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REMBRANDT AND JAPANESE WASHI PAPER 
Toward an Aesthetic of Black

Rembrandt and Japanese Washi Paper

Rembrandt did not choose to be the first artist in Europe to 
create his prints on East Asian paper simply from a sense of its 
rarity and curiosity. Groundbreaking research by Christopher 
White and Karel G. Boon2 and more recent work by Kida Shō3 
and Kōfuku Akira4 has made this clear. Japanese paper was 
much better suited than European paper to visually express the 
solid sense of time surrounding the encounter. Rembrandt made 
remarkable use of Japanese paper for his woodcuts and it is 
well-known that Japanese paper was used for a number of prints, 
especially from the late 1640s onward.

Indeed, as early as the 17th century mention was made of how 
Rembrandt used non-European papers for their artistic effects. 
In 1668 a certain Englishman wrote that some of Rembrandt’s 
prints were printed on Indian paper. Roger de Piles, the 
renowned French art critic, known for his high praise of the color 
palettes used by Rubens and Titian, also reported that collectors 
competed amongst themselves to obtain Rembrandt prints made 

1 Tohoku University
2 C. White & K. G. Boon, Rembrandt’s Etchings: An Illustrated Critical 

Catalogue, 2 vols., (Amsterdam: van Gendt, 1966).
3 Kida Shō 貴田庄, Renburanto to washi [Rembrandt and Japanese paper]　 

『レンブラントと和紙』(Tokyo: Yasaka shobō 八坂書房, 2005).
4 Kōfuku Akira 幸福輝, ‘”Papier de demi-teinte”: Japanese paper in 

Rembrandt’s œuvre’, in Kōfuku Akira (ed. by), Renburanto Hikari no 
tsuikyū/yami no yūwaku [Rembrandt The pursuit of light/the seduction of 
obscurity] 『レンブラント　光の追究／闇の誘惑』, 展カタログ Rembrandt: 
The Quest for Chiaroscuro Exh. Cat. (Tokyo: Nippon terebi hōsōmō 日本テ

レビ放送網, 2011), pp. 329-343.
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on slightly reddish, brown toned Chinese papers, not those 
printed on white European papers. Florent Le Comte, an art 
critic and contemporary of De Piles, also reported the fascinating 
effect that Chinese papers had on the neutral color tones seen in 
Rembrandt’s prints.5 

What effect did Rembrandt’s use of washi (和紙, Japanese 
paper), as opposed to European paper, have on his prints? As is 
well known, prior to that he had used vellum, Chinese papers, 
and others. Kōfuku Akira has made the following observation 
about why Rembrandt noticed Japanese paper. While Japanese 
paper heightened the beauty of midrange tones, the glossy paper 
surface itself was also fascinating, giving a soft feel to the motifs 
themselves. The paper was also seen to evoke all the shades of 
deep black, and thus effectively bringing out the expression of 
print details.

De Piles and Le Comte were not fascinated by the actual 
lines and forms of Rembrandt’s prints, but rather how the prints 
adroitly depicted half tones. Just as the pale to dark tones found in 
ink painting ink give a sense of color, they were surprised at how 
the ink tonalities created by the paper and ink in Rembrandt’s 
prints evoked this same sense of color.

When did Rembrandt start using Japanese paper in his prints? 
Did he use it throughout his career or just during certain periods? 
A careful investigation of his use of Japanese paper shows that 
he began using this paper type around 1647, and that most of 
his prints produced particularly in the 1650s were on Japanese 
paper.6 Rembrandt’s prints are not unusual in their existence 

5 Florent Le Comte, Cabinet des singularitez d’architecture, peinture, sculpture 
et graveure,III (Paris: A Paris, chez Nicolas Le Clerc, ruë Saint Jacques, 
proche Saint Yves, à l’Image Saint Lambert, 1699), p. 126. Roger de Piles, 
Abregé de la vie des peintres, avec des réflexions sur leurs ouvrages (Paris: 
Langlois and Muguet, 1699), p. 433. Cf. Kōfuku Akira (ed. by), Rembrandt: 
The Quest for Chiaroscuro, cit.

6 Erik Hinterding, Jaco Rutgers, Rembrandt (The New Hollstein Dutch & 
Flemish Etching, Engravings and Woodcuts 1450-1700), Plates I-III, Text 
I-III (Ouderkerk aan den Ijssel: Sound & Vision Publisher, 2013). Erik 
Hinterding, Rembrandt as an Etcher: The Practice of Production and 
Distribution, Ouderkerk aan den Ijssel: Sound & Vision Publisher, 2006), pp. 
112-114.
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in numerous different states, representing his different work 
in stages on the blocks. It is noteworthy that he did not use 
Japanese paper on the final state of a print, but rather in the 
first and second states, the first half of a print’s development, or 
sometimes on the mid-range third and fourth states. There are 
many examples of his using this paper type for test runs of his 
first states; it is noteworthy that he used precious Japanese paper 
for these. Unlike the image depiction found in drawing, drypoint, 
in which the needle draws elements directly on the block, eases 
intense abrasion. As a result, even though artists in general might 
use Japanese paper in test prints or early states when the print 
plate was in good condition, undoubtedly even at the test print 
stages Rembrandt knew that the prints he was producing were 
marketable.

First let us look at the prints that Rembrandt was making just 
as he began using Japanese paper. By that point in the process 
these prints must reveal Rembrandt’s expectations regarding 
Japanese paper.

   Figure 2 Rembrandt, Jan Asselijn, 
painter, Cartridge paper, State I, 

Rijksmuseumprentenkabinet

Figure 1 Rembrandt, Jan Asselijn, 
painter, Japanese paper, State I, 

Rijksmuseumprentenkabinet
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Let us look at his portrait of Jan Asselijn (Fig.1-2), produced 
in 1647 when Asselijn, who had become a landscape painter 
and had been active in Rome, returned to Amsterdam. This is 
a rare example of Rembrandt creating a portrait of a fellow 
painter. Seated, with one hand on a table, the other at his hip, 
the subject looks out with a faint smile at the viewer. An easel 
appears behind, with a glimpse of an Italianate landscape. Close 
examination reveals that a palette, brushes, and books are placed 
on the table, all indicating that he is a painter.

The first state (Fig. 1) is signed and dated (with the two last 
numbers rubbed out), indicating that it had reached the state of 
completion to be considered a work of art. Rembrandt used various 
papers to print this first state, including Japanese paper, cartridge 
paper, and Indian paper. The different paper types all create visible 
effects in the prints. What kind of effects? Let us compare the 
Japanese paper and cartridge paper versions. The Asselijn image 
(Fig. 2) printed on cartridge paper has a pronouncedly neutral 
character, suited for its function as a record of the work. The 
viewer can see Asselijn’s expression, his age, and information 
about the garments he is wearing. The print on Japanese paper 
(Fig. 1) is deeper yellow than that on cartridge paper and, as a 
result, it appears that Asselijn is floating in a sepia-toned space. 
The feeling is all the stronger that Asselijn has turned to the viewer 
as if to say something. As if cast overall with a translucent shadow, 
the work exudes a sense of time and spatial depth.

Thus, Rembrandt was able to confirm the effect of using 
Japanese paper in a portrait print. The Portrait of Jan Six (Fig. 
3-6), who as a literatus understood his friend Rembrandt and 
had asked him to produce the illustrations for his own drama 
Medea, reveals all the stronger the effects of Japanese paper. 
Six was a member of a wealthy merchant family and his father 
operated a silk textile factory in Amsterdam. He was also an art 
collector and his collection included a splendid group of prints 
that Rembrandt was able to view.7

7 Erik Hinterding, Ger Luijten, Martin Royalton-Kisch (ed. by), Rembrandt 
the Printmaker, (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2000), Exh. Cat. Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam, National Gallery London 2000-2001, cat. 57.



A. Ozaki - Rembrandt and Japanese Washi Paper 83

   

   

Figure 3 Rembrandt, Jan Six, state I, 
Japanese paper, 1647, Rijksmuseum 

Prentenkabinet, Amsterdam 

Figure 5 Rembrandt, Jan Six, state III, 
Japanese paper, 1647, 

Petit Palais, Paris

Figure 4 Rembrandt, Jan Six, state II, 
Japanese paper, 1647, Rijksmuseum 

Prentenkabinet, Amsterdam 

Figure 6 Rembrandt, Jan Six, state IV, 
European paper, 1647, Rembranthuis 

Museum, Amsterdam
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The Portrait of Jan Six shows a single picture hanging on the 
left-hand wall, with a curtain half shut, giving the room a dim 
lighting that makes it hard to identify as a specific place. Six, 
set against a bright window, stands looking at the manuscript 
he holds in his hand. The manuscript paper may function as a 
reflecting board, but those reflections allow a clear view of his 
melancholic expression.8 Conversely, the curtain hanging at the 
window blocks light and becomes a prop that scatters illumination 
around the room from the single area that allows it in. The papers 
on top of the chair, a decorative frieze on the table, a sword, and 
a staff are all vaguely apparent in the dimly lit space.

Rembrandt took endless pains to express amounts of light, as 
can be seen in various changes he made in this print from the 
first state (Fig. 3) to the second state (Fig. 4). As if increasing 
the amount of light in the room, he removed the crosshatching 
etched across the glass window to the upper right of Six’s head 
and removed the window shelves. Five different states of this 
print are known and, with the exception of the final state, they 
have all been handed down printed on Japanese paper. Added to 
his skill with drypoint and etching effects, the use of Japanese 
paper can be seen as a means of enabling the expression of subtle 
light dark gradations. Kōfuku Akira has made some superb 
observations about the differences in Portrait of Jan Six prints 
on Japanese and European paper.9 Kōfuku compared states three 
(Fig. 5) and four (Fig. 6), relating in detail his fascination with 
the deep blacks created by the Japanese paper. “Viewed alone 
the fourth state also shows some truly beautiful harmonies. 
However, a comparison with the third state printed on Japanese 
paper shows that the fourth state lacks the fascination of an all-
the-deeper black, a richer expression created by velvety, softly 
coiling light and dark tonality.”

The points suggested by Kōfuku become even clearer when 

8 Dixon considers the portrait of Six to be an image of “melancholy”. Laurinda 
S. Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius: The Melancholic Persona in Art, ca. 
1500-1700 (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013), pp. 
107-108.

9 Kōfuku Akira (ed. by), Rembrandt: The Quest for Chiaroscuro, cit., p. 160.
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we compare Portrait of Jan Uytenbogaert, “The Goldweigher” 
(1639, Fig. 7) and the Portrait of Jan Six. Separated by about a 
decade, the two works show subtle differences in skill level and 
the interest in details. However, the biggest difference between 
the two can be seen in the level of Rembrandt’s interest in the 
expression of light and darkness. In the 1639 work, there is still 
the sense of dramatic dark/light contrast seen in The Night Watch 
(Fig. 8). At that stage the use, or thoughts of use, of Japanese 
paper had not yet occurred.

Figure 8 Rembrandt, 
The Nightwatch, 
1642, Rijksmuseum, 
Amsterdam

Figure 7 Rembrandt, 
Jan Uytenbogaert,
The Glodweigher
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While hard to express, an interest in what can be called the 
coloristic, soft expression of light and dark can also be observed 
in Rembrandt’s self-portraits. Let us look at his 1648 work, 
Self Portrait Drawing at a Window (Fig. 9-11). There are three 
different states extant: the first state print (Fig. 9) on Chinese 
paper today in Amsterdam, a second state print (Fig. 10) on 
Japanese paper in London, and a fourth state print (Fig. 11). 
Differences in details, such as the fact the second state print (Fig. 
10) is signed and dated above the window frame and the fourth 
state shows a landscape outside the window, can be seen. 

   

Figure 9 Rembrandt, Self-Portrait 
Etching at a Window, 1648, Chinese 
paper, State I, Rijksprentenkabinet, 
Amsterdam

Figure 10 Rembrandt, Self-Portrait 
Etching at a Window, 1648, Japanese 
paper, State II, British Museum, 
London
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What I would like to note here, however, are the different 
impressions received from the prints made on Chinese versus 
Japanese paper. The shift from state one to state two shows a 
clarification of the shape of the desk and the creation of depth. 
There is denser, finer crosshatching to create shadow effects. 
This is especially true on the deepening of the shadow on the 
painter’s right side. The result is an emphasis on black and a 
superb rendition of the mood of the painter concentrating on his 
work as he looks in the mirror. The black is all the more richly 
expressed thanks to the use of the Japanese paper. The greater 
importance of the black is apparent at first glance in the fourth 
state print produced on Japanese paper. The painter cast in tonal 
shadows is quietly working, his expression gentle, exuding a 
sense of strange, soulful radiance. 

In addition to its use in portraits and self-portraits, Rembrandt 
also used Japanese paper for his landscape and historical 
pictures. Images printed on Japanese paper share a beautifully 
rich gradation of deep shading, indeed creating an ink painting-
like effect (Fig. 12).10 In other words, the pursuit of the beauty 
of black appealed to those looking for richly varying shades 

10 Cf. Luc Tuymans, Yu Hui (ed. by), The Forbidden Empire: Visions of the 
World by Chinese and Flemish Masters, Exh. Cat. Brussels, Beijing (Brussel: 
Mercatorfonds, 2007).

Figure 11 Rembrandt, Self-Portrait 
Etching at a Window, 1648, 
Japanese paper, State IV,
British Museum, London
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of black and provides iconographic information that cannot be 
replicated in words, it is a means of imbuing the work with an 
emotive sense of immediacy.

Then can we say that he discovered this interest in black 
thanks to Japanese paper? Of course, we cannot deny that 
Japanese paper spurred on this interest. However, as noted in 

Figure 12 Shen Zhou, Imitating Yunlin’s 
Landscape, 1479 (Ming dynasty), 
The Forbidden Empire, Beijing
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a separate work by the present author11, the recipient (in this 
case Rembrandt) must also have been in a receptive context in 
order to make creative works utilizing elements from the distant 
cultural spheres of Europe and Asia. For Rembrandt, Japanese 
paper was an important medium because he himself had a strong 
interest in black. Then we might ask, what was the connection 
between Rembrandt and black?

The Aesthetics of Black

Many people feel that Rembrandt’s works overall, not just his 
prints but also his oil paintings, include broad swathes of shadow 
that cover sections of the composition and employ darkened 
palettes, as if depicting a night scene. While dark varnish is 
blamed for some of this effect, the painting known as The 
Night Watch tells its own story. Officially titled The Shooting 
Company of Frans Banning Cocq and Willem van Ruytenburch, 
the painting came to be known as The Night Watch around the 
19th century, given its seemingly nocturnal setting. 

By no means was Rembrandt alone in placing dark shadows 
in his pictures. The creation of shadows through the use of black 
rather than layered colors is said to have been spread by Titian and 
the other 16th century Venetian school painters. Then in the 17th 
century Caravaggio developed his dramatic chiaroscuro methods, 
which became a fashionable trend across Europe, including 
northern Europe. Rembrandt was likely deeply involved in this 
trend begun by Caravaggio, and he made expressive shading an 
important element of his own artistic approach.

As has been frequently discussed before,12 Rembrandt’s 
expression of shadow, in other words his fondness for black, 

11 Akihiro Ozaki, ‘Porcelain’s White Gleam: Iconoclasm and Encounter 
between the Netherlands and Asia’, in Taku Kuroiwa (ed. by), The Values of 
the Other (Sendai/Grenoble, forthcoming), pp. 25-44. 

12 Akihiro Ozaki, Renburanto no korekushon - Jikoseikei he no chōsen [Rembrandt’s 
collection: challenging for self-formation]『レンブラントのコレクションー自

己成形への挑戦』(Tokyo: Sangensha 三元社, 2004), Chap. 3.
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was also a means for the viewer to sense the depicted figures’ 
souls. Self-portraits were one of the ways that Rembrandt 
became active as a painter. He depicted himself not only in oil 
paintings, but also repeatedly in print form. A typical example of 
this kind of print self-portrait can be seen in the image showing 
his face half-covered by shadow (Fig. 13-14). Covering the face 
in shadow makes it harder to determine the person’s physical 
features, but more so than anything, it makes it more difficult to 
understand their emotional expression. Except in cases where the 
revealing of a person’s features was not desirable, or that effect 
was sought, it is impossible to make a portrait out of such an 
image. In other words, not aiming to depict a person’s features, 
hiding the details of emotive expression in shadow, might be 
seen as conversely changing them into something else. It is the 
expression of melancholy, one of the human temperaments.    

Melancholy was seen as one of the four human temperaments, 
alongside sanguinity, irascibility, and apathy. Melancholy was 
traditionally valued as the temperament that indicated natural 
genius. Research on melancholia was particularly active at Leiden 

Figure 14 Rembrandt, Self-
Portrait in a Cap and Scarf with 

the Face Dark, 1633

Figure 13 Rembrandt, Sheet of Studies: 
Head of the Artist, A Beggar couple, Heads 
of an old Man and Old Woman, Etc., 1632
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University, Holland’s oldest university located in Rembrandt’s 
hometown. One study has shown that some 55 doctoral theses 
on the subject were submitted from the latter half of the 17th 
century through the beginning of the 18th century. Of those, 23 
were written during Rembrandt’s own lifetime.13

Albrecht Dürer’s Melencolia I (Fig. 15) stimulated Rembrandt 
to fuse past traditions of artistic expression with that of his 
own age.14 It was Albrecht Dürer who created the monumental 
artwork depicting Melencolia I as the genius temperament, a 
concept revived in Florence by Marsilio Ficino. The melancholic 
condition, in which the person’s bile is black, is expressed by 
showing a face in complete shadow. Originally black was 
something that struck fear in the heart; a portent of evil in the dark 
of night, a world of witchcraft, but here it has been transformed 
into artistic genius.15

13 Laurinda S. Dixon, The Dark Side of Genius: The Melancholic Persona in 
Art, ca. 1500-1700, cit., p. 51.

14 Cf. Catherine B. Scallen, ‘Rembrandt, Emulation, and the Northern Print 
Traditon’, in Laurinda S. Dixon (ed. by), In Detail: New studies of Northern 
Renaissance art in honor of Walter S. Gibson (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998), 
pp. 135-150.

15 John R. Harvey, The Story of Black (London: Reaktion Books, 2013), Chap. 6.

Figure 15 Albrecht Dürer, 
Melencolia I, engraving, 1514
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Rembrandt used subtle gradations to express melancholia, using 
black just as if it were color to express the model’s inner being. 
The inner being is not depicted through the facial expression, 
but rather the evoking of a sense of those feelings in the viewer. 
In detail, Rembrandt created self-portraits in which his face was 
in shadow and his facial expressions unreadable, not only in oil 
paintings but also in numerous prints and drawings (Fig. 13-14). 
This depictive method by which the slightest visible hint gives 
the viewer a sense of the deepest inner workings of the model 
was entirely novel at the time in the Netherlands. It differed from 
the ordinary expression in which the image conveys a clear-cut 
emotion to the viewer, such as a laughing face or a crying face. 
Now the form appealed directly to the viewer’s own subjective 
experiences, a means of depicting the inner, invisible elements 
of a person.

For Rembrandt, an extremely important issue was how to 
manipulate the black of shadows as much as possible in order 
to give it a sense of color. And it was Japanese paper that gave 
the widest range of potential16, a chance to create his own unique 
works as a painter/printmaker whose breadth of print expression 
approached that of painting.

16 Akihiro Ozaki, ‘The Artistic Challenges of Rembrandt as Painter-Printmaker’, 
in Kōfuku Akira (ed. by), Rembrandt: The Quest for Chiaroscuro, cit., pp. 
107-117.




