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The Art Newspaper China | 23 September 2017 Dylan Chen

“Rembrandt and Vermeer Have Arrived at the Long Museum for the Most
Important Exhibition of the Dutch Golden Age Ever Organized in China”

After The Louvre in Paris and the National Museum of China in Beijing, the “Rembrandt,
Vermeer and Hals in the Dutch Golden Age: Masterpieces from The Leiden Collection”
exhibition was officially unveiled at the Long Museum, West Bund on 23 September.
Compared with the Beijing show, two oil paintings by Rubens, a sketch by Rembrandit,
and another one by Da Vinci were added to the featured works. The number of exhibited
pieces reached 78, making it the largest exhibition of paintings from the Dutch Golden
Age ever held in China. This also represents the most works by Rembrandt ever displayed
in China. At the moment, The Leiden Collection is one of the most significant private
collections of Dutch Golden Age artworks in the world, featuring five generations of
Dutch artists from the 17" century. On January 23 of this year, The Leiden Collection
officially published its free online academic catalogue of its collected works, including
in-depth research pieces by more than 20 of the industry’s top scholars and curators. In
light of the growing digitization of global museums, will this new type of “art collection
organization” in the form of a “Lending Library” come to define and lead a new trend in
private collection management?

Shanghai — After The Louvre in Paris and the National Museum of China in Beijing,
“Rembrandt, Vermeer and Hals in the Dutch Golden Age: Masterpieces from The Leiden
Collection” exhibition was officially unveiled at the Long Museum, West Bund on 23
September. Compared with the Beijing exhibition, two oil paintings by Peter Paul
Rubens, a sketch by Rembrandt Van Rijn, and another one by Leonardo Da Vinci were
added to the featured works. The number of exhibited pieces reached 78, making it the
largest exhibition of paintings from the Dutch Golden Age ever held in China. This also
represents the most works by Rembrandt ever displayed in China.

A dialogue that transcends time and space

“While this exhibition doesn’t feature any landscape or still life paintings, one can
understand the 17" century Dutch Golden Age more comprehensively through it,” the
Collection’s curator, Dr. Lara Yeager-Crasselt, explained to The Art Newspaper China.
“Furthermore, we purposely placed the contrasting pieces together in order to create
dialogues that transcend time and space.” In addition to Rembrandt, Johannes Vermeer,
and Frans Hals, the exhibition also features works by Rembrandt’s teacher, Pieter
Lastman, his close friend and rival, Jan Lievens, as well as his student Gerrit Dou,
thereby encouraging multiple interactions.

Dialogue constitutes the central form and purpose of the exhibition — both in terms of
physical space and curatorial concept. Lara further explained: “The most significant
feature characterizing Dutch artists from this period is that they were constantly having
‘dialogues.” They admired each other’s work. They competed with, as well as influenced,
one another, which is the source of their amazing creativity.” As such, the exhibition




attempts to recreate these dialogues between artists, in order to allow viewers to
transcend time and space and better understand 17" century Dutch art.

Lara shrewdly divided the exhibition into 6 sections: “Extraordinary Beginnings:
Rembrandt van Rijn in Leiden,” “The Center of the Golden Age: Rembrandt in
Amsterdam,” “Studies of the Natural World: Rembrandt and Leonardo da Vinci,” “Fine
Painting in Leiden: Gerrit Dou and Frans van Mieris,” “Picturing Everyday Life in the
Dutch Republic,” and “Historical Lessons and Tales of Morality.” Taking into
consideration the Chinese public’s limited knowledge about Dutch culture and art history,
the curator assembled a wealth of information in order to make the opening introduction
as detailed as possible. Her goal was to enable visitors to experience these paintings with
some degree of understanding about the history of this particular period.

The first half of the exhibition is focused on Rembrandt and his works, supported by
pieces from other related artists. The journey begins in Rembrandt’s hometown of Leiden
and continues to Amsterdam — the artistic center of the master’s later life. Going beyond
a single narrative, the exhibition jumps off the timeline and delves into the paintings’
content, comparing the respective legacies of Rembrandt and Da Vinci — especially their
innovative methods in depicting the natural world. The second half of the show highlights
the influence of Rembrandt and his works — from the formation of his style, to its
appropriation and continuation by peers and followers — painting a vast and yet
comprehensive picture of the 17" century Dutch Golden Age.

During her interview with The Art Newspaper China, Lara mentioned her passion for 17"
century Dutch Golden Age paintings. Using Study of a Woman in a White Cap as an
example, she described to us what she felt was so special about this painting. “Not only
did Rembrandt capture the facial features of this humble woman in the picture,” she
argued, “but the master was also able to expose the tensions inherent to her personality.”
“His depiction of the roughness of her skin, the movement of her hair, as well as the
texture of her clothing, is extremely meticulous. Furthermore, Rembrandt used thick paint
and broad brushstrokes to vividly but accurately represent light and shadow.”

Sharing without boundaries

In February of this year, The Leiden Collection brought its works by 17" century Dutch
artists to the Louvre Museum in France. Following this debut before the general public
and numerous scholars, maintaining anonymity became impossible. The Leiden
Collection is currently the largest private collection of Dutch Golden Age art works in the
world. It was established by Thomas S. Kaplan together with his wife, Daphne Recanati
Kaplan, and comprises over 250 masterpieces (oil paintings and sketches). The
Collection was named after Rembrandt’s hometown, as an homage to the master and the
place where his artistic career began. The Leiden Collection focuses on Rembrandt and
his School, featuring works by five generations of artists from 17" century Holland. Lara
commented: “The attention that the Collection has given to 17" century Dutch artists and
its sheer concentration of such works is unprecedented.”




Founders of the Collection have observed a longstanding policy of loaning masterpieces
to major art institutions in support of short- and long-term exhibitions — pioneering the
concept of a “Lending Library” for Old Masters. In addition to that, as of 23 January
2017, they officially published a detailed online catalogue covering the entire collection
and available free of charge. It not only provides more information about each
masterpiece, but also includes in-depth research essays by more than 20 of the industry’s
top scholars and curators. The Collection’s knowledge dissemination efforts, using both
online and offline channels, have greatly improved the public’s ability to learn and
educate themselves about Dutch art. As a result, broader horizons have been opened for
artistic creation and academic research.

Speaking about The Leiden Collection with great pride, Lara declared: “Although we
have only just begun, we are an extremely hardworking team that operates with top
museum quality standards and expertise. Because there is no physical museum per se, we
are somehow freer... This in turn leads to more opportunities and possibilities to share our
collection with the world.”

Lara is very open about the challenges that The Leiden Collection is facing as well:
“Without a physical museum, the conservation and maintenance aspects of the work can
be quite daunting — especially because the paintings are very old and usually very fragile.
Therefore, they cannot be in transit for a long time. When they are not on loan, we store
them in a purpose-built warehouse.”

As a private collector, Kaplan could have kept these works at home or built a dedicated
museum for them. But he chose instead to create a “Lending Library,” letting the
collection travel and making it available to people all around the world. Lara confirmed
that Kaplan never hung any of his paintings on his personal walls. This further
substantiates the Collection’s ethos of sharing knowledge and encouraging a deeper
understanding of the 17" century Dutch Golden Age. This exhibition, showcasing Dutch
paintings brought to China by an American collection, is a fine example of the
tremendous energy that can result from different cultures meeting and interacting with
one another.

In light of the growing trend of global museum digitization, this innovative form of
collection organization — the so-called “Lending Library” — appears to be playing an
increasingly important role in today’s art world. For China’s private collectors, this
knowledge-sharing oriented art management model may well be worth further
investigating.

“Rembrandt, Vermeer and Hals in the Dutch Golden Age: Masterpieces from The Leiden
Collection” — Long Museum, West Bund in Shanghai — From September 23, 2017 to
February 25, 2018.




