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Japanese Art and Japonism:
From the Exhibition “Japonisme”

Within the span of 50 years separating 1870 and 1920, not only the "‘fragments’ of Manet, much criticized as incomplete, but also his
sketches and watercolors have gained renown as ""'masterpieces’’. The Japanese art, much admired by the master, was largely responsible for
this shift in the appreciation, or rather the definition of {ceuvre d'art) in Europe: the classical hierarchy between higher and lesser art was
completely abolished by the intrusion of Japanese art into the European market, as Edmond de Goncourt put it in 1892. And contemporary
Europeans, like Ari Renan, did not hesitate to call it a revolution in European art history; a revolution comparable to the Renaissance. Indeed,
the concept of a '‘finished work’’, quite important for the bourgeois clientele, was replaced by the spontaneous fixation of momentary
impressions. Thus a mental association is made between ""Japanese impressions'’ (i. e. Japanese prints) and the work of the Impressionists.
Chiefly predominant in the field of decorative art, "Japonisme’’ was therefore a key factor in the transformation of painting in the second half
of the 19th century. This paper gives a critical re-examination on the notion of "Japonisme’’ as a historical artifact which tends to conceal,
rather than reveal, the crises implied in this “transformation’ and proposes to differenciate '"Japonisme’ from Japanese art in order to

challenge the misleading notion of “influence’ in artistic exchange.
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