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Duration: 6 March—20 May 2012
Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / The Tokyo Shimbun
Number of Visitors: 91,897
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This exhibition was the first introduction of Hubert Robert to Japan and
was held thanks to the full cooperation of the Musée de Valence during
its closure for renovations. Still not a well-known figure today, Hubert
Robert was nevertheless famous during the 18th century as a landscape
painter who freely combined ancient temples, monuments and other
elements in imaginary landscapes. Robert was also a landscape architect,
the “Dessinateur des Jardins du Roi” responsible for the design of
numerous landscape gardens for the royal court and aristocratic families.
This exhibition was made possible through the close collaboration
between Japanese and French organizers, and was arranged in six
chronological sections that further divided his works by theme and
motif. The exhibited works focused on approximately 90 sanguine chalk
drawings from the Musée de Valence collection, along with oil paintings
and prints drawn from French and Japanese collections. The works
ranged from his earliest student works created in Italy, to his imaginary
landscapes that brought him great fame, to works from his final period
after the French Revolution. In particular the final section uses the
garden, that intersection of natural and manmade, as a key element in this
exhibition’s unique experiment in reconsidering Robert’s works.

Robert studied in Rome and spent a total of 11 years in Italy, creating
numerous drawings, from ancient ruins reminiscent of their glorious
days, to the great architectural monuments of the Renaissance and
nostalgic garden settings overgrown and abandoned. The city of Rome,
a palimpsest of ancient, medieval, Renaissance and more modern layers,
presents landscapes literally created by time. As seen in the exhibition’s
subtitle, this exhibition was intended to allow visitors a chance to see
how Robert created numerous “gardens of time,” quoting from and
developing the motifs he sketched in his youth to the form of imaginary
gardens and landscape garden design. Further, the exhibition provided
an opportunity to not only compare his works with those of his teachers
and contemporaries, it also fostered a greater understanding of Robert’s
arts within the cultural context of his period through its display of related

books from his day. Thus this exhibition was highly regarded not only
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from an art historical stance, but also by scholars in the field of literature.
It must be also noted that the addition of the Shizuoka Prefectural

Museum of Art, with its impressive collection of landscape paintings,
as one of the exhibition venues, enriched visitor interaction with the
exhibited works.

While little known in Japan, Hubert’s arts and creative background
reveal a fascinating intersection of his period’s various cultural spheres,
from interest in antiquity and salon culture to garden arts. In fact, while
this exhibition was created with a limited budget, it welcomed many
more visitors than expected. The popularity of this exhibition may signal
that it is time to reconsider the maturity of understanding amongst art
lovers in Japan today when the holding of such exhibitions with little
expectation of commercial success become progressively more difficult.
While a major retrospective of Robert has been planned in his homeland
of France in recent years, it seems that the plan will not actually come to
fruition. The exhibition held in Japan was thus not only an introduction
of a little known aspect of 18th century French art to Japanese viewers,
it also can be seen as an important experiment on an international
level. The scholarly rigor of this exhibition was ably demonstrated by
its catalogue, with texts by five Japanese and French authors aimed at
providing an overview of Robert’s activities along with a summation of
recent scholarship on the subject.

As well, an international symposium “Actions and Aesthetics of
Time” bringing together French and Japanese researchers and architects
was held at the NMWA and the Institut frangais du Japon in Tokyo. The
symposium was a great success, characterized by the depth of research
presented in the various talks, and the productive discussion periods.

(Megumi Jingaoka)
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