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Organizer: The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo
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The Fun with Collection exhibition series is an annual small-scale
exhibition of works chosen from the NMWA's collections and focused
on a set theme. This series of exhibitions is geared towards a broad
range of visitors, from children through adults, and offers an opportunity
for visitors to view and appreciate art works from a variety of different
viewpoints. The goal of the exhibition series is to provide visitors with
an enjoyable experience and a closer understanding and familiarity
with art works.

This year’s Fun with Collection exhibition took as its theme the
physical shapes of painting works. Today almost all paintings are
created in some form of rectangular shape. When we think about the



paper used when pictures are drawn, or the pictures we see hanging in
an interior setting, we generally expect them to be rectangular in form.

However, if we look back over the history of western painting we can
see that there were many paintings created, such as those seen in
altarpiece paintings, which were not rectangular, in shape. During the
Renaissance the rectangular picture format became the standard,
although in the contemporary period, paintings are again being created
in a wide range of shapes and formats.

This exhibition took up works in formats other than the standard
rectangular shape, including extremely narrow or tall rectangles and
other non-rectangular forms. The exhibition examined the background
and reasons for the creation of each work in its specific format, the
relationships between format and subject matter, and finally how the
subject was composed within its particular picture plane format. '

Eighteen works from the NMWA collections were chosen for display
in the exhibition. They were grouped in seven formats: crown, arch,
reclining rectangles, round, oval, standing rectangle, and irregular
formats. The display indicated the relationship between the format of
each work and various elements such as the subject of the painting, the
intended display site, its function, and the aims and the intent of the
painter. For example, works with Christian subject matter categorized in
the crown, arch, oval, and reclining rectangular formats were created in
relation to the architectural forms of the church they adorned. Their
formats also seem to be related to the aim of furthering Christian
worship and beliefs. On the other hand, the oval ceiling paintings
created for aristocratic palace settings took images of heaven as their
motifs, and the oval format also created an image of the heavenly
spheres. The round format paintings called tondo that were popular in
Italy from the 15th through 16th centuries can be seen as related to the
birth salvers or round trays offered as congratulatory gifts upon the
occasion of an important birth or as wishes for the success and health of
children and grandchildren. Amongst those works categorized as
standing rectangle formats we can see the influence of Japan's hanging
scroll or woodblock print formats in the painter's examination of the
potential for his or her painterly expression. The works categorized as
irregular in format reveal that rather than arranging painting elements
within a rectangle format, the elements within the composition
influenced the exterior shape of the composition.

This exhibition included a display of materials related to the
expression of “time” within the pictures or their compositions, along
with three-dimensional “hands on” materials that allowed visitors to
consider the relationship between the composition and the format of
the work within a single art work. Gallery talks for school groups were
held during the exhibition. On weekends, experiential and creative
programs and lectures for a wide range of audiences were held in
connection with the exhibition theme. A program which compared
Western painting formats with Asian formats was held at the Tokyo

National Museum, which generously cooperated with this program.
Another program involved the use of photographs taken from a set
vantage point that were then reconstructed into a horizontal rectangular
composition which showed several scenes occurring in a chronological
sequence. Using the manga method of expressing a single time and
space in an individual frame, a program was held which reorganized
the time and space expression in a painting into a new way of
expressing time and space.

This exhibition offered visitors a chance to consider the meaning of
painting shapes and formats, and the relationships between format and
painting function, expression and composition. Visitors to the exhibition
reported favorably on their experiences. However, because the
exhibition was spread throughout the permanent collection galleries,
rather than focused in a single gallery, it ended up being an exhibition
that was to some degree hard for visitors to understand. This raises
issues for future consideration on how to create effective, easily

understood display methods. (Yoko Terashima)
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