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Phoenix Art 6 June 2017 Staff report

“Rembrandt and Vermeer come to China with masterpieces from the Dutch Golden
Age”

Editor: Following the conclusion of its exhibition at the Louvre, “Rembrandt and His
Time — An Exhibition by The Leiden Collection” will be unveiled at the National Museum
of China on June 17. The show will then open at the Long Museum of Shanghai on
September 23, and later on at The Louvre Abu Dhabi. It represents the most important
part of the private collection of an American business tycoon. The 70 paintings exhibited
cover almost all of the artistic styles of the Dutch Golden Age.

The forthcoming “Rembrandt and His Time — An Exhibition by The Leiden Collection”
will showcase carefully selected pieces from The Leiden Collection, which was
established by the American business tycoon Thomas S. Kaplan and his wife Daphne
Recanati Kaplan. Visitors will be able to feast their eyes on some 70 paintings by masters
of the Dutch Golden Age, including 11 works by Rembrandt (one of them was recently
attributed to him), one piece by Vermeer (which will mark the first time that his work is
exhibited in China), works by genre painter Jan Steen, and paintings by Frans Hals —
thereby encompassing almost every artistic style from that era. This collection is regarded
as the largest private collection of 17" century Dutch paintings.

Rembrandt of Leiden and the Dutch Golden Age

Rembrandt was born in 1606 in the town of Leiden in the Netherlands. In addition to The
Night Watch, which plunged him into a lawsuit, he also left to the world a series of
outstanding self-portraits. These represent a form of autobiography of the Dutch master,
depicting him from the young, handsome, stylish and successful painter, to the lonely old
man of his later years. Featured in this exhibition is the self-portrait of a 28-year-old
Rembrandt, when he was an artist living in Amsterdam. Spirited and full of aspirations,
he was among the major portrait painters of the time. He married a wealthy young
woman and began his self-portrait collection that same year.

Rembrandt started his painting career in 1621. He became an apprentice to the renowned
Dutch painter Pieter Lastman at his Amsterdam studio in 1624. During his studies, he
learned the skills of oil painting, sketching and etching, and developed a style of his own.
He later opened a studio with his close friend Jan Lievens in their hometown of Leiden,
and started accepting students. Unlike many other Dutch Golden Age artists, Rembrandt
used a dark brown color as background in many of his works, but illuminated some parts
of the canvas to form a vivid contrast. This technique is known as “cellar light” and is
quite dazzling.

More emotions arguably can be felt through Rembrandt’s paintings than realistic pleasure
can be derived from works by Hals, the first outstanding portrait painter of the Dutch
Golden Age. Viewers can sense the passion, loneliness, and suffering of Rembrandt’s
characters — even seeing right into their souls through their eyes on the paintings.




Rembrandt’s first wife died in 1642. The Night Watch later became a source of legal
trouble, despite being regarded as one of his most iconic works. At the crux of the issue
was the claim that the order of the militias on the painting had not been arranged
according to instructions. This greatly affected Rembrandt’s reputation and his debts
started to accumulate. He declared bankruptcy 14 years later. His houses and collections
were subsequently auctioned off. When Rembrandt died in 1669, he hardly owned
anything except for some old clothes and paintings.

In contrast to the tragedies that were implied in many of Rembrandt’s paintings, another
painter born in Leiden, Jan Steen, reflected the more humorous scenes of life. Jan Steen
was an inn-keeper who painted as a side activity. Through his main occupation, he had
plenty of opportunities to observe people feasting and enjoying themselves, which gave
his paintings exceptional warmth and brightness.

Rembrandt’s students, who were also artists from Leiden, such as Gerrit Dou and
Ferdinand Bol, developed different styles from the master’s. They specialized in
depicting scenes of ordinary life, yet their paintings kept a spirit akin to Rembrandt’s.

Vermeer was another major Dutch Golden Age artist. His works did not include grand
scenes, but focused on the texture of objects in a simple and harmonious style. Vermeer
was also one of those painters who had a keen eye for life. His obsession with domestic
scenes was quite unique. He rejected the traditional themes of warfare, mythology,
martyrdom, and other imposing scenes, and chose instead to depict the quiet beauties of
ordinary life. These works also reflected the affluence and colorfulness of the Dutch
Golden Age era.

The Dutch Golden Age as collected by Kaplan

In his Dutch art collection, the pieces that Thomas Kaplan is most proud of are the 11
works by Rembrandt. His deep attraction to the master’s paintings can be traced back to
his childhood — at age 6. In addition to works by Leiden artists, Kaplan also collects other
Dutch Golden Age painters, such as Vermeer and Hals.

In an interview, Kaplan revealed that between 2003 and 2008, he would on average
acquire one painting per week — and, occasionally, even three to four at a time. Speaking
about Kaplan, the Chairman of Sotheby’s North America and South America, George
Wachter, shared that “he has foresight when it comes to collecting.” He added: “If
anyone else would want to buy the Leiden paintings, | could only wish them good luck.”
Vice president of Christie’s Ben Hall believes that Kaplan is not a short-term investor,
and that his collecting method actually reflects his “courage and determination”.
Throughout his 14 years of collecting, Kaplan sporadically appeared at auction houses, or
bought art by telephone commission. But he also followed a very specific collecting
method in buying directly from private dealers in London or New York. Once top works
would appear at an auction, he would be able to get a feel for them and bid decisively. In
2007, Kaplan entered into a bidding war to secure Portrait of Samuel Ampzing by Hals
and won the work by paying double the starting price.




Kaplan also disclosed that he had spent just $5 million on Unconscious Patient (Allegory
of Smell), a work by Rembrandt from 1624-1625. This painting was discovered in a cellar
and sold at a small auction house called Nye & Company based in New Jersey. The seller
did not know anything about it. Without a title or an attribution, the piece was only priced
at $500. Two experienced French art dealers realized that it was a Rembrandt and bought
it for $1 million. They sold it to Kaplan a day later. The painting belongs to the Dutch
master’s “Senses” series. Four of the series’ five works have survived and Kaplan now
owns three of them.

The Louvre exhibition represented the first time that Kaplan’s collection — acquired at
auction and from other private collections — was publicly exposed (the Kaplans had been
lending their collection anonymously to date). The couple’s aspiration is to share their joy
of admiring these paintings with as many people as possible.

During the Paris show, Kaplan donated Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well by Ferdinand
Bol to the Louvre. It was reported that Kaplan had acquired this work at auction in 2009
for 1.3 million euros. He did not know at the time that one of his competitors was the
French museum. “If we know that a museum has secured enough funds to compete for a
piece of work, our policy is that we will not enter into a bidding war with them,” said
Kaplan.

When he ultimately learned the identity of his competitor, Kaplan offered the piece to the
Louvre as a long-term loan. The museum typically would not display any loaned works
in its halls, but made an exception. The painting has been exposed in the Louvre’s Dutch
exhibition hall since 2010. From now on, this will be its permanent home. “It was meant
to be there,” said Kaplan.

“Rembrandt and His Time — An Exhibition by The Leiden Collection” will be on display
at the National Museum of China from June 17 until September 3, 2017, and at the Long
Museum, West Bund in Shanghai from September 23, 2017 until February 25, 2018.




