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Amy Luan

“Thomas Kaplan: He Brought Rembrandt to China”
“Not what I have, but what I do is my kingdom”
Dr. Thomas Kaplan recently launched “Rembrandt and His Time: Masterpieces from The
Leiden Collection” at the National Museum of China. This represents the largest show of
paintings from the Dutch Golden Age ever exhibited in China. Since its inception, The
Leiden Collection has grown into the sole private “Lending Library” in the Old Masters,
constantly loaning its masterpieces to major museums in Europe, the US, and Japan. To
date, the Collection has extended over 170 anonymous loans to various institutions.
This is precisely the reason why The Leiden Collection, as significant as it is, remained
largely unknown in the past. Its first presentation to the public took place earlier this year
when it debuted at the Louvre.
The Leiden Collection was established in 2003 by two American collectors, Dr. Thomas
Kaplan and his wife, Daphne Recanati Kaplan. It comprises 250 art treasures and stands
as the most important private collection of 17th century Dutch paintings in the world.
The present show at the National Museum of China represents the most significant
exhibition of paintings from the Dutch Golden Age in the history of China. It includes 11
works by Rembrandt – the largest privately owned collection of works by the Dutch
master. Young Woman Seated at a Virginal by the genius Vermeer can also be seen in
Beijing for the first time.
One summer morning, collector, philanthropist, and producer of CLUB magazine, Ms.
Amy Luan, had a fascinating conversation with Dr. Kaplan about religion, art, and
charitable activities.
During their exchange, Amy Luan discovered that, apart from his enthusiasm for
Rembrandt and the Dutch Golden Age, Dr. Kaplan was also deeply committed to the
protection of snow leopards. Much to her surprise, his passion for snow leopards actually
surpassed that for his art collection and business.
This unexpected topic resonated with Amy Luan, who is a collector but also a devout
Buddhist. As a result, the conversation quickly switched from Rembrandt to wildlife
conservation.
“I want to connect people in the present era with art, so that there are no man-made
barriers between cultures. I believe that all types of media available today should be used
to make relationships between people, as well as relationships between mankind and the
environment, harmonious. This is the most important legacy that we can leave for the
next generation.”

Amy Luan (hereafter referred to as A): I was very moved by the fact that you and I have
something in common. You are also willing to give. Although you acquired a very
significant number of Rembrandt’s works with your wealth, you do not keep them at
home. Instead, you send these paintings on global tours so that more people can enjoy
them. This is what impressed me the most in your speech today at the opening. The
people I am most interested in are those who are willing to give their hearts.
Thomas Kaplan (hereafter referred to as K): I am myself a historian. Thomas Carlyle, a
famous historian, put it best: “not what I have, but what I do is my kingdom.” I quoted
this sentence at the opening ceremony at the National Museum of China; it was actually
the title of my speech.
A: I totally agree. As a Buddhist, I have been searching for spiritual communication. You
kept on giving, and God rewarded you with wealth. We are both fortunate. There are
many fortunate people in the world, but some of them struggle to find their sense of
mission. While you are receiving, you are also giving to others. God must love you.
K: This kind of concept is very Chinese, but I think you are quite right. The fact is,
everyone needs some luck to achieve anything, and I feel that I am a particularly lucky
person. On the other hand, I am also very passionate about what I do. There is an ancient
Greco-Roman tradition, with which I agree, that says that one must translate and apply
one’s knowledge into action.
These kinds of thinking have much in common with Buddhism. In Buddhism, the adage
goes: “in pursuit of truth, people often make two mistakes; one is not going all the way,
and the other is not starting.” For me, once I have started something, I always go “all in”.
In fact, I am not so keen about business. My real passion is the protection of wild
animals. You see, snow leopards [pointing to the pattern on his tie]! My other passion,
obviously, is art. I want to connect people in the present era with art, so that there are no
man-made barriers between cultures. I believe that all types of media available today
should be used to make relationships between people, as well as relationships between
mankind and the environment, harmonious. This is the most important legacy that we can
leave for the next generation.
A: I could not agree more with what you said about the mistakes one makes in pursuit of
truth. Speaking about wildlife preservation, I happen to be a vegetarian and I respect
Buddha’s notion of “equality for all creatures”. As such, I will not eat animals, nor would
I want to see them bleed. Few people hold this kind of idea in the world today, but I
believe there will be more.
K: Let me share with you what I would like to do in China in the future. I firmly believe
that in the area of wildlife conservation, China soon will become a world leader. At the
moment, many people may not be able to grasp this idea – it seems somewhat
unconventional. But I happen to like things that are unconventional.

A: You have a passion for art. There is also a sense of “equality for all creatures” in the
world of art. Because art does not know borders, everyone can experience it. I often say
that when God created man from dust, he spent 5 minutes to create an ordinary man, and
half an hour to create an artist. God spent so much time creating each and every one of us
– we should contribute to society, promote truth, good, and beauty.
K: That’s very interesting. I will soon be having a conversation with my friends at the
National Museum of China to see if there could perhaps be another exhibition on the
important theme of wildlife conservation, focusing on species such as snow leopards,
tigers, and others. As you may know, snow leopards have 12 major habitats in the world.
China is the largest, potentially comprising as many such animals as the other 11
countries combined. I am therefore extremely interested in mobilizing China’s influence
and would love to see this exhibition materialize.
A: Where are the majority of snow leopards in China?
K: Most of them are in the western mountains, in places like Xinjiang or Tibet. As I
mentioned, the number of snow leopards in China happens to be the largest in the world.
I also believe that they truly are one of the most beautiful animals in the world. If we
succeed in this effort, snow leopards may well rise to the same status as pandas in China
and become a symbol for the country.
“In the West, the press extensively covers our work in animal conservation. Some reports
have referred to me as “the king of cats”.”
A: You are the “king of leopards”!
K: In the West, the press extensively covers our work in animal conservation. Some
reports have referred to me as “the king of cats”. Even Forbes calls me that. But I do not
want to be the king of cats; I just want to be one of their princes!
A: In reality, you are like a god who protects the felids.
K: In 2006 my wife and I founded a wildcats conservation organization called Panthera,
which is now one of the world’s most influential conservation groups. We have partnered
with over 100 organizations in more than 50 countries worldwide. As I mentioned earlier:
not starting, or not persevering, these are the two biggest mistakes. We didn’t make them.
A: We really should establish a similar conservation initiative in China for snow leopards
and you should consider joining it. Chinese press articles about you should start calling
you “the prince of snow leopards” – you certainly have the spirit!
K: We firmly believe that in China, the future is very promising for the protection of
snow leopards and other large felines. I understand that China is about to establish the
first wild tigers nature reserve in the northeast, which is wonderful news. Soon, the

country will become the world’s leading force in the protection of wild animals. At the
moment, people don’t see much connection between the words “China” and “wildlife
conservation”. But that is about to change.
A month ago, if someone had claimed that China would become a leading force in
combatting global climate change, no one would have believed it. Yet today the country
is clearly an international leader in climate change negotiations. China’s position in the
world is becoming ever more important. This is not to say that China wants power in the
world, rather that the world has begun to slowly give itself to China.
The two animals most subject to illegal trade in the world – the elephant and the tiger –
are being trafficked in China. If they could be protected, China would truly benefit. These
animals are so popular and China’s influence is so great. Take the “Paris Agreement” for
example, where China is now leading so many countries in an impressive display of “soft
power”. This mission can project more power than building 20 new aircraft carriers.
I very much look forward to China’s role in this issue. Smuggling and illegal trafficking
of animal products is not as profitable as one might think. If we put an end to it, however,
the rewards in terms of goodwill and influence would be tremendous.
I am not trying to educate the Chinese people by preaching. As their country was
developing, Americans also made a mess of the environment – the United States is
therefore hardly qualified to educate China on that issue. At that time, some species
completely disappeared because of a lack of foresight. For instance, there used to be a
type of bird called the passenger pigeon. Flocks of them in the sky could almost block the
sunlight. We kept hunting them, until there was none left. As for the symbol of the
Western United States, namely the “American Bison”, which once roamed the grasslands
of North America in massive herds, it nearly became extinct as well. If we were to
compare the United States’ development trajectory with China’s, one would conclude
that the Chinese people’s thinking could end up being far ahead of ours.
Epilogue
China’s development, especially in the field of culture, has gradually inserted the country
into a global context. With regards to business globalization and cultural integration, Dr.
Kaplan said: “In fact, I am not so keen about business. I want to connect people in the
present era with art, so that there are no man-made barriers between cultures. I believe
that all types of media available today should be used to make relationships between
people, as well as relationships between mankind and the environment, harmonious. This
is the most important legacy that we can leave for the next generation.” And for Amy, all
of these initiatives constitute major steps forward, signaling a better future ahead: “If a
seed is planted or a phase of enlightenment begins, the results will be considerable”.
Upon coming to China, one finds the country to be quite different from what one thought.
Many Americans have never visited China and they probably do not fully realize that
Chinese elites, intellectuals, artists, and entrepreneurs are going through an awakening.
What we now experience is a kindling, which will soon illuminate the entire sky.

