
 

 

 
 



 



BQ Weekly 29 June 2017 Tang Yi Min 

“Interview with Thomas S. Kaplan: If Rembrandt could travel through time, the 
first thing I would do would be to express my gratitude” 
 

 

If my memory serves me well, I had four conversations with Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan. The 
first time was in mid-May, when we organized our roundtable conference in a hotel in 
Beijing. Our second encounter was at the Louvre in Paris, on a day when the museum 
was closed to the public. The third time was in June and Beijing was already heating up. 
During a press conference held at the ambassadorial residence of the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands, Thomas told us that if Rembrandt could travel through time, the first thing 
he would do would be to express his gratitude. Our most recent conversation took place 
on the opening day of The Leiden Collection’s exhibition at the National Museum of 
China. When it comes to sitting through interviews, Mr. Kaplan certainly has had more 
than his fair share. Yet every conversation I have had with him has given me a deeper 
understanding of Rembrandt and his time. 
 
Q: Beijing Youth Weekly 
 

A: Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan 
 
Q: How did you come up with the idea of a “Lending Library”? 
 

A: The truth is that as of 6 months ago or so, we were still trying to keep it a secret. 
Although we own a collection of paintings by classical masters that we lend to museums, 
we always and exclusively did so on the basis of anonymity. I knew that if we were to put 
the entire collection online for people to access, our identity and position in the art world 
would be completely changed. We are very important buyers of these classical paintings 
– perhaps one of the most important. As collectors, we tried to maintain a low profile. 
Our ethos is indeed to collect these paintings privately, but to share them with the general 
public. We designed our “Lending Library” based on that very ethos, loaning our pieces 
to galleries and museums, simply because we believe that it is better to share such 
marvels with people rather than to keep them to ourselves. It is our hope that more and 
more people will enjoy these masterpieces through our “Lending Library”. 
 
Q: What was the first Rembrandt that you collected? 
 

A: The first Rembrandt oil painting that I collected was acquired at a Sotheby’s auction, 
depicting an elderly woman in a white cap. But the very first work by Rembrandt, which 
I bought before that one, happens to be the sketch of a young lion. Apart from our interest 
in Rembrandt, my wife and I are also dedicated to the protection of wild animals. This 
painting combined our passion for conservation and our interest in Rembrandt. It was a 
wonderful starting point. 
 
Q: What is the most expensive painting in your collection? 
 

A: The most expensive piece is the one that you are yet to buy [laughter]! It is difficult to 
say, as the prices have changed over the years. But perhaps the most expensive one we 



have ever acquired is the painting of the Goddess Minerva. One can easily see that this 
piece does not depict the traditional image of beauty, but the image of an ordinary Dutch 
woman. Minerva was the goddess of wisdom and warfare. From her appearance, one can 
feel her independent spirit and her attitude towards patriarchy. What is so unique about 
Rembrandt is that he would grant his characters some form of equality between men and 
women, which at the time was a very novel point of view. Today, this seems quite 
common, but at the time it represented a real struggle against traditional norms. 
 
As I mentioned earlier, there are about 350 works by Rembrandt. When I bought this one, 
there was a work by Andy Warhol on sale and its price was slightly higher than the 
Rembrandt. Yet there are about 70,000 works by Andy Warhol. I think I was very lucky, 
because the paintings that I liked could still be acquired at a relatively low price. In the 
market, there is a bit of a gap at the moment between the price of works by contemporary 
and ancient masters. We took advantage of this and acquired many of the pieces we love.  
 
Q: How do you decide what to collect? 
 

A: It is not based on suggestions or advice provided by a team of specialists or 
consultants. It is entirely driven by our personal interest. My wife and I make decisions 
together on what to collect. Friends would also recommend paintings to us. Basically, we 
know at first glance whether or not we want a particular piece. 
 
Q: Do you have any favorite contemporary artists? 
 

A: I do – for example, the Chinese contemporary artist Zeng Fanzhi. He came to my 
gallery to see the painting of Minerva. Zeng was pleased to mention that he had seen it at 
the Prado Museum in Spain. Then he started talking about the painting and about 
Rembrandt. He said that Rembrandt was actually the painter who influenced him the 
most – hence my confidence in saying that Rembrandt is truly unique. 
 
Q: Why did you choose the Louvre as the first destination on your global tour? 
 

A: The reason for that is simply because the Louvre is like our “neighborhood museum”, 
so to speak. We have a home in New York and a home in Paris. Out of my three children, 
two were born in Paris and the first museum that they ever visited was the Louvre. It was 
an honor to be invited to hold our first exhibition there. 
 
Q: What is the difference between the works exhibited in the Louvre and the works 
exhibited in the National Museum of China? 
 

A: The number of paintings displayed in the National Museum of China is about twice as 
large as that in the Louvre. The Louvre exhibition was divided into two parts: one was 
focusing on works by Vermeer, some of which we loaned to the Louvre, while the other 
was our own exhibition. We hope to bring more paintings to Beijing and let the general 
public gain a deeper understanding of the Dutch Golden Age. 
 
Q: How did you start thinking about holding a joint exhibition with the National Museum 
of China? What kind of message would you like to convey to Chinese viewers? 
 



A: We have a very close relationship with the National Museum of China. Although 
Rembrandt is Dutch, he also carries some Chinese elements as an artist. We hope that our 
exhibition in China can help improve the general appreciation for Rembrandt and the 
works of his time. If we can take this opportunity to introduce Rembrandt and the genre 
and style of his School to the public, it would represent a great contribution to that 
particular time in history, as well as the art that he embodies. It truly would be a 
tremendous achievement if we could accomplish this. This is also one of the drivers of 
this international tour. We hope that through these paintings, people may not only see the 
masters behind them, but also a part of their own selves. Rembrandt ultimately influenced 
the entire world and with it, China. 
 

§ 
 

TIPs 
National Museum of China & The Second Stop of The Leiden Collection 

“Rembrandt and His Time” – What can you see at the National Museum of China? 
 
The poster for The Leiden Collection’s exhibition in the National Museum of China is 
slightly different from what we expected. It shows the face of a young man, looking stern 
with just a hint of a romantic gesture – a self-portrait by Jan Lievens, who was a friend of 
Rembrandt at his studio. When asked about the reason for choosing this particular 
painting, Thomas answered that this piece represented a rather stylized face, even from a 
modern point of view. I had been looking forward to the day I would “meet” Rembrandt 
again, ever since I came back from France – not unlike looking forward to seeing an old 
friend. From June 17 to September 3, over 70 works from The Leiden Collection will be 
displayed at the National Museum of China. This also represents the second stop on The 
Leiden Collection’s global tour. 
 

§ 
 
Venue:   National Museum of China 
Time:     June 17 – September 3, 2017 
 

§ 
 
Minerva in Her Study 
Rembrandt van Rijn 
1635, Oil on canvas 
138 x 116.5cm 
 

After moving to Amsterdam, Rembrandt started producing large-scale paintings with 
themes involving goddesses and heroines. After restoration, this piece was brought to the 
Maastricht Fair and created quite a sensation. The Kaplans bought it six years later. The 
earliest records of the painting’s existence date back to the first half of the eighteenth 
century, when it was in the possession of the Earl of Somerville in Scotland. After it was 
auctioned in London in 1924, the piece entered various private collections in Europe and 
Japan. 
 



Portrait of Antonie Coopal 
Rembrandt van Rijn and Workshop 
1635, Oil on Brazilian chestnut 
83.5 x 67.6 cm  
 

In 1631, Rembrandt left his hometown of Leiden for Amsterdam. It is also the year when 
he received one of the most important portrait commissions of his career – the portrait of 
Antonie Coopal. This painting exposes the viewer to some of the most interesting details 
characterizing the work undertaken in Rembrandt’s studio. Rembrandt was in charge of 
the structure and drafting of the painting. He also painted the head and hands. But the 
clothes and trims were probably finished by other artists in the studio. The cooperation 
between Rembrandt and his studio shed great light on how an “art production system” 
actually worked. 
 
Card Players 
Jan Lievens 
circa 1625, Oil on canvas 
97.5 x 105.4 cm 
 

Jan Lievens painted this picture in 1625 in Leiden, depicting a gambling scene under 
candlelight. As light from a lantern in the middle of the table and in front of the soldier 
brightly illuminates the faces of the players, including that of the soldier with black hair 
and the gambler with a card in hand and about to lose, the latter appears disappointed 
while his companions look on. Compact composition and eye-catching characters in the 
foreground have enhanced the immediacy of the picture. It was said that the man holding 
the pipe was Rembrandt himself, which provided some insight to people trying to 
understand the relationship between Rembrandt and Lievens. 
 
Young Woman Seated at a Virginal 
Johannes Vermeer   
circa 1670–72, Oil on canvas 
25.5 x 20.1 cm 
 

The woman seated at the virginal gently touches the keyboard, while looking at the 
viewers with a smile. As she pauses, there is a momentary sense of privacy and perceived 
quietness, creating a feeling of silent beauty. The light goes through the window above, 
and slightly illuminates part of her face as well as the pearl necklace on her neck. X-ray 
pictures have shown that the somewhat disproportionate yellow shawl in the picture 
proved to be a later addition. It might have been added after Vermeer’s death. In the 
decades before the Kaplan family bought it, the painting never appeared before the 
public. This piece has in fact only recently been reintegrated into Vermeer’s œuvre. 
Scientific examination has indicated that the material and techniques of the painting were 
consistent with those of the master’s later years. Studies on canvas weaves, undertaken in 
2011 by C. Richard Johnson of Cornell University and Don H. Johnson of Rice 
University, have determined that this work was painted on a canvas cut from the same 
bolt as Vermeer’s The Lacemaker. 
 

 


