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The years 2013-2014 marked the 400th anniversary of Japan’s dispatch
of Tsunenaga Hasekura and the Keiché Embassy mission to the West
where they met with Philip III of Spain amongst others. Various “Afo
Dual Espafia-Japon” events held throughout Japan commemorated this
anniversary, and the NMWA held the exhibition “Inside and Outside,
the Two Faces of Spanish Informalism in the Collections of the
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid” as its part of the
festivities. This small exhibition displayed 14 works as an introduction
to Informalism in Spain, one of the most important art movements of the
20th century, from one of Spain’s major museums, the Museo Nacional
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid.

Informalism, which arose in postwar Paris, was immediately taken
up by Spanish artists in the 1950s, and became a massive trend in Spain
through the 1960s. This exhibition presented a total of 14 works by four
artists, including two artists active in Spain, Antoni Tapies (1923-2012)
and Antonio Saura (1930-1998), and two artists active outside of Spain,
Esteban Vicente (1903-2001) and José Guerrero (1914-1991).

While Tapies and Saura continued to paint in Franco’s Spain, Vicente
and Guerrero left and worked primarily in New York. The first two
did not completely abandon figurative representation in their pursuit
of their materials’ characteristics and rough-hewn forms. Conversely,
in New York Vicente and Guerrero encountered postwar American art
movements such as Action painting and Color Field painting, and in their
own works explored color and planar expression as they sought the true
nature of painting. All four men, however, shared the characteristic of
directly expressing their own individual spirit through their creation of
paintings without clearly defined forms.

Of the four painters, only Tapies’ works are well known in Japan, and
this exhibition was an important opportunity to introduce the diversity
of Spanish Informalist painting and its cultural context to Japanese
audiences. Saura’s massive La Grande Foule (The Great Crowd, 1963),
which measures more than five meters wide, was one of the highlights
of the exhibition. This work is one of Saura’s greatest achievements. The
artist’s coiling brushwork presents the confused collective form of sheep-
like anonymous masses in the guise of a conglomeration of deformed
faces. It was extremely meaningful that we were able to borrow and
display this masterwork by an artist who should be as well known as

Tapies.
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Given its small scale, this exhibition was not displayed as a separate
special exhibition in the Special Exhibition Wing, but rather was arranged
as one part of the permanent collection display in a corner of the 2nd
floor of the New Wing. This meant that special exhibition entry fees
were not charged and the exhibition could be viewed with the normal
Permanent Collections Galleries admission ticket. It was an unusual case
of a small exhibition of works lent from other collections to be displayed
within our permanent collections galleries, but it indicated the potential
— particularly on a small scale as with this exhibition — for displaying
exhibitions with clearly defined themes and structure in our Parmanent
Collection Galleries. In this sense this exhibition can be seen as one
possible approach for small-scale special exhibitions at the NMWA in the
future.

Given its importance as one of the main projects in the 2014 com-
memoration of the 400th anniversary of diplomatic relations between
Japan and Spain, and strong urging from our Spanish counterparts the
exhibition was made possible by the Spanish Accion Cultural Espafiola
(AC/E) taking charge of the exhibition’s planning, coordination, transport
of art works and insurance. The Japanese organizers were responsible
for funding the catalogue production, with authors from both Spain and

Japan contributing texts. (Yusuke Kawase)
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