
 



 



 



   



Beaux Arts 15 March 2017 Claude Pommereau 

“Thomas S. Kaplan: the Man with the Eleven Rembrandts” 

 

Protector of endangered big cats and a fan of design, the American philanthropist, who made his fortune 

in precious metals, is first and foremost the most important collector of Dutch Golden Age paintings in 

the world. We meet him as he unveils 35 of his masterpieces at the Louvre.  

[Caption: An amateur of Rembrandt since he was 8 years old, the American billionaire recently donated 

to the Louvre a major work by one of the master’s disciples: Ferdinand Bol.] 

Thomas S. Kaplan is 54 years old. Elegant, smiling, affable, he looks younger than his age. During his 

study of history at Oxford, he reached two conclusions. First, that success depends, above all, on one’s 

ability to act quickly – hesitations usually signal the demise of bad entrepreneurs. Second, that the earth’s 

resources are not endless and thus mining stocks could only climb. Shortly upon leaving university, he 

starts spending time with prominent business figures: his own stepfather is none other than businessman 

and philanthropist Leon Recanati. Quickly, he establishes several silver extraction companies in Bolivia, 

South Africa and elsewhere – finding support, along the, way from the Soros brothers. With his partners, 

he discovers an amazing silver mine in the Andes with unbeatable extraction cost. He later would sell his 

mining and gas extraction companies for over 2 billion dollars in 2007, one year before the great financial 

crisis. He would also find an interest in platinum and hydrocarbons, before betting everything on the 

ultimate metal – gold. As a good student of La Fontaine, he recites the Tortoise and the Hare. What is the 

point of owning a small share in Apple (the hare), if he (the tortoise) has the means of controlling the gold 

market, waiting patiently for the incompetency of governments and their armed wings, the central banks, 

to throw desperate savers back towards the ultimate “safe-haven”? With his friend Larry Buchanan, he 

once again discovers a high-profitability mine – this time in the United States. He has won: on Wall 

Street, no one ever evokes the gold market anymore without alluding to his high priest, Thomas Kaplan. 

“We would purchase, on average, one painting per week” – Thomas Kaplan 

Today, the tortoise is a billionaire – open to many other disciplines and interests, aside from business. 

Having always been concerned about the fate of big cats around the world, Thomas S. Kaplan founds the 

NGO Panthera and goes up against deforesters in Brazil. He also creates The Orianne Society for the 

preservation of the large Eastern indigo snake of Florida and Georgia and the pines that shelter it. A 

stubborn advocate, he succeeds in rallying H.R.H. Sheikh Mohamed ben Zayed, Crown Prince and Abu 

Dhabi Minister of Defense, along with other political leaders to his cause. In 2006, he becomes president 

of the 92
nd

 Street Y, a renowned New York socio-cultural organization. Culture, the arts…the source of 

all inspiration! "At the start," he admits, "I was against the idea of acquiring 'things;' twenty years ago, 

my wife [Daphne Recanati Kaplan] collected 20
th
 century design furniture, well before it became popular: 

Charlotte Perriand, Jean Prouvé, Jacques Adnet... and then I entered the ring! I developed a passion for 

the Italians, particularly Carlo Mollino. I know now what I did not then: anyone who finds interest in 

Carlo Mollino ultimately becomes – or already is – completely crazy!” Regardless of the playing ground, 

Thomas S. Kaplan always goes all in. 

2003, off Dubrovnik: he meets Norman Rosenthal, one of the most brilliant British curators whose 

troubles with the Royal Academy have remained famous. "He asked me what I would collect, if I decided 

to do so. I responded: “Works from the Rembrandt School. Alas, they probably all are the property of 

museums." To his astonishment, Rosenthal pretends otherwise and suggests to him to buy works by 

Gerrit Dou, a pupil of Rembrandt. 



[Caption: Rembrandt van Rijn, Rembrandt – “Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell)”. Reappearing on 

the market in 2015, this represents the last purchase made by Thomas and Daphne Kaplan. A piece 

previously believed to be lost, signed by Rembrandt, and belonging to a suite on the five senses in the 

Caravaggio style. c. 1624-25, oil on panel, 21.6 x 17.8cm.] 

[Caption: Rembrandt van Rijn, Rembrandt – “Minerva”. Taken from a series devoted to heroic women in 

Antiquity, this monumental Minerva (Roman goddess of wisdom, war, sciences and arts; associated with 

Athena in Greek mythology) illustrates the ambitions of Rembrandt, an astute reader of Homer, as a 

historical painter. 1635, oil on canvas, 138 x 116.5cm.] 

And this is how it all began. Fourteen years later, Kaplan possesses the largest private collection from the 

Dutch Golden Age: 250 paintings and drawings that he refers to as "The Leiden Collection," in homage 

to Leiden, the city where Rembrandt was born, and by whom he owns eleven works. The Rothschilds, he 

reminds us, only ever had two! Could it be interpreted as false modesty to not give one’s name to a 

collection as amazing as his? Perhaps. Every collector behaves differently. There are the egoists, who 

jealously lock up their treasures; the pretentious, showy and often ignorant; the fierce speculators; and the 

men of great culture, who one day finally take the plunge… To which category do the Kaplans belong? 

Arguably none of them, in light of their “different” approach to collecting – proud to be the bearers of an 

singular message, both altruistic and educational. "In owning eleven paintings by Dou or seven by Van 

Mieris, in acquiring works of youth and works of maturity, one captures an entire career, one understands 

the journey of a man in its totality. In short, we are collecting in depth, very extensively. From 2003 to 

2008, we would purchase on average one painting per week." 

"In owning eleven paintings by Dou or seven by Van Mieris, in acquiring works of youth and works of 

maturity, one captures an entire career, one understands the journey of a man in its totality. In short, we 

are collecting in depth, very extensively” – Thomas Kaplan 

The Golden Age Rush 

His decisions are not made haphazardly, by way of encounters or sales. Thomas Kaplan consults the 

expert Otto Naumann for his Frans Van Mieris acquisitions, but also Johnny Van Haeften, from London, 

and Salomon Lilian, from Amsterdam… Ultimately, six gallerists or experts become his “gold diggers”. 

The craze is always manageable – provided the buyers have a clear picture of the ideal collection, and are 

able to express in a coherent manner their taste, their passion. That clearly is the case with the Kaplans. 

Decisions are made urgently, in an aggressive manner, Thomas Kaplan willingly admits. The dealers, 

who are somewhat dismayed by this fast pace, occasionally wonder if the collector won't blame them one 

day, claiming to have taken the purchase spree one painting too far. This, however, hasn't happened.  

Sometimes, this quest for the last privately held Rembrandt pieces reveals some surprises. A New Jersey 

family recently put up for auction a Dutch painting for $1,000, a piece that they had kept to the side for 

four centuries. Two French dealers, who were a little skeptical, showed it to the Kaplan couple. The 

collector concluded that it was indeed a Rembrandt – being already in possession of two works from the 

same series. And so he bought it. In 2009, he acquired at auction a painting by a disciple of Rembrandt, 

Ferdinand Bol, “Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well”. Later on, he learned by chance that he had overbid the 

Louvre, the other interested party. Nobody could beat the man with the eleven Rembrandts. The painting 

would later become the property of the Louvre, Kaplan confessing to be honored to donate this major 

work from the Dutch Golden Age to the world’s most prestigious museum. 

The Leiden Collection had been working anonymously for many years with some forty museums. It now 

intends to play its full role in the promotion of the old masters. Reuniting 35 works from Kaplan’s 

collection, the Louvre exhibition will be the counterpart to the one dedicated to Vermeer and the other 



Dutch genre painters [see pg. 76]. This, however, only constitutes the first step in a long and ambitious 

journey. After Paris, the collection will travel to the Long Museum in Shanghai, the National Museum in 

Beijing, and the Louvre Abu Dhabi, where visitors will be able to enjoy the splendor of the Dutch Golden 

Age thanks to these two altruistic collectors. 

[Caption: Ferdinand Bol – “Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well”. Acquired by the Kaplans in 2008, this 

scene from the Old Testament, painted by one of Rembrandt's greatest pupils, was on loan to the Louvre 

by the collector since 2010. He recently donated it to the museum. Around 1645-46, oil on canvas, 171 x 

171.8cm.] 

[Caption: Gerrit Dou – “Cat Crouching on the Ledge of an Artist’s Atelier”. Master of illusionist 

painting, Dou here provides a subtle allegory of sight – of which the cat is the symbol – and painting 

(look for the artist at his easel behind the drapes). 1657, oil on panel, 34 x 26.9cm.] 

A World Premiere in Paris 

Don’t miss the second floor of the Sully wing at the Louvre this winter, in addition to a visit to the 

Vermeer exhibition [see pg. 76]. Quite simply because it reunites the best of a great collection dedicated 

to the Leiden School, established by the Kaplans in 2003. Featuring some of the most important names 

from the Dutch Golden Age over five generations, including: Gabriel Metsu, Jan Steen, Jan Lievens, 

Frans Van Mieris, Carel Fabritius, but also Rembrandt, represented by eleven paintings (of which, one 

was recently attributed)! In essence, the reveal of the world's largest collection of such works, after a 

decade of anonymous loans to museums around the world and prior to an international tour from 

Shanghai to Abu Dhabi. 

"Masterpieces from the Leiden Collection – The Age of Rembrandt" 

From February 22 to May 22 

Louvre Museum – 75001 Paris 

01.40.20.50.50 

www.louvre.fr 

 


