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CHAPTER 11

The Painting and Its Histories: The Curious
Incident of Rembrandt’s Painting Quintus
Fabius Maximus

Jelena Todorovié

For centuries great works of art have inspired admiration, devotion, but
also myths and legends often created around them. Some of those myths
were provoked by the curious subjects of the artworks, while others were
generated by the destinies of the works themselves. Paintings like
Holbein’s Ambassadors, Bronzino’s Allegory of Love or Titian’s Allegory
of Prudence still intrigue and bewilder their beholders. A special place in
popular mythology is often given to works of art that are lost or have
perished under strange circumstances. Scholars are still searching for
Leonardo’s lost Battle of Anghiari and Vermer’s Concert, while the history
of both works is the subject of many hypotheses and rather fantastic
stories. However, in some cases the true history of a work of art is far
more intriguing than any myth could ever be.

The lost Rembradt painting Quintus Fabius Maximus from the State
Art Collection in the Royal Compound in Belgrade (SAC) has such a
curious history. Its destiny is far greater than its myth, while its con-
structed past has never approached the wonders of its true history.
Purchased for the SAC in 1933, this painting acquired its mythical status
much later, after the Second World War. According to popular belief, in
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the 1950s President Tito gave it as a gift, directly from the State
Collection, to Pepca Kardelj, the wife of a notable party official. The
reason for this curious state gift was never discussed nor was the highly
problematic issue of mishandling national heritage ever analyzed. Myths
rarely require explanations. Through the decades Pepca’s Rembrandt
changed its subject matter, its place and its dimensions. There were
some “eyewitnesses” that swore to its existence, while the majority only
pondered the real value of the masterpiece. The true history of this
painting is rather different.

Pepca Kardelj could not have had a chance to see Rembrandt’s Quintus
Fabius Maximus, and even lesser chance to possess it. Painted around
1653/55, Rembrandt’s Quintus Fabius Maximus (179 x 197 ecm) depicts
a famous scene from the Roman republican history. Although
Rembrandt’s authorship of this painting is still contested by scholars,
until the Second World War Quintus Fabius Maximus was considered to
be not just an undisputed Rembrandt but also one of his masterpieces.’

The hypothesis of Rembrandt’s authorship is strongly supported by a
recent discovery of a small pen and ink sketch in the Berlin Museum print
room (inv. No. 956 /R), while the only image of the lost masterpiece is a
black and white photograph from Bredius’s notable monograph on
Rembrandt from 1935.% Although quite blurred, this photograph gives
a sense of that “great visual poem” that inspired art critics of the early
twentieth century.

With its monumental setting, the painting represents the triumphal
entry of Quintus Fabius Maximus, one of the main generals of the
Second Punic War. The entry of Quintus Fabius Maximus into Rome is
well described by Plutarch in his Lives of Fabius Maximus, where he
compares Maximus to great Pericles and glorifies him as one of the main
tacticians .of Roman times. From Plutarch’s work the painter chose the
most rewarding scene: Maximus’s triumphal entry into Rome.?

The entire grandiose image is composed around the central depiction
of the triumphant figure on horseback, placed on the intersection of two
powerful diagonals that define this painting. With his magnificence and
solemnity, like the statue of Marcus Aurelius, the victorious general pre-
sides over the entire scene as the key figure of the composition. He is
surrounded by his solders, carrying the standards of the Roman legions,
and exhilarated Romans gather to greet him. As often in the works of
Rembrandt and his followers the light is used here to denote the main
protagonists and endow them with a sense of otherworldliness. Although
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the photograph is black and white it still transposes the flickering reflec-
tions that must have been glowing on the armor and the helmet of
Quintus Fabius Maximus, glimmering on the parade fittings of his white
steed. On Rembrandt’s palette used in this work, now a completely lost
quality of the painting, Camille Mauclair gives a particularly inspired
account in the magazine Les Artsin 1911:

A particularly grandiose aspect of this work is its palette, and the intensity of
colours on a painting that in reality is almost monochrome. Few red, blue
and gold accents are singled out on the seemingly uniform surface of ochre
and red sienna. It could be said that the entire work looks like the relief
made of burning earth, red and boiling, like the earth from the Roman
countryside. His brushstroke is strong, honest and fiery, like the souls of the
painted protagonists. The scene in the far background, of the group of
soldiers entering Rome, is depicted in a technique so free that was not
surpassed even in the most daring experiments of the impressionists. The
painting is vivid and captivates our imagination ascending the work on the
level of sublime poetry.*

The very origin of this painting as well as its initial function has not yet
been clarified, but it is supposed that it was commissioned for the Hall of
the City Council in Amsterdam. The choice of the subject matter that
glorifies republican virtues, the monumentality of the composition and the
grand dimensions of Rembrandt’s paining support this assumption even
further.

In modern historiography Quintus Fabius Maximus is first mentioned
at the beginning of the nineteenth century as a masterpiece shown at an
exhibition in Amsterdam in 1808 (cat. no.57). The painting was exhibited
several times in the nineteenth century: in 1836 in Gallery Far in London,
and in 1898 as part of the collection of Lord Ashburnham in Shernfold
Park in Sussex. At the turn of the century it was presented in Leiden in
1906 and in the same year was viewed in London as a work in the
collection of the London banker James Newgrass. The exhibition in
Leiden was accompanied by one of the best texts ever written about
Quintus Fabius Maximus.

The key work in this exhibition is undoubtedly the monumental canvas
175x197 that was discovered last year in England in the collection of Lord
Ashburnham (now in the collection of Newgrass), The Triumph of Roman
Consul. Signed and dated in 1655 the painting enchantes with its complex
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composition and presents an important document in the history of art as
dating from the richest years in the ouvre of this artist. All the details in this
painting denote Rembrandt’s great knowledge of classical antiquity, while
the entire scene is not a mere illustration of the past, but possesses the
intensity of life that only a rich imagination could create.”

Quintus Fabius Maximus was soon transferred from the collection of
James Newgrass to the Munich collector Charles Sedlmayer, only to be
sold in 1911 to the famous antiquary and dealer Marczell von Nemes.®
Von Nemes was a notable Central European collector of the time. He is
considered to be the first collector of Spanish Baroque art and a man who
defined the art market in Budapest in the first half of the twentieth
century. Von Nemes liked to exhibit the works from his collection, so he
loaned his Rembrandt to the great exhibitions throughout the 1920s. At
the exhibition in Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam in 1926 (cat. no. 454)
Rembrandt had the place of honor, while only two years later it was
presented in the Old Pinakothek in Munich, and in" 1929 both at the
Exhibition of Dutch Art 1450-1900 and the show in the Royal Academy in
London (cat.no.92). In 1930, Marczell von Nemes even sent his
Rembrandt oversees to the exhibition in the Art Institute in Detroit
devoted to Rembrandt’s masterpieces (cat.no.55).”

At the beginning of the 1930s, when Nemes was already at the close of
his career, he decided to sell almost his entire Old Masters collection at a
grand auction in Munich organized by the auction house of Mensing en
Zoon (16 November 1931).® The importance given to Rembrandt’s
Quintus Fabius Maximus in the 1930s is most visible in the four pages
of the auction catalogue devoted to its detailed analysis and filled with
substantial quotes from the most important contemporary sources. In the
introductory essay to the auction catalogue, written by one of the most
eminent scholars of the time, Friedlander speaks of Quintus Fabius
Maximus as one of the great works not just of Nemes’s collection but of
Rembrandt’s onevre itself. At this auction the painting was acquired by one
of the most important dealers of the age — Joseph Duveen.

Often called “the king of the antiquarians,” Duveen is still considered
to be one of the greatest art dealers of the twentieth century. From the last
decades of the nineteenth century when Duveen took over the leadership
of the family company he turned it into an international corporation with
headquarters in London, New York and Paris. He purchased some of the
most important collections of his time, such as those of Rudolph Kahn and
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Samuel Benson, and fashioned the taste of many European and American
collectors. Thus, the old master collections that were created in the 1920s
were often called “the Duveen collections.” Among his clients were some
of the leading collectors of the period: J.P. Morgan, Henry Frick, Samuel
Kress, but also Prince Paul Karadjordjevic, who was one of the creators of
the SAC in Belgrade.” Until the end of Joseph’s life Prince Paul remained
not only his devoted client but also his true and close friend. A great art
connoisseur with a discerning eye and refined taste, Prince Paul would use
his knowledge and connections to shape the identity of the European
collection of SAC.'® In a letter to Prince Paul from October 1933,
Duveen acknowledged sending Quintus Fabius Maximus to Belgrade for
a month for the final approval and the King’s decision before purchase.'!

Unfortunately the details of this acquisition were lost, but already in
Bredius’s monograph on Rembrandt the painting is-credited as a work in
the collection of King Alexander of Yugoslavia.'? Tt is also the last
recorded mention of Rembrandt’s painting before the Second World
War. During the time of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia this painting was
never exhibited.

After the war there is no record of the Rembrandt, and this is when its
mythical history commences. None of the inventories of the Commission
for Government buildings of Eederal National Republic of Yugoslavia
(FNRY) from 1946 record Rembrandt’s painting among the works kept
in the White or in the Royal palace of the Royal Compound in Belgrade."?
Moreover, Quintus Fabins Maximus is not present in the lists compiled by
the Cabinet of the President of the Republic immediately after its founda-
tion in 1952 (that list all the art works in the state collections on the
territory of Yugoslavia). The absence of Quintus Fabius Maximus from the
meticulous government records does not imply an improper state gift but
rather denotes its true history. At the time when these records were made,
first in-1946 and later in 1952, this painting could not be found; it had
already been lost, forever.

Shortly after the German bombing of Belgrade in April of 1941 the
Government of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia and King Peter II
Karadjordjevic visited the monastery Ostrog in Montenegro before
finally fleeing the country. In this monastery they hid a large quantity
of state treasures, among them a painting by Rembrandt volled as a
carpet.'* The Archive of Yugoslavia in Belgrade keeps a detailed
account of the Abbot of Ostrog, Leontije MitroviX, who described in
great detail the hiding of the State treasures in Ostrog on 13 April
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1941, as well as the subsequent arrival of German troops to the
monastery on the 26th of April. Under the threat of death the
German army seized all the treasures, including Rembrandt’s Quintus
Fabius Maximus. Beside gold, money and works of art, German troops
looted other treasures from under the monastery vaults — a great
quantity of famous Montenegrin prosciutto, several dozen rounds of
Njegu$ cheese and more than 200 bottles of good wine.'® Then the
convoy, according to Abbot Mitrovi¢, took all the goods, including the
artworks to Munich. For a long time after this tragic April of 1941
there has been no mention of Rembrandt’s Quintus Fabius Maximus.
This lack of information and the unresolved circumstances of the
painting’s disappearance made a perfect setting for the birth of a
popular myth.

In reality the painting was meticulously searched for, especially after the
war, and it is possible to reconstruct its real history through the archival
documentation of the Monuments Fine Arts and Avrchives (MFACA)
Division."® This special unit of the Allied troops was founded in 1943 in
order to protect and preserve the art treasures in occupied Europe, and it
should be noted that the great amount of Europe’s cultural heritage was
saved by this unit. After the end of the war the main role of the MFA&A
division was the quest for lost works of'art and their return to their rightful
owners throughout Europe. If one considers the scale of looting of pre-
cious cultural heritage that the German army undertook during the war it
is clear why this specialized division was active until 1952. However,
regardless of its devotion, expertize and thorough research, some works
were never found, while a number of owners were never identified.

Research in the classified archives of the MFA&A Division reveals the
true story of Rembrandt’s lost masterpiece. It is first mentioned in the
request for the restitution of Rembrandt’s painting that Major Pawson
sent on behalf of the Chancellery of the King of Yugoslavia in Exile on 22
October 1945, less than a year after the Armistice.'”

It is also quite unusual that together with this request Major Pawson (a
liaison officer for the Chancellery) sent yet another request where he listed
three rather unusual items: golden wreaths from the tomb of King
Alexander in Belgrade, several oil paintings from the collection of King
Alexander, and two or three Serbian military banners from the First World
War.'®

In other words, the request for the repatriation included unidentified
artworks as well as an undefined number of military standards. Despite
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such inaccuracy the Headquarters of the Division replied to the
Chancellery as soon as December of 1945, stating that none of those
items, including Rembrandt’s painting, were found in Neuschwanstein
or in any great German depository in the region of Hessen.'?

The quest for Rembrandt’s painting continued on several fronts. In the
following year, on 9 September 1946, the exiled king Peter II repeated his
claim for the restitution of Quintus Fabius Maximus to Richard Howard,
the head of the MFA&A division in Berlin. Several days later Howard
ordered all units of the Division to collect as much data as possible about
this lost artwork.

Intelligence officer would be greatly facilitated if the claimant-could give the
name of the German officer in whose possession the Rembrandt painting
was last reported, or any other pertinent facts concerning same. It is sug-
gested that photographs, documents, published reference; statements of
history of ownership and detailed description including subject, identifying
marks, material and measurements be furnished.?®

On that same day, in another letter, Howard gave detailed instructions to
the base in Karlsrue that the quest for the Rembrandt ought to be
continued through official channels: the claimant (the exiled King Peter
II) had to direct all his requests to the only institution with which
MFA&A can communicate officially — the Institute for Reparations of
the FNRY Government in Belgrade:

5. Present United States policy concerning looted cultural objects which
were moved into Germany from outside its boundaries provides that
such objects will be restituted to the government of the territory from
which they were removed by the enemy.

6. Itis therefore suggested that you advise the claimant that his inquiries
be directed to the Yugoslav Government for the Institute for
Reparations, Milosa Velikog 12, Belgrade, Phone no. 29-124. The
Yugoslav Restitution mission, U.S. zone Germany is also competent
authority on Yugoslav restitution claims for that zone.?!

From that moment the search for the lost Rembrandt painting was con-
ducted jointly by the Institution for Reparations in Belgrade and the
MFA&A Division in Berlin. Owing to the good collaboration of the two
institutions, only five days after Howard’s letter Major Brejc, the head of
the Yugoslav Reparations Mission in Berlin, sent two photographs of
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Quintus Fabius Maximus from the famous monograph by Bredius as well
as details on the dimensions and provenance of the painting to the head-
quarters of MFA&A. Almost two years of searching in dilapidated ware-
houses and hidden mines throughout Germany passed with no results.
The details of the lost painting were distributed across the entire territory
of the U.S. Military Government for Germany. In the beginning of 1948,
the Yugoslav Institute for Reparations repeated its official request for
Quintus Fabius Maxmius. Time passed and many artworks were returned
to Yugoslavia, but not the Rembrandt. The final conclusion came only on
4 August 1958:

SUBJECT: Application for Restitution of Yugoslav property File n0.226
TO Restitution control branch

Property Division

Office of Military Government for Germany APO 405 U.S. Army

Attn: Yugoslav Restitution Mission

1. Reference is made to application for the restitution of Yugoslav
property, file no. 226 (Rembrandt), dated 17th of March 1948

2. Investigation made by MFA&A authorities in Bavaria revealed that
claimed painting was destroyed by bombing. Statements to this effect
were delivered by former holder of the painting Dr. Alfred
Guggenberger and his sister Erna Guggenberger respectively.

3. Case closed.

Richard F. Howard Deputy Chief For Cultural Restitution (MFA&A)*2

Case closed — A'simple statement put an end to the long quest for the
famous masterpiece. Rembrandt’s Quintus Fabius Maximus could never
be retrieved. It was lost in the allied bombing of Augsburg at the begin-
ning of 1944. Too late for restitution, too late for Tito’s generous gift, too
late for Pepca Kardelj. It is time for some new myths to be created.

NOTES

1. In the greatest database of Dutch art, RKD, this painting is presented as the
work of a follower of Rembrandt. It also states that the painting was lost after
the Second World War, but it does not give any details. See RKD Follower of
Rembrandt, Quintusus Fabius Maximus, n0.204157, www.rkd.nl

2. Bredius, A. Rembrandt-Schildrijen, Utrecht, 1935, cat.no. 477.
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