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This study explores the applicability of Actor-Network-Theory, a recent paradigm of social theory, to the investigation of 
Rembrandt’s relations with patrons and collectors. Known by the acronym ANT, the method privileges objects as critical 
agents in creating, sustaining, and extending social ties and thus offers a model for capturing the dynamics underlying 
the interdependencies between Rembrandt, his art, his patrons, and collectors. I focus on Rembrandt’s works presented 
and circulated as gifts, which epitomize the short-lived assemblies between humans and objects that ANT considers the 
cornerstone of social activity. Drawing on ANT’s approach, I highlight the agency of these works in materializing and 
enhancing the reciprocal ties that bound networks of collectors and liefhebbers together with Rembrandt.  DOI 10:5092/
jhna.2011.3.2.2

REMBRANDT’S GIFTS: A CASE STUDY OF 
ACTOR-NETWORK-THEORY

Michael Zell

This study explores the applicability of Actor-Network-Theory, a recent paradigm of social 
theory, to the investigation of Rembrandt’s relations with patrons and collectors. While 
I make no claim to genuine expertise in Actor-Network-Theory, known by the acronym 

ANT, the approach seems to me a method of conceptualizing social ties that may offer a produc-
tive model for art historians. It must be acknowledged at the outset, though, that its usefulness 
does not lie in its explanatory value. ANT is not a theoretical framework that can be deployed to 
explain how social networks operate, let alone illuminate unknown conditions or interactions be-
tween Rembrandt and his patrons. (In fact, the founders of ANT adamantly reject the usefulness 
of framing structures in analyzing social activity). Rather, in my judgment, ANT offers a heuristic 
model for rendering the dynamics underlying the interdependencies between Rembrandt, his 
art, his patrons, and collectors. The method is potentially valuable, then, for capturing the cocon-
structive role of each of these participants in the consolidation of social networks that evolved in 
the vicinity of Rembrandt’s artworks. 
 
Since Rembrandt was a prolific artist who catered simultaneously to a variety of audiences of 
patrons and collectors, my exploration of ANT necessarily focuses on a discrete category of his 
art: works presented and circulated in the form of gifts. The advantage of focusing on gift giving, 
a major research paradigm of anthropology, is that it sheds an intense light on the capacity of art 
to embody social relations, and thus on the effects that artworks exercise on and through social 
networks. As we shall see, this brings us to the very core of ANT’s theory of how society is con-
structed. 
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Actor-Network-Theory: A Summary  
The central distinguishing feature of Actor-Network-Theory is the role that objects play in its 
redefinition of the social realm. The method embraces objects as participants or actors in creat-
ing, sustaining, and extending social ties, and thus is an effort to overhaul notions of society as 
being constituted exclusively of human interactions. In his 2005 book Reassembling the Social, 
Bruno Latour, leading spokesman for ANT, writes that “face-to-face interaction is not a plausible 
departure point to trace social connections….because they are being constantly interfered with by 
other agencies.”1 Conversely, as he has elsewhere insisted, “things do not exist without being full of 
people,” and so the study of humans must also entail the study of objects.2 
 
ANT thus undertakes to “rescue” objects from the subordinate and passive role typically assigned 
to them in social theory. Sociology normally imagines, as Latour puts it, an “objectless social 
world, even though daily routine…[places humans and objects] in constant companionship, con-
tinuous intimacy, inveterate contiguity, passionate affairs, and convoluted attachments.”3 Serving 
primarily as backdrops for human activity, objects may be seen to reflect, reinforce, objectify, 
symbolize, or reify what are considered to be more concrete realities, such as power relations, 
social hierarchies, social or cultural power, or gender relations. But ordinarily in sociology they 
cannot, as Latour states provocatively, “be at the origin of social activity.”4 
 
ANT’s embrace of objects is one important component of a broader project to effect a radical 
paradigm shift, which is principally a reaction against the traditional conceptions of society that 
art historians also routinely invoke to explain the social dimension of works of art. Put simply, 
ANT rejects the idea that social forces or social context shape or determine human interactions. 
Such terms, according to ANT, are nothing more than labels that evoke invisible entities that in 
fact do not exist. Society, as Latour insists, does not exist above, below, behind, or in front of us, 
but as short-lived, heterogeneous networks or associations. Objects enter into ANT’s version of 
society by performing a critical role in mediating these interpersonal relationships. In typically 
colorful language, Latour writes: “As soon as you believe social aggregates can hold their own 
being propped up by ‘social forces,’ then objects vanish from view and the magical and tautolog-
ical force of society is enough to hold every thing together with, literally, no thing.”5 Objects are 
thus considered constitutive elements and embodiments of social relations, and focusing on their 
capacity to exercise agency underscores the practical means used in human ties to create, sustain, 
and recruit others. 
 
ANT’s project of dissolving distinctions between the social and material worlds explicitly rejects 
empiricism’s categorical separation of the facts of matter from mental judgment as an adequate 
way of accounting for or characterizing experience.6 With a newly level playing field between 
material objects and humans, a “flattened landscape” as Latour calls it, nonhuman entities can 
begin to assume less narrowly defined roles than in empiricist accounts. Intrinsic to this flattened 
social landscape is the conviction that the human and material worlds operate not in a dialectical 
relationship but as a network or aggregate of heterogeneous components. ANT also collapses 
distinctions drawn between an external social system and an inner world of subjectivity because 
each is considered to be in constant formation through encounter with the other. As a result, the 
alternative between an outside world imposing itself on the individual and an individual resisting 
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the imposition of outside forces, of externalism versus internalism, is set aside.7  
 
Art as a class of object also makes an appearance in Actor-Network-Theory. Latour takes issue 
with critical sociologies of art, such as Pierre Bourdieu’s, which conceive of art primarily as an 
instrument that reflects social distinctions.8 ANT, by contrast, takes seriously the passions that 
art can elicit, rejecting the assumption that such responses must originate in a source outside the 
artwork itself. Latour’s scathing characterization of sociological approaches to art is worth quot-
ing at length:

 
Apart from religion, no other domain has been more bulldozed to death by critical 
sociology than the sociology of art. Every sculpture, painting, haute cuisine dish, 
techno rave, and novel has been explained to nothingness by the social factors 
“hidden behind” them . . . all the objects people have learned to cherish have been 
replaced by puppets projecting social shadows which are supposed to be the only 
“true reality” that is “behind” the appreciation of the work of art . . . if you are listen-
ing to what people are saying, they will explain at length about how and why they 
are deeply attached, moved, affected by works of art which “make them” feel things. 
Impossible! Forbidden! To be affected is supposed to be mere affectation.9  

 
ANT’s solution to this dilemma is to trace the ties that bring together people and objects, follow-
ing the dynamics that unfold as humans and nonhuman entities interact: as Latour writes, “It is 
counter intuitive to try to distinguish ‘what comes from the object’ and ‘what comes from viewer’ 
when the obvious response is to ‘go with flow’. Object and subject might exist, but everything 
interesting happens upstream and downstream.”10 
 
Actor-Network-Theory and Art History: Rembrandt as Case Study 
The importance placed on objects in Actor-Network-Theory’s version of social theory is presum-
ably intriguing to art historians. Of course, we have always recognized the agency that artworks 
exercise on people. Art history also already embraces artworks as agents that can shape, rather 
than merely reflect or reinforce social values or hierarchies. In fact, art historical studies such as 
Michael Baxandall’s now-classic Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy have indirectly 
contributed to the development of ANT’s theories through recent sociological studies of taste and 
music.11  Latour also does not acknowledge Alfred Gell’s provocative anthropological theory of 
the agency of art objects.12 But in privileging material objects in the establishment and perfor-
mance of social activity, ANT does offer a new paradigm that allows us to reimagine the social 
world as being composed of composite networks of relations in which objects, including art 
works, are critical, mediating agents. The difference is primarily a matter of emphasis. Instead of 
appealing to an intangible social context to help account for the distinctive physical, formal, or 
iconographic features of art; instead of relating art and society; or attempting to situate an artwork 
in its social milieu, we might first construct versions of the social by tracing the interactions that 
unfold in close proximity to art objects. Art would then emerge as a primary agent in mediating 
how certain social assemblies were generated, maintained, and extended. Latour, quoting the 
architect and architectural theorist Rem Koolhaas, goes so far as to exclaim “context stinks”13  
because it cannot explain the practical means by which the social is performed and by which it 
must be continuously negotiated in order for social cohesion or social distinction to be sustained. 
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Since objects are essential to this process, artworks would then constitute the very substance of 
the networks in which they are embedded and from which they are inseparable. Embracing such 
an approach would reorient art history’s preoccupation with the concept of context toward the 
idea of networks of affiliation mediated by objects. ANT therefore has potentially important 
implications for the study of art as a constitutive part of how the social is defined. 
 
Broadly speaking, ANT’s proposal for reassembling the idea of the social would appear promising 
for describing some of the structures characteristic of Rembrandt’s interrelations with patrons and 
collectors through the circulation of his artworks. ANT’s ideas could provide a set of terms and 
validation for rendering the artist and his works as coconstructive agents in the performance of 
the networks that formed around them, simultaneously shaping and being shaped by patrons and 
collectors. To be sure, information about these individuals is limited, but Rembrandt was clearly 
at the center of a complex and continually negotiated web of relations, the social dynamics of 
which challenge prevailing models of artist-patron relationships. ANT, I think, offers a way of 
overcoming the rivalry between the models of patronage and marketplace that largely dominated 
and to a certain extent still exert an impact on Rembrandt studies, resulting in accounts that 
depict him either as a failed painter for patrons or an autonomous agent unbeholden to the tastes 
and desires of patrons.14 Such polarized accounts derive in part from the unsatisfactory alternative 
Latour decries between the idea of society as a force that determines individual behavior and the 
notion of individuals as free agents who resist societal pressures to follow their inner convictions. 
Recent scholarship acknowledges the multivalent nature of Rembrandt’s interactions with patrons 
and clients and thus attempts to move away from such reductionist paradigms.15 In modeling a 
social landscape in which artworks are critical agents embodying and influencing social relations 
and concepts, ANT could contribute to this reorientation by providing an effective tool for cap-
turing the mutually constitutive character of Rembrandt’s highly distinctive artworks—especially, 
I would argue, his later art—and the patrons and liefhebbers for whom they were created.16 
 
Rembrandt and the Symbolic Economy of the Gift 
One facet of Rembrandt’s career in which I am particularly interested presents a focused and 
illuminating site for exploring ANT’s applicability to the study of his art: Rembrandt’s exchanges 
of art as gifts and the circulation of his artworks in the form of gifts.17 Such episodes epitomize the 
short-lived assemblies between humans and objects that ANT considers the cornerstone of social 
activity, and focusing on them reveals the means by which certain personal ties between Rem-
brandt and members of his circle of admirers were created, sustained, and extended. The opera-
tions of the symbolic economy of the gift also place an especially intense spotlight on the very role 
that ANT assigns to objects in mediating and ordering social interactions.18 The ethos of the gift 
sets into motion values of sociability and honor that enclose the donor and receiver in a relation-
ship of reciprocity. In the process, the exchanged object assumes and exercises a distinct aura or 
agency because it remains inalienable from the donor, continuing to be identified with the trans-
action itself. The gifted object marks and concretizes the social bond created or reinforced by the 
circumstances of its transaction. By contrast, when an object is exchanged as a commodity it 
becomes alienated from the donor by the payment of a purchase price, which usually ends the 
relation between the two parties. Gift giving, as Marcel Mauss showed in his pioneering study The 
Gift of 1925 and subsequent anthropologists have refined and elaborated, is a “total social phe-
nomenon.” 
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The ritual exchange of gifts was pervasive in early modern Europe, and vibrant gift economies 
existed alongside and interacted with commercial markets.19 Irma Thoen has shown that the 
routine exchange of a host of objects and services as gifts permeated seventeenth-century Dutch 
social life,20 and Geert Janssen’s study of Willem Frederik of Nassau, stadtholder of Friesland, has 
demonstrated the vital role that gifts played in the negotiation of both political and familial 
networks of patronage and clientage.21 The presentation of artworks as gifts was also widespread 
among artists and collectors in the seventeenth century.22 The Flemish flower painter and coadju-
tor (lay brother) of the Jesuit order Danïel Seghers never sold his paintings but made them avail-
able to the Society of Jesus to present to rulers and dignitaries, and he received lavish presents 
from his illustrious patrons in gratitude for his paintings.23 The Italian Guido Reni adamantly 
refused to set prices for his works, insisting they were gifts, not mere commodities.24 In the words 
of his seventeenth-century biographer Carlo Cesare Malvasia, Reni detested “the mention of price 
in a profession in which, he said, it should be obligatory to negotiate on the basis of an honorari-
um or a gift.”25 Patrons were expected to reciprocate with a payment reflecting the high esteem in 
which Reni was held as well as the patron’s own honor as a connoisseur and munificent supporter 
of the arts. 
 
In presenting their works as gifts Rembrandt and his contemporaries sought to mobilize the ideal 
of valore di stima, an estimation of an artist’s stature and his work’s value based on reputation and 
quality, not expenditure of labor. As Eric Jan Sluijter has recently argued, Rembrandt’s conduct 
with patrons—his uncompromising faith in the value of his own worth as an artist and his re-
quests for extraordinarily high remuneration (sometimes even excessive amounts)—indicates that 
he espoused such an ideal.26 That Rembrandt could be obstinate even with important clients has 
been confirmed again very recently by the discovery of documents from 1666/67 relating to a 
commission from an Italian nobleman for two altarpieces for a Genoese church. Rembrandt 
refused to yield to pressure to finish the paintings on schedule, providing as an excuse for an 
eight-month delay that he was unwilling to rush work to which he had applied himself with “the 
utmost mental commitment” and for which he hoped “to acquire fame and honor.”27 Rembrandt 
clearly used a variety of available methods to market his work and promote his standing as an 
artist in the various phases of his career.28 The ideal of artistic inspiration embodied in the con-
cept of valore di stima, however, underwrote his increasing defiance of the norms of conventional 
patronage relationships as well as the economics of the open market. In offering his artworks as 
gifts, Rembrandt was embracing an acknowledged means for an ambitious artist to attempt to 
transcend both the subservience implied by production on command and the alienation engen-
dered by commercial transactions. 
 
Rembrandt’s Gifts to Huygens 
Firsthand records of Rembrandt’s statements are extremely scarce, but in three of the seven 
surviving letters by his hand he repeatedly offers his work in the form of gifts. As rare and tanta-
lizing glimpses into Rembrandt’s mode of conducting relations with patrons, these gestures are 
highly significant. The letters date from the 1630s, when he was cultivating aristocratic patronage 
in The Hague. On January 12, 1639, Rembrandt offered a painting ten feet long and eight feet high 
as a token of appreciation to Constantijn Huygens, secretary to Prince Frederik Hendrik.29 The 
painting may have been The Blinding of Samson from 1636 (fig. 1), the original dimensions of 
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which corresponded to the letter’s description.30 As head of the secretariat, Huygens was responsi-
ble for all the stadtholder’s correspondence, functioning essentially as the intermediary through 
which access to the prince could be attained. In this capacity, he received many letters from 
artists, authors, and others seeking his help, as well as gifts in various forms.31 
                

 

Declaring himself Huygens’s “obliging and devoted servant,” Rembrandt offered the monumental 
picture in gratitude for Huygens’s role in brokering the prestigious commission for the Passion 
cycle.32 About two weeks later Rembrandt apparently dispatched the extravagant present to The 
Hague, acknowledging in the accompanying letter that he was doing so because “I feel deeply 
obliged to requite [you] with service and friendship . . . [and] in spite of your wish, [I] am sending 
[you] along [with this letter] a canvas, hoping that you will accept it, because it is the first me-
mento which I offer you, Sir.”33 In fact, this was not the first gift of art Rembrandt had presented 
to Huygens; three years before he had sent the courtier some of his “latest work,” presumably 
impressions of recent etchings like The Return of the Prodigal Son from 1636 (fig. 2), which he 
described as a “token of my readiness to serve you,” adding: “I trust that you will most graciously 
accept it in addition to my greetings.”34 Later in February 1639, after the flamboyant painting had 
been sent and when he was about to receive final payment from the prince, Rembrandt assured 
Huygens: “I shall forever seek to requite you, Sir, for this reverence, service, and evidence of 
friendship.”35 
 
It is clear that Huygens had originally refused to accept the gift, which Rembrandt acknowledges 
when he writes that he was sending the accompanying canvas “in spite of your wish.” Rembrandt’s 
first payment on his expensive new house on the Breestraat was due, so the gift he insisted upon 
sending was meant to encourage Huygens to arrange quick reimbursement for the latest Passion 
pictures. Rembrandt’s fawning language in the letters is usually dismissed as empty rhetoric, and 
much has been made about his “ulterior,” self-interested motivation for offering the gift, which 
is undeniable.36 Focusing exclusively on ulterior motives, however, produces an inadequate ac-
count of the complex social dynamics involved in the negotiations. Doubtless Rembrandt’s offer 
was understood as a device for accruing financial and social capital; but a taboo on making this 
underlying motivation explicit was essential to the symbolic value of the exchange.37 Rembrandt’s 
professions of affection and devotion, moreover, were determined by the expectations of courtly 

Fig. 1 Rembrandt van Rijn, The Blinding of Samson, 1636, oil 
on canvas, 206 x 276 cm. Städelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt, 
inv. no. 1383 (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 2. Rembrandt van Rijn, The Return of the Prodigal 
Son, 1636, etching, 155 x 137 mm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-1961-1039 (© Photo 
Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the public domain)
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decorum and clientage. Gifts, especially in court settings, were strongly associated with issues 
of honor, service, and loyalty, and thus drew the receiver into a special bond with the donor.38 

Rembrandt’s spectacular gift, far from merely an overgenerous means of offering thanks, should 
therefore be understood as his attempt to transform an economic and professional bond with 
Huygens into a social alliance animated by a set of expectations based on honor, not profit. Thus, 
if Huygens accepted the gift, he would be expected to reciprocate by continuing to promote 
Rembrandt’s career, to protect him, to embrace and support him as a personal client. 
 
If the painting was The Blinding of Samson, the violent subject may have been calculated to appeal 
to Huygens’s personal taste, and to his rank as a courtier. Extravagant gifts typically found favor 
in court circles, where they tended to be conspicuous, even spectacular objects designed to attract 
attention and sustain interest.39 The forceful and gruesome imagery of the Blinding undoubtedly 
fulfilled these criteria. Rembrandt’s rendering of physical violence in vivid pictorial form still cap-
tivates, endowing the painting with a forceful agency that compels and entraps the beholder. As a 
gift, the work’s ability to initiate social agency would have been magnified immeasurably. Even if 
the proffered work were another painting, though, its sheer scale would have greatly enhanced its 
ability to act as a mediator of Rembrandt’s interests. Hanging in Huygens’s palatial new residence 
on the Plein, its inescapable presence inseparable from Rembrandt’s presentation, the canvas 
would have served as a provocative and intransigent agent of Rembrandt’s effort to impose on the 
stadtholder’s secretary an inalienable bond of reciprocal obligations or mutual service. In defying 
Huygens’s refusal of the gift, Rembrandt apparently was banking on his painting’s capacity to 
overcome resistance.40 
 
Although Huygens was initially reluctant to enter into the complex relationship symbolized and 
inaugurated by acceptance of Rembrandt’s extravagant gift, perhaps he relented, as two more 
lucrative commissions were forthcoming from the stadtholder: an Adoration of the Shepherds and 
a lost Circumcision from 1646. Rembrandt would receive 5,400 guilders for the seven paintings 
that comprise the commission, a large sum consistent with the generous remunerations generally 
awarded by the prince. It is possible that Huygens’s initial resistance was nothing more than a 
demonstration of the courtesy demanded by the protocols of accepting lavish gifts from clients.41 

Yet Huygens could have obviated the painting’s ability to act as a challenging reminder of his 
obligations to Rembrandt even if he had accepted it. Jaap van der Veen has recently documented 
that Joan Huydecoper quickly disposed of a painting of the Entombment that Jan Lievens had 
given him as a gift after completing a portrait commission in 1659. Huydecoper rid himself of this 
conspicuous memento of his social bond with Lievens, negating its intended efficacy because, as 
he wrote in his diary, he did not want to “have any obligation” to the artist.42 Whether Huygens 
accepted Rembrandt’s painting, refused, or disposed of it, his support after this period apparently 
dwindled. Reconstructing the circumstances of Rembrandt’s presentation of this gift, however, 
confers on the Blinding—or whichever canvas was indeed sent—a remarkable ability to embody 
and affect the personal ties that flowed around and through it. As a result, the painting assumes a 
much more active role in describing the relationships between Rembrandt and his patrons. 
 
Rembrandt’s Later Printed Gifts 
Gift giving in Rembrandt’s later career differed from the courtly, hierarchical exchanges of the 
1630s, while at the same time becoming more pronounced and more regular. In the late 1640s 
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and 1650s in particular, he created a number of distinctive works for Amsterdam collectors 
and liefhebbers that appear to have been designed to function within a context of gift exchange.43 

For the purposes of this study I will address only his later prints in connection with gift exchange, 
but the exceptional character of some of these works indicates the growing importance of gift 
giving in Rembrandt’s practice and within circles of collectors. The distinctiveness of these prints 
also suggests that Rembrandt increasingly exploited the capacity of his art to exercise agency in 
forming and consolidating assemblies of art lovers. 
 
A very old tradition, probably dating to the early eighteenth century, has it that Rembrandt’s 100 
Guilder Print (Christ Healing the Sick, fig. 3) was originally exchanged as a gift between Rem-
brandt and his intimates.44 On the verso of a first-state impression on Japanese paper in the 
Rijksmuseum is an old Dutch inscription referring to the print as being traded by “my special 
friend” Rembrandt for an impression of Marcantonio Raimondi’s The Plague (La Pesta).45 Another 
French inscription, dating from the eighteenth century, elaborates by attributing the rarity of The 
100 Guilder Print to Rembrandt’s distribution of only a limited number of impressions among his 
friends, noting that not one was sold on the market in Rembrandt’s time.46 Ironically the print’s 
title, which refers to its exceptionally high market value of 100 guilders (a fact already acknowl-
edged in Rembrandt’s lifetime as extraordinary, if not excessive), diverts attention away from an 
important part of its original, apparently very different circumstances of exchange.47

                
 

The linking of the print to exclusive conditions of production and reception also finds some sup-
port in Arent de Gelder’s unusual painting Portrait of a Man with Rembrandt’s Hundred Guilder 
Print (fig. 4), which represents what is most likely an unknown collector holding an impression 
of The 100 Guilder Print and turning to the viewer as if engaged in an intimate discussion of 
Rembrandt’s artistry.48 The virtuoso 100 Guilder Print assumed and addressed a devoted audience 
of liefhebbers; they would have appreciated Rembrandt’s unprecedented rendering of the various 
verses of chapter nineteen of Matthew’s gospel as a unified narrative scene and a display of the 
range of his printmaking skills, from light sketch-like touches to elaborate detail and velvety 
chiaroscuro effects.49 
 
Inscriptions by Rembrandt on a few prints also seem to confirm that individuated impressions 

Fig. 3 Rembrandt van Rijn, The 100 Guilder Print (Christ Healing 
the Sick), ca. 1648, etching, first state, 280 x 394 mm. Rijksmuse-
um, Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-1962-1 (© Photo Rijksmuseum) 
(artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 4 Arent de Gelder, Portrait of a Man with 
Rembrandt’s Hundred Guilder Print, oil on canvas, 
79.5 x 64.5 cm. Hermitage, Saint Petersburg, inv. 
no. 790 (artwork in the public domain)
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were presented to an inner sanctum of collectors. On the back of a superb seventh-state impres-
sion of Christ Presented to the People on Japanese paper in the Lugt collection (fig. 5), for example, 
Rembrandt wrote in red chalk: “Kattenburgh,” referring either to the Amsterdam art dealer Dirck 
van Kattenburgh or his brother Otto.50 And a second-state impression on Japanese paper of Wom-
an at the Bath with a Hat Beside Her in Washington (fig. 6) is inscribed: “for the surgeon” (Voor 
‘t Chirurg), indicating that perhaps this was intended for the surgeon Arnout Tholinx, whom 
Rembrandt had portrayed in both a portrait etching (fig. 7) and a small painting in about 1656.51

                               

           
                               

Traces of Rembrandt’s personalized exchanges of prints among men with whom he enjoyed close 
relations may also be found in titles that continue to be used for certain prints: Christ Preach-
ing from about 1652 (fig. 8) is still known as La Petite Tombe (La Tombe’s little plate), most likely 
in reference the art lover, dealer, and artist Pieter de La Tombe.52 De La Tombe, whom Rembrandt 
is recorded to have painted twice, both as a young man and at a more advanced age, was one of 
the artist’s intimates and supporters in these years and is mentioned in several documents dating 
from the period 1650–58.
                
The dissemination of these impressions in personalized, noncommercial circuits of exchange is 
a revealing feature of Rembrandt’s art. Erik Hinterding’s important research on watermarks has 
clarified that Rembrandt came to focus his production on two discrete groups of print collectors 
or markets: the highly discriminating customer and the more anonymous buyer.53 Deluxe impres

Fig. 5. Rembrandt van Rijn, Christ Presented to 
the People, 1655, drypoint, seventh state, 360 
x 450 mm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, inv. no. 
RP-P-OB-611 (© Photo Rijksmuseum) (artwork in 
the public domain)

Fig. 6 Rembrandt van Rijn, Woman at the Bath with a Hat 
Beside Her, 1658, etching and drypoint, second state, 155 x 
128 mm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-OB-261 
(© Photo Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 7 Rembrandt van Rijn, Arnout Tholinx, ca. 1656, 
etching, drypoint, and burin, second state, 19.7 x 14.8 
mm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-OB-577 
(© Photo Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the public domain)

23

24



JHNA 3:2 (Summer 2011) 10

sions of early states, such as these prints, with varied amounts of surface tone and often printed 
on Japanese paper or vellum, would have been available only to a small network of admirers. 
Once Rembrandt considered his plates finished, they were printed and reprinted as relatively 
uniform editions on standard European paper for a broader market. Thus, he cultivated a select 
and discerning audience for his early, experimental states. The many extra impressions of Rem-
brandt’s trial-proof states that are preserved, such as the first incomplete state of Saint Francis 
Beneath a Tree Praying (fig. 9), which is printed on vellum and even signed and dated 1657, also 
indicate that he was encouraging these collectors to, as Thomas Rassieur puts it, “look over his 
shoulder,” as witnesses to the creative process.54  The Woman at the Bath with Hat Beside Her from 
1658 (fig. 6), where a partially undressed model sits unselfconsciously next to a man’s hat, even 
seems to offer this discrete group of familiars privileged, confidential access to the private world 
of Rembrandt’s studio.55 Embedding Rembrandt’s works in a structure of intimate relations with 
collectors thus allows us to recognize self-conscious features designed to initiate a reciprocal 
exchange with attentive beholders. When received in the form of a gift, this intimacy of address 
must have been tremendously reinforced, endowing the print with a powerful agency in creating 
and sustaining the social ties that revolved around its presentation, reception, and display.
 
Evidently Rembrandt recognized that the flexibility and mobility of the print facilitated the 
spontaneous presentations required by the ethics of the gift. The medium’s reproducibility and rel-
atively modest price compared to painting made it ideally suited for gift giving, and Rembrandt’s 
increasing focus on deluxe, individuated impressions and technically unusual prints undoubtedly 
enhanced the appeal of receiving one of his presentations. In embracing prints as a way to con-
duct personalized relations with an inner sanctum of liefhebbers, Rembrandt apparently sought to 
evade the alienation and taint of commercial transactions. Nicolas Poussin similarly preferred to 
present his works as exchanges of friendship, not money (though money certainly was exchanged 
in both cases).56  Rembrandt’s withdrawal of himself and his art from merely utilitarian calcu-
lations and relations—his defiance of the economics of conventional artistic patronage—must 
have been particularly poignant in the increasingly market-oriented economy of early capitalist 
Holland. 
 

Fig. 8 Rembrandt van Rijn, Christ Preaching (La Petite Tombe), 
ca. 1652, etching and drypoint, only state, 154 x 206 mm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-1962-35 (© Photo 
Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 9 Rembrandt van Rijn, Saint Francis Beneath a Tree 
Praying, 1657, drypoint and etching, first state, 180 x 241 mm. 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-OB-171 (© Photo 
Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the public domain)
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Dutch collectors also appreciated the capacity of Rembrandt’s prints to affect personal attach-
ments, as his portrait prints apparently also circulated as gifts to foster intimate, noncommercial 
relations. Rembrandt produced only about twenty portrait prints apart from self-portraits, and he 
was personally associated with most of the sitters.57  Some of them were members of Rembrandt’s 
inner sanctum and most were not public figures of whom portrait prints were normally made and 
circulated. The informal imagery Rembrandt developed for these prints constituted and sustained 
the intimacy of his relations with the men, and some prints were clearly conceived to fulfill a 
private role in the relations among his familiars. Two celebrated and closely allied portraits are 
the etchings Jan Six from 1647 (fig. 10) and Abraham Francen (fig. 11) from about ten years later. 
Rembrandt’s relationship with the wealthy dilettante Six at times went beyond that of a mere 
business arrangement, while Francen, an apothecary and art lover of modest means, was a close 
friend entrusted with the guardianship of Rembrandt’s daughter Cornelia.58  These liefhebbers are 
depicted at a remove from the social and aesthetic conventions of public life, leisurely pursuing 
the literary and visual arts and thus enacting the appreciation for art that served as the basis for 
their intimacy with Rembrandt. The casual poses and self-contained gazes of Six and Francen also 
reinforce the portraits’ intimate character. Leaning on a windowsill, Six is absorbed in a text that 
may be one of his own literary works, perhaps his tragedy Medea, for which Rembrandt would 
etch a frontispiece in 1648. Francen is ensconced in a cabinet as he admires a print or a drawing 
by an open window, mirroring and thematizing our experience as viewers of the print.

 
                    

Like most of Rembrandt’s portrait prints, these lack the customary margins bearing captions 
identifying the sitters. (Only in the rare fourth state of Jan Six was a roughly scratched identifying 
inscription [IAN SIX AE: 29] squeezed into the very narrow border.) This was exceptional in the 
portrait print trade, where inscriptions were needed to broadcast a sitter’s status given the print’s 
wide circulation.59  In contrast, Six’s and Francen’s portraits, often printed on Japanese paper and 
sometimes on vellum, would have been intended for distribution within inner circles rather than 
as official images. Works of private, exclusive address, they were likely presented as gifts, and 
Rembrandt designed them to heighten the impression of familiarity. The recipient or beholder is 
welcomed into the private spaces of these collectors as an unacknowledged yet privileged guest, 
becoming a member of the sitter’s network of like-minded art lovers. Rembrandt, whose artistry 

Fig. 10 Rembrandt van Rijn, Jan Six, 1647, etching, 
drypoint, and burin, 246 x 191 mm. Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam, inv. no. RP-P-OB-578 (© Photo 
Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the public domain)

Fig. 11 Rembrandt van Rijn, Abraham Francen, ca. 1657, etching, 
drypoint, and burin, 159 x 208 mm. Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, 
inv. no. RP-P-OB-531 (© Photo Rijksmuseum) (artwork in the 
public domain)
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serves as the admired object being exchanged, is also implied as a participant in this informal and 
familiar encounter. 
 
When offered by Six or Francen as a token of personal bonds these distinctive and exquisite prints 
would have unleashed a strong social agency that epitomizes the task Actor-Network-Theory 
attributes to objects in constituting and ordering social activity. Conceived by Rembrandt both 
to acknowledge and activate intimate reciprocities between subject and beholder, the portraits 
were empowered by the conditions of their trade to materialize and extend the reciprocal ties 
through which these networks were negotiated. The dramatic contrast in the social positions of 
Six and Francen, moreover, not only exemplifies the shift in Rembrandt’s patronage base away 
from the patrician elite and toward art lovers of the well-to-do burgher class but also suggests that 
the appreciation for and circulation of his prints fostered the possibility of asymmetrical social 
alliances.60  
 
Rembrandt’s innovative portrait prints had become markers of discernment among Amster-
dam’s liefhebbers, and entry into the network of sitters for whom he created them was both highly 
desirable and not easily attained. In 1655 the collector Otto van Kattenburgh, brother of the 
dealer Dirck mentioned above, contracted with Rembrandt for a portrait print to be done “from 
life, equal in quality to the portrait of Mr. Jan Six,” for which he agreed to pay the staggering price 
of 400 guilders.61  Van Kattenburgh was clearly willing to pay exceptionally well to have himself 
portrayed in a medium Rembrandt normally reserved for intimates and close associates.62  No 
portrait is known of Van Kattenburgh, and his proposed arrangement with Rembrandt seems to 
have come to nothing. But it has been suggested that the portrait of Francen, which is formally 
and technically similar to Six’s etched portrait, Van Kattenburgh’s specified model, may have 
originated in the aborted commission.63  
 
Whatever the case may have been, the invocation of Six’s portrait in both the Van Kattenburgh 
contract and Francen’s portrait indicates that Rembrandt and members of his inner circle of 
admirers perceived these prints as visualizations of an aestheticized social ideal that might even 
transcend traditional social hierarchies. Rembrandt’s printed portraits in effect materialized 
networks of association between art lovers of divergent social backgrounds, reinforcing and ex-
tending this aspiration through distribution among intimates, and beyond to collectors of various 
social levels. Printmaking’s suitability as a medium of exchange thus enhanced these portraits’ 
coconstructive agency in social interactions, and no doubt facilitated their ability to continue to 
exert influence beyond the immediate circumstances of the initial gift offering. Prints such as 
these must have contributed to the expansion and durability of networks of liefhebbers, even if 
Rembrandt did not achieve complete success in sustaining the ties that bound him and his art to 
these exclusive circuits during his lifetime. Rembrandt’s singular portraits not only contain the 
trace of these social formations but also continue to exercise their agency, drawing the beholder 
into an intimate reciprocity with the sitters, the print, and Rembrandt himself.
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don’t / Aucune n’a jamais été vendûe / dutemps de Rembrand, mais / distribuées entre ses amis” 
(Rembrandt, in love with a print by Marcantonio known as the Plague, of which his friend J. 
Pz  Zomer had a very beautiful impression, and could not be convinced to sell it to him, made a 
present to have it of this print, rarer and more curious than the print one calls [?] the Hundred 
Guilder Print, by the additions in the chiaroscuro that are in this one, of which, according to a 
report made to me, there were not but very few impressions made, of which not one was ever sold 
in Rembrandt’s time,  but distributed among his friends.)
47 The print’s title appears to have originated in the seventeenth century. Martin Royalton-Kisch 
in Hinterding, Luijten, and Royalton-Kisch, Rembrandt the Printmaker, 255, cat. 61, and Hinter-
ding, Rembrandt as an Etcher, 60–61, quote a letter written in 1654 by Jan Meyssens of Antwerp 
to Charles Vanden Bosch, bishop of Bruges: “Also available here [in Antwerp] is the most remark-
able print by Rembrandt, in which Christ is healing the sick, and I know that it has been sold var-
ious times in Holland for 100 guilders and more; and it is as large as this sheet of paper [on which 
the letter is written], very fine and lovely, but ought to cost 30 guilders. It is very beautiful and 
pure.” For the letter, see Emile van den Bussche, “Un évéque bibliophile: Notes sur la bibliothèque 
et le cabinet de gravures de Charles Vanden Bosch, neuvième évèque de Bruges; ses relations avec 
Elzévirs, Meyssens, etc.,” La Flandre: Revue des monuments d’histoire et d’antiquites 13 (1880): 
358-59.
48 Noted by Welzel in Bevers, Schatborn, and Welzel, Rembrandt: The Master and His Workshop, 
245, cat. 27. On De Gelder’s painting, see Arent de Gelder (1645–1727): Rembrandts laatste leer-
ling, exh. cat. (Dordrechts Museum, and Wallraf-Richartz-Museum, Cologne, 1999), 220–23, cat. 
42.
49 On The Hundred Guilder Print, see, in particular, Hinterding, Luijten, and Royalton-Kisch, Rem-
brandt the Printmaker, 253–58, cat. 61.
50 Ibid., 322, cat. 78. Crenshaw, Rembrandt’s Bankruptcy, 175, n. 102, suggests that Rembrandt may 
have presented the print as a gift to Dirck van Kattenburgh in thanks for facilitating a financial 
arrangement with his brother Otto in 1655. 
51 For the inscription, see Christopher White and Karel G. Boon, Rembrandt’s Etchings: An Illus-
trated Critical Catalogue (Amsterdam: M. Hertzberger, 1969), 1:97, where it is suggested, implau-
sibly, that Rembrandt presented the print to the surgeons’ guild in gratitude for allowing him 
access to their facilities to draw from the nude. See also Julia Lloyd Williams, et al., Rembrandt’s 
Women, exh. cat. (National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh, and National Gallery, London, 2001), 
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224, cat. 128. On Rembrandt and Tholinx, see, in particular, Rembrandt the Printmaker, 329–32, 
cat. 82; Stephanie Dickey, Rembrandt: Portraits in Print (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John 
Benjamins, 2004), 141–42; and Crenshaw, Rembrandt’s Bankruptcy, 60. For Tholinx’s life, see D. 
van Tol, “Een portret van dr. Arnout Tholinx (1607–1679),” Jaarboek van het Centraal Bureau 
voor Genealogie en het Ikonografisch Bureau 37 (1983): 139–50. Rembrandt’s painted portrait of 
Tholinx is in the Musée Jacquemart-André, Paris.
52 Van Gelder and Van der Veen, “A Collector’s Cabinet in the Breestraat,” 65 and Isabella van Ee-
ghen, “De familie de La Tombe en Rembrandt,” Oud Holland 71 (1956): 43–49. The plate may also 
have been commissioned by Pieter’s relative Nicolaes de La Tombe, as is suggested in Hinterding, 
Luijten, and Royalton-Kisch, Rembrandt the Printmaker, 281, cat. 68.
53 Hinterding, Rembrandt as an Etcher, esp. 118–24 and 144–45, and Hinterding, “Watermark 
Research as a Tool for the Study of Rembrandt’s Etchings,” in Hinterding, Luijten, and Roy-
alton-Kisch, Rembrandt the Printmaker, 23–35. For additional remarks on Rembrandt’s later 
printmaking and exclusive circles of collectors, see Ger Luijten, “Rembrandt the Printmaker: The 
Shaping of an Oeuvre,” in Hinterding, Luijten, and Royalton-Kisch, Rembrandt the Printmaker, 
esp. 17–22.
54 Thomas Rassieur, “Looking Over Rembrandt’s Shoulder: The Printmaker at Work,” in Clifford 
Ackley, et al., Rembrandt’s Journey: Painter, Draftsman, Etcher, exh. cat. (Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, and Art Institute of Chicago, 2003), esp. 57–58; Luijten, “Shaping of an Oeuvre,” 21; and 
Hinterding, Luijten, and Royalton-Kisch, Rembrandt the Printmaker, esp. 342–43, cat. 85.
55 As Elizabeth Honig observes, Rembrandt “allows us an inappropriate view of the woman in 
a state of pre-aestheticized privacy.” See Elizabeth Alice Honig, “The Space of Gender in Sev-
enteenth-Century Dutch Painting,” in Looking at Seventeenth-Century Dutch Painting: Realism 
Reconsidered, ed. Wayne Franits (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 192.
56 For Poussin’s cultivation of his patrons as friends, see Elizabeth Cropper and Charles 
Dempsey, Nicolas Poussin: Friendship and the Love of Painting (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1996), 177–215.
57 On Rembrandt’s portrait prints, see, in particular, Dickey, Portraits in Print, and Rudolf 
E. O. Ekkart and E. Ornstein-van Slooten, Oog in oog met de modellen van Rembrandts por-
tret-etsen (Face to Face with the Sitters of Rembrandt’s Etched Portraits), exh. cat. (Rembrandthu-
is, Amsterdam, 1986).
58 For Rembrandt’s etched portraits of Six and Francen and his intimate relations with these 
collectors from very different social strata, see, in particular, Dickey, Portraits in Print, 112–19 and 
142–49.
59 Ekkart, introduction in Oog in Oog, esp. 13–14.
60 Dickey, Portraits in Print, 148, notes that Francen did not have the means to own the impressive 
curiosity cabinet in which Rembrandt depicted him.
61 The wording of the 1655 contract reads: “een conterfeijtsel van Otto van Kattenburch, twelck 
de voorsz. van Rijn sal naer’t leven etsen, van deucht als het conterfeijtsel van d’Heer Jan Six” 
(A portrait of Otto van Kattenburgh which the aforementioned van Rijn shall etch from life, 
equal in quality to his portrait of Mr. Jan Six) (see Strauss and Van der Meulen, Rembrandt 
Documents, doc. 1655/8). For commentary on the negotiations, see, in particular, Crenshaw, Rem-
brandt’s Bankruptcy, 64–65. At the time of his financial crisis, Rembrandt entered into the con-
tract as part of his negotiation to purchase a new, less expensive house owned by Van Kattenburgh 
on the Handboogstraat. Rembrandt agreed to etch Van Kattenburgh’s portrait and supply other 
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works by his own hand and from his collection as part of the payment. It is not clear why the 
arrangement fell through.
62 Crenshaw, Rembrandt’s Bankruptcy, 64–65. Hinterding, Rembrandt as an Etcher, 64, concludes 
that the steep price likely “gives a faithful picture of the prices Rembrandt could charge for com-
missions of this kind in 1655.”
63 Hinterding, Rembrandt as an Etcher, 66. The idea that the Francen print was a reworking of the 
aborted portrait of Van Kattenbergh was first advanced by Jan Six (a descendant of Rembrandt’s 
patron) in “Iets over Rembrandt,” Oud Holland 11 (1893): 156, and  “Rembrandt’s voorbreiding 
van de etsen van Jan Six en Abraham Francen,” Onze Kunst 14 (1908): 53–65, and revived by 
Crenshaw, Rembrandt’s Bankruptcy, 65–66, and 174–75, n. 102. Dickey, Portraits in Print, 148, 
suggests that the Francen portrait may depict Abraham Francen’s brother Daniel, a successful 
surgeon who loaned Rembrandt 3,150 guilders in 1656. No portrait of Daniel Francen is known, 
however.
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