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Little gem surpasses Minerva 

Rembrandt’s smallest painting is slightly larger than a bank card. “Bust of a Bearded Old Man” dates 

from 1633. It is the most beautiful, moving, and most intimate piece from a part of The Leiden 

Collection on display at the Hermitage in Amsterdam until the end of August. 

Although the majestic canvas “Minerva in Her Study” (1635) is the central point to the exhibition, the 

miniature painting of the old man is a sublime ‘little gem’ that far exceeds the attraction of the goddess 

of wisdom. 

It is both a refined and raw image of an old man. The painter has portrayed him with vigorous 

brushstrokes. At first, you think he is tired and exhausted, but when you look closer, you see that he is 

brimming with energy. The man’s lips are slightly parted, so you can almost see him breathing. 

Accents in ocher and white give life to his curly beard. His eyes are not completely visible so the 

viewer can fill them in themselves. Here is a flesh-and-blood human being; that is clear. 

Crown jewel 

“A crown jewel,” says the American Thomas Kaplan about the jewel, which is part of his extensive 

property: The Leiden Collection. “How is it possible that we have such an incredibly beautiful piece of 

art in our collection.” 

The Leiden Collection is one of the largest private collections consisting of seventeenth-century Dutch 

art. New Yorkers Thomas Kaplan and his wife Daphne Recanati Kaplan have collected more than 250 

paintings and drawings over seventeen years, all of which have a link to Rembrandt or are by the great 

master himself. The collection is named after Rembrandt van Rijn’s birthplace. Thirty-five historical 

pieces have been selected from the collection and are now on display in the Hermitage in Amsterdam. 

Part of this was already on display in 2017 at the Louvre in Paris, the Kaplan’s favorite museum. After 

that, a larger part of the collection passed through numerous major cities around the world over two 

years, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Moscow, and Saint Petersburg. A small part was also on display at 

the Leiden Lakenhal in 2014. 

Rembrandt’s interest arose in the late 1920s in the seventeenth century, when he himself was a young 

artist in Leiden. He attended the Latin school in his birthplace and was taught about mythology and the 

Bible. At the age of 14, in 1620, his parents enrolled him in a literature study, but he only lasted two 

years. He preferred to become an artist and apprenticed with the Leiden history painter Jacob van 

Swanenburg. He continued his painting education with Pieter Lastman in Amsterdam and then returned 

to Leiden, where he opened a studio. In 1631 he moved to Amsterdam, where he initially concentrated 

on portraying Amsterdam’s rich and notables. But he soon started painting so-called historic paintings, 

or paintings that tell a mythological, biblical, or allegorical story. 

Goddess 

Saskia van Uylenburgh, Rembrandt’s wife, was probably the model for Minerva on the canvas where 

the goddess sits in her study. This piece (138 by 116.5 centimeters) is central to the exhibition 

“Rembrandt and contemporaries, history paintings from The Leiden Collection,” which comprises of a 

total of 35 works of art. 

Wisdom 

Rembrandt depicted Minerva, the Roman goddess of wisdom and war, as a majestically dressed young 

woman with loose blond hair. She is both regal and plain as well as earthy. Sitting in her study, she 



looks in the direction of the viewer. Her arm rests on a brightly lit book, and behind her in the darkness 

is a helmet, a sword, and a large shield. Rembrandt’s emphasis on Minerva’s scientific aspirations fits 

into the humanist culture and politics of Amsterdam in the 1630s. The depiction of a peaceful Minerva 

probably appealed to the city’s regents, who opposed a decision by the State General to invade the 

Southern Netherlands. They pleaded for peace and stability. The painter painted the painting in 1635, 

the year he became an independent master in Amsterdam. 

The Minerva canvas belongs to a group of monumental paintings of ancient goddesses that Rembrandt 

painted in 1633-1635. Those paintings can be seen at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 

the Museo Nacional del Prado in Madrid, the Hermitage in Saint Petersburg, and the National Gallery 

in London. 

Hagar 

Other canvases that form part of the exhibition in Amsterdam are by Rembrandt’s teacher, Pieter 

Lastman, by Jan Steen, Frans van Mieris, Ferdinand Bol, Arent de Gelder, Caspar Netscher, 

Godefridus Schalcken and Carel Fabritius. 

The exceptional “Hagar and the Angel” by Fabritius is on display, a piece that can be seen in the 

Netherlands for the first time in almost two decades. The painter moved from Middenbeemster to 

Amsterdam in 1640 to be apprenticed to Rembrandt there. 

Since March of last year, the Hermitage in Amsterdam organized various exhibitions around one 

specific masterpiece under the name Dutch Heritage. Putting “Minerva in Her Study” in the limelight 

fits into this series. 

The exhibition from The Leiden Collection is the second international project of the Amsterdam 

museum, which broke ties with the Russian namesake last year because of the invasion of Ukraine. 

History 

“Rembrandt and his contemporaries: history paintings from The Leiden Collection” is the name of the 

exhibition on display until August 27 at the Hermitage at Amstel 51 in Amsterdam. 

Rich by selling commodities 

The owner of The Leiden Collection, Thomas Kaplan (60) of New York, amassed his wealth through 

investments in commodities. At the age of forty, he started collecting Rembrandt paintings and then 

also other Dutch masters. With more than 250 pieces of art, he now has one of the largest private 

collections of seventeenth-century paintings. He bought an average of one painting weekly in the early 

days of his collecting frenzy. 

He does not want to call it an obsession, but his passion for Rembrandt comes close. “He is the most 

significant painter of all time,” said Kaplan on Thursday in the Hermitage in Amsterdam, where he 

wanted to go as a 10-year-old to visit the Rijksmuseum. “He was revolutionary. It is my mission to 

spread that message around the world.” 

Kaplan is, among others, the man behind the Electrum Group, the founder of Apex Silver Mines, the 

African Platinum PLC, and the Leor Exploration & Production. He sold the latter company for $2.55 

billion. Forbes estimated the New Yorker’s personal wealth to be over $1 billion in 2017. He comes 

from a wealthy family who sent him to school in Switzerland and to study history at Oxford University. 

As a benefactor, Kaplan invests not only in art that he lends to museums but also in nature projects. For 

example, he is concerned about the fate of wild tigers. 

 


