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Dresden

Spiegel der Welt. Die Staatlichen Kunstsammlungen Dresden in Japan
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Duration: 28 June — 19 September, 2005

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Nihon Keizai Shimbun, Inc.

Number of Visitors: 296,330
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Since the Deutsche Kunst der Diirer-Zeit aus Museen der DDR exhibition
held in 1972, the NMWA has enjoyed a particularly cordial relationship
with the Staatlichen Kunstsammlungen Dresden. The two museums
have co-organized three exhibitions, and this exhibition, the fourth, was
held as a main event marking the ‘Germany in Japan’ 2005/2006
program. This noteworthy exhibition was of an unprecedented scale
and featured works from all 11 of the national art museums in Dresden.
However, the exhibition did not feature a “masterpieces” selection of
works, rather an effort was made to select works that clearly reflect
Dresden’s character. In other words, the exhibition aimed to provide a
visualization of the entirety of Dresden through a selection of works
from its historical collections. As a result, the exhibition revealed
Dresden as a cultural crossroads where international relations formed
the crux of its collection building process. The title of this exhibition,
Spiegel der Welt (Mirror of the World), reflects the fact that the Dresden
palaces where most of the collections were assembled from around the
world reflected the world of its day. At the same time, the image of the
mirror includes the concept of reflecting outwards, a feature of
Dresden’s culture and the dissemination of that culture out into the
world.

Then, we might ask, what foreign cultures characterize the Dresden
collections? An examination today of the rich array of materials
collected in Dresden reveals the following countries represented in the
holdings. From Europe, the three countries of Italy, France and Holland.
From Asia, the three countries of Turkey, China and Japan. Art works
from the cultures of these six countries form the core of the Dresden
collections.

The Wunderkammer, or treasure room, of the Renaissance period
Dresden palace formed the reception vessel for these foreign cultures.
The exhibition began with this room and its function. The first section of
the exhibition recreated how the gathering of “curiosities” for this
Wunderkammer gradually grew and developed into a collection of “art
works” for the Kunstkammer, or art room. The second section explained
the process by which the longing for and understanding of foreign
cultures became the basis for collecting art works. The Ottoman Turk
section revealed the ambivalent dichotomy of fear of an invader and

admiration for a high level of cultural achievement. Further influence
from the outside world is seen in the veduta, a new form of landscape
paintings from Italy brought to Dresden by Bellotto. Geographically
correct landscape views were then used to decorate the walls of the
palace. Through the introduction of the courtly lifestyle and artistic
styles of France's court at Versailles, August der Starke was able to
solidify his role as absolute monarch in Dresden. The collection of high-
priced porcelains from China and Japan was a major trend in the
palaces of Europe, and while potters in each of the European countries
attempted the creation of their own porcelains, it was the Meissen
ceramic works on the outskirts of Dresden who first accomplished the
creation of true porcelain in Europe. The Dresden Kunstakademie's rich
collection of Rembrandt works led to a Rembrandt revival in Dresden. It
is not hard to imagine how this wealth of information from foreign
countries and the formation of a splendid art collection raised the level
of culture overall in the city of Dresden. In the 19th century these
collections became a magnet for young artists and writers who gathered
in Dresden and became the major motivating force behind the spread
of Romanticism. The final section of the exhibition presents the glories
of the Romantic Movement, which was Dresden’s highest moment of
artistic achievement.

The Dresden organizers provided their wholehearted support and
cooperation to this exhibition, and both the concept and the first-rank art
works were the focus of the high praise for the exhibition expressed in
critiques in magazines, newspapers, and other media. It can be
considered an achievement of this exhibition that it received higher
ratings in its critiques than the Berlin exhibition that was another major
event during the ‘Germany in Japan’ year. General visitors to the museum
also appreciated the concept and exhibited works, with word of mouth
reports increasing interest in the show near its conclusion. However,
since there was greater attendance than anticipated, the area around the
cases presenting a comparison of Meissen porcelains and Japanese
porcelains was frequently crowded, and thus at times viewing was
difficult. This situation led to an understanding of how exhibition design

must reflect expected crowd size due to visitor interests. (Naoki Sato)
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