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“Van Rijn’s Gold — the Era of Rembrandt and Vermeer”

The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts presents the exhibition “The Age of Rembrandt and
Vermeer: Masterpieces of The Leiden Collection.” 81 works by the Dutch Masters and one
drawing by Leonardo da Vinci will be showcased, part of the sensational collection assembled
over the past 14 years by a couple from New York, Thomas Kaplan and his wife, Daphne
Recanati Kaplan.

The truly exceptional nature of The Leiden Collection stems from the speed at which it was
assembled, the quality of the works it features (some of them unique), and the carefully thought-
through approach that has characterized its development. Reflecting on the Collection’s rapid
expansion, Thomas Kaplan shares: “In the first five years, we were buying one painting per week
on average.” He adds that the Collection was named after Rembrandt’s birthplace, in homage to
the master. Beyond an incredible 12 paintings and 2 drawings by Rembrandt, The Leiden
Collection features the works of the master’s contemporaries, including his teacher Pieter
Lastman, Rembrandt’s own students (both famous and not so), and their own students. This
particular approach ultimately took the Collection beyond Leiden. It comprises works by
Rembrandt produced in Amsterdam, pieces by artists from Utrecht, and even Vermeer’s Young
Woman Seated at a Virginal — the only work by the master from Delft in private hands.

Throughout their quest, the Kaplans demonstrated immense patience and common sense. They
never made their intention to collect the Dutch masters public. The spouses managed to preserve
their anonymity for a long time, even when their collection reached 200 works. They chose not to
name the Collection after themselves (an otherwise rather common practice among collectors),
and instead made it available to museums. In just a few years, some 170 works from The Leiden
Collection visited numerous institutions all over the world. Last year, 32 of them were exhibited
at The Louvre together with Vermeer’s exhibition (the Kaplans’ own Vermeer was part of the
show). It is also impressive that they would not hang any of their collection at home, only copies.

The name of Rembrandt certainly brings a special cachet to The Leiden Collection. However, its
trump card remains the focus being placed on an important era in Dutch (and, partly, Flemish) art,
covering the period from the 1630s to 1680s. Such an approach immerses the viewer into an
artistic context in which the grand master is not simply juxtaposed against the rest of the artists
(which is nonetheless very convenient for some art historians), but rather shown in tight, almost
fraternal, connection with a great number of Dutch masters. This collection therefore is not about
what and how they learned from Rembrandt in terms of light and shadow techniques, and what
they rejected. There is nonetheless a great deal of material available for comparison, which the
Pushkin Museum has encouraged by altering the order in which Dutch paintings are arranged.

The Leiden Collection also addresses the main unifying message which brought vast acclaim to
the epoch — namely, the depiction of senses as a material reality. The exhibition begins with
Rembrandt’s early allegories (Stone Operation (Allegory of Touch); Unconscious Patient
(Allegory of Smell); and Three Musicians (Allegory of Hearing)) — tiny paintings each featuring
three grimacing characters. Next to them stands Self-Portrait, a work from the same period by his
friend and competitor, Jan Lievens, which represents a young man with light curly hair and a look
evoking both character and emotion, not unlike the artist’s portrait of the old bearded Bookkeeper
at His Desk or Boy in a Cape and Turban. Similarly, and though there certainly was no shortage




of order for portraits (one of the main sources of income for artists at the time) either in
Amsterdam or Leiden, Rembrandt’s most reliable model remained himself. One could sense a
hint of self-admiration, particularly judging from the master’s portrait in oriental attire produced
by lIsaac de Jouderville, based on Rembrandt’s own self-portrait, or Self-Portrait with Shaded
Eyes, in which Rembrandt is posing as a scientist. The ability to accentuate the light only on a
certain part of the face in the shade truly represented a scientific discovery.

The portrait hall is crowned with Rembrandt’s grandiose Minerva in Her Study, representing the
goddess of war and wisdom wearing a luscious, gold-embroidered dress. The Dutch Golden Age
literally unleashed a golden light that touched both mythological characters and everyday Dutch
people (who in turn, with their natural faces and bodies, incarnated the Solomons, the Queens of
Sheba, the Iphigenias and Lucretias, the angels, saints and prophets). And this particular light
discovered by Rembrandt would soon illuminate the most mundane of scenes. Half of the
exhibition is in fact dedicated to this ordinary life — the representation of which constitutes
another important discovery of Dutch art. It shows no competition between teachers and students,
but instead highlights the admiration of the brief moments slipping away — which proved to be
even more valuable in the aftermath of endless cruel wars between Holland and Spain and various
religious conflicts. Scholar Sharpening His Quill; Old Woman at Her Meal in an Interior; Young
Man Reading; Young Woman Seated in an Interior, Reading a Letter; Lady Tickling a Sleeping
Soldier; Interior with a Sick Woman by a Fireplace — all frozen moments, devoid of drama or
passion, with music from a virginal in the background (it can be heard near Vermeer’s painting).
This ultimately stands as a very modern reminder of an era when, after much suffering, the world
looks like paradise. As French historian Hippolyte Taine declared about this form of art, “the man
rejoices not because he is well, but because the present is immensely better than the past... Every
usual action becomes especially joyful and interesting: people wake up and feel like they have
just been born.” What else could one wish for?




