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Works from non-Western areas are often called primitive art, and were
introduced to the postwar Japan through several exhibitions. This paper
reviews some of the exhibitions held in Japan in the 30s of Showa era (1955—
1964) to see how they represented so-called primitive art and consequently
how they reflected the self-image of Japanese people of those days.

In 1955 (Showa 30), an exhibition entitled ‘Curious Dolls from Asia and
Africa’ was held in Tokyo on the occasion of Asian-African Conference in
Bandung, Indonesia. Five years later, in 1960 (Showa 35), another exhibition
of primitive art ‘“Today’s Focus: Primitive Art Seen through Eyes of the Pres-
ent” was organized by the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo. We can
see that masks and ancestor figures were raised from ‘curious dolls’ to prim-
itive art in only five years. This exhibition in 1960 attracted a lot of atten-
tion in newspapers and magazines. Their articles emphasized a sharp contrast
between ‘They’, or the non-Western areas including Asia, Africa, Oceania,
represented by primitive art and ‘We’ meaning Japan and European countries
that had succeeded in modernization. In 1964 (Showa 39), four years later,
the year of Tokyo Olympic Games, an exhibition of the ‘Venus of Milos’
from Musée du Louvre was organized in Tokyo as a joint project of Japa-
nese government and a newspaper company. In the same year, another exhi-
bition ‘Japanese Old Art Treasures’ was held as one of the official art exhibi-
tions accompanying the Olympic Games. As many as 124 works of pottery,
clay figures and others from Jomon period were displayed in this exhibition.
They had been treated as primitive art in Japan previously, but here no fram-
ing as ‘primitive art’ could be seen. Probably introducing any of Japanese art
as ‘primitive art” would have contradicted the intention of showing foreign
visitors that Japan was fully rehabilitated from the ruins of war to become a
member of the advanced countries. Raising ‘curious dolls’ to primitive art,
raising the clay works of ancient Japan from primitive art to old art treasures,
and organizing the exhibition of “Venus of Milos”, all of these efforts can
be said to be expressions of an intention to tell the Japanese people and for-
eign visitors of those days that Japan was now modernized and a member of
the Western club. Still we should not forget that some Japanese, including
Hisakatsu Hijikata, were trying to keep a certain distance from Europe.
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