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“The Louvre and the first stop of The Leiden Collection” 
 

 

Art to Beijing 
 
– When Rembrandt Meets the “Flower Forest” 
 
The memory of Beijing is steeped in history. The Great Wall and the Imperial Palace 
bring centuries of deep and meaningful tradition. Art has never been a stranger to Beijing. 
In this early burgeoning summer, the National Museum of China welcomed more than 70 
collected works from The Leiden Collection. Pace Beijing is also bringing an exhibition 
called “Flower Forest and Theme Park of the Future” to 798. Beijing is immersing itself 
in more and more cultural exhibitions. 
 
We soon realized that Art is not trapped in the cold glass of museums; it flows in the 
veins of our cities, becoming the pulses instilled in our bodies. 
 

§ 
 
The Louvre Museum, France – the First Stop of The Leiden Collection 
An American Invited Me to France to See His Collection of Dutch Paintings 
 
By: Tang Yi Min 
 
As usual, every Tuesday the Louvre closes – a rule that has never changed. The staff 
handed me a permit and as a Chinese media correspondent, I strolled alone into the 
imposing museum. 
 
After stepping down the stairs and going through the tunnel, I find myself surrounded by 
the red walls of the exhibition. More than 30 works from The Leiden Collection are 
quietly hanging on the walls, enjoying their last few moments in the Louvre. They will 
soon be removed for packing, and their next destination will be the National Museum of 
China in Beijing. If I have to describe this magical journey, I would simply say that “an 
American invited me to France to see his collection of Dutch paintings”. 
 
The Establishment of The Leiden Collection 
 
The story began in Beijing, a week before my trip to France. Prior to my arrival in 
France, correspondents of our magazine held an intimate roundtable conference with the 
founder of The Leiden Collection, Mr. Thomas S. Kaplan. The first time I met Mr. 
Kaplan, he was dressed in a smart navy-blue suit looking much younger than 55. He 
shook hands with me warmly. Talking about the establishment of The Leiden Collection, 
he told us about his experience visiting the Metropolitan Museum as a 6-year-old child. 
At that time, he was deeply attracted to Rembrandt and the paintings of the Rembrandt 



School. But even he himself found it hard to explain his obsession with the Dutch master 
at such a young age. He mentioned that Rembrandt’s works actually marked the 
beginning of his aesthetic enlightenment education. At 9 years old, when Thomas was 
asked which city he would like to visit as part of a family holiday in Europe, he did not 
hesitate to choose Amsterdam in the Netherlands, “because Rembrandt lived there”. 
 
Despite his love for Rembrandt, he never thought he could own any of the master’s works 
until he was 41. It was in 2003, when Thomas had a conversation with Sir Norman 
Rosenthal off the shore of Dubrovnik, that he learned – with much surprise – that his 
favorite paintings from childhood, especially the famous works of the Rembrandt School, 
could still be purchased. “Norman asked me what kind of paintings I would like to start 
collecting. My answer was the works from the Rembrandt School, but thinking that they 
would all be kept in museums by then.” To Thomas’ surprise, Norman responded that it 
was not the case and suggested that he could actually acquire works by his favorite 
painter, Gerrit Dou. 
 
In 2003, at the age of 41, Thomas and his wife Daphne began their journey of collecting 
Dutch Golden Age art. They named their collection “The Leiden Collection”, paying 
tribute to Rembrandt’s birthplace. 
 
The Largest Private Collection of Dutch Golden Age Art 
 
From 2003 to 2017, in just fourteen years’ time, The Leiden Collection has become the 
world’s largest private collection of Dutch Golden Age art. 
 
In the five years from 2003 to 2008, Thomas was almost buying one work per week. The 
most intense rate, in his words, was “one in the morning and one in the afternoon”. Even 
art dealers were shocked by such “freneticism” and started to worry that the buyer would 
eventually regret this buying frenzy. But this never happened to Thomas. 
 
After the financial crisis of 2008, opportunities to buy large quantities of paintings 
became scarcer. Yet the Kaplans had managed to acquire some works prior to that. In 
2008, he bought two paintings from the Las Vegas casino tycoon Steve Wynn. They have 
become very important pieces in The Leiden Collection. One is the work of Vermeer, and 
the other a self-portrait by Rembrandt. In the appendix of the Leiden Collection 
catalogue, one can clearly see that the two works were added in 2008. 
 
After the financial crisis, The Leiden Collection’s rate of acquisition dropped from one 
per week to three or four per year. Even so, the Kaplans remain the most important 
private collectors of Rembrandt. There are about 350 Rembrandts in the market and only 
10 percent are in private hands. With 11 paintings, The Leiden Collection is undoubtedly 
the private collection with the most Rembrandts. Thomas is also the only private owner 
of Vermeer and Carel Fabritius. 
 
 
 



Anonymous Lending 
 
Each collector has his or her own unique way of collecting. Some people like to carefully 
guard their pieces, while others enjoy showing them off, or indeed approach their 
collection as an investment. But Thomas and his wife have created a new way of 
collecting – the “Lending Library”. They have collaborated with curators and directors of 
over 40 museums around the world and loaned masterpieces for both short-term and 
long-term special exhibitions. Creating this “Lending Library” has provided the Kaplans 
with an even greater sense of accomplishment than establishing their own unique 
collection. In addition, the couple also supports exhibitions and young scholars through 
educational programs, and has devoted tremendous efforts to developing an online 
catalogue of the collection, with inputs from a large number of experts, in fulfillment of 
their long-term commitment to “give back to society” in various ways. 
 
In 2009, after they bought Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well at an auction in Versailles, the 
Kaplans learned that the Louvre was also interested in this painting. Shortly thereafter, on 
the occasion of the 400th anniversary of the birth of the artist, the work was generously 
donated to the museum. This piece also happens to be the first ever Dutch School 
painting gifted to the Louvre by an American citizen. 
 
Thomas S. Kaplan once said: “Through the lens of history, the best gift that we can 
dedicate to Rembrandt and those most cherished artists is to stimulate the public interest 
for their global heritage worldwide. This is not limited to the art collection only. Our 
aspiration is to help more people appreciate the significance of these ancient art 
masterpieces, as the foundation of Western civilization and universal values.” Thanks to 
his generosity, The Leiden Collection is permanently on loan to museums and galleries. 
Kaplan, like any other visitor of the Louvre exhibition, has never actually seen all of his 
collected paintings under one roof. Previously, he was only able to do so online. 
 
The Most Legendary Collection 
 
The first Rembrandt which The Leiden Collection ever acquired was a sketch of a lion 
cub, along with an oil painting – the portrait of an old woman wearing a white cap. But 
these are not the most legendary works belonging to the collection. On that Tuesday 
meeting at the Louvre, Thomas pointed to three paintings whose lengths was just about 
twenty to thirty centimeters, and told me a remarkable story. 
 
These three paintings were part of the most well-known works of Rembrandt in the early 
days, namely “The Series of the Five Senses” created in 1624-1625. Five paintings all 
together, of which one went missing some four hundred years ago. As to the remaining 
four pieces, one is currently in a museum, while the rest all belong to The Leiden 
Collection. Allegory of Smell was once thought to have been lost until 2015, when the 
painting was sold to an auction house in the state of New Jersey as a Continental School’s 
work. People actually ignored the true background of this piece, and it was valued at a 
mere $500. Only two people paid attention to it, and instantly realized that this picture 
was one of Rembrandt’s Allegory of Senses. Its price soared rapidly to $1 million. 



 
But the final price paid for this work was $5 million. Thomas shared: “I don’t usually 
disclose how much I pay for paintings. But this is a special case. The New York Times 
interviewed me after buying the piece, and the reporter asked how much money was 
spent on it. I thought there was a story worth telling, so I let him guess. If he could get it 
right the first time, I would tell him how much the painting was worth. He guessed $5 
million and he was right. So I kept my promise. The initial bidding price was just $500. 
The French art dealer bought it for $1 million and sold it to me for $5 million. This was 
the first time I ever disclosed the price of a painting to the media”. 
 
This piece caused a lot of controversy at the time, not only because of the selling price, 
which started at $500 and reached $5 million in the end. But also because this is a 
painting that was thought to be lost for 400 years with no record or even anyone knowing 
what it looked like. After Thomas got hold of it, people were surprised to find out that it 
was signed by Rembrandt himself – the only one from “The Series of the Five Senses”. 
The “RHF” on the upper right-hand corner not only proves that this is an authentic 
Rembrandt, but it also makes this piece the earliest signed Rembrandt. 
 
The Ethos Behind the Collection 
 
In 2004, Thomas lent a Jan Lievens to the Getty Center. One day, he saw a schoolgirl so 
transcended by this painting that she didn’t even realize that her friends had walked 
away. This experience reminded Thomas of himself as a young child in the Metropolitan 
Museum. It also made him even more determined to share his collection with museums. 
To date, The Leiden Collection has made over 170 loans to various museums. 
 
There is a particular word that Thomas mentioned in several of our conversations, and 
that word is “bridge”. He believes that Rembrandt can serve as a bridge for cultural 
exchange: “Rembrandt has this unique function and position in establishing a bridge 
between people and cultures”. In his own way, Thomas is also quietly conveying his 
message about the art of sharing. “As Americans, we chose a French museum to debut 
this collection, sharing Dutch art. This message also shows that the art of Rembrandt is 
open to all mankind.” And now, this American is taking these Dutch masterpieces to the 
National Museum of China in Beijing. 
 
Someone once asked Thomas: “If one day, Rembrandt could travel to our time via a time 
machine, what would you say to him?” He replied: “The first thing I would do is express 
my gratitude”. 
 

 


