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The Smell (1624)

Rembrandt  (1606–1669); Leiden Collection, Leiden, The Netherlands.  
Source: Wikimedia Commons (public domain).

T he sense of smell is depicted in 
The Unconscious Patient, one 
of the five small paintings that 

Rembrandt created when he was 18 
years old. The other paintings in the 
series depict the senses of sight, touch, 
hearing and taste. The painting on taste 
is still missing.

The Unconscious Patient shows a 
young person who had fainted. An old 
woman tries to revive him by giving him 
smelling salts on a handkerchief. The man 
on the left, a barber-surgeon, is treating 
the patient with the traditional method of 
blood-letting, as shown by the rolled-up 
sleeve at the young man’s right elbow.

The picture is characteristic of the 
style of Rembrandt. It was found in 2016 
among the unwanted junk in the base-
ment of a New Jersey home.

Rembrandt was born in Leiden, the 
Netherlands. He was born rich and died 
poor, due to extravagant spending and 
having too many mistresses. He was bur-
ied in an unmarked grave in Amsterdam.
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