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​ Aristotle with a Bust of Homer by Rembrandt van Rijn is a work that gives its audience a 

moment of quietness and not be overwhelmed with details all at once. It was painted in 1653, 

with a feeling of more than just a straightforward portrait, it's something that feels more intense 

the longer you look at it. The painting sets a quiet encounter between the living and legacy which 

are represented through Aristotle and Homer.  

​ Aristotle, placed slightly off-centered, is the first thing to stand out. His posture is tall, 

doesn't feel stiff or unnatural, on the contrary, he has a light weight to him to possibly resemble a 

form of gentleness. His clothing is very distinct. The visible brushstrokes aren't perfectly smooth, 

which gives the sleeves the feel of thickness, worn, and real. The white sleeves look glowing as 

if coming out of the darkness, while other parts such as his lower half, and his hat are painted 

more thinly, less reflective to give the effect of sinking into the background. One of the brightest 

elements is a gold chain draped across his chest, which doesn’t look perfectly outlined or placed, 

giving it a natural position of an actual object resting on Aristotle and feeling that it moves with 

him.  

Aristotle's face seems to be where Rembrandt took more time and toned down the 

thickness of his work. The brushstrokes look softer, carefully placed to capture his expression 

and show aging. The shifts in color to express the warm tones and pinkness of flesh are subtle, 

and almost easy to miss. While his beard isn’t as sharply defined, instead painted in layers to 

represent a rough ungroomed texture. All these purposeful details were made to keep the focus 



on Aristotle's face. At the same time, the painting can be a little difficult to fully understand 

because the viewer can only interpret but never truly be sure about what Aristotle is thinking. His 

expression doesn’t give off happiness or sadness, but just deep in thought or unsure.  

The bust of Homer besides him, contrasts each other. The stone, lighter in color, was 

made to look smooth, but not perfectly maintained which can hint to aging or decay. The curls of 

hair and beard are much more defined than Aristotle's, but not exactly sharp. Interestingly, 

Rembrandt did not make the stone look like a cold or colorless object, but instead gave the 

feeling of a quiet presence. Aristotle's hand placement ties back to his posture of gentleness as he 

isn’t grabbing Homer's head but caressing it almost. The background being very dark, but not 

completely black allows the viewer to feel like the figure is coming out the shadows while the 

light smoothly reflects on the upper left corner onto his face, his hand, his sleeve, and the bust of 

Homer.  

​ The colors in the painting consist of darker warm tones like brown, blacks and hints of 

golden/gold with very little bright colors used. This color palette creates a more cohesive look, 

adds contrasts, highlights the figures most important to the painting and keeps everything else in 

the shadow. Up close, you can see the little gritty details of brushworks and get a feeling of the 

process, while from a distance everything looks smooth and blended.  

The placement of objects feels very intentional, the background is cleared from any 

unnecessary details to not create distractions and bring attention to the main attraction of the 

painting. It feels empty to allow the figures to stand out and represents its significance. This is 

not far from other work of Rembrandt, as he shows a pattern of retaining where light casts are 

placed and not spreading it all across to create a strong sense of focus and control exactly what 



he wants. This tactic can make it easier for the viewer to know exactly what the artist wants them 

to get out of the painting and not accidentally miss their main purpose.  

​ Overall, Aristotle with a Bust of Homer is a painting that stands out for its attention to 

detail. The painting focused on small elements which gives it more realism and precision.  

The details in this painting feel lifelike because nothing seems overly perfect. From the visibility 

of the brushstrokes, softened edges, and the outline of objects looking to be guessed instead of 

perfectly measured. It doesn’t look polished to perfection, but rather still in motion. This can 

possibly allow a viewer to come to their own interpretation of the representation in every object 

and the symbolization. The longer it is looked at, the more everything starts to look balanced, 

intentional and it keeps your eyes moving. Looking at Aristotle's eyes, you'll catch yourself 

wanting to follow his gaze onto the bust of Homer and then slowly wonder around each detail.  
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