
	    
 
Artist: Rembrandt Van Rijn 
Title: The Ship of Fortune 
Barstch Number: B111 
Date: 1633 
Medium: Etching on paper  
Size: 11.1 cm (4.4 in) x 16.7 cm (6.6 in) 
	  

Artist Statement 
“ Try to put well in practice what you already 
know; and in so doing, you will in good time, 
discover the hidden things which you now 
inquire about. Practice what you know, and it 
will help to make clear what now you do not 
know. ” 
-Rembrandt Van Rijn 
	  

Contextual Information 
This etching was made to illustrate Elias 
Herckmans’s book, The History of the 
World Through the Lens of Navigation. At 
the time, Spain was vying for power over 
the Dutch in the Eighty Years War (1568-
1648). Herckmans’s writings were 
designed to glorify the Dutch Naval 
Industries, but also to express a desire for 
peace with the Spanish. In 1633, peace 
negotiations were under way. Rembrandt’s 
etching displays many symbols 
referencing the desire for peace. These 
include: the four men in the background 
strenuously closing the doors to the 
Temple of Janus; the ship setting sail with 
the Goddess Fortune at the sail and the 
God Neptune at the stern; Emperor 
Augustus on a kneeling horse, arms 
outstretched as if proclaiming peace and 
wearing a crown of laurel leaves, a symbol 
of victory. The men to the left of Augustus 
are all laying down weapons, and one is 
even playing a flute, a peacetime activity. 
The statue of Janus in the background has 
two faces, one that is rough, symbolizing 
old ways of war, and one that is restored, 
representing the new ways of peace. Ships 
in the distance are clouded in smoke as if 
to show that a ceasefire is under way. 
 

Artist’s Biography 
In 1631, Rembrandt left his hometown of Leiden for the 
bustling commercial center of Amsterdam. There he lived and 
worked with the art dealer, Hendrick van Ulyenburgh, who 
would obtain portrait commissions for Rembrandt, such as the 
famous group portrait, The Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes 
Tulp (1932). Van Ulyenburgh also introduced Rembrandt to 
his neice, Saskia, who became Rembrandt’s wife in 1634. 
Rembrandt was a collector of all sorts of artifacts and treasures 
from seashells to spears, and sculpture to books. He used these 
as inspiration for his art works.   
	  

Related Terms 
The Temple of Janus originally stood in the Roman Forum. 
The doors were historically closed in times of peace, and 
opened in times of war. In Augustus’s reign as Emperor, the 
doors were closed a record of three times, which was very rare.  
Janus is the Roman God of passages, of openings and 
beginnings. Rembrandt’s use of Janus shows his hopes for 
future peace with Spain and an end to the Eighty Years War. 
Rembrandt symbolizes this hope by depicting closed gates at 
the Temple of Janus. 
	  

Media Description 
Unlike artists such as Albrecht Dürer—whose primary print 
medium was the woodcut—Rembrandt chose to use etching. 
Etching is very malleable, and Rembrandt used that to his 
advantage, often making many different “states” of one image 
from the same copper plate.  
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