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G. Simmel’s “Japan Collection” :
An Intersection of Japonisme and Modernism

AKAT Shoji'

Abstract : It is well known in Simmel studies in Japan that Georg Simmel collected Japanese art and
crafts, and mentioned them in fragmentary form in several of his essays and writings. However, Simmel’s
attention to Japanese arts and crafts is often limited to a single episode in his biography, and it remains a
challenge to systematically organize such references, to clarify their impact on Simmel’s cultural theory
and philosophy of art. Detailed study of the significance of these episodes in the development of Simmel’s
thought is still an issue to be addressed. Gregor Fitzi, one of the leading scholars of contemporary Simmel
studies, describes the field of research on “Simmel’s life” as an “unexplored continent.” This paper is an
attempt to enter this “unexplored continent” by using the references to Japanese and other East Asian arts
and crafts scattered throughout the sources on Simmel as guideposts. G. Simmel’s son Hans Simmel
referred to his father’s collection as the “Japan Collection,” and it was considered by many of his friends
and acquaintances to be a collection centered on Japanese antiquities. Simmel’s era, on the one hand,
coincided with the period of “Japonisme,” and on the other hand, it also coincided with a period of
“modernism” in the sense that “modernity” was perceived as a break with the medieval past, and its
quality was constantly being questioned. Simmel’s relationship to East Asian art must be viewed against
the backdrop of these two historical trends. The purpose of this paper is to reconstruct the development of
Simmel’s behavior and thought against the backdrop of “Japonisme” and “Modernism” as the prevailing
thought of the times, based on sources showing Simmel’s relationship to and interest in Japanese and East
Asian arts and crafts. Firstly, using the recollections of Hans Simmel and G. Simmel’s friends and
acquaintances, we will summarize the reality of Simmel’s own collection of Japanese art and crafts and
the understanding of his contemporaries regarding his artistic preferences. Secondly, we will take the
“Berlin Art Brief’(1896) and analyze the characteristics of Simmel’s own scholarly efforts. Thirdly, we
will consider the meaning of Simmel’s modern cultural studies readings from Japanese art. And finally, we
will address Simmel’s social enlightenment activities in the socio-cultural context surrounding Japanese
art at the time. The analysis in this paper seems to confirm at least the following. Simmel’s interest in
Japanese and East Asian arts and crafts is (1) not a temporary preference, but spans all of Simmel’s active
periods. (2) It is deeply related to his study of modern culture and the development of his philosophy of

” o«

art, which is mediated by the fundamental themes of “Moderne” such as “relativism,” “naturalism,” and
“art for art” theory. Furthermore, (3) Simmel was not only a scholar of the artistic significance of Japanese

and East Asian arts and crafts, but also enlightened others as to that significance.

Keywords : G. Simmel, Japonisme, Modernism, 'art pour l'art, Naturalism
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