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The NMWA held an exhibition of Caravaggio, one of the founders of
the Baroque painting, as one of the events commemorating the 150th
anniversary of diplomatic relations between Japan and Italy. Compared to
earlier and frequent introduction of Renaissance arts, Baroque arts have
rarely been presented in Japan and so the NMWA has made efforts in this
regard, with this presentation of major Baroque artists, following on from
last year’s Guercino exhibition.

Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571-1610) is one of the greatest
artists in the history of Western art, and indeed, one of Italy’s finest
painters. Caravaggio’s dramatic use of light and shadow that puts his
figures in sharp relief and his plain realism that defied any idealization
form the motive forces behind the flowering of a new age of art known
as the Baroque. Indeed, his painting style was fervently carried on by
painters throughout Europe, not only in Italy, influencing major artists
such as Rubens, La Tour and Rembrandt.

Since this exhibition was the second held on the artist in Japan, we
sought to take a new approach, both increasing the number of works
displayed over the number included in the previous Japanese exhibition
of the artist and presenting sections in a thematic structure. Our
exhibition displayed 51 works in total, including 11 of Caravaggio’s
masterworks borrowed from major Italian museums and collections,
as well as works of his major Italian and other European followers.
Divided into the themes essential for an understanding of Caravaggio—
genre paintings, still lifes, portraits, beheadings and light, and so on—the
exhibition examined both the revolutionary nature of his own art and the
process by which his followers interpreted and changed it. The exhibition
also included six original archival documents that recorded the dramatic
events that frequently broke out in his life, such as his several run-ins
with the authorities and alleged violence, thus introducing the drama that
filled both his personal life and his art.

We strove to create a display that juxtaposed Caravaggio’s works
with those painters he influenced both in his own lifetime and the next
generation, and through their comparison create an easily understood
visual presentation that revealed both the historical importance of his
oeuvre and the process by which his followers made changes to his style.
The presentation of these paintings alongside archival materials related
to his life—all displayed here for the first time outside Italy—was part
of our efforts to introduce Caravaggio the man and his art. Of particular
note, the debut of a newly discovered work, Mary Magdalene in Ecstasy,
attracted media attention worldwide. This exhibition provided a unique
opportunity to present cutting-edge Caravaggio research in Japan,
and thus was a splendid chance to convey to the world the scholarly
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excellence and intentions of Western art exhibitions in Japan.

We worked with the display designer to ensure that we produced an
exhibition installation that allowed for easy viewing of the presented
works. Many of the pieces in the exhibition were large in scale, with
dark backgrounds and heavy varnish layers. When the standard form of
ceiling-based lighting is used on such works, reflections often hinder
good viewing conditions. Based on our recent experiences with the
Guercino and other exhibitions, we found that many of the works were
better lit from below, and this method successfully minimized reflections
on the work surfaces. This lighting method also further heightened the
dramatic effect of the works themselves.

For an easy and closer viewing of the archival materials we
independently developed wall-hanging display cases, as opposed to more
typical floor cases, that presented the materials behind diagonal glass.
Further, we strove to convey to the viewers that these text-based archival
materials were not simply filler in a display of paintings, but rather were
essential elements in conveying the exhibition’s story. Thus some of
these materials were displayed next to related paintings, while others
were linked with the display of enlarged panels showing maps of Rome
in the early 17th century where Caravaggio and his contemporary artists
lived, thus emphasizing these materials to further an understanding of
Caravaggio’s life and paintings. (Yusuke Kawase)
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