

















Since last year, I have been thinking about this: decorative arts must not be separate
from everyday life. If people create decorative arts without thinking about everyday
life, the work will be mere toys for grown-ups... [ want to make cheap objects -
particularly tableware. And I want to provide people*with as much of it as I can.
The quality of my vessels will certainly suffer, but to combat ordinary wares, I must
have low prices as the weapon.?*

Tomimoto attempted mass production in different ways - from drawing designs
himself on large quantities of bases made by others, to providing originals to have
them reproduced. His efforts during the greater part of the 1920s were focused on
devising patterns which were easy to copy. In 1929, as his first large-scale experiment,
he went to Shigaraki, one of the old pottery regions, and drew iron-glaze patterns on
thrown plates. Tomimoto was living in Tokyo around this time, and it became an
annual event for him to leave Tokyo’s cold winter for warmer pottery-producing
regions and draw designs on a large number of bases made by skilled artisans.

Tomimoto encountered many difficulties, however, and envied Morris for what he
thought was lacking in himself: “What I admire most about William Morris is his
power to unite and ability to lead’.?’ Burt the real cause of his frustration was the fact
that he was ahead of his time. After the war, in 1947, he recalled:

About thirty years ago I made medium-size plates for use in the kitchen in ceramic-
producing areas like Seto and sold them at around fifty sen each. The next year,
however, those plates were sold as a kind of antique ware, at forty or fifty yen each

l[approximately 100 times the value]. I was saddened that things had gone in a
completely different direction.2¢

Yet he continued to persist with his experiments with mass production. In 1957, he
created a brand called Tomisen under which his original works were mass-produced
and distributed through a large craft company. Unfortunately, production ceased in
the mid 1960s, soon after Tomimoto’s death. Today, a brand called Tomihana,
ceramics with copies of Tomimoto’s patterns, is sold by the same company (Japan
Craft).

Tomimoto was not the only artist who learned from Morris. But it was through
this remarkable individual that Morris’s ideas were made relevant for Japan, at a time
when the modern Japanese spirit was ready to absorb them.

NOTES

' This article is an edited version of the paper of the same title presented at the Morris

Centenary Conference at Oxford in June 1996. All Japanese names in the main
text appear surname followed by given name.

This is true in both Japanese and Western literature.

Published by Kodansha International, Tokyo.

This problem caused the split in the movement in 1953 when Miyake Tadaichi, a
dedicated Mingei activist, left Yanagi’s Japan Folk Craft Association and established
a museum in which he displayed only folk crafts made by anonymous artisans.
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Bernard Leach (1887-1979) arrived in Japan in 1909 after his encounter with
Takamura Kotaro, arguably the most significant artist in modern Japanese art
movements.

For a brief introduction of Tomimoto and his ideas, see Yuko Kikuchi, “Tomimoto
Kenkichi’, Crafts, no.148, 1997, pp. 22-23.

Bijutsu Shimpo, vol. 12, no.6, p. 7.

Bernard Leach, Hamada: Potter, (Tokyo/New York: Kodansha International 1990
[first edition 1975]), pp. 131-32.

Ibid., p. 149.

Ibid., p. 168. Also see Kogei, no. 1 (Tokyo: Rakuyodé 1931), p. 29.

[ am aware that Yuko Kikuchi has challenged this common Japanese view in her
recent publications: see for example, ‘A Japanese William Morris: Yanagi Soetsu
and Mingei Theory’ in The Journal of the William Morris Society, XII, 2 (Spring
1997), pp. 39-45.

2 For example, see ‘Yanagi, Morris and Popular Art’, Ceramic Review, no. 66, 1980,

pp. 25-26; ‘Bernard Leach and the Japanese Folk Craft Movement: the Formative
Years’, Journal of Design History,vol. 2, nos. 2&3, 1989, pp. 141-42; ‘Orientalism
and the Debris of Western Civilisation: Popular Art Movements in Britain and
Japan’, Europe & the Orient, D. Gerstle and A. Miller (eds.), (Canberra: The
Humanities Research Centre 1994), pp. 36-37.

‘Mingei: The Word and the Movement’, Mingei: The Living Tradition in Japanese
Arts [exhibition catalogue], (Tokyo/ New York: Kodansha International 1991), p.
13

The comment by Leach was made during an interview with Professor Masaaki
Maeda, on the latter’s visit to St Ives in 1973. I discussed this point with Professor
Maeda twice in 1992; Jugaku Bunsho, ‘Uiriamu Morisu to Yanagi Soetsu’, Kogei,
no. 100, 1939, pp. 27-30.

Kuroda Tatsuaki interview, recorded at Asahi Hall, Kyoto, 1976. A copy of this
tape was kindly provided by Kuroda’s son Kenkichi.

Inui Yoshiaki, Tomimoto Kenkichi, [exhibition catalogue], (Asahi Shinbunsha
1986), p. 171.

‘Autobiography’ in Iroe-jiki: Tomomoto Kenkichi, (Tokyo: Japan Agency for
Cultural Affairs 1969), p. 72.

15 Tsujimoto Isamu (ed.), Tomimoto Kenkichi Chosakusha, (Kyoto: Satsuki Shobo
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1981), p. 423.

Ibid., p. 439.

Ibid., p. 436.

Ibid., pp. 445-6.

‘Autobiography’, op. cit., p. 72.

Ibid., p. 515.

From an unpublished letter, courtesy of Tomimoto Kenkichi Memorial Museum,
Nara.

Tomimoto Kenkichi Chosakushu, op. cit., p. 526.

Ibid., p. 614..



