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Woven Pictures: 17th and 18th Centuries European Tapestries in
the National Museum of Western Art Collection
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Duration: 18 March - 25 May, 2003
Organizer: National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo
Number of Visitors: 48,558
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This exhibition was a small-scale exhibition featuring seven tapestries
from the NMWA collection.

The process leading up to this exhibition has been detailed in the
catalogue essay, “A Note on the Occasion of the Tapestries Exhibition,”
and in an article in the Asahi Shimbun “Yomigaeru ‘Matsukata
korekushon™ [Matsukata Collection revived] (published in the Asahi
Shimbun May 8, 2003, evening edition). This note will simply summarize
the exhibition’s special features and meaning.

1) This exhibition’s goal was twofold: to display the six Matsukata
Collection provenance tapestries donated to the NMWA in the
preceding fiscal year, one from the Sugar Industry Association, Inc.,
and five tapestries from The Industrial Bank of Japan, and to display
the rarely seen Gobelins tapestry, Le Chateau de Chambord: Le mois
de septembre, already in the NMWA collections.

2) There had rarely been an exhibition at the NMWA made up solely of
decorative arts, let alone solely of tapestries. The museum’s holdings
include only a very small number of decorative arts items. This
meant that the exhibition differed from the museum’s normal
exhibition offerings and thus gathered an intently interested
audience for the venue.

3) This was an extremely small-scale exhibition in terms of object
numbers, with only seven objects displayed.

4) Each of the exhibited works was large and called for unusual gallery
design.

5) One of the donated works, Psyche gives presents to her sisters,
required an almost year-long process of restoration and cleaning
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work. The reports and results of the conservation process were also

displayed in the exhibition, providing an added educational
element to the installation.

The fact that all six of the donated tapestries were formerly in the
Matsukata Collection meant that this exhibition demonstrated
fascinating facts regarding the breadth of media and scale included
in Matsukata’s original holdings. The positioning of decorative arts
objects in Matsukata's collection, and how Matsukata’s collection
followed artistic trends of his day can be seen as topics for future
research.

The catalogue was designed to fulfill both general readership and
specialist audience needs.

The exhibition was free of charge. This was the museum’s first
experiment with a free-of-charge exhibition, and the experiment was
well-received. Since some consider that the NMWA should adopt the
standard practice of offering permanent collection exhibitions free
of charge and special exhibitions on an admission fee basis, the
experiment may have provided further support for such ideas.

(Akiya Takahashi)
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