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“From Rembrandt to Vermeer, He Collected the Dutch Golden Age”
With thirteen Rembrandts and one Vermeer, but no particular private collection space,
The Leiden Collection has established an avant-garde alternative to “successful
collecting”.
Rembrandt and His Time
“Rembrandt and His Time”, an exhibition by the American Leiden Collection, is being
held at the National Museum of China. In this collection, Young Woman Seated at a
Virginal by Vermeer is the main attraction with people stopping by and lingering. This
small picture adopts a similar style to Vermeer’s other paintings – delicate, warm and
bright, depicting the immediacy of his scenes, with a deep imprint of the seventeenthcentury Dutch Golden Age.
Vermeer is full of mystery and often the center of people’s discussions. One of the
reasons why is simply that so little – if at all verifiable – is known about him; another
reason is that only thirty-four works are officially recognized as authentic Vermeers,
most of which are held in national museums and art galleries around the world.
The most direct and visual way to understand Holland in the seventeenth century is
through its paintings.
The revolt of the Netherlands (Dutch Revolt) was the first case in history of a successful
bourgeois revolution. While most European countries were still under the rule of feudal
autocracy, the Dutch Republic had become the most advanced country in Europe at that
time. With the rise of townspeople who enjoyed decorating their interiors with paintings,
art began to free itself from the shackles of religion and court, and walked into ordinary
people’s lives. “From town halls and other public places to orphanages and cottages,
from the houses of nobility to those of ordinary people, paintings were everywhere except
churches.” When most scholars attributed such an active art market to the “desire for
beauty”, Dutch historian Johan Huizinga pointed out that this phenomenon actually
represented modern people trying to use their own aesthetic standards in order to imagine
the then Dutch mind. In his view, “what matters most is the unshakable belief in the
reality and importance of all things; the love for life and interest in the environment
around”. The most significant features of the seventeenth-century “Dutch School” were
indeed realism and mysterious innuendo.
The Dutch paintings of this period have thus become the passion of collectors. In 2003,
Thomas S. Kaplan and his wife, Daphne Recanati Kaplan, started The Leiden Collection
– today one of the world's most important collections of the Dutch Golden Age,
comprising over 250 works from the period. In addition to the only privately owned
Vermeer, what the Kaplans are most proud of are the eleven oil paintings and two

sketches by Rembrandt, which represents the single largest collection of works by the
Dutch master outside of national museums.
Rembrandt was undoubtedly the leader of that era – in fact, the exhibition begins with
him. In addition to several typical “Rembrandt style” portraits, the three paintings
belonging to the early period “The Series of the Five Senses” stand out quite clearly from
those of the mature period in terms of style – making them even more precious. Stone
Operation (Allegory of Touch), Three Musicians (Allegory of Hearing), and Unconscious
Patient (Allegory of Smell), are all oil paintings smaller in size than an A4 piece of paper.
They were painted between 1624 and 1625, when Rembrandt was but a teenager and still
living in Leiden. Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell) is the earliest signed picture of
the master. The painting depicts the characters’ exaggerated expressions with humorous
strokes. But the coarse brushwork and obvious strokes are evidence of the early
Rembrandt style. From the stylized colors and the use of light and shadows, one can
nonetheless tell that they were produced by a young man’s hand.
These works by Rembrandt represent the core of both the exhibition and The Leiden
Collection itself, and indeed what most viewers will be attracted to. However, against the
background of the brilliant seventeenth-century Holland, these pieces also serve as a key
to unlock the door to a new era and “doctrine”.
During his interview with us, Thomas repeatedly stressed that “The Leiden Collection is
not about showing Rembrandt's personal artistic development trajectory. On the contrary,
it puts him in the context of the artistic creation of the era, creating dialogues with other
artists”. These include Pieter Lastman, Rembrandt’s teacher in Amsterdam, Hendrick ter
Brugghen, follower of Utrecht Caravaggism, and his contemporary Jan Lievens, who was
both his friend and his rival. The exhibition also features an ensemble of works by the
students and assistants of Rembrandt. From his first student, the fine painter Gerrit Dou,
demonstrating extreme realism with meticulous strokes, to his students of the later period,
who clearly demonstrated expressionism, one can appreciate the significant influence that
Rembrandt had on them as well as their evolving styles over time.
Hagar and the Angel, by Carel Fabritius, is one of the major works. Fabritius was one of
the most talented students of Rembrandt. He died in the Delft gunpowder explosion at the
age of thirty-two. Only about a dozen of his paintings have survived, with thirteen
confirmed to be by him. Hagar and the Angel was part of the Schönborn-Buchheim
Collection for some two hundred and fifty years, at which time it was attributed to
Rembrandt, until Fabritius’s signature was found in the lower left of the painting before
being sold. This piece is also the only privately owned work amongst his official thirteen.
This story points to another recurrent issue in the field of collecting; namely, the
attribution of works. The process involves many aspects such as textual research,
identification, interpretation, and aesthetic appreciation. In Rembrandt’s case, two
particular issues are at play: imitations or ghost painters, and endless forgery attempts
over time. In fact, as early as 1968, the National Academy of Sciences in Holland
launched an art research project called the “Rembrandt Research Project”. This initiative

was originally intended to systematically collect, collate, study, and identify the works by
painters of the Dutch Golden Age, in order to provide a reliable standard of judgment for
the entire art and cultural market. However, the plan did not achieve its intended results
and instead created great anxiety in the art market. The early 20th century art historian
Hofstede de Groot estimated that there were about 1,000 works by Rembrandt around,
but given the progress of the Rembrandt Research Project, scholars had first reduced this
number to 700, later to 630, and then 420… A survey report would be published every
year, in order to update the number of so-called “authentic” Rembrandts.
A study by American historian Svetlana Alpers somehow managed to put an end to this
anxiety. The real issue behind the problem of attribution appeared to be the “Art
Production System”, which in Rembrandt’s case was his sizable studio filled with
students and assistants. In fact many of his works were mostly painted by these
individuals, while the critical details, such as the faces and hands, were finished by the
master himself. This was a common practice for many artists across Europe. Led by
Rembrandt, his studio students and followers effectively formed a group whose collective
artistic achievements represent the “Dutch Golden Age”.
The Leiden Collection is usually very conservative when it comes to authenticating
works. “Because the market pays close attention to Rembrandt and because there is a lot
of noise. We always remain calm, but at the same time will have great faith in our
professional judgment.” Thomas talked to us about the controversy surrounding Study of
a Woman in a White Cap, which is the first Rembrandt ever acquired by The Leiden
Collection. It is not a formal portrait, but a study of light and shadows on an old woman’s
expressive face. In 2006, when the painting appeared in the art market, it caused a lot of
controversy. There were some doubts as to its authenticity as a “real” Rembrandt.
Because the layer of paint on the surface appeared more complex, The Leiden Collection
and the identification teams thought that this was a thin layer painted by one of
Rembrandt’s students. After consultation, they removed the surface paint, restored the
painting underneath, and ultimately identified the work to be an original Rembrandt.
Rembrandt must have used the complex “wet painting” method, and finished the piece
within a day. This particular method helps make the characters look more realistic. But its
use also made the preservation of the painting more difficult than the usual wood panel or
cloth oil paint – which is possibly why the painting was covered later on.
In this exhibition, the National Museum of China presents the whole embodiment of
Dutch paintings from 1620 to 1690 – from Rembrandt to the “fine painters”, to Vermeer;
from the Bible, ancient myths, fables and historical paintings, to genre paintings and
portraits, This corresponds to the era when, for the first time, people felt that art was
close to their lives and could be “understood” by most. This particular point is probably
one of the most prominent features of Dutch Golden Age art, in contrast to other
European classical arts.
An Alternative Storyline to “Successful Collecting”
Neither inherited through several generations, nor constituting some mythical collection

assembled via impossibly high bidding prices, this collection of such scale and quality
only took The Leiden Collection fourteen years to come together. It can also be regarded
as an alternative storyline to “successful collecting”.
Leiden was the Dutch city where Rembrandt was born and started his early years as a
painter. Thomas told us that his love story with Rembrandt began as a child. But he then
went to Switzerland and later Oxford in the United Kingdom to pursue his studies.
Through to his doctorate in history, Kaplan’s areas of expertise and Dutch paintings
never really crossed. In 1993, he started investing in minerals mining and accumulated a
colossal wealth. Despite his love for art, he never thought of becoming a collector. One of
the biggest reasons for that was his assumption that all of his favorite works of art –
masterpieces from the Northern Baroque art Golden Age – were already owned by
museums. By chance, he was surprised to learn from his friend Sir Norman Rosenthal
that his favorite paintings, especially the famous Rembrandt works, actually could still be
purchased.
In 2003, Thomas and his wife Daphne created The Leiden Collection, officially entering
the art-collecting field. The first few paintings that they purchased were by Gerrit Dou
and his followers. In 2006, they started buying works by Rembrandt; namely, Young Lion
Resting and The Study of Woman in a White Cap. From then onwards, the couple started
their frantic journey of Rembrandt collecting, and bought almost all the works by
Rembrandt available on the market in recent years.
“Once I’m in, I’m all in.” Thomas used “all-in” to refer to his collecting. One can feel
his passion for art, which is the driving force behind the expansion of The Leiden
Collection.
In 2007, Thomas sold all of his major holdings to invest more capital and energy into
collecting works of art. In the following years, the couple focused on the works of the
Old Testament and the traditional narrative works. Fortunately, they did not become the
victims of the 2008 financial crisis, but rather the beneficiaries. Thomas talked about the
shock that the economic crisis brought to the collecting world, declaring: “In order to
survive these economic difficulties, many collectors offloaded some of their collections at
relatively low prices in order to maintain cash flow. We had just finished some capital
conversion before the crisis, which enabled us to acquire many desired paintings during a
significant market downturn. We were rather fortunate in that.” The small painting by
Vermeer was acquired in 2008, together with Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes by
Rembrandt. The two paintings would have been dazzling even in a national museum
collection.
With such a collection in hand, the couple nevertheless remains very different from other
collectors who have built their own museums or hung their paintings in private spaces.
Thomas mentioned that one could not find the trace of a single piece from the collection
in his own house, let alone a Dutch painting on his walls. “How could I have the nerve to
live with Rembrandt’s paintings every day?” Instead they invented a new model of
collecting, known as the “lending library”.

The Leiden Collection is collaborating with over forty museums around the world,
lending its pieces to be exhibited or stored in one of the institutions for some time, until
another museum or gallery expresses the wish to borrow them. These museums include
the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Getty Center, and the Museum of Fine
Arts in Boston.
The Leiden Collection is a small organization with only a few core members. It
emphasizes collaboration with other organizations, such as professional institutions or
universities, to authenticate, clean, repair, and protect paintings. On these specific areas
of expertise, they rely quite heavily on industry professionals. After the acquisition of
Hagar and the Angel, The Leiden Collection entrusted the work to the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, which is responsible for the day-to-day maintenance and repair of the
painting. In return, the museum enjoys the ability to display this particular piece on a
long-term basis. In other words, in this kind of avant-garde collection model, The Leiden
Collection retains ownership of the works, but entrusts the right to use and display them
to more than forty collaborating museums – thereby saving on the significant expenses of
daily maintenance, while inventing a new and highly cost-effective approach to
collecting.
Compared with simply owning a huge collection of precious art works, the “lending
library” model seems to provide the couple with a greater sense of accomplishment.
Thomas said: “Through the lens of history, the best gift that we can dedicate to
Rembrandt and those most cherished artists is to stimulate the public interest for their
global heritage worldwide. This is not limited to the art collection only. Our aspiration is
to help more people appreciate the significance of these ancient art masterpieces, as the
foundation of Western civilization and universal values.”
Before 2016, The Leiden Collection was almost entirely on loan and always on an
anonymous basis. But over time, this anonymity caused unnecessary controversy for
some of the works. At the beginning of 2017 and for the very first time, thirty or so
paintings from the collection were publicly displayed at the Louvre, as a special
exhibition on the Dutch Golden Age. The current exhibition at the National Museum of
China is the collection’s second appearance in the world.

