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Contextual Information 
This Rembrandt etching includes mysterious subject 
matter. Rembrandt’s reasons for making this work are still 
unknown. Faust in his Study depicts the classical figure at 
the darkest point in his life. Faust, as a highly successful 
scholar of alchemy and religion, studied for many years 
without finding any answers. He lost his faith and 
idealism, and eventually made a deal with the devil in 
exchange for unlimited knowledge and magic. 
Rembrandt’s etching also depicts Faust at the height of the 
action. An apparition appears in the background whose 
face is covered by an insignia that reads INRI, an acronym 
typically associated with Christian symbolism. Scholars 
have noted that this moment shows Faust’s guardian angel 
intervening with the Devil to save Faust’s soul. Scholars 
also point out the anagram ALGA, associated with Jewish 
Cabbalistic writings and a society founded by a Faustus 
Socinus during the 16th century. A hand points at what 
appears to be a mirror, where Faust’s gaze is directed, 
showing contemplation of action. 
	  

Artist’s Biography 
The 1650s were a difficult time in 
Rembrandt’s life. Around 1654 Rembrandt 
ceased to be able to meet the mortgage 
payments on his house, and by borrowing 
money he replaced one debt with another. 
Besides his debts, his art dealings became 
unsuccessful. In 1656, Rembrandt asked an 
Estates’ Secretary to help him list objects in 
his house to sell at auction. In 1658 
Rembrandt, his wife Hendrickje, 
Rembrandt’s only son Titus, and little 
Cornelia, Rembrandt and Hendrickje’s 
daughter, rented a more modest home 
together. Titus and Hendrickje ran the 
house, which allowed Rembrandt to paint 
for the remainder of his life. Hendrickje died 
in 1663, and in 1668 Titus was taken by the 
plague. Rembrandt passed away in 1669 and 
was buried next to his son Titus.	  

 

 
 

	  	  

Medium Description 
State: Because etchings are made using a copper plate, 
which is very malleable, the image of one print can be 
transformed through multiple states, or versions. 
Rembrandt experimented with states in many of his 
prints, including Faust. Rembrandt sometimes changed 
the amount of light and dark in the scene, or omitted 
figures completely. In the second state of Faust, the 
figure is more brightly illuminated, and the background 
is in more shadow than in the first state. 
	  

Related Terms 
Faustian implies the situation in which an ambitious 
person surrenders moral integrity in order to achieve 
power and success for a determined time. 
Faust was known to study alchemy. Alchemical wisdom 
has three aspects: alchemy (attempting to create the 
Philosopher’s Stone), astrology, and the ritual invocation 
of spirits. 
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Detail of insignia showing the 
anagrams ALGA (top) and INRI 
(center), as well as the hand 
pointing to the mirror. 


