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Bordeaux, Port de la Lune
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Duration: 23 June—23 September 2015

Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art / Tokyo Broadcasting System Television Inc. /

The Yomiuri Shimbun / The City of Bordeaux
Number of visitors: 111,136
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The port town of Bordeaux in southwest France has been known since
antiquity for its trade and wine industries. This town that developed in a
crescent shape along the Garonne River came to be known as the Port de
la Lune after the crescent-shaped moon. It was particularly prosperous
in the 18th century, giving birth to a townscape filled with regal classical
and neo-classical buildings. In 2007, UNESCO designated a broad stretch
of the city’s historical district along the Garonne River bank as a World
Heritage site dubbed Bordeaux, Port de la Lune.

This exhibition focused on the art and culture that developed in
Bordeaux and the surrounding region over the millennia stretching
from pre-history to the contemporary era. In addition to considering the
connection between culture and the wine industry that drove the city’s
prosperity, from the works of Bordeaux-related artists to the writings
of Bordeaux’s contribution to the literary and philosophy realms by the
writers referred to as “3M” (Montaigne Montesquieu, and Mauriac), the
diverse display aimed to convey the fascination of a city blessed with
both classical elegance and the cosmopolitan nature of a city dedicated to
commerce and shipping.

The more than 200 artworks and historical materials were displayed
in seven sections, drawn primarily from the six major Bordeaux cultural
institutions, namely the Musée des Beaux-Arts de Bordeaux, Musée
des Arts décoratifs et du Design, Bordeaux, Musée d’Aquitaine, CAPC
musée d’art contemporain de Bordeaux, Bibliothéque municipale de
Bordeaux and Archives Bordeaux Métropole. The exhibition Prologue
section presented the nascence of human culture in the Paleolithic
through Neolithic materials discovered in the Aquitaine area, focusing
on the renowned Venus of Laussel (Venus with Horn) excavated from a
limestone rock shelter in Laussel in 1911. The horn she holds, thought
to symbolize fruitful harvests, also evokes thoughts of the blessings of
nature that produced the wine that led to Bordeaux’s glory and the Port
de la Lune name itself.

On the other hand, the history of the city of Bordeaux dates from the
beginning of the Ist century BC when a Celtic tribe built a commercial
town on the site, Burdigala. The town developed as the center of
Aquitaine, an ancient Roman tributary state. The history of winemaking
in the area dates back to this time. Section 1 focused on the lives of the
ancient residents of Bordeaux through an introduction of the important
archaeological materials excavated at various sites in contemporary
Bordeaux, ranging from tomb monuments to jewellery and small deity
figurines from Egypt.

Medieval Bordeaux experienced approximately three centuries
of English rule, from the 12th through 15th centuries, and saw the
establishment of a wine industry, and development as a town located
on the pilgrimage route to the sacred Santiago de Compostela region of
Spain. Section 2 introduced fragments of church architecture, the great
Baroque sculptor Bernini’s portrait sculpture of a local cardinal, and
Montaigne’s own copy of his Essays (Sth edition), as it gave an overview
of Bordeaux history from the medieval period through 17th century.

The 18th century ushered in Bordeaux’s golden age as a trade and wine
industry center, a time when the Port de la Lune became France’s premier
port. Section 3 focused on the good and bad aspects of the triangular
trade between Europe, Africa and the Caribbean. Works such as Pierre
Lacour (The Elder)’s eternal image of Bordeaux’s golden age, View of
the Port of Bordeaux and its Quays (Chartrons and Bacalan Quays)
and other paintings and decorative arts conveyed a sense of the lives of

31

the wine negociants and noblesse du robe upper class that supported the
town’s prosperity, while works from Chardin through the Neo-classicists
explained the historical context.

With the beginning of the 19th century the independence of its former
French colony Saint-Domingue and other events that had brought
great wealth to Bordeaux led to the loss of its former glory. However,
the establishment of the city’s art museum and the Société des Amis
des Beaux Arts, along with the development in 1855 of the official
classification system for Bordeaux wine meant that the civil society
turned towards an era of new vitality. Section 4 presented a detailed
look at artists connected to Bordeaux from the French Revolution to
Romanticism through prints by the Spanish painter Goya who spent some
of his last period in Bordeaux, and an important late Delacroix work the
Lion Hunt, which thankfully escaped a fire in 1870.

Section 5 centered on artists who began their careers in Bordeaux from
the end of the 19th century through the early 20th century, presenting
artworks and materials related to wine and portraits of figures active in
fin-de-siecle Bordeaux. This section also featured a series of photographs
by the contemporary artist Georges Rousse of the old warehouses that
stood along the Chartrons Quay, previously a congregation of wine
merchant homes, taken up when the area was reborn as the city’s
contemporary art museum in 1984. These works that bring to life how the
city’s regenerative power has taken up old traditions and built on them
convey a sense of Bordeaux as it is today.

I am proud of this exhibition with its historical consideration of a
single town from such a broad temporal and genre vantage point, indeed,
an exhibition type rarely found in Japan or elsewhere. Given the aim of
creating an exhibition that allowed visitors to personally experience a
journey through time and space to view the history of this city of wine
and sea commerce, the exhibition preparations, including object label
design in the galleries was more worrying than in an ordinary exhibition.
The inclusion of contemporary artworks was also a first for the NMWA,
and indeed this exhibition was a new experiment on many fronts.

(Megumi Jingaoka)
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