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“The Leiden Collection and Rembrandt” 

 
Along with a blistering hot summer, the Beijing art world has ushered in a great event. 
On June 17, 2017, the National Museum of China held the grand opening of “Rembrandt 
and His Time: Masterpieces from The Leiden Collection.” Over seventy oil paintings 
from the Dutch Golden Age are on display, including eleven authentic Rembrandts. 
Given the fame of this particular artist, how could anybody possibly own so many 
prestigious paintings? L’Officiel Hommes magazine was fortunate enough to participate 
in a conversation with the Collection’s founder, Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan, as he told the 
story of these paintings at the Louvre in Paris – the first stop for this traveling exhibition. 
 
An “anonymous collector” steps forward 
 
The Leiden Collection had always led a mysterious existence. “Until six months ago, we 
still maintained a secret, anonymous status. This was our intention. For over a decade, we 
were the largest private collectors of classical paintings. We knew that once our 
collection would be made open to the public, our position in the art world would change 
immediately. As collectors, we wanted to keep a low profile.” Since 2003, when 
American collectors Thomas S. Kaplan and his wife, Daphne Recanati Kaplan, began 
building The Leiden Collection, they used the name of Leiden in homage to Rembrandt’s 
hometown and the birthplace of the master’s painting career. From the time of its 
establishment to date, The Leiden Collection has assembled over 250 oil paintings and 
sketches. It currently represents one of the largest and most important private collections 
of 17th century Dutch art in the world. 
 
Ever since he was a little boy, Thomas Kaplan has been in love with Rembrandt van 
Rijn’s paintings. At age eight, he asked his parents to take him to Amsterdam “because 
Rembrandt lived there.” Years later, when learning to his astonishment from his friend 
Sir Norman Rosenthal that the artwork he had so admired since childhood was still 
available on the market, especially works from the celebrated Rembrandt school, Dr. 
Kaplan and his wife set out to collect Dutch masterpieces. 
 
The first batch of paintings that the Kaplans acquired for The Leiden Collection were by 
Rembrandt’s pupil Gerrit Dou and his followers, dubbed the Fijnschilders (“fine-
painters”), including Frans van Mieris, Godefridus Schalcken, and Gabriel Metsu. 
Fijnschilderen represented a form of painting that enjoyed great popularity in its day. 
Prices for oil paintings by Dou, Mieris, and others in fact exceeded those by masters such 
as Rubens and even Rembrandt, at least until the invention of photography when 
circumstances changed. The Leiden Collection now possesses more works by 
fijnschilders than any other private collector or collecting institution in the world. 
 
Of course, Rembrandt remains the Kaplans’ favorite artist. Only 350 or so paintings by 
the master have survived, and The Leiden Collection owns eleven of them. The Kaplans 
bought their first Rembrandt in 2006, the drawing Young Lion Resting. “The first 



Rembrandt that I acquired,” recounts Dr. Kaplan, “actually was not an oil painting, but a 
small drawing of a lion. Rembrandt made six such drawings of lions, of which two are in 
the Louvre, two are in the British Museum, one is in the Netherlands, and the remaining 
one is ours.” When the art dealer offered to sell the drawing to him, Thomas asked his 
wife Daphne for her opinion. She responded: “It’s a Rembrandt, it’s a lion, and it’s 
beautiful. If it’s not for you, then for whom is it?” Thomas Kaplan is also known to be 
very passionate about protecting wildlife, particularly big cats, so he ended up buying this 
drawing that combines his two great “obsessions”. 
 
Shortly thereafter, the couple acquired an oil painting by Rembrandt, Study of an Old 
Woman in a White Cap, depicting an older woman who Kaplan looks upon as his “first 
love.” Another work by Rembrandt is featured in the National Museum of China’s 
exhibition, representing an old woman who is believed to be the same as the one in Study 
of an Old Woman in a White Cap – Rembrandt’s housekeeper. 
 
In the five years from 2003 to 2008, the Kaplans went on an acquisition spree. “We were 
acquiring on average one painting per week.” Over time, Rembrandt school paintings 
from The Leiden Collection became the largest, widest in scope, and deepest in content 
of any collection outside of national-scale museums – including many of the finest works 
belonging to any private collection. The Kaplans focused on purchasing rare and 
significant pieces, such as Hagar and the Angel by Carel Fabritius (the only work by 
Rembrandt’s most renowned student still in private hands), Jan Steen’s Prayer Before the 
Meal, Johannes Vermeer’s Young Woman Seated at a Virginal (produced from the same 
bolt of canvas as The Lacemaker, currently at the Louvre, and the only Vermeer in a 
private collection), and Rembrandt’s Unconscious Patient acquired in 2016. 
 
Every painting is a story 
 
Surprisingly, although Thomas Kaplan is many things – entrepreneur, international 
investor, philanthropist, and art collector – and The Leiden Collection comprises over 
250 pieces, he seems to know everything about each of them, as if they were his children. 
 
“Why did Rembrandt paint so many self-portraits? Not because he was a narcissist of 
course, but because he was already a famous painter at the time. To possess a Rembrandt 
Self-Portrait was the equivalent of having one of Monet’s Water Lilies or Andy Warhol’s 
Soup Cans. It was evidence that you had good taste. Furthermore, painters had to be 
creative to make money. Rembrandt would always keep a self-portrait in his studio, for 
two reasons. First, to show potential customers a preview of what the final result would 
look like if they were to hire him – it was a sample. Second, in the event that someone 
would want to buy a self-portrait, they could conveniently buy that one.” 
 
In addition to self-portraits by Rembrandt, The Leiden Collection also features Portrait of 
Rembrandt in Oriental Dress by Rembrandt’s student, Isaac de Jouderville. This piece 
constitutes an important reference in order to understand Rembrandt’s teaching methods 
in his earlier period. “At the time, Rembrandt would give his student a self-portrait and 
instruct him to follow the blueprint to make a copy.” The full-length Rembrandt Self-



Portrait (1631) that was used as the initial reference now belongs to the collection of the 
Petit Palais in Paris. Later on, however, Rembrandt found that he did not like how his 
legs looked in this self-portrait, and decided to paint in a wavy-haired poodle. He would 
not paint any more self-portraits that included his legs after that,” said Kaplan. “One 
reason why the work by Isaac de Jouderville is so important is because it represents the 
only full-length portrait of Rembrandt, and thus has great historical value.” 
 
Jan Lievens, a contemporary of Rembrandt, is another important focus of attention in The 
Leiden Collection. The 6 paintings by Lievens from his peak period include the famous 
Self-Portrait and Boy in a Cape and Turban (both of which are on display at the National 
Museum of China). “They were good friends, used the same studio, but they were also 
rivals. People at the time were all watching to see which of these two young men had the 
brighter future.” As Kaplan explains with rapt interest: “Did you know? Both of them had 
served as models for the other. In Lievens’ painting Card Players, one can see 
Rembrandt making a cameo appearance. This represents the first time that Rembrandt 
served as someone else’s model. And it is also believed that the young musician depicted 
in Rembrandt’s Three Musicians (Allegory of Hearing) is the young Lievens.” 
 
Three Musicians (Allegory of Hearing) belongs to “The Five Senses” series of paintings 
from Rembrandt’s early period. This series includes five paintings, three of which belong 
to The Leiden Collection. The piece Unconscious Patient (Allegory of Smell) comes with 
an interesting story as well. 
 
As of two years ago, people thought that there were only three surviving paintings in this 
series – the other two having long been lost. So when that particular painting resurfaced, 
nobody knew what to make of it. It appeared at an auction held in a small town near New 
York, and was catalogued as “Continental School, Nineteenth Century” with an initial 
asking price of $500.” Among the bidders in attendance at the auction were dealers who 
knew of Kaplan’s collection. They recognized that this painting belonged to “The Five 
Senses” series. At that point, the price soared from $500 to $1 million. The very next day, 
the French dealer that had bought the painting sold it to Kaplan. 
 
For how much? 
 
“I am usually not inclined to say how much I have paid for a particular painting. It is not 
my way. But I am willing to share a few details, because I once allowed a New York 
Times reporter to whom I was giving an interview to guess the price. I said, ‘If you guess 
correctly, I will confirm that price.’ He guessed $5 million. He was lucky and right!” 
 
Apart from the incredible price discrepancy, this piece is also important because 
Rembrandt’s signature was later discovered on the painting – a characteristic that the 
other three works from the series do not enjoy. As a result, it is now considered to be the 
earliest known work signed by Rembrandt. The piece also provides significant evidence 
for those studying Rembrandt’s early signature. “These captivating stories behind the 
paintings represent a major reason why people are so attracted to them,” said Kaplan. 
 



 
Sharing is the greatest virtue 
 
Unlike the vast majority of collectors, the Kaplans did not hang their paintings at home. 
“We do not have a single painting of our own there. They are all in museums.” 
 
Since The Leiden Collection’s inception, the Kaplans have created a “lending library” – a 
concept that remains unique to date in the Old Masters. “Our principle is to acquire works 
from the private domain and to share them with the public. We use an anonymous 
approach, lending our paintings to major museums and allowing the general public to 
enjoy them.” Over the years, The Leiden Collection has lent works on 172 occasions, 
constantly contributing pieces from the Collection to support special temporary 
exhibitions as well as permanent collections at institutions all over the world. These 
include the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the National Gallery of Art in 
Washington, D.C., the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, the Rijksmuseum in the 
Netherlands, the Louvre in Paris, and many other renowned exhibition halls. 
 
In January 2017, The Leiden Collection launched an online collection catalogue with the 
objective of establishing the most comprehensive and user-friendly academic reference of 
its kind. Art lovers are now able to retrieve all of the graphic information from the 
Collection, access academic essays, and consult expert studies on both The Leiden 
collection and the Dutch Golden Age. 
 
After over a decade of anonymous lending, The Leiden Collection is now appearing 
before the public as a conceptual whole. “We think it was the right time to hold a 
traveling exhibition, allowing the public further contact with, and greater understanding 
of, these Dutch masters. This is our vision and our ideal.” The Louvre was chosen as the 
first stop on this international tour. The iconic museum happens to be the first place 
where the Kaplans took their children to appreciate art, and it has been the family’s 
favorite ever since. 
 
“We are Americans, the first exhibition was held in France, and the theme was Dutch 
painting. This speaks to the sense of commonality that characterizes all cultures. 
Rembrandt is universal. That is the most important point. Whether people are American, 
French, Chinese, Dutch, Russian, Arab, Jewish… Rembrandt represents a treasure for the 
whole world. This is why he is so special. In a time like this, we are all searching for a 
medium that can bring people together. That is why we have come here.” 
 
Why the preference for Rembrandt 
 
As to why Dr. Kaplan is so attracted to Rembrandt, the American collector offers a very 
unique and profound explanation: “It doesn’t take a genius to collect Rembrandt, but it 
takes a genius to be Rembrandt. The master changed the course of the history of art, and 
changed forever the face of oil painting. Not only was he the greatest painter of his age, 
but he also brought revolutionary changes to how painting is approached.” 
 



Among the many classical painters, what makes Rembrandt so different from the others, 
what makes him so unique? “Before Rembrandt, classical Western art had a set of 
traditional ways of defining ‘beauty’ and ‘realism.’ Rembrandt actually redefined how 
artists interpret ‘beauty,’ by choosing to show people as they truly are, whether in terms 
of their bodily form or their inner self. In that era, this was absolutely disruptive,” Dr. 
Kaplan said. “Rembrandt broke with tradition and used different approaches to look at 
‘beauty,’ allowing artists the right to express what they really felt. This changed all of art. 
If one looks at the developments that came afterward, at the changes that occurred 
throughout Western art, such as with Goya, Picasso, Van Gogh, Delacroix – all had been 
fascinated with Rembrandt at one time, because they felt that he gave them the freedom 
to create according to their own wishes.” 
 
Minerva in Her Study exemplifies Rembrandt’s quest. “The painting depicts the goddess 
of wisdom and war. For the master, the ability to paint a work such as this one constituted 
the highest degree of artistic accomplishment. Many of the self-portraits that he produced 
were to earn money. In the master’s heart, his ultimate goal was to be able to paint this 
kind of historical work.” 
 
The depiction of the woman’s face in this painting arguably broke the traditional 
paradigm. “Rembrandt could paint anything that he wanted to paint. He could paint a 
beauty in the traditional sense, or paint a woman who very much displayed the 
characteristics of a Dutch woman of the day. But Rembrandt did not care about following 
the traditional practice; he simply wanted to show reality as he saw it. He always painted 
what he wanted to paint. This is a very typical Dutch woman, and one can see that she is 
very strong. She has a real presence. To a painter, reality is beauty. There were a lot of 
critics at the time who thought that Rembrandt did not paint beautifully, but he did not 
care. That took a lot of courage.” 
 
The Rembrandt era, especially the sense of exploration that so characterized it, played a 
crucial role in subsequent artistic developments. This period, which came to be known as 
the Dutch Golden Age, witnessed an explosive emergence of paintings and artists. Prior 
to it, the vast majority of themes in European painting remained religious in nature. 
Afterwards, broader horizons had opened for both the themes and techniques of painting. 
 
“We firmly believe that art represents a powerful force to connect people and cultures, 
even more so than organizations. We also believe that Rembrandt has a unique position 
and role to play in building those connections. He is not only a Dutch artist, but in fact 
belongs to Chinese artists as well. The goal of this travelling exhibition is to create a 
long-term impact, helping people understand Rembrandt’s art. If we can encourage 
Chinese audiences to appreciate Rembrandt and his contemporaries, and the role they 
played as a critical link in the history of art, then we will have achieved something of 
historical significance. This is our ambition. We hope to build these kinds of bridges.” 
 
Who is Dr. Kaplan? 
 
Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan is an American entrepreneur, international investor, philanthropist, 



 

 

and art collector. He currently serves as the Chairman of The Electrum Group LLC in 
New York. The Group combines investment, advisory services, and asset management 
activities, with a focus on the natural resources sector. 
 
Dr. Kaplan was born in New York in 1962. He earned his Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degrees, as well as a PhD in history, from the University of Oxford. In 1993, Dr. Kaplan 
began investing in the minerals field. He named his company after electrum, a naturally 
occurring alloy of gold and silver. Interestingly, the first coin in history, discovered at the 
site of ancient Lydia in Anatolia, was made from electrum. The Electrum Group controls 
high-quality gold and silver mineral resources companies in North America, among 
others. As a result, the Kaplan family has become a major player in the industry. 
 
The Kaplans participate in philanthropic causes on an international scale. They provide 
support to museums around the world, including loans of precious art pieces. They are 
also among the most vocal advocates for, and most significant sponsors of, global 
wildlife conservation efforts, having contributed over $100 million to environmental 
causes in the past decade. In 2006, the couple established Panthera, an organization that 
aims to protect endangered big cats and the ecosystems on which they depend for their 
survival. 
 
National Museum of China 
June 17, 2017 – September 3, 2017 
“Rembrandt and His Time: Masterpieces from the Leiden Collection” 
 


