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“Paintings from the Dutch Golden Age: Rembrandt and Vermeer on display”
“Rembrandt and His Time: an Exhibition by the American Leiden Collection” was
unveiled at the National Museum of China.
The exhibition of 17th century Dutch Golden Age paintings – “Rembrandt and His Time:
an Exhibition by the American Leiden Collection” – was unveiled at the National
Museum of China. Over seventy paintings are currently on display and all belong to The
Leiden Collection, which was established by the American collector Thomas S. Kaplan
and his wife Daphne Recanati Kaplan. The Collection comprises eleven authentic works
by the great Dutch master Rembrandt, as well as the only painting by Vermeer still in
private hands – Young Woman Seated at a Virginal.
Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt, Curator of The Leiden Collection and of this particular
exhibition, told a journalist from the Southern Metropolis Daily: “What makes The
Leiden Collection special is its ability to show the various connections between all the
artists that surrounded Rembrandt.”
This exhibition takes you on a journey through time. The first half starts with Rembrandt
in 1620, “exposing his early works and the influence he had on other artists.” Rembrandt
produced the five paintings known as the “Senses” series. Among the four surviving
pieces, The Leiden Collection owns three of them: Stone Operation (Allegory of Touch),
Three Musicians (Allegory of Hearing), and Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell).
The other half of the exhibition begins with Gerrit Dou, who was Rembrandt’s first
student. Also featured are works by other artistic contemporaries of Rembrandt who
came from cities such as Haarlem, Utrecht, and Delft. Together they formed an artistic
circle around him. “The pieces assembled by The Leiden Collection include history
paintings, genre paintings, and portraits, providing an exceptional opportunity for viewers
to appreciate and understand the Dutch Golden Age,” said Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt.
Exclusive Interview of Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt, Curator of the exhibition
—Rembrandt’s aspiration was to become a history painter
Southern Metropolis: Among the 11 works by Rembrandt featured in this exhibition, are
there any particular ones that you would like to recommend to the Chinese public?
Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt: The first one would be Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes.
Through this painting, one has the opportunity to meet Rembrandt and get to know him.
In the seventeenth century, no other artist painted himself as often as Rembrandt did. In
his oil paintings, drawings, and sketches, Rembrandt kept going back to himself. From
this particular piece, one can begin to understand and appreciate Rembrandt as an artist.

Another important work by Rembrandt is Minerva in Her Study, a historically themed
painting from The Leiden Collection. Rembrandt was a portrait painter whose aspiration
was to become a history painter. In those days, an artist’s ability to paint biblical, ancient
Greek, or Roman mythological themed paintings would grant him entry into the ranks of
Europe’s top painters. Rembrandt was one of the most important portrait painters of the
time, but also one of the most significant history painters.
Minerva in Her Study depicts the ancient Greek goddess Minerva. In the painting, one
can observe that Rembrandt has given her the face of an ordinary Dutch woman. Gazing
out of the frame, she is immersed in dramatic lighting. Rembrandt’s touches are poetic. In
getting close to the painting, one can fully appreciate why he is a great artist.
Southern Metropolis: Three paintings carry Rembrandt’s signature: Head of a Girl,
Study of a Woman in White Cap, and Portrait of an Old Man. Yet their respective styles
are quite different from what Rembrandt is typically known for. Can you explain?
Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt: These pieces are all studies by Rembrandt. In the Netherlands,
they are called “expression paintings”. During the production of large-scale paintings,
artists often needed to perform localized studies, such as the study of facial expressions.
Head of a Girl appears to be the study of the head of a model sitting in front of the
master, who made sharp observations.
In the 17th century, collectors very much enjoyed sketches. They are still on display in
museums and private collections today. I personally love these sketches. I feel even
closer to Rembrandt through them.
Southern Metropolis: Young Woman Seated at a Virginal by Vermeer is also featured in
this exhibition. How would you characterize the relationship between Rembrandt and
Vermeer? Could you please talk about this painting?
Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt: There is no official connection between the two masters. I do
not know if they even knew each other. Vermeer never left Delft during his lifetime. His
works were collected by a small number of individuals. Although Rembrandt spent most
of his time in Amsterdam, his works nonetheless spread more widely.
People always praise Vermeer for his depiction of light. Rembrandt’s work is
characterized by the presence of drama and a strong contrast between light and shade.
Vermeer’s depiction of light is more nuanced. In Young Woman Seated at a Virginal, the
source of light is undetected. The light seems to come from the window in the upper left
corner, but that window is not represented in the picture. Light streaming in from the
invisible window softly illuminates the woman’s face, hair, her pearl earring, and shawl.
No other artist had ever tried to depict light in the manner that Vermeer had. Through this
portrayal of light, the aura of the piece becomes more dynamic, shimmering, and flowing.

