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Ogoniok 26 March 2018 Mariya Portnyagina

“True to the Leiden Case”

On 28 March, the exhibition “The Age of Rembrandt and Vermeer: Masterpieces of The Leiden
Collection” will open at The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts. The curator of the Collection,
Lara Yeager-Crasselt, tells Ogoniok about one of the world’s largest private collections of 17"
century Dutch paintings, which will be seen by the Russian public for the first time.

The Pushkin Museum’s exhibition: the next stop on The Leiden Collection’s world tour. The
journey began at the Louvre in Paris about a year ago when the paintings were presented to a
wide audience for the very first time. Until then, art critics had claimed that the Collection was
essentially a figment of the imagination given that nobody, except for a very narrow circle of
people, had actually seen it in its entirety. On the opening day, some thirty masterpieces by the
Dutch old masters — primarily Rembrandt — essentially put an end to all the skepticism.

After the French capital, the exhibition was received by the National Museum of China in Beijing
and the Long Museum in Shanghai. It is now Moscow’s turn: The Pushkin State Museum of Fine
Arts will display 80 paintings and 2 drawings from The Leiden Collection. The exhibition will
then travel to The State Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg, where it will open on 5
September. Following Russia, the exhibition will head to the Louvre Abu Dhabi where the

Parisian museum’s “younger brother”, which opened in the capital of the United Arab Emirates
last year, will show the Collection in a different configuration from the present one.

The Union of Masters

“The exhibition presents art from the Dutch Golden Age through the prism of Leiden: the city
where Rembrandt was born in 1606 and after which the Collection was named,” its curator Lara
Yeager-Crasselt tells Ogoniok. “The focus is on the community of artists which took shape in
Leiden, as well as on the traditions that developed at that time in cities throughout the Dutch
Republic. The exhibition of The Leiden Collection makes it possible to associate paintings with
their peers at The Pushkin Museum and The State Hermitage Museum — thereby allowing one to
appreciate 17" century Dutch art from a new and impressive perspective.

Twelve paintings and one drawing by Rembrandt from The Leiden Collection will be on display.
It should be noted that there are only thirty-something works by the great Dutch master in private
hands today. The rest — a total of 350 pieces by Rembrandt are currently known — remain the
property of the world’s leading museums.

“We are especially pleased to present Rembrandt’s early masterpieces in Russia,” Yeager-
Crasselt notes. “These include paintings from the ‘Series of the Five Senses’: Stone Operation
(Allegory of Touch), Three Musicians (Allegory of Hearing), and the Collection’s latest
acquisition, Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell), which represents the earliest painting
signed by the master. As is known, there were five paintings in this series; three of them belong to
The Leiden Collection.” “The last one of these works,” Yeager-Crasselt shares, “proved to be a
real find. It was discovered by two French dealers at a lesser-known auction house in New
Jersey.” Its author was not identified and the only description available was ‘continental school.’
The starting bid was $11,500. The dealers identified the piece as Rembrandt’s work, but kept
quiet and ended up buying it for $1m by taking out a loan. They then resold the painting to The
Leiden Collection and it was only later that Rembrandt’s signature was discovered on the panel
and that the work was attributed to the master.




It is a rare opportunity to see the works of his earlier, “lighter” period here in Russia, where
mostly masterpieces from his later, “darker” period are exhibited.

“The time of maturity in Rembrandt’s art occurred while in Amsterdam, where the master had
moved in 1631. In this exhibition, this particular era is represented by Portrait of a Man in a Red
Coat, Young Girl in a Gold-Trimmed Cloak and Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes,” the Collection’s
curator adds. Visitors will also enjoy the famous Minerva in Her Study, which can be put in the
same category as Danaé and Flora from the Hermitage collection.

Rembrandt’s tronies — the so-called expressive portrait studies — from The Leiden Collection will
also be featured: Study of a Woman in a White Cap, Portrait of an Old Man, as well as Head of a
Girl, which served as a sketch for the Virgin Mary in Holy Family (also at the Hermitage).

The exhibition also presents works by artists that “fell into Rembrandt’s orbit.” “They include
paintings by some of his most celebrated contemporaries such as Frans Hals, Jan Lievens, Jan
Steen, and by some of his finest students including Govert Flinck, Ferdinand Bol, and Carel
Fabritius,” Yeager-Crasselt explains. The Leiden Collection comprises works by Dutch old
masters that were produced between 1620 and 1700. It covers paintings of historical subjects,
genre paintings, and portraits. The Collection does not include any landscapes and only contains
two still-life paintings as an exception.

There are only 15 paintings by Carel Fabritius known to have been preserved. One of
Rembrandt’s most talented students, he died young, following an explosion at a gunpowder
factory that destroyed an entire neighborhood in Delft where he kept his studio. Hagar and the
Angel, Fabritius’ only painting to remain in private hands, will be exhibited in Moscow. For a
long time, the painting was attributed to Rembrandt. Fabritius’ signature was discovered right
before the painting was acquired by The Leiden Collection from the collection of Count
Schénborn-Buchheim of Austria, where it was held for over 250 years.

“A separate section of the exhibition is dedicated to works by the Leiden representatives of the
so-called Fijnschilders, which were highly sought after by collectors in their time and even more
so later as interest in this particular style grew,” Lara Yeager-Crasselt tells Ogoniok. The show
includes paintings by the founder of the genre, Gerrit Dou (Rembrandt’s student who veered
away from the master’s artistic tradition over time), and his followers Frans van Mieris the Elder,
Gabriel Metsu, and several other masters. At an early stage of their art, the “fine painters” would
depict scenes from daily life. This focus is represented in The Leiden Collection by Dou’s
Herring Seller and Boy, along with a piece centering on a similar subject, Herring Seller, part of
the Pushkin collection. Some members of the genre went on to paint high-society portraits in
elegant interiors such as, for instance, Gabriel Metsu’s Young Woman Seated in an Interior,
Reading a Letter from The Leiden Collection, and Young Girl at Work, part of the Pushkin
Museum’s collection.

The name of another Dutch genius, Johannes Vermeer van Delft, also appears in the exhibition.
Out of 36 existing works by him, the only painting to remain in private hands is the property of
The Leiden Collection and will be displayed in Russia. Girl Seated at a Virginal represents
Vermeer’s late artistic period and was produced on canvas from the same roll as The Lacemaker
from the Louvre’s permanent collection.

The exhibition presents the Dutch Golden Age through the prism of Leiden, the city where
Rembrandt was born in 1606 and after which the Collection is named.




Hunting for Rembrandt

The Leiden Collection is truly a unique story in modern day collecting. It has taken Thomas
Kaplan and his wife, Daphne Recanati Kaplan, a mere 15 years to assemble from scratch some
250 masterpieces from the Dutch Golden Age. Having set for themselves the ambitious goal of
creating a collection of museum quality, and being staunch Rembrandt aficionados, they
proceeded to buy virtually all of the works by the great master and other masters of Northern
Baroque painting that appeared on the market, with hints from well-known art dealers.

However, fewer such pieces became available than perhaps the Kaplan spouses would have liked
to: works by Dutch old masters have long been held mainly by leading national museums, along
with a few private collections with extended histories. Nevertheless, the Kaplans managed to
successfully engage with some of the latter, and their collection grew exponentially.

The large-scale acquisitions of works by Dutch old masters could not remain unnoticed. The
American and European press wrote about some new and insatiable hunters carrying out “raids
for Rembrandt” and depleting the market of Dutch old masters in the process. Some compared
them to vacuum cleaners, while a reporter from The New York Times went as far as using the
term “blowout”. A particular reason for such a strong interest from the media was that the
Kaplans were acquiring these masterpieces through dealers and other intermediaries. “For us,
anonymity was a conscious choice,” Thomas Kaplan shares in the preface to the joint catalogue
for the two exhibitions in Russia. He goes on quoting the famous collector Charles Saatchi who
once claimed that “the story is not about the collector, but rather the artists.”

The Kaplan spouses insist that they have not hung any paintings at home. As their collection
grew, it was instead in their gallery in New York City’s prestigious Upper East Side that
researchers and curators were able to see the works upon request. Having stayed in the shadows
for all these years, the collectors managed to assemble works by 80 artists, focusing on the Dutch
Golden Age. The Kaplan family clearly applied its entrepreneurial spirit to the field of art as
some 170 works from their collection have been or are being loaned to museums throughout the
world, both for exhibition and long-term placements.

The Kaplan’s “outing” was quite recent and occurred when Thomas and Daphne decided that,
given the significant size of their collection, the creation of an online catalogue allowing the
public to access the paintings had become a necessity. The Collection’s public debut took place at
the Louvre in 2017. Besides the Kaplans’ financial capabilities, experts stressed specific and
somewhat unexpected traits characterizing the couple: namely, passionate dedication, ambition,
and perseverance. In other words, the charisma of true collectors. It was after the Louvre show
that Marina Loshak, Director of the Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts, who had been invited to
attend, suggested to the owners of The Leiden Collection that they ought to consider exhibiting in
Russia. Mikhail Piotrovsky, Director of the Hermitage, also supported the idea.

An American with Russian Passion

The Leiden Collection is a family project. Daphne Recanati Kaplan has substantial collecting
experience, especially modern European design furniture. Though the collection of Dutch art
represents Thomas’ initiative, she has always been her husband’s most trusted advisor. In his rare
interviews, Kaplan admits that, similar to a hunter, he enjoys the fervor and intense sensations
that come with searching for and acquiring additional masterpieces from the Dutch Golden Age.
He notes that while some may liken his collecting approach to that of a predator, he maintains
that his success remains exclusively guided by the principle of “buying what one loves.”




“The fact that, following an exhibition at a legendary French museum, two American Jews would
take their collection of Dutch art and head further east for encounters with China, Russia, and
then the Arab world, truly speaks for itself,” Kaplan notes as he explains his intention to bring
East and West together through Rembrandt’s genius and the humanistic message embedded in his
art.

Thomas Kaplan was born in New York in 1962, the son of a wealthy Jewish family. He graduated
from a private boarding school in Switzerland where he learned French and, as he admits, became
a Francophile. Later on, Kaplan earned a PhD in history from the University of Oxford. After
completing his studies, he started investing in the production of silver, gold, and platinum. In
2007, the businessman sold his assets to various partners and maintained an activity in advisory
and asset management.

His family currently resides between New York City and Paris, where two of his three children
were born. When dealers acting on behalf of Kaplan overtook the Louvre at an open auction
battle for Ferdinand Bol’s Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well in 2009, the collector immediately
loaned the painting to the museum and ultimately offered it as a gift. France greatly valued the
gesture and Thomas Kaplan was made Chevalier in the National Order of the Legion of Honor.

As a child, Kaplan dreamed of visiting Amsterdam, where Rembrandt had lived and created. His
parents did their son’s bidding. Yet Kaplan admits that for the longest time he never actually
considered creating a collection as he assumed that all Dutch masterpieces were already the
property of museums and private collections.

The first person to encourage him to collect was his mother-in-law, Mira Recanati née
Letichevsky, the daughter of Russian immigrants and an artist herself. Kaplan remembers that she
noticed in him “Russian passion and precision,” both valuable qualities for a collector. As for the
decisive role, it was played by a friend of the Kaplan family, Sir Normal Rosenthal, who served
for a long time as Exhibitions Secretary of the Royal Academy in London. He informed Thomas
Kaplan that old Dutch masters did in fact appear on the market, albeit infrequently.

Kaplan’s first acquisition was Portrait of Dirck van Beresteyn by Gerrit Dou, which will be
exhibited in Moscow and Saint Petersburg. This piece represents the master’s sole work produced
on a base of special copper and silver alloy, rather than wood. Though this peculiarity initially
cast some doubt over the piece’s authorship, investigations later confirmed that it was indeed the
work of the founder of fine painting. Kaplan acquired it in 2003, way before receiving the
examination report. An investor in the silver industry by trade, the particularity was in fact what
had attracted him.

It only took three years for the first Rembrandt to appear in Kaplan’s fast-growing collection:
namely, the drawing Young Lion Resting. This is no coincidence either: together with his wife,
Kaplan is a leader in big cats and wildlife conservation efforts. The drawing will be presented to
the Russian public together with Leonardo da Vinci’s drawing Head of a Bear, also property of
The Leiden Collection.

With no false modesty whatsoever, Thomas Kaplan compares his passion for collecting to the
“appetite” of Catherine the Great, who used to buy entire collections for the Hermitage. One can
thus only conclude that the “Leiden project” will continue to expand.




