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“Kaplan: Life is Short, but Art Lasts Forever”
Dr. Thomas S. Kaplan established The Leiden Collection in 2003. It is now the largest and most
important private collection of 17th century Dutch art in the world, comprising over 250
masterpieces of oil paintings and sketches.
§
How did you start collecting works by Rembrandt?
When I was 6, my mother took me to the Metropolitan Museum in New York to see works by
the classical masters. This constituted my first encounter with Rembrandt’s paintings and I
simply fell in love with them. There are about 350 paintings by Rembrandt in the world. My
assumption at the time was that all of these works belonged to museums, but in fact, about 10%
remain in private hands and have been handed down from generation to generation. As soon as
we became aware that great old masters could be acquired, we began to take action. Very
quickly, we were buying at the average speed of one painting per week.
What can you tell us about the prices that you have paid to acquire these masterpieces?
Few people realize that classical masterpieces can be collected privately. This has created some
form of market anomaly. As a result, prices for these paintings can actually be lower than the
prices for works by contemporary artists that are still alive.
For today’s viewers, what significance do paintings from the Dutch Golden Age bear?
Without understanding the classical masters, one cannot understand the development of art.
Contemporary art stands on the shoulders of tremendous artists, whose inspiration can be traced
back to 17th century Dutch painting and the Rembrandt School. Some two hundred years prior
to the emergence of Impressionism, many of Rembrandt’s works could already be characterized
by a certain Impressionist style. Furthermore, in his later days, Rembrandt’s brushstrokes and
the various ways in which he experimented with pigments and colors all carried a sense of
Expressionism.
How should contemporary audiences appreciate and seek to understand his paintings?
Art appreciation is a very subjective experience. My advice therefore would be that if one
wishes to establish a connection with a particular artist, the best way to do so would be to spend
as much time as possible with that artist’s works in the gallery. Standing in front of these
paintings, one would immediately feel as if they were engaging in conversation. Educating
oneself about comments and opinions by other artists constitutes another helpful approach in
my opinion.
Are books and movies a good way to get acquainted with artists? Which ones would you
recommend?

Girl with a Pearl Earring made people more familiar with Vermeer. Another example is a
novel called The Goldfinch, named after a painting by Carel Fabritius – who was one of
Rembrandt’s most prominent pupils. The book, in parts, delves into the life of this young artist.
What is your personal understanding of Rembrandt?
Rembrandt was a revolutionary artist. His paintings were realistic and endowed its characters
with powerful inner thoughts, personalities and emotions, in the hope of bringing out the most
authentic kind of beauty to the eyes of the viewer. This idea predated both Impressionism and
Expressionism by hundreds of years. In some contemporary artists, one can still observe a
similar pursuit of his liberating conception of beauty.
How did the Netherlands in the 17th century become the center of art and culture in Europe?
When the Netherlands became independent from Spanish rule, extricating themselves from the
“shackles” of the Catholic Church so to speak, the objectives of painting changed from religioncentered to anything but religious. The focus of artists also evolved from historical paintings to
genre paintings, which depicted daily life. This constituted a revolutionary breakthrough. While
artists from other European cities remained dependent on sponsorship from royalty or the
Catholic Church, Dutch artists started accepting commissions and began painting for all
segments of society. This led to an explosion in originality and creativity.
How do you compare classical art with contemporary art?
I very much respect contemporary artists, but the sense of a painting’s past – which so
characterizes our appreciation of classical art – is something that contemporary art by definition
lacks. This begins with the provenance of these paintings, where one can find out about a
work’s prior owners and identify the different eras that they experienced. Life is short, but art
lasts forever.
How do private collections preserve and share their art works?
Good private collections complement public collections. As a matter of policy, my wife and I
would never enter into a bidding war with a museum. Instead, we proactively share the 250 or
so pieces that we have acquired with over 40 museums around the world. We have also put our
entire collection online, available for free. And finally, our latest effort has been to assemble the
“essence” of our collection and to take it on a global tour.
What would your advice be to new collectors?
Acquiring art for speculative purposes does not make much sense from a historical standpoint.
In any “Golden Age” of art creation, a large number of works tend to emerge. If 1% of these
works can stand the test of time, and still be regarded as art, that would indeed already be a very
significant figure. My recommendation would be to buy whatever one likes. If one does that,
one can’t go wrong.

