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Réve et Réalité—Collections du Musée d’Orsay
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Duration: 14 September—12 December, 1999

Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo/Musée d’Orsay/Nihon

Keizai Shimbun, Inc.
Number of Visitors: 586,273
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The “La Modernité—Collections du Musée d’Orsay” exhibition was
held in 1996 at the Tokyo Metropolitan Art Museum and The Mu-
nicipal Museum of Kobe (with scientific assistance provided by The
National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo). The “Réve et Réalité”
exhibition continued and developed from the “La Modernité” exhi-
bition and was realized after a three-year planning period. In
contrast to the “La Modernité” theme which highlighted the 19th
century’s new human perceptions, the theme of the “Réve et
Réalité” exhibition was, at first glance, the conflicting tendencies
which emerged with the growing insistence on “scientific proof”
during the 19th century. The realist trend represented by the artists
of the Barbizon School and Courbet, for example, was one of the
central pillars of 19th century art, which developed a major natu-
ralist bent in the middle of that century. Alongside this divergence
we see the mid-century sudden rise to power of Neoclassicism and
Romanticism, with their at times brightly idealistic forms contrast-
ing with darker, more moody content. These Romantic tendencies
were then followed by the end of the century succession of Aesthet-
icist, Symbolist, Art Nouveau, and other artistic forms.

This exhibition introduced works from the Musée d'Orsay
collections to help audiences understand these two intertwined
trends. The works were arranged in thematic groups titled: 1) Man
and Narrative (a. mythology, b. religion, c. literature), 2) Man and
History (war/the Republic State), 3) Man and Contemporary Life
(a. family, b. labor, c. leisure, d. cities), 4) Man and Nature (a. the
human figure, b. landscapes, c. flora and fauna, 5) Isolated Man (the
gloomy watchman). In other words, this exhibition aimed to ex-
press the multi-layered, “chaotic” form of 19th century arts. More
than 200 works were displayed in the exhibition and were richly
varied, ranging from famous works, well known from the Musée
d'Orsay’s permanent installation galleries, to rarely seen works
found in the depths of the museum’s storerooms. Indeed the exhi-
bition encompassed the entire breadth of the Musée d'Orsay
collections with its inclusion of paintings, sculptures, drawings,
pastels, preparatory drawings for illustrations, architectural draw-
ings, decorative arts, and photographs.

Regardless of the fact that all works were drawn from a single
museum, the exhibition was characterized by its strongly thematic
focus and its conceptual approach, which included viewpoints from
social history and philosophical history. This may have been the
source of confusion amongst some non-scholarly visitors to the
exhibition who visited the exhibition expecting to see a “master-
pieces show” perspective, an exhibition focusing on works which
have received active praise from specialists. In the future we must
work to make the thematically focused type of exhibition more
accessible, more educational for the spectrum of visitors less
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familiar with this type of exhibition, and work to erase or reduce
inconsistencies between the actual contents of an exhibition and

advertising efforts aimed at bringing in large audiences.

On the other hand, this exhibition registered daily attendance
figures of over 7,500 visitors at both its Tokyo and Kobe venues, and
thus was the first exhibition on this scale at the NMWA after the
“Great French Paintings from the Barnes Foundation” exhibition
held in 1994. Possibly because of the use of tickets with specific
date/time viewing hours for Saturdays and Sundays, limited distri-
bution of complimentary tickets, and extended evening viewing
hours on Fridays until 8 P.M., the worrisome congestion was limited
to almost acceptable levels, and happily there was none of the ex-
treme crowding that usually happens near the end of a venue’s run.
However, we cannot say that all of the various issues surrounding
exhibitions with such massive audiences were resolved, and atten-
tion must be paid in the future to issues of daily opening hours and
numbers of visitors in the galleries. (Akiya Takahashi)
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