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This exhibition introduced ancient Greek art on the theme of the
human body, from the collection of the British Museum. There are few
opportunities to hold exhibitions of ancient Greek and Roman art in
Japan, but the NMWA was able to hold its L’Eredita dell’Impero Romano
exhibition of ancient Roman art in 2009. Then, just two years later, the
museum hosted this exhibition of Greek art from the British Museum.
This exhibition was the first comprehensive exhibition devoted to ancient
Greek art in Japan. Its success was based on the high quality of the
ancient Greek works from the British Museum, including examples from
the classical period as well as the masterpiece Diskobolos.

The first goal of this exhibition was to give viewers a real sense
of beauty as seen in Greek art. The Greeks discovered beauty as they
explored expression of the human form. In other words, the greatest
theme in Greek art is the human form. Most of the works displayed in
this exhibition were human-shaped or were cases where the body was
taken as one part of the work’s motifs.

The other goal of the exhibition was to encourage visitors to become
familiar with ancient Greek culture from a variety of viewpoints. To this
aim, the exhibition was divided into four thematic sections. The first
theme was Gods, Heroes and Outsiders, in which art works expressing
a variety of Greek myths were introduced, along with an exploration
of the anthropomorphism of ancient Greece in which the gods are
shown in human form. The second theme was The Human Form, which
explored how the expression of the male and female figure changed over
successive periods. The third theme, Olympia and Athletics, introduced
the various competitions in the original Olympics, and included a
recreated diorama of the sanctuary of Olympia where the original
Olympic games were held. The fourth theme was Daily Life, which
introduced the customs and practices of ancient Greece, as considered
from the standpoint of birth to death, sexuality and desire, individuality
and realism.

Today sculpture is often recognized as the greatest expression of
beauty in Greek art. However, because there are almost no collections of
Greek sculpture in Japan, art lovers in Japan have very little opportunity
to encounter such works. Thus this exhibition’s assembly of superb
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sculptural works, including the Japanese debut of the Diskobolos,

considered one of the masterpieces of Greek sculpture, provided visitors
with an ample opportunity to experience the ancient Greek vision of
beauty. In proportion to the power of the art work, the Diskobolos was
displayed on the NMWA’s largest ever stage—a space surrounded by 8
meter tall circular walls—part of the organizers’ efforts to give visitors
an opportunity to thoroughly experience the work. On the other hand,
the display of large numbers of vase paintings conveyed a sense that
Greek art not only reflects their sense of beauty, but also ancient religious
beliefs and the clothing, housing and food in everyday life. These vase
paintings that provided vivid depictions of ancient Olympic Games, one
year before the London Olympics, were an effective way for visitors to
become familiar with ancient Greek culture.

While it is the generally held belief that it is harder to attract visitors
to an exhibition of sculpture than one of painting, in fact, this exhibition
welcomed a greater than expected audience. The positive reaction to this
exhibition can be anticipated to provide support for the development
of future projects on ancient art at the NMWA. As the representative
museum in Japan that promotes Western art, the world of Greek and
Roman art cannot be avoided. Finally, this exhibition was the first
exhibition held at the NMWA after the Great East Japan Earthquake.
Given that the exhibition featured three-dimensional objects, a great
amount of display rearrangement was an essential part of the efforts made
to ensure the safety of museum visitors and art works on display. The
exhibition was held without incident or mishap, but it cannot be said that
the emergency preparedness was complete. This exhibition was an event
that raised numerous urgent issues that museums must address.

(Takashi lizuka)
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