RETHINKING REMBRANDT'S RENAISSANCE
Stephanie S. Dickey, Queen’s University
While the intellectual and artistic advances of the Italian Renaissance resonated
throughout seventeenth-century Europe, their specific effects varied in degree and quality
as imported ideas mixed and melded with indigenous traditions. In the Dutch Republic,
an established penchant for careful study and naturalistic rendering of observed reality
competed against the classicist valorization of ideal beauty based on mathematical
abstraction and standards set by the sculptors of ancient Greece and Rome. While it has
become clear that classicism did manage to infiltrate Dutch aesthetics, and to gain
increasing power as the seventeenth century progressed, the defining “Dutchness” of
Dutch art remains rooted in the talent of artists such as Rembrandt, Vermeer, Hals and
Steen for perspicacious observation of physical nature – what Samuel van Hoogstraten
(1678) called “de zichtbare werelt” – and of human nature: the inward passions and states
of mind that motivate human action and behavior.1
The philosophical and even political implications of the interaction between
realism and idealism in Dutch art are complex, and have been much analysed. This article
takes a more practical view by asking the question: what impact did Italian Renaissance
precedent have on the daily experience of artists in the Dutch Republic, and on their
ability to compete in the marketplace?2 I will suggest an answer to this question by
examining one well-known case: the encounter of Rembrandt van Rijn with Italian works
collected and traded by dealers and connoisseurs in Amsterdam. Although Rembrandt
never left the Netherlands, emulation and adaptation of Italian precedents can be traced
throughout his career. As I have recently argued, one of his earliest and most audacious
self-portraits may depend in part upon a self-portrait attributed to the Venetian master
Giorgione.3 Later, a number of his treatments of themes from the life of Christ reflect
admiration for Leonardo’s Last Supper (Milan), known to him only through reproductive
prints.4 For the present discussion, however, I will focus on an event that took place in
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1639, when Rembrandt was nearing the peak of his career as a portraitist and history
painter in Amsterdam: his attendance at the estate auction of the collector Lucas van
Uffelen. This event is familiar to all Rembrandt scholars, but its practical consequences
have, in my view, been undervalued.

In 1515, Raphael painted a portrait of Baldassare Castiglione, diplomat, poet and
author of Il Cortegiano (The Book of the Courtier) (Paris, Louvre). The painting became
known to artists and connoisseurs in northern Europe by a variety of means, including a
painted copy by Peter Paul Rubens and a print after Joachim von Sandrart, to be
discussed below (see fig. 3).5 As analyzed by John Shearman, the composition and
vantage point of the portrait emphasize the amicable relations between sitter and artist.
Castiglione is seated quietly in a wooden chair, and the viewer is positioned as if seated
beside him, perhaps in conversation.6 This sense of intimacy is acknowledged in a poem
written by Castiglione himself about the painting. The poet speaks in the voice of his
wife Ippolita, who consoles herself while he is away from home by turning to the portrait
as a surrogate for her absent husband: "I make tender approaches to it, I smile, I joke or
speak, just as if it could give me an answer. By an acknowledgment and a nod it seems
to me often to want to say something, and to speak with your voice... Your son [two-yearold Camillo] recognizes his father and greets him with childish talk." This poem deploys
a number of conventions frequently used by seventeenth-century authors when writing in
praise of portraiture, such as the likeness so true that it lacks only speech, and the ability
of the lifelike portrait to cheat distance and even death. These themes remain common in
portrait epigrams throughout the early modern period.7
Castiglione's Book of the Courtier, published in 1527 and numerous subsequent
editions, draws an insightful picture of the intellectually and socially competitive
atmosphere of life in the urban courts of High Renaissance Italy. In this context, as
described by Castiglione, sprezzatura, the conduct of one's activities with apparently
effortless grace, was a desired attribute of both personal bearing and vocational skill.
According to Castiglione's introduction, his literary project of describing this
sophisticated milieu is analogous to the painter’s art; the result is "a painted portrait of the
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court of Urbino, prepared not by Raphael or Michelangelo, but by an ignoble artist."8
Thus, the equation of painting and authorship, and the implicit competition between the
two, infuse the historical context of Raphael’s portrait, an artful likeness not only of the
man portrayed, but also of his rapport with the artist, his friend and fellow scholar.9 Yet,
competition on a more personal, less intellectual, and, indeed, occasionally even violently
physical plane also informed the careers of Raphael and his fellow artists, most notably
Michelangelo, his constant rival for commissions in Rome.10 While discussions of the
concept of competition in art frequently focus on theoretical issues such as the debate
over the relative merits of painting and sculpture (paragone), it is important to recognize
that artists vied with one another as professionals seeking recognition in a competitive
marketplace. The motivations for this competition went beyond creative rivalry or pure
love of art: in most cases, it was more likely prompted by the practical need to attract the
attention and approval of prominent connoisseurs. In Renaissance Italy, the approbation
of powerful patrons led to major commissions. In the more entrepreneurial culture of the
Dutch Republic, circumstances were different: artists painted more often for the open
market than in response to specific requests. Yet, clearly, the necessity of appealing to
the tastes of influential art lovers (kunstliefhebbers11) remained essential.

And in

Rembrandt’s Amsterdam, the more sophisticated of those art lovers who collected
contemporary Dutch art also took an interest in paintings, both Northern and Italian, from
preceding centuries. The collection of the brothers Gerard and Jan Reynst, for instance,
included works attributed to Raphael, Bassano, Titian, Lorenzo Lotto, Giulio Romano,
and Veronese.12
Elements of personal self-fashioning and aesthetic rivalry have consistently
colored interpretations not only of Raphael's portrait of Castiglione, but also of its impact
on the work of Rembrandt van Rijn. A specific connection with two self-portraits by
Rembrandt, an etching of 1639 and related painting of 1640, was noted by Hofstede de
Groot in the early 20th century and has been mentioned in innumerable publications since
then.13 The similarity in pose and format between the sedate figure of the poet and
Rembrandt’s dignified self-representation is more than coincidental, as confirmed by the
existence of a sketch drawn by Rembrandt when the Castiglione came up for auction in
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Amsterdam on 9 April 1639, as part of the estate of Lucas van Uffelen (fig. 1).
Rembrandt’s etched self-portrait, signed and dated 1639, must have followed by only a
few weeks or months (Fig. 2). In an influential article of 1969, Eddy de Jongh suggested
that Rembrandt's emulation of this portrait of a famous author by the renowned Raphael
pits his own skill against that of his Italian predecessor, but also, by transforming the
portrait of a poet into the self-portrait of an artist, stakes a claim for the superiority of
painting over poetry.14

His argument is strengthened by the fact that a second

conjunction of famous painter and literary subject factors into the equation. Titian's Man
in Blue, now in the National Gallery in London, was thought by Rembrandt's
contemporaries to represent the legendary poet Ludovico Ariosto; it was identified as
such in a print after Joachim von Sandrart (Fig. 4). In the 1630s, Titian’s painting was in
the collection of Alphonso Lopez, a Portuguese Jewish entrepreneur resident in
Amsterdam as agent for the French crown. At the Van Uffelen sale in 1639, Lopez also
purchased Raphael’s Portrait of Castiglione. This is recorded with some disgruntlement
by Joachim von Sandrart, who was also present at the sale and tried to purchase the
Castiglione for himself.15
At the time of his attendance at the Van Uffelen sale, Alphonso Lopez’ collection
already included at least one early work by Rembrandt, Balaam and his Ass (1626, Paris,
Musée Cognac-Jay), which he probably purchased on an earlier trip to the Netherlands.
It has been assumed that this prior contact gave Rembrandt the opportunity to continue
the acquaintance and to visit Lopez in his home, where Rembrandt could have seen both
of the Italian portraits, as well as other paintings of potential interest.16 This explains
why, as De Jongh rightly argued, the format and demeanor of Titian's painting play even
more closely into Rembrandt's self-portraits than those of Raphael. There is, for instance,
an immediate drop in temperature, as the benign collegiality of Castiglione is replaced by
a frosty hauteur and a stone ledge blocks our access to the sitter, both aspects adapted by
Rembrandt. At the same time, as several scholars (including the present writer) have
demonstrated, the format, pose and costume adopted in these two works synthesize the
example set by Raphael and Titian with an established tradition of portraits of northern
artists that included self-portraits by Albrecht Dürer as well as numerous printed artist
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portraits in a similar format, published in series by Hieronymus Cock, Hendrick Hondius
and others. Rembrandt’s familiarity with these graphic antecedents probably explains
why, despite his evident admiration for Titian as a painter, he initially responded to the
events of 1639 by producing a self-portrait print (fig. 2).17
Rembrandt’s etching of 1639 and painting of 1640 constitute a singularly
assertive declaration of personal dignity and self-confidence in a career encompassing
dozens of self-portraits in a variety of media. Clearly, Rembrandt viewed this project as
an important opportunity for self-definition, as well as self-promotion, at a pivotal
moment in his career. What has been insufficiently emphasized, in my view, is the
essentially practical, entrepreneurial calculation that must have informed this decision,
taken in response not only to inspiring antecedents of the past, but to competitive
pressures in the present. Again, the initial choice of the print medium (capable of being
reproduced and widely circulated) is significant here, as is the format of Rembrandt’s
sketch after the Castiglione, to which we will return shortly.
As we have already seen, Rembrandt was not the only witness at the Van Uffelen
sale to produce a graphic response. Joachim von Sandrart, underbidder for the
Castiglione, commissioned a reproductive engraver, Renier van Persijn, to produce prints
after three paintings in the Lopez collection, including both the Castiglione and Titian’s
Man in Blue (identified as a portrait of Ariosto), to which he added dedicatory and
interpretive inscriptions (fig. 3, 4). The differences between this project and Rembrandt’s
etched self-portrait exemplify vastly divergent aspects of the market for prints in
Rembrandt’s milieu. While Rembrandt’s etching is an original and personal work of art,
presented without inscription (apart from the artist’s signature and date) as an expressive
image open to the interpretation of the viewer, a far larger proportion of the market
consisted of inscribed, reproductive prints like Persijn’s.

Often commissioned by

commercial publishers, these prints were the product of collaboration among a number of
agents: the original artist (with or, as in this case, without his cooperation), a draftsman
(in this case, Sandrart) who transposes the original image to a format suitable for
engraving, the printmaker, the publisher, and the author of one or more added
inscriptions. In this case, as I have discussed elsewhere, Sandrart used the inscriptions to
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display his own sophistication as a connoisseur of art and literature, and to curry favor
with patrons including Lopez. For instance, he glosses the portrait of Ariosto with a
eulogy by the Dutch humanist Caspar Barlaeus, demonstrating (in a far more obvious
manner than Rembrandt’s self-portrait) his appreciation for the renowned Italian poet.18
The multivalent significance of inscribed texts on prints is only just beginning to
be recognized, and deserves further study.

In my own research, I am particularly

interested in the ways in which texts operate to guide viewer response.19 Even the most
objective information can be inflected with political or didactic connotations, which are
often presumed to attach to the image itself. What problematizes this assumption is the
fact that inscribed texts can seldom be attributed to the designer of the image, but were
often generated independently, sometimes at a substantial distance of time or context
from the original work. In most cases, they were appended by interested parties, such as
the publisher, who might select a relevant literary quote (such as a Bible passage) or
commission a poet to compose an interpretive response. Personal interpretations might
also be added to individual impressions of prints by hand. For instance, the best-known
poem about a work by Rembrandt is the quatrain in which Joost van den Vondel responds
to Rembrandt’s portrayal of the Mennonite minister Cornelis Anslo by urging him to
“paint Cornelis’ voice”. This poem was never engraved with Rembrandt’s etching of
1641, but was published separately in 1644 and inscribed by a calligrapher in pen and ink
on several individual impressions of the etching.20 An important case that has only
recently attracted attention is a poem by H.F. Waterloos, a member of the circle of literati
in Amsterdam that also included Rembrandt’s patron Jan Six. Waterloos’ devotional
response written in ink on a single impression of Rembrandt’s Christ Healing the Sick
(famously known as The Hundred Guilder Print), now in the Bibliothêque Nationale in
Paris, remained otherwise unpublished. In his recent monograph on Rembrandt, Gary
Schwartz imputes anti-Semitic sentiment to a passage of the poem in which Waterloos
contrasts the Pharisees’ cruel treatment of Jesus with the adoration felt for him by
modern Christians. According to Schwartz, this suggests that Rembrandt himself
expressed anti-Semitic views in the print.

However, Waterloos’ poem was never

engraved on Rembrandt’s copperplate. It is one of a number of highly personal responses
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to Rembrandt’s work, responses whose nature and form were outside the artist’s control.
Whether Rembrandt knew that his imagery would provoke such a response remains
moot.21
In many cases, the same skepticism should be applied to official inscriptions
engraved and published with a printed image. As copperplates passed from one publisher
to another, inscriptions were often altered. Thus, even if the image itself remained exactly
the same, the meaning that the viewer was expected to infer from it might change. This
circumstance offers a warning that highly specific iconographic interpretation of most
images should be approached with caution. Meaning, as reception theorists have long
recognized, is the unstable product of artistic intent and viewer response.

What

inscriptions convey to us, more than the artist’s intent, is a glimpse of the (often variable)
meanings that visual images might inspire in the eyes of contemporary viewers.
In the case of Sandrart’s prints, the intriguing aspect of the inscriptions, and what
is significant for the present discussion, is the way in which they contextualize the
paintings by Raphael and Titian as commodities of significant market value, encountered
on the auction block and in the private collection of Alphonso Lopez. As portraits, these
works function as historical records of the likenesses of great poets from the past. As
examples of skillful painting, they are often discussed as aesthetic models for Rembrandt
and his contemporaries.

But for Sandrart (who, after all, nearly purchased the

Castiglione himself) they are less important as role models from the past than as material
objects whose monetary and aesthetic value in present time confer prestige on those who
own and appreciate them.22 In the seventeenth century, whole collections, such as those
of Vincenzo Giustiniani in Rome and the Reynst brothers in Amsterdam, were
commemorated in this way, through “paper galleries” of reproductive engravings. By
this means, the works of art reproduced, from antique sculpture to sixteenth-century
painting, were recontextualized as material possessions. Their re-presentation as
components of a collection identifies them not only as works of artistic genius or
historical importance, but as evidence of the owner's intellect, sophistication, good taste,
or wealth.23
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The story of Sandrart’s engravings – which may also have played a role in
stimulating Rembrandt’s etched and painted self-portraits -- illustrates the material and
market context within which Rembrandt and his contemporaries in Amsterdam gained
exposure to Renaissance antecedents. While many seventeenth-century northern artists
traveled to Italy (although Rembrandt did not) and collected prints and drawings after
Italian Renaissance masters, they were equally likely to encounter salient examples on
the market, through auctions, dealers or access to private collections.

Rembrandt’s

presence at the Van Uffelen sale is justified less by his status as a painter than by his
documented activity as a collector of art and buyer at several other auctions in the 1630s.
While he certainly mined his collection for ideas for his own works, it is likely that he
also treated some of these purchases as investments and objects for re-sale.24
Also relevant here is a comment attributed to Rembrandt as an arrogant youth in
Leiden, when he attracted the notice of Constantijn Huygens, secretary to Stadholder
Frederik Hendrik and one of the most important connoisseurs of his generation. In his
manuscript autobiography, written around 1629, Huygens makes a case for the young
Rembrandt and his Leiden colleague Jan Lievens as Holland's answer to the great artists
of Italy and even to the legendary ancient masters Apelles and Parrhasios. Amazed at
Rembrandt's talents as a narrative history painter, Huygens is convinced that "to heap the
laurels of Greece and Italy on the Dutch" [will be possible through] "the achievement of a
Dutchman who has never ventured outside the walls of his native city". Within a few
years, Rembrandt did, of course, leave Leiden for the wider opportunities of Amsterdam.
But, as far as we know, he never left the Netherlands. And for Huygens, a classicallyeducated international traveler and seasoned connoisseur, this was the artist’s principal
fault: "hitherto, neither [Rembrandt nor Lievens] has found it necessary to spend a few
months traveling through Italy. ... How I would welcome their acquaintance with Raphael
and Michelangelo, the feasting of their eyes on the creations of such gigantic spirits! How
quickly they would surpass them all, giving the Italians due cause to come to Holland. ...
[However,] they claim to be in the bloom of youth and wish to profit from it: they have
no time to waste on foreign travel. Moreover, [they claim that] the best Italian paintings
of the genre most appreciated and collected these days by kings and princes north of the
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Alps are to be found outside Italy. What is scattered around in that country, and only to
be traced by dint of considerable effort, can be found in surfeit here." Interestingly,
Huygens does not entirely dispute this claim, stating that "the validity of this excuse is a
moot point".25 Among Rembrandt scholars, this quotation is usually cited as evidence of
Rembrandt's creative independence, or linked with the classicist critique circulated after
Rembrandt's death by authors such as Arnold Houbraken, Andries Pels, and Joachim von
Sandrart, by whom Rembrandt was chastised for ignoring the principles set by Italian and
classical art, and even specifically by Raphael.26 What is significant for the present
discussion, however, is the practical nature of Rembrandt’s attitude. It seems clear that
Rembrandt and Lievens, as young artists just establishing their careers, were already in
the habit of seeking out works of art on the market as objects of study, and were well
aware that Italian Renaissance masterpieces could be found in local collections.
It is also worth considering how the reliance on such local sources might
condition the Dutch artists’ understanding of, and response to, the achievements of
masters such as Raphael and Titian. For connoisseurs of today, it would seem impossible
to grasp their achievements without considering monumental commissions that have
necessarily remained in their original locations, such as Raphael’s frescoes for the
Vatican Stanze in Rome, or Titian’s Madonna of the Pesaro Family (Church of Santa
Maria Gloriosa dei Frari, Venice). Indeed, many early modern connoisseurs felt the same
way, and by the middle of the seventeenth century, the "grand tour" across the Alps to
Italy became a necessity for cultivated artists and gentleman from the north.27 Rembrandt
had the benefit of studying with two artists, Jacob van Swanenburgh in Leiden and Pieter
Lastman in Amsterdam, who had both spent considerable time in Italy and returned with
anecdotes and sketches to share.

As noted earlier, he also relied on reproductive

engravings, like the ones through which he became acquainted with Leonardo’s Milanese
fresco, The Last Supper. These small, linear, black-and-white images convey only a
partial sense of the grand, colorful works they reproduce. Nevertheless, as Huygens tells
it, Rembrandt and Lievens seemed totally unconcerned with what they would miss by not
seeing the canonical monuments of Italy with their own eyes. Indeed, they had no
patience for the tedious traipsing from palazzo to church that was, and still is, required to
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see the great frescoes, altarpieces and sculptures in situ. At home, they could find a
readily available surfeit of examples, thanks to the steady trade in Italian objects for sale
on the Dutch art market.
Tellingly, Rembrandt and Lievens considered local sources sufficient because
they were comprised "of the genre most appreciated and collected these days by kings
and princes". This element of Huygens’ statement is usually overlooked, but contributes
significantly to the point I want to make about the practical circumstances, and market
influence, of Italian art for Dutch painters like Rembrandt. It stands to reason that
relatively small, portable objects, like the portraits by Raphael and Titian, were the
elements of Italian artistic production that lent themselves most readily to export and to
private collecting and display. Indeed, Amsterdam collections that included Italian art,
like that of the Reynst brothers on the Keizersgracht in Amsterdam, were dominated by
such works.28 At occasions such as the Van Uffelen sale, these are the examples to which
Dutch artists like Rembrandt were most often exposed. And, indeed, relatively smallscale works such as these half-length portraits were far more suited to display in the
narrow townhouses of Amsterdam burghers than the gigantic altarpieces and historical
compositions displayed in the palaces of Venice and Rome.

To the extent that

Rembrandt and Lievens cared about Italian art at all -- and certainly their work shows
evidence of this -- what these pragmatic, hardworking young artists were interested in
seeing, studying and emulating was not, pace Huygens, what would feed their artistic
souls, but what would sell.
No city in the Dutch Republic, and perhaps none in northern Europe, supported a
livelier market in art and other luxury goods than the metropolis of Amsterdam. As the
century progressed, the upwardly mobile citizens of Holland, especially the successful
merchants and traders of the Dutch Republic’s mercantile capital, began to acquire the
tastes and budgets of princes, even buying up titled estates and surrounding themselves
with portraits of ancestors, real or imaginary. Statistical research also shows that, as
family collections became established, filling up available space for display, the
percentage of modern or newly purchased works of art declined against a rising
percentage of inherited, older pieces. While provincial buyers purchased mostly Dutch
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art, in Amsterdam, the cultural capital of the Republic, a particularly sophisticated
clientele built collections that also included paintings by Flemish and Italian Renaissance
masters, antique sculpture, curious metalwork, and exotic naturalia.29 Thus, Rembrandt
and his contemporaries in Amsterdam operated in a complex and highly competitive
market.
In 1637, the merchant and art collector Lucas van Uffelen returned to Amsterdam,
his childhood home, from Venice, where he had lived for many years.

Literary

references suggest that the impressive art collection he brought along included not only
"old masters" such as Raphael and Titian but also modern paintings by artists such as
Van Dyck, Rubens, Ribera, Domenichino, Poussin, and possibly Rembrandt.30
Following his death in 1638, the collection was disbursed at auction in two sales, the
second of which took place on April 9, 1639. Raphael's Castiglione must have been one
of the most expensive lots, for it fetched the impressive sum of 3500 guilders, as noted
both in Von Sandrart’s account and on Rembrandt’s sketch after the painting (fig. 1). To
put this in perspective, we can estimate that such a sum was ten times as much as
Rembrandt and other talented artists of his generation might expect to earn for a similar
work. Portrait prices were calculated not only according to the artist’s skill and fame, but
by factors such as size, format, and complexity. The most Rembrandt ever received for a
portrait of a single figure was 500 guilders, as referenced in a document probably related
to a full-length portrait painted in 1639. Only a few other prominent portraitists, such as
Bartholomeus van der Helst, earned similar fees, while lesser artists were lucky to make
one-fifth that sum.31
The Van Uffelen sale took place at the collector’s home on the Keizersgracht, in a
neighborhood rich with art lovers. According to a diary entry by Arnout van Buchell,
who visited the Reynst collection on the Keizersgracht in September 1639, Gerard Reynst
attended the Van Uffelen sale, where he purchased a painting by Titian.32 If Rembrandt
was there, he must certainly have rubbed elbows with some of the most important
collectors and art dealers in the city, such as Marten Kretzer and Johannes de Renialme,
who dealt in works by Vermeer as well as Rembrandt.33 For Rembrandt, Sandrart, and
their fellow artists, such occasions provided important opportunities not only to pick up
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ideas from the works on display, but also to assess the market and hobnob with
collectors, establishing connections that might lead to potential sales. With this context in
mind, I will conclude this essay with a closer look at Rembrandt's pen-and-ink sketch
after the Castiglione, now in the Albertina in Vienna (fig. 1).
This drawing is usually described as a preliminary indication that Rembrandt
decided, as soon as he saw the painting, to turn it into a self-portrait. The evidence for
this is his adjustment of Castiglione's hat so that it tilts at a rakish angle, more akin to the
way he usually wore his own, as seen in the etching of 1639 (fig. 2). In fact, I think there
is a practical explanation for this: if the Castiglione is observed from a sharp angle, a
similar distortion occurs. This distortion matches the vantage point of someone looking
at it from fairly close up, slightly below and well off to the right. While it is possible that
Rembrandt was unconcerned with accuracy in this case, or even sketched the painting
from memory, it is tempting to think that his quick notation captures the painting as he
actually saw it from his seat in the auction room.
More important, and frequently overlooked, is the inscription that surrounds the
figure. Rembrandt offers a telling commentary on the image by “framing” it with words.
No other drawing known from his hand is treated in this manner. To the left, his
inscription reads (in phonetically-spelled Dutch): "the count Baldassare Castiglione by
Raphael”, to the right: "sold for 3500 guilders", and below: "the whole collection of
Lucas van Nuffeleen [again misspelled] sold for 59,456 guilders in 1639."

These

notations make clear that what really captured his attention about the Castiglione was not
just the names of artist and sitter (which, given his phonetic spelling, he may only have
known by hearsay), but even more, the high prices paid for the portrait and for the whole
of Van Uffelen's collection. Here, Rembrandt is looking with the eyes of a merchant as
well as an artist. This attitude is reinforced by his reference to the collection as "de heele
cargesoen”, meaning a cargo or shipment of salable goods. According to John Michael
Montias, the extraordinarily high result must have made the Van Uffelen sale the major
event of the auction season.34 Rembrandt, as collector, dealer, and artist, would have
recognized its significance. He may well have focused on the Castiglione because it was
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one of the most expensive items at the sale. As an artist, he may also have been painfully
aware that his own portraits would never fetch such a price.
Rembrandt may well have approached Raphael's portrait of Castiglione as an
aesthetic model and as the likeness of an historical figure whose name he knew -- or had
been told – was significant. But more urgently, he saw it as a valuable commodity.
Collectors who were purchasing "old master" paintings like this one were paying far
higher prices than they did for similar works by modern Dutch artists like himself. No
wonder, then, that he determined to show, through creative emulation in his self-portraits,
that he could rival and even surpass such precious objects from the past, taking up
Huygens’ challenge to make the art of Holland equal to that of Italy. To stake this claim
in the medium of etching may have been, as we have seen, a direct response to a graphic
tradition (and perhaps even to Sandrart's reproductive prints), but it was also good
business, since prints could circulate widely, thereby spreading the artist’s message and
his fame. Indeed, there is evidence that Rembrandt’s etchings were widely appreciated in
Italy and elsewhere in Europe, and were better known abroad than his paintings.35 In
1660, the painter Guercino is known to have remarked to their mutual patron, the Sicilian
nobleman Don Antonio Ruffo, “I have seen various works of [Rembrandt’s] in print …
They are very beautifully executed … so that one can assume that his work in colour will
likewise be entirely exquisite and perfect. I sincerely esteem him as a great virtuoso.”36
Thus, by nine years before his death, Rembrandt had succeeded in meeting the challenges
set for him by Huygens and by the competitive presence of Italian masterworks on the art
market in Amsterdam.
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