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“Thomas S. Kaplan – Why do I collect Rembrandt?” 
 

 

From June 17 to September 3, 2017, The Leiden Collection will bring some 70 paintings 
to be exhibited in the National Museum of China. Following its debut at the Louvre, this 
represents the first exhibition of the Leiden Collection’s international tour to promote 
masterpieces of 17th century Dutch art. Established by Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan and his 
wife, The Leiden Collection is the largest private collection in the world of Dutch Golden 
Age paintings. Featuring 11 works by Rembrandt and several other masterpieces, this 
show will constitute the most important exhibition of paintings from the Dutch Golden 
Age in the history of China. 
 
I collect the works of Rembrandt and his School simply because I am fascinated by him. 
When I was six, I saw Rembrandt’s paintings for the first time at the Metropolitan 
Museum in New York. I thought I could talk to him through his paintings. Yet I believed 
that it was impossible to own any of his works, until I learned that some of them could 
still be acquired from private collectors. My wife and I therefore started collecting works 
of his School shortly thereafter. I happen to be a historian by training. This period in time 
embodied the very notion of creativeness in the arts, and it remains a source of inspiration 
and new ideas in our present era characterized by expanding knowledge. 
 
Collecting started off as a hobby and evolved into a responsibility – specifically, to share 
the collection with the general public. It is my hope that more people will be able to 
appreciate the contribution that Rembrandt and the works of the “Fijnschilders” made to 
this period in time. This is not about me. I am an American and Rembrandt was Dutch. I 
did not name the collection after myself. In fact, we named it “The Leiden Collection” 
after Rembrandt’s hometown. The establishment of the collection is a tribute to the artist. 
 
My wife is a collector of modern design furniture. These Dutch masterpieces represent 
our only collection of paintings. We pay attention to contemporary artists too, but are yet 
to find anything that touches our heart, or any artist that changes an era, like Rembrandt 
did. The first painting that I acquired for The Leiden Collection was produced by 
Rembrandt’s first student, Gerrit Dou. In 2006 my wife and I started buying works by 
Rembrandt. We began with Young Lion Resting and Study of a Woman in a White Cap. 
After that, and in a short amount of time, we acquired several authentic works by 
Rembrandt and students of his. The Leiden Collection rapidly became the largest, 
broadest, and most meaningful collection of the Rembrandt School outside of national 
museums. Rembrandt’s Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell), which was purchased in 
2016, is known to be the earliest painting signed by the Dutch master himself. 
 
Rembrandt was a genius of his time. His works, free from aristocratic and clerical 
constraints, introduced a brand-new era. As to his influence on me personally, I would 
probably say that he strengthened my belief in truth and reality. I like to look at problems 
with foresight. I tend to get a lot of opposition when I make a judgment on some issues, 



but I would often be proved right as time goes on. None of this can be compared with 
Rembrandt though. After all, we are ordinary people and he was not. 
 
In addition to the works by Rembrandt, I would recommend paying attention to Boy in a 
Cape and Turban (Portrait of Prince Rupert of the Palatinate) by Jan Lievens. I believe 
that this painting symbolizes the unity between, and integration of, East and West, with a 
strong oriental charm. This is what we wish to convey through this exhibition. There also 
happens to be another reason for recommending this painting. In 2004, we loaned some 
pieces by Jan Lievens to The Getty Center, including that one, thereby starting our 
support to various art institutions as an anonymous private collection. Since then, The 
Leiden Collection has become a world class “Lending Library” of Dutch Golden Age 
paintings. Over the years, we have extended over 170 loans to more than 20 museums 
such as the Metropolitan Museum in New York and the Louvre in Paris, providing 
support for their short-term special exhibitions as well as permanent collections. 

 


