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Duration: 3 March — 31 May 2015

Organizers: National Museum of Western Art / Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali — Soprintendenza Speciale
per i Beni Storici, Artistici ed Etnoantropologici per le Province di Bologna, Ferrara, Forli-Cesena, Ravenna e Rimini /

Comune di Cento / Tokyo Broadcasting System Television, Inc.
Number of Vistors: 89,890
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Giovanni Francesco Barbieri, known as Guercino (the Italian term for
squint-eyed), was one of the major painters of Italy’s Baroque period. Not
that well known in Japan, Guercino was renowned throughout Europe
even in his own lifetime, and in the intervening years, particularly in the
18th century, he has been considered one of the most important painters
in Italian art history. When traveling in Italy in 1786—1788, the German
writer Goethe went out of his way to visit Guercino’s hometown, a small
city called Cento, to see his works. The feelings evoked by this visit are
recounted in his /talian Journey memoirs. The young scions of the British
aristocracy who set out on their Grand Tours of Europe at the time also
admired Guercino’s works in Italy. As a result, it came to be fashionable
for English women to pose for portraits in the guise of the sibyls depicted
by Guercino. While his reputation suffered in later years, there was a
revival of interest in Guercino in the latter half of the 20th century, which
has resulted in a number of recent major retrospectives of his work.

This exhibition was the first to introduce Guercino’s arts to Japan.
Thanks to the wholehearted cooperation of the Soprintendenza Beni
Storici, Artistici ed Etnoantropologici per le Province di Bologna, Ferrara,
Forli-Cesena, Ravenna e Rimini and the City of Cento, Guercino’s native
city on the outskirts of Bologna, a total of 44 works by Guercino and
those in his circle, predominantly from collections in those two cities and
other museums in Italy, were displayed in approximately chronological
order.

Guercino was a painter whose style varied greatly. During his
early period active in his birthplace of Cento and Bologna his style
is characterized by dramatic compositions with contrasting light and
shadow effects. Then after his approximately two-and-a-half year stay
in Rome thanks to a summons by the Pope, he developed a classical
style characterized by calm balance. This change absorbed the superb
expression of his day and can be considered the result of his search
for the effective depiction of drama. This meant that the chronological
display of works in this exhibition, along with their juxtaposition with
works by Ludovico Carracci, Scarsellino and others who influenced his
works during his stylistic transition, and those of Guido Reni, who he
competed with after returning to his hometown from Rome, provided
viewers with a broader view of Guercino’s arts within their period.
Ludovico Carracci’s Holy Family with St. Francis and Donors (Museo
Civico, Cento) was placed at the entrance to the exhibition. This work
provided a particularly important aid for viewers’ understanding of
Guercino’s development given that the young Guercino’s art studies

included seeing this painting in Cento. It goes without saying that

Guercino’s major works were assembled for the exhibition. The

exhibition also featured a section on images of women by Guercino and
Reni that allowed a comparison of their works. This section included
Lucretia, a work by Reni in the NMWA collection. The final section of
the exhibition displayed the NMWA collection work by Guercino, David
with the Head of Goliath, which provided an opportunity to compare this
work with those lent from other collections. Thus the exhibition allowed
visitors a good opportunity to study works in the NMWA collection.
Conversely, budgetary constraints were extreme for this exhibition, and
thus regrettably the exhibition could not include works from collections
outside of Italy, except for one painting from London, whose loan was
made possible by the financial support of Sir Denis Mahon Charitable
Trust. Further budgetary and conservation considerations meant that
drawings could not be included in the display.

The impetus for the realization of this exhibition was the major
earthquake, the first in the city’s history, which struck Cento in May
2012. The museum and churches housing major Guercino works were
catastrophically damaged. Today the works remain in storehouses in
neighboring areas, and ironically, it was this unfortunate situation that
made the exhibition possible. This exhibition was partly in aid of disaster
recovery efforts, and so part of the funds raised by the exhibition have
been set aside for the rebuilding of the Cento museum.

(Shinsuke Watanabe)
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