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“In Rembrandt’s Glow, Lievens’ Star Dimmed” 
 
The small city of Leiden was once home to two stars “vying to shine the brightest” 
 

This is the story of two young men born in Leiden and possessed with an innate passion 
for painting. They left their hometown in succession to study in Amsterdam and serve as 
apprentices under the same teacher, who passed on to them the authentic techniques of 
Italian oil painting. Both men subsequently returned home to hone their painting skills 
together, in anticipation of their “big moment” to come. These months of waiting would 
later prove to be the very best time of their lives. Several years later, the two men went on 
their separate ways, each experiencing the trials and tribulations of life while completing 
their own individual artistic journey. These two artists are none other than Rembrandt 
van Rijn and Jan Lievens. The National Museum of China is now exhibiting their works. 
 
Sometime in October 1628, an important visitor knocked on the door of their workshop 
near the old northern branch of the Rhine – the place which the two 20-something young 
men built and dubbed the “hometown painting station.” That individual was Constantijn 
Huygens, an influential diplomat in Europe at the time, who served as secretary to the 
Prince of Orange. Apart from his many talents in the realm of politics, Huygens also 
happened to be a man of great vision in the fields of art and literature. Shortly after 
looking briefly over the two men’s work, he was amazed to have discovered not one but 
two geniuses. He predicted with much confidence that they would both successfully 
propel the development of Dutch painting and rise to the forefront of European art.  
 
However, when compared with Rembrandt, Lievens’ place in art history ultimately has 
not quite borne out Huygens’ prediction. Since Lievens’ death over three hundred years 
ago, he has been all but forgotten amid the vast currents of art history. His name remains 
unfamiliar not just to ordinary art enthusiasts, but indeed to many professionals in the art 
world as well. That being said, there might have been some magic to Huygens’ prediction 
after all. As people constantly keep rediscovering the enormous value of Lievens’ work, 
there is hope that a new generation will be able to reevaluate this outstanding painter 
from the 17th century Dutch Golden Age. To that very end, the Milwaukee Art Museum 
held a “Jan Lievens Exhibit” in April 2009, featuring a total of 110 works. It was said 
that this show represented all of the surviving works of the “forgotten” Dutch master, 
including 50 oil paintings, 28 sketches, and 34 woodcuts. Once the exhibition ended, 
however, everything seemed to settle down again. 
 
One could speculate that Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan, who organized the current exhibition at 
the National Museum of China, did so in protest of the unfairness that characterizes 
Lievens’ fate. If not, then why would the exhibition’s poster feature a portrait by Lievens 
instead of one by Rembrandt? 
 
Though only 4 of Lievens’ oil paintings are exhibited on this occasion, they are all 
masterpieces from his early period. Self-Portrait, in particular, arguably represents the 
most important of his surviving works. 



 

One can feel a little emotional when starring at the young man in this portrait, barely 22 
years old. It was produced only one year after Lievens’ initial encounter with Huygens, a 
man familiar with the ways of the world and acquainted with countless people. Therefore 
this portrait probably still captures how the artist looked when Huygens first met him. 
 
The man in the picture appears full of youth and vitality, with penetrating eyes and 
flowing long hair that underscore the artist’s confident bearing. Lievens uses large brush 
strokes to depict a beautiful head of hair, and though the hair is fine and soft, it reflects an 
unrestrainedly romantic personality along with a high-spirited and vigorous passion. A 
pair of wide-open eyes gaze intently off to the right of the picture, as if the artist were 
portraying himself looking into a mirror. He seems to be scrutinizing the features of his 
own face. The lips are slightly closed, showing a kind of fortitude and resolution. Yet he 
also sports the faintest of moustaches, as a way to remind the viewer of his tender age and 
limited life experience. Forming a sharp contrast to the finely depicted face is the scarf, 
loosely wrapped under his neck, carefree and unaffected – epitomizing what Huygens 
referred to as a “liveliness of emotions.” 
 
After the self-examination, the most daring aspect of this portrait remains the proximity 
of observation that the artist allows the viewers. This represents a type of close-up that 
only came into frequent use after the invention of cameras – a composition that is boldly 
direct, with the artist’s head and shoulders filling the lion’s share of the picture. This 
approach constituted a rarity in 17th century Holland, and indeed throughout Europe. 
When visitors stand before this painting, they find themselves pretty much face-to-face 
with the 20-year-old Lievens. One could almost feel his breath. 
 
No wonder the very knowledgeable Huygens praised Lievens as a “prodigy” and 
“someone full of vitality and hard to tame,” noting his great talent at “depicting the 
human countenance,” and recognizing his ability to “create miracles” in this respect. 
 
An endearing display of talent 
 
Two additional individual portraits and one group portrait displayed in the exhibition hall 
forcefully confirm Huygens’ judgement. 
 
One of them follows classical diagonal lines. The old bookkeeper represented here is 
leaning to the left, his shadowed left shoulder and arm running parallel with the stack of 
books, which brings out the simple power of the picture. 
 
Judging from the colors used in this piece, Lievens seems to be deliberately engaging in a 
display of talent – that endearing inclination to show off that no young artist seems to 
ever be able to resist. He employs the same hues to depict different textures, with distinct 
gradations and exaggerated boundaries. The old man’s skin shows great paleness, 
especially compared to the thin white silk of his clothes, as a result of the gradual 
depletion of natural color that comes with age. It is evident that the clothes have more life 
in them than the man. His gray beard is caught by the shadowed area of the edge. The 
boundary between the brightly lit right shoulder and the dark area on the left is 



constructed very naturally. The old man’s slightly uplifted right hand, drawn into a fist 
due to his concentrated thinking, highlights the exposed veins. The yellowish part of the 
hand perfectly guides the viewer’s eyes to the yellowing file in front of the hand, which 
then connects to form a whole with the thick pile of books in the foreground corner. 
 
When Lievens produced this work, he was only 20 years old but already well-versed in 
the ways of figure painting. Such an ability, as a young man, to master so precisely an old 
man’s demeanor and mindset, if not deemed a natural gift, can only be attributed to his 
exceptional concentration and obsession with painting. Lievens began studying drawing 
at the age of 8. Though he later went to Amsterdam to serve as an apprentice under the 
most renowned history painter of his day, Pieter Lastman, it only took him 2 years to 
fulfill his training. He was then barely 12 years old. After that, he returned home to 
Leiden, set up his easels in his father’s shed, and began his long and independent painting 
career. Clearly, Lievens was both gifted and diligent, and indeed extremely precocious 
when it came to painting. One can observe from this particular work that he displayed in 
this period a superb mastery of color and detail, even surpassing Rembrandt who was one 
year his senior. 
 
Huygens’ visit was no mere “flash in the pan”: from 1628 to 1629, thanks to his strong 
recommendation, the young Lievens traveled to The Hague to paint portraits for the royal 
court. The boy from a noble family that he painted must have been a member of the 
family of the Prince of Orange, the Dutch head of state at the time. Lievens’ obsession 
with color is given vivid expression in this work. The boy’s whole body resembles a 
piece of pure gold. In the middle, the complexion of his face bears a rosy tinge, as a 
feather towers atop his pale blue turban and headdress. Every detail reflects a boy in the 
prime growth period of his life. Together with his physical development, the subject’s 
inner being also emerges, peering out at the outside world “in spite of himself”. The boy 
is turned to show his left side. His eyes, raised toward the left of the painting, seem to 
display some sense of doubt – evoking curiosity, hope, and fear all at the same time. The 
painter is like a psychologist, capturing at once an inexpressible instant of this noble 
youth’s life. 
 
Brilliant individual portraits and a fine group portrait 
 
Lievens did not only paint individual portraits well, but he also excelled at group 
portraits. Card Players depicts a card game in the dead of night among individuals drawn 
from the less exalted classes. Two soldiers are undoubtedly the main actors in this game 
of chance. The soldier on the left, with his side turned to the viewer, is clearly the winner 
as he firmly pulls out the ace of hearts. His defeated opponent stands to the right with a 
dazed expression, his body having stiffened in the moment of loss. Although there are 
only three onlookers, the painter has positioned them as far forward as possible. They 
gather together in a huddle, forming a distribution of clearly contrasted light and dark, 
and creating a tense atmosphere as the game concludes. Although Lievens never traveled 
to Italy, one can appreciate from this piece that simply by looking at original works in the 
hands of local Dutch collectors as well as relying on indirect methods, he managed to 
successfully employ the chiaroscuro method that originated with Caravaggio. 



 
In light of such outstanding painting technique, and such exceptional ability to represent 
people’s expression, why then would Lievens remain an obscure figure in the history of 
art? After viewing all 74 works from The Leiden Collection featured in this exhibition, 
and as I returned to the entrance and found the enlarged Lievens self-portrait, this 
important question kept pressing on my mind. 
 
As one of the “train stations” of Rembrandt and Lievens’ lives, the town of Leiden is 
where the two young men learned skills from each other, encouraged one another’s 
fighting spirit, before departing and setting out on their respective journey towards the 
highest pinnacles of painting. That being said, the whistle of the “Rembrandt train” 
resounded far louder throughout the history of art and long after his death, and while the 
“Lievens train” might have taken its riders far, later generations would be hard pressed to 
find any trace of it. When comparing the two men’s talents, one could argue that they 
were practically equal – perhaps that Lievens even had the upper hand in their younger 
days. The same would hold with regards to their enthusiasm for art, for which there is 
scarcely any comparison. Yet the two men met with such different outcomes in life. 
Could Lady Fortune really be the sole responsible for the significant disparity in the two 
painters’ positions in the history of Western art? 
 
A divergence in fate: virtually equal in the early days, their lives vastly differed later on 
 
Shortly after Huygens returned to The Hague, he asked Lievens to come paint portraits. 
Thanks to Huygens’ strong recommendation, prominent people began commissioning 
works from the young painter. One such customer purchased one of his works and sent it 
on to England’s ambassador. This individual then gave the painting to the English 
monarch, Charles I. When the news reached Lievens, he was greatly encouraged and 
began to dream of crossing the ocean to seek a position as court painter. This was in fact 
the most prominent position an artist could traditionally hope to attain in that age. 
 
Serving the aristocracy vs. serving the merchant burghers 
 
Having accepted the invitation of the Dutch head of state, the Prince of Orange, Lievens 
could not but apply himself to discharging his duties of painting portraits for the royal 
family and had to put on hold the idea of going abroad. Some three years later, Lievens 
was finally able to travel to London. Looking back, it is very likely that Lievens’ delay in 
getting to England was due to his lacking of a significant personal recommendation. The 
opportunity arose in 1632 when Lievens made the acquaintance of Charles I’s leading 
court painter, Anthony van Dyck, who very much appreciated the young man’s talents. 
Thereupon, Lievens got his wish and followed Van Dyck to London. Given that none of 
his works from this particular period have survived, there is no way of knowing whether 
or not Lievens succeeded in entering the court. In light of his departure from England 
three years later, it is possible that he may have only served as Van Dyck’s assistant. 
 
Perhaps embarrassed to return to Holland, Lievens first moved to Antwerp in Belgium. 
He joined a painters society called the Guild of Saint Luke, becoming a freelance painter 



at the mercy of the market. Clients came from a variety of origins and were not limited to 
the aristocracy. Prices for paintings were negotiated between the two parties involved.  
 
Meanwhile, Rembrandt had landed comfortably in Amsterdam, in no small part thanks to 
The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp. His reputation as an artist was growing 
steadily. In Europe’s most prosperous commercial city, Rembrandt would receive the 
greatest glory of his life. It is also there, incidentally, that he would fall into a bottomless 
abyss of debt from which there could be no escape in the eyes of the world. 
 
When comparing the first halves of Rembrandt’s and Lievens’ careers, one can clearly 
observe that although they were both geniuses, passionate about painting and equally 
diligent, they each chose different ways to earn a living as painters. Lievens always 
longed to return to the “old way,” serving the royal court and the aristocracy. Conversely, 
Rembrandt was absolutely clear from the start that the object of his work would be 
everyone, especially Holland’s rising class of merchants and burghers. This difference in 
clientele constitutes an important reason why Lievens ultimately fell behind Rembrandt 
after setting forth on their careers as painters. 
 
However, given how superbly skilled Lievens was, it did not take long for him to start 
getting significant commissions in Antwerp – a large portion of which came from 
churches under the local Jesuits. His painting style in this period borrowed from that of 
the Utrecht School artist Adriaen Brouwer; that is, a Baroque approach adapted from the 
northern European tradition. Lievens finally gained enough popularity in Belgium to 
recover his confidence, and in 1644 he returned to Amsterdam. By then, Rembrandt was 
no longer the center of attention in town and his popularity was beginning to decline. 
Many stories tend to attribute this decay to his painting The Night Watch, when in reality 
the impact of this incident was quite limited. The main reason had more to do with 
Rembrandt spending a decade on the work, while exploring a whole new artistic path that 
ultimately distanced him from the norm. As a result, even more profound differences 
started to appear between the two artists in terms of painting styles and pursuits. 
 
No one was willing to spend money to affirm and purchase works by Rembrandt 
anymore, ahead of their time as they were. That is when Lievens came in. Following a 
meticulous study of Rubens’ methods, he determined that the main direction of the 
market would lean towards the Amsterdam upper class and attempted to use Van Dyck’s 
style of portraiture to attract this group of customers. This manner of painting made up a 
significant part of the market after Rembrandt had been tossed aside by the general 
public. In fact, even Rembrandt’s own pupil, Govert Flinck, abandoned his teacher’s path 
in portrait painting in favor of Van Dyck’s. 
 
Most of Lievens’ subsequent commissions came from the upper tier of Amsterdam 
society, with a constant flow of orders coming from The Hague. He also frequently 
received government commissions. Lievens continued to be well-regarded for the 
ensuing 30 years up until his death in 1674. For some unknown reason, his later years 
very much resembled Rembrandt’s. He became bankrupt near the time of his passing. His 
children ultimately relinquished their rights to inherit his property largely because, aside 



from massive debts, there was essentially no property to speak of. 
 
Accuracy vs. emotions 
 
As people passed and time marched on, art history began to take a calm and collected 
second look at these two painters. Thereupon, Rembrandt’s work penetrated through the 
fog of time and increasingly appeared in an eye-catching light. Meanwhile, Lievens 
quietly remained behind the curtain of art history. Could the day of his reemergence still 
be to come? Let us compare two particular pieces: 
 
According to the Bible, the Roman prefect of Judea, Pontius Pilate, is responsible for 
trying Jesus. During the process, he discovers that Jesus actually was not guilty, yet he is 
forced by religious pressures to sentence him to die on the cross. After Jesus has been 
escorted to the execution ground, Pilate’s conscience constantly weights on his heart. In 
order to wash away his guilt, he asks his attendant to wash his hands for him, in order to 
show that the sentencing has nothing to do with him. As the water flows from a shiny 
copper pot, Pilate’s face shows remorse and he becomes unconscious of the water’s flow 
– absentmindedly riveting his attention forward, his heart in a tangle. Notice that in the 
upper-right corner are two spear-wielding soldiers supporting Jesus through the gate. 
Because of this one detail, the picture not only carries very strong depth of feeling, but it 
also reveals the source of Pilate’s mental preoccupation. 
 
Drawing on a Bible story in a similar fashion is Rembrandt’s depiction of the old man 
Tobit. He has become blind in both eyes, and his hands are clasped in prayer as he awaits 
the imminent return of his far-wandering son. His aged wife cradles in her arms a lamb – 
a metaphor for their son – who has yet to awaken, whereupon he would see the error of 
his ways and mend them. The old woman’s frightened expression and the blind demeanor 
of the old man form an intensely dramatic scene. Rembrandt produced this work at the 
age of 20. At that time, he and Lievens were together almost from sunup to sundown, 
comparing skills. It would have been hard to tell which one of them had the upper hand. 
 
In the painting of the old man, in terms of skill level, one could claim that the work had 
achieved near-perfect accuracy, while also reaching a peak from an emotional standpoint. 
Indeed if Rembrandt wished to make another leap forward in his painting, it had to come 
from an entirely new means of technical expression – that is, in delving mercilessly into 
showing people’s feelings. 
 
The Return of the Prodigal Son, now part of the Hermitage Museum’s collection in Saint 
Petersburg, possibly represents Rembrandt’s last large-scale work with a religious subject 
matter. Everything it reflects touches the viewer’s heart. 
 
In this piece, Rembrandt has abandoned all embellishment. Using rough brushstrokes and 
employing mainly two colors, red and yellow, he focuses intently on depicting the 
moment when the prodigal son has returned home and asks for his father’s forgiveness. 
Interwoven between the artist’s chiaroscuro lights and shadows, a mercy beyond all 
personal emotion permeates every inch of the canvas. 
 



 
This is emotion! To be able to draw out feelings of compassion from the sufferings of 
individuals, in order to achieve this level of mastery, artists ought to forget all about the 
practicalities of painting, ignore personal adversity, then gather all of their strength, all of 
their ups and downs in life, their countless tears, and pour it all together onto the canvas. 
 
Veneration of the masters vs. transcendence 
 
It is a real pity that Lievens’ later works did not seem to survive. Nonetheless, one can 
tentatively compare the self-portrait that he produced at age of 31 with a work by 
Rembrandt at 34. 
 
Against a picturesque landscape background, Lievens, dressed in a luxurious robe and 
leaning against a solemn marble column, turns at the waist as he looks toward the viewer. 
His sideways sitting posture recalls one of the works by Titian, the leader of the Venetian  
School. The mood seems to intentionally retrace the lines of the old master. The grandeur 
that he seeks corresponds to the magnificence of the Italian Baroque style. Lievens then 
lived in Antwerp, at a time when commissions were pouring in and his painting career 
was thriving. 
 
The other portrait also borrows its composition from the works of Titian. Unlike Lievens, 
however, Rembrandt has mastered the way in which da Cadore endowed his subjects 
with bearing and the self-reflection and calm of an inner world, truly capturing both 
physical and spiritual sides. The Rembrandt pictured here is already a renowned painter, 
but he also possesses a noble identity. This sense of nobility does not lie in an imposing 
exterior, but rather in inner strength and self-possession. The master was 34 years old that 
year. At the height of both his personal life and career, Rembrandt uses the self-portrait to 
take a serious look at himself, seeming to ask: “Who am I?” 
 
From the 17th century to today, Lievens has undoubtedly been forgotten by most people. 
Art history nonetheless ought to grant him a more just place. After all, he displayed 
superb painting skills and a richness of emotional expression. That being said, if someone 
were to ask if art history would put him on par with Rembrandt in the future, I happen to 
believe that no such day would ever come. Their works belong to two completely 
different realms. And even if their levels were almost indistinguishable in their early 
periods, by their middle and later periods, no careful scrutiny would be necessary to 
realize who would stand tallest. 
 
In Rembrandt’s eyes, there was no such thing as a distinction between people. He lived a 
lonely and impoverished life, intending to reveal the brilliance that lies deep in the human 
spirit. Lievens, on the other hand, while leading a poor life as well, followed in the 
footsteps of Rubens and Van Dyck, whom he worshipped, doing his utmost to display 
each and every refined person on the canvas, in complex settings, and with rich emotions 
and beautiful rhythms. Lievens possessed enormous powers of visual reproduction, but 
only in relation to the wise contemplation of a life full of emotion, as opposed to heart-
breaking insight and profound self-reflection. 



 

 

 
Leaving everything on the canvas, holding nothing back 
 
Life is a long race best run with a steady pace throughout. Taking the lead does not insure 
that the farthest points can be reached. People destined to witness the most beautiful 
scenes in life are without a doubt those that carry on the essence of traditions, listen to the 
calling of their heart, and forge a singular path ahead. 
 


