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Michelangelo Buonarroti— The Making of a Genius and the 500th Anniversary of

the Sistine Chapel
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Duration: 6 September—17 November 2013

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Tokyo Broadcasting System Television Inc. /

The Asahi Shimbun
Number of visitors: 220,144
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Michelangelo represents the pinnacle achievement of the Renaissance
and is considered one of the greatest artists in the history of Western art.
Through its introduction of 60 works from the Casa Buonarroti (Florence)
collection of Michelangelo’s descendants, this exhibition explored the
creative achievement and influence of this artist who has been revered
as an almost god-like figure throughout his lifetime and into the present.
Thanks to the full cooperation of the Casa Buonarroti, renowned as a
world-leading collection of Michelangelo’s works and historical materials
both in terms of quality and quantity, we presented this solo exhibition
on the artist known primarily through the frescos and massive sculptures
whose format and scale prevent their overseas display.

The exhibition was comprised of four sections, namely, Section 1:
The Man and the Myth — Michelangelo and the Casa Buonarroti, Section
2: Michelangelo and the Sistine Chapel, Section 3: Michelangelo the
Artchitect, and Section 4:Michelangelo and the Human Body.

Among the displayed works, this was the first time that the marble
relief Madonna of the Stairs — displayed in Section 4 of this exhibition
and thought to have been created when he was around 15 years old —
was lent by its owner for such a long display period. This exhibition also
provided the extremely rare opportunity to see more than 30 works by
Michelangelo, primarily drawings, allowing exhibition visitors a superb
opportunity to trace the creative process of this genius and his secrets.
The exhibition introduced his less well known items, such as his letters
and other literary materials, thus bringing into focus the human aspects
and suffering he endured during his lifetime.

This exhibition was the largest overseas touring exhibition mounted by
the Casa Buonarroti. It also represented the largest group of Michelangelo
works ever put on display in Japan, and attracted a certain audience
simply on the name value of its artist. And yet in fact, the exhibition
sought to present new aspects of this artist, as seen in its subtitle, “The
Making of a Genius,” examining the traces of the various processes by
which Michelangelo became the artist he was. The exhibition posed
questions such as how did Michelangelo create his massive sculptures
and frescos that appear beyond human power and god-like in their
accomplishment; what kind of person was this man Michelangelo who
could create such art, and how was the god-like artist Michelangelo
stereotype formed. The display of numerous examples of his own
writings, from letters to notes and focusing on preparatory drawings for
the Sistine Chapel frescoes, was based on these intentions.

We imagined that many of the visitors to the exhibition would come
to the museum with thoughts of Michelangelo’s completed works,
such as the massive Sistine Chapel frescoes, in mind. So we did not
stop at simply presenting such immovable materials in textual form,
we rounded out the display area with large-scale photographic panics,
actual size partial replicas (borrowed from the Otsuka Museum of Art),
and newly shot 4K video high-resolution video imagery of the works in
situ. Indeed, this 4K video imagery itself became a big talking point at
the exhibition, and its success opened up the possibility for the future
utilization of 4K video programs as exhibition-related contents. Through
such experiments, visitors can gain an understanding of the relationship
between preparatory drawings and their finished work, and indeed of the
scale of the finished work itself. Further, not only did we display labels
that summarized the contents of letters and other materials next to the
works themselves, we produced a pamphlet with full transcriptions of the
original texts and their accompanying Japanese translations. This allowed
visitors with deeper interest in the subjects to sit in the galleries and
freely read more detailed information. This experiment was well received

by visitors, and was an essential tool in viewing and understanding this
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kind of exhibition focused on preparatory drawings and documents that

are somewhat hard to understand without art historical background or
knowledge about their use and context.

When a museum sets out to hold a solo exhibition of an Old Master
artist, not only must we consider the rarity and high value of the artworks
involved, we must also realize that there are many artists whose major
works cannot be borrowed from purely physical limitations, such as
frescoes and massive sculptures. Michelangelo is representative of such.
The physical impossibility of displaying his popular, generally well
known works and the fact that this exhibition consisted primarily of
less colorful drawings and small-scale sculpture meant that the general
reaction was that it was subdued in tone. Through the use of the videos
and other materials discussed above we sought to create a display that
would aid visitors in understanding the true value and meaning of
preparatory drawings, and thus I think that the overall resulting exhibition
composition raised visitor satisfaction and exhibition evaluations.
Considering that these efforts resulted in greater than expected audience
numbers, some of those visitors mainly attracted by the “name value”
artist Michelangelo expressed dissatisfaction with the absence of finished
works. When we organize such drawing-focused exhibitions in the future,
we must further consider how we can encourage visitor interest in this
type of art.

(Yusuke Kawase)
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