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Duration: 10 February—28 May 2017

Organizers: The National Museum of Western Art / Art Museums of Skagen / The Tokyo Shimbun

Number of visitors: 219,150
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This exhibition was Japan’s first comprehensive introduction to the
Skagen school painters, major figures in modern Danish art. Skagen is
located on the northernmost tip of the Jutland Peninsula, between the
Baltic Sea and the North Sea, and known today as the heart of Denmark’s
fishing industry. The area is also famous as a summer resort. And yet,
up until the end of the 19th century this town was just a small fishing
village with a population of around 2,000. Without rail station or sea
port, it was a region late to modernization. Yet, from the 1870s, painters
active in the Danish capital of Copenhagen visited the village and were
beguiled by its unique landscapes with expanses of sand dunes, sea and
sky. Gradually larger numbers of artists learned of Skagen, and from
the end of the 19th century through the beginning of the 20th century,
they formed an artists’ colony in the village, attracting painters, poets
and composers from the Nordic countries, England and Germany.

While artists’ colonies were formed in various parts of Europe and
North America during the heyday of Naturalism, Skagen is a rare
example where a connection has been maintained between the artworks
produced there and the local area. In 1908, the painters who had settled
there and local patrons formed an organization to found a museum, and in
1928, the Skagens Museum opened. Then in 2014, the Skagens Museum
merged with two private art museums to create the Art Museums of
Skagen, housing a collection of around 9,000 Skagen school works.
This exhibition displayed 59 works (33 oil paintings and 26 drawings)
by seven Danish painters. Their works reveal how the international
spread of Naturalism from the 1880s onwards developed in Denmark.
The majority of these painters emphasized painting en plein air, using
sketch-like brushstrokes similar to those of the French Impressionists
to express atmospheric conditions. They also produced candid images
of subjects found in their immediate surroundings, such as fishermen
or village women at work, interactions between their fellow artists, and
the everyday lives of their families. These methods and subjects were
heralded as “the modern breakthrough” that revolutionized Danish art
circles previously dominated by Neo-Classical styles.

The exhibition structure emphasized the introduction of the three
central figures in the Skagen School, namely Michael Ancher, Anna
Ancher and Peder Severin Kroyer. Michael Ancher took up the Skagen-
specific subject of fishermen involved in shipwreck rescues, and was
heralded as a painter whose style could be positioned between the heroic
expression of traditional history paintings and that of modern Realism.
His wife, Anna Ancher, who was the only locally born member of the
artist colony, depicted the women of the village at work indoors in a
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bright palette. Her oeuvre stands as a pioneering accomplishment during

a period when it was still difficult for women to pursue an artistic career.
Conversely, Peder Severin Kroyer, who is known as the greatest Danish
painter of the late 19th century, created a highly polished group of works
on such subjects as the summer shoreline or gardens bathed in translucent
light, or sand dunes enveloped in blue-toned twilight. Exhibition visitor
reactions indicated that they positively understood the different individual
qualities of these painters.

This exhibition was one of the major events commemorating the
150th anniversary of diplomatic relations between Japan and Denmark.
The Japanese Crown Prince and Crown Princess attended the exhibition
opening ceremony on Feb. 9, 2017, along with the Danish Minister for
Culture Mette Bock, and other political and diplomatic figures from
both countries. After its display at the NMWA, the exhibition was then
displayed at the Hekinan City Tatsukichi Fujii Museum of Contemporary
Art in Aichi prefecture from June 6 to July 23,2017.  (Hiroya Murakami)
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