
	  	  

Artist: Rembrandt Van Rijn 
Title: The Virgin and Child  
with Cat and Snake   
Barstch Number: B063 
Date: 1654 
Medium: Etching on paper 
Size: 9.5 cm (3.7 in) x 14.5 cm (5.7 in)  
	  

Rembrandt’s Etching Technique 
Rembrandt used copper and burin like other artists use 
pen and paper: etching was his way to sketch. Rembrandt 
ignored the fact that the image on the plate is reversed 
when completed.  He was more concerned with quality 
than accuracy. He paid more attention to capturing light, 
shadow and depth. 
	  

Contextual Information 
This image shows a scene of maternal affection between mother and child, arguably one of the most well known and well 
used images in art history. This etching is a powerful piece of Christian symbolism. The cat on the left, playing with the 
Virgin’s hem, is a symbol of laziness, while the snake on the right, slithering out from under the Virgin’s dress, is a symbol 
of trickery. The Virgin is actually shown with her foot on the snake, symbolizing her role as the new Eve, and thus as 
someone who will triumph over the Christian concept of original sin. She holds her child as if to shield him from the dangers 
of the world, knowing that he will meet a brutal death. Joseph looks in from outside the window. He is the husband of Mary, 
but not the father of Christ. His placement outside the window symbolizes that separation. The glass window above the 
Virgin’s head makes a halo, signifying her divinity as a holy mother. 
	  

Artist’s Biography 
In the context of his life, this etching could be a very 
personal statement by Rembrandt. When he married 
Saskia, they expected their first child, Rembartus, within 
the year. Unfortunately, the child only lived two months.  
Rembrandt and Saskia subsequently had three more 
children, including two girls, both named Cornelia, who 
died two weeks after birth. In 1641, the couple brought 
another child into the world, Titus, who lived up until the 
year before Rembrandt’s death in 1668. Saskia 
unfortunately died the year after Titus’s birth. This etching 
shows Rembrandt’s fragmented family unit. It is almost as 
if Joseph standing outside the window represents 
Rembrandt, who never enjoyed seeing most of his children 
grow up. When Titus was born, Saskia would never see 
him grown.  It was during the 1650s, however, that 
Rembrandt had affairs with two women, Geertge Dircx, a 
nurse for Titus, and Hendrickje Stoffels, his housemaid, 
and with whom Rembrandt bore a child in 1654. 
	  

Related terms 
Virgin and Child – despite the overwhelming 
popularity of this iconography within art 
history, this etching is only one of two of this 
subject matter Rembrandt ever created. The 
other example by Rembrandt is also an etching 
(see below). 
	  

	  
Virgin and Child in Clouds, 1641, etching,  

16.8 cm (6 5/8 in) x 10.8 cm (4 1/4 in). 
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