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Rembrandt: The Quest for Chiaroscuro
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Duration: 12 March - 12 June, 2011 (The opening was postponed until 12 April, because

of the Great East Japan Earthquake.)

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Nippon Television Network Corporation /

The Yomiuri Shimbun
Number of Visiotrs: 263,419
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Through the cooperation of the Rembrandthuis Museum in Amsterdam,
the special exhibition Rembrandt: The Quest for Chiaroscuro provided
an opportunity for an overall re-examination of Rembrandt's expression
of light and shadow, or chiaroscuro, through an examination of many of
the fundamental characteristics of the Master’s prints, such as the
existence of multiple states, the use of unusual papers, diversity of plate
tone and unfinished expression. The NMWA had held an exhibition in
2003 entitled Rembrandt and the Rembrandt School: The Bible,
Mythology and Ancient History, which explored the narrative subjects

depicted by Rembrandt and his followers in the midst of the “non-
narrative” focus of 17th century Dutch painting, with its emphasis on
landscapes, still-lifes and genre scenes. While the 2003 Rembrandt
exhibition was thematic in nature, this exhibition explored his depiction
and style. In other words, the two exhibitions were a complementary,
two-part exploration of Rembrandt in his entirety.

This exhibition was divided into four sections. The first section, “The
Black Prints”, focused on Rembrandt’s night or dark interior scenes
known by collectors of the day as “black prints”, and explored the
development of his expression of black tones. The second section,
“Half-tinted Paper”, displayed various Rembrandt prints made on
Japanese paper and considered the meaning of Rembrandt's use of
unusual papers. The third section, “A Most Bizarre Manner”, focused on
the variety of Rembrandt’s expression of light and shadow, while the
final section “Two Master Prints: The Three Crosses and Christ Presented
to the People”, presented a total of nine prints representing different
states and different paper usage of these two iconic Rembrandt prints.
This presentation reconsidered the meaning of Rembrandt’s
impressions as individual works of art.

The true highlight of this exhibition was the second section’s display
of several of Rembrandt’s prints created on Japanese paper and the re-
examination of the meaning of such unusual paper usage. This subject
also resonated greatly from the stance of the cultural interchange
between Japan and the Netherlands. In the past, this subject has only
been taken up by scholars studying Japanese paper, while Japanese

scholars of Rembrandt and Dutch art were less interested in the topic.
This disinterest arose primarily because of the dearth of Rembrandt
prints on Japanese paper in Japan. Further, the painting-centric
approach of art historical studies meant that even if Rembrandt print
exhibitions were held, in most instances they simply focused on
masterpiece workss rather than a specific theme.

This exhibition began with a research grant for overseas study for the
exhibition curator, Akira Kofuku, from the Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science. While it is not always the case that highly

specialized scholarly surveys and exhibitions aimed at a general
audience overlap, this exhibition was a rare case that provided a
successful link between two seemingly disparate aims.

The opening ceremony for this exhibition was being held on March

11th when the Great East Japan Earthquake struck. As a result, the

international symposium originally scheduled for March 13th was
canceled, and the exhibition was closed for two weeks as part of the
complete closure of the museum. In spite of the issues that must be
considered regarding exhibition conditions in Japan, such as the
response of museums to disasters and the intentions of exhibition
organizers such as newspapers and broadcasters, luckily we were able
to successfully present and conclude this exhibition without any other
major disruption. We would like to express our gratitude for the
understanding and cooperation provided by all those involved,
particularly artwork lenders and the many museums and others who
calmly responded to the emergency situation. Finally, while it is
extremely unfortunate that the symposium was canceled, the various
papers that were to have been presented at that symposium are being
collected in a proceedings volume that is scheduled for publication in
March 2012. (Akira Kofuku)
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