








It would be most difficult without a change in the social system. Under present
conditions folk-crafts are dying, bad factory products are increasing, and the anist­
craftsman works for the collector...
In my opinion, now that capitalism has killed handcrafts,.the only way is through
the guild system. The finest crafts of the past were produced under it... Beautiful
crafts were the outcome of the co-operation between craftsmen.
Associations for mutual help and preserving order. Order involves basic morality.
The morality guaranteed the quality of the products. It gave the work its character,
guaranteed its craftsmanship, and refused to allow bad work to be sold. 12

Encouraged by Yanagi's ideas, the craft guild called Kamigamo Mingei Ky6dan
(Kamigamo Folk-crafts Communion) was established in Kyoto in 1927 by four
craftsmen. They created woodwork (mainly furniture), metal work, textiles and
did interior designs. Their major works were exhibited in the Folkscrafts Pavilion
at the Imperial Exposition for the Promotion of Domestic Industry in Ueno in
1928. The Pavilion itself was designed by Yanagi, and created by the Kamigamo
Mingei Ky6dan. Inside the Pavilion, Yanagi's collection of folk-crafts, and
furniture and other crafts created by the Kamigamo Mingei Ky6dan, were
exhibited with the concept of total co-ordination. This idea of total co-ordination
is similar to Morris's Red House which was designed by Philip Webb with interior
decoration, furniture and other crafts by Morris's friends.

Ruskin founded the Guild of St. George in 1871, and under its name he carried
out various projects which ranged from craft guilds and land reclamation, to running
a tea shop, and even road sweeping. However, in terms of craft·guilds, Yanagi's ideas
have more in common with those of Morris & Co. and the guilds of Morris's followers
such as A. H. Mackmurdo, W. R. lethaby and C. R. Ashbee in rhe British Arts &
Crafts movement.

Yanagi, Ruskin and Morris certainly shared the same ideas. They all prized
craftsmanship and handcrafts. They were all medievalists, having as their ideal a
society in which art and morality were united. However, there are several differences,
which I see as evidence of Yanagi's originality. One of the most important of these
relates to Morris's key belief in the idea of 'pleasure in labour'13 or freedom in
creativity. Yanagi always spoke of a Divine power which he called 'grace given by
heaven' ,14 rather than of 'pleasure' and 'freedom'. A Japanese critic, Idekawa Naoki,
emphasises Yanagi's belief that the craftsman was a 'human machine'LS, destined for
labour-intensive repetitive work, who could yet unconsciously create beautiful things
with the help of nature, tradition and Divine power. According to Yanagi, a conscious
artistic faculty was a disease which prevented the creation of supreme beauty. For
Yanagi, 'no-mindedness'\' was the key factor in making craftsmen free from this
disease. Morris, on the other hand, while praising 'art of the unconscious
intelligence',17 placed his hope for the future in a <new art of conscious intelligence'. IS

In order to attain 'no-mindedness', Yanagi emphasised 'discipline', relying on
Nature and surrender to 'the Other Power' or Tariki, the reliance on the grace of
Buddha, as opposed to Jiriki or the 'Self Power', attaining Enlightenment through
self effort:

(The Craftsmen} may be unlettered, uneducated and lacking any particular force
of personality, but it is not from these causes that beauty is produced. He rests in
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the protecting hand of nature. The beauty of folk-craft is the kind that comes from
dependence on the Other Power (Tariki). Natural material, natural process, and
an accepting heart - these are the ingredients necessary at the birth of folk-crafts' .19

According to Yanagi, relying on 'the Other Power' actually means makers
following tradition, using traditional methods, traditional natural materials and
traditional forms and designs.

Yanagi and Mingei theory are widely known in the West, panicularly for their so­
called 'Oriental' philosophic slant which gave a new dimension to Western interest
in issues of crafts and craftsmanship. I often come across favourable and uncritical
acceptance of Mingei theory in the West, where there is a tendency towards over·
mystification and an over-emphasis of its esoteric aspects. However, far from being
'authentically' Oriental in outlook, as is generally assumed, Mingei theory is a hybrid
theory, highly eclectic in its concepts, with core ideas from many European sources,
such as British (particularly Ruskin and Morris), Scandinavian and German craft
philosophies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth·century, and Buddhist rhetoric
and ideas from Japanese Tea Masters of the sixteenth and seventeenth-century. The
purpose of this article has been to emphasise the hybrid nature of Yanagi's Mingei
theory and to encourage a more critical assessment of its origins and aims.

NOTES

1 Japanese names are all given in Japanese order, i.e. surname first. Officially Yanagi's
given name is pronounced Muneyoshi but I use S&etsu by which he is more
popularly known. S6etsu is the On-yomi pronunciation of the Chinese character
for Muneyoshi.

2 I would summarise Yanagi's Criterion of Beauty as follows:
1. Beauty of handcrafts.
2. Beauty of intimacy.
3. Beauty of use/function (functional in form and design).
4. Beauty of health (moral nature of makers and physical nature of objects).
S. Beauty of naturalness (made with natural materials).
6. Beauty of simplicity (form and design).
7. Beauty of tradition (method and design).
8. Beauty of sincerity and honest sweat (by unknown craftsmen, not for money
greed).
9. Beauty of selflessness and unknown (made by unknown, unlearned and poor
craftsmen).
10. Beauty of inexpensiveness.
11. Beauty of plurality (objects which could be copied and produced in large
quantities).
12. Beauty of irregularity.

J Yanagi S6etsu, Yanagi Soetsu Zensha [Collected Works ofYanagi Soetsul, (Tokyo:
Chikuma Shobi\ 1981), I, p. 567.

• ibid., I, pp. 706-716.
S Thomas James Cobden-Sanderson (1848-1922), printer and book·binder, also a

founder of the Doves Press.
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, jean Grolier. book collector, and associated with elaborate gold decorations of
book-binding.

1 For Morris's reception in japan, see K. Makino, C. Shinagawa, s.lto, 'Nihon deno
Morisu Kenkyu Bunken Mokuroku' lA Bibliography clMorris Studies in Japan],
Morisu Matsuri eno Shotai, (Keyaki Bijursukan 1991).

I For further information, see Yuko Kikuch.i. 'The Myth of Yanagi's Originality:
The Formation of Mingei Theory in its Social and Historical Context', Journal of
Design History. Vo17. No 4.11994), pp. 247-266.

9 Ono jiro. Kubo Satoru, 'Wiriamu Morisu to Yanagi soetsu' IWilliam Morris and
Yanagi Soetsu], Graphication, 12, 1979. p. 3.

10 ldekawa Naoki. Mingei: Riron no Hokai to Yoshiki no Tan;6 [Mingei: Collapse
of the Theory and Establishment of the Style), (Tokyo, Shinchosha 1988).

11 Yanagi Soetsu Ze'Jshtl. op. cit.• 8, p. 21l.
12 Yanagi Soetsu, adapted by Bernard Leach, The Unknown Craftsman, (Tokyo and

New York, Kodansha International 1989), p. 198 and p. 208.
13 May Morris (ed.), The Collected Works of William Morris, (London: Longmans

Green & Co. 1910-15), XXII, p. 42.
14 Yanagi, 'The Japanese Approach to Crafts', (Dartington Conference Papers 1952),

p.22.
15 ldekawa, Mingei, op. cit., p. 70.
16 Bernard Leach translated this as 'state of going beyond all forms of dualism' in

The Unknown Craftsman, p. 228.
•, The Collected Works of William Morris, op. cit., XXll, p. 12.
18 ibid., p. 12.
19 The Unknown Craftsman, op. cit., p. 200.
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