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The Daily Life of the Dutch in The Golden Age 

 

Hosted by the H'art Museum, the Leiden Collection returns to Amsterdam for the city's 750th 

anniversary. Through 75 works from the 17th century, the lives of its inhabitants are revealed. 

AMSTERDAM. For the Dutch, the 17th century was a blessed period. While Holland secured its status 

as a world power, exceptional artists flourished during what is called the Dutch Golden Age. Rembrandt, 

Jan Lievens, Gerrit Dou, Pieter de Hooch, Frans van Mieris, and Vermeer competed in invention and 

virtuosity across all genres and portraits they painted. 

The Leiden Collection constitutes a fascinating artistic ensemble. Rich with more than 250 works by 

Dutch artists, it was assembled by American businessman and philanthropist Thomas Kaplan and his 

wife Daphne Recanati Kaplan. What makes it mythical is the reunion of 18 paintings by Rembrandt (17 

paintings and a drawing) – an achievement that some museums can only dream of – and the presence of 

Vermeer's only known work still in private hands. Thomas Kaplan manages to bring this collection 

together around 17th-century Leiden artists with Rembrandt at its center. The essential part of this 

collection was acquired at an astonishing pace of one work per week during the first five years. Given 

the reduction in supply on the market, it is unlikely that such a feat could ever be repeated. 

"If Rembrandt captures the depths of the human soul, Vermeer reveals sensations, almost 

synesthetically." 

The Hermitage Amsterdam, an outpost of the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, had already hosted 

the Leiden Collection in 2023. After the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, the institution, distancing itself 

from its Russian counterpart, modified its name to H'art Museum. This vast space today houses what was 

formerly known as the Centre Pompidou, in Paris, the British Museum in London, or even the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington. 

THE MASTERPIECES 

On the occasion of Amsterdam's 750th anniversary, curator of the H'art Museum, Birgit Boelens, 

alongside the Leiden Collection's Elizabeth Nogrady, meticulously selected about fifteen works and 

created an organization aimed at highlighting the daily life of the Dutch in the 17th century. 

The exhibition opens with a first room devoted exclusively to Rembrandt, including "Study of a Woman 

in White" (circa 1640) – a first canvas by the Leiden master acquired by Thomas Kaplan. This ensemble 

reveals the painter's remarkable mastery, visible in the different skin tones during the same period, the 

impressive hair of the model, and the man's beard. The softness of the slightly parted lips emphasizes the 

line of the neck that supports it. The rigidity of the metal contrasts with the suppleness of the skin. Among 

the marvels of this room is also the "Portrait of an Old Bearded Man" (1633). The small painting in 



cameo of gold and maroon is presented like a jewel, in its travel case covered with velvet that the former 

owner, Andrew W. 

Mellon, had custom-made and reportedly carried everywhere when it wasn't displayed in his office. 

The following rooms display portraits in the style of Dutch society: between the masterpiece by Frans 

Hals and the more intimate one by Gerard ter Borch. Facial expressions of Rembrandt, with frank and 

mocking expressions, are notably evoked through the series known as "the five senses" (circa 1624-

1625). Of the four known works, Thomas Kaplan owns three ("Unconscious Patient" [Smell], "The 

Musicians" [Hearing], and "The Operation" [Touch]). The fifth, for now, has not reappeared. This series 

also serves as a pretext to explore the friendly rivalry between Jan Lievens and Rembrandt, who likely 

shared a studio at the same time. The two friends and painters influenced Peter Lastman, who was equally 

involved in the practice of chiaroscuro. The allegory of taste, among all these premier works as a master, 

attests to the artistic style of Jan Lievens which he himself developed before later representing Rembrandt 

among his "pictures of artists." 

Each room thus conveys an image of the life and customs of the people of Vermeer's time. The scenes 

of everyday life by Gerard Dou (printer), Gabriel Metsu, or Frans van Mieris successively present the 

occupation of the inhabitants in their workshop, in their office, a woman writing a letter, another playing 

the virginal, or even a man trying to seduce her – all this brought to life by a masterpiece by Frans van 

Mieris sublimely depicting "Sleeping Woman and Man at a Table" (circa 1670). A room is devoted to 

history painting, dominated by "Minerva in Her Study" (1635) by Rembrandt, a major work that Thomas 

Kaplan was astonished to have been able to acquire. 

A BEAUTIFUL SUCCESS AND SOME RESERVATIONS 

However, the scenography doesn't always do justice to the collection and its structure. The colors of the 

celadon green walls excessively highlight the copper green in the pieces, and the yellow ochre walls 

would have advantageously replaced the scarlet red of the walls, while a slightly more muted blue would 

have better enhanced the well-saturated blue of the piece occupied by history painting. 

Another reservation: the idea of dedicating certain sections to detail comparisons presented in a 

patchwork remains ambiguous. This device should have been accompanied by explanatory comments or 

comparisons on the techniques of Rembrandt and his students, on Dutch daily life – as many small 

nuggets offered by the theme of the exhibition so brilliantly developed, on the other hand, in the catalog. 

The event remains marked by the exceptional quality of the collection. The themed rooms successively 

showcase Vermeer's stylistic development from the influence of Carel Fabritius to the moment when he 

imposes the guarantee of lightness and verticality in "Young Woman Seated at the Virginal" (circa 1670-

1672), entertainingly in the virtuosity of Jan Lievens, in the portrait of a man consumed by jealousy 

beside the piles of books ("Comptable à son Bureau," circa 1627), in the old man whose beard is so finely 

rendered that one can count the hairs, or in a humble still life in a sublime red dress. In "Portrait of a 

Woman Seated, Hands Joined" (1660), heralding the modernity of Rembrandt, which later influenced 

artists as diverse as Eugène 



Delacroix, Édouard Manet, or even Vincent van Gogh. Not to mention the "Young Woman Playing the 

Virginal" (circa 1670-1675) by Vermeer. "If Rembrandt captures the depths of the human soul, Vermeer 

reveals sensations, almost synesthetically. The futility of observing this remarkable, for our 

contemporary eyes, enigmatic music that she interprets.” 

 


