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A Rediscovered Group of Sculptures by Leonardo Bistolfi from the
Former Matsukata Collection

Akiya TAKAHASH|

The NMWA currently houses a collection of sculpture which was formerly in
the collection of Kojird Matsukata, featuring 53 works by Rodin and 6 works
by Bourdelle. As is well known, the financial collapse around 1927 lead to the
dispersal of this famous Matsukata collection, either as surety for loans or
through attachment by banks. In recent years, however, a number of these
works have reappeared on the art market, both in and out of Japan. The
majority of the works that have reappeared are either paintings or drawings,
but we can tell from extant auction catalogues and actual works that
Matsukata’s collection originally included a wide variety of genres. It
incorporated a spectrum of visual arts, from painting to sculpture, furniture
and decorative arts, which he intended to display in a grand museum he
planned to open in Tokyo under the name of the “Sheer Pleasure Arts
Pavilion”.

Last year the NMWA received an offer of a donation from a private
collector in the Kansai region of a group of some ten plus sculptures, some
dismantled, which Matsukata had collected in Italy. As a result of the survey of
this collection by NMWA staff members, it was determined that they were by
Leonardo Bistolfi (1859-1933), a sculptor active primarily in northern Italy.
When reassembled, they constitute a group of eight sculptures, both large and
small, made out of marble and bronze. The evidence for these works resides
primarily in two newspaper articles. First, according to the Corriere della Sera
(September 15, 1923 issue), through the efforts of his friend and advisor, the
British painter Frank Brangwyn, Matsukata visited Italy in the spring of 1918
and there purchased Bistolfi sculptures along with works by Segantini and
others. The works in question had been wrapped and set aside in Genoa
through the remainder of World War I, and then were sent to Japan as soon as
the war was over. The other article is from the Kobe edition of the Osaka
Asahi Shimbun (June 8, 1932 issue). This article states that “a certain
gentleman of Kobe planned to build a museum and display a group of 20 works
by the major Italian sculptor Bistolfi. But instead of these plans, for some 10
vears these sculptures have remained wrapped and gathering dust in Kobe
Customs’s Kawasaki Warehouse ...... right before these works were to be
auctioned as abandoned objects, unexpectedly a certain gentleman of Kobe
expressed a desire to acquire them. The auction was canceled, and it was
decided to hand the works over to the gentleman, so that at last, these world-
renowned sculptures buried for ten years in a dark warehouse will finally see
the light of day.” While these reports are fragmentary, we know from these
documents that in 1918 Matsukata purchased a large number of art works in
Italy, and that they were shipped to Kobe around 1921-22. Matsukata, faced
with the direct shock of the financial collapse of his own personal finances,
handed over the Bistolfi sculptures to an art collector in Kobe, whose
descendant donated them to the NMWA.

The sculptures in question can be confirmed as works that will stand as some
of Bistolfi’s major accomplishments, such as Monumento a Giovanni Segantini:
La Bellezza liberata dalla Materia (original model ca. 1889-1906), Monumento
Sepolerale per la Famiglia Durio: 11 Dolore confortato dalle Memorie (original
model ca. 1898-1901), Monumento Funerario Abegg: La Vita e la Morte or

Verso la Luce: La Vita trascinata dal Fascino della Morte (original model,
1912-13).
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Bistolfi was born in the northern Italian town of Casale Monferrato
and he studied at the Accademia di Brera in Milan, where he was classmates
with Giovanni Segantini and Gaetano Previati. As a member of the
“Scapigliatura”in the 1880s and 1890s, Bistolfi led a bohemian life-style. He then
moved to Torino where he entered the studio of Odoardo Tabacchi, and
Bistolfi made Torino the center of his later artistic activities. The majority of
Bistolfi’s works are large-scale sculptures made either as funerary works or
commemorative works. He began with heavily naturalist works in the first half
of the 1880s, and from the 1890s through the first half of the first decade of the
20th century, his works displayed an elegant style made up of a mixture of Art
Nouveau decorative styles and symbolist subject matter. From the 1920s
through the 1930s, he was heavily influenced by Michelangelo and Rodin,
creating a heroic style dubbed “Bistolfismo” as his fame grew.

With plans for the shipping and transfer of large-scale sculpture in
place, the sculpture group was moved from Kobe to the NMWA during the
summer of 2001, and they were left in their crates in a hastily prepared
temporary holding spot. They are now waiting for their future conservation
work and display. I conducted an on-site survey from February 25 to March 9,
2002, visiting the sculptor’s native northern Italy to study the Gipsoteca
Leonardo Bistolfi attached to the Museo Civico di Casale Monferrato, and
museums and archives in Milan, Torino, Rome and-Paris. The goal of this
survey was to gather materials directly related to the 8 donated works, to come
into contact with as many works as possible by this important artist who has
been forgotten in the history of modern Italian sculpture, as well as to gather
materials related to the artist’s work in general. Thanks to the kind assistance
of Ms. Germana Mazza of the Museo Civico di Casale Monferrato, the
sculptor’s descendants, Mr. and Mrs. Andrea and Wanda Bistolfi in Torino,
Ms. Gianna Piantoni and Ms. Stefania Frezzotti of the Museo Nazionale d’Arte
Moderna in Rome, and numerous other individuals, I was able to acquire a
large amount of written and basic photographic materials on the artist.

One great result of this survey was locating materials which clarified
the questions surrounding the Monumento a Giovanni Segantint, a major work
made of marble. Before the rediscovery of the Matsukata version, two works
in marble based on two plaster modellos now in Casale have been known. The
first of these works was a marble work unveiled in 1906, which today stands in
the garden of the Segantini Museum in St. Moritz. The second version is
located in the Museo Nazionale d’Arte Moderna in Rome. This work was
presented by Bistolfi himself to the nation in 1915. There had been testimony
that another, almost completed version was seen in the artist’s studio in 1922,
and it was assumed that a third version existed. With the appearance of this
work from the former Matsukata collection, it is now confirmed that there are
three extant versions of the work in marble. Comparing the handling and
finishing of actual works and the modellos, it is now safe to say that the
NMWA work is one of the original works by the artist. A comparison of the
dates and other facts in documentary sources also agree with almost no
discrepancies. It seems almost completely certain that the 3rd version today in
the NMWA was commissioned by Matsukata, and then completed by Bistolfi
in his studio in Torino from 1918 to 1922.

Further, a comparison of the NMWA’s marble work Monumento
Sepolcrale per la Famiglia Durio, with its respective modellos in Casale and a
bronze example in Torino, and a comparison of the marble G/i Amanti with its
respective modello, allowed me a chance to confirm the similarities and
differences in expressive effect created by the different media involved. I was
also able to study the finished work in Rome for the NMWA Bozzettio per “il
Sacrificio” del Monumento a Vittorio Emanuele II, Roma”.

The rediscovery of this group of sculptures by Bistolfi, which had

remained almost unknown for three-quarters of a century, is a rare example of
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arediscovery of a group of european art works in Japan, both in terms of
importance and scale. Further, these works help us reconsider the true nature
of the Matsukata Collection, which has had its image formed largely from its
seeming emphasis on the modern French art centering on the Impressionists.
These works also stand as important witness to the history of cultural

exchange between Italy and Japan.

Note: This summary provides a summation of the contents of two reports on this
subject, the first published in the previous NMWA Journal No. 5, and the second half of
the report published in this issue of the Journal.
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