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People who do errands, who pray, sing, play, or simply are ordinary- this is the 

Amsterdam Rembrandt encountered on the street 

Seventeenth century exhibition The H’ART Museum now displays 75 paintings from the 17th 

century from The Leiden Collection, Thomas Kaplan’s private collection. 

Such wealth. At the exhibition of The Leiden Collection at the H’ART Museum in Amsterdam, 

a few Rembrandts are immediately on display, including a very small one of an old man, painted 

in 1633, and an oval portrait of a young girl in a gold-trimmed cloak from 1632. And those are 

just 2 of the total 18 works by Rembrandt; in addition to those 18, there are 57 other 17th-century 

works on display, 75 in total, in the year that Amsterdam celebrates its 750th anniversary. 

For comparison, the Rijksmuseum owns 22 paintings by the master, of whom approximately 

300 are known. And then, at the end of the exhibition, there is also a Vermeer, the last one still 

in a private collection, a painting of a woman at a virginal. Accompanied by music she might 

have heard and played, you walk out of the exhibition. 

It is not the first time that works from this grand private collection, which comprises around 250 

works and has been assembled only since 2003 by the Franco-American billionaires Thomas 

Kaplan and Daphne Recanati Kaplan, have been on display in this museum. Since 2017, they 

have regarded the collection as a “lending library.” In 2023, the museum on the Amstel, then 

still known as Hermitage Amsterdam, hosted the Rembrandt and Contemporaries [Rembrandt 

en tijdgenoten] exhibition. Historic pieces from The Leiden Collection. At that time, many of 

the paintings on display were different, because the focus now is not on history paintings, but 

on Amsterdam, on people whom Rembrandt encountered in the city or might have encountered, 

although there are also a few outings to other cities and subjects. 

Dead herring 

Four hundred years after Rembrandt, who was born in Leiden in 1606 or 1607 (hence the name 

of the collection) and moved to Amsterdam around 1630, we can catch a glimpse of what he 

and his fellow painters saw: on the street, at a market, or in a house along a canal. In a work by 

Gerard Dou, a cat lies in a windowsill, completely overshadowing the painter working behind 

her in his studio. But alongside a dead herring and a few other animals, we mainly see people, 

people praying, shopping, sharpening a quill, reading or writing a letter, playing cards, singing, 

making music, or simply being ordinary, like that girl with the wispy, reddish hair and the gold-

trimmed cloak. And all those people in the city are being looked at, by many others, even more, 

because this is a very well-attended exhibition. Polish writer Olga Tokarczuk said last year in 

The Hague, quoted by Niña Weijers in De Groene Amsterdammer: “Can you imagine that some 

sixty billion people have come before us on Earth? Sixty billion individual, thinking, spiritual 

beings who, in their own way, lived through all kinds of climatic, geographic, and historical 

circumstances. We are their descendants.” The information panels at the exhibition often reveal 



something about those circumstances: for example, letter writing became popular because the 

postal services improved. 

The paintings often do not show portraits of the people, whose names are sometimes forgotten, 

but they present “tronies”: faces that Rembrandt painted from life, from imagination, or ‘from 

memory’. What will the girl with the cloak be like? 

Not pretty 

There’s something unusual about the women painted by Rembrandt and his circle; they’re often 

not conventionally attractive, at least not by today’s standards. It does not really matter whether 

they are tronies, portraits, or goddesses, like the goddess Minerva, depicted by Rembrandt in 

1635 in her study, now on display by the Amstel. 

Why would Rembrandt paint them this way? Does it make his subjects feel more real? Is it a 

battle between the artist and life? Surely there must have been beautiful women in the 

seventeenth century, and Rembrandt must have encountered them as well. That lack of 

conventional allure is something shared by many painted women from the seventeenth century, 

including the Vermeer shown here. Similarly, here the beauty of the image is more prominent 

than that of the woman. It is especially her yellow shawl that catches the light, not her face. 

It is a breath of fresh air, especially since we are so used to seeing women portrayed mainly for 

their appearance. Or was the beauty ideal in the seventeenth century so different from today that, 

four centuries later, I can no longer recognize it? 

Have photography and filters changed the way we see things that much? Or is it wrong to 

compare the beauty of a painting to the beauty of a face? 

According to Thomas Kaplan, the owner of The Leiden Collection, beauty is truth. In the 

introduction to the catalog, he writes about the liberating power of beauty and how Rembrandt 

‘symbolizes the spirituality of beauty.’ He may be right. 

Exhibition: From Rembrandt to Vermeer, masterpieces from The Leiden Collection. H’ART 

Museum, Amsterdam. Through August 23. Info: hartmuseum.nl 

 


