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“Rembrandt: The Very Dense Market for Prints”
Given how difficult it is to acquire a painting by Rembrandt, perhaps setting one’s eyes on a print by the
great Dutch master would make sense – especially as we celebrate the 350th anniversary of his death?
All types of work are available on the market, with prices starting at several thousand euros.
Rembrandt (1606-1669) still manages to capture the imagination. On July 5, 2018 a wonderful drypoint
print by the master, Christ Presented to the People, was sold at Christie’s for a record price of €2.9
million. It appears that the piece was acquired by New York investor Leon Black, known for his
extremely comprehensive art collection – ranging from The Scream by Munch (purchased for a record
€90.5 million in 2012) to works by Delacroix, Cézanne, and Matisse. Such a price is truly remarkable
for a print. On February 11, 2019 the information came out that Louvre Abu Dhabi had acquired the
painting by Rembrandt depicting a deeply expressive face of man – in reality, a figure of Christ in prayer
– which had sold for €10.6 million at Sotheby’s in London in November 2018.
Paintings approaching €80 million
Yet prices for the Dutch master can go even higher. In March 2016, two paintings representing a couple,
property of French businessman Eric de Rothschild (whose family had owned the works for many
years), were sold for €80 million each jointly to the Louvre Museum and the Rijksmuseum in
Amsterdam through a private transaction.
The 350th anniversary of Rembrandt’s death is the opportunity for several museums to organize special
exhibitions celebrating his genius. From February 15 to June 10, the Rijksmuseum is displaying close to
its entire Rembrandt collection – including all 22 paintings, along with 300 of the 1,300 prints in its
possession. In Abu Dhabi the Louvre is showing 16 Rembrandts, all of which (except for one) belong to
the collection of the American businessman Thomas Kaplan – the largest privately-owned collection of
its kind. Only 35 paintings by Rembrandt are allegedly left in private hands. As such, the wisest course
of action – should one be looking to acquire a work by the master – may well be to consider his prints.
Variations in technique
Doing so would still be quite exciting. The Queen of England’s Head of Prints and Drawings, Martin
Clayton, explains: “Rembrandt has an instinct for lines. He is one of the greatest printmakers of all time.
Most artists, when creating portraits, tend to rely on drawing. However, Rembrandt frequently practiced
the technique of etching and was captivated by this medium. And since he personally collected prints, he
knew how to manipulate the market by using different types of paper and techniques in order to
stimulate the interest of collectors.”
Ger Luijten, former head curator of the graphic arts department at the Rijksmuseum, leads the Fondation
Custodia in Paris. He co-authored the catalogue raisonné of Rembrandt’s prints, published in 2013 in
seven volumes and based on the compilation of 72 collections. “Rembrandt fully understood that
printmaking could help him achieve greater success in his career, but it also represented a means of
expression for him as an artist. He personally created 315 etchings, but also expressed significant
interest for the prints of others – from which he derived important lessons in aesthetics. This type of
artistic environment is what allowed him to retort, when criticized for failing to visit Italy to see the
paintings by the masters of the Renaissance: ‘Italy is all around me.’ By 1656, he owned some 7,000
prints, including works by Raphael, Titien, Dürer…”

Numbered states
The concept of “states” – or numbered iterations – is critical to the field of old prints, as the artist may
chose to rework the original plate several times. Hence the different numbers: State I, State II, etc. In
fact, the etching by Rembrandt which earned a record price last year was an exceptionally rare state I.
The catalogue raisonné documents the various states (up to ten), with some being more valuable than
others – an indication of just how technical this particular discipline really is.
Yet any expert will confirm that aside from the subject, the quality of the print and the work’s overall
conditions are what ultimately determine its price. As the impression plate is used over time, the image
tends to lose its sharpness. And even worse, as Ger Luijten explains: “When Rembrandt went bankrupt,
and later when he died, his copper plates were sold and reused to produce prints. These later prints are
terrible.”
According to Hélène Bonafous-Murat, an expert from Paris: “Rembrandt’s plates were used for re-prints
up until the year 1900. They were reworked and lack refinement. Today, one can find such posthumous
prints at auction for prices ranging from €300 to €2,000. Often, they are immediately re-sold by
unscrupulous dealers as bona fide works by Rembrandt.” “Legitimate” prints by the master stand out
from these later prints thanks to their quality and the type of paper used.
The most recent major sale of early prints was organized by Christie’s in New York on January 29,
2019. It consisted of 21 sheets – auctioned at prices ranging from $6,000 for a slightly faded 1637
biblical scene depicting Abraham, to $468,000 for a highly detailed St. Jerome Reading in an Italian
Landscape. A small Self-Portrait Etching at a Window from 1648 found a buyer for $35,000. A
remarkable landscape in chiaroscuro depicting three trees in a clearing – a masterpiece of dramatic
composition – was sold for $324,500.
“Quality” prints by Rembrandt can be found in all price ranges.

