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Reflections on the Relation of the Museum of Modern Art and
Twentieth Century Modernism

OKUBO Kyoko"

Abstract: It has been only half a century since MOMA became one of the most authoritative modern
museums. It continues to be very influential throughout the world. MOMA took part in making many
art movements and many discourses on art works, especially in the making of Twentieth Century
Modernism by exhibiting and active publishing. However, it has been overlooked that MOMA'’s
activities have relevance to the movement of building tradition in the United States. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, critics in the United States recognized that they could not yet find a way to
express themselves. Creating their own tradition was of great concern for American artists, critics as
well as the government, as it was an affirmation of their identity. MOMA’s mission was self-realization
by making a narrative of Twentieth Century Modernism. This was the reason why MOMA connected
Modernism to Primitivism. MOMA exhibited “primitive art” and modern art at the same time. This was
a very exceptional case in other modern museums. By indicating the affinity between modern art and
“primitive art”, MOMA showed consistent art history from the prehistoric age to the twentieth century.
Without universal aesthetic value, this view of art history cannot be formed. In supposing the
transcendental value, MOMA certified the authenticity of Twentieth Century Modernism. As things
turned out, Twentieth Century Modernism, that is to say, MOMA’s narrative, became to be the main
current. It was in this way that MOMA accomplished its mission to create American tradition, which is

closely connected to the affirmation of American identity, taking the initiative of discourses on art.

Keywords: MOMA, Modernism, Modern Art, Primitivism, “Primitive Art”, AlfredH. Barr, Jr., Identity,
America

O Associate professor, College of International Language and Communication, Kansai Gaidai University



