a dif   
fer ent district at the time, not the captain of district II,  
the one represented in Rembrandt’s painting.
 The great hall was located on the second floor of a  
mag nif icent seventeenthcentury extension to the medi
eval tower, called Swygh Utrecht, that had served as the 
head  quarters of the Kloveniers since 1522 [FiG. 3]. With its 
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12  Salomon Savery after  
Jan Martsen de Jonge  
Joyous Entry of Maria  
de’ Medici at the Oudezijds 
Voorburgwal in front of  
the Hoogstraat

 1638

  Musketeers and their 
powder boys line the street 
in the foreground of this 
print. The pikemen form 
two orderly rows in front  
of the arch on the left and 
in the background



fourmetrehigh ceilings and generous floor plan, it was an 
imposing space, designed to impress, very unlike the dark, 
cramped reception rooms of the other two doelen. The  
civic guardsmen were not the only ones to use it; the city 
government, for example, held its annual banquets there. 
The hall itself must have been regarded as something of an 
attraction, for it was shown to important visitors to the city. 
Was it simply the completion of the extension housing the 
great hall that prompted the commissioning of the seven 
portraits? This seductively simple explanation does not 
work either, because it has been recently established that 
the extension was finished in 1630.
 As the various dates of the seven portraits indicate,  
they were not commissioned as a group. Von Sandrart’s 
painting would have been ordered as an independent work 
celebrat ing that company’s role in the festivities for Maria 
de’ Medici’s visit. Because the long wall had a series of small 
windows at the time, it was hung to the left of the fireplace 
on the short wall opposite the entrance, which was then 
the best available spot. The hanging of Von Sandrart’s 
painting in 1640 probably prompted the captains of three 
of the other companies associated with the Kloveniers
doelen and its governors to have their portraits made  
as well.
 Pickenoy’s painting was installed on 16 July 1642.  
If Rembrandt had to deliver The Night Watch on or around 
the same date, he would have had a hard time of it, as his 
wife Saskia Uylenburgh died a little more than a month 
earlier on 14 June 1642. Although the exact date of delivery 
for The Night Watch cannot be established, we do know that 
Rembrandt would have had more than a year to work on it. 
A shield with the names of the civic guardsmen portrayed 
in it was added to the paint ing sometime between 1642 
and 1655 by another artist [FiG. 13]. Among them is that of Jan 
Claesz Leijdeckers, who was buried on 27 December 1640, 
which means that Rembrandt must have received the 
commission before that date.
 A contemporary of Rembrandt’s, Hans Bontemantel, 
informs us in the notes he made on his city and its insti 
tu tions that the militia pieces were financed by the civic 
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13  Detail from The Night Watch 
of the shield with the civic 
guardsmen’s names

 



guardsmen themselves. In the case of The Night Watch this  
is confirmed by statements that two of the sitters made in 
1658, which also tell us how much they paid. One of them 
simply said that ‘the painting cost the sum of sixteen 
hundred guilders’, while the other was more specific:  
‘he was painted and portrayed by Rembrandt van Rijn, art 
painter, with other persons of their company and corporal
ship, sixteen of them, in a painting now standing in the 
great hall of the Kloveniersdoelen and that each of them,  
as far as he the witness remembers, paid for being painted 
the sum of one hundred guilders on average, one paying 
more and the other less, depending on their place in it’. 
According to this guardsman, there were only sixteen people 
portrayed in The Night Watch, whereas there are eighteen 
names recorded on the shield that was added later on. He 
may not have counted the captain and lieu tenant among  
the sitters, and they perhaps paid significantly more than 
the lower ranking officers and regular guardsmen. Mistaken
ly or not, Bernard Keil, who provided Filippo Baldinucci with 
information, remembered a much higher sum for the entire 
composition: four thou sand guilders. Whatever the case may 
be, sixteen hundred guilders for The Night Watch seems  
a pittance when compared to the five hundred guilders  
Rem brandt charged one of his patrons around this time  
for a standing, fulllength portrait. On the other hand,  
a hundred guilders a head is forty guilders more than 
Rembrandt’s colleagues Thomas de Keyser and Frans Hals 
had agreed to be paid by the guardsmen they portrayed  
in 1632 and 1637 respectively.
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Why rembrandt?

It may seem an odd question, but it is one worth asking.  
The other two artists whose paintings came to decorate  
the long wall of the great hall in 1642 already had one civic 
guard piece, in the case of Jacob Backer, and three of them, 
in the case of Nicolaes Eliasz Pickenoy, under their belts.  
The Night Watch is Rembrandt’s first and only militia portrait. 
By 1640, however, he was at the height of his career. An 
Englishman who travelled through the Nether lands in that 
year noted in his journal: ‘As for the art off Painting and the 
affection off the people to Pictures, I thincke none other goe 
beeyond them, there having bin in this Country Many excellent 
Men in thatt Faculty, some att Presentt, as Rimbrantt.’ 
Rembrandt’s great reputation was also remarked upon by 
Jan Jansz Orlers in his 1641 des crip tion of the artist’s birth
place, Leiden: ‘He was so talented that he has since become 
one of the most esteemed painters of this century’. Orlers 
also informs us that Rembrandt moved to Amsterdam from 
Leiden ‘because his work and art had greatly pleased and 
impressed the citi zens and residents of Amsterdam, and 
because he received frequent portrait commissions, as well as 
requests for other pictures’. During the course of the 1630s, 
Rembrandt had in fact become the most sought after por  
trait ist in Amsterdam. While he had as yet to tackle the sub  ject 
of the civic guard, he had already painted a group portrait, 
The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp, in 1632 [FiG. 14]. 
 Some of the other commissioned artists were already 
well known to the captains they portrayed. Von Sandrart, for 
example, had painted portraits of two of Captain Cornelis 
Bicker’s nephews and their wives in 1639. Rembrandt had 
no such prior connection to Frans Banninck Cocq. He did, 
though, have a link with the captain’s predecessor, Pieter 
Reael, who as one of the governors of the Kloveniersdoelen 
may have played a role in organizing the decoration of the 
great hall. Reael’s favourite nephew, Joannes Wtenbogaert, 
was portrayed by Rembrandt in an etching in 1639. The 
artist also knew one of the regular guardsmen he pictured, 
Jan Claesz Leijdeckers, whose nephew, the painter Gerbrand 
van den Eeckhout, probably trained with the master in the 
late 1630s and was later described as his ‘great friend’.
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14  Rembrandt van Rijn  
The Anatomy Lesson  
of Dr Nicolaes Tulp 
1632



Thirty-Four Figures, but Only Eighteen 
Guardsmen

In 1715 The Night Watch was transferred to Amsterdam’s  
city hall, the present day Royal Palace on Dam Square, 
where it was cut down on all sides to fit between two 
doors. The left side of Rembrandt’s painting, where three 
figures were removed, suffered the most. A contemporary 
copy gives us an idea of how it originally looked [FiG. 15].
 The shield later added to The Night Watch carries the 
names of eighteen militiamen, but there were thirtyfour 
figures in all in the original painting. This use of ‘extras’, 
especially their number and the fact they are integrated 
with the guardsmen, is one of the things that sets 
Rembrandt’s painting apart from all other civic guard 
portraits. Cornelis Ketel’s 1588 group portrait [FiG. 4] can serve 
as an example of the usual strategy in which only members 
of the company in question were shown. Some of the other 
portraits in the great hall, such as Backer’s, include a few 
extras, but they occupy inconspicuous positions in the back   
ground and we only see the backs of their heads. The 
simplest way to identify the guardsmen and the extras  
in The Night Watch is to look at an etching of the painting 
on which the figures are numbered (see inside back  
jacket flap).
 The guardsmen Rembrandt portrayed belonged to the 
company for district II [FiG. 16], but only a small fraction of the 
entire troop, which may have had as many as two hundred 
guardsmen, appear in the painting. The most important 
figure is the captain, Frans Banninck Cocq (no. 1), who shares 
centre stage with his lieutenant, Willem van Ruytenburch 
(no. 2). Banninck Cocq is elegantly dressed in black, with 
tassels under the knees of his breeches, a flat ruffled collar 
lavishly trimmed with lace, and a gold brocade shirt. This 
was the typical outfit of a married man from the regent 
class at the time. Upon closer inspection it becomes 
apparent that the captain is also wearing a metal collar, 
called a gorget, under his lace collar. This and the sword  
at his side denote his military role, as does the baton in  
his right hand, which identifies him as the captain.  
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15  Attributed to Gerrit Lundens  
The Night Watch 
 c. 1642–83

 
  The line indicates where  

The Night Watch was cut 
down on the left



16  Balthazar Floris  
Map of Amsterdam  
(detail) 
1625

  District II was situated to  
the north of the Nieuwe 
Kerk (to the right of Dam 
Square). Although most  
of the civic guardsmen 
portrayed by Rembrandt 
lived in the district itself, 
Captain Frans Banninck 
Cocq and Lieutenant Willem 
van Ruytenburch did not



17  The Amsterdam coat  
of arms

18  Detail of the Amsterdam 
coat of arms on Lieutenant 
Willem van Ruytenburch’s 
buff coat

.



He also wears a red sash. Rembrandt may have deliberately 
chosen this colour so that, combined with the black of his 
costume and the white of his lace collar, Banninck Cocq 
symbolizes the city of Amsterdam, whose coat of arms is 
white, black and red [FiG. 17].
 While Banninck Cocq wears the colours of the city of 
Amsterdam, Lieutenant Willem van Ruytenburch (no. 2) 
wears those of the Kloveniersdoelen, yellow and blue. 
Unlike Banninck Cocq’s dress there is nothing civilian about 
Van Ruytenburch’s clothing. Like the majority of guardsmen 
in the portraits by Pickenoy and Backer in the great hall, 
Van Ruytenburch wears a yellow leather coat, known as  
a buff coat, over a doublet with white and yellow striped 
sleeves. His breeches are also made of yellow leather and 
he has a highly ornamented gorget around his neck. Unlike 
the captain, who has on town shoes, he wears riding boots 
with spurs. The coat of arms of Amsterdam – three St Andrew’s 
crosses, held by a lion – appears twice in the sumptuously 
embroidered border of his buff coat: a gorgeous touch [FiG. 18]. 
Rembrandt used very thick paint here in order to replicate 
the threedimensional surface of the embroidery. Van 
Ruytenburch carries the ceremonial weapon associated 
with the rank of lieutenant, a broadbladed spear with 
pointed wings known as a partisan.
 Next in rank was Jan Cornelisz Visscher (no. 3), the  
bearer of the company’s standard. Ensigns were required  
to come from wealthy families, and because their duty was 
to march into battle, lightly armed, at the head of the troop, 
they had to be bachelors so that there could be no risk of 
their leaving behind a widow and children. Visscher met 
these requirements with flying colours. The ensign usually 
cuts the most dashing figure in civic guard portraits, but 
with the exception of Van der Helst’s splendid silverclad 
standard bearer [FiG. 19], those in the paintings produced for 
the great hall are rather plain. Visscher looks up proudly at 
the company’s banner, in the Kloveniers’ colours, with the 
city’s coat of arms held by a lion in the centre. The blue  
and yellow are repeated in Visscher’s jacket and sash.
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19  Detail of the company’s 
ensign, Pieter Hulft, from 
Van der Helst’s civic guard 
portrait [fig. 11]



The troop’s two sergeants have been placed almost sym 
metrically on either side of the painting. Although they had 
the same civic guard function, the way they are dressed 
makes them polar opposites. Rombout Kemp on the right 
(no. 5) wears a contemporary black costume similar to the 
one worn by Captain Banninck Cocq, with a millstone ruff 
and a broadbrimmed hat. The weapon he holds, a halberd, 
has a metal blade with an axe on one side and a hook on the 
other. The halberd was designed in the fourteenth century 
so that foot soldiers could pull cavalrymen off their mounts, 
but in the seventeenth century it was used by sergeants  
to keep their men in line. The model held by Kemp was of 
contemporary manufacture. In contrast to Kemp, Sergeant 
Reijer Jansz Engelen (no. 4), seated on a parapet on what  
is now the far left of the painting, comes across as an  
alto gether archaic type. He wears a cuirass and has a gaunt
let on his right hand. His very ornate helmet is based on 
Italian Renaissance models, but may well have sprouted 
from Rembrandt’s imagination. The halberd Engelen holds  
is also at least a century old.
 Since Ketel’s 1588 painting, almost all civic guard portraits 
included the captain, lieutenant, ensign and two sergeants 
with the weapons associated with their rank. Rembrandt  
did not deviate from this pattern, although the way Engelen 
is outfitted is highly unusual. Some of the other guardsmen 
in his painting, however, carry arms that either never, or 
only very occasionally appear in other militia pieces. In fact, 
there is a greater variety of weapons in The Night Watch than 
in any other civic guard portrait. A number of them were no 
longer in use and the costumes worn by the men who handle 
them also hark back to an earlier era in some instances. 
Another unusual feature of Rembrandt’s work is that no 
fewer than nine guardsmen wear helmets, whereas there  
is not a single helmeted figure in the other paintings that 
hung in the great hall.
 The guardsman to the right of Ensign Visscher carries a 
sword and round shield, known as a ‘rondas’, from which  
this type of soldier derived the name ‘rondassier’ (no. 18). 
The Night Watch is the only militia portrait since 1596 to 
include such figures, and, as if to underline the fact, this one 
wears a late sixteenthcentury helmet. Another rondassier 
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stands to the left of the company’s banner, wearing con  
temporary clothing (no. 8). The soft hat with notched brim 
worn by the guardsman between Captain Banninck Cocq 
and Lieutenant van Ruytenburch (no. 22) is also a sixteenth
century costume item. From the very beginning of his career, 
Rembrandt used this kind of apparel from the previous 
century in his paintings of Old Testament and mythological 
subjects, as well as subjects derived from Ancient Roman 
history [FiG. 20]. The twohanded sword held by the figure with 
the oldfashioned hat in The Night Watch identifies him as a 
captain of arms, a noncommissioned officer responsible 
for the care of weapons. Rembrandt was the first artist in 
almost fifty years to include this unwieldy sword in a militia 
portrait. Van der Helst may have followed Rembrandt’s lead 
in this respect in his 1643 painting in the great hall [FiG. 21].
 The fellow wearing a top hat just behind Rembrandt’s 
captain of arms holds what appears to be a very long 
cavalry lance (no. 20). No other civic guard portrait includes 
one. This is not the case with the pike, one of the weapons 
that figure most prominently in The Night Watch. There  
are fifteen of them – but only two pikemen – on the right 
side of the painting. Pikes were still very much in use in 
Rembrandt’s day and, just as he depicted them, pikemen 
were concentrated in groups when engaged in battle as 
well as when on parade [FiG. 12]. Pikes in this number do  
not often appear in civic guard pieces, but Rembrandt was 
not the only artist to use them in this way. Van der Helst 
and especially Backer [FiGs. 11, 10] also realized, perhaps even  
better than Rembrandt, that a few pikes in the background 
of one’s painting go a long way in creating the illusion that 
a much larger group of men is present than is actually  
the case.
 By far the most important type of arms in The Night Watch 
is the musket. The most effective weapon in warfare since 
the end of the sixteenth century, it was eventually used  
by all civic guard companies irrespective of which doelen 
they were associated with. However, the musket had been 
the assigned weapon of the Kloveniers ever since the foun
dation of the guild in 1522, and for this reason it fea tures 
prominently in The Night Watch and in four of the six other 
civic guard portraits that were made for the great hall. In 
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20  Rembrandt van Rijn 
History Painting 
1626

21  Detail of the captain of 
arms holding a twohanded 
sword from the painting  
by Van der Helst [fig. 11]



Rembrandt’s painting, seven figures hold muskets, while  
on the right we can make out the parallel barrels of three 
more muskets whose bearers are blocked from view by 
Sergeant Kemp. Three musketeers (nos. 10, 14, 24) form a 
conspicuous row directly behind Captain Banninck Cocq and 
Lieutenant van Ruytenburch. Together they illustrate three 
consecutive stages in the handling of the musket derived 
from a very influential book by Jacques de Gheyn first 
published in 1607, and later translated into English under 
the title The Exercise of Armes. The two musketeers dressed 
in red are guardsmen, although the costume worn by the 
one on the left (no. 10) has a rather sixteenthcentury look 
about it. Seen in full, this figure is loading his musket with 
gunpowder from one of the wooden cartridges attached to 
his bandolier [FiG. 22]. The guardsman in red behind Lieu ten
ant van Ruytenburch (no. 24) is clearing the pan of his 
musket by blowing off the excess powder that remained 
there after the weapon was fired [FiGs. 23, 24].
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22  Detail of the musketeer 
loading his weapon (no. 10)



24  Robert de Baudous  
after Jacques de Gheyn  
A Musketeer Blowing the 
Pan of his Weapon Clean  
of Unexploded Powder 
c. 1597–1607

23  Detail of the guardsman  
to the right of Lieutenant 
Willem van Ruytenburch  
(no. 24) clearing the pan  
of his musket



25  Robert de Baudous  
after Jacques de Gheyn  
A Musketeer Firing  
his Weapon 
c. 1597–1607

  Compare the boy in the 
purple hose (no. 14)

26  Detail of the guardsman 
about to fire his musket 
from Van der Helst’s 
painting [fig. 11]



A Boy in Purple Padded Hose and  
a Girl with a Chicken

The oddest looking of the three musketeers in the  
row behind Captain Banninck Cocq and Lieutenant van 
Ruytenburch is the boy in the middle (no. 14), who fires  
the only shot in the picture. Between the captain and  
the lieutenant we can make out the barrel of his musket, 
the plume of smoke that issues from it melding with  
the feathers in Van Ruytenburch’s hat. The illustration  
in De Gheyn’s book that served as the model for this  
pose was also used by Van der Helst for his painting  
in the great hall [FiGs. 25, 26]. His musketeer differs from 
Rembrandt’s in that he has not yet let off his weapon. 
Muskets are, however, being fired in the background  
of both Van der Helst’s and Backer’s works, and by one  
of the guardsman in Pickenoy’s portrait. There were 
thus four paintings in the great hall of the Kloveniers 
doelen in which the musket was shown in action, which 
was another first, as the weapon is not discharged in any 
of the other civic guard paintings that have come down us.
 There are other, more important differences between  
the centrally placed musketeers in The Night Watch and  
Van der Helst’s painting. In the latter work the musketeer 
wears the fashions of his time, including a buff coat, while 
the purple padded hose and helmet worn by Rembrandt’s 
musketeer are from the 1590s. Whereas Van der Helst’s 
musketeer looks at us, the face of Rembrandt’s is hidden 
from sight. Van der Helst’s musketeer has the individual 
features of one of the civic guardsmen he was commis
sioned to portray, but Rembrandt’s does not have a face 
and is therefore not an individual but the representation  
of an entire group. He is a symbolic figure, a personification 
of musketry, and the oak leaves adorning his helmet are  
a symbol of the strength of the musketeers and the civic 
guardsmen in general, as well as the victory that the 
firearm will bring them.
 The faceless musketeer is only one of sixteen extras  
in The Night Watch, most of whom are only fragments 
of figures – an eye and part of a nose – filling the gaps 
between the guardsmen who paid to have their portraits 
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included in the painting. The fragmentary head to the right 
of ensign Visscher probably belongs to Rembrandt (no. 17), 
who spent years standing in front of the painting while  
he worked on it, but now stands at the back of the crowd 
regarding us, the viewers, as we look at him at the back  
of the painting in a neverending exchange of glances. The 
partially glimpsed supernumeraries go a long way towards 
suggesting the presence of the entire troop. Among the few 
extras to be given a more important role is the drummer  
on the right (no. 30). He was not a member of the company, 
but was hired for special occasions such as parades. His soft 
hat and slashed sleeves give him a sixteenthcentury air.
 As intriguing as the boy in the purple hose, if not more  
so, are the two girls to the left of him (nos. 12, 13). As a 
centre of light the one dressed in gold irresistibly draws  
our atten tion, and her somewhat blurry appearance and 
magnificent dress make her seem a mysterious apparition. 
She wears an imaginary costume composed of a long, finely 
brocaded robe with a separate cape, but the most unusual 
thing about her is the large white fowl, most likely a chicken, 
hanging upside down by its claws from her dress. The girl 
also has a pistol. Rembrandt probably got the idea for this 
figure from prints and paintings depicting sutlers, women 
who accompanied troops on the move, peddling provisions 
to the soldiers [FiG. 27]. It is also tempting to con sider the  
child wearing the oversized helmet in one of these prints as 
the source for the cutest extra in Rembrandt’s painting, the 
little boy on the left dashing off with a powder horn (no. 11).
 Like the boy in the purple hose, the girl in gold is a 
symbolic figure. The firearm hanging from her belt was  
the privileged weapon of the Kloveniers and the claws of 
the fowl at her waist also refer to their head quarters [FiG. 28]. 
As the emblem of the Kloveniersdoelen, the golden claw 
could be seen everywhere in and on the building itself. 
Flinck also included it in his portrait of the doelen’s 
governors painted in the same year as The Night Watch  
[FiG. 29]. While the boy in the purple padded hose personifies 
musketry, the girl with the chicken symbolizes the 
Kloveniers themselves.
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  While the sutler herself  
does not carry the chicken  
in this print, the puffed  
sleeves and decorative 
bands of her dress are 
costume elements she 
shares with Rembrandt’s 
girl (no. 13)

27  Virgil Solis 
A Sutler and her Assistant 
c. 1530–55



28  Detail of the chicken at  
the girl’s waist (no. 13)



29  Detail of the emblem of  
the Kloveniers from Flinck’s 
governors portrait [fig. 6]



Action!

One of the things about The Night Watch that Bernard Keil 
admired was the way the captain appears to be moving.  
A calligraphic inscription on the page opposite a drawing 
after the painting in Banninck Cocq’s own family album  
[FiG. 30] also mentions this action. ‘The young Lord of Purmer
land, as captain, orders his lieutenant, the Lord of Vlaar dingen, 
to march out his company of civic guardsmen’. With his  
bare left hand he gives the command, and the guardsmen 
scramble to get into line. Action is implied not only by the 
actual animation of the figures, such as the little boy on  
the left running to keep up with the guards men, but also  
by way of gestures, the direction of glances, and the move
ment of clothing and objects. Sergeant Kemp (no. 5), for 
example, points the way the guardsmen must go and 
Captain Banninck Cocq’s sash swings behind him, as do the 
cartridges suspended from the bandolier of the musketeer 
who is loading his weapon (no. 10). And all this activity is 
accompanied by noise. We can almost hear the drumming, 
the musket being fired and the dog barking.
 The Night Watch is the only civic guard portrait in which 
action is the governing principle. In this respect, a greater 
contrast than the one between Rembrandt’s and Pickenoy’s 
paintings in the great hall can hardly be imagined. Although 
a few of the guardsmen in the latter work load or shoot 
their muskets, there is none of the dynamism that we find 
in The Night Watch. Indeed, Pickenoy’s canvas is one of the 
civic guard portraits Samuel van Hoogstraten was probably 
thinking of when he described the majority of these paint
ings as nothing more than ‘playingcards’. Not only are the 
guardsmen neatly lined up in a row, their heads are all on 
the same level. In The Night Watch, on the other hand, the 
figures have been placed on various levels, making much 
more use of the available picture surface. Nor do Rembrandt’s 
figures occupy only the foreground of the painting, as they 
do in Pickenoy’s. In order to achieve this more ambitious 
arrangement of the guardsmen and the extras in space, 
Rembrandt created an architectural setting that is not en  
tire ly logical. What, for example, are the men in the centre 
background, among them Ensign Visscher and the guards  
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30  Attributed to Jacob Colijns 
Drawing of The Night Watch 
in the Banninck Cocq 
Family Album





man wearing a tall hat, standing on? Supposedly there is  
a flight of stairs here, the lowest step of which can be seen 
between the legs of the boy in the purple hose, but these 
figures are far too elevated for this flight of stairs to make 
real sense.
 By using so many figures, and by distributing them on 
various levels and positions in space, Rembrandt created  
a significant challenge for himself – maintaining unity  
in what is a scene of seeming chaos. As Van Hoogstraten 
noted, Rembrandt achieved this admirably well. He accom
plished it chiefly by creating inlets of space on either side  
of Banninck Cocq and Van Ruytenburch. The figures behind 
the captain and lieutenant have been set on two main 
diagonals, which are reinforced by a series of smaller ones. 
The company’s standard, the musket held by the guardsman 
in red and the baton held by Banninck Cocq himself, for 
example, are all set on oblique lines pointing towards the 
captain. On the right side, similar diagonals are formed by 
Van Ruytenburch’s partisan, the musket held by the figure 
behind him and other weapons. Sergeant Kemp’s right arm 
and even the drum have been positioned so that they create 
oblique lines. Everything leads the eye to Captain Banninck 
Cocq, and as if this was not enough to tell us that he is the 
most important figure in the painting, he is shown signif i
cantly larger than his lieutenant. But these diagonals do 
more than emphasize the captain’s status; they also help 
propel the action forward in the direction the company will 
march. The great pains to which Rembrandt went in order  
to make sure that these oblique lines had the desired effect 
can be illustrated by the changes he made to the size and 
position of the partisan held by Van Ruytenburch [FiGs. 31-33].
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31  Detail of the partisan held 
by Lieutenant Willem van 
Ruytenburch. The weapon 
is shown in foreshortening, 
a method of representing 
an object as if it were seen 
at an angle and receding 
into space 



32  Detail from the Xradio
graph of Van Ruytenburch’s 
partisan, showing that the 
blade was lengthened 
twice. Xradiography is a 
method of looking under 
the surface of a painting at 
pigments containing lead, 
such as lead white, that 
have been painted over

33  Detail from the infrared 
reflectogram of Van 
Ruytenburch’s partisan, 
showing that Rembrandt 
changed it even more than 
was thought on the basis of 
the Xradiograph. Infrared 
reflectography registers 
pigments containing carbon, 
mostly black pigments



Light and shadow, and How  
The Night Watch Got its Name

Whereas the light in all other civic guard portraits is evenly 
distributed, much of The Night Watch is cast in shadow with 
spotlights shining on the main figures. Most of the light is 
concentrated on Banninck Cocq, whose open right hand 
seems to catch it, and Van Ruytenburch, who is the bright
est figure in the composition. The girl with the chicken is 
also highly illuminated, but it is not clear what the source 
of her light is. Like a true apparition, she appears to be 
generating it herself. The irregular pattern of light and 
shade in the painting creates a sense of drama and adds  
to the overall dynamism of the scene.
 A relatively dark painting to begin with, the accumulation 
of dirt and layers of varnish made The Night Watch even 
darker as time went by. This undoubtedly led to the mis 
conception that the soldiers in the portrait are patrolling at 
night. The title Night Watch was first coined in 1787. It was 
probably not only the work’s condition that led to this myth, 
but also the fact that by the end of the eighteenth century 
virtually the only task left to the civic guard was just that  
– night patrols.

The setting

Captain Banninck Cocq has given Lieutenant van Ruytenburch 
the order to march the company out. But why? Perhaps the 
archway from which the troop emerges can provide an answer. 
Advocates of the theory that The Night Watch is related to 
Maria de’ Medici’s visit to Amsterdam have likened this archi  
tectural backdrop to the triumphal arches that were erected 
in her honour [FiG. 12], but the re   semblance is only superficial. 
A better comparison can be made with SintAnthoniespoort 
[FiG. 34], one of the gates to the city where the civic guard 
stood watch. But here too we do not have a perfect match. 
Be this as it may, in the context of Rembrandt’s painting,  
it makes more sense that the structure is a city gate rather 
than one of the temporary arches erected in 1638. Maria  
de’ Medici’s visit was not the only time Amsterdam’s militia 
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34  Reinier Nooms 
Sint-Anthoniespoort 
c. 1652–56



companies could be seen on parade. Once a year, on 
Sundays in the summer, the civic guard companies would 
take turns marching to Dam Square where they would fire 
their muskets. The Night Watch is not simply an illustration 
of one of these military tattoos, for the inclusion of purely 
symbolic figures in the painting, representing the Klove niers  
doelen and the art of musketry, raises it far above such 
mundane events. Nor are the archaic costumes worn by the 
extras and some of the guardsmen parade outfits, as has 
often been claimed; on the contrary, they are a reminder  
of the long and ven  erable history of Amsterdam’s militia. 
Nevertheless, the marching in the painting does serve  
the same purpose as the annual parades, which was to 
demon strate the civic guard’s readiness and ability to 
defend the city against attack. Viewed in this light, the  
gate in the background of The Night Watch also has a 
symbolic function – it stands for the city of Amsterdam.  
The key to understanding The Night Watch is hidden in the 
shadow cast by the captain’s outstretched left hand that 
cups the coat of arms of Amsterdam embroidered on the 
border of Van Ruytenburch’s coat [FiG. 18]. This, of course, is 
exactly what Banninck Cocq and his men were doing by 
defending Amsterdam from its enemies, they were holding 
the city in their protective hands. This is why the men stand 
in front of an imaginary city gate as they hurry to get into 
formation and march out to fight for their beloved city.

A Painting That Will 
‘Outlive All of its rivals’

The Night Watch is the strangest civic guard portrait ever 
made. As we have seen, it includes many more figures than 
the eighteen guardsmen who paid to have themselves 
immortalized, and some of the extras have purely symbolic 
roles. There are more types of weapons depicted than in 
any other militia painting of its kind, and some of them 
were no longer in use. Several guardsmen also wear cos 
tumes from a bygone age. The figures are shown in action 
and the painting is not evenly lit, but veiled in shadow with 
spotlights illuminating key players. Although the seven 
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 teenthcentury guidebooks fail to mention it specifically, 
The Night Watch must have struck attentive visitors to the 
great hall of the Kloveniersdoelen as a very unusual work, 
totally different from the other paintings hanging there.
 One wonders whether Captain Frans Banninck Cocq  
and the other sitters were happy with the way they  
were portrayed. Based in part on a comment of Samuel  
van Hoogstraten’s that Rembrandt made ‘more work  
of the large image of his choosing, than of the individual  
like nesses he had been contracted to paint’, a now 
debunked myth that they were dissatisfied arose in the 
early twentieth century. Certainly, some of the guardsmen 
who only appear with their faces in the background of the 
painting may have felt shortchanged, but one can hardly 
imagine that Captain Banninck Cocq felt this way. After all, 
not only is he the most prominent figure in the painting, 
that painting was the most enthralling one in the great hall. 
The Night Watch went beyond the scope of the runofthe
mill militia piece. This is not simply a portrait of Banninck 
Cocq and some of his men, it is a portrait of the entire civic 
guard and its noble and exciting history as the defenders of 
Amsterdam. One cannot help thinking that Frans Banninck 
Cocq could have suspected that The Night Watch would 
‘outlive all of its rivals’.
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 Lambertus Claessens 
The Night Watch 
1797
Etching (first state) 
467 x 625 mm 
Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum 
Inv. no. RPP1883A7355

The numbers and the key are 
taken from Egbert Haverkamp 
Begemann’s 1982 book on  
The Night Watch. The officers  
in The Night Watch can be  
identified on the basis of their 
weapons. The identities of 
some of the guardsmen have 
been established by compari–
son with other portraits of 
them. The rest have been  
tentatively identified by the 
former Amsterdam city arch 
i vist, S.A.C. Dudok van Heel. 

1.   Captain Frans Banninck 
Cocq (1605–1655), Lord of 
Purmerland and Ilpendam

2.   Lieutenant Willem van 
Ruytenburch (1600–1652) 
Lord of Vlaardingen

3.  Ensign Jan Cornelisz   
 Visscher (1610–1650)
4.  Sergeant Reijer Jansz   
 Engelen (1588–1651)
5.  Sergeant Rombout Kemp 
 (1597–1653)
6.  Musketeer
7.   Rondassier: possibly Jan 

Pietersz Bronckhorst 
(1587–after 1666)

8.   Rondassier: Herman Jacobsz 
Wormskerck (1590–1653)

9.   Musketeer with gunfork 
and slowmatch: possibly 
Elbert Willemsz Swedenrijk 
(1589–1644) 

10.   Musketeer loading his 
weapon: possibly Jan Aertsz 
van der Heede (1610–1655)

11.  Powder boy
12. Girl in blue
13.  Girl in gold
14.  Musketeer firing his weapon
15.  Head of a man
16.  Head of a man
17.   Head of a man
18.   Rondassier: possibly  

Claes van Cruysbergen 
(1613–1663)

19.  Head of a man
20.  Guardsman holding  

cavalry lance: possibly  
Jan Ockers (1599–1652)

21.  Head of a man
22.   Captain of arms: possibly 

Jan Adriaensz Keijser  
(1594–1664)

23.  Pikeman: Walich   
 Schellingwou (1613–1653)
24.   Musketeer blowing the 

pan clean of unexploded 
powder: possibly Jan Claesz 
Leijdeckers (1597–1640)

25.   Pikeman: possibly Barent 
Hermansz Bolhamer  
(1589–1661)

26. Head of a pikeman
27.  Musketeer
28. Head of a man
29.  Pikeman: possibly Paulus 

Harmensz Schoonhoven 
(1595–1679)

30.  Drummer: probably Jacob 
Jorisz (1591–after 1646)

31.  Head of a man
32.   Musketeer (in section  

removed c. 1715): possibly 
Jan Brughman (1614–1652)

33.  Man with a hat (in section 
removed c. 1715): possibly 
Jacob Dircksz de Roy  
(1601–1659)

34.  Child peering over a parapet 
(in section removed c. 1715)

Inside front jacket flap: The Night Watch
Inside back jacket flap: key to the people portrayed


