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The Matsukata Collection and Paris Art Dealers: The Léonce Bénédite
Documents in the Institut national d’histoire de I'art (INHA), Part |

JINGAOKA Megumi

The president of Kawasaki Dockyard Co., Ltd. Matsukata Kojiro (1866-
1950) purchased a massive number of art works in major European cities
from the mid 1910s to the mid 1920s. His goal was to build a museum in
Japan dedicated to Western art. However, his shipbuilding firm’s business
difficulties in the late 1920s meant that his collection was scattered during
the following decades. A group of works that had been stored in France
and escaped such dispersal was then linked to the 1959 founding of the
NMWA.

Léonce Bénédite (1859-1925), director of the Musée du Luxembourg
and sole curator at the Musée Rodin, became Matsukata’s most important
collaborator as he collected works in France. The two men met in the
summer of 1918 at the end of Matsukata’s long sojourn in London. From
then until his death in 1925, Bénédite worked on the casting of Rodin
bronzes for Matsukata’s proposed museum and assisted with the purchase
of paintings in France.

The major Bénédite documents related to the Matsukata Collection
—including letters and drafts of letters sent between those involved in
these processes in Paris, Kobe, and London, along with invoices and
payment records — are today housed in the Rodin Museum and the
Institut national d’histoire de I'art INHA). These materials dating from
the Matsukata Collection’s acquisitions period through its scattering
have been referred to in previous studies of the collection. However, the
sheer breadth of the materials and their information include many points
which need reconsideration, comparison with related materials, and, in
particular instances, more detailed individual examination. By offering an
overview of the entire group of materials, there is also the hope that such
information will lead to future research and surveys.

As part of this process, in this article I have focused on Matsukata’s
connections with auction houses and art dealers during his absence from
Europe, from the time of his meeting with Bénédite in 1918 through
the spring of 1921. First, based on the group of documents received
from the Hotel Drouot auction house in Paris, this section introduces
the details of the bids that Bénédite made on Matsukata’s behalf at the
much-talked-about 1918 auction from the studio of the painter Edgar
Degas, and the 1920 auction of the Alfred Beurdeley collection. Next, I
discuss Matsukata’s purchase in the summer through autumn of 1920 of
Rodin’s marble sculpture Pygmalion and Galatea. The Bénédite materials
of that period indicate that by then art dealers and brokers were already
flocking to Matsukata, suggesting art works for his consideration, and
how Bénédite proceeded with purchases primarily in Paris, all while also
watching London art market trends. Around that time, the two men were
involved in quite frequent interaction as they worked towards the purchase
of high-ticket items. Bénédite confirmed Matsukata’s intentions and began
negotiations on his behalf with Durand-Ruel, the venerable art dealer in
Paris, as he sought major works by Renoir and Puvis de Chavannes for
Matsukata. Then, these efforts were connected to Matsukata’s actual
purchase of the works when he returned to Europe the following year,
1921.

It was Bénédite who provided the detailed information on the
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proposed works, from the art works themselves to their artists and their
market trends. Matsukata appreciated that helpful advice and clearly fully
trusted him. However, as we read and compare the detailed content of the
letters exchanged by the two men, we can see that their interactions were
by no means one directional. Their correspondence reveals that Matsukata
carefully considered the information he received, and clearly made his
intentions and opinions known to Bénédite. These materials indicate that
Matsukata was a collector actively involved in his acquisition process, far
different from the famous tale of unknown origin, that he just pointed his
walking stick at a gallery wall and told the dealer he wanted to buy all the
paintings from here to there.
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