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A Brush with History
American Heroism
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Duration: 7 August - 14 October, 2001

Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo/The Yomiuri
Shimbun /The Western Art Foundation

Number of Visitors: 44,020
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These two concurrent exhibitions had their inception at the January 11,
1995, meeting of the heads of state of Japan and the United States, Prime
Minister Tomiichi Murayama and President Bill Clinton, respectively.
During this meeting, the Japan side proposed holding an “exhibition of
masterpieces of American art.” Through Japan’s Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and Agency for Cultural Affairs, the NMWA was entrusted with
the preparations for such an exhibition.

Because there was no partner on the American side for the
preparation of the exhibition, the NMWA had to conduct the entire
process of gathering great American art works by itself. We made visits
to museums throughout America to explain the exhibition plans and
negotiate loan of works for the exhibition. While we found that the
museums expressed interest in the exhibition plan, given that the works
that we had hoped to borrow were the major works in each museum’s
respective American arts collection, we had difficulties gaining
favorable answers to our loan requests.

At first we had envisioned organizing just one exhibition focusing on
the concept of American Heroism, but it was difficult to borrow a large
number of “masterpieces of American art” that fit that theme. Therefore,
through the cooperation of the American Embassy in Japan, plans were
made for the touring exhibition, “A Brush with History,” from the
National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C., to be shown at the NMWA.
This ran concurrently with an American Heroism exhibition that was
about half the size of the exhibition we had originally planned. In the
end, 75 paintings were borrowed from the National Portrait Gallery, and
43 paintings from art museums and history museums throughout
America were borrowed for the American Heroism exhibition.

The English language title of the portrait exhibition, *A Brush with
History,” incorporates the literal meanings of both “brush™ and “history,”
and at the same time the phrase “a brush with” implies an “encounter,”
or “a close shave.” Given the possible misconstructions that Japanese
versions of this title could have made, the Japanese title “Shozo ni
egakareta Amerika shi,” literally in English, “American history as
depicted in portraits” was used together with the English title to make
the concept of exhibition more readily understandable to the Japanese
people. Originally this exhibition was titled “Notable Americans”
indicating the exhibition’s special characteristic of focusing on
“noteworthy” rather than “famous” people. Hence, we can say that the
history of America recounted by the exhibited portraits had a deeper
impact than the history of America as usually discussed in Japan.

To the greatest degree possible, we avoided the display of portraits in
the American Heroism exhibition. The History Painting section covered
the publicly recounted myths of the founding of the American nation,
while the Landscape section expanded the concept of “heroism” to
display the psycho-social and cultural history of seeing heroism in
nature. Further, we sought out ways in which art worked (somewhat
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ambiguously) in the political context of the struggles of minority
peoples for freedom and the Westward Expansion. Our plan also
covered recent history, with a consideration of how heroes and heroism

have changed in the modern era. As noted above, because borrowable
works were limited, we were not able to fully realize our intentions in
the installation in our galleries, and thus we had to rely on the
exhibition catalogue to make up for some deficiencies.

Although the exhibitions finally realized diverged greatly from our
original intentions, that divergence led to a new potential within our
concepts of the exhibitions. Our joint work with the National Portrait
Gallery — whose nature is more strongly “history museum” than “art
museum” — emphasized the close-knit ties between history and society
and art, and this had an enormous impact on the American Heroism
exhibition. These factors led us to realize an exhibition plan that was
not a slave to the “cult of the masterpiece” viewpoint. As a result, this
exhibition was of greater interest to American studies scholars and
students, and people with an interest in American culture and history,
than to art lovers and people related to the arts. Hence, a completely
different type of visitor came to see these exhibitions than those who
usually visit our museum. In fact, while there were criticisms of the
“history museum” character of these exhibitions, these exhibitions can
be said to have been meaningful experiences to be remembered in our

future considerations of our exhibition methods. (Masayuki Tanaka)
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“A Brush with History”

Edited by: Frances K. Stevenson and Dru Dowdy

[Japanese catalogue title: ‘Shozo ga kataru Amerika shi’]

Japanese catalogue supervised by: Masayuki Tanaka and Naoki Sato
Essays:

Foreword/Marc Pachter

Preface/Carolyn Kinder Carr & Ellen G. Miles

The National Portrait Gallery/Margaret C.S. Christman

Fame and Public Self in American Portraiture, 1725-1865/Ellen G. Miles
Painters, Patrons, and the Changing Face of American Portraiture, 1865-
1999/Carolyn Kinder Carr

Produced by: Bijutsu Shuppan Design Center

“American Heroism”
Written and edited by: Masayuki Tanaka
Catalogue production: Bijutsu Shuppan Design Center

Transportation and installation: Nippon Express
Display: Tansei-sha



