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Foreword

The Kyoto National Museum, formerly the Imperial Museum of Kyoto, opened in 1897, during
Japan’s Meiji period (1868-1912). In the aftermath of the Meiji Restoration of 1868, Japan’s
traditional cultural heritage had been put at risk by the anti-Buddhist movement that accompanied
the reinstallation of imperial rule, as well as by the government’s push to align with the West as part
of its “civilization and enlightenment” efforts.

The Imperial Museum of Kyoto was originally built to safeguard Japan’s cultural properties
during this turmoil; many Buddhist temples had been destroyed and syncretic shrine-temple
complexes had been stripped of their sacred Buddhist treasures. The Imperial Museum of Kyoto, a
new institution created by the Japanese government, came to function as a promoter of traditional
art, a place in which paintings, sculptures, and other genres of art from Japan’s many temples and
shrines could be enjoyed by the general public. At almost the same time, a law to protect these art
works—the so-called Ancient Shrines and Temples Preservation Law (1897), predecessor to today’s
Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties (1950)—was instituted by the Japanese government.

Against this historical background, it had become increasingly difficult for temples and
shrines to safely house cultural properties within their own facilities; many religious institutions were
aware of such limitations. Crime and disaster prevention were of special concern; fires frequently
destroyed wooden structures and religious icons. In response, the museum developed a long-term
loan system in which temple and shrines could lend the museum to it priceless art objects on a semi-
permanent basis. Later, this system would expand to include loan works from private collections.

While the Kyoto National Museum has purchased many objects over the years for its
own collection, some of the most important works in its art storage are not owned by the museum
but entrusted to it on long-term loan. Today the Kyoto National Museum houses approximately
14,500 works (some of which are sets of multiple objects); 6,400 of these works fall into the category
of long-term loans. Thanks to the generosity of its lenders, the Kyoto National Museum is a place
where visitors can come to see some of the nation’s most significant masterpieces. This loan system
not only gives the general public access to the richness of Japan’s cultural heritage, but it also allows
these works of art to be safely stored and preserved.

This exhibition of long-term loans from temples and shrines features some of the most
renowned masterworks in all of Japan—a veritable textbook of Japanese art treasures. Shown in the
streamlined galleries of the museum’s Heisei Chishinkan Wing, this extraordinarily rare opportunity
has been organized in honor of the ICOM (International Council of Museums) General Conference
in Kyoto, September 1-7, 2019, bringing thousands of museum professionals from around the world

to Japan’s ancient capital.
August 2019
Sasaki Johei

Director

Kyoto National Museum
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