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Through A Collector's Eye: Thomas Kaplan on
Collecting Old Masters

AEECI amass'mg che largest CO“.&CCiOﬂ Of Rcmbrandc Works in pr'wate hands, I{aplan ItﬂtCES on 20

years of build'mg his collection
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One of Thomas Kaplan’s earliest memories of his interest in arc is of his first encounter wich a work
by Rembrandc. “When I was abouc six years old, my mother took me to the Metropolican Museum
of Artin New York, where I fell in love at first sight with Rembrandc. Every weekend, I'd ask her to
go back o the Mer and spend time with Rembrande” Kaplan's mather actcempred to expand his
palare, taking him to cthe Museum of Modern Art to explore its modern and contemporary
collections. “We stood in fronc of a blank canvas wich a line across it, and apparencly, I crossed my
arms, shook my head, and said, ‘No, take me back to the Rembrandcs!” Kaplan shares with a laugh.
He remembers the immediare connection he felc at a young age to Rembrandr and his paintings.
Fs.mil}' crips would soon bring him to Amsrerdam, a destination sceeped in the legacy of
Rembrandrc. Kap]a.n continued his study of arr, training his eyein Eu.rope:m museumns through
regular travels, and ferociously expanded his knowledge through expert licerature on the artists he

IOV'Cd.

Becoming a Collector

While his longrime incerest in Old Masters and his pursuit of a PhD in history ac Oxford would
undoubtedly provide a strong foundation for an emerging art collecror, he never saw himself
btcomjng one, immtdiactlj.-‘ dismissing the idea when his mother-in-law once broug]:lt icup.
Per\'ently opposed to “marerialism” chen (a perspecrive char has since somewhar faded, he shares),
he alse never thought it Possiblc to collect Old Mascers, chinking the}-‘ all "su.rcl}' must be in
museum collections” A dinner in 2003 where Kaplan was seated next to Sir Norman Rosenthal—

thﬁn-t’j{hibition Secrerary at Eht Rma] Academ}-‘ Of Ares— changﬁd hlS PEI’CﬁPEiOﬂ when &Skﬁd “-'hat



he would collect if he could. Explaining his trepidations abour collecting Old Mascers—cheir
scarcicy, being undervalued in contrast to modern and COTCEmMpOTAry art, and their most certain
inclusion in museum collections bjf now—Resenchal pointed out that, while not commeon, it was in
fact a good moment to explore che marker and build a collection of Old Masters. While Kaplan lefc
the conversarion wich the agreement that Rosenchal would lec him know if he heard of a worlk by
Gerrit Dou for sale, it was a dccpcr underst:md.ing of the possibilities of the arc markec char provtd
to be his biggest Eakeaway. “The important part of this conversation was thac Sir Norman made

clear char whac I love was acrually available”
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Building a Collection

Not long chereafter, Kaplan's conversation wich Rosenchal resulred in his firsc acquisicion of a
painting, Porrrair of Dirck van Beresteyn (c. 1652) by Dou, chrough a dealer, marking his firsc foray inco
the Old Masters marker. His experiences with various dealers over the past 20 years have been the
foundarion of his activiries on the arc ma.‘rket—relationships he deems pivota] for che formarion of
his collection. ]mportant roles have been piayecl by Otro Naumann, Salomon Lilian, and ]ohnny
Van Haeften, who became Kaplan's “closest collaborators and advisors” “It is due to the loyalcy and
tenacity of dealers chac [ ga_ined access to these kinds ofpaintings, and managed to txpand the
Collecrion so rapidl}' and intensei}',’" he says, having accluirtd, on average, one painting a week over
the course of five years. Prcfe_rring privace sales, Kapian acquires at auction as well, bur also chere he
relies on che rdationships he has builc wich dealers through their support in bidding or inspecting a

work in person when he is not able ro.



Kap]an lecs himself be guidcd in the process of acquiring a work—or HOE—b}F the same fctling he
had asa six-year- old looking ar Rembrandr: an immediare connecrion. “I'm a serious person and a
very passionate individual. When I'm interested in a paincing, I'm all in, and I'll cell a dealer
immediacely” Since thar faceful dinner in 2003, Kaplan and his wife Daphne have builc an excensive
collection of Dutch rych-century painrings. Apcly named The Leiden Collection, in honor of
Rembrandr's place of birch, it comprises over 250 paintings and drawings b}-‘ some of the pcriod’s
grearest artiscs. Rembrande, his circle in Leiden and Amsterdam, as well as artiscs relared to che
master in various ways are the Collecrion’s focus. Seventeen paincings and two drawings b}:
Rembrandr spanning the enrire arc of his career sit ar its core—the most important collecrion of
the master’s works in privace hands—while paintings by arcists such as Do, Frans Hals, Jan Lievens,
Frans van Mieris—and, unique in a private collection, Vermeer and Fabricius—explore che singular
impact and influence char Rembrandc had on his fellow Ijth-centur}-' peers. Primaril}-' driven b}-‘ the
beaut}: he sees in the works of these artists, another common denominaror is the depicdcn of the
human Egurc—l(aplan’s main co]lccting areas being his[or‘\.-' painting, portraiture, and genre scemnes.
“We don't collece still lifes, landscapes, or seascapes. | appreciate them, buc for us, it's abouc the

engagemenc wich people in arc”

Passion and Mission

Kap]aﬂ’s coﬂecting is not onl}‘ driven b}-‘ his personal passion for Durch Old Masters. From the
starg, he had a very sptciﬁc goal in mind. The Kaplans never lived wich che paincings chcy acquirtd,
instead creating what Kaplan calls a “lending library,” providing che arcworks to public insticucions
for special exhibirions or 10nger—term loans for cheir permanent collections. “I've been asked before
how I can nor live with one of our Rembrandts,” says Kaplan. “For us, the question would have to be
asked the other way around: how can we live wich Rembrande? [ gec pleasure from secing a
reproduction and out of the fact thar we own them. Bur I ger much more pleasure ourt of knowing
that they are being seen by che broader public” He remembers the moment when he reached
cerrainty in this decision, onl}f ayear after starting to collect. “We had lent our Lievens paincing of
Boy in a Cape and Turban (c. 1631) to the Gerry Museum on the occasion of a symposium. flew to
Los Angclts o participate in the event, and while visiting the exhibition room where the painting
was on display, a group of young students wandered in. One girl became fixated on the boy while
her fellow students had already wandered off. You could see this connection; it was transfixing. I

told the curacor, Tget it now: we are only going to lend our paintings from now on”



Kaplan and his wife remained anonymous lenders to museums uncil 2017 Thar year, chey launched
The Leiden Collection’s online catalog, providing in-depth scholarly explorations of their endre
collecrion as well as an internarional exhibicion program of highlights from the Collecrion in
museums in Paris, Beijing, Shanghai, Moscow, St. Petersburg, and Abu Dhabi. The Kaplans became
more vocal about the art they so admired. What he has wanted to accomplish with the Collection,
Kap]an aiplains, “is for People to understand che enduring beauty‘ and signiﬁcance of Durch art of
the r7ch century.” More specifically, he aims o evangelize abour a deep belief chac Rembrande
represents the most important and irnpacl:ﬁ.ll paincer of all time. “T do not dwell so much on
Rembrandr the individual; my interest lies wich che impact of his work: his brushwork, his use of
paint, his disPensing wich many classical conventions of how to express the inner life of a person,
whart he thought constituted beauty. A]rtady considered a rtvolutionm’ in his time, Rembrandc
unleashed a power for artists to be true to themselves,” he shares. “The transformation of his
painting from tight and fine to, by the end of his life, almost abstract and expressionist—it is that
very arc that paved the way for luminaries like Goya, Turner, Delacroix, Van Gogh, Picasso, and
Francis Bacon, all the way through to various contemporary ardists like Jenny Saville or Zeng
Fanzhi” Kaplan also sees an even greater mission for art, which tqua]]y underlies the Collection and
international exhibitions. “We've aimed to use the art of Rembrande to build bridges berween

PEOP]& and cultures; EhI’OL‘Lgh Eh& beauty ofhis WOI’]{, We are reminded OfWhaE unires us”

The Kapla.ns conrinue to collect, but wich lesser intensicty than in che firsc five years of cheir
journey. “We rake opporcunicies o fill in che gaps for whar is a study collection,” Kaplan says. To
any new Old Master enchusiasc looking to make ctheir way onto the arc marker, Kaplan goes back to
whart has been Pivotal to his own collecting experiences: nameiy, buiiding close relationships with
arc dealﬁrs. “hjy adViCE oa yOUIlg CDHCCI:OI WD‘LLid bE TO starc W'iti] a dta]er Wl[il whom one can
establish a personal rapport. Expla.in to them what you love, explore with chem what you want to

accornplish, and ler them be your guide to the arr marker”



