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“Thomas Kaplan, the collector with the eleven Rembrandts” 

 

Sharing a passion with his wife Daphne for the Dutch Golden Age, Thomas Kaplan has assembled some 

250 works in record time (including eleven paintings and nine drawings by Rembrandt). The American 

businessman recently donated a painting by Ferdinand Bol to the Louvre, where masterpieces from his 

collection are being exposed as part of the museum’s Dutch season. He sat down with L’Objet d’Art to 

talk about his journey.  

How did you begin your collection? What was your first purchase? 

When I was six years old, my mother would take me to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York to 

admire masterpieces and attend conferences. Among the many treasures of the museum, my attention 

quickly focused on the undisputed master of shade and light – Rembrandt. At age 9, my parents asked me 

to choose a European city that I would like to visit. I picked Amsterdam, for Rembrandt had lived there. 

That being said, my first acquisitions were modern design pieces, which my wife Daphne collects with 

great acumen. I never could have imagined one day being able to buy paintings from the Dutch Golden 

Age, until the spring of 2003 when I met sir Norman Rosenthal – former director of the Royal Academy. 

He asked me what I would be interested in collecting and I responded right away: “the Rembrandt 

school,” though I thought all of these works would already be in museums. Norman told me that this art 

actually was not so much in fashion. I was speechless after learning that one could find works by Gerrit 

Dou, Rembrandt’s first pupil, at public auctions and for a reasonable price. One month later, he informed 

me of a small oval painting by Gerrit Dou at a Bond Street dealer’s. Because it was painted on silver-

plated copper and not wood, a clear attribution remained difficult. I immediately fell in love with this 

work. It later turned out that the piece was indeed signed, in perfect conditions, and the subject was 

identified – Dirk van Beresteyn. Shortly thereafter, I purchased from the same dealer another oval 

painting of similar dimensions but this time on wood and representing a woman’s profile. The Leiden 

Collection was born! 

Do you live surrounded by your masterpieces? 

Daphne and I live with our modern design furniture by Jean Prouvé, Charlotte Perriand or Carlo Mollino. 

As to our paintings from the Dutch Golden Age, we decided in 2004 to start loaning them anonymously 

to museums in the United States, Europe and Asia. We arranged over 170 such loans all around the world 

– either as permanent contributions or for the benefit of temporary exhibitions. The Louvre exhibition 

will mark the first time that the Leiden Collection is presented to the general public as a whole. 

Why did you decide to donate to the Louvre a major painting by Ferdinand Bol (1616-1680), “Rebecca 

and Eliezer at the Well”? 

We acquired this work at auction in Versailles, France. I learned afterwards that the Louvre had underbid 

and proposed to Blaise Ducos, director of Flemish and Dutch painting at the Louvre, to loan it to the 

museum. Contrary to the other forty or so museums with which we collaborate, the Louvre is not in the 

habit of borrowing works from private collections – except for temporary exhibitions. After a few years, 

Daphne and I decided to give away “Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well” to the museum. It now hangs in a 

location of choice in the Rembrandt rooms. This gift is in homage to a country that has given us so much. 

The Louvre also happened to be our first museum experience as a family with our children. The offer to 

expose our collection at the Louvre was presented to us a few years ago already. When we accepted, 

together with director Jean-Luc Martinez, we decided that the awarding of the Bol painting would take 



place during the exhibition of our collection’s masterpieces. The occasion was ideal as the latter is taking 

place at the same time as another concurrent exhibition entitled “Vermeer and the Masters of Genre 

Painting,” and for which we also shared some works. 

On what basis do you decide to purchase works of art? Do you sometimes worry about counterfeits? 

At one point, the market was inundated with fake Rembrandts. As Wilhelm von Bode put it best: 

“Rembrandt made 700 paintings, and 3,000 are in circulation!” What ensued was the real purging of a 

significant number of works, including some authentic Rembrandts. This, however, helped separate the 

wheat from the chaff. Let us take, for example, the case of “Portrait of an Old Man” (Possibly a Rabbi) 

from our collection. A beautiful Rembrandt, which nonetheless was attributed initially to Samuel van 

Hoogstraten, one of his pupils. From the first time I saw the painting, I personally had this metaphysical 

conviction that it was by the master: the swiftness of the touch, the depth of the clair-obscur, the 

perfection of the image simply could not have come from a student. I had no idea that the work in front of 

me had long been attributed to Rembrandt, yet I insisted with the dealer that it was made by the master. A 

rather poor way to start negotiating in my favor, but my candor was rewarded when the portrait was 

ultimately attributed with certainty. 

In 2015, you bought from the Parisian gallery Talabardon and Gautier an early work by Rembrandt which 

had just reappeared on the art market, and which was presented to the public a few months later at 

TEFAF in Maastricht… 

It all began in 2007, when Daphne and I acquired the “Allegory of Touch” which belongs to a series 

dedicated to the theme of the five senses and dated 1624-1625. The following year, we added the 

“Allegory of Hearing”. We were only aware of one other painting from the same series, the “Allegory of 

Sight,” conserved at the Lakenhal museum of Leiden. Then the “Allegory of Smell” was discovered. It 

turned up at an auction in New Jersey and went on sale at Nye & Company, a relatively unknown gallery, 

presented as “Continental School, Nineteenth Century”. However, the 22 September 2015 auction proved 

to be very competitive between two parties bidding via phone – a sign of significant interest for this work. 

The Talabardon and Gautier gallery won the painting, which was then believed to be a Rembrandt. The 

monograph “RHF” was later discovered on the top-right corner of the piece, representing the oldest 

known signature of the artist. Once the yellowed varnish had been removed and the pictorial layer 

restored, it became evident that this work belonged to the Five Senses series (of which it remains the only 

signed piece). The Leiden Collection bought the painting in 2015. It was exposed last September at the 

Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, along with the other three known paintings from the series – probably the 

first time in centuries that these four allegories were reunited. Will the fifth ever reappear one day? 

Everything is possible… 

 


