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KUART 17 June 2017 Staff report

“An exhibition at the National Museum of China: Except for Vermeer, who else
deserves to be showcased alongside Rembrandt?”

On June 16, The Leiden Collection, together with the National Museum of China,
unveiled “Rembrandt and His Time — an Exhibition by the American Leiden Collection”.
This show is part of the first international tour of The Leiden Collection, but also
represents the first and most significant exhibition of Dutch Golden Age paintings in the
history of China. Lara Yeager-Crasselt, Curator of The Leiden Collection, carefully
selected pieces along three main themes: portraits, history paintings, and genre paintings
— thereby recreating the artistic ingenuity of the Dutch Golden Age. Over seventy
masterpieces are on display at the National Museum of China, including eleven works by
Rembrandt, Young Woman Seated at a Virginal by Johannes Vermeer, as well as works
by Jan Lievens and Rembrandt’s first student, Gerrit Dou.

§

In addition to the works by Rembrandt and Vermeer, what other pieces are on display?

Jan Lievens’s work was used on the brochures and posters. As Rembrandt’s
contemporary, he shared the same studio as the master. In the early stages of their
careers, in Leiden, the two of them were friends as well as rivals. Collectors at the time
tended to argue the subject of which of them would ultimately be considered to be the
more accomplished artist.

§

The “Senses” series sheds light on the relationship between Rembrandt and his
contemporary Jan Lievens (1607-1674). Although Rembrandt must have been exposed to
many works from a similar theme (especially prints), the individual who inspired him to
produce this series may well have been Lievens. Regardless of their early relationship,
one can infer from the similarity of their Caravaggesque influence that with these
paintings Rembrandt wanted to emulate Lievens. Four pieces by Lievens are on display
in this exhibition.

Rembrandt van Rijn — Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes, 1634, oil on panel, 71.1 x 56 cm.
The Leiden Collection, New York.

Lievens and Rembrandt hailed from the same town. Although a year younger than
Rembrandt, Lievens gained his artistic reputation before Rembrandt did. He started
painting in Leiden at the age of eight and moved to Amsterdam later on. He served as an
apprentice to Pieter Lastman for two years there. In 1619, at the age of twelve, Lievens
established himself as an independent painter in Leiden. Rembrandt was still studying the
Classics at the time, preparing for university. Although in the long run, having studied the
humanities, especially the Classics, laid a solid foundation for Rembrandt’s creative
career, it also delayed his start as a painter compared to Lievens. Rembrandt became an
apprentice to Lastman a year later than Lievens.




Works by both the teacher and his students are exhibited. Pieter Lastman indeed taught
the two masters — Rembrandt and Lievens. The piece by Lastman is an oil painting on
panel. Also on display are works by the enthusiastic followers of Rembrandt. Some of
them stand out in their distinctive attempts to emulate the master. Many are self-portraits
that closely resemble the work of Rembrandt himself.

§

Paintings by Rembrandt’s first and most influential student, Gerrit Dou, are also
showcased. Dou became a pupil of Rembrandt at the age of fourteen, and was considered
one of his most accomplished followers. He was the founder of the Leiden School of
Fijnschilders, renowned for its extremely fine touches. This technique represented quite a
contrast to Rembrandt’s spontaneous and flowing style. Whether or not Rembrandt
actually encouraged its development remains unclear. Nine pieces by Gerrit Dou are
featured in this exhibition.

Gerrit Dou — Scholar Sharpening His Quill, circa 1632-35, oil on oval panel, 26.3 x 21.2
cm. The Leiden Collection, New York.

Paintings by the “fijnschilders” were typically small-scale works characterized by
meticulously executed details. This particular piece was produced a few years after Dou
left Rembrandt’s studio. From the picture, one can deduce that Dou, like Rembrandt,
enjoyed painting old scholars — perhaps because Leiden was a university town. His
delicate depiction of a scholar with grey hair and wrinkled skin can be interpreted as a
reflection on the irreversibility of time. Dou also included an hourglass and a skull to
further strengthen the theme.

§

Isaac De Jouderville was also among Rembrandt’s first students. The self-portrait below
was produced in 1631, just before he left Rembrandt’s studio. It is a copy of Rembrandt’s
self-portrait. Apart from the difference in color schemes, the more obvious modification
appears to be the absence of the big dog Rembrandt later placed in the foreground of his
self-portrait. Copies of Rembrandt’s work rarely survived, making this particular piece a
precious one.

§

The third part of the exhibition features genre paintings, representing another facet of the
Dutch Golden Age and one of the most important traditions in Dutch painting. In the
history of Dutch culture’s development, as the original democratic foundation of the
Netherlands met Calvinist secularization, pragmatism became the spirit of the nation.

§

Jan Lievens was not only a renowned genre painter, but an outstanding landscape painter
as well. His sketches and color paintings showed the maturity of his skills. Especially
noticeable were the color scheme and the concise, steady, and composed brushwork.
Some of his genre scenes echoed Bruegel's — simple but full of enthusiasm. Most




importantly, his paintings emphasized the vitality of daily life.
8

Frans Hals — Portrait of Samuel Ampzing, 1630, oil on copper, 16.4 x 12.4 cm. The
Leiden Collection, New York.

Based on the same theme, Hals’ paintings nonetheless depict completely different
emotions. His unique brushwork was renowned in the 17" century, making him one of
the most popular painters of the Dutch Golden Age. However, little information is
available regarding his actual artistic training.

§

The Leiden Collection behind this exhibition constitutes the largest private collection of
Dutch Golden Age artworks in the world. It comprises 250 masterpieces, including oil
painting and sketches. The Collection was named after Rembrandt’s hometown, the
starting point of his artistic journey, in homage to the master and the works of his School.

§

Rembrandt’s works

When discussing Rembrandt’s masterpieces, one cannot overlook his self-portraits — the
“selfies” of the 17" century. Throughout his brilliant 63 years of creative life, the master
produced close to a hundred such pieces — including approximately 50 oil paintings, 32
prints, and 7 sketches.

Rembrandt’s self-portraits produced in his later years tend to be widely exposed. His
earlier works, however, remain relatively rare. The most striking of all is Self-Portrait at
the Age of 34. It was painted in 1640, six years after Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes. In
2015, the master’s self-portrait of 1629 was displayed in the “Rembrandt and the Dutch
Golden Age” exhibition in Budapest. The piece was painted before Rembrandt left
Leiden for Amsterdam. At 23, his face was full of youth and innocence. In comparison,
Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes depicts a much more mature and self-assured Rembrandt.

§

Vermeer’s works

There are only 35 surviving paintings by Johannes Vermeer in the world today. Even
more astonishing is that only one of them remains in private hands — Young Woman
Seated at a Virginal, owned by the Kaplans. It is believed that this painting was produced
on a piece of cloth from the same batch as The Lacemaker (currently at the Louvre).

Johannes Vermeer — Young Woman Seated at a Virginal, circa 1670-1672, oil on canvas,
25.5 x 20.1 cm. The Leiden Collection, New York.

In both style and execution, this masterpiece produced circa 1670-1672 is similar to
Vermeer’s other late depictions of young women playing musical instruments. With a




smile on her face, her pause suggests a momentary sense of privacy and perceived
quietness. Light streams down from the window above, illuminating the left-hand side of
her face and her pearl necklace, creating a sense of tranquility. The attribution of this
piece was initially doubted due to the disproportionate yellow shawl, which was believed
to be a later addition based on Xx-ray examination. Further research nonetheless
established material and stylistic connection to the master’s late works, and this piece was
then included into Vermeer’s ceuvre. It was acquired by The Leiden Collection in 2008,
together with Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes by Rembrandt.




