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Evangelist of Rembrandt 

Thomas Kaplan, interview - billionaire Thomas Kaplan owns seventeen Rembrandts, a Vermeer, and 

countless other Dutch masters. Not one of them is hanging in his home. He now loans them to the 

Rijksmuseum and The Hermitage. “You cannot keep a painting like that to yourself, can you?” 

 

Billionaire bought Rembrandts “like a vacuum cleaner,” now he loans them out 

The American billionaire Thomas Kaplan finds it a “great pleasure” that paintings from his private 

collection are on display in two Amsterdam museums. The Rijksmuseum has just hung “Lady Seated at 

a Virginal” in the great Vermeer exhibition, which opens Thursday. It is the only Vermeer in the world 

that is privately owned. Since this weekend, “Rembrandt and his contemporaries” can be seen in the 

Hermitage. An exhibition with Dutch masters from the 17th century: Ferdinand Bol, Jan Steen, the 

only privately owned Carel Fabritius, and two of the seventeen paintings Kaplan owns by his great idol 

Rembrandt van Rijn. 

The sixty-year-old billionaire, dressed in an impeccably tailored suit, is sitting relaxed on a bench in 

the Hermitage. On his lapel, he inned the Order of Orange-Nassau, an award he received for his 

commitment to Dutch culture. Satisfied, he looks at the Dutch masters in his collection, which he calls 

The Leiden Collection – an homage to Rembrandts’ hometown. He only sees his paintings in museums 

because none are in his New York and Paris homes. “People often ask me why I do not hang them on 

the wall. I then ask: how can you keep something like that to yourself? Most of the paintings I have 

come from private collections. They were never seen, but now they are. That’s our approach.” 

Kaplan and his wife, Daphne Recanati, began collecting at the beginning of this century. They bought 

like mad, often a piece of art a week. Dutch masters they wanted, Rembrandt and his contemporaries. 

“The vacuum cleaner,” they called me in the art trade,” he says, laughing. He likes to talk about how he 

got his hands on the Vermeer. “I wanted to buy a self-portrait by Rembrandt from a casino boss in Las 

Vegas who was in financial trouble. But, he said: you only get it if you take the Vermeer with it.” 

Laughing: “You can blackmail me with a fantastic offer.” 

Greatest of all time 

As extraordinary as such a Vermeer was, he was all about the Rembrandt. Because according to 

Kaplan, that is the greatest of all time. “He was the first painter who knew how to touch the soul. He 

paved the way for artists to show their own truth and beauty.” He thinks that this certainly had to do 

with the time in which Rembrandt lived. “In the Eighty Years’ War [Tachtigjarige Oorlog], the 

Netherlands threw off the chains of the Spanish empire and of art dominated by religion. Not only did 

he have a lot of influence on his contemporaries, but also on the big names that followed: Goya, 

Delacroix, Turner, Van Gogh, Picasso, Francis Bacon – you name it. So many artists cite him as their 

most remarkable example. He was ahead of his time.” 

To spread that message – he jokingly calls himself an evangelist of Rembrandt – he loans the works as 

much as possible. The paintings of the other 17th-century painters he collects also travel the world. 

Consisting of more than 250 works, Kaplan describes The Leiden Collection as an art library of old 

masters. 

Yes, he and his wife want to give something back to the world. But when asked if this arises from an 

unease about their vast wealth, as fellow billionaires like Warren Buffet and Bill Gates do express, he 

answers with a very definite “no”. “I do it because it comes naturally to me. There is no other motive, 



nor do I judge how others use their wealth or art; this is how I do it.” His wealth allows him to indulge 

his passions on a grand scale. Besides Rembrandt, he is totally fascinated by big cats. He purchases 

nature reserves all over the world where tigers, leopards, and panthers are allowed to roam. He is a co-

founder of Panthera, an organization that protects cats. 

His passion for Rembrandt ignited at an early age when his mother took him to the Metropolitan 

Museum in New York at the age of 6. “I do not remember what I felt when I saw a Rembrandt for the 

first time. But I wanted to go back every weekend. When my mother took me to the Museum of 

Modern Art for a variation, I stood angrily, arms crossed, looking at a white canvas with one line, and 

said I want to go to Rembrandt.” Laughing: “The trauma that I was tortured with contemporary art and 

the liberation just to be able to go to the Rembrandt again, that is etched in my memory.” When he was 

later allowed to choose where to go on vacation, he chose Amsterdam. “I wanted to go to the city 

where Rembrandt had lived.” 

Kaplan went to boarding school in Switzerland and studied history at Oxford. That he then ended up in 

the commodities trade, with which he amassed his enormous fortune, was “truly a coincidence.” He 

proved quite talented at predicting which commodities would rise sharply in value. He was particularly 

successful with timely investments in precious metals such as gold and platinum. “I still know very 

little about geology and mining. My talent, I think, is that I can apply lessons from history to business 

so that I am just one step ahead of my competitors.” 

He started his art collection with the same insight. “I had also fallen in love with Gerrit Dou in the 

Rijksmuseum, but I never thought I would be able to buy a painting by him. That I would ever own a 

Rembrandt was completely beyond my imagination. Until I spoke to Sir Norman Rosenthal of 

London’s Royal Academy in 2003, who said that paintings from the 17th century were somewhat 

undervalued. The dealers knew where the pieces were but had no buyers.” He smelled an opportunity, 

although the billionaire swears that he will never see art as just a good investment. 

“When I saw something I liked, it took me a minute to decide. I was overcome by a collecting urge that 

I did not know I had in me. There was a trio of traders who realized that we wanted to buy a lot, if 

necessary, one in the morning and one in the evening. They always came to me first. That’s when 

passion, capital and a certain taste come together. I call that a deadly combination. My wish was to 

create the most beautiful collection there is. While I had no idea what that meant.” 

Catching each other’s eyes 

The penny dropped when he loaned one of the works to the Getty Museum in Los Angeles, “The Boy 

with the Turban [De jongen met de tulband]” by Jan Lievens. “I saw a school class walking past the 

painting, and one girl remained standing. I saw how the girl and the boy in the painting caught each 

other’s eyes. 

That was a defining moment for us; everyone should see that art. I realized that with that, I could make 

the connection between people.” 

Kaplan believes that the art of Rembrandt and his contemporaries touches and can connect people all 

over the world. “It reminds us of the things we share instead of separating us. I myself had a very 

cosmopolitan upbringing: boarding school in Switzerland, Oxford University, I have been to 110 

countries. I am Jewish but have worked with many Arabs. My closest associate is Iranian, I live with 

my family in the United States and France, and my three children speak French and Hebrew.” 

By letting his art travel, he hopes to “build bridges, foster tolerance and understanding” between 

people, cultures, and religions. Far-fetched, he admits. “And unfortunately, I have to say that there is 

still a lot of work to be done. I know how barbaric people can be.”  

Currently, he is almost daily involved in the war in Ukraine. “I am chairman of Aliph, the organization 

founded by France and the United Arab Emirates to protect cultural heritage in war zones. A week ago, 



I signed for another twenty generators for museums in Ukraine, and we have already been able to help 

180 institutions. Aliph has a group that can act quickly to move art treasures to safety when bombs hit 

museums.” 

Kaplan has never been picky about the countries allowed to loan his art; The lead Collection has been 

on display from China to Abu Dhabi. But Russia has been removed from the list for now. “I have had 

fantastic experiences with the Hermitage in Saint Petersburg and the Pushkin Museum in Moscow. But 

I support Ukraine. I am not a pacifist and believe in right and wrong. One feverish nationalist can send 

history in the wrong direction.” 

And yet he has by no means lost his faith in the beneficial effects of art. “I always say: Rembrandt can 

save the world. For he represents beauty, truth, and goodness.” 

Art was secure 

Meanwhile, art purchases are slowing down, he admits regretfully. Nowadays, a piece of art is added to 

the collection not every week but once a year at most. Supply dried up in 2008 at the beginning of the 

financial crisis. “You would expect many people to sell their art back then, but the opposite happened: 

people actually held on to them. The value of money had become unclear, and art was safe.” Only 

when people were really in financial distress was there something left to trade – like the Rembrandt and 

the Vermeer of the casino boss. 

Sporadically, Rembrandts still come onto the market. Such as recently “The Standard Bearer [De 

Vaandeldrager]”, which was purchased for the Rijksmuseum. No, Kaplan has not considered bidding 

on it. “I knew it would go to a museum. I will never consciously bid against a museum. That’s where 

the artwork is for everyone to see, and that’s the intention.” 

 

Rembrandt and contemporaries. History paintings from The Leiden Collection, until August 27, 

Hermitage Amsterdam 

Vermeer, February 10 to June 4, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam. 

 


