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Duration: 4 March - 18 May 2008

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Ministry for Cultural Heritage and Activities of Italy -
Soprintendenza Speciale per il Patrimonio Storico Atrtistico ed Etnoantropologico e per il Polo Museale

della citta di Firenze / The Yomiuri Shimbun
Number of Visitors: 238,352
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Titian's Venus of Urbino is one of the masterpieces of western art history.
This exhibition featuring Titian’s work traced the changes in the image
of Venus from antiquity to the beginning of the Baroque era. A total of
76 works were displayed, including examples of painting, sculpture,
manuscripts, books, and decorative arts. The exhibition was realized
with the complete cooperation of the Soprintendenza Speciale per il
Patrimonio Storico Artistico ed Etnoantropologico e per il Polo Museale
della citta di Firenze, and the works displayed were borrowed primarily
from Florentine collections, with other works drawn from museums and
libraries throughout Italy.

The timeline of the formulation of this exhibition began with the
decision to borrow the Venus of Urbino for the exhibition. Then our
thoughts focused on how to show the Venus of Urbino in such a way as
to heighten the interest of Japanese viewers. This led to the concept of
Venus's changing image through history.

The exhibition had two highlights. One was the fact that the Venus of
Urbino was displayed. The other was the fact that the exhibition traced
the changes in the image of Venus from antiquity forward. The display
and catalogue were divided into five sections, and after showing the
birth and development of the Venus image in ancient Greece and
Rome, an overview of the Renaissance revival of the image completed
the exhibition. While the works were displayed in essentially
chronological order, efforts were made to show the connection
between ancient and Renaissance works by displaying related works
from different periods next to each other.

This was the first time that the Venus of Urbino was lent to a venue
outside of Europe and indeed, the Uffizi Gallery has only lent it outside
their walls a few times in the past. On the other hand, while Venus is
probably the best known of the western goddesses in Japan, there is
very little knowledge in Japan about the myths related to Venus or how
she has been depicted in art. This exhibition thus provided a splendid

opportunity for a deeper understanding of Venus, one of the main

figures in European art history.

Further, the exhibition included the loan of numerous major
examples of Italian art, in addition to the Venus of Urbino. Of particular
note was the image of Venus and Cupid. Michelangelo created the
preparatory drawing, while Pontormo produced the finished oil
painting. This panel painting is over a meter in height and thus would
not normally be sent out on loan, but it was included in this exhibition
as a special loan. This gave viewers a rare opportunity to compare the
Venus of Urbino, representative of the Venetian school style of nude
female imagery, with Michelangelo’s nude representative of the
Florentine school. In other words, a comparison of the two major
schools of Renaissance Italian art became one of the splendid highlights
of this exhibition.

Large numbers of visitors came to this exhibition with its lineup of
masterpieces, while on the other hand, the exhibition was also praised
for its scholarly content. The catalogue, a bilingual edition in Japanese
and Italian, featured articles by the author and Italian specialists.
Indeed, this volume now stands as a major resource on the subject of
Venus and on the Venus of Urbino. Of further special note is the fact that
a symposium entitled The Erotic Art of the Renaissance was held on
March 29, 2008, in the Lecture Hall of the NMWA in conjunction with
this exhibition. Renaissance Italian scholars from Japan, Italy and
America participated in this important gathering that was noteworthy for

its extremely high academic quality. (Shinsuke Watanabe)
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