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Duncan Bull is Curator of International Painting at the Rijksmuseum. He studied Art History
at the universities of Cambridge, St Andrews and Yale, and specializes in Italian, Spanish
and British painting. Mr. Bull was previously Curator of Prints and Drawings at the National
Gallery of Scotland from 1982 to 1987, and Deputy Editor of The Burlington Magazine from
1987 to 2000. He published The Architect and the Musician: Piero di Cosimo's Portraits
of Giuliano da Sangallo and His Father (2013), and curated “Rembrandt — Caravaggio”

(Amsterdam, 2004), and “Classic Ground: British Artists and the Landscape of Italy, 1740-
1830” (New Haven, CT, 1981).
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The Collecting and Connoiseurship of ltalian Paintings in
the Netherlands

In the first half of the seventeenth century the young Rembrandt van Rijn claimed
that it was unnecessary for him to study in ltaly because so many paintings by Italian
artists had already found their way north of the Alps. In fact, although Amsterdam
had become a major centre for the international trade in art, the works by Raphael,
Titian and others that Rembrandt and his fellow artists saw there were transient, merely
passing through on their way to collectors elsewhere. Unlike England, France and
the more affluent German courts, where amateurs and princes assembled eclectic
galleries with a sirong emphasis on ltalian works, Dutch collectors tended to prefer local
products.

The exception was Dutch merchants living in ltaly, such as the brothers Gerrit and
Jan Reynst who brought back from Venice a fine collection of antiquities and over 200
ltalian paintings, including masterpieces by Lorenzo Lotto and Tintoretto and Paulo
Veronese . But these did not stay long, as they were purchased by the Dutch States
General as a diplomatic gift for the newly restored English king, Charles Il who had
asked for Italian paintings to replace those sold from his father’s collection.

It was not until the early nineteenth century that any attempts were made to build
up serious collections of ltalian art in the Netherlands. The way was led Kings Willem
| and Willem Il who were keen to found collections worthy of the new royal status
they had acquired at the end of the Napoleonic wars. Willem Il built up a particularly
notable collection, including major works by Andrea del Sarto, Sebastiano del Piombo,
and Guido Reni. There had been hopes that this would be the foundation for a
permanent Dutch National Collection; but as the King, who had acquired them as his
personal property, had overspent, they were sold after his death, and left the country.

Thereafter, the collection of Italian works became the province of a small circle
of private collectors, mostly from the professional classes, who were fired by the
enthusiasm for the art and politics of the ltalian Renaissance which had spread
throughout Europe from the 1860s. Their leader was Otto Lanz, who came to
Amsterdam as professor of surgery from his native Switzerland, where he had sat at
the feet of Jacob Burckhardt whose Cultur der Renaissance in ltalien, first published
in 1860, did much to establish interest in earlier Italian art. By no means a rich man,
Lanz trained himself as a connoisseur with the help of such contacts as Bernard
Berenson, Wilhelm von Bode and various museum curators, and succeeded in
assembling a fine collection of Italian paintings reaching from Orcagna in fourteenth
century, through Fra Angelico, Lorenzo Monaco and Crivelli in the Early Renaissance,
Tintoretto and Paolo Veronese in the High Renaissance up to a Lodovico Carracci in
the early Baroque period.

Lanz encouraged and influenced several other Amsterdam collectors, including
the banker Fritz Mannheimer and sugar-merchant Edwin vom Rath. After many
vicissitudes, largely as a result of World War I, the cream of these collections found a
home in the Rijksmuseum, the National Museum of Art and History.
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