
 



 



 



 



 



 



  



Connaissance des Arts 1 April 2017 Valérie Bougault 

“Private collection: Jewels from the Golden Age” 

 

During its spring Dutch season, the Louvre Museum is revealing some thirty masterpieces from the 

astonishing and discreet collection of Leiden ancient masters, assembled by Thomas Kaplan and his wife 

Daphne Recanati Kaplan. A true revelation. 

At the Metropolitan Museum of New York, in the late 1960s, one could regularly observe a young boy 

frantically leading his mother (rather than the other way around) towards the Dutch painting wing. Maybe 

some frequent visitors still remember the scene. After all, it is not that common to see a six-year-old child 

in awe with Rembrandt’s “Aristotle with a Bust of Homer.” Then the child grew up, which in itself is not 

extraordinary. Thomas Kaplan has since become, together with his wife Daphne Recanati Kaplan, the 

world’s most significant private collector of paintings by the Dutch master and his school: some two 

hundred and fifty works, including ten or so Rembrandts and one Vermeer. Quite extraordinary, after all. 

There is indeed nothing ordinary about Thomas Kaplan. Born in New York and partly raised in Florida, 

he attended high school in Switzerland and graduated from Oxford with a PhD in history. In 1993, he 

began his investment career trading precious metals, silver and gold, and later gas and hydrocarbons. He 

made a fortune. His current company, The Electrum Group, targets gold and silver assets across the 

whole North America. On Wall Street, he is the go-to person on these metals and their market 

fluctuations. But a trader hunting any deal, he is not. His choice to focus on gold, this quasi-mythological 

value, ultimately, is a reflection of his own life philosophy: Thomas Kaplan is carefully observing our 

planet, worried about its destructive impulses, and eager to contribute his philanthropic hand. 

A young man’s dream 

He has not turned his back on any of his early passions, and in fact has established a foundation for each 

of them. Panthera, dedicated since 2006 to the protection of big cats and their habitat, or the Orianne 

Society (named after the eldest of his three children), which is committed to safeguarding the indigo 

snake of the pine forests of Florida and Georgia, are both testament to his teenage dream – that of 

becoming a wilderness expert. From his academic training as a historian, and perhaps his European 

education as well, he has retained the ardent conviction that a dialogue between cultures is what will save 

what is left of humanity in this world. He has also long served in executive roles at the “92
nd

 Street Y,” 

the renowned Jewish cultural center in New York. And then comes the Dutch Golden Age, the one dream 

which, for a while, he thought would be inaccessible. 

It all began with a boat trip, in the spring of 2003. On board, he met Norman Rosenthal, then Exhibitions 

Secretary at the Royal Academy. “He asked me if I was a collector. What could my answer be? At eight 

years old, I asked for my first trip to Europe to be to Amsterdam. Later on, when returning to school in 

Switzerland, I would always find a way to stop by in order to visit the Rijksmuseum one more time… But 

collecting this painting truly felt like a fantasy to me! Norman proved me wrong. According to him, the 

market was offering beautiful pieces at modest prices compared to works by Warhol… An entire world 

opened up to me. Passion and obsession are very powerful drivers. Between 2003 and 2008, my wife and 

I bought one work per week.” Does he remember his first acquisition? “I always felt a particular 

attraction to Gerrit Dou (1613-1675). As soon as I saw the portrait of Dirck Van Beresteyn (c. 1652), his 

only known painting on silver plated copper and whose attribution was questioned, I was convinced that 

the work was his. In any case, I didn’t care, I liked it. Something similar happened with “Portrait of an 

Old Man” (c. 1645) by Rembrandt, which was attributed to Samuel Van Hoogstraten when I bought it. 

The Rembrandt Committee accepted it two years later. I am not being pretentious. Buying a ‘school of’ 



does not concern me at all, but not having the courage to follow one’s intuition would be terrible.” The 

Leiden Collection (named after Rembrandt’s birthplace) is now home to fourteen paintings by Gerrit 

Dou. They are in good company: “Young Woman Seated in an Interior, Reading a Letter” (c. 1658) by 

Gabriel Metsu, “David Gives Uriah a Letter for Joab” (1619) by Pieter Lastman, the extremely rare 

“Young Woman Feeding a Parrot” (1663) by Frans van Mieris, the sublime “Prayer Before the Meal” 

(1660) by Jan Steen, and so many others! Among them, eleven paintings and two drawings by 

Rembrandt, alongside “Young Woman Seated at a Virginal” (c. 1671-1674) – the only work by Vermeer 

remaining in private hands today. No less. It was acquired in 2008 from Steve Wynn’s collection. “We 

know that it was painted on the same canvas rolls as ‘The Milkmaid’ and, for the first time, this spring, 

they will be reunited, at the Louvre. What a wonderful coincidence.” 

Building bridges 

The story of the Leiden Collection is full of such happy turns of events. That of “Rebecca and Eliezer at 

the Well” (c. 1645-1646), by the talented Ferdinand Bol, sure is the most incredible. In 2009, the painting 

is put up for auction at Versailles. In the room, Blaise Ducos, curator of Dutch painting and duly 

mandated by the Louvre, witnesses, helplessly, a bidding war unfold. “In less than a minute, we had 

reached over a million… Our budget, although generous, remained insufficient. I later informed the 

winner who, visibly dismayed, said: “if only we had known…” He immediately offered to lend us the 

painting and we have been exposing it since 2010. A donation was never discussed. However, in 2015, 

Thomas Kaplan elegantly told us that ‘(they) were leaving the painting with the Louvre, as it was 

evidently where it belonged.’ A full donation, with no condition or requirement of exposition.” “It is our 

policy to never compete with museums,” underscores Thomas Kaplan. “That would be absurd, as we loan 

virtually all of our works anyway.” 

Clearly, the Leiden Collection resembles no other. Not only does the foundation not bear their name, but 

Thomas and Daphne Kaplan do not live surrounded by their works by Rembrandt and his pupils either – 

despite their unconditional love for these artists. One hundred and seventy of these pieces are currently on 

loan to museums, including the grandiose “Angel Appearing to Elijah” by Ferdinand Bol, which is at the 

Getty Museum of Los Angeles. Always anonymously. “The artists ought to be talked about, not us,” 

declares the collector. Until now, in fact, this collection had never made the headlines. Why come out 

publicly now? “Many reasons came together. First of all, the Louvre, which has practically become a 

family museum for our children, proposed to us this fabulous exhibition. How could one refuse? Then, 

we are publishing this year a catalogue edited by Arthur K. Wheelock Jr., curator at the National Gallery 

of Washington, which, I believe, will prove useful to all. Finally, the zeitgeist encouraged us to do so. 

Everywhere, the values of humanism are under threat. Art represents a way to preserve and to promote 

them. We may be living in the most solipsistic period in the history of mankind. Old masters are an 

antidote to sensationalism. Against a clash of civilizations, we are reaching out to China, where the 

collection will be exposed, and to the Louvre Abu Dhabi, where we will deposit a work. We believe in 

the power of Rembrandt to combat intolerance.” Thomas Kaplan and his wife are the kind of people who 

build bridges, not walls.  

The +’s of the Exhibition: 
 

The eleven Rembrandts are present. “Self-Portrait with Shaded Eyes” and “Portrait of an Old Man 

(Possibly a Rabbi)” are not to be missed. Exploring the online catalogue and its wealth of information. 

 

The –’s: 
 

The only regret is that only thirty works have made it to the Louvre (vs. sixty to be displayed in Shanghai 

then Beijing). 

 



To see: 
 

– “Masterpieces from the Leiden Collection. The Age of Rembrandt,” Louvre Museum, Sully rooms, 2nd 

floor, 01 40 20 53 17, www.louvre.fr, from February 22nd to May 22nd. 

– “An Inner World Features 17th Century Genre Paintings on Loan from the Leiden Collection”, Clark 

Art Institute, 225 South Street, Williamstown, Massachusetts, 1 413 458 2303, http://clarkart.edu from 

March 5th to September 17th. 

 

To read: 
 

– The catalogue of the Louvre exposition, by Blaise Ducos and Dominique Surh, bilingual 

French/English, coed. Musée du Louvre éditions/Somogy éditions d’art (80 pp., 40 ill., 18 euros). 

– The catalogue of the Leiden Collection is available online: www.theleidencollection.com. 

 

“We may be living in the most solipsistic period in the history of mankind […] Old masters are an 

antidote to sensationalism” 

 


