
 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



Il Giornale dell’Arte July 18, 2025 Rabier Amandine 

Thomas Kaplan: “The school of Rembrandt has always fascinated me” 

The French-American entrepreneur recounts the origins of his exceptional collection of 17th-

century Dutch artworks, which will be on display until the end of August in an exhibition at 

the H'ART Museum in Amsterdam. His first encounter with the Dutch master: at 6 years of 

age, at Metropolitan in New York 

Thomas S. Kaplan (New York 1962) is a French-American entrepreneur and investor, 
environmentalist and art collector. He studied in Switzerland and at Oxford University, where 

he holds a bachelor’s degree, master’s degree and doctorate in History. He is the President of 

The Electrum Group, a precious metals investment firm, and founded New York-based natural 
conservation organization Panthera. The organization helps preserve seven species of large 

cats: cheetahs, jaguars, leopards, lions, puma, snow leopards, and tigers. From its founding in 
2017 until 2023, he served as President of the International Alliance for the Protection of 

Heritage in Conflict Zones (Aliph), based in Geneva, which funds the implementation of 

programs for prevention and response to emergencies and the restoration of cultural assets at 
risk of destruction or damage due to armed conflicts. With his wife, Daphne Recanati, Kaplan 

began collecting works from the Dutch Golden Century in 2003. In just a few years, the 
Kaplans founded the Leiden Collection, named after Rembrandt’s hometown. Their interest in 

the painter and his circle soon developed into one of the most important private collections of 

17th-century Dutch art. 

Thomas Kaplan, where did your passion for Rembrandt come from? 

It all started with our first encounter, when I was 6 years old. One weekend my mother took 
me to Met, New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art. I was immediately fascinated with the 

Rembrandt works I discovered there. After that, I insisted on coming back every weekend. I 

would spend a lot of time in front of Rembrandt’s paintings, then we would go to buy a hot 
dog from a street vendor. This became a ritual for my mother and me. Then my mother had the 

idea to diversify my tastes by showing me other forms of art. So she brought me to MoMA 
(Museum of Modern Art). When I came to a large white canvas crossed by a red line, I lifted 

my arms up to her and asked to go back to the Met! 

I don’t remember exactly the first Rembrandt I saw. But I remember very well what impressed 
me when I returned to the Met, as I was suffering from post-traumatic stress after my 

experience with contemporary art. It was “Aristotle with a Bust of Homer.” As soon as I saw 
this work, I felt an immediate sense of peace. 

Years later, during a trip to Europe to visit my sister in Madrid, I asked my parents to go to 

Amsterdam: “That’s where Rembrandt lived,” I said. That’s how the tradition was born. 

What prompted you to create your collection? 



I was about forty years old and was invited to Croatia by the sister of one of my best friends, 
Francesca von Habsburg. During a dinner, I found myself sitting next to a particularly 

surprising character: Sir Norman Rosenthal, then the exhibition secretary at the Royal 
Academy of Arts in London. He asked me if I was a collector. My wife, Daphne Recanati, was 

already a collector of 20th-century design items: Jean Prouvé, Charlotte Perriand and some 

Italian designers that I also loved a lot... But as far as I was concerned, no. Then he asked me: 
“What if you were collecting, what would you collect?” Obviously I responded “the 

Rembrandt school,” which I had always loved, even though I was convinced that it was 
impossible to purchase such works. Rosenthal quickly convinced me otherwise. My first 

purchase was a portrait by Gerrit Dou. The collection was born. 

The Leiden Collection was first exhibited at the Louvre in Paris in 2017. Have you made any 
new acquisitions since? 

I would say that, since the exhibition at the Louvre, we have added about twenty works to the 
collection, including five Rembrandts. But the pace is no longer the same: in the first five 

years we bought almost one painting a week! 

At that time, when I was looking for a Metsu, Dou or Rembrandt, I was always offered 
something to buy. We arrived at the right time: passion and money allowed us to satisfy our 

particular taste for Dutch painting. It was a singular time; today a collection like this would no 
longer be possible. 

What were the criteria for building your collection? Have they changed over time? 

When you look at the collection, you notice that there are no landscapes in the strict sense, no 
still lifes: it is entirely dedicated to the human figure. It wasn’t a deliberate choice at first, but 

it arose naturally. These are historical scenes, genre scenes, or portraits, often enriched with 
magnificent landscapes or a still life in the background, but there is always a human presence. 

This is the first criterion. 

Aesthetically, of course, it is important that my wife and I like the picture. But we also bought 
works that didn’t impress me aesthetically. Take “Rembrandt’s Mother” for example: it took 

me time to appreciate her. The more I contemplated it, the more I perceived its modernity. 
Some works are also important from a scientific perspective. On the other hand, the decorative 

issue never comes into play: it is never a matter of thinking “will it look good over the 

couch?”. The collection is not even encyclopedic. Many artists from that time aren’t included. 
Sometimes we only have one or two works from the same painter, but most often we have ten 

or fifteen, covering their entire career, from youth to maturity. So I would say that when we 
love an artist, we love him deeply! 

Do you have any obsessions with acquisitions? 

The thing that most closely approached an obsession is Rembrandt’s “Old Bearded Man.” 
Probably because the owner refused to sell it to me... 

Had it become a quest? 



In this specific case, yes, it was clearly a quest. 

Like tracking a snow leopard... 

Yes! I could show you some videos!... 

The H’ART Museum exhibition catalog mentions the famous phrase that Dostoevsky has 

Prince Myskin speak in “The Idiot”: “Beauty will save the world.” Do you have a definition 

of beauty? 

For me, beauty is what touches the soul. And it’s not always what you would spontaneously 

call “beautiful.” Do you remember the famous photo of Robert Capa, the Spanish soldier with 
his arms open, captured at the time of death? It is religiously sublime. Don’t misunderstand 

me—I don’t like being shocked. However, this photo is incredibly beautiful because of the 

impact it has on our hearts. But it’s not a common definition of beauty. Rembrandt, on the 
other hand, touches universal beauty. That’s the difference. When the Nobel Prize for Russian 

Literature, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, quotes this phrase from Dostoevsky in his speech in 
Stockholm; he does it first to deplore its vacuity, because beauty is no savior. But then he goes 

on to evoke the trinity formed by truth, goodness and beauty. Now, when truth and goodness 

disappear, the weight of the other two fall onto beauty. So I realized that what Dostoevsky said 
was not an empty statement, but a noble prophecy. And the common denominator of what 

moves me deeply in my life is just that: beauty. Nothing but beauty. 

 




