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“Interview with Tom Kaplan, Collector” 

 

As a six-year-old boy, Tom Kaplan fell in love with Rembrandt. He now owns the largest private 

collection of old masters in the world, which will be on display at the Louvre in the spring. 

 

At age 6, Tom Kaplan fell in love with Rembrandt van Rijn. As a child, the now 54-year-old American 

would visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York with his mother. He claims that a historical 

painting, “Aristotle with a Bust of Homer”, kindled his passion for the Leiden artist. “Great art sometimes 

literally illuminates – in a metaphorical sense, as with Rembrandt. His use of light helps reveal the truth. 

As a six-year-old, I of course could not articulate it like that but he truly moved me.” 

 

Tom Kaplan and his wife Daphne today own eleven paintings and two drawings by Rembrandt. No other 

private collector in the world can say as much. He has assembled some 250 items from various painters 

belonging to the 17
th
 century Dutch Golden Age. His “Leiden Collection” (the name is a tribute to 

Rembrandt) focuses on the Leiden Fijnschilders, featuring meticulously painted scenes from everyday 

life. 

 

For years, Tom and Daphne Kaplan have lent their masterpieces anonymously to museums. Because their 

collection is gradually becoming public knowledge, the couple has decided to come out as collectors. A 

unique opportunity, Kaplan said in a telephone interview, to explain to a wide audience how relevant the 

old masters remain today. 

 

On January 23
rd

 the Kaplans will launch a freely accessible online catalogue of their collection, which has 

been in the making for four years under the stewardship of prominent experts. Next February, the 

exhibition entitled “Masterpieces from the Leiden Collection – The Age of Rembrandt” will launch at the 

Louvre in Paris, before heading to China and the United Arab Emirates. 

 

A historian who made his fortune trading commodities, Kaplan shared with us why he would rather lend 

his art to museums rather than having it hang on his walls at home. 

 

Dutch old masters are not your only hobby. As a nature conservationist, you are committed to the 

protection of lions, tigers and snakes. Is there a connection? 

 

(Laughing) A psychiatrist may determine what connects my passions. They originate from when I was a 

child, and I have never outgrown them. In fact, the passion has only increased over the years. Due to 

lucky circumstances, I have been able to devote myself to these issues. 

 

What did you recognize in Rembrandt as a child? 

 

I felt as if he was speaking to me – though I know it may sound crazy. Turner named Rembrandt the 

“greatest colorist of art history”. Picasso was obsessed with Rembrandt, just as Francis Bacon. And Van 

Gogh wrote that he gladly would give ten years of his life if he could spend just a fortnight before the 

Jewish Bride. So many things about Rembrandt are impressive. 

 

When I was eight, my parents planned a vacation to Europe and I was allowed to choose the destination. 

Obviously, they expected that I would choose London or Paris, but I chose Amsterdam, the city of 

Rembrandt. When I later studied in Switzerland and London, I always travelled via Amsterdam for my 

pilgrimages to the Rijksmuseum. 



 

My mother also took me to the MoMA in order to broaden my knowledge of art, but I responded quite 

sulkily. I wanted to get back to Rembrandt. Luckily my parents never kept me from my passions. They 

even indulged my love of snakes. (Laughing.) Presumably they were just happy that I was not into drugs. 

 

Why did you only start collecting fourteen years ago? 

 

For a long time, I did not believe I was a collector. Clearly, I lacked self-awareness. I also thought that 

the art that I so adored was only available in museums. When a friend informed me in 2002 of a Gerrit 

Dou for sale, I was simply astonished. 

 

And now you own thirteen paintings by Dou… 

 

Fourteen, actually. After my first purchase, I bought an average of one painting per week, with the help of 

three dealers – a fantastic adventure. If people are prepared to sell me a Rembrandt for less than the price 

of a Warhol, then I am a happy collector. 

 

I saw on a photo that you only have modern art on your walls at home. 

 

A carefully considered choice. Our collection is a lending library of old masters, the only one in the 

world. All that museums have to do is express an interest in a loan from us. We have done this more than 

170 times. 

 

Just as Shakespeare and Bach, Rembrandt is a game-changing artist, a bridge builder connecting cultures. 

The universal values that permeate his work essentially define what makes us human. This is why we are 

delighted that our exhibition will also be seen in China and Abu Dhabi, after Paris. 

 

You old masters do hang in your office but mainly as digital copies, right? 

 

I might have had one of our Rembrandts in the office for a week, never longer. Since the day we found 

our Vermeer, it has been lent continuously. 

 

Don’t get me wrong: sitting in front of Rembrandt’s “Minerva” truly is an amazing experience. But it 

gives me ten times more pleasure to let people, particularly children, have access to and enjoy these 

paintings in museums. 

 

The first painting that we ever lent out was a Jan Steen, to the Getty Museum. I was standing in the hall 

with a curator when a group of school children entered. I saw the impression that the painting made on 

them. I especially remember a young girl that was completely enthralled by the work. This was a 

revelation to me. “That's it, I get it,” I said to the curator. Right then is when I decided to make our entire 

collection available to museums. 

 

You are a successful investor. Are old masters undervalued? 

 

(After a sigh.) Our collection is not meant as investment – we collect out of passion. But I never had the 

feeling that my art has been a poor investment. The increasing scarcity of quality, in the long term, leads 

to higher prices. 

 

The Netherlands and France paid 160 million for Rembrandt’s “Maerten and Oopjen” last year. A fair 

price? 

 



It might look like a lot of money to you. But in the long-term, I believe it is an appropriate amount. Why 

would major Rembrandts be worth less than the important works of the impressionists? With direct sales, 

impressionistic paintings are actually sold for much higher amounts. 

 

Which painter is at the top of your wish list? 

 

I could do with another good Nicolaes Maes painting – perhaps from the time when he was greatly 

influenced by Rembrandt. This particular wish shows you how specific our desires have become. I say it 

tongue in cheek: I don't wake up in the morning with my first thought being Nicolaes Maes. But should 

one be presented to me, I would say 'yes' right away. 

 

Many great collectors have built a museum for their collection. Will there be a Kaplan museum one day? 

 

The short answer is that we do not currently have any plans for this. I do not exclude anything in the 

long-term, however. Our collection is certainly worth a museum. But does the world really need another 

private museum? Maybe I am mistaken. Ask me this question again in a few years. 

 

 

The Leiden Collection is online from 23 January at www.theleidencollection.com 

 

Leiden Collection – In just five years, the largest in the world 

The core of the Leiden Collection of Tom and Daphne Kaplan, the world’s largest private collection of 

17
th
 century Dutch old masters, was collected in just five years. The American couple achieved this great 

feat with the help of three prominent dealers: Johnny van Haeften from London, Otto Neumann from New 

York, and Salomon Lilian from Amsterdam and Geneva. 

The dealers approached individuals within their network asking if they would like to sell their 

Rembrandt, Steen and Vermeer paintings. According to Lilian, who sold forty paintings to Kaplan, the 

tactic worked in most cases. “With the right strategy, one can compile a beautiful collection in just a few 

years.” 

According to Lilian, private deals are usually more favorable for the involved parties. What also helps, 

he points out, is “that Tom pays within one day”. 

 

 


