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Etienne Clémantel [1864-1936]

A Flock of White Storks Flying Against the Sun
ca.1915-20

Oil on canvas
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Etienne Clémantel, a French parliamentarian elected from the city of
Riom, Puy-de-Dome in Auvergne, was quite active throughout his life as
a politician. One of the major members of the ruling party of the Third
Republic, at different times he held the portfolios of Minister of
Colonies, Minister of Commerce, Minster of Industry, and Minister of
Posts and Telegraphs. At the same time, unlike most politicians in
Japan, Clémantel was also known for his deep interest in culture and
the arts, seeking out interactions with young artists and initiating various
programs to support the arts. Clémantel commissioned works including
the Vercingetorix monument erected in Clermont by the sculptor
Balthordi, and, in 1916, he presented works by Rodin to the French
people. The NMWA collection of Rodin sculptures includes Rodin’s
Portrait of Etienne Clémantel, which stands as testament to the close
interaction between Rodin and Clémantel.

In addition to his activities as a patron, Clémantel himself was a
talented painter, musician, and photographer. Indeed, Clémantel
demonstrated professional talents in both painting and photography. He
is known to have held one-man shows of his works during his lifetime,
and he painted the murals of the City Hall in Riom. The Musée d'Orsay
collection includes Clémantel’s photographs, and in 1989, the Musée
Rodin of Paris held an exhibition of his photographs, Couleurs du
Temps, photographies en relief d'Etienne Clemantel.

During World War I, Clémantel is known to have interacted with the
Allied forces, the Japanese diplomatic corps in France, and the
volunteer soldiers of the day.

This work is said to have been painted to applaud the achievements
of the Japanese Baron Shigeno’s Flying Corps known as the “White
Storks.” The extremely wide canvas displays a flight of storks, and the
painting is redolent with Japonisme characteristics. The palette
emphasis on yellow and indigo, and the use of heavy, bold outlines all
reflect the Fauvism of Van Gogh and Gauguin and other avant-garde
movements of the period.

This work was owned by Taro Kuga, the eldest son of Teizaburo
Kuga, a member of the retinue of Duke Kuga and first manager of the
Paris branch of Mitsubishi Trading company. Teizaburo lived in Paris
from 1922 through 1927, and was a close friend of Paris-resident
Japanese artists and art critics, such as Shigetaro Fukushima and
Tsuguharu Fujita. Teizaburo had his family portrait painted by Maurice
Denis, and is known to have visited Monet at Giverny.

Part of the albeit small private collection assembled by Teizaburo
remains extant and its overall tone provides a good sense of the mood
of that period. This work’s interest lies not only in its position within the
Teizaburo collection, it is also fascinating in terms of the artist’s
relationship with Rodin and Japonisme. (Akiya Takahashi)



