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The Crossing Visions: European and Modern Japanese Art

from the Collections of The National Museum of Western
Art & The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
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Duration: 20 July—8 September, 1996
Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo
The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo

Number of Visitors: 31,916
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Since May 1996, The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo has
been closed for the construction of the galleries for temporary exhi-
bitions and the anti-earthquake measures being taken on the main
museum building. Various projects have been developed to display
works from the Museum’s collection in other venues during the almost
two-year period of this closure. This exhibition was the first of these
experiments. The first idea was a simple plan to borrow one gallery
of The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, but then the staff
of The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, a museum rich in
its holdings of major examples of modern Japanese art which deve-
loped under the strong influence of the West, expressed the desire
to display examples of modern Japanese art, including Nihonga
Japanese-style paintings, in the same space with examples of 15th
century and later Western art. Over the course of approximately six
months of discussions, finally an exhibition made up of six sections
was realized.

The sections of the exhibition included 1) The Focus on Outdoor
Light — a display of the Impressionists and their influence in Japan,
2) Decorative Elements — from the viewpoint that the remarkably
two-dimensional quality of 20th century paintings can be called wall
surface decoration, 3) Realistic Representation — an examination of
the connection between the detailed realism of Japan’s Taisho period
and the realism of classical Western painting, 4) History Painting —
historical, literary, and religious themes and how the methods related
to these subjects were received in Japan, 5) Formative Experiments
on Canvas — focusing on the results of the use of modern materials,
and 6) Capturing Life — a detailed comparison of Japanese sculp-
ture and modern Western sculpture focusing on Rodin. The cata-
logue for the exhibition included two introductory essays and arti-
cles corresponding to each of the sections of the exhibition.

The works included in this exhibition were limited to those in
the collections of the two organizing museums, and given that it was
initially accepted that it would be impossible to show specific exam-
ples of direct influence or imitation relationships, the organizing cura-
tors were anxious about the persuasiveness of the show’s concept.
And it cannot be denied that as the works were aligned for display,
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problems and questions arose regarding each work. Further, limita-
tions were imposed by the different processes by which each of the
museums had formed its collection, and this meant that a fully criti-
cal stance was not always possible. But in spite of these problems,
the similarities and differences which came to light as the works were
placed next to each other in the galleries reflected not only on the
state of the reception of the West in modern Japan, but also on the
different sentiments of self and other, as they shed light on the
Japanese view of modern Western art. Without a doubt these fresh,
and completely unexpected, surprises must be acknowledged by the
curators in charge. While the theme of the exhibition was by no
means novel, the not inconsiderable reaction to the exhibition raised
a variety of issues, and it was recognized for its efforts as an experi-
ment in the exhibition of works selected solely from a number of
national museums, and as the first exhibition to be jointly planned
by The National Museum of Western Art and The National Museum
of Modern Art, Tokyo. The exhibition received unexpectedly good
reviews which delighted the organizing curators from each museum.
Finally, for the organizing staff from the National Museum of Western
Art, who normally focus solely on the history of Western art, this
was a splendid opportunity to reconsider the arts of our own country.

Given that the National Museum of Western Art was closed, the
nature of the exhibition and loan relationship, the state of the objects
and other such reasons that the ideal works could not always be
included in the exhibition, the exhibition of this number of top quality
objects can be confidently stated to have produced extremely fas-
cinating results. (Chikashi Kitazaki)
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