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This exhibition was the first retrospective to be held in Japan on the
subject of the major late 19th century Danish painter Vilhelm
Hammershgi (1864-1916). Hammershei studied at the Danish Royal
Academy of Fine Arts in Copenhagen and then with his friends
established the separatist art group, Den Frie Udstilling (The
Independent Exhibition). Standing apart from the Academy,
Hammershei spent his entire life painting works that were well received
throughout Europe. While his name is still not well known in Japan, he
was one of the most important Northern European symbolist artists. His
fame was such that Rodin’s secretary and renowned poet Rainer Maria
Rilke traveled all the way to Copenhagen to meet Hammershoi. After
Hammershoi's death and with the rise of modernism, Hammershoi's
name was largely and rapidly forgotten. It was not until 1997-98 that he

came to the forefront again thanks to retrospective exhibitions held at



the Musée d’Orsay and the Guggenheim in New York. In 2003, the
Hamburger Kunsthalle held a Hammershoi exhibition that recorded
their highest number of visitors since their opening, reflecting the
popularity of this painter. The Tokyo exhibition was organized by Felix
Kramer, who directed the Hamburg exhibition, and Naoki Sato, NMWA
curator, and they were assisted by Anne-Birgitte Fonsmark, director of
the Ordupgaard, Copenhagen.

This exhibition focused on Hammershoei's most pervasive motif, the
“interior”. Hammershoi's style was strongly influenced by 17th century
Dutch painting, and he specialized in the anachronistic motif of a still,
domestic interior scene reminiscent of Vermeer's works. Using his own
home as his stage, Hammershoi often presented these interiors with
back views of his wife Ida. The motif of a woman’s back turned toward
the viewer serves to both draw the viewer into the painting
psychologically, while also making us the witness to the housewife’s
room. In addition to Vermeer, such motifs - interiors and backs of
women - can also be linked to the works of the great German Romantic
C. D. Friedrich. In Hammershgi's works, however, the viewer is drawn
into the painting by Ida’s back view, at the same time, there still remains
the sense of slight unease of the visitor whose welcome is belied by that
silent back view. Nevertheless, however, Hammershoi's works were by
no means bad in feeling. While they maintain a sense of un-ease, they
seem enveloped in a silent painterly world that is endlessly fascinating
to its viewers. In this manner, we can see the real value of
Hammershei’s art work in his fusion of Dutch realism and Romantic
emotive elements.

In addition to Hammershoi’s interiors, the exhibition featured
sections on Hammershoi's architecture, landscapes and portraiture.
Hammershoi, unlike artists whose motifs and styles changed with the
passing years, created the same type of works from his earliest period to
his final years. From his oeuvre we can see that he was uninvolved with
the concepts of development and progress, and rather in it we can see a
singular complete artist. Because he focused over and over again on the
same principle motifs, viewers have been able to reconsider the true
nature of his art. The Tokyo exhibition also presented a section on Peter
lIsted and Karl Holsoe, two artists active at the same time as
Hammershoi, who were also greatly influenced by Hammershoi.
Through their interior expression characterized by warmth, we can see
all the more how effectively Hammershoi set out his own unique art
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world with its sense of cool darkness.

The exhibition was first held at London’s Royal Academy of Arts,
where, due to spatial limitations in the galleries, the number of
displayed works was cut from the Tokyo exhibition’s 105 works to 72
works. This also meant that the London show had to be arranged in a
chronological fashion. While this unfortunately differed from the
original concept for the show, as it was the first retrospective on
Hammershei in England, it was extremely well-received. The Tokyo
exhibition was also able to close on slightly better numbers of visitors
than anticipated, and it was an opportunity to help define the field of

northern European art in Japan. (Naoki Sato)
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