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Modern Art's big winter show, "Matisse-Picasso," closed on Monday, just a few days after the Metropolitan Museum announced that the popularity of its own blockbuster, "Manet-Velázquez," had persuaded officials there to extend the show's run for a further three weeks. It will now close June 29. 

Unquestionably, these are (or were) proverbial once-in-a-lifetime exhibitions. They've also been hugely successful. According to MoMA, daily attendance for "Matisse-Picasso" averaged more than 4,000 visitors when the museum was open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., and more than 6,300 visitors when the hours were 10 a.m. to 9 p.m. 

But therein lies a problem. Anyone who's jostled his way around either one surely has wondered what exactly is the experience museums are offering their public these days. 

I'm not singling out MoMA and the Met--the problem is systemic. Big, high-profile loan shows are now so crowded it's almost impossible to see what you've come to see--the art. 

Which raises a question: Has the blockbuster become a victim of its success? Is it now defeating the very purpose for which it was invented? 


There's a contradiction at the core of these big exhibitions--indeed of the museum experience generally: Like reading, looking at works of art is a private, inward, solitary activity. It takes time and concentration to really look at art--to understand what the artists are trying to say and to gain some insight into the language they use to say it. Yet museums are public venues. When you look at something in one of them, chances are you aren't alone. 

In principle, this contradiction is one we can and should live with. It advances the ideal of a democratic culture--providing access to art's riches for the largest number of people. 

Still, for some time--at least since the National Gallery's Vermeer exhibition in the 1990s, if not all the way to the ur-blockbuster, King Tut in the 1970s, it's been evident that these shows are perhaps too successful, attracting so many visitors that the average museum goer spends as much (if not more) time bobbing and weaving his way from entrance to exit as looking at the objects. 

At some point after a big show closes, the host museum proudly announces how many visitors came to see the show, almost invariably in the hundreds of thousands. These numbers are important. They validate the museum's decision to mount the show, prove the museum is a social necessity by demonstrating its large constituency, and show that it is an important economic engine in the community, since, museum folk argue, a percentage of their visitors will also have spent money on hotels, restaurants and who knows what else. 

Yet those statistics conceal a fact of exhibition life: Numbers may be good for the balance sheet, but they can get in the way of seeing art. Is "see" even the right word? The most one can hope for in a big exhibition is a glimpse of something before someone edges in front of you or makes it clear by means subtle or not-so-subtle that it is time for you to make way. What can the crowds really connect with? How much can they absorb? What, at the end, do they come away with--a deep understanding of the subject, or just a passing familiarity with a few highlights--and the same sort of annoyance one feels in airports and traffic jams? 
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In fairness, museums take steps to address this problem, most commonly by issuing a limited number of tickets. Yet the ticketed exhibitions themselves are so crowded you'd hardly know there was any ceiling on attendance whatsoever. 

The issue came up last month at a panel on blockbuster exhibitions held at the Frick Collection. Among the panelists were officials from the Met, Getty and St. Louis art museums. Over the course of the evening they acknowledged, in passing, the double-edged nature of the modern art exhibition: They and their colleagues bring beautiful objects from far-flung places before the public, yet often in circumstances that make it difficult to see them properly. 

Addressing this issue, the Met's Emily Rafferty acknowledged the problem. But she said the alternative--and an unacceptable one--would be to forgo organizing, say, the museum's recent exhibition of Leonardo drawings just out of fear that it would attract big crowds. 

True enough. But somehow museums are going to have to solve this problem or run the risk of the public concluding it's being shortchanged and deciding to skip the blockbusters. There are, after all, Leonardos, Matisses and other works by the great masters on view every day in the permanent-collection galleries of museums. And most of the time you don't have to battle the crowds to see them. 

Mr. Gibson is The Wall Street Journal's Leisure and Arts features editor. 
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