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This exhibition was jointly organized by two of Japan’s best Monet
collections, the National Museum of Western Art (NMWA) and the
Pola Museum of Art. There have been numerous past occasions for
Japanese audiences to view works by the leading Impressionist painter
Claude Monet, whether in terms of his use of light and color, brushstroke
separation or in terms of the modern city. This exhibition took a new
approach, considering his composition of painterly space and examining
the traces of Monet’s eye as he focused on the landscape. Monet spent his
entire life pursuing the expression of outdoor light, but what can be called
the internal vision of his final years led him to paint numerous landscapes
filled with evocative power. When we look at these works and focus
on how he created their painterly space, we can see that he developed a
spatial expression that differed from traditional perspectivally rendered
space.

The exhibition overall was made up of five sections focusing on the
36 Monet works from the two museums. Sections were arranged both
chronologically and thematically, and also included works by Monet’s
contemporaries, as the exhibition reexamined the unique painterly space
that Monet created on his canvases.

First the young Monet explored his period’s gaze from various
angles, creating new depth in place of the narrative background — the
poesy of the modern city — found in the quotidian 19th century gaze.
Continuing on, the keywords of his works from the 1880s onwards
were the matiére of light and decorative/symbolic, as he experimented
amongst the movements of his days alongside Gauguin, Van Gogh,
Post-Impressionists and then Symbolists. Next, in the section devoted
to two of his Water Lilies paintings, which marked the pinnacle of his
oeuvre, the display explored his expression of watery surfaces, a theme
repeatedly painted during his Giverny period. Interweaving light and
shadow, the layered painterly space, can be compared to the layered glass
techniques of Gallet, who peeled away layers to bring forth fantastical
patterns. The exhibition closed with several of Monet’s mysterious urban
landscapes painted in his later years, when he sought to completely
harmonize stone structures in London and Venice with their surrounding
hazy atmosphere of light and mist.

Based on the works in the two coordinating museums, this exhibition
was formed by the discussions held between the respective curators,

and represented a new experiment in exhibition organization for the
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NMWA. While many of the displayed works were the Impressionist and
Symbolist works that form the core of the NMWA Permanent Collection

Galleries, this exhibition put them in different contexts, whether through
comparisons with other painters, genres and works, or different types of
display arrangement.

This exhibition provided even those visitors already familiar with the
NMWA collection with new ways of seeing these works, or discovering
their novel and fascinating aspects. In this regard we have heard from
many of our visitors that the exhibition reconfirmed the high quality
of the holdings of Japan’s art museums, and thus the exhibition can be
considered a certain success. In fact, the audience numbers were not
good at the beginning, thanks to a major snowstorm, but at the end of the
exhibition larger numbers attended, and it ended up with over 300,000
visitors, quite a feat for an exhibition made up of works from two
museums in Japan. This exhibition can be considered an important point
for discussion regarding the future possibilities of exhibitions utilizing
works in the NMWA collection.

It should also be noted that the two museums are based on works
owned by two private collectors, K6jird Matsukata (1865-1950) who
was president of Kawasaki Shipbuilding and active in the Taishd period,
and the Showa era industrialist, Tsuneji Suzuki (1930-2000), and this
added to the fascination of this exhibition. The displayed works and the
exhibition arrangement were essentially the same for its two venues
in Tokyo and Hakone, but the Tokyo venue had the added feature of
the historical meaning of the Matsukata Collection’s Monet works,
assembled by a person with direct interactions with Monet himself.

The scale of the exhibition grew thanks to the addition of reference
works and research materials other than the works recorded in the
catalogue, and we strove to drive home the special features of the
NMWA. The results achieved in this exhibition should also be linked to
future research on the Matsukata Collection itself and other works in the
NMWA collection. (Megumi Jingaoka)
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