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Duration: 29 June — 15 August, 2004

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Die Evangelische Kirche der Kirchenprovinz
Sachsen / Die Kirchliche Stiftung Kunst-und Kulturgut in der Kirchlichenprovinz Sachsen / The

Western Art Foundation
Number of Visitors: 37,329
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Upon the reunification of Germany in 1990, West German art historians
began surveys of art work holdings that remained in East German

churches. This exhibition evolved as a result of those studies, and was
held with the aim of introducing these art works usually seen in
churches to Japanese audiences in the form of an exhibition. Unlike
most exhibitions where co-organizers are other museums, in this case
Christian churches were exhibition co-organizers, and all of the
artworks displayed were metalwork items preserved in the various
church districts known as provinces.

Within the Church Province of Saxony, German churches that are
now considered major examples of Gothic and Romanesque art were
built one after the other during the High Medieval period. Metalwork
arts were developed as part of the adornment of these new churches.
Then the province of Saxony became the center of the Lutheran
Reformation movement in the 16th century, and the medieval arts that
had been created prior to the Reformation were inherited and used by
the new churches based on the Evangelical doctrine. The exhibition co-
organizer churches are the modern-day representatives of various
phases in that historical development. With the aim of explaining the
churches’ role as preservers and inheritors of these art works, these
churches held a traveling exhibition of metalwork arts in 2001-2002,
using as their venue the churches of Magdeburg, Wittenberg, and
Quedlinburg. These exhibitions included many art works which had not
been publicly displayed prior to the new post-1990 art historical surveys.
The exhibition held at the NMWA included 63 works, mainly chalices,
selected from the 106 works that were displayed in the exhibition in
Germany.

The NMWA exhibition was held with the understanding that Japanese
art viewers had almost no knowledge of Christian liturgical arts, or of
western medieval metal works in general. This meant that an entirely
new concept, one that differed from the concept of the exhibitions held
in German churches where the audience was familiar with the art forms,
was necessary for the Tokyo exhibition. While the German exhibitions
had displayed the art works essentially in chronological order, for the
NMWA exhibition the works were organized thematically, rather than
chronologically, and arranged in five thematic sections. These sections
were 1) the meaning and function of medieval liturgical arts, focusing
on the chalice, 2) the special characteristics of technique and form in
medieval metalwork arts, 3) the basic chalice forms and changes in
those forms over time, 4) special characteristics of chalice decorative
iconography based on religious function, and 5) the inheritance of
medieval liturgical art by pre-modern Evangelical churches.

The following two points were kept in mind when the display was
planned. First, a large amount of preparative knowledge was necessary
for the viewer to appreciate the art works in each thematic division.
Second, all of the displayed works were small in scale and their basic
physical types did not vary greatly, with each work distinguished by
specific detailed iconography or formative elements. Thus it was



anticipated that simply grouping the works and displaying them would
create a monotonous exhibition. As a result, each section was
accompanied by a number of large-scale enlargements of object details
and lengthy explanatory texts, resulting in an extremely large number of
explanatory panels displayed along side the art works.

The response to this type of “wordy” exhibition by museum visitors —
albeit a small number of visitors was recorded for the exhibition -
included quite a few who said it was a generally favorable experiential
exhibition, while many expressed bewilderment. This bewilderment
was mainly based on the fact that the explanatory panels were placed at
a considerable distance from the display cases, to allow visitors to see
the small three-dimensional forms inside the cases, and not to interfere
with the display aesthetics. This meant that visitors were not always fully
aware of the relationship between specific panels and the art works. In
general, there has been a trend in recent years for exhibition visitors to
seek more explanatory information about an art work, not simply view
the art works themselves. This exhibition can be said to have provided
one possible response to this demand.

The subject of the exhibition was not simply an art historical matter, it
also included both the religious background of the art works and the
special techniques used in metalwork arts. Hence the organizers sought
the cooperation of not only art historians, but also of metalwork artists
both in and out of Japan and theologians from both Catholic and
Evangelical Lutheran churches. Their assistance advanced the
development of the project and ensured correct label information.
During the exhibition preparation process it became apparent that there
were differences in the basic church vocabulary of the Catholic and
Evangelical churches, and similarly, discrepancies caused by different
concepts of metal work in Japan and the west. These problems had to
be solved one by one with the help of the various people lending their
assistance to the planning process.

This exhibition was also special in that its co-organizers were
churches rather than other museums and some issues regarding
working with churches can be suggested. The majority of the art object
photographs in the catalogue are in black and white. Color photographs
were not available because of time and staffing difficulties at the
Evangelical Churches, and the original owner churches are not
specifically named because of owner privacy issues.

During the four-year planning period for this exhibition, the NMWA
purchased a number of 15th and 16th century prints related in various
ways to metalwork. These prints were displayed in the exhibition as
reference works, which encouraged visitors to consider the connections
between medieval metal arts and print arts, especially engravings and
etchings, that are considered a modern art genre, along with providing
an opportunity for the museum to add some fascinating and unusual
works to its print collection.

In conjunction with the exhibition, Keiko Takii of Tokyo National
University of Fine Arts and Music led a concert and lecture program
entitled “The Relationship between Gregorian Chant and German
Chorale” on July 23rd at the museum. The works performed in the
concert were chosen to highlight the connections and differences
between the medieval liturgical music and that of the pre-modern
Protestant church. The program was favorably received, given that its
appropriateness to exhibition themes and the fact that the selected

works are rarely performed in ordinary concerts. (Mikinosuke Tanabe)
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