
 



Saint Petersburg Vedomosti 11 September 2018 Ludmila Leusskaya 

“Window into the Dutch Golden Age” 

 
Works by the Dutch Masters of the 17th century have landed in the lavish Nicholas Hall of the Winter 
Palace. The event was highly anticipated and announced as nothing less than a sensation. The name of 
the exhibition does not disappoint: “The Age of Rembrandt and Vermeer: Masterpieces of The Leiden 
Collection.” 
 
The Hermitage museum owns the finest collection of Dutch paintings in the world, outside of the 
Netherlands. And despite that, Dr. Mikhail Piotrovsky described The Leiden Collection as a “miracle.” 
Indeed it represents the rarest private collection of the modern era. 
 
Over the past fifteen years, when the Old Masters market appeared to have been depleted, the American 
couple Thomas Kaplan and Daphne Recanati Kaplan managed to assemble, from scratch, some 250 
works by Dutch Golden Age artists. Paintings by Rembrandt and artists from his circle constitute the 
bulk of the Collection, which was named after the Master’s birthplace – Leiden.  
 
For a long time, the Kaplans “loaned” their paintings anonymously to museums for both temporary and 
permanent exhibitions. Last year, the Collection made its public debut at The Louvre in Paris. From 
there, it traveled to Beijing and Shanghai. Earlier this year, the show was presented at the Pushkin State 
Museum of Fine Arts. It will now stay at the Hermitage until the middle of January 2019. 
 
The American billionaire, entrepreneur, international investor and collector Thomas Kaplan visited our 
city for the opening. He was sociable, nice, and provided detailed answers to the journalists’ questions.  
 
Kaplan stated that the Hermitage possibly represents the best place for his Collection to be exhibited, 
calling Amsterdam and Saint Petersburg, respectively, the “Mecca” and “Medina” of Dutch art. He also 
shared that these Dutch masterpieces do not live in his house. His family’s special pleasure is to take 
them from private spheres and put them back into the public domain. 
 
We felt obliged to ask one particular question: could the speed with which the Collection was assembled 
possibly affect the authenticity of the works? The collector feels confident that Old Masters’ forgeries 
are rather rare and that the close-knit society of art dealers, curators and collectors is capable of infallibly 
authenticating any artist.  
 
Kaplan is also quite adamant about the power of art to unite people. Rembrandt’s paintings become tools 
in a world in which people tend to burn bridges and build walls. The collector frequently uses the word 
“bridge.” He describes his mission as follows: “My wife and I, American Jews, brought an exhibition of 
Dutch art to Russia after visiting France and China, on our way to Abu Dhabi in the Middle East.” 
 
The tour started at The Louvre with 60 works from The Leiden Collection. In the dimly lit Nicholas Hall 
of the Winter Palace now stand 82 of them – including many portraits, as well as religious and 
exhortatory pieces. The wide range of artists and the impeccable condition of the paintings is what 
amazes most. 
 
The exhibition comprises 12 paintings by Rembrandt, works by his students (Gerrit Dou, Ferdinand Bol, 
Govaert Flinck), as well as by Frans Hals, Johannes Vermeer, and other artists. Visitors will also be able 
to see two drawings – Young Lion Resting by Rembrandt and Head of a Bear by Leonardo da Vinci. 
 



 
Understandably, the most coveted place in the show is taken by the Collection’s centerpiece – Minerva 
in Her Study by Rembrandt. The Master’s early Leiden period is represented by three paintings from the 
series of the Five Senses – including a recent discovery, Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell), which 
was sold without attribution. Shortly after the acquisition, it was discovered to be the earliest signed 
work by Rembrandt. 
 
Young Woman Seated at a Virginal by Johannes Vermeer is one of the thirty-six paintings that have 
survived to this day – the only one in this exhibition and indeed the only one in a private collection. 
There are no works by Vermeer in Russian museums. 
 
Hagar and the Angel was created by Carel Fabritius, Rembrandt’s most talented student. Fabritius died 
young in the explosion of the Delft gunpowder magazine that also destroyed his studio, leaving only 
sixteen works to the world. 
 
Special attention should be paid to the Leiden Fijnschilders, who created small wood- or copper- backed 
works that have attracted collectors throughout times. 
 
The Nicholas Hall exhibition stands out from the shows in Paris, Beijing and Shanghai – and not only in 
the number of works being presented. Irina Sokolova, the Hermitage curator and keeper of Dutch art, 
chose to complement The Leiden Collection with masterpieces from her own collection [sic!]. There are 
eight of them in total – each in conversation with the “guest” paintings, some as variations of the same 
scenes, others as pairs. 
 

~ 
 
A recommendation to the visitors: see those juxtapositions. 
 

A hint: the Hermitage paintings are in gold-leafed frames, while the “guests” come with black frames in 
the Dutch tradition. 
 
	


