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A few years ago, the Rijksmuseum 
acquired an interesting collection 

of documents about Johan Wilhelm 
Kaiser, an eminent engraver and a 
former director of the Rijksmuseum. 
They had been donated by his great-
great-grandson.1 The nineteenth- 
century engraver Kaiser was famous 
for his engravings after, notably, The 
Syndics of the Drapers’ Guild and the 
Night Watch by Rembrandt, and 
Bartholomeus van der Helst’s Banquet 
of the Amsterdam Civic Guard in  
Celebration of the Peace of Münster,  
but he also made a name for himself 
with book illustrations, banknotes  
and the first Dutch postage stamp. 

The Kaiser documents include 
letters from the artist Ary Scheffer and 
the statesman Johan Rudolf Thorbecke. 
More interesting yet are the surviving 
contracts that Kaiser signed with the 
Amsterdam art dealer and publisher 
Buffa, one of the most influential firms 
in the Dutch art trade in the nineteenth 
century. Although we are learning 
more and more about the practical 
business of reproducing art in the 
nineteenth century, which I previously 
described in Art in Reproduction, 
contemporary contracts like this are 
rare nowadays.2 The Rijksprenten-
kabinet holds several of Kaiser’s prints, 
and these contracts give us a unique 
insight into the stages that preceded 
their production: the plan to produce 

an engraving, the parameters within 
which this had to be done and the 
engraver’s remuneration. They shed 
new light on Kaiser’s work and on the 
reproduction of old master paintings 
in the nineteenth century.

Engraver
In 1830 Johan Kaiser made his debut  
at the Exhibition of Works by Living 
Artists in The Hague with an ‘engraving 
after a standing Academy statue’, and 
scored a hit. King William I wrote to 
Kaiser personally to tell him how much 
he liked the print. And his appreciation 
was not confined to words – there  
was an award of a hundred guilders.3 
With this successful start, Kaiser could 
look forward to a rosy future, but  
even before his career got under way, 
it seemed as though it was about to  
come to an end. In 1830, the year of the 
Belgian Revolution, the tense situation 
between the Northern and Southern 
Netherlands came to a head and political 
relations reached breaking point.4  
The situation worsened dramatically 
on 5 February 1831, when Jan Carel 
Josephus van Speyk died a martyr’s 
death aboard his gunboat on the River 
Scheldt. His action instantly made  
Van Speyk a Dutch national hero in the 
struggle against the Belgians. Perhaps 
inspired by Van Speyk, on 10 May 1831 
Johan Kaiser volunteered, joining the 
infantry as a gunner, second class.  

‘Works of patience and love’
The Engravings by Johan Wilhelm Kaiser (1813-1900) 

after Rembrandt’s Syndics and Night Watch and  

Bartholomeus van der Helst’s Civic Guard Banquet

•  r o b e r t  v e r h o o g t  •

 Detail of fig. 13
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He signed up for six years and was 
promoted to gunner, first class, on  
21 November 1832. We know little 
about his wartime career other than 
that he was stationed in Den Helder 
from 1831 until the end of 1833, and 
fought against the Belgian uprising.

‘As far as his military duties allowed, 
he continued to practise art during this 
period’, wrote the artists’ biographer 
Johannes Immerzeel.5 In 1834, while  
he was still serving, his training in 
printmaking was furthered when  
he went to study under the famous 
engraver André Benoit Barreau Taurel 
(1794-1859). This Frenchman, a good 
friend of the French painter Jean- 
Auguste-Dominique Ingres (1780-1867), 
had himself been an apprentice in the 
workshop of the celebrated engraver 
Charles-Clément Bervic (1756-1822) and 
had been invited to the Netherlands in 
1828 specifically to revive the flagging 
art of printmaking there. Associated 
with the Royal Academy of Fine Arts 
in Amsterdam, Taurel soon became 
one of the most influential teachers  
in Netherlandish printmaking. His 
most successful students were his son, 
Charles Edouard Taurel (1824-1892), 
Dirk-Jurriaan Sluyter (1811-1886), 
Henricus Wilhelmus Couwenberg 
(1814-1845) and Johan Wilhelm Kaiser. 

In the year Kaiser went to Taurel, he 
submitted two works to the Exhibition 
of Works by Living Artists in Amster-
dam. The first was a print of Ferdinand 
Bol’s painting of Admiral de Ruyter. 
This portrait of the renowned Admiral 
was frequently copied, and the hostilities 
around 1830 gave the seventeenth-
century war hero a highly topical 
significance. Kaiser also sent in an 
engraving of a portrait of Cardinal 
Richelieu.6 In 1837 Kaiser was discharged 
from the army, so his passport tells us. 
It also gives us a description of the 
young Kaiser: he was just under five 
foot ten tall, had an oval face, light 
brown eyes and blond hair.7 Hence-
forth the gunner, first class, was an 
engraver (fig. 1).

On 20 February 1844 Johan Kaiser 
signed a contract with the art gallery 
and print publishers Frans Buffa & 
Zonen of Amsterdam to engrave the 
painting of Admiral de Ruyter’s Heroic 
Death by Nicolaas Pieneman (1809-
1860; figs. 2 and 3). It shows Michiel de 
Ruyter after he has been hit in the leg 
by a cannonball. The shocked sailors 
wrap the naval hero in sheets and carry 
him from the deck to his cabin. The 
scene is set during the Battle of Agosta 
on 22 April 1676, a naval engagement 
between the united fleets of Spain and 
the United Provinces commanded by 
De Ruyter and the French fleet under 
Admiral Abraham Duquesne. The 
outcome of the encounter was 
inconclusive. Pieneman painted the 
work in 1834 and showed it at the 
Exhibition of Works by Living Artists 
in Amsterdam the same year. King 
William i paid 1,280 guilders for the 
painting in 1840 and gave it to Sophie 
van Württemberg (1818-1877), the  
wife of the later King William iii.8

The art gallery and print publishers 
Buffa & Zonen was established by 
Frans Buffa in 1806 and grew into one 
of the most influential businesses in its 
field.9 The firm published countless 
engravings, etchings and lithographs 
of works by modern artists and old 
masters – portraits, history paintings 
and landscapes. Buffa was part of an 
international network of print dealers 
and publishers that included companies 
like Goupil, Agnew and Colnaghi.  
As early as 1816 the English painter 
David Wilkie wrote, after a visit to 
Amsterdam, ‘Mynheer Buffa, an Italian 
printseller long established in that city, 
was the most respectable person in 
that line in the whole country.’10 By 
Wilkie’s account, Buffa even spoke of 
the illustrious engraver and publisher 
John Boydell (1719-1804) as a good 
friend. Buffa’s commitment to the  
art of engraving was recognized in  
the magazine Kunstkronijk in 1847:  
‘We have observed with pleasure that 
Messrs F Buffa & Zonen still continue 
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with their best and so often entirely 
altruistic endeavours to revive the art 
of engraving in Holland.’11 The writer 
and critic Everhardus Johannes 
Potgieter also praised Buffa’s efforts, 
which went against the tide of many 
cheap foreign prints: ‘Buffa’s on  
the other hand, Buffa’s publish real  
art, satisfying the most exacting of 
connoisseurs …’12 The publishing 
houses of Josi, Maaskamp and 
Immerzeel – later taken over by  
H.J. van Wisselingh – also issued  
many reproductions.13 

 Fig. 1 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, Self-Portrait, 
c. 1830-50.  
Pencil and brush  
and grey ink,  
216 x 173 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijkmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-t-1999-11; 
gift of A.C. Roose, 
Curaçao.

Kaiser probably saw Admiral de 
Ruyter’s Heroic Death in 1834 at the 
Exhibition of Works by Living Artists 
in Amsterdam. Pieneman’s painting 
received glowing reviews on that 
occasion and was applauded again the 
following year. Potgieter called it the 
most important history painting at the 
Exhibition of Works by Living Artists 
in The Hague in 1835.14 Nevertheless, 
the idea that Kaiser actually made  
his reproduction after the painting 
itself is open to question. In practice, 
reproductive prints were usually made 
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from reduced-size copies, sketches or 
watercolours – and later photographs – 
of the work in question.15 It is, moreover, 
by no means certain that Kaiser could 
even have gained access to the painting, 
which had been in the royal family’s 
possession since 1840. It is therefore 
quite likely that in making the reproduc-
tion of the painting he used Pieneman’s 
own water colour – an exact copy of 
 the work. The print is similar in size  
to the watercolour, which saved the 
printmaker the laborious task of  
reducing the size of the image.16

Kaiser was paid two thousand 
guilders for engraving Pieneman’s 
painting of Admiral de Ruyter’s Heroic 
Death. Regrettably, we do not know 
how much Buffa’s made on the print.17 

The engraver received considerably 
more for his reproduction than the 
1,280 guilders Pieneman got from King 
William i for his painted original. For 
this sum, the engraver undertook to 
‘maintain the plate in good condition 
until four hundred impressions have 
been printed from it, without claiming 
any recompense whatsoever for said 
work, this work being included in the 
payment of two thousand guilders, 
unless any accident, aside from wear to 
the plate, should occur …’.18

As well as the fee, the contract set 
out agreements about the proofs that 
were made during the production 
process. Kaiser could keep some 
proofs for himself, on condition that 
he did not sell them. He was allowed  

 Fig. 2 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, Admiral  
de Ruyter’s Heroic 
Death, 1845.  
Engraving,  
360 x 447 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-67.767.
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at most to give a few of them away,  
but not until they had been marked 
with the publisher’s stamp so as not  
to distort the market. Proofs, which  
by their nature were rare, were highly 
sought-after by collectors and it was  
of great importance to the publisher  
to make clear agreements about them 
before so much as a scratch had been 
made on the plate. Or as the influential 
Belgian art publisher Ernest Gambart 
once remarked:

The unfinished Proofs publishers  
are in the habit to canvass with, are 
generally only shown to the Trade 
with all due intimation of their 
unfinished state [and this is] rather  
a favourable circumstance than 

otherwise since it leaves to the 
imagination to fancy the wonders 
that are coming… When a plate is 
finished the illusion ceases, there is 
the fact, and in ninety-nine cases out 
of a hundred the interest abates.19

Should the engraver die before the 
plate was completed, ‘arbiters’ would 
be appointed to assess the value of the 
unfinished plate. The publisher would 
reimburse the heirs in that amount, 
and would then become the owner of 
the plate. Were the publisher to die, 
the contract with the engraver would 
be taken over by his heirs.20

According to his contract with 
Buffa, Kaiser undertook ‘to work this 
plate in the best style of engraving as is 

 Fig. 3 
nicolaas pieneman, 
Admiral de Ruyter’s 
Heroic Death (1676), 
c. 1834-44.  
Oil on canvas, 
92.5 x 108.5 cm, 
Stichting Historische 
Verzamelingen van 
het Huis Oranje-
Nassau.
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practicable’.21 The choice of engraving 
technique was by no means self-evident 
given the quantities of etchings, 
mezzotints and lithographs produced 
in the 1840s. However the engraving 
had been experiencing a comeback  
ever since the 1820s, when English  
and French engravers started to make 
much greater use of steel plates. As  
a result, editions could be increased 

 Fig. 4 
henricus wilhelmus 
couwenberg,  
Portrait of a Syndic, 
29 August 1834.  
Engraving  
(fourth state),  
220 x 160 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-1912-451; 
gift of P.L. Dubourcq. 

tenfold from a few hundred to a  
few thousand impressions without 
significant loss of quality.22 In the early 
1830s, Jan Baptist Tetar van Elven 
(1805-1889) became one of the first  
engravers in the Netherlands to work 
on steel plates. Kaiser also engraved 
primarily in steel.

Kaiser must have been pleased  
with his print of Admiral de Ruyter’s 
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Heroic Death, for on 29 October 1845 
he submitted a proof to the annual 
competition of the Fourth Class of the 
Royal Institute of Arts and Sciences. 
On 12 November he received a letter 
from the secretary informing him  
that the department had decided ‘as a 
consequence of a provisional report 
that said proof is entirely worthy  
of consideration for participation  
in the competition’.23 The result of  
this competition, which had been 
announced in 1844, was a long time 
coming. Meanwhile Kaiser submitted 
his print to the Exhibition of Works by 
Living Artists in Amsterdam in 1846. 
There were provisions governing 
exhibitions like this in his contract 
with Buffa. It was stipulated, for 
instance, that if more than twelve 
impressions of the print were sold at 
the exhibition, the engraver would 
receive ten percent of the proceeds. If  
the prints were bought by the artists’ 
society Arti & Amicitiae, the engraver 
was actually entitled to twenty percent 
of the income.24 In the event, Kaiser 
was awarded the Royal Institute’s gold 
medal for his work.25

Kaiser’s engraving of Admiral de 
Ruyter’s Heroic Death by Nicolaas 
Pieneman in 1844 was his first major 
commission and it laid the foundations 
for his career as a self-employed 
engraver specializing in the reproduc-
tion of works of art.

Engraving after The Syndics 
by Rembrandt (1847)

Like Kaiser, the young engraver 
Henricus Wilhelmus Couwenberg 
(1814-1845) had a promising future,  
cut short by his sudden death on  
16 December 1845. In Couwenberg’s 
estate there were some unfinished 
engravings, including a large plate of 
Rembrandt’s Syndics of the Drapers’ 
Guild.26 It was decided that these plates 
should be finished by other engravers. 
The plate of A Girl with a Basket of 
Fruit at a Window by Gerard Dou  
was given to Johannes de Mare to 

complete, and the French engraver 
Alphonse François was chosen to 
finish the engraving of Ary Scheffer’s 
Mignon and her Father.27 The comple-
tion of Couwenberg’s plate of The 
Syndics was entrusted to Johan Kaiser, 
who, like Couwenberg, had studied 
with Taurel.

Couwenberg had begun by  
making etched studies of a detail of  
The Syndics, as we can see from some  
early proofs of the figure on the 
extreme left of the picture – Willem 
van Doeyenburg, dyer, pillar of  
the Dutch Reformed Church and 
president of the Board of Syndics  
in Amsterdam.28 These are graphic 
preliminary studies, printed between 
26 and 29 August 1834, in which 
Couwenberg experimented with his 
technique (fig. 4). On the impression 
made on 27 August, for instance,  
we read ‘bitten with 20 percent in  
1 1/2 hours’.29 Probably encouraged by 
the result of this detail, he decided 
to engrave the whole of The Syndics  
in this way. On 1 December 1834 he 
began preparations by making a 
drawing of the overall composition of  
Rembrandt’s painting.30 This drawing 
is covered with grid lines to make it 
easier to reduce the dimensions of  
the sizable painting to those of a 
manageable engraving.31 Couwenberg 
also drew the outlines of the figures 
and sketched in the syndics’ faces. 

Once the composition had been 
transferred to the plate, the work of 
engraving it could begin, as John 
Ruskin poetically explained. ‘Engrav-
ing, then, is, in brief terms, the Art of 
Scratch. It is essentially the cutting  
into a solid substance for the sake of 
making your ideas as permanent as 
possible, graven with an iron pen in 
the Rock for ever.’32 The main lines  
of the engraving were usually etched,  
a method customary as early as the 
eighteenth century that Couwenberg 
and Kaiser both used. The print was 
then worked up as a line engraving 
supplemented with etching and 
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drypoint.33 Couwenberg’s print  
shows the composition of the figures 
around the table in sketchy outline.  
As was customary among engravers, 
Couwenberg worked out the print 
from the whole to the details. The 
figures were brought out of the 
background, and details like faces and 
hands were filled in later (fig. 5).34

Couwenberg’s print of The Syndics 
was soon receiving plaudits. On the 
basis of a proof (and another of  
Dou’s Girl at a Window, on which 
Couwenberg was also working), 
the famous French art dealers and 
publishers Goupil & Cie immediately 
offered him a contract for another 
engraving, this time of Ary Scheffer’s 
painting Mignon and Her Father.35  
In the earliest state of Couwenberg’s 
print of The Syndics the faces are  
still very lightly indicated, while the 
clothes, the table and the background 
are largely finished. In the next three 
states the engraver carefully gave the 

 Fig. 6 
henricus wilhelmus 
couwenberg,  
The Syndics,  
March 1846. 
Engraving  
(fourth state),  
465 x 572 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-1911-2976; 
gift of M. Onnes  
van Nijenrode.

 Fig. 7
henricus wilhelmus 
couwenberg / johan 
wilhelm kaiser,  
The Syndics,  
c. 1846-May 1847. 
Engraving,  
465 x 572 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-67.601. 

faces more contrast and volume.  
The plate was probably in the fourth 
state at the time of Couwenberg’s 
sudden death. The painter Pierre  
Louis Dubourcq found the plate in  
the late engraver’s studio and noted  
on an impression: ‘The plate is as  
it was found after the death of  
H.W. Couwenberg. March 1846  
P.L. Dubourcq’ (fig. 6).36 

 Fig. 5 
henricus wilhelmus 
couwenberg,  
The Syndics, 1844-45.  
Engraving  
(first state),  
465 x 572 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-1912-469; 
gift of P.L. Dubourcq.
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Kaiser agreed with Buffa’s that he 
would ‘finish the engraving after 
Rembrandt, known as The Syndics, 
begun by the late H.W. Couwenberg, 
in the best style of engraving for the 
sum of fifteen hundred guilders’.37 His 
earnings were five hundred guilders 
less than for the previous print after 
Pieneman, but it was still a serious 
amount of money. The job had to  
be done by May 1847 at the latest. In 
broad outline, this contract follows  
the same pattern as the previous one 
for the reproduction of Pieneman’s 
Admiral de Ruyter’s Heroic Death.38 
Here again, the engraver was obliged 
to maintain the plate in order to 
guarantee four hundred impressions. 
The contract also contained two new 
provisions that testify to the close eye 
the publisher kept on the reproduction 
process. To start with, the engraver 
undertook ‘to give the publisher 
impressions of the progress of the 
plate as often as possible, and in any 
event every other Monday’.39 There 
was also a compensation clause in the 
event of a breach of the agreement. 
‘Every month that J.W.K. [Johan 
Wilhelm Kaiser] delivers the properly 
finished plate later than 30 June 1800 
and forty-seven; J.W.K. will pay Fr.B.Z. 
[Frans Buffa & Zonen] recompense of 
fifty guilders a month.’40 

The plate was at an advanced stage 
when it came to Kaiser, but the trickiest 
details, such as the faces and the syndics’ 
opulent garments, still had to be done. 
Although Kaiser and Buffa agreed to 
share proofs on a regular basis, none 
are known. In the final result, Kaiser 
has delicately modelled the faces of the 
syndics in Couwenberg’s engraving 
and added the light falling on the 
collars to superb effect. The composi-
tion, figures and staffage have been 
meticulously translated into the print 
medium, and the deep red tones of the 
table carpet subtly rendered in black, 
white and grey (fig. 7). Kaiser even 
painstakingly reproduced the Old 
Master’s signature.

As the author Conrad Busken Huet 
wrote in his book Het land van 
Rembrandt, Rembrandt’s Syndics  
and the island of Java were the  
most important things produced by 
seventeenth-century Dutch culture.41 
Van Gogh later waxed lyrical about 
Rembrandt’s painting of the regents: 
‘The Syndics is perfect – the finest 
Rembrandt’.42 Kaiser’s engraving after 
The Syndics is part of a long tradition 
of reproductions of Rembrandt’s 
work. The English publisher John 
Boydell published several prints in the 
eighteenth century, and in 1796 there 
were almost two hundred and fifty 
reproductive prints after Rembrandt’s 
works in circulation.43 In the course of 
the nineteenth century the growing 
appreciation of Rembrandt was 
expressed in books and reproductions. 
John Smith’s 1836 overview of 
Rembrandt’s oeuvre was followed by 
thorough studies by Kolloff (1854), 
Blanc (1859) and Vosmaer (1868).44 

The Syndics has frequently been 
reproduced, by among others the 
English engraver Richard Houston, 
who made a mezzotint after it in 1774.45 
The Couwenberg/Kaiser steel 
engraving of 1847 was followed by 
various etchings by William Unger, 
Léopold Flameng and Carel Dake  
after Rembrandt’s masterpiece. The 
reproductive etchings are looser and 
more sketchy than the painstakingly 
meticulous hatching of Couwenberg 
and Kaiser’s engraving. It was thanks 
in part to his print after The Syndics 
that in 1850 Kaiser was admitted as  
a member of the Fourth Class of the 
Royal Institute.46 

Engraving after Van der Helst’s 
Civic Guard Banquet (1853)

In 1833 Cornelis Apostool, then dir - 
ector of the Rijksmuseum, conceived  
a plan to produce The Banquet of  
the Amsterdam Civic Guard by 
Bartholo meus van der Helst as a 
print.47 This huge militia group  
portrait was the most famous work  
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in the Rijksmuseum at that time, even 
casting the Night Watch into the shade. 
Van der Helst painted this picture of 
the civic guard banquet in the head-
quarters of the crossbowmen’s guard 
to celebrate the Peace of Münster on  
18 June 1648 almost immediately after 
the event. 

Apostool commissioned the master 
engraver A.B.B. Taurel to produce  
the engraving. Taurel, in turn, got his 
apprentice H.W. Couwenberg to make 
a detailed drawing of the painting. 
Leaving drawings of this kind to pupils 
was common practice in the workshops 
of renowned engravers at that time. 
Reducing the original to the format  
of a print was always a complicating 
factor, and in the case of Van der Helst’s 
huge painting (232 x 547 cm) it was a 
particularly difficult job. Using a grid, 
Couwenberg made a highly detailed 
drawing measuring 465 x 871 mm  
on which to base the reproductive 
engraving. For reasons that remain 
unclear, however, it seems that Taurel 
never embarked on the engraving and 
never used Couwenberg’s drawing, 

which found its way into the art 
collect ion of the Amsterdam sugar 
merchant J. Moyet in 1843. When his 
collection of paintings and drawings 
by old masters and contemporary 
artists was sold at auction in April 1859, 
Teylers Museum in Haarlem bought 
the drawing after The Civic Guard 
Banquet for 1,630 guilders (fig. 8).48 

It was presumably when he was 
asked to complete The Syndics after  
the young artist’s death in 1845 that 
Kaiser came up with the idea of using 
Couwenberg’s drawing to engrave  
Van der Helst’s famous militia portrait, 
too. He made a number of proofs,  
the earliest – as far as we now know –  
dates from 18 November 1848 (fig. 9). 
This was followed by proofs on 5 April 
1850, 12 July 1850 and 6 December 1850. 
It was not unusual for the process of 
engraving prints like these to take 
several years.49 In the meantime Kaiser 
had invested a great deal of work in the 
print, but had not yet earned a penny. 
This changed when Buffa’s expressed 
their willingness to buy the engraved 
plate. 

 Fig. 8
henricus wilhelmus 
couwenberg,  
The Civic Guard 
Banquet, 1834.  
Brush and black  
and grey ink,  
465 x 871 mm. 
Haarlem,  
Teylers Museum,  
inv. no. bb 035.
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On 26 January 1853, Kaiser and Buffa 
agreed that The Civic Guard Banquet 
should be engraved for the sum of 
fifteen thousand guilders.50 This is  
an impressive figure that very few 
nineteenth-century artists could 
command.51 Kaiser earned far more 
than other engravers in the Nether-
lands and could even compete with 
celebrated foreign engravers like  
Luigi Calamatta and Samuel Cousins. 
At least as interesting, though, is the 
fact that Buffa’s of Amsterdam could 
afford to pay this much.52 The parties 
agreed that Kaiser would sell the plate 
to Buffa’s and deliver it by 15 June 1854 
at the latest. Payment was to be made in 
instalments: seven thousand guilders 
after a month (on 28 February 1853), 
and four hundred guilders every three 
months from 31 May onwards. This 
sum would be topped up to four 
thousand guilders on delivery. The  
last four thousand guilders would be 
paid a year after delivery. The plate 
was essentially only finished when four 
hundred impressions had been made.

Kaiser translated Van der Helst’s 
masterpiece into an engraving with 
magnificent details, such as the 

 Fig. 9
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, The Civic 
Guard Banquet,  
18 November 1848. 
Engraving,  
530 x 865 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-81.629.

 Fig. 10
Detail of bartholomeus 
van der helst, Banquet 
of the Amsterdam Civic 
Guard in Celebration  
of the Peace of Münster, 
18 June 1648.  

 

Oil on canvas, 
232 x 547 cm. 
Amsterdam, Rijks-
museum, inv. no. sk-c-2;  
on loan from the 
City of Amsterdam. 
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glittering cuirass worn by Captain 
Cornelis Jansz Witsen and the plumes 
in the hat of the figure on the extreme 
right (figs. 10 and 11). It is clear from 
some alterations in the composition 
that Kaiser based his print on Couwen-
berg’s drawing and not directly on the 
Van der Helst painting itself. In the 
print – unlike the painting but exactly 
as in the drawing – the composition 
has been extended at the top slightly  
so that the whole of the window and 
the standard can be seen. Kaiser also 
added a row of tiles to the floor in the 
foreground. Van der Helst’s painting 
has never been any taller than it is  
now or it would not have fitted into its 
original setting of the Old Hall in the 
Crossbowmen’s headquarters, and it 
was its present dimensions when it was 
acquired by the Rijksmuseum in 1808.53 
Couwenberg may have got the idea 
from Jacob Cats’s 1779 print after the 
painting, in which the room is also 
higher. The composition of Kaiser’s 
print goes even further and has been 
extended top and bottom, giving the 
civic guard company more space than 
in the painting, so that it appears even 
more impressive. 

From January 1853 to mid-June 1854  
at the latest, Kaiser worked almost 
uninterruptedly on The Civic Guard 
Banquet, as agreed with Buffa’s.54 The 
engraver had, though, stipulated that 
he should be allowed to finish two 
other projects on which he was already 
engaged during this period. He had 
undertaken to make a plate for the 
prize for the lottery of the Society for 
the Promotion of the Fine Arts – an 
engraving after Nicolaas Pieneman’s 
1838 painting Prince William of Orange 
Wounded by Jaureguy.55 Kaiser was also 
working on a commission to engrave a 
banknote for the Ministry of Finance.56 
Aside from these, Kaiser was prohibited 
from taking on any other work while 
he was engraving The Civic Guard 
Banquet. Should he nonetheless take 
on another commission, he was liable 
to pay Buffa’s compensation to the 
tune of two thousand guilders – the 
amount he earned for the banknote.  
If the finished plate did not match up 
to the proof that had been supplied so 
far, the engraver had to pay the same 
sum to the publishers. If necessary, the 
ruling of specially-appointed arbiters 
would be final.57 

 Fig. 11
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, The Civic 
Guard Banquet,  
14 April 1854. 
Engraving,  
530 x 865 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum,  
inv. no. rp-p-ob-81.631. 
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This letter from Kaiser to Scheffer was 
first published thirty years ago, in 1982, 
by Van Thiel.60 We find Scheffer’s 
reply, written two days later on 9 July 
1854, in the documents given to the 
Rijksprentenkabinet:

Sir,
On returning this morning from a 
trip to Antwerp I found your letter 
requesting a meeting for tomorrow, 
Monday, in Scheveningen. I do not 
know whether a reply will reach  
you in time, but in any case you will 
find me here tomorrow and after 
tomorrow on Tuesday, at the Hotel 
des Bains, if you would do me the 
honour of dining with me on one of 
those days at half past five I would be 
happy to introduce my family to an 
artist whose talent I appreciate and 
admire.

Your engraving, Sir, is very fine,  
it fittingly reproduces one of the 
masterpieces of Dutch art. I shall  
be proud to display it in Paris as the 
work of a compatriot.

Be assured, Sir, of my very best 
wishes,

Ary Scheffer
Scheveningen, Sunday 

Bartholomeus Van der Helst took 
two years to make the painting; in the 
end Kaiser spent more than six years 
engraving his reproduction of it.61  

To promote Kaiser’s engraving, Buffa 
published a booklet by the Romantic 
poet Willem Hofdijk (1816-1888) 
containing a description of Van der 
Helst’s painting, an explanation of  
the historical subject and information 
about Kaiser’s engraving. The  
publisher explained what he wanted  
to achieve in the foreword:

Art-lovers in other countries often 
reproach our nation, and rightly  
so, for leaving the broadcasting  
of the fame of our school of art to 
foreigners. The undertaking of an 
engraving after this masterpiece  

The proofs were officially the property 
of the publishers, and Kaiser was not 
allowed to give away a single impres-
sion without their permission. He  
was at most allowed to keep one 
impression of each state for himself, 
but only after the publishers had put 
their stamp on it. The proofs were 
essential in assessing the progress of 
the project in artistic terms, but they 
were also important in monitoring the 
financial aspects and paying the artist. 
Kaiser consequently received his money 
in instalments, linked to the progress 
established on the basis of the proofs.58 
 In the summer of 1854 Kaiser’s 
engrav ing after The Civic Guard 
Banquet was nearing completion and 
Buffa’s was displaying a proof for 
potential buyers to examine and a 
subscription list. Among those who 
put their names down was Ary Scheffer, 
who happened to be on a brief visit to 
his native country at the time. When 
Buffa told Kaiser this, the engraver 
was honoured by the interest of the 
celebrated Dutch artist, now based in 
Paris. On 7 July 1854 he wrote to 
Scheffer:

Dear Sir,
Since receiving from Messrs F. Buffa & 
Zoon the glad tidings that you have 
seen my engraving after the Civic 
Guard Banquet in their shop and 
honoured the subscription list with 
your signature, I have been very 
desirous of hearing your opinion of  
it and of benefiting from your advice 
and comments in completing this work.

I am therefore taking the liberty  
of requesting an interview with you, 
to which end I shall call on you on 
Monday next (the 10th inst.) in the 
Badhuis in Scheveningen. I respect-
fully ask you to drop me a word if you 
are unable to accede to the request, 
and with expressions of the greatest 
esteem I have the honour to be, 

Dear Sir, Your servant,
J.W. Kaiser,
Prinsengracht by Noorderstraat.59 
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that was too little known abroad is 
an important step in escaping this 
censure; the six years of concentrated 
work and the significant sacrifices 
that this work entailed were fully 
justified by the goal.62

After a lively account of the Eighty 
Years’ War and the Peace of Münster, 
Hofdijk continued with a lengthy 
paean to Van der Helst’s Civic Guard 
Banquet, of which, he said, ‘no adequate 
illustration, but on the contrary a  
very bad one’ existed.63 Hofdijk had 
heard from the lips of the engraver 
A.B.B. Taurel – who had taught both 
Couwenberg and Kaiser – that 
‘Kaiser’s work of art is worthy of  
Van der Helst’s’.64 
 The print could be purchased in  
various versions at a range of prices:

artist’s proof ƒ 200
proof on Chinese paper  ƒ 150
proof on white paper  ƒ 120
standard impression 
 on Chinese paper ƒ 75
standard impression 
 on white paper  ƒ 60 

There is little difference between the 
prices of these prints and the amounts 
fetched by paintings and watercolours 
done by lesser contemporary artists.65 
Kaiser’s print after Pieneman’s painting 
of Admiral de Ruyter’s Heroic Death could 
be bought for twenty-eight guilders 
(proof) and fourteen guilders (standard 
impression). 
 Under the terms of the contract, 
four hundred impressions had to be 
printed; how many were actually sold 
and how much was made on them we 
do not know. In any event this was not 
just a matter for the publisher. The 
engraver also had an interest in seeing 
the print sell in large numbers. Kaiser, 
for instance, in addition to the fifteen 
thousand guilders and a number of 
impressions, received a percentage of 
the sale of every print.66 If he found a 
buyer himself, he earned fifteen percent 
commission on the selling price. This 

sum was not paid in money, however, 
but in prints from the publisher’s 
stockroom. This was more than a  
good turn on the part of the publisher. 
It was laid down in the contract that 
‘the travelling and accommodation 
expenses incurred by J.W. Kaiser to 
acquire subscribers outside Amsterdam 
will be reimbursed to J.W. Kaiser by 
Frans Buffa & Zonen’.67 In that regard, 
Kaiser was more than an engraver, 
he was also a salesman for Buffa’s.  
An engraver like Kaiser was part of  
a network of artists and printmakers 
who would appreciate his engraving 
after The Civic Guard Banquet. The 
print was likewise on display – and for 
sale – at the Exhibition of Works by 
Living Artists in Amsterdam in 1856 
and in The Hague the following year.

The critic Tobias van Westrheene 
Wz praised The Civic Guard Banquet: 
‘No conventional accuracy, no lifeless 
rigour, but a correct and characteristic 
expression of the whole and of the 
proportions of the details’.68 In the 
Kunstkronijk the critic A.J. de Bull was 
likewise lyrical about Couwenberg’s 
drawing and Kaiser’s engraving of it:

With his engraving Kaiser has 
created a monument to himself and  
to our national art, which will bear 
witness to the greatness of both  
for posterity, but the foundation 
stone of that monument was laid  
by your hand, immortalized!, when  
it completed the drawing that was  
the basis of Kaiser’s labour.69  

The members of the Fourth Class  
of the Royal Institute saw a proof of 
the print in 1850. Taurel delivered  
a glowing account of his pupil’s 
‘enormous undertaking’, noted 
down and quoted by De Bull:

Twenty-five heads, thirty or thirty-
five hands, eight or ten full-length 
figures; countless quantities of arms, 
garments in every type of fabric, 
goblets, tableware, and who knows 
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what else. And all this, without 
exception, has to be executed down 
to the smallest particulars as in a 
portrait, as in a still life, because  
otherwise Van der Helst would not 
be depicted. We declare loud and 
clear, this enterprise, which would 
have caused the boldest engraver to 
turn pale, contains within it as much 
work as a great many plates together, 
for nothing can be sacrificed here,  
no rest can be enjoyed here, and 
everything has to be done without 
the aspect and the harmony never - 
theless suffering in consequence.70  

If such an undertaking was to succeed, it 
must, agreed De Bull, fulfil the criteria 
set out by Théophile Gautier: 

A good engraving is more than a copy; 
it is an interpretation; it is a work  
of patience, of love. The engraver 
must love, admire, understand his 
original; he must have absorbed its 
spirit in him self, and be permeated 
with it to his innermost being; for  
it is not enough to render the lines  
of the composition, the outlines of 
the forms meticulously, to put light 
and shade in their proper place, to 
employ one’s talent to make the 
half-tones melt away; no, more is 
demanded of the engraver!71 

Kaiser’s engraving after Van der 
Helst’s Civic Guard Banquet made his 
name as an engraver. He received royal 
recognition when he was appointed 

 Fig. 12 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, Night Watch,  
1862.  
Engraving  
(first state),  
582 x 677 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1903-a-24195; 
gift of J.W. Kaiser, 
Bloemendaal.
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Knight in the Order of the Dutch Lion 
in 1855. A few years later, by Royal 
Decree of 7 July 1859, he was made 
director and principal of the engraving 
school at the Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts in Amsterdam.72 He succeeded  
the master engraver (and his teacher) 
A.B.B. Taurel, who died that year at 
the age of sixty-five.

Engraving after Rembrandt’s 
Night Watch (1865)

Rembrandt’s Night Watch hung 
opposite Bartholomeus van der Helst’s 
Civic Guard Banquet in the Trippenhuis. 
The Night Watch did not start to vie 
with The Civic Guard Banquet for the 
accolade of greatest masterpiece in  
this gallery until after the dramatic 

reappraisal of Rembrandt in the 
middle of the nineteenth century.  
The earliest known proof of Kaiser’s 
engraving after the Night Watch dates 
from 6 December 1862 (fig. 12). The 
light parts of the composition, such as 
the girl in the background and Willem 
van Ruytenburch in the foreground, 
have as yet been left open. In the state 
dated 10 February 1863 these light 
passages have been worked out in 
more detail and are more modelled. 
After that, as we see from the state of  
8 March 1863, Kaiser appears to have 
turned his attention to the darker parts 
of the composition, such as the dark 
sleeve of the figure on the extreme left, 
Sergeant Reijer Engelen. In the state  
of 11 February 1864, Frans Banning 

 Fig. 13 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, Night Watch,  
9 March 1864. 
Engraving,  
582 x 677 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-ob-67.766.
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Cocq’s ruff is more defined. A month 
later, on 9 March 1864, Kaiser pulled 
another impression of the plate.73 This 
one seems to have been made primarily 
to show the current state of affairs 
with a view to the contract he signed  
a week later, on 15 March 1864, to  
sell his ‘plate now in hand after the 
painting by Rembrandt, known under 
the name of the “Night Watch” … and 
undertakes to complete said plate in 
the best engraving style’.74 Interestingly 
the other party to the contract is  
A. Caramelli (on behalf of the art 
gallery and publishers Buffa) together 
with J. de Vos, C.P. van Eeghen and 
P.L. Dubourcq. Jacob de Vos Jacobsz 
(1803-1878) and Christiaan Pieter van 
Eeghen (1816-1889) were eminent 

private art collectors who actively 
promoted the fine arts, and Pierre 
Louis Dubourcq was at that time the 
director of the Rijksmuseum and the  
de facto keeper of the Night Watch.75 

The steel plate had to be finished  
by 1 October 1865 at the latest, and  
the engraver would be paid twelve 
thousand guilders in instalments.  
He had to guarantee eight hundred 
impressions. It is interesting that the 
contract provided the opportunity  
to duplicate the printing plate by 
galvanoplasty. This modern method 
made it possible to reproduce the  
plate itself by means of electrolysis. 
Galvanoplasty, introduced by Moritz 
H. von Jacobi in 1837, was one of the 
new possibilities for increasing the size 

 Fig. 14 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, Night Watch,  
1866.  
Engraving,  
582 x 677 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1892-a-17658; 
Jonkheer P.A. van den 
Velden Bequest,  
The Hague.
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of print runs that were developed in 
the first half of the nineteenth century, 
along with the use of steel plates, the 
faster printing presses devised by 
Charles Stanhope, 3rd Earl Stanhope 
(1753-1816), and the new ‘continuous’ 
paper invented by Louis-Nicolas 
Robert (1761-1828). The art journal 
L’Artiste ranked the invention of 
galvanoplasty on a par with that of 
photography.76  

According to the contract, the 
engraver would be paid a hundred and 
fifty guilders for the galvanic duplication 
of the Night Watch plate, but at his own 
risk.77 We do not know whether Kaiser 
actually took advantage of this option. 
He had to supply a proof every three 
months and the plate was to be 

finished by 1 October 1865 at the latest; 
both the schedule and the quality were 
to be closely monitored.78 In the event 
of doubt on this project, three arbiters 
would be appointed to assess the quality 
of the plate.

The state dated 9 March 1864 (fig. 13), 
just before the contract was signed, 
shows that the plate was already far 
advanced. There is a proof dated  
28 May 1864, which Kaiser undoubtedly 
made with an eye to the need to send  
a proof to the publishers on 1 June as 
agreed. Under the terms of the contract 
he must have made more proofs than we 
now know of.79 There is an interesting 
undated state with the engraver’s last 
corrections in white watercolour. We 
know of a number of such retouched 

 Fig. 15 
lambertus antonius 
claessens, Night 
Watch, 1797. 
Engraving,  
540 x 635 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. 
no. rp-p-1913-667; 
gift of A. Allebé, 
Amsterdam.
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prints by Kaiser; this was fairly standard 
practice in in reproductive engraving 
and one with a long tradition. The 
engraving after the Night Watch was 
duly finished in 1865 (fig. 14).80 

Kaiser’s print after the Night Watch 
is one in a series of prints after this 
famous militia portrait. An engraving by 
Lambertus Antonius Claessens, made 
from a watercolour of the Night Watch 
by Jacob Cats (fig. 15), was published in 
1797. In 1854 Adolphe Mouilleron 
(1820-1881) made a large lithograph after 
the Night Watch – a commission by the 
French state for the Paris Exhibition  
of 1855 (fig. 16).81 Kaiser’s engraving  
is sharper, with greater contrast than 
Claessens’s work. Mouilleron’s soft, 
chalky-looking rendition is yet another 

interpretation of Rembrandt’s civic 
guard portrait. Kaiser’s engraving of 
1865 was followed by several repro-
ductive etchings of the painting. In 
1875, for instance, the etcher Léopold 
Flameng (1831-1911) was in the Rijks   - 
museum to make a print of the Night 
Watch, as Lawrence Alma-Tadema 
wrote to his friend Carel Vosmaer:

You know that Flameng has  
copied the hundred guilder print 
for the French Government and 
is now in Amsterdam to make the 
Night Watch as a pendant? The  
print turned out magnificently, 
and if the Night Watch is as 
successful I promise you it will  
be even finer.82

 Fig. 16 
adolphe mouilleron, 
Night Watch, 1854. 
Lithograph,  
398 x 483 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1896-a-19326. 
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Flameng’s etching of 1875 can be 
counted among the highlights of  
his reproductive works (fig. 17).83  
The decision to make an etching of the 
painting was prompted by the great 
popularity the technique had enjoyed 
since the eighteen-sixties. Modern 
French artists like Daubigny, Manet, 
Millet and Braquemond experimented 
with this technique as ‘peintre-graveurs’, 
and it increasingly came to be seen as 
the right approach for the reproduction 
of Old Master paintings. Instead of  
the stiff, rigid linear texture of the 
engraving, the flexible and sketchy 
etching technique could produce almost 
‘impressionistic’ effects that made it 
possible to inter  pret Rembrandt’s 
chiaroscuro. Compared with Kaiser’s 

sharp engraving, Flameng’s 1875 
etching looks more like a swift, sketchy 
reproduction of Rembrandt’s work. 
Following Flameng’s print, other artists, 
among them Charles Albert Waltner 
(1846-1925) in 1887, also published 
etchings after the Night Watch.

Alongside Kaiser’s engraving of the 
Night Watch, Mouilleron’s lithograph 
and the etchings of the same painting  
by Flameng and Waltner, photographic 
reproductions of the Night Watch 
started to appear. In 1875 the renowned 
firm of Braun of Dornach made carbon 
prints of the Rijksmuseum’s master-
pieces. These early pictures were not  
a great success – in fact some of them 
failed altogether because of the poor 
lighting. Another attempt was made in 

 Fig. 17 
léopold flameng, 
Night Watch, 1875. 
Etching, 324 x 391 mm.  
Amsterdam,  
Rijks museum, inv. no. 
rp-p-1892-a-17637;  
Jonkheer P.A. van den 
Velden Bequest,  
The Hague. 
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1886; this time the photographers were 
allowed to have the paintings moved 
over to the window to catch more 
light.84 Braun’s photographic carbon 
prints give yet another impression of 
Rembrandt’s great painting. The critic 
Jan Veth felt that such photographs 
actually made the etchings, lithographs 
and engravings of works of art redun - 
dant, but he was still susceptible to the 
particular charm of prints by artists 
like Kaiser, as he wrote in De Nieuwe 
Gids in 1887:

In our day and age, when one can 
obtain such perfect reproductions  
of paintings as the Braun photo-
graphs, a diligent etching, but as  
such spiritless, so cold, lacking 
colour, has, in our opinion, no  
reason to exist. If that which is 
contained in a master’s work is  
not rendered by someone who  
can testify to have felt that beauty 
more deeply than ourselves, the 
etcher would do better to stay at 
home. My yellowed impression  
of Mouilleron’s lithograph after  
‘the Night Watch’ had fallen off  
the wall and slipped down behind  
a piece of furniture. Awaiting 
Waltner’s etching, I simply left my 
old-fashioned reproduction lying 
there. And yet I fetched it out again, 
had it decently framed and restored 
it to its proper place. There is so 
much more understanding in it!  
Even Kaiser’s cold engraving, so 
austere and hard, beats Waltner’s 
etching in many respects.85 

Kaiser’s engraving was just one  
inter pretation of the Night Watch in  
a whole array of works in graphic  
and photographic techniques. Some 
people liked the more expressive 
reproductive etchings by Unger, 
Flameng and Waltner, others preferred 
‘the picture, the whole picture and 
nothing but the picture’ and opted for 
the Braun photographs.86 For those 
who appreciated the singular quality  

of an engraving (and the years of work 
that went into it), there was Kaiser’s 
print, with graphic traditions stretch-
ing back to Rembrandt’s day.

The Six Collection in Prints
Starting in 1864, and publishing it in 
instalments, Kaiser edited an illustrated 
edition of prints in the Rijksmuseum’s 
Print Room: Curiosités du musée 
d’Amsterdam. Facsimile d’estampes de 
maîtres inconnus du xve siècle.87 The 
engravings were not by him, however; 
they were made by his students at  
the Royal Academy, among them  
J.A. Boland (1838-1922).88 Kaiser 
elected to reproduce the collection  
of fifteenth-century prints in newly 
engraved copies and not in photo-
graphs. In his view, a new engraving 
more closely approached the original 
print than a photograph, as he 
explained in his introduction to this 
publication: ‘…photography cannot 
reproduce as exactly as when one uses 
the same means as served to compose 
the originals.’89 He sent an instalment 
of the publication to the government 
for their information and received a 
warm letter back from the Minister of 
the Interior, Johan Rudolph Thorbecke, 
which is among the documents given 
to the Rijksmuseum:

I received with pleasure the copy 
sent to me of the first instalment  
of the Curiosités du Cabinet 
d’estampes d’Amsterdam, which  
was already regarded with great 
satisfaction in Amsterdam. I wish 
you luck with such a successful 
enterprise, which was at the same 
time an exercise for a school and  
an example of what we may expect 
of it. A second instalment can  
count on the same support from  
the Government as the first.90

Thorbecke, the politician, did not 
regard art as a matter for the govern-
ment, but its reproduction apparently 
was, given his support for this project, 
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which he took care to stress was on 
behalf of the government. When 
Kaiser sent the next part to Thorbecke, 
the statesman was again full of praise:

Warmest thanks, Dear Sir, for the 
continuation of your splendid work, 
which represents your school in  
such a worthy manner, and at the 
same time enriches the history of  
art. It is a gift to the foreigner as  
well as to us. It will give me a great 
deal of pleasure, and on repeated 
examination it will always renew  
our appreciation of the master of  
our engraving. 

I have the honour to remain, Sir,
Yours faithfully.
Thorbecke.91  

A few years later Kaiser conceived a 
plan to publish another great collec-
tion in the form of prints. This time it 
was the Six family’s collection he had 
in his sights. This collection contains 
works by Vermeer, Dou and Ruysdael, 
but the highlight must be Rembrandt’s 
famous portrait of Jan Six. The Six 
Collection was renowned, but in the 
nineteenth century access to it was 
limited.92 Few works in the collection 
had been reproduced, since the Six 
family seldom admitted engravers or 
photographers, as we know from the 
account of the etcher Philip Zilcken.93 
Kaiser was one of the few printmakers 
who was given access to reproduce 
masterpieces in the collection, among 
them Rembrandt’s portrait of Jan Six, 
possibly thanks to his contacts through 
the Rijksakademie van Beeldende 
Kunsten. Kaiser, who had been 
appointed Chevalier de l’Ordre 
Impérial de la Légion d’Honneur  
in August 1869, was promoted to 
professor at the Rijksakademie van 
Beeldende Kunsten in Amsterdam 
in 1870.94 

Kaiser and Adolf Blomhert, a book - 
seller and publisher in Nijmegen agreed 
that Kaiser ‘will etch a book of plates 
entitled The Art Collection of the 

Messrs Six, published in eight parts, 
each of six plates and four to eight  
pages of text …’95 The edition was  
to be produced at the engraver’s 
expense but in close collaboration  
with Blomhert, as laid down in the 
contract that the two parties signed in  
September 1874.96 The objective was  
to sell at least seventy-five copies of  
the first instalment within six weeks.  
If this did not happen, the engraver 
was free to stop work. Should the 
target be reached, then he would 
‘proceed with all vigour’ so that the 
whole project would be completed 
within four years.97 

Kaiser selected fifty works by Dutch 
Old Masters from the Six family’s 
collection.98 The series began with two 
portraits by Rembrandt of Mrs Six  
and her son, the burgomaster Jan Six. 
They were followed by The Milkmaid 
by Johannes Vermeer, Gerard ter 
Borch’s Music Lesson and The Dutch 
Housewife by Gerard Dou, plus works 
by Adriaen van Ostade, Pieter de 

 Fig. 18 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, The Milkmaid, 
Engraving in 
J.W. Kaiser,  
De Hollandsche 
School uit de 
kunstverzameling 
der Heeren Six. 
Album van 50 
der voornaamste 
schilderijen uit dat 
kabinet, Nijmegen 
1874, plate 3.
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Hoogh, Bartholomeus van der Helst 
and Jacob Ruisdael (fig. 18). These are 
very diverse pictures that demanded 
the utmost of Kaiser’s ability, as he 
wrote about the two Rembrandt 
portraits: ‘Just as if Rembrandt wanted 
to leave to the Six family examples of 
the utmost powers of his multi-faceted 
talent, he painted the portrait of Johan 
in contrast to that of his mother, in the 
boldest and broadest style, as he alone 
could do, such as to reduce to despair 
anyone who attempted to follow him.’99

The texture of a painting was 
particularly complex for engravers. 
There was a lively debate among 
nineteenth-century reproductive 
printmakers on the question as to  
how far an engraver should go in 
rendering the original. Would the 
depiction of the composition suffice, 
or was it necessary to reproduce the 
original texture, too? Was the engraver 
bound to depict not only the original 
composition but the original medium 
as well? Or should he remain faithful 
to his own graphic medium?100 Inter - 
nationally, opinions among printmak-
ers differed, splitting along the lines  
of the ‘moderates’ and the ‘orthodox’. 
The English engraver W.J. Linton 
(1812-1897) held to the view that the 
printmaker was free to interpret the 
technique of the original.101 The 
eminent engraver Luigi Calamatta 
(1802-1869), on the other hand, 
stressed that he might never make an 
original finer than it actually was.102 
Kaiser must have been acutely aware 
of this dilemma. The portrait of Jan Six 
derived its quality from Rembrandt’s 
broad, virtuoso brushstroke, as the 
engraver said: ‘The face that appears to 
address you, although broadly and 
boldly painted, is extensively finished; 
but the clothes and hands were put in 
as if playfully, yet with an accuracy of 
colour and tone that does not leave any 
greater elaboration to be wished for. 
… it is as if one sees the work emanate 
from the master’s hand and he grants 
us a glimpse of the rich treasure 

chamber of his imagination.’103 Kaiser 
did his best to express the handling  
of the brush by reproducing the 
brushstrokes with his etching needle 
(fig. 19).104 

After four instalments, Blomhert  
told Kaiser that he wanted to stop the  
series. Kaiser, however, was adamantly 
opposed to discontinuing his publica-
tion of the Six Collection. The 
printmaker and publisher engaged in 
lengthy negotiations in an attempt to 
reach a compromise. When this failed, 
Kaiser actually took the case to the 
district court in Amsterdam. After 
Blomhert died in 1874, the engraver  
and the publisher’s widow, Pauline 
Johanna Blomhert-Koopman, decided 
to put an end to the relationship. It was 
agreed that Kaiser would be paid two 
thousand guilders in recompense for  
the losses he had sustained as a result 
of the premature termination of the 
series. In return, Kaiser would transfer 
all the remaining copies and the rights 

 Fig. 19 
johan wilhelm 
kaiser, Jan Six, 
Engraving in 
J.W. Kaiser,  
De Hollandsche 
School uit de 
kunstverzameling 
der Heeren Six. 
Album van 50 
der voornaamste 
schilderijen uit dat 
kabinet, Nijmegen 
1874, plate 2.
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