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“Mona Lisa” by Rembrandt 

The Mona Lisa of the Leiden Collection. This is the painting Minerva in her study by 

Rembrandt, according to Thomas Kaplan. The American billionaire, philanthropist and 

passionate art collector still cannot keep his eyes off her. “She is a real beauty. When I saw it 

for the first time in the art dealership of Otto Naumann, I could not believe that this 

masterpiece had not yet been bought by a museum. 

From Saturday, the public can admire the Roman Goddess of Wisdom and War, for which 

Rembrandt’s beloved wife Saskia acted as model, in the Hermitage in Amsterdam. Kaplan 

loans 35 of the over 250 Old Dutch Masters he owns. In addition to Minerva, it includes 

another Rembrandt, the smallest piece from his oeuvre: Bust of a bearded old man (1633). 

“This is my own Moby Dick, the “big white whale” I obsessively hunted. Year after year, I 

checked via Sotheby's if the owner wanted to sell this jewel to me. For twelve years the answer 

was no. But those who persevere win. Although the man did ask a fortune for this small piece. 

However, I think that, in the long term, it will turn out that this was a bargain. Just as I am 

convinced that the Rijksmuseum and the Louvre got a bargain by purchasing Marten and 

Oopjen for EUR 80M each. We will yet experience that a billion will be paid for masterpieces 

such as these. Just you wait!” 

Silver and gold 

The sixty-year old Kaplan, who will also loan his only Vermeer from next week to the 

Rijksmuseum, has always been a historian. However, he earned his fortune with mining silver, 

gold, zinc and platinum. It is not for nothing that he has the nickname “the gold bug”. Only for 

the past twenty years, he - together with his wife Daphne - devote their time to collecting 17th-

century Dutch art. 

Now they may call themselves the proud owners of the most Rembrandts - 19 pieces - held by 

private individuals. 

“My love for Rembrandt, the master of the light-dark contrast, dates back to my childhood. I 

was eight years old when I saw Aristotle with the bust of Homer in the Metropolitan Museum 

in New York. Of course, I had no idea who the Greek philosopher Aristotle was or why he is 

pondering a portrait image of the writer Homer. But yet, I was immediately enchanted by this 

painting”, said Kaplan, who has now made it his life’s work to promote Rembrandt worldwide 

as “great universal artist”.  “I even received a distinction for that in 2018”, he proudly points to 

the royal distinction on his lapels. 

“You do not have to be a genius to purchase a Rembrandt, but you do to make one. That is 

why I did not name the collection after myself, but rather after the city the artist was born in. 



I see it as a homage to the man, who I consider a true revolutionary. He gave soul to the art of 

painting and could effortlessly measure himself against Michelangelo or Da Vinci. He has 

influenced so many artists who came after him: from Goya, Delacroix and Van Gogh to 

Picasso. And this continues even until today.” 

Idealism 

Kaplan is generous and gladly lets his collection travel all over the world. From China to the 

Arab world: I show my works everywhere. I also do this from an idealistic perspective. 

Because Rembrandt and his students touch everyone’s heart. It is real world heritage. By doing 

so, I hope to make people from all over the world understand that that which binds us is many 

times greater than that which divides us. 

In the Hermitage, the emphasis is not on the historical art of painting. Those are images with 

Biblical or mythological images. “According to Rembrandt, this was the highest genre in 

which an artist could express himself”, says Kaplan. 

It includes works from students, such as Ferdinand Bol, Arent de Gelder and Carel Fabritius. 

“The latter is one of my favorites. His Hagar and the angel is the only Fabritius that is still in 

private hands. It is unfortunate that he died very young during the gunpowder disaster of 1654 

in Delft, because he had to ability to fight for his mentor’s crown. And take a closer look at the 

face of the angel? I sincerely believe that this is a portrait from him. 

 


