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People’s Daily 28 June 2017 Staff report

“What makes Rembrandt a pioneer”

“Rembrandt and His Time — an Exhibition by the American Leiden Collection™

“This is so Rembrandt!” — Wandering around South Hall 8 of the National Museum of
China, one feels like in a mysterious world of “purple golden darkness”; a world whose
deep sense of space fills the heart with enchantment and fascination. The soft and
thoughtful color scheme, smooth layout, delicate brushwork, unique depiction of light,
and evocative themes, give the impression of having just stepped into a museum
dedicated to seventeenth century Dutch paintings.

From June 17 to September 3, “Rembrandt and His Time — Masterpieces from The
Leiden Collection” is held at the National Museum of China. With over 70 works brought
to China by The Leiden Collection, this represents the largest ever exhibition of Dutch
Golden Age paintings in China. It includes 11 works by Rembrandt — making The Leiden
Collection the most significant private collection of the Dutch master’s work. In addition,
the exhibition also unveils pieces by other renowned artists, including Jan Lievens and
Johannes Vermeer, as well as works by the “Fijnschilders”. The show features three
major themes — portrait paintings, historical paintings, and genre paintings — and is
designed to recreate the artistic ingenuity that so characterized the Dutch Golden Age.

A monumental beginning that revolutionized traditional *““portrait painting”

In 1606, Rembrandt van Rijn was born in Leiden — both a center in the textile industry
and a university town. Hailing from an ordinary miller’s family, Rembrandt eventually
became one of the most consequential and pioneering artists in the 17" century
Netherlands, indeed in the entire history of art.

In the early 1620s, Rembrandt went through his initial training under a local artist in
Leiden. He later spent six pivotal months as an apprentice to the Amsterdam history
painter Pieter Lastman. Lastman’s interests in biblical and mythological themes, his
attention to a character’s dramatic postures and expressions, and his use of chiaroscuro,
all were a source of deep inspiration to Rembrandt. He learned from Lastman the
important principles of a history painter, especially how to depict complex ancient
mythological and biblical scenes, as well as focus on capturing the inner world of the
characters from the standpoint of anthroposcopy. The competition between Rembrandt
and another Leiden artist, Jan Lievens, who was also a friend of his, had a profound
influence on the Dutch master’s early development. According to a description of the two
artists by Constantijn Huygens, Secretary to the Princes of Orange, Lievens was
renowned for his “bold themes and scale”, while Rembrandt proved superior when it
came to “innovation, firm touches, and real emotions”.




The curator of the exhibition, Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt, said: “Rembrandt is a pioneer
who changed portrait painting in the history of art. His paintings do not superficially
portray the character’s appearance, but actually explore their inner-self and spiritual
world. Throughout his life, he painted over 100 self-portraits, making him the most
prolific self-portrait artist. One could argue that this was his way of continuous soul-
searching. In the exhibition hall, Rembrandt and Jan Lievens’ self-portraits echo one
another, as if in conversation or dialogue.” The paintings by Rembrandt and Lievens that
are featured in this exhibition help us understand the style of their early period, especially
through self-portraits, portraits of characters with exotic clothing, and their expert use of
chiaroscuro, as we travel with them on their artistic journey.

Thomas S. Kaplan, the founder of The Leiden Collection, declared: “Rembrandt paid
more attention to the depiction of the face of a character than any other artist since
ancient times, simply because he could see more details. This comes from his heart.
Chinese people say that paintings need three elements: the eye, the hand, and the heart. |
think this insight is very accurate. All these elements are indispensable. Each of
Rembrandt’s works are in line with the essence of this sentence: the eye, the hand, and
the heart in perfect harmony.”

“Rembrandt is particularly good at portraits. Good at capturing the subtle changes of the
facial expressions of the characters in order to reveal characteristics and inner thoughts.
He is also an expert in the use of light to shape the body, through the contrast of light and
shade when dealing with complex images — hence the “purple golden darkness” so
characteristic of Rembrandt. As such, Rembrandt enjoys an unparalleled status in the
history of Western art,” said Lu Zhang Shen, Curator of the National Museum of China.

The Golden Age: a time of innovation for history painting skills

In 1631, Rembrandt left Leiden for Amsterdam, the prosperous artistic center of the time.
He joined the studio of art dealer Hendrick van Uylenburgh, and received his first
commission — a portrait for an Amsterdam notable. Portrait of a Man in a Red Coat
became one of his most famous. It showed a man from high society with international
characteristics. The vivid depiction also gave the picture a sense of dignity.

To his contemporaries, Rembrandt was generally better known as a history painter. The
landmark piece Minerva in Her Study is the best example of such themed works. In this
important piece, Rembrandt displays the solemn image of the goddess: in her brightly lit
study, Minerva is sitting in front of her desk. She seems to pause from her reading,
looking up to gaze out with one of her hands still resting on the book. Minerva is dressed
in her blue gown with golden embroidery and a magnificent cloak. Under the laurel
wreath, her blond hair cascades onto her shoulders. Her posture represents the classical
posture of male scholars in their studies. Yet Rembrandt used it for the virgin goddess of
war, wisdom, art, medicine, and textiles. A variety of symbolic objects are present,
including exquisite tapestries, thick books, a globe, and a shield with a Gorgon’s head.
The magnificent garments of Minerva reflect Rembrandt’s deep knowledge of Homer’s
epic poems. In the painting, the image of Minerva shares the features of an ordinary




Dutch woman. The ability to combine the images of ordinary people with those of gods
placed Rembrandt at the forefront of 17" century history painting. Much like Minerva in
this painting, her regal image is full of visual impact. Under Rembrandt’s brushworks,
she is both one of the Olympian deities and a real-life woman.

Rembrandt mostly focused on portraits and historically themed paintings. His strong
interest in such genres also influenced his students in Amsterdam, including Ferdinand
Bol, Govert Flinck, and Carel Fabritius. Works by these artists reflected Rembrandt’s
painting skills in various ways; among others, the contrast of light and shade, as well as
rich color combinations. Equally, they were greatly influenced by Rembrandt’s ability to
combine historical themes with people’s daily experiences.

Legacy and innovation: the Fijnschilders

Gerrit Dou was the Dutch master’s first student to be renowned for his skills and
innovative themes. Unlike Rembrandt’s broad, smooth, and expressive style, Gerrit Dou
developed a fine touch skill — the style of artists who later would be called the
“Fijnschilders”. The Fijnschilders would depict scenes from a close angle using delicate
touches. Dou’s portraits and paintings of scholars, or domestic workers, reflected a
precise grasp of the material and surface texture, along with an illusion of space. In his
paintings inspired by daily life, Dou often used stone windows as the background, with
the main character oblique to the window, thereby creating an illusion that he or she was
stepping into the viewer’s space. Cat Crouching on the Ledge of an Artist’s Atelier
represented a whimsical illustration of such techniques, with extremely fine brushwork
highlighting the cat’s features, including stripes, silky fur, and sharp eyes. In the 17"
century, people believed that cats carried an allegorical meaning and that they
symbolized vision. As such, Dou let his cat stare beyond the frame. The silky curtain was
also left hanging on the window, with just one of its corners lifted, gently revealing the
artist by the atelier in the back. Dou, with his skillful hands, created the perpetual play
between vision and illusion.

The artists working and living around Leiden responded to Dou’s style and popular
themes in diverse ways, and further expanded them. His most important apprentice, Frans
van Mieris, used a variety of novel approaches to expand the master’s theme, including
adding genre characters to historical themes. Death of Lucretia was a fine example of
such innovation.

Artistic creativity drawn from ““folk paintings™ as an inspiration to modern painting

The prevalence of genre paintings in the Netherlands stemmed from an enduring interest
in the subject of everyday life. Genre painters like Gabriel Metsu, Gerard ter Borch, and
Jan Steen, all introduced scenes such as men and women reading, musicians playing,
rural markets, and quiet daily life. These works would focus on details, texture, light and
shadow, as well as the ambiance, reflecting the ordinary and simple aspects of life.




In the 17" century, people’s interests gradually shifted to the domestic life of the upper
class. Vermeer’s Young Woman Seated at a Virginal provides a good example of such a
trend. His mastery of space, color, and light, reflects the serenity and beauty of the
virginal-playing young woman who is immersed in her own world. About that painting,
Lara Yeager-Crasselt said: “The woman seems to be interrupted by us while playing her
virginal. She stops and turns her head towards us, creating an interaction between the
character and the viewer, which is very rare. This is what’s so great about Vermeer. Very
few artists in history can really create the interaction between the painting and the
viewer.” Although Dutch genre paintings seem more realistic, they also follow the
traditional practices and paradigms of artistic dialogue, which echo this enduring interest
in daily life and artistic creativity.

In the 17" century, Dutch artists displayed their varied skills and expertise in genre
paintings, historical scenes, and portraits. In that context, paintings of both historical and
biblical scenes carried more symbolic or commemorative meaning. Rembrandt and his
students maintained an important influence in the field of art through the second half of
the seventeenth century. Late works by Rembrandt and his students also represented
scenes of still characters in domestic settings. The artists used bold and expressive
brushwork, which conveyed upon the characters in the works a wealth of experience and
moral authority. All of these techniques proved a great source of inspiration to modern
painting, including wide influence in the realm of art to this day.

— “Art and beauty can build bridges between cultures. Rembrandt in fact belongs to the
world. He belongs to all of us. His insight into beauty and truth made him one of the most
influential and respected masters in the field of art. What is even rarer is that seventeenth
century Dutch art, as represented by Rembrandt, was also very innovative, with the
themes of these paintings still resonating with us today,” Thomas Kaplan said.




