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“An Exemplary Collection” 

 

The Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts presents The Leiden Collection, the largest private 

assembly of 17
th
 century Dutch masters. 

 

If one were to imagine Moscow’s largest museums – the Pushkin Museum and the Tretyakov 

Gallery – in competition with one another, then surely The Leiden Collection’s show would 

represent a riposte to Tretyakov’s blockbuster exhibition of Vasily Vereshchagin. Both projects 

have become the talk of the fine arts world. However, while the Vereshchagin exhibition is a 

collective effort, The Leiden Collection remains personified by its owner – Thomas Kaplan. 

Kaplan has been collecting art since the beginning of the century. He is the main protagonist of 

the exhibition. Upon starting his collection some fifteen years ago, Kaplan set his sights on old 

masters – an ambition as expensive as it is risky, given the frequency of forgery in that field. 
 

But that did not stop him. He went ahead and started his assemblage of masterpieces. While 

Kaplan’s approach to collecting may raise some questions, he certainly cannot be accused of 

inconsistency. The possibility of forgery does not worry him simply because art works from that 

era tend to be very well known. Making the Collection as public as possible, which he did, also 

constitutes a mitigation strategy in that regard. The Leiden Collection is frequently exhibited, and 

anyone so inclined is presently invited to admire its content at the Pushkin Museum – an 

opportunity for all to either reaffirm or indeed question the Collection’s authenticity. 
 

The Pushkin Museum represents only one stop on the Collection’s journey. It has already visited 

Paris, Beijing and Shanghai. Next up are Saint Petersburg and Abu-Dhabi. And that’s not all. The 

Collection’s pieces are also available on the Internet – a noble gesture and a good example for 

other collectors. The fewer people see a masterpiece, the more its value drops. As soon as a work 

disappears from the public view of the exhibition halls, it is inevitably forgotten. 
 

And this constitutes yet another facet of Kaplan’s effort – namely, the promotion of artists that 

arguably need support. Their works have been eclipsed by the great masters of the Dutch Golden 

Age – Rembrandt and Vermeer – and were simply forgotten. Thomas Kaplan’s passion for Dutch 

art, so strong that he doesn’t count how much it costs him, serves as a reminder that Holland also 

had its own Renaissance – a time when extremely talented artists inspired the world with their 

abilities. There were fewer of them in total and the context in which they worked was certainly 

quieter compared to what their Italian peers may have experienced in their time. But this should 

not diminish in any way the significance of these particular artists in the history of art. 
 

Dutch masters depicted the times in which they lived – the subjects of their paintings, bits of 

everyday life. While it may be hard for us to relate to these people, very religious yet quite prone 

to self-admiration, their faces simply represent another piece in the puzzle of world history. 
 

In looking at them, we can explore our own deep-seated, collective memory. Paintings by 

Rembrandt’s apprentices and closest colleagues are not as impressive as his own (twelve 

paintings and one drawing by Rembrandt are featured in the exhibition, out of approximately 400 

known works). Yet they provide a great opportunity for juxtaposition, allowing us to better 

understand the context and the broader artistic backdrop of the time. The visitor’s attention is 

inevitably drawn to Rembrandt and the equally spectacular Vermeer. But all the others create a 

scene of the Dutch Golden Age, which in itself would never have been possible if the genius had 

not been surrounded by thousands of craftsmen. 
 

 


