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The Art Of the Blockbuster

by JESSICA BERENBEIM

Two months ago, I scanned a photograph in the New York Times in an attempt to find myself. The accompanying article, printed on March 28th, showed the line outside the Metropolitan Museum at 9:30 A.M. the previous Saturday, just as the doors opened on the final week of “Leonardo da Vinci, Master Draftsman.” I was standing on that line at the time, and looking at the photograph, I wasn’t sure whether to feel proud or embarrassed. The text of the article chronicled the author’s exhausting attempts, over the course of the previous weekend, to enter the pearly gates of several of New York City’s “blockbuster” art exhibitions. The tone throughout reflected the acute yet bemused distress, physical and intellectual, that these kinds of shows usually provoke.

The source of the physical distress is obvious: no one likes waiting on line for two hours. As for the more intellectual elements of blockbuster malaise—they get at the heart of what a blockbuster show is, and can explain the pleasures of another kind of exhibition, one that assimilates what’s good about blockbusters and also capitalizes on our disenchantment with them.

A blockbuster museum exhibition is, in essence, a show that sells itself. No one seems to have described last spring’s grandest Metropolitan exhibit, “Tapestry in the Renaissance: Art and Magnificence” as a blockbuster, although technically it was, in the sense that it was both widely popular and extremely successful. Definition number one for blockbuster in the American Heritage Dictionary : “Something, such as a film or book, that sustains widespread popularity and achieves enormous sales.” (The second definition, by the way, is “A high-explosive bomb used for demolition purposes.”) 

“Blockbuster exhibition,” on the other hand, is not an epithet that is applied in retrospect, but a one applied in advance. See, for example, another recent Times article: “the Metropolitan Museum of Art staged two blockbusters this spring” and “Museums love blockbusters and, judging from the lines, so does the public” (23 April 2003). This second statement scans tautological: doesn’t a film, book, or exhibit achieve blockbuster status because the public loves it?

This quibble may be somewhat disingenuous. Journalists, museums, and museum-goers know exactly what the public is going to love, or at least, going to line up for. Is anyone surprised at the sustained popularity and enormous sales of MOMA’s Matisse (1992), Picasso (1996), or Matisse/Picasso (through 19 May)? In this respect, the blockbuster museum exhibition comes much closer to the second (violent) definition of blockbuster—high explosivity is usually predictable.

Usually, but not always: when a museum stages a blockbuster, the audience always arrives. But sometimes it arrives anyway. This is one of the pleasures of a show like “Tapestry in the Renaissance.” People bemoan, lament, or at least apologise for the popularity of Vermeer or van Gogh, but the much-deserved, yet somewhat unexpected success of “Tapestry in the Renaissance” was delightful, because it included a frisson of discovery. I loved the exhibition, but I also loved the idea of the exhibition.

This in part explains the show’s success with both critics and visitors. The reviews, almost universally favorable, emphasized this element of suprise and discovery. The New Republic art critic Jed Perl opened his review of the show with the words, “I never dreamed that an exhibition of old textiles could be a revelatory experience.” Of course, read on and you become aware that the show included works designed by such blockbuster-magnitude artists as Raphael—but this wasn’t his initial point. It was like a sleeper with cameos by major matinée idols. And I probably enjoyed Raphael’s Acts of the Apostles tapestries more than I would have in an all-Raphael extravaganza. The Met’s own description does marshal this celebrity appeal somewhat more: the exhibition features “forty-one tapestries woven between 1420 and 1560 in the Netherlands, Italy, and France, from designs by the leading artists of the day—Raphael, Giulio Romano, and Bronzino, among others.” But the Met, too, nods to the tapestries’ sleeper-appeal, calling them “among the unsung glories of Renaissance art.”

The pleasures of the sleeper exhibition highlight some of the problems, the intellectual distresses, of a blockbuster. There is, in addition to the numbing sense of inevitability, the overwhelming sense if obligation, captured with particular aptness by Victoria Roberts in a New Yorker cartoon that ran in January of 1993 (in the wake of MOMA’s “Matisse”). In it, a woman confronts her husband with the ultimate cosmopolitan crime: “You wanted to miss the Matisse show.” 

The discontents of the blockbuster also raise the question of whether it’s worth it, especially if the line is epic. This calculus, of course, is always flawed: the chance to see a particularly comprehensive collection of a particularly sublime artist, in person, for the only time in your life, is priceless. Therefore, at least in theory, any degree of unpleasantness (physical or intellectual) is worth it. See, for example, the lead of the Times’s review of “Matisse Picasso” : “If you’re thinking of skipping ‘Matisse Picasso’ at the Museum of Modern Art because you don’t want to feel squeezed into a confined space like one of those Qin dynasty tomb sculptures, I’m sorry. That’s not a good enough excuse. Ignore the world-weary know-it-alls who grouse about yet another Picasso exhibition or yet another Matisse exhibition, as if this were a burden rather than a gift, or who say the show’s not perfect.” 

In many respects, I agree with this principle. But a sleeper can be “once-in-a-lifetime,” too. Although presented as an experience of discovery, rather than inevitability, “Tapestry in the Renaissance” had something in common with the traditional formula: on the Metropolitan’s website, Philippe de Montebello describes the show as “a once-in-a-lifetime survey,” adding that “a comparable exhibition is not likely to be undertaken in the forseeable future.” Perl’s New Republic review also quotes an art historian as having said that the show “isn’t once in a lifetime, it’s once in three lifetimes.” 

Our desire to see something we can never see again—whether or not we realized we wanted to see it in the first place—lends a charge to all temporary exhibitions, from Renaissance tapestry, to Vermeer, to Matisse/Picasso. In the blockbuster odyssey article (the one with the photograph of my Leonardo line), the reporter concludes his narrative of “Matisse Picasso” stendhalisme by telling us that “in a room off the main exhibition, there were a couple of nice paintings that no one seemed to be paying much attention to. There were no lines, no crowds, not an audio tourist in sight. Just a starry sky by some guy named van Gogh.” We are presumably meant to be struck by the irony that the herds of what the writer elsewhere refers to as the “audio-tour zombie” are ignoring the van Gogh. They are ignoring it for an obvious reason: it will be there next year. But in this regard, a museum’s permanent collection is the best sleeper of all—it combines artistic greatness with the excitement of discovery.

