
 



 



 



  



Le Quotidien de l’Art 7 March 2017 Sarah Hugounenq 

“Thomas Kaplan, collector: For the first time, I see all of these paintings together” 

 

An American deeply in love with Rembrandt, Thomas Kaplan named his collection the “Leiden 

Collection”, in homage to the master’s native town. The Louvre Museum is celebrating the collector’s 

gift – a painting by Ferdinand Bol – by presenting an anthology of some thirty works from his collection. 

On this occasion, Thomas Kaplan sat down with us to talk about his passion. 

Sara Hugounenq: You own eleven paintings by Rembrandt out of the forty or so currently in private 

hands, as well as the only Vermeer for an individual collector. How did your passion for the Dutch school 

begin? 

Thomas Kaplan: My first encounter with a work by Rembrandt took place at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art in New York, when I was six years old. I literally fell in love. Although my mother tried to expose me 

to other periods by bringing me to the Museum of Modern Art, I would always ask to return to the 

Rembrandts. The passion therefore started quite early. Two years later, as my family was about to go on a 

trip to Europe, I requested to visit Amsterdam to see for myself where the master had lived. As the years 

went by, though I developed an interest for Mesopotamia or military history, I always kept this 

fascination for Rembrandt. 

“I never thought of myself as a collector or a materialist” – Thomas Kaplan 

You therefore decided very early to become a collector? 

In fact, no. I never thought of myself as a collector or a materialist. Furthermore, I never could have 

imagined being able to acquire a Rembrandt, or even a painting from his school. When I learned that a 

work by Gerrit Dou was available, I jumped on the occasion. My wife, who at the time was putting 

together a design collection – Jean Prouvé, Charlotte Perriand – asked me what I intended to do with this 

painting. I told her that I only wanted one. I later pleaded for a second, explaining that “one painting is an 

accident, two is a collection.” And then I bought one per month, for five years. 

You did manage to assemble some 250 paintings in record time… 

Yes, but the financial crisis of 2008 scared away many collectors of old masters and prices went down 

significantly as a result. These particular collectors tend to be quite conservative by nature and they don’t 

really care about financial considerations. At that moment, we understood what truly had value in this 

world – not just financial value. For example, we acquired our very own “Mona Lisa”, “Minerva” by 

Rembrandt, which represents the culmination of a series of historical paintings, for less than a work by 

Andy Warhol.  I do not judge the taste of others: I was simply fortunate enough to acquire what I loved 

for a reasonable price. 

Will this be the first time for your collection to be exposed as such? 

Not every single piece will be on display, as we own around 250 works. However, it is the first time that I 

see all of these paintings together. During the set up, somebody told me: “You must be so proud.” 

Actually pride has nothing to do with this. I was simply surprised and moved to see them. We are the 

collectors, not the geniuses. Rembrandt can be proud.  

 



“We acquired our very own “Mona Lisa”, “Minerva” by Rembrandt, which represents the culmination 

of a series of historical paintings, for less than a work by Andy Warhol” – Thomas Kaplan 

Your collection began with a core of Leiden fijnschilders, and was extended over time to include other 

artists such as Frans Hals, Gerard ter Borch, or Gabriel Metsu. What interests you so much in Dutch 

painting? 

As a collector, the most interesting aspect is to find and explore the interactions that might exist between 

painters from Leiden, Delft or Amsterdam. This dialogue is very exciting from both an intellectual and 

historical point of view. For instance, one can appreciate the very strong connection between the 

caravaggesques of Utrecht and Rembrandt. Also noticeable is the influence of Ter Brugghen (Allegory of 

Faith, 1626) on Jan Lievens (Self-Portrait, 1629), or on the very young Rembrandt (the three allegories of 

senses, 1624-1625). And what about Rembrandt’s pupils, such as Carel Fabritius, his most loyal disciple, 

by whom I own the only painting in private hands (Hagar and the Angel, 1645)? Jan Lievens is another 

critical painter to consider in his relation to Rembrandt; he truly could have reached the master’s level 

when one reflects on the rare vigor of this 1629 self-portrait. For a collector, finding and understanding 

these interactions is truly fascinating. 

Why did you offer the painting “Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well”, by Ferdinand Bol, to the Louvre 

Museum? 

When we acquired this work in 2009, during the financial crisis, we actually did not know that the Louvre 

was interested and had placed a bid. But we happen to have two cardinal rules as collectors: first, we do 

not keep any paintings at home as their true purpose is to be widely exposed and shared; second, we 

never overbid when museums are interested. Having found out about the Louvre’s interest afterwards, we 

proposed it to them as a loan in 2010. Blaise Ducos (director of Dutch paintings at the Louvre Museum) 

came to learn about our work around knowledge dissemination in the context of the Leiden Collection, 

and he offered to dedicate an actual exhibition to it at the Louvre. The ideal opportunity was found. 

“We were worried that research and scholarship on old masters would diminish, outpaced by the interest 

and the money generated by modern and contemporary art” – Thomas Kaplan 

You are not only a passionate collector, but actually belong to the group of collectors-scholars who study 

their collections… 

Our collection in fact took a turn five years ago, when we decided to share it not only through books, 

which only a handful of people can buy, but also by putting online all of the information that we had 

about the works for the benefit of students, curators, teachers, dealers, etc. It was a rare occasion for the 

general public to discover as many Rembrandts outside of museums. Indeed we were worried that 

research and scholarship on old masters would diminish, outpaced by the interest and the money 

generated by modern and contemporary art. 
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