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Voices Calling from the Unusual: Hirano Keiichiro’s Selection of Western Art Masterpieces
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Duration: 8 April — 15 June 2014
Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Yomiuri Shimbun
Number of Visitors: 57,701
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Taking a different approach, a guest curator was invited by the NMWA to
plan and select the works for this exhibition. The author Hirano Keiichiro
curated this first exhibition of this novel type. Hirano debuted in 1998
with the novel L Ecripse, and has since published numerous works based
on his deep understanding of Western culture. At the same time, he also
conducts visual experiments within his novels, changing the spacing
between characters, introducing a section of blank space and other means
of challenging readers’ concept of visual perception. As his theme for
this exhibition Hirano selected Voices Calling from the Unusual, a place
to work from his deep knowledge of and interest in Western culture. The
exhibition presented 32 works, 31 from the NMWA collection and one
from the Pola Museum of Art. It was held in one corner of the Special
Exhibition Galleries concurrently with the Callot exhibition, with a single
ticket granting entry to both.

The opportunity for this experiment was brought about by worries
about the NMWA exhibition programs. Given the Museum’s need
to raise a profit from its exhibitions, a special emphasis is placed on
large exhibition projects co-organized with newspapers or television
companies. While this is a time-tested system, there is the risk that
financial difficulties in co-organizing companies might jeopardize
exhibition quality, or the ability to obtain exhibition co-organizers.
Further, the NMWA regular audience includes a large number of middle-
aged and older visitors who are repeat visitors, but few young people
visit. With visitors mainly coming in for special exhibitions, there is the
tendency for fewer opportunities to introduce works from the Museum’s
own holdings. Because of the view that co-sponsored exhibitions bring
in visitors, ironically, it has become harder for the Museum to hold more
scholarly exhibitions solely through its own funds, as compared to those
held by other national art museums. Thus there has been a growing risk
for NMWA exhibitions to be caught in this trap.

Given this current situation, we decided to try something radical and
new, organizing an exhibition based on NMWA collection works that
reveals a new aspect of those works, and thus draw in an audience that
has not previously had any connection with the museum. It was hoped
that this plan would also increase the appeal of the exhibition.

Hirano made his own selections of works and arranged them in
thematic sections, writing the accompanying explanatory sections for
each. Thus this exhibition attracted not only art fans but also literary fans
who that do not regularly visit museums. Visitor reactions were extremely
positive, and clearly the exhibition presented the potential for displays
that present permanent collection works in a completely new light. In

terms of visitor numbers, while a normal print exhibition can expect

approximately 30,000 visitors over a two month run, this exhibition
recorded a little less than 60,000 visitors over a similar time frame. Even
given that it was held concurrently with the Callot exhibition, and that the
Callot exhibition was also extremely well received, clearly this type of
exhibition drew in people. While there is no intention to make this type
of exhibition central to exhibition programming at the NMWA, clearly
occasionally holding this type of experimental exhibition might be one
way that the Museum could broaden its approach and make all the more
people aware of the fascinating features of our institution.

(Shinsuke Watanabe)
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