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“Watch Out: Masterpieces!” 

 

The donation of “Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well,” a biblical scene by Ferdinand Bol, opens the doors of 

the Louvre to collector Thomas Kaplan and his paintings from the Dutch Golden Age. 

The controversy surrounding the Louvre’s management of the exhibition “Vermeer and the Masters of 

Genre Painting,” which was supposed to be the season’s highlight, continues to grow. Critics are also 

concerned about the public’s lack of interest for Valentin de Boulogne, an otherwise masterly exhibition, 

pointing to the master of Delft’s insufficient notoriety and the show’s challenging location in the 

museum. Furthermore, the twelve Vermeers presented are so superior to the paintings by his 

contemporaries that the highly unimaginative alignment of these latter lead one to conclude – wrongly – 

that they were made by minor artists! With that, one should not forget to visit the second floor of the 

Sully wing: the effort, rather modest, will be rewarded. Next to the recently renovated rooms dedicated to 

Dutch painting, a discreet yet so appropriate presentation is being held of the main masterpieces from the 

collection of Thomas Kaplan and his wife, Daphné Recanati Kaplan. The story of this passionate aesthete 

being told later on in this edition (cf. page 12), let us focus on his paintings! 

Some thirty paintings and drawings by the greatest names of the Dutch Golden Age are on display. The 

collector’s taste and his constant search for the best serve as the only connecting thread. Portraits, auto-

portraits and figures de caractère, genre scenes, mythological and biblical – all are truly perfect. “Boy in 

a Cape and Turban” by Jan Lievens (1607-1674) will be our guide. This youthful figure captivates the 

look, while his glance – off to a distant horizon – escapes ours. With his blue and gold turban, so finely 

weaved, his dress made of colorful fabric and this magnificent birds-of-paradise feather, the young 

subject – whom we recognize to be Prince Rupert of the Palatinate – evokes the Dutch court’s penchant 

for exoticism. Further on, Lievens exposes the full maturity of his talent. He even delineates his own 

traits up close, carefully observing his face in a mirror. 

The Influence of the Dutch Golden Age 

So much soul in his piercing look, so much vitality in his character! It is as if we were in the 19
th
 century. 

This, however, is no isolated case. Looking more closely at these works, one realizes all that 19
th
 century 

masters owe to their 17
th
 century Dutch counterparts. Take, for example, the panel “Young Man Reading” 

executed circa 1650 by Jacob van Loo (1614-1670) – a picture full of tenderness. The painter pays special 

attention to details and demonstrates great sensitivity through the psychological rendering. With Vermeer 

and his contemporaries, the theme of reading is often explored through letters: Van Loo invites his 

audience to look further and to question the identity of the subject. Gerrit Dou (1613-1675) does the 

same. 

From Vermeer to Rembrandt 

In “Old Man Praying”, painted between 1665 and 1670, the liberated and light touch suits well the 

atmosphere of spirituality that surrounds this pious man. With “Cat Crouching on the Ledge of an Artist’s 

Atelier” of 1667, he once again resorts to the architectural niche, which was adopted starting in the 1640s 

to skillfully stage certain scenes. While one would expect a new character to appear, Dou surprises the 

spectator by installing a tabby, which looks delighted to be placed in such an elevated position. It then 

becomes impossible not to focus on the figure of Rembrandt (1606-1669). While twelve Vermeers might 

currently be at the Louvre, eleven works by Rembrandt van Rijn are also on the walls of the Kaplan 

collection – which constitutes the largest concentration of pieces by the master in private hands. And not 



the least of them! His “Minerva” deserves much attention. Painted in 1635, the same year as his 

installation in Amsterdam, it represents the culmination of a series of historical paintings about heroic 

women from Antiquity. A detour leads to the three oil paintings from the series dedicated to the five 

senses: “Stone Operation” (Allegory of Touch), “Three Musicians” (Allegory of Hearing), and 

“Unconscious Patient” (Allegory of Smell) – early years works featuring vibrant colors and sharp stylistic 

traits. They stand as an invitation to the peinture de caractère and its “real” faces, far away from the 

smooth – and limiting – images usually represented. “Self-Portrait with Magic Scene” by Pieter van Laer 

(1599-1652), also known as “Il Bamboccio”, confirms its status as one of the strangest pieces of 17
th
 

century Dutch art, meanwhile expressing the artist’s interest for Caravaggesque games of light and dark. 

And there ultimately lies the link between the Northern masters and Valentin de Boulogne, as unveiled in 

the Leiden Collection exposition. 

 


