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Painting at the margins of possibility

Artist Robin Richmond defies any one to see the National Gallery ’s Rembrandt exhibition and emerge

unchanged

On the evening of the day  that I saw this exhibition at the National Gallery  I had the good fortune to

attend a final, blazing rehearsal of Beethoven’s Fifth sy mphony . It is a well-known fact that John Eliot

Gardiner, who was conducting, is a charismatic communicator whose insights, investigations and

revelations stretch far bey ond the podium.  The complex  skeins of incantatory  harmony  and dissonance

he drew out from his musicians seemed like sy naesthetic versions of the paintings that I had experienced

that morning in Trafalgar Square.

Composed some 140 y ears after Rembrandt made his last painting in 1669, a mournful image of Simon

with the Infant Christ in the Temple which closes this exhibition and was on his easel when he died, I felt

Beethoven was working the same cathartic themes as the greatest painter who has ever lived. Sitting in

the balcony  of Hampstead Town Hall, I reflected on a man, who unlike Beethoven, had died bankrupt,

defeated, bereft of the people he had loved, alienated by  his critics and alone in his empty  studio. I sat

and pondered the challenges posed by  an artist’s commitment to creativ ity  at any  cost; to the

irreconcilable polarities of life and death; to a life spent taking the temperature of the delicate balance

between loss and redemption, engaged in a thought experiment with the tug of revolution and the safety

of the status quo.

At one point John Eliot Gardiner asked his baroque trumpet play er to tell the orchestra about something

said by  a friend who works in Formula One. He said (with what one hopes is a metaphorical rather than a

concrete turn of phrase) that a great car has to be raced so hard and so fast and with such commitment

that it should fall apart after a race. That is how Beethoven should be play ed, and that is exactly  how

Rembrandt paints.
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