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I. BIBLIOGRAPHIC AND EDITORIAL INFORMATION 

 

Author: Robert Casanovas Contact: casanovas@hotmail.com  

Full Title: La Chambre volée (The Stolen Room)  

Implicit Subtitle: History of a State Cultural Spoliation (1920-2034)  

Literary Genre: Historical novel based on documentary evidence - Fiction inspired by real 

events Publication Date: September 2025  

Legal Deposit: September 2025 - Digital ebook and paperback version  

ISBN: 979-1097998448 

Format: Digital ebook and paperback edition  

Rights: © 2025 Casanovas. All rights reserved  

Website: www.international-restitutions.org  

Original Language: French  

Translations: Several foreign languages (with warning about possible errors)  

Cover Illustration: Oil painting "Bedroom in Arles" by Vincent Van Gogh  

Approximate Length: Approximately 60,000 words (200-250 pages depending on format) 

Structure: 1 Prologue + 11 chapters + 1 Epilogue  

Period Covered: 114 years (1920-2034) 

 

Author's Warning (verbatim) 

"This historical novel is a work of fiction inspired by real events. The names of deceased 

persons have been retained. The names of living persons have been changed. Some fictional 

characters have been added for narrative coherence." 

Important Note on Translations 

The author specifies: "The original version, written in French, has been translated into several 

foreign languages. The translated versions may contain linguistic errors, mistranslations, or 

mailto:casanovas@hotmail.com
http://www.international-restitutions.org/


approximations." This precaution underscores the importance of consulting the French version 

for exact understanding. 

 

II. CONTEXT OF CREATION AND AUTHOR'S MOTIVATIONS 

 

Contemporary Historical Context (2018-2025) 

This novel is part of a global movement of critical questioning regarding Western museum 

collections. Several major events from the 2010-2020 period created the foundation for this 

reflection: 

2017-2018: Emmanuel Macron's speech in Ouagadougou promising restitutions of African 

artworks. Commission of the Sarr-Savoy Report. 

2018: Publication of the Sarr-Savoy Report "Restituting African Heritage": 90,000 African 

artworks in French museums, including 70,000 at the Quai Branly. 

2019-2020: Parliamentary debates on the law for restitution of 26 works to Benin and Senegal. 

2020-2025: Multiplication of restitution requests: Benin bronzes (United Kingdom), Parthenon 

marbles (Greece), mummies (Egypt), etc. 

Real Matsukata Affair: Factual basis: in 1959, France actually "restituted" the Matsukata 

collection partially while retaining the major pieces. "Bedroom in Arles" is at the Musée d'Orsay. 

Author's Declared Intentions 

• Raise awareness of an unknown injustice: The Matsukata affair is largely ignored by 

the French and international general public. 

• Denounce state hypocrisy: France advocates for colonial restitutions but refuses to 

restitute to private individuals. 

• Educate about legal mechanisms: Explain how a democratic state can legally spoliate. 

• Contribute to public debate: Transform a particular case into a universal symbol of 

cultural justice. 

• Inspire action: The epilogue states "May this novel inspire other real actions in favor 

of justice." 

Ideological Positioning and Commitment 

The author does not hide his militant commitment. The novel is not neutral but clearly oriented 

in favor of restitutions. However, it avoids simplistic Manichaeism: 

• French civil servants are not depicted as monsters, but as cultivated men caught in the 

logic of state reason 

• Arguments of the French defense are presented fairly (museum universalism, better 

conservation, etc.) 

• The author acknowledges real ethical dilemmas (should Western museums be emptied?) 

• The final compromise (partial restitution) is presented as imperfect but realistic 

• Pierre Bertier's "victory" is above all moral and symbolic, not total legal victory 

 

III. NARRATIVE STRUCTURE AND GENERAL CHRONOLOGY 

 

Narrative Architecture 

The novel adopts a linear chronological structure spanning 114 years (1920-2034), divided into 

4 major periods: 

 

Period 1: THE PASSION (1920-1939) Constitution of the collection by Matsukata. Prologue 

+ Chapter 1. Tone: nostalgia, beauty, civilizing dream. 

 

Period 2: THE SPOLIATION (1944-1958) Confiscation, legal manipulation, false restitution. 

Chapters 2-6. Tone: cynicism, powerlessness, State violence. 



Period 3: THE OBLIVION (1958-2019) Progressive erasure of injustice. Chapter 6 

(condensed into a few pages). Tone: melancholy, resignation. 

 

Period 4: THE STRUGGLE (2019-2034) Revival of the case, international battle. Chapters 

7-11 + Epilogue. Tone: hope, determination, transformation. 

 

Detailed Chapter Breakdown with Locations and Dates 

Section Location(s) Date(s) One-sentence Summary 

Prologue Paris 
Autumn 

1920 

Matsukata's acquisition of "The Bedroom at 

Arles" 

Chapter 1 London August 1939 Threat of confiscation announced by Morrison 

Chapter 2 Paris Oct. 5, 1944 De Gaulle orders the confiscation 

Chapter 3 Paris/Tokyo 1944-1951 Legal construction of the spoliation 

Chapter 4 Paris/Tokyo 1950s Secret France-Japan negotiations 

Chapter 5 Paris Dec.17, 1958 Ordinance of partial "restitution" 

Chapter 6 Paris/Tokyo 1958-2000 Four decades of oblivion 

Chapter 7 Céret/Paris 2019-2024 Bertier discovers the case, creates the NGO 

Chapter 8 Geneva/Paris 2024-2027 Filing of complaint with the UN 

Chapter 9 Paris/International 2025-2026 French counter-offensive 

Chapter10 Paris Nov. 2026 Restitution law (legislative trap) 

Chapter 11 Geneva/Paris/Céret 2027-2034 Long battle, Bertier's death, condemnation 

Epilogue Paris/Céret 2034 Final compromise, philosophical reflections 

 

IV. DETAILED SUMMARIES AND CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER ANALYSIS 

 

This section presents for each chapter: an exhaustive summary, the characters involved, the 

themes addressed, the narrative stakes, and key quotations. 

 

PROLOGUE - Paris, autumn 1920 

The Acquisition of "The Bedroom at Arles" 

October 1920, rainy Paris. Kōjirō Matsukata (55 years old, wealthy Japanese industrialist, Yale 

graduate) goes to Paul Rosenberg's gallery on rue La Boétie, accompanied by his advisor 

Kōsaburō Hiōki. 

Rosenberg presents an exceptional work: "The Bedroom at Arles" by Vincent Van Gogh (3rd 

version, 1889, oil on canvas 57.3 × 73.5 cm), painted at the Saint-Rémy hospital for Van Gogh's 

mother. 

Matsukata is deeply moved: the spare bedroom reminds him of his own childhood room in 

Kyoto. He recognizes himself in Van Gogh's quest for peace. Quote: "Van Gogh was seeking 

refuge. So am I, in a certain way." 

One-hour negotiation (on authenticity and provenance, not on price). Acquisition concluded. 

That very evening, Matsukata writes in his red notebook: "The Artist's Bedroom at Arles, 

Vincent Van Gogh, 1889, oil on canvas, 57.3 × 73.5 cm. Acquired from Paul Rosenberg, 

October 15, 1920. A work that has long followed me in my dreams." 

These last words, unusual in his factual inventories, reveal a particular attachment. The 

prologue closes on an ominous note: "History cares little for good intentions." 

 

 



Characters and Characterization 

Kōjirō Matsukata 

• Son of former Japanese Prime Minister 

• Fortune: shipbuilding 

• Education: Yale (westernized Meiji generation) 

• Passion: Collection of over 1,000 Western art paintings 

• Project: Create a museum in Japan to offer a "window onto European art" 

• Psychology: Torn between Japanese tradition and Western modernity 

• Character: Obsessive perfectionist, phenomenal memory 

• Flaw: Uses art to fill an existential void 

• Key quote: "Van Gogh had managed to transform his madness into grace; he was trying 

to transform his melancholy into a collection" 

Kōsaburō Hiōki 

• Origin: Petty bourgeoisie, former bank clerk in Kobe 

• Meeting with Matsukata: 1896 (24 years earlier) 

• Role: Faithful advisor, "man in the shadows by vocation" 

• Intelligence: Almost supernatural intuition for guessing unexpressed desires 

• Motivation: Compensation for his modest origins + hope for social advancement 

• Loyalty: Mix of sincere gratitude and subtle calculation 

Paul Rosenberg 

• Parisian art dealer on rue La Boétie 

• Character: Refined but calculating 

• Strategy: Excellence in psychological decoding of his clients 

• Relationship with Matsukata: Mutual respect based on commercial clarity 

Themes Introduced 

• The collector's passion as existential quest (not speculation, but filling the inner void) 

• Cultural clash East-West (torn Meiji generation) 

• Art as refuge and emotional language 

• Tragic premonition (dramatic irony: the dream will become a nightmare) 

 

CHAPTER 1 - London, early August 1939 

The Clouds Gather 

August 1939, London. Hiōki (64 years old, 43 years of service) meets James Morrison at the 

Pantechnicon storage facility where part of the collection is stored. 

Morrison (director for ~25 years, high-ranking Freemason: past Worshipful Master of City of 

London Lodge No. 901) announces bad news: two Home Office officials came to inquire about 

the collection. 

Disturbing details: The authorities have "files this thick" with all the names (Hiōki, Matsukata), 

all acquisitions since 1916, even the small Degas bought from Durand-Ruel in 1923. 

Questions asked: Value of the works, means of financing, relationships with Japanese collectors, 

contacts with the embassy. 

Morrison's diagnosis: "If war breaks out, and it will break out, and if Japan chooses the wrong 

side... the works will be considered 'enemy property'. Confiscation, forced sale, or accidental 

destruction." 

Estimated deadline: Three to four months maximum before "preventive" seizure. 

Hiōki reveals: The collection is dispersed between London (Pantechnicon), Paris (cellars of the 

Rodin Museum - nearly 300 pieces), and Japan. 

The chapter closes on Hiōki's powerlessness in the face of the immensity of the task (hundreds 

of works to move in three months) and the inevitability of catastrophe. 

 



Character Evolution 

Hiōki: Transition from efficient advisor to powerless witness. Deep anxiety, premonition of 

catastrophe. "Lucid pessimism that increasingly isolated him from his optimistic 

contemporaries." Intimacy with Matsukata becomes overwhelming. 

Morrison: New precious but powerless ally. His Masonic connections give him access to 

privileged information, but cannot prevent the state machinery. 

Themes Developed 

• Inevitability of History: Geopolitical forces crush individual projects 

• Fragility of property in times of crisis: Concept of "enemy property" 

• Condition of foreigner: Hiōki remains "suspect" after so many years in Europe 

• Memory as burden: Each work carries a painful emotional history 

• Bureaucracy of control: The modern State monitors and archives everything 

 

CHAPTER 2 - Paris, October 5, 1944 

The 1944 Machination 

Liberated Paris (August 1944). Charles de Gaulle, head of the Provisional Government, 

summons his collaborators to discuss reconstruction. 

Jacques Jaujard (director of national museums, the man who saved artworks during the 

Occupation) presents the Matsukata file: approximately 400 works stored in the cellars of the 

Rodin Museum. 

Jaujard's proposal: Confiscate the collection as "enemy property." Japan is an enemy country. 

De Gaulle's reaction: Pragmatic and enthusiastic. Opportunity to enrich French collections 

without spending a centime. "An enemy, you mean," when reminded that this is a private 

collector. 

Doubts from certain officials: Matsukata never had hostile intentions, he's just an art lover. But 

De Gaulle decides: "France's interest comes first." 

October 5, 1944: Signing of the ordinance on the confiscation of "enemy property." The 

Matsukata collection is seized. 

Bernard Dorival (curator) inventories the works: Van Gogh, Monet, Renoir, Rodin... 

Professional amazement + moral unease. 

Final irony: While France drapes itself in its "liberation" and its "republican values," it commits 

a spoliation itself. 

Key Characters Introduced 

Charles de Gaulle: Head of the Provisional Government. Obsessed with France's greatness. 

Pragmatic, authoritarian. Quote: "France's interest comes first." Not a monster, but a statesman 

placing reason of State above morality. 

Jacques Jaujard: Director of museums. Paradox: saved artworks under Nazi Occupation, now 

orchestrates spoliation. Justification: heritage interest, better conservation in France. 

Embodiment of the cultured civil servant serving the State. 

Bernard Dorival: Curator in charge of inventory. Torn between professional amazement and 

moral unease. Represents stifled scruples. 

Major Themes 

• Reason of State vs. individual morality: Sacrifice of private property on the altar of 

national interest 

• Hypocrisy of liberation discourse: France liberated from the Nazi yoke commits 

spoliation itself 

• Construction of the "legal lie": Ordinance, legal arguments, administrative paperwork 

• Silence of intellectuals: Curators with doubts prefer to remain silent (corporate solidarity, 

fear) 

 



CHAPTER 3 - Paris/San Francisco, 1944-1951 

THE VISE TIGHTENS 

Methodical Construction of the Legal Edifice of Spoliation 

Major legal problem: France never formally declared war on Japan. How to justify confiscation 

of "enemy property" without a legal state of war? 

Solution: Wait for the Treaty of San Francisco (September 8, 1951) 

Article 14 of the treaty: Allied powers may appropriate Japanese property located on their 

territory 

France uses this article to retroactively legalize its 1944 confiscation 

Internal resistance: Some officials, some curators express ethical doubts 

But hierarchy imposes silence in the name of "national interest" 

The chapter shows how international law can be instrumentalized by powerful States 

Characters involved: French diplomats, Quai d'Orsay jurists, Weakened Japanese 

representatives 

Major themes: Instrumentalization of international law, Post-war power relations, Legal 

justification after the fact 

 

CHAPTER 4 - Paris/Tokyo, 1950s 

THE SECRET NEGOTIATIONS 

Diplomatic negotiations between France and Japan in preparation for the 1958 ordinance The 

Japanese government, weakened by the 1945 defeat and under American tutelage, negotiates 

from a position of weakness Japanese dilemma: Recover part of the collection or risk losing 

everything American pressure for Japan to accept a compromise (Cold War stakes) France 

proposes a "partial restitution": return works of lesser value, keep the masterpieces The 

Matsukata heirs, divided and exhausted, lean toward acceptance Legal preparation of the 

ordinance to be signed in December 1958 

Characters involved: French and Japanese diplomats, Matsukata heirs, American advisors 

Major themes: Inequality of power relations, Victims' fatigue, Diplomatic pragmatism 

 

CHAPTER 5 - Paris, December 17, 1958 

THE COMEDY OF RESTITUTION 

Charles de Gaulle, having become President of the Fifth Republic, signs the "restitution" 

ordinance Mechanism: Of approximately 400 confiscated works, 300 are returned to Japan 

BUT: The 18 most precious masterpieces (including Van Gogh's "The Bedroom at Arles") are 

kept by France These major works permanently integrated into national collections Multiple 

legal problems: unconstitutionality (parliamentary competence), absence of financial 

compensation Presented as "generosity" when it is actually opportunistic selection The 

Matsukata heirs, exhausted, accept this unequal "compromise" Silence settles in for several 

decades 

Characters involved: Charles de Gaulle, Resigned Matsukata heirs, Museum curators  

Major themes: Semantic manipulation ("partial" restitution), Forced acceptance, 

Normalization of injustice 

 

CHAPTER 6 - Paris/Tokyo, 1958-2000 

THE YEARS OF OBLIVION 

Four decades during which the affair disappears from collective memory In French museums: 

Labels without mention of controversial provenance "The Bedroom at Arles" presented as 

"naturally" part of French heritage In the archives: Compromising documents buried, 

inaccessible to researchers In Japanese society: Matsukata family weakened economically and 

politically gives up pursuing Post-war Japan has other priorities than recovering an art 



collection In law: 1958 ordinance never challenged in the courts The chapter analyzes how an 

injustice can be "normalized" by the simple passage of time 

Characters involved: Matsukata descendants, Museum curators, Discouraged researchers 

Major themes: Erasure by time, Memory against oblivion, Normalization of injustice, Archive 

control 

 

CHAPTER 7 - Céret/Paris/Tokyo, 2019-2024 

THE REBIRTH OF A STRUGGLE 

2019, Céret (Pyrénées-Orientales). Pierre Bertier, retired art history professor, discovers the 

Matsukata affair by chance while consulting Rodin Museum archives Shocked by the manifest 

injustice, he decides to create an NGO: "Return and Restitutions" Bertier's profile: Former 

sixty-eighter, idealistic intellectual, accustomed to lost causes Three qualities: Academic rigor 

+ ability to mobilize + inflexible obstinacy NGO strategy: (1) Gather historical and legal 

documentation, (2) Contact Matsukata descendants in Japan, (3) Internationalize media 

coverage, (4) Use French Civil Code (negotiorum gestio art. 1301) to act without formal 

mandate Public revelation creates scandal. Japanese media seize upon the subject International 

public opinion is outraged 

Characters involved: Pierre Bertier (new central protagonist), NGO team (Véronique, Gérard, 

Françoise), Dr. Hagiuda (Japan) Major themes: Resurrection of memory, Power of the 

individual, Media coverage as weapon, Belated justice 

 

CHAPTER 8 - Geneva (UN)/Paris, 2024-2027 

THE INTERNATIONAL BATTLE 

May 2025: The NGO files official communication with UN Human Rights Council 

Denunciation: Violation of Article 17 of the Universal Declaration (right to property) Legal 

arguments: (1) Spoliation without valid legal basis (absence of declaration of war), (2) 1958 

ordinance unconstitutional, (3) Denial of justice by French courts French reaction: Strategy of 

delays and obstruction Contesting the competence of the Human Rights Council Arguments: 

acquisitive prescription, national heritage interest Massive deployment of diplomats and 

lawyers to defend position The chapter describes UN bureaucratic arcana, power plays, 

alliances and betrayals Procedure bogs down in endless technical debates (10 years total) 

Characters involved: Pierre Bertier and NGO team, French diplomats, UN experts, 

International media Major themes: International law facing States, Slowness of UN procedures, 

Asymmetry NGO vs State, Media coverage 

 

CHAPTER 9 - Paris/International, 2025-2026 

THE FRENCH REACTION 

Facing international pressure, France launches media and political counter-offensive Media 

plan: Columns by curators defending "republican universalism," arguments about "better 

conservation" in France, highlighting French museums' role in art dissemination Political plan: 

Lobbying UN member states, mobilizing francophone networks, veiled threats to reduce 

cultural cooperation French internal divisions: Not all French unanimous. Young curators, 

certain intellectuals publicly express their unease But institutional solidarity prevails at the top 

Catherine Dubois (Orsay curator) discreetly organizes reflection meetings with teams Henri 

Loyrette (Louvre) expresses similar concerns At the École du Louvre, students passionately 

debate implications of the Matsukata affair The chapter shows generational divide on ethical 

questions 

Characters involved: French curators (divided), Young generations vs old, Diplomats  

Major themes: State counter-offensive, Generational divisions, Universalism vs ethics, 

Transformation of mentalities 



CHAPTER 10 - Paris (National Assembly), November 2026 

THE LEGISLATIVE IMPASSE 

Facing international pressure on cultural restitutions (notably African works), French 

Parliament adopts law on restitutions The legislative trap: Law authorizes restitution of looted 

works... BUT only: (1) To States (not private individuals), (2) In colonial context (thus 

excluding Japan), (3) After favorable opinion from specialized commission This law, presented 

as progress, deliberately excludes the Matsukata case Legal maneuver to display openness 

while preserving the essential Pierre Bertier and team immediately understand the manipulation 

Intensification of international campaign to demonstrate hypocrisy of French position 

International media relay: "France advocates restitutions for Africa but refuses for Japan" The 

chapter analyzes how legislation can be instrument of political communication rather than real 

justice 

Characters involved: French parliamentarians, Pierre Bertier and NGO, International media 

Major themes: Legislative hypocrisy, Law as political communication, Arbitrary distinction 

(States vs individuals) 

 

CHAPTER 11 - Geneva/Paris/Céret, 2027-2034 

THE LONG BATTLE 

2027-2032: UN procedure continues despite obstacles. Developments, expert reports, public 

hearings Matsukata affair becomes global symbol of struggle for cultural restitutions Massive 

international impact: Creation of dozens of similar NGOs in other countries, academic debates 

on legitimacy of Western museum collections, progressive questioning of museum 

"universalism" Pierre Bertier's evolution: Health declines but observes with satisfaction that 

movement surpasses him. Thousands of activists take up the torch UNESCO creates permanent 

commission on "cultural reparations" UN Secretary General mentions in annual speech 

"international cultural reconciliation" April 2033: Pierre Bertier dies peacefully, surrounded by 

books and files. Will not have seen conclusion but knows he won the battle of consciences 

2034: Human Rights Council finally condemns France for "violation of property rights and 

denial of justice" Decision makes a few lines in newspapers - affair became so emblematic that 

official conclusion matters less than transformative impact Final compromise: 6 works returned 

to Japan, France keeps major pieces (including "The Bedroom at Arles"), substantial cultural 

and financial counterparts paid to heirs Typically French compromise: partially satisfies 

demands while preserving essential of national collections 

Characters involved: Pierre Bertier (until his death), NGO team continues, Human Rights 

Council, Matsukata heirs Major themes: Moral vs legal victory, Transformation of consciences, 

Movement that surpasses individuals, Imperfect final compromise 

 

EPILOGUE - 2034 

Author's final reflections on the scope of the affair Justice is measured not only by concrete 

restitutions obtained, but especially by progressive transformation of public debate The 

Matsukata affair proved that one man (Bertier) + small team can challenge the most powerful 

States through legal rigor and public opinion mobilization At Céret cemetery where Bertier rests, 

commemorative plaque: "Truth is slow, but it is sure" "The Bedroom at Arles" continues its 

mute testimony at the Musée d'Orsay. It now symbolizes the patience necessary for justice to 

eventually prevail Tangible results: Museums create "provenance" departments, new 

transparency policies, 93 similar requests received by NGO Author's final message: "May this 

novel inspire other real actions in favor of justice and contribute to the advent of a more 

equitable world in the field of culture and the arts" 

 

 



V. IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS OF MAIN CHARACTERS 

 

Character typology 

The novel presents three categories of characters according to their temporal relationship to the 

affair: 

• GENERATION 1 (1920-1950): The founders - Matsukata and Hiōki 

• GENERATION 2 (1944-1958): The spoliators - De Gaulle, Jaujard, etc. 

• GENERATION 3 (2019-2034): The fighters - Pierre Bertier and the NGO 

 

Kōjirō Matsukata (1865-1950) - The visionary collector 

Biography: Son of a former Japanese Prime Minister. Personal fortune built in shipbuilding. 

Yale graduate (westernized Meiji generation). Assembles between 1916 and 1939 a collection 

of over 1000 Western art paintings. Project: create in Japan a Western art museum to "offer his 

people a window on Europe."  

Deep psychology: Man torn between two worlds: Japanese aristocrat fascinated by the West. 

His mother despised him for his interest in "the art of these Western barbarians." Obsessive 

perfectionist with phenomenal memory. Uses art as "language of feelings, only territory where 

he allows himself vulnerability." Collection = attempt to fill an existential void that social 

success cannot fill.  

Key quote: "Van Gogh had managed to transform his madness into grace; he was trying to 

transform his melancholy into a collection."  

Narrative function: Absent protagonist (dies in 1950, before the 1958 "restitution"). His 

spectral presence haunts the entire novel. His broken dream motivates the struggle of following 

generations.  

Symbol: Incarnation of authentic passion for art, as opposed to the logic of state appropriation. 

 

Kōsaburō Hiōki (1875-1952) -The faithful powerless witness 

Origin and rise: From the petty bourgeoisie. Former clerk in a Kobe bank. Meets Matsukata 

in 1896 (at 21). Seduced by the boldness of the project + hope of social advancement. Becomes 

"man in the shadows by vocation," faithful advisor for 43+ years (at least until 1939).  

Qualities: Strategic intelligence. "Almost supernatural intuition to guess his master's 

unexpressed desires." Irreproachable competence compensating for his modest origins. 

Meticulousness in archiving and documentation.  

Psychological evolution: 1896: Young optimistic ambitious man → 1920: Effective and proud 

advisor → 1939: Anxious man crushed by weight of mission → Post-1944: Powerless witness 

to catastrophe. "Lucid pessimism that increasingly isolated him from his optimistic 

contemporaries."  

Personal tragedy: Devoted his entire life to serving an ideal (the collection, the museum) that 

collapses before his eyes. Intimacy with Matsukata, once flattering, becomes overwhelming. 

Embodies loyalty unto self-destruction.  

Narrative function: Privileged witness to the constitution of the collection (Prologue, Chapter 

1). Allows reader to see "from the inside" the unfolding drama. His powerlessness anticipates 

that of the heirs. 

 

Charles de Gaulle (1890-1970) - The State pragmatist 

Historical roles: 1944: Head of Provisional Government (orders confiscation). 1958: President 

of the Fifth Republic (signs "partial restitution" ordinance).  

Characterization in the novel: Not a monster nor melodramatic villain. Pragmatic statesman 

obsessed with France's greatness. Systematically places reason of State above individual 

morality. Central quote: "France's interest comes first."  



Vision: Sees in the Matsukata collection a historic opportunity to enrich French heritage 

without spending a cent. Indifferent to ethical scruples when national interest is at stake. 

Authoritarian in his decisions.  

Complexity: The novel avoids caricature: De Gaulle did indeed save France in 1940-1944. His 

decisions on Matsukata are consistent with his vision of national greatness. But this very 

consistency reveals the cynicism of reason of State.  

Narrative function: Main antagonist (but indirect - he never meets the Japanese protagonists). 

Embodies the state machine that crushes individuals. 

 

Pierre Bertier (1948-2033) - The obstinate fighter 

Biography: Born in 1948. Former sixty-eighter. Art history professor. Retires late 2010s. 

Discovers Matsukata affair in 2019 (71 years old) while consulting Rodin Museum archives in 

Céret. Founds NGO "Return and Restitutions." Dies in 2033 (85 years old) without seeing final 

resolution.  

Three essential qualities: (1) Academic rigor: perfectly masters files, exhaustive 

documentation. (2) Ability to mobilize: knows how to create activist and media networks. (3) 

Inflexible obstinacy: refuses to give up despite obstacles. "Accustomed to lost causes." 

Psychology: Idealistic intellectual but not naive. Lucid about power relations but refuses 

cynicism. Personal motto: "Truth is slow, but it is sure." Personal transformation: Quiet retired 

professor → Obsessed activist → Symbol of global movement.  

Vision of victory: Does not measure success by concrete restitutions obtained, but by 

transformation of public debate. "The movement surpasses us, and that's all the better." 

Satisfaction of launching a process that survives him. Narrative function: Protagonist of the 

novel's 2nd part (chapters 7-11). Enables resurrection of the affair 60 years later. David against 

Goliath: small professor vs French State. Gives hope: the individual can make a difference. 

 

VI. COMPREHENSIVE THEMATIC ANALYSIS - 12 MAJOR THEMES ANALYZED 

 

1. STATE-SPONSORED CULTURAL SPOLIATION 

The novel demonstrates how a democratic State can, in the name of national interest, legally 

appropriate private property through sophisticated legal mechanisms. Emergency ordinances, 

use of international treaties, acquisitive prescription. The Matsukata affair reveals that 

spoliation does not necessarily require physical violence. It can be perpetrated by cultured civil 

servants, through legal texts, in apparent compliance with legal procedures. "Legal lie": How 

to transform an illegitimate appropriation into a legal act. 

Key quotes: 

• "France's interest comes first" (De Gaulle) 

• "Presenting as generosity what is in reality an opportunistic selection" (narrator) 

 

2. TIME AND JUSTICE 

The novel spans 114 years to illustrate the theme of "the slowness of truth". Several 

temporalities collide: time of passion (1920-1939), time of spoliation (1944-1958), time of 

forgetting (1958-2019), time of struggle (2019-2034). Justice is not measured by speed but by 

the transformation of consciences. Prescription does not legitimize an initially unjust 

appropriation. Pierre Bertier's motto: "Truth is slow, but it is certain." 

Key quotes: 

• "Truth is slow, but it is certain" 

• "In the fight for truth, only perseverance and trust in time matter" 

 

 



3. THE HYPOCRISY OF RESTITUTION DISCOURSE 

France advocates for colonial restitutions (Sarr-Savoy Report, 2020-2026 law for Africa) but 

stubbornly refuses to return to private individuals. The 2026 law: perfect example of cosmetic 

legislation that displays progress while maintaining the status quo. Restitutions only to States, 

in colonial context, thus excluding Matsukata. Political instrumentalization of memorial issues. 

The novel denounces this arbitrary selectivity. 

Key quotes: 

• "France, homeland of human rights, world champion of cultural appropriation" 

 

4. PROPERTY RIGHTS VS. HERITAGE INTEREST 

Central philosophical conflict: how far can a State legitimately appropriate private property in 

the name of national cultural interest? French arguments: (1) Works better preserved in France, 

(2) Have been part of national heritage for a long time, (3) Restitution would impoverish 

collections. Counter-arguments: (1) Inalienable property rights, (2) Duration does not legitimize 

initially unjust appropriation, (3) Museum universalism does not justify spoliation. The novel 

questions without simplifying. 

Key quotes: 

• "How far can a State legitimately invoke heritage interest to appropriate private 

property?" 

 

5. THE TRANSFORMATION OF CONSCIENCES 

More than obtaining concrete restitutions, Pierre Bertier's struggle aims to transform public 

debate. Tangible results: creation of "provenance" departments in museums, new transparency 

policies, emergence of a generation of curators sensitive to ethical questions, 93 similar requests 

received by the NGO, creation of dozens of similar organizations worldwide. The victory is 

above all moral and cultural, not just legal. 

Key quotes: 

• "We have liberated a voice that was stifled by resignation and intimidation" 

 

6. THE INDIVIDUAL VERSUS STATES 

The novel celebrates the capacity for action of determined individuals against great powers. 

Pierre Bertier, a simple retired teacher, manages to challenge the French State and obtain 

international condemnation. Message: A single man, armed with truth and surrounded by a few 

faithful followers, can shake the most powerful institutions. David versus Goliath. Individual 

courage as the engine of history. 

Key quotes: 

• "A single man, surrounded by a few faithful followers and armed only with truth, could 

challenge the most powerful States" 

 

7. MUSEUM UNIVERSALISM IN QUESTION 

The novel questions the myth of "universalism" of great Western museums. This concept, long 

considered self-evident, is deconstructed as an ideology justifying the concentration of artworks 

in former colonial powers. Universalist arguments: Works accessible to the greatest number, 

optimal conservation, educational mission. Criticism: Universalism sometimes hides forced 

appropriations. Paternalism ("we preserve better than you"). Evolution toward a new "ethical 

universalism" respecting people's rights. 

Key quotes: 

• "Republican universalism cannot justify spoliation" 

 

 



8. MEMORY AGAINST FORGETTING 

The Matsukata affair illustrates how an injustice can be "normalized" by collective forgetting. 

Mechanisms of erasure: archival silence, discretion of museum labels, exhaustion of victims, 

media disinterest. Counter-strategy: obsessive documentation, systematic archiving (Hiōki, 

then Bertier), international media coverage. The fight against forgetting is a political fight. 

Unrepaired injustices never completely disappear, they await their time. 

Key quotes: 

• "Four decades of progressive erasure", "Forgetting is an active strategy of the powerful" 

 

9. REASON OF STATE VS. INDIVIDUAL MORALITY 

De Gaulle unhesitatingly sacrifices an individual's private property on the altar of national 

interest. The novel questions: how far can a State go in the name of the common good? The 

officials involved (Jaujard, etc.) are not monsters but cultured men who rationalize their actions 

through a sense of patriotic duty. Corporate solidarity, silence of intellectuals. The banality of 

administrative evil. 

Key quotes: 

• "France's interest comes first" 

 

10. INEQUALITY OF POWER RELATIONS 

Post-1945 Japan, weakened and under American tutelage, negotiates from a position of 

weakness (Chapters 4-5). Victim fatigue: divided and exhausted Matsukata heirs end up 

accepting the 1958 "compromise". NGO vs. State asymmetry: Bertier with a few volunteers vs. 

army of French diplomats and lawyers. But international media coverage allows for partial 

rebalancing of power relations. 

Key quotes: 

• "The Japanese government, weakened by defeat and under American tutelage, 

negotiates from a position of weakness" 

 

11. ART AS EXISTENTIAL QUEST 

For Matsukata, the collection is not speculation or social prestige, but an attempt to fill an inner 

void. Art as "language of feelings", the only territory of authorized vulnerability. The Bedroom 

at Arles: symbol of loneliness (Van Gogh) that echoes Matsukata's own. Collection as refuge 

against melancholy. Bulimia of works = soft drug. Authentic art vs. instrumental state 

appropriation. 

Key quotes: 

• "Van Gogh had managed to transform his madness into grace; he was trying to transform 

his melancholy into a collection" 

 

12. MORAL VICTORY VS. LEGAL VICTORY 

The final compromise (2034) is legally imperfect: only 6 works returned, France keeps major 

pieces. But the real victory lies elsewhere: transformation of global debate on restitutions, 

creation of movements in dozens of countries, evolution of mentalities in museums. Bertier dies 

before resolution but with the satisfaction of having launched a process that surpasses him. The 

long time of history vs. individual impatience. 

Key quotes: 

• "Justice is not measured only by obtaining concrete restitutions, but above all by the 

progressive transformation of public debate" 

 

 

 



VII. STYLISTIC AND NARRATOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

 

Type of narration and point of view 

Omniscient narrator with variable focalization. The narrator moves from one character to 

another, knows their intimate thoughts and hidden motivations. He sometimes comments 

ironically on events. Examples of focalizations: 

• Focalization on Matsukata (Prologue): access to his deep psychology 

• Focalization on Hiōki (Chapter 1): anxiety, premonitions 

• Focalization on De Gaulle and Jaujard (Chapter 2): rationalization of spoliation 

• Focalization on Bertier (Chapters 7-11): obstinacy and evolution 

• Narrator's comments: distanced irony ("History cares little about good intentions") 

Narrative temporality 

Linear chronology: The novel follows a strict chronological order from 1920 to 2034, 

facilitating understanding 

Massive temporal ellipses: Chapter 6 condenses 42 years (1958-2000) in a few pages. 

Summary technique for hollow periods. 

Developed scenes: Key moments (acquisitions, spoliations, UN hearings) treated with wealth 

of details and dialogues 

Variable rhythm: Alternation between acceleration (years of forgetting) and slowdown 

(negotiations, debates) 

Character psychology (writing technique) 

The author excels in in-depth psychological analysis. Each character is shown in their 

contradictions: 

• Indirect interior monologue: "He had always known this day would come" (Hiōki) 

• Analysis of deep motivations: "His loyalty mixed sincere gratitude and subtle 

calculation" (Hiōki) 

• Progressive revelation: Characters reveal themselves in small touches 

• Empathy even for antagonists: De Gaulle not a monster, but coherent statesman 

• Key quote on Matsukata: "Van Gogh had managed to transform his madness into 

grace; he was trying to transform his melancholy into a collection" 

Language registers and dialogues 

Formal register: Diplomatic and legal dialogues. Example: "Mr. President, we are talking 

about works that belong to a private Japanese collector." 

Standard register: Exchanges between NGO members 

Revealing dialogues: Characters reveal themselves through their words. "France's interest 

comes first" summarizes De Gaulle's entire philosophy. 

Dramatic function: Negotiations, confrontations create suspense 

Irony and critical distance 

The author frequently uses irony to denounce institutional hypocrisy. Examples: 

• "France, homeland of human rights, world champion of cultural appropriation" 

• "Presenting as generosity what is in reality an opportunistic selection" 

• "While France drapes itself in its liberation and republican values, it commits spoliation 

itself" 

General tone: Biting but not contemptuous, critical but respectful of complexity 

Documentation and factual precision 

The novel relies on impressive documentary rigor: 

• Precise dates: "October 5, 1944", "December 17, 1958", "May 2025" 

• References to historical documents: Ordinances, Treaty of San Francisco, etc. 

• Detailed descriptions of legal and diplomatic procedures 

• Quotes from international treaties (even if sometimes reformulated) 



• Real names: Charles de Gaulle, Jacques Jaujard (historical figures) 

• Modified names for living persons (according to disclaimer) 

• This rigor gives the novel credibility that reinforces its message 

 

VIII. DETAILED HISTORICAL AND LEGAL CONTEXT 

 

Historical context: Japan from the Meiji era to the postwar period 

Kōjirō Matsukata is the product of the Meiji era (1868-1912), a period of radical transformation 

in Japan: 

• Accelerated modernization on the Western model 

• Creation of a new ruling class open to the world 

• Tension between tradition and modernity (mother/son conflict in Prologue) 

• Training of elites abroad (Matsukata graduated from Yale) 

• Passion for Western art = manifestation of this cultural Westernization 

The Parisian art market (1920s-1930s) 

• Paris = world center of the art market in the interwar period 

• Parisian galleries (Paul Rosenberg, Durand-Ruel) sell massively to American and Asian 

collectors 

• Matsukata takes advantage of this excitement to build his collection 

• Prosperous period for dealers and wealthy collectors 

World War II and its legal consequences 

• 1939: Declaration of war in Europe (but NOT between France and Japan) 

• 1941: Japan enters the war (Pearl Harbor attack) 

• 1944: Liberation of Paris, confiscation of Matsukata collection 

• 1945: Japan's surrender 

• 1951: Treaty of San Francisco (peace with Japan) 

• 1958: Ordinance of "partial restitution" 

Central legal ambiguity: France and Japan were never formally at war. How then to justify 

the confiscation of "enemy property"? 

Legal foundations of spoliation (detailed analysis) 

Ordinance of October 5, 1944 

Sequestration of "enemy property" on French territory.  

DOUBTFUL LEGAL BASIS: absence of formal declaration of war between France and Japan. 

Argument: Japan is an enemy of the Allies of which France is part. 

Treaty of San Francisco (September 8, 1951) 

Article 14: "Japan renounces all rights, titles and interests concerning property located in the 

territories of the Allied powers". The Allies can appropriate Japanese property. France uses this 

article to RETROACTIVELY legalize its 1944 confiscation. 

 PROBLEM: Questionable application to private property intended for a museum. 

Ordinance of December 17, 1958 

"Partial restitution": 300 works returned, 18 masterpieces retained.  

MULTIPLE PROBLEMS: (1) Unconstitutionality (encroachment on parliamentary powers), 

(2) Absence of financial compensation, (3) Arbitrary selection of "returned" works. 

Legal obstacles to contestation 

Before French courts: The Council of State refuses to examine the merits. Dissuasive fines 

(€3000) for "abusive" appeals. Characterized DENIAL OF JUSTICE. 

On the international level: Slowness of UN procedures (10 years for a decision). Diplomatic 

influence games. Absence of binding mechanisms. 

 

 



IX. SIGNIFICANT QUOTES AND EXCERPTS BY THEME 

 

On the collector's passion 

• "Van Gogh had managed to transform his madness into grace; he was trying to transform 

his melancholy into a collection." (Prologue) 

• "Art had become his language of feelings, the only territory where he allowed himself 

vulnerability." (Prologue) 

• "It's pure light, Hiōki. Light captured and fixed forever." (Matsukata on Monet, memory 

Chapter 1) 

On spoliation and reason of State 

• "— Mr. President, we are talking about works that belong to a private Japanese collector. 

— That belong to an enemy, you mean." (Chapter 2) 

• "France's interest comes first." (De Gaulle, Chapter 2) 

• "Presenting as generosity what is in reality an opportunistic selection." (Narrator, 

Chapter 5) 

On time and justice 

• "Truth is slow, but it is certain." (Pierre Bertier's motto, repeated) 

• "In the fight for truth, only perseverance and trust in time matter." (Chapter 11) 

• "History cares little about good intentions." (Prologue) 

On the transformation of consciences 

• "We have liberated a voice that was stifled by resignation and intimidation." (Pierre 

Bertier, Chapter 11) 

• "Our role is no longer to personally carry this fight indefinitely. It's up to others to take 

up the torch. The movement surpasses us, and that's all for the best." (Pierre Bertier, 

Chapter 11) 

• "The movement had taken on such proportions that UNESCO had finally created a 

permanent special commission." (Chapter 11) 

On art and its deep meaning 

• "Van Gogh paints a bedroom and makes something eternal of it. That's Western genius: 

transforming the everyday into art." (Matsukata, Hiōki's memory) 

• "Somewhere in the air-conditioned rooms of the Musée d'Orsay, Van Gogh's 'The 

Bedroom at Arles' continued its silent testimony. It now symbolized the patience 

necessary for justice to finally prevail." (Epilogue) 

On irony and hypocrisy 

• "France, homeland of human rights, world champion of cultural appropriation." 

(Narrator) 

• "While France drapes itself in its liberation and republican values, it commits spoliation 

itself." (Chapter 2) 

 

X. GENERAL CONCLUSION AND CRITICAL APPRECIATION 

 

Central message of the novel 

"La Chambre volée" masterfully demonstrates that international cultural justice is possible, 

even against the most powerful States. A determined individual, armed with truth and supported 

by a few faithful followers, can shake institutions, transform public debate and obtain a form 

of reparation, even if only partial. 

The novel also illustrates that victory is not measured only by concrete restitutions obtained, 

but above all by the transformation of consciences, the evolution of mentalities and the creation 

of a movement that endures beyond individual struggles. 

 



Contemporary relevance 

At a time when debates on cultural restitutions (African works, property spoliated during the 

Holocaust, colonial artifacts) occupy center stage internationally, "La Chambre volée" makes a 

significant contribution to reflection. 

The novel opportunely reminds us that: 

• Western museums have built their collections through often questionable means 

• Museum universalism sometimes hides unjust appropriations 

• The property rights of private individuals must be respected 

• States' responsibility for past acts must be recognized 

• Time does not legitimize an initial spoliation 

Literary qualities 

Documentary rigor: The novel combines the precision of a historical essay with the fluidity 

of a novelistic narrative. Dates, names, treaties: everything is verifiable or plausible. 

Psychological depth: Characters are nuanced, non-Manichean. Even "antagonists" (De Gaulle, 

Jaujard) are treated with empathy and complexity. 

Narrative tension: Despite the legal and diplomatic subject, the novel maintains suspense and 

reader interest over 114 years. 

Philosophical scope: Beyond the Matsukata case, universal reflection on time, justice, memory, 

State responsibility. 

Potential limitations 

Length and technicality: The novel covers 114 years with numerous legal details. Some 

readers might find it long or technical. 

Assumed political engagement: Despite efforts at nuance, the author's position is clearly 

favorable to restitutions, which can give the impression of a plea. 

France/Japan balance: France often appears in a negative light, despite the fair presentation 

of its arguments. 

Secondary characters: Some characters (notably in the NGO) remain relatively schematic. 

Overall appreciation and rating 

"La Chambre volée" is an ambitious and generally successful novel that deserves wide 

distribution. It manages to make a complex subject accessible while respecting the reader's 

intelligence. Its main strength lies in its ability to transform a particular case (the Matsukata 

affair) into universal reflection on justice, time, memory and State responsibility. 

Beyond its undeniable literary qualities, the novel could play an important social role by 

contributing to awareness of issues related to museum collections and encouraging new 

research on the provenance of works. 

 

OVERALL RATING: 4/5 

Rating breakdown: 

• Documentary rigor: 5/5 (Excellent) 

• Writing quality: 4/5 (Very good) 

• Character depth: 4/5 (Very good) 

• Philosophical scope: 5/5 (Excellent) 

• Accessibility: 3/5 (Average - legal technicality) 

• Subject originality: 5/5 (Excellent) 

 

IN-DEPTH READING GUIDE  

Completed in January 2026 by Claude generative AI (Anthropic) Based on the novel "La 

chambre volée" by Robert Caxanovas 


