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SHADOWS: Works from the National Museums of Art
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Duration: 8 September - 18 October, 2010

Venue: The National Art Center, Tokyo

Organizers: The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo / The National Museum of Western Art,

Tokyo / The National Art Center, Tokyo / The National Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto / The

National Museum of Art, Osaka Sak
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The National Museums of Art were established as an Independent
Administrative Institution in 2001. Upon the occasion of the 10th
anniversary in 2011, this exhibition was jointly organized by the
museums that are part of this institution: the National Museum of
Modern Art, Tokyo; the National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo; the
National Art Center, Tokyo; the National Museum of Modern Art, Kyoto;
the National Museum of Art, Osaka. This exhibition displayed more than
170 works from four of the participating museums, presented at the
National Art Center, which does not have its own collection, on the
theme of shadows.

In the art of drawing there is the well-known legend of the daughter
of a potter in ancient Greece who began drawing silhouettes of her
lover's face projected on the wall. Shadows, which reveal the three-
dimensionality of human figures and spatial depth, are a form of artistic
expression explored by artists since antiquity. However, regardless of
the fact that shadows are intricately linked to the very origins of the
visual arts, it is only in recent years that they have attracted the attention
of art historians and become the subject of comprehensive study.

This exhibition explored the concept of shadows in works that
spanned the collections of all four museums, ranging from Old Masters
to Japanese art, and to contemporary art, all from diverse regions, time
periods and media. The overall structure of the exhibition was as
follows, taking into consideration the different display needs of each
work: Section 1, Shadows or Shades, and their Depiction, presented an
introduction to various types of shadows; Section 2, Shadows and Shade
in Figurative Art, explored the function and effect of shadows in
paintings and prints from East and West, from the 16th century to the
beginning of the 20th century, arranged by genre; Section 3, Shadows
and Shade as Captured by the Camera, re-examined shadows in
photographic arts from the end of the 19th century through the present,
and finally Section 4, Contemporary Reconsideration of Shadows and

Shades, explored contemporary art's more conceptual approach to the
theme.

Purely by chance, in February and March, 2009, as preparations were
proceeding for this exhibition, the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum in
Madrid held an exhibition called La Sombra, directed by Victor L.
Stoichita who had previously written a comprehensive study on the
subject, A Short History of the Shadow (1997). Clearly this revealed the
rise in international interest in this theme. In fact, regardless of the fact
that the exhibition was drawn solely from the National Museums of Art
permanent collections and only open for a short period, it attracted a
larger than expected number of visitors.

While previously two of the National Museums of Art had held joint
exhibitions, this was the first experiment in planning an exhibition with
curators from each of the museums, drawing on their respective
museum’s collections. This project, organized by five museums each
with their own display and operational methods, and their own
collection sphere, undoubtedly faced difficulties in its organization and
running. However, through this objective comparison with other
institutions, not only did all participants enjoy a chance to reconsider
their museum’s position and collection qualities, it also was an
excellent opportunity for exchange between curators from the various
museums. (Megumi Jingaoka)
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