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Chiaroscuro Woodcuts from the Frits Lugt Collection in Paris
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Duration: 8 October — 11 December, 2005

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Fondation Custodia / The Western Art Foundation

Number of Visitors: 30,176
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This exhibition focused on so-called chiaroscuro woodcut. The
exhibition provided an explanation of techniques and expressive
methods, and was aimed at introducing the latest information available
about the chiaroscuro woodcut. Happily, the exhibition enjoyed the
full-hearted cooperation of the Foundation Custodia (Frits Lugt
Collection), a collection known for its fine quality drawings and prints,
and the Foundation lent a total of a hundred and ten important prints to
the exhibition. The Rijksmuseum Amsterdam also lent two works, thus
allowing the exhibition to display almost all of the best-known examples
of the chiaroscuro woodcut.

There has been no previous general introduction of the chiaroscuro
woodcut genre in Japan. As a result, the works were organized in the
galleries by period and by region, and thus showed how the genre
began, developed and eventually faded. Explanatory panels presented
information on the techniques used, and through the efforts of museum
interns, stamps were made that allowed visitors to actually experience
the principles of the chiaroscuro woodcut medium. The corner set up in
the gallery allowed visitors to make their own “art work™ with the
stamps. Survey responses indicate that this experiment in interactive
programming was very well received. Thus visitors were satisfied with
their experience in the galleries and they were able to become actively
involved in understanding the art works, not just simply viewing them.

Undoubtedly this exhibition was also designed so that it could be
fully enjoyed by those visitors who have specialized knowledge of the
subject. Several print researchers and print artists commented that the
exhibition was extremely stimulating for them. The academic tenor of
this exhibition was also reflected in the catalogue. Thanks to the
cooperation of the Dutch art historian, Erik Hinterding, the catalogue
reflected the latest scholarly developments in this subject area. At the
same time, the catalogue was also approachable for the nonspecialist,
and there were many sections added to the text on subjects such as the
arts of the period and the circumstances surrounding print production,
all written in easily understood texts.

While the chiaroscuro woodcut is a rather subdued and quiet
medium and hence the exhibition was low key visually, the exhibition
was a success because it held interest for both specialists and general



art lovers. To note one shortcoming of the exhibition, while the

chiaroscuro woodcut is a medium that imitates the effect of drawing,
there was not a single drawing displayed in this exhibition. There were
various reasons for this lack, including the fact that the Custodia
Foundation does not have any appropriate drawings in its collection.
Thus while this lack was unavoidable, clearly the exhibition would have
been all the more fascinating if drawings had been displayed along side
the woodcuts. (Shinsuke Watanabe)
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