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Testimony of Life: Ancient Roman Portraits from the Vatican Museums
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Ancient roman portrait sculpture was extremely important in European
culture, where the concept “learn of Rome” was interchangeable with
the concept “learn from Rome.” These sculptures provided an eloquent
record of the historical narrative of Rome’s famous individuals. Also,
portrait sculpture can be said to be the format that supported the
historical imagination of most viewers. At the same, in a cultural sphere,
which does not equate “learn from Rome” with “learn in Rome,”
Roman portrait sculpture has almost no meaning. The sculpture is



recognized solely as the forms of a “human face” as an estranged and

isolated aesthetic object, and the original historic meaning is obscured.

Since the 18th century art historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann
wrote his famous works on ancient art, Gedunken iiber die Nachahmung
der griechen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst (1755) and
Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (1768), what he described as
“Roman period sculpture” has been seen as just one way to praise its
Greek art antecedents. As a result, the significance of the original
portrait forms of “Roman sculpture,” an art form rooted over an
extremely long period in the culture of the Italian peninsula, has been
almost completely unknown in Japan. This exhibition was prepared
with two thoughts in mind: an anti-Winckelmann approach, and the
issues of “kunstwollen,” a fundamental concept of a great Viennese art
historian, Alois Riegl.

This exhibition, planned and realized through the cooperation of the
Classical Antiquities Department of the Vatican Museums, consisted of
six sections covering the history of Roman portrait sculpture. These six
sections began with Section 1) Birth of the Portrait covered the process
that led to the creation of the Roman bust portrait sculptural form which
would later exert such immense influence on Renaissance and Post-
Renaissance European culture. Section 2) Portraiture and Identity,
Section 3) Female Portraits with Special Hairstyles: Ancient Clothing,
and Section 4) Portraiture and Eternity all explored the various styles
and functions of portraiture. Section 5) Symbols of Empire examined
the definitive differences between the meaning of private portraiture
and portraits of emperors during the Imperial period. Section 6) The
Decline of Ancient Portraiture explained how the rise of Christian
culture modified the forms and iconographical meanings of ancient
portrait styles. These six sections provided a brief condensation of the
sculptural flow of a period spanning a full millennium. The exhibition
displayed a total of 89 works, including 46 sculptures and examples of
glasswork and bronze items used in Roman daily life. By no means was
this a definitive selection on the subject. Many visitors commented
negatively on the small number of works displayed, the size of the works
displayed, and the strict division of works based on the concepts of
Roman period sculpture, unique roman sculptural style, and the
resulting intentional exclusion of Hellenistic style sculptures. These
comments were earnestly received as points to be frankly reflected
uporn.

However, amidst the various changes in circumstances of museums
past and present, setting aside the individual organizing curator’s
intentions, it is true that there were a number of insurmountable issues
involved in such an exhibition. This meant unfortunately that the final
exhibition contents differed greatly from what was originally planned
for the show. The costs of necessary seismic isolation must be
understood, otherwise it must be said that it would be very difficult to
display in Japan large-scale examples of ancient marble sculptures from
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European collections. In the case of this sculpture exhibition, which by

nature incurred installation costs greater than those of a painting
exhibition, display methods that would assure the safety of art works
and the safety of visitors during any calamity were earnestly considered.
As a result, it is true that not all visitors could be absolutely satisfied with
the resulting exhibition.

Although, the issues arose which could not be fully resolved by the
organizing NMWA curator on his own, such as the complete resolution
of linguistic problems of Greek and Latin inscriptions in the brief
exhibition planning time and other major scholarly and exhibition and
conservation questions, a strong trust relationship was fortunatelly built
between the NMWA curator and the Vatican Museums staff. The
organizing curator believes this result will be of great benefit for all in

the future. (Mitsumasa Takanashi)
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