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Reading between Rembrandt’s lines
 Etching, engraving, and drypoint are 
related printing processes that Rembrandt 
explored. In all three, copper plates incised 
with designs are inked and wiped of excess 
— sometimes evenly, sometimes quite 
selectively. Then paper and a protective 
blanket are applied, and the “sandwich” is 
cranked between rollers, creating pressure  

that forces ink from plate onto paper.
 In etching and engraving, acid is used 
to “bite” (eat away) metal that has been 
exposed by a tool. In the former, a needle 
is drawn on a plate coated with a “ground” 
of waxy varnish. When acid is applied, it 
works only on the exposed areas. In the 
latter, which Rembrandt used secondarily 

to the other processes, a faceted steel 
shaft called a burin cuts neat, V-shaped 
furrows.
 In drypoint, no acid is used. Instead, 
a needle scratches the plate, raising fine 
ridges, known as the burr, that hold ink. 
The burr generally wears quickly, a victim 
of printing pressure and repeated wiping.

Mixing techniques
Rembrandt would combine techniques 
within a single work. “Christ Returning 
From the Temple With His Parents” (1654, 
detail, above) contrasts the wiry lines of 
an etching with drypoint’s “diffuse, velvety 
lines” — behind Mary’s head, on her 
right shoulder, and in the space between 
the arms and bodies of both Mary and 
Jesus, said Thomas E. Rassieur, assistant 
curator in the MFA’s department of prints, 
drawings, and photographs. 

Stopping out
Rembrandt made the lighter, delicate 
lines of “The Presentation in the 
Temple” (1630, etching) by a process 
called stopping out (detail, above). He 
“interrupted the biting process, rinsed the 
plate, dried it, applied varnish to the upper 
left, and then continued to bite the plate, 
causing the other lines to be deeper and 
wider,” Rassieur said. 

Granular bitten tone
“No one knows” how Rembrandt achieved 
what’s known as granular bitten tone, 
such as in “Jan Cornelis Sylvius” (1646, 
etching, engraving, and drypoint), 
Rassieur said. “He somehow pitted the 
surface of the plate to get this soft gray 
tone over the face. But he excluded that 
effect in the whites of the eyes and parts 
of the collar. The result is that his eyes 
take on a very lively character” (detail, 
above).


