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“Rembrandt and everyday life in 17th-century Holland” 

 
The Leiden Collection, created in 2003 by Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan and his wife, Daphne 
Recanati Kaplan, now ranks among the largest and most important private collections of 
17th century Dutch art in the world. This show at the National Museum of China is part of 
the collection’s first international traveling exhibition, and it represents the most 
significant assemblage of Dutch Golden Age paintings ever to be displayed in China. 
 
The 70 pieces or so featured in this exhibition represent three main types of work: 
portraits, history paintings, and genre paintings. They include 11 paintings by one of 17th 
century Europe’s greatest painters, Rembrandt, as well as Young Woman Seated at a 
Virginal, the first painting ever to be shown in Beijing by the brilliant artist Vermeer. The 
show will highlight the fijnschilders (“fine-painters”), including Rembrandt’s first pupil, 
Gerrit Dou, as well as Dou’s accomplished students Frans van Mieris and Godefridus 
Schalcken. The exhibition recreates the extraordinary flourishing that so characterized the 
Dutch Golden Age. It represents a truly great opportunity for the Chinese public to enjoy 
17th century Dutch Art. 
 
The Dutch Golden Age and The Leiden Collection 
 
Dutch art in the 17th century underwent an unprecedented period of development, with a 
particular focus on the natural world. Artists played a vital role in Dutch social life at the 
time. Their paintings also covered a wide variety of subjects: personal portraits, genre 
paintings depicting everyday life, landscapes, still life paintings, history paintings 
depicting Bible stories, stories from ancient mythology, and so on. Most of these themes 
and subjects were expressed using naturalistic techniques, reflecting insight into the 
human experience. 
 
The works on display constitute the largest, most influential private collection of 17th 
century Dutch art in the world. They also provide us with a unique opportunity to 
appreciate Dutch art from its Golden Age. The Leiden Collection is named after the 
birthplace of the most renowned painter of this period, Rembrandt van Rijn. Most of the 
pieces in the Collection reflect Rembrandt’s experiences in the earlier part of his artistic 
career in Leiden and Amsterdam, as well as the many artists and artistic concepts that 
revolved around him. 
 
The depth and breadth of artistic innovation during this period extends to Rembrandt’s 
first pupil, Gerrit Dou, and an important student of Dou’s, Frans van Mieris. The Leiden 
Collection also includes works by the artists Jan Lievens, Frans Hals, Hendrick ter 
Brugghen, Gabriel Metsu, Jan Steen, Carel Fabritius, and Johannes Vermeer. 
 
Art in the Dutch Republic remains inseparable from the historical and cultural 
background of the times. The Dutch Republic had finally won its independence from 



Spain after a prolonged war, and signed the Peace of Münster in 1648. Afterwards, 
Holland prospered as a nation characterized by independent political sovereignty and 
religious freedom. Situated in northern Europe, this small republic so limited in land area 
nonetheless boasted a large middle class, a robust and diversified economy, and a tolerant 
culture. Unlike artists in other European urban centers who received patronage from 
kings or the Catholic Church, Dutch artists produced paintings for all levels of society, a 
point well reflected in the present exhibition. 
 
In the artistic world of the Dutch Republic, artists frequently engaged in the exchange of 
ideas and traditions, which the show also demonstrates. The particular historical context 
for this exhibition is also very important, as the age of Rembrandt happens to coincide 
with the critical period in history when Holland and China began to make contact. 
Compared to other European countries at the time, Holland showed the strongest and 
deepest interest in Chinese cultural traditions. 
 
Extraordinary beginnings: Rembrandt van Rijn in Leiden 
 
Rembrandt was born in 1606 in Leiden, a textiles center and a college town. His family 
background was modest. Though his father worked as a miller, Rembrandt ended up 
becoming one of the most important and innovative artists in 17th century Holland and 
indeed the history of art. The master received his initial training under a local Leiden 
artist in the early 1620’s. He later spent six months with history painter Pieter Lastman in 
Amsterdam – a period that would prove to have a deep and long-lasting influence on him. 
The exhibit includes a piece by Lastman, David Gives Uriah a Letter for Joab (1619). 
From Lastman, Rembrandt learned a fundamental principle of history paintings; namely, 
how to depict complex scenes from ancient mythology and the Bible. At the same time, 
Rembrandt’s competition with his friend Jan Lievens, one year his senior, played a 
critical role in Rembrandt’s early development. In the description given by Constantijn 
Huygens, secretary to the Princes of Orange, Lievens was known for his “audacious 
themes and forms,” whereas Rembrandt was deemed superior in his “inventiveness, his 
sure touch, and liveliness of emotions.” 
 
The Rembrandt and Lievens paintings brought together in the Leiden Collection allow us 
to better understand the artists’ early styles. Their self-portraits, portraits of people in 
foreign clothing, and use of chiaroscuro let us appreciate their respective approach to 
artistic experimentation and growth. Three pieces from Rembrandt’s “The Five Senses” 
series (ca. 1624-25), which belong to the master’s early work, are also on display and 
shed great light on his depiction of the senses of hearing, smell, and touch. 
 
The heart of the Golden Age: Rembrandt in Amsterdam 
 
Rembrandt left Leiden in 1631 for the thriving cultural center of Amsterdam. He entered 
the workshop of art dealer Hendrick van Uylenburgh and earned commissions painting 
portraits for the city’s elite. An example of that is Portrait of a Man in a Red Coat 
(1633), which depicts an individual with certain international characteristics. While the 
painting remains a vividly realistic portrait, a sense of the man’s gravitas and directness 



also transpires. During this particular period, most of Rembrandt’s other works consisted 
of portraiture; that is, reflecting feelings, expressions, and mental conflicts through actual 
observation and using people or busts of people as the objects. That being said, it was 
primarily as a history painter that Rembrandt earned the praises of his fellow artists. His 
landmark work, Minerva in Her Study, represents the finest illustration of this kind of 
subject matter. The piece blends the image of a contemporary Dutch woman with that of 
Minerva, who in ancient mythology not only symbolized the goddess of war, but of 
wisdom and knowledge as well. This technique of combining the images of ordinary 
people with representations of gods established Rembrandt as the leader among 17th 
century history painters. 
 
Rembrandt’s works focused mainly on portraits and historical themes. His strong interest 
in this subject matter was carried on by his students in Amsterdam, including Ferdinand 
Bol, Govaert Flinck, and Carel Fabritius. These artists responded to Rembrandt’s painting 
skills in a variety of ways, including the use of chiaroscuro and rich color palettes, while 
also employing Rembrandt’s technique of relating historical themes to the day-to-day 
experience of ordinary people. 
 
Fine painting in Leiden: Gerrit Dou and Frans van Mieris 
 
Gerrit Dou was Rembrandt’s first pupil in Leiden. He was known in the 17th century for 
his painting skills and inventive subject matter. What differentiated him from his teacher 
was that while Rembrandt took a broad, flowing, and intensely expressive approach to 
painting, Dou mastered a technique called fijnschilderen. This kind of painting required 
extremely fine and accurate brushwork to portray highly detailed scenes. His portraits 
and depictions of scholars or people doing housework always reflected a clear mastery of 
materials, surface texture, and spatial illusion. Dou used familiar subject matter from 
daily life, taking for instance a stone windowsill as background with a person leaning out 
the window and appearing to enter the observer’s space. His painting Cat Crouching on 
the Ledge of an Artist’s Atelier (1657) adopts a playful approach to expressing this 
technique. Its depiction of spatial illusion received particular praise from Dutch and 
foreign artists of the day. 
 
Artists living and working in Leiden and the surrounding area responded to Dou’s 
celebrated subject matter and style of painting in a variety of ways. They also developed 
these characteristics further. His most important pupil, Frans van Mieris, used a number 
of innovative approaches to expand on Dou’s themes, including by adding figures from 
17th century genre scenes to historical subject matter, as in his Death of Lucretia (1679). 
Collectors from Holland as well as other countries all wanted to collect his works, some 
of which set record prices at the time. 
 
Portraying everyday life in the Dutch Republic 
 
The flourishing of Dutch Republic genre scene painting, which featured a wide variety of 
themes, stemmed from the general public’s abiding interest in the subject of people’s 
everyday lives. Genre scene painters such as Gabriel Metsu, Gerard ter Borch, and Jan 



Steen contributed numerous subjects including, among others, men or women reading 
letters, people playing music, country fairs, and quiet scenes from everyday life. These 
works all emphasized detail, texture, the contrast of light and shadow, and the creation of 
atmosphere – reflecting life in its calm and ordinary aspects. 
 
In the 17th century, interest gradually shifted to depictions of interior scenes featuring 
people from the upper classes, as represented by Vermeer’s Young Woman Seated at a 
Virginal (ca. 1670-72). Vermeer’s mastery of space, color, and light reflected the serenity 
and beauty of a young woman playing the virginal, immersed in her own world. Although 
Dutch genre paintings seemed more realistic, they also followed the traditional codes and 
paradigms of artistic dialogue. These paintings ultimately echoed the era’s strong interest 
in daily life and provided a prime expression of artistic creativity. 
 
Historical lessons and tales of morality 
 
Dutch artists from the 17th century displayed a great diversity of skills and specialties 
within paintings of genre scenes, historical subjects, and portraits. In that context, works 
of both historical and biblical scenes carried more symbolic or commemorative meaning. 
 
Jan Steen and other artists were able to shift freely among such themes to produce 
paintings of exceptional moral force, such as Sacrifice of Iphigenia (1671) and Banquet 
of Anthony and Cleopatra (1673-75). These works centered on cautionary tales as well as 
‘good versus evil’ behavior. One could argue that they constituted a form of reflection on 
social, political, and religious affairs in the Dutch Republic at that time. 
 
Rembrandt and his students maintained an important position in the field of art through 
the second half of the seventeenth century. Late works by Rembrandt, as well as those by 
his students such as Arent de Gelder, skillfully represented scenes of still figures in 
domestic settings. They employed powerful, boldly expressive brush work. The figures in 
these particular works projected a wealth of experience and moral authority. Together, 
they provided a great source of inspiration to modern painting, embodying techniques 
that continue to exert a wide influence in the realm of art to this day. 
 

 


