
 
 

 

 
 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 
 

 

 



 

 



 

 

De Volkskrant April 13, 2025 Mariette Haveman 

 

What makes the exhibition ‘From Rembrandt to Vermeer’ special after all is in a layer 

below the expensive super art 

 

The most surprising part of the presentation revolves around the depiction of real life in 17th 

century art. What reality crept in between the seams of the imagination and the embellishment? 

 

Dropping big names is a tried and true recipe in exhibition marketing. Under the name Van 

Rembrandt tot Vermeer, meesterwerken van The Leiden Collection [From Rembrandt to 

Vermeer, masterpieces of The Leiden Collection], the Hart [sic: H’ART] Museum in 

Amsterdam presents 75 of the total of 220 17th century Dutch paintings and drawings from the 

American collector couple Thomas Kaplan and Daphne Recanati. It is certainly no small feat 

that a single collector has managed to amass such a collection. But superlatives can turn against 

themselves, and wrapped in the announcements of prestigious private collection exhibits, they 

do so almost by definition. 

Because no matter how remarkable it is that someone has spent their fortune and energy on 

precious art, in the Netherlands we can see masterpieces every day at the Rijksmuseum and the 

Mauritshuis, which no privately owned collection can ever match. Therefore, such exhibitions 

are often a bit disappointing. The Rembrandts are by Rembrandt, the Vermeer may be by 

Vermeer, but for the most beautiful ones you still have to go a bit further down the road. 

Amsterdam from 1630 to 1680 

What makes this exhibition special after all lies directly beneath the shiny shield of expensive 

super art. When it is more about the story than about the names, the most surprising part of the 

presentation is the depiction of Amsterdam life in the art of the 17th century. 

What did Amsterdam look like between roughly 1630 and 1680? What did people eat, what did 

they do in their free time? How did it smell and sound in the streets? To imagine this, we may 

turn to the archives, letters and notarial deeds, and in addition, for the Dutch 17th century, we 

may peruse this wonderful legacy of paintings. 

In the study into this legacy, for a long time there was a particular focus on the ways in which 

artwork deviated from daily reality. In the clothing: Every artist with ambition did have a dress-

up chest in his studio. In the specific details: Items through which the depicted person displayed 

his devoutness, erudition or social success. Also in other respects, reality was often given some 

additional meaning. Paintings are not photographs, even if they make believe they are. 

At the same time, the painting output of this period is so large and so versatile that there is an 

irresistible amount of reality creeping in between the seams of the imagination and the 



 

 

embellishment. The book accompanying the exhibition tells you how people in all walks of life 

had dozens of paintings on the walls – landscapes, ‘schepjes’ (ships), ‘tronies’, vegetable stalls, 

and portraits. Paintings that looked real. If the national culture would be reflected anywhere, it 

would be there. 

This is the story that comes to life in the beating heart of this exhibition. For example, there is 

an enchanting family scene by Gerard ter Borch. Three members of the family are making music, 

and a maid servant in the back stops for a second dragging in firewood. Such a painting opens 

the door to a reality that must have existed. 

In a painting by Pieter van der Werff, a rich boy poses alongside his toy, a small VOC ship. 

Striking detail: the Dutch, but not the English, text board mentions that the Verenigde Oost-

Indische Compagnie [Dutch East India Company] today is no longer of impeccable reputation. 

There are paintings that show what was for sale at the market, what games people played. There 

are old and young people, rich and also some poor, some appearing well-dressed, some slovenly. 

You can almost hear them, the carillons that, as Leonore van Sloten says in the catalog, sprinkle 

their melodies daily around the city. 

The collection was not made for it, but it is nice to see how effectively it has lent itself for this 

exhibition. 

 

 


