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Traces of Hands: Sculpture and Drawings by Rodin and Bourdelle from the National

Museum of Western Art, Tokyo
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Duration: 3 November 2012 — 27 January 2013
Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / The Asahi Shimbun
Number of visitors: 46,876
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The “Traces of Hands” exhibition was the last exhibition organized
by curator Mina Oya before her untimely death in June 2013. Oya had
prepared an introduction to the exhibition for the NMWA newsletter
Zephyros No. 53 (published November 2012), with the following

overview of the exhibition paraphrased from her introduction:



“Today, the NMWA collection includes 69 sculptures by Rodin
and Bourdelle. These works are not only the core of the museum’s
sculpture collection, they are also important as a collection of both
quality and quantity of works by these two artists within Japan.
And yet, since only some of these works have been displayed in the
collection galleries, there had never been an opportunity to show all
of the works at the same time. The Traces of Hands exhibition will
present these 69 sculptures by Rodin and Bourdelle in the NMWA
collection, along with 22 drawings and prints from the collection and
one Rodin sculpture from the Tokyo National Museum. Some of these
works have not been displayed at the NMWA for 40 years.

Rodin was a man who sought his own unique expression
and chiseled out a path forwards as a great sculptor amidst the
modernization of society and changing culture. Bourdelle was 21 years
younger than Rodin and spent some time as his preparatory sculptor,
and thus was one of those closest to Rodin’s sculpture. The two
men distanced themselves from the academic sculptural education,
and positioned themselves as sculptors seeking new forms of three-
dimensional expression. While neoclassical sculpture is characterized
by its smooth, polished surfaces, the surfaces of the works by Rodin
and Bourdelle retain the rough textures of their materials, traces of
fingers, molds and tools, all revealing vivacity. These are the traces of
the artist’s hands, and an important element in the viewer’s sense of
the artist’s close presence. This exhibition will focus on the traces of
the artist that remain on the sculptural works, while also following the
traces of the two sculptors who were at times teacher/student, and at
other times rivals. The history of how these works entered the NMWA
collection will also be introduced.”

The exhibition consisted of five sections: The Search for Ancient and
Renaissance Sculpture, and the Results; Portraits and Heads; Expressing
the Movement of the Human Form; Monuments; and, Drawings and
Prints. Each section presented its own comparison and contrast between

Rodin and Bourdelle’s works. The refined display under the direction
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of Oya meant that the sculptures, displayed in an open space, evinced a
sense of life force, while also allowing visitors to focus on the surface
handling of the sculptures with their “traces of hands,” all leaving visitors
with an unforgettable impression. The exhibition catalogue also provided
full explanatory entries for each displayed work, along with articles on
various aspects of these artists, from issues of originality in sculpture, to
how sculpture studios operated during Rodin and Bourdelle’s day, and
the history of how their works entered the Matsukata Collection.

Oya’s life work consisted of research on French modern sculpture
centered on Rodin, as well as research on the Matsukata Collection,
based on scrupulous document surveys. This exhibition was thus a
splendid summation of her long years of work on those two themes. The
exhibition was also extremely meaningful as the standard exhibition form
of an exhibition that presented the results of the study of the museum’s
collection. This exhibition, along with our memories of Oya, will always
remain in our hearts.

This exhibition was accompanied by two related exhibitions. The “Fun
with Collection 2012- Finding the Fascination of Sculpture” exhibition
was held in Gallery D of the Special Exhibitions Wing, and thanks to
the cooperation of the Sculpture Department and Department of Metal
Casting of the Tokyo University of the Arts, samples, materials and tools
were displayed and videos were presented to introduce the sculpture
production process. The display “Gallery Scenes from the Early Days of
the NMWA?” held in the 19th Century Hall on the 1st floor of the Main
Building consisted of projected slides of the record photography taken by
the architectural photographer Yoshio Watanabe and introduced how the
sculpture installations looked at the NMWA after the museum was first
opened. (Hiroya Murakami)
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