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Peerless Leiden Masters 

Not only Rembrandt, Carel Fabritius, and Jan Steen but also Jan Lievens and Frans van 

Mieris. With 35 pieces, the Amsterdam Hermitage is showing a modest but controversial 

overview of masterpieces by Leiden fine painters. 

 

With seventeen paintings, American entrepreneur, philanthropist, and billionaire Thomas 

Kaplan owns the largest number of privately owned Rembrandts. They form the core of The 

Leiden Collection, with over 250 paintings and drawings, mainly by Leiden fine painters from 

the seventeenth century. Since the detachment from the headquarters in St. Petersburg a year 

ago, the Hermitage Amsterdam seems to have to find its way and a new name and once again 

has an extensive exhibition in-house with “Rembrandt & His Contemporaries”. 

 

Fantasy Portrait 

“Rembrandt & His Contemporaries” features 35 “history pieces” from The Leiden Collection, 

often edifying depictions from mythology, the Bible, and history. Here in the Netherlands, we 

are more accustomed to everyday scenes, so-called genre pieces, landscapes, and portraits 

from the seventeenth century. But at the same time, there was a classicist movement that 

appealed to the taste (and wallet) of chic customers who wanted to decorate their homes in a 

more sublime way - with the Oranjezaal in Huis ten Bosch as the ultimate example. 

Big does not always have to be the best, as is also evident in the Hermitage. The star here is 

the smallest painting, one of the two Rembrandts in the exhibition. He made this tronie, or 

fantasized portrait, of an old bearded man in the mini format of about ten by seven centimeters 

in 1633. The case in which it is exhibited here had a previous owner, Andrew Mellon, made 

around 1930 specifically to travel with it at all times. Nothing is finely picturesque about the 

dashing brushstrokes of the 27-year-old Rembrandt; in the portrait he rages with the paint as if 

he were attacking a canvas the size of The Night Watch. If you look closely, you can see the 

downcast eyes and the half-open mouth between the mustache and beard in the tangle of paint. 

It is the time when Rembrandt, who had just arrived from Leiden, needs to prove himself in 

Amsterdam and wants to recruit wealthy patrons. For example, Marten Soolmans and Oopjen 

Coppit, the newlywed couple he will portray a year later. But this kind of customer wants a 

less expressive painting touch, more refined. Rembrandt was a master at both ways. Minerva 

in Her Study (1635), is in everything, it seems, the opposite of the expressively painted male 

portrait. It is an extensive history piece, rich in upholstery and clothing, and above all: the 

seemingly spontaneous brushstrokes have given way to a detailed attention to flowing light 



and darkness. Appealing to his potential patrons, but despite superior painting, not one of 

Rembrandt’s most attractive representations. Perhaps because the goddess of stratagem (by the 

way, when did you ever see her in a study?) here looks like a chubby, big-eyed Amsterdam 

woman plucked off the street by Rembrandt as a model. Or because the golden stitching on her 

robe just does not have the suggestive effect that you are used to from Rembrandt. 

 

Exploration 

In 2017 Kaplan showed his Rembrandts in the Louvre. There then hung the astonishing Self-

Portrait with Shaded Eyes (1634) and the delicate Young Girl in a Gold-Trimmed Cloak 

(1632). These are now not at the Hermitage. It is a pity (though understandable since they are 

not history pieces) because that would have given a more balanced view of this Rembrandt 

collection. It is comforting to be able to browse endlessly through the Leiden Collection’s 

thorough and comprehensive website. You can also view Vermeer’s A Young Woman Seated 

at a Virginal, the only piece by the Delft master in private hands and now temporarily at the 

Rijksmuseum. The other painters in the quietly arranged exhibition, often less known to the 

general public, form a real voyage of exploration: Godfried Schalcken, Jan Adriaensz van 

Staveren or Lambert Jacobsz are not often encountered, Caspar Netscher and Rembrandt’s 

pupil Ferdinand Bol are much more common. Carel de Moors’s Diana sleeping after the hunt 

(1690) is another such discovery, with Diana’s beautifully painted silk robe and the peacock’s 

tail emerging from the darkness. It is Dutch classicism at its best, where the substance 

expression of De Moor’s teacher Frans van Mieris and the legacy of Caravaggism lead to a 

happy result. And those who missed the 2018 exhibition on Jan Steen’s history pieces at the 

Mauritshuis can indulge themselves here. According to Jan Steen, at Agamemnon or 

Cleopatra’s home it appears to be just as chaotic as in his Dutch households. 

 


