














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’."®

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, particularly 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, Minge: 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

! Japanese names are all given in Japanese order, 7.e. surname first. Officially Yanagi’s

given name is pronounced Muneyoshi but I use Séetsu by which he is more

popularly known. Séetsu is the On-yomi pronunciation of the Chinese character

for Muneyoshi.

I would summarise Yanagi’s Criterion of Beauty as follows:

. Beauty of handcrafts.

. Beauty of intimacy.

. Beauty of use/function (functional in form and design).

. Beauty of health (moral nature of makers and physical nature of objects).

. Beauty of naturalness (made with natural materials).

. Beauty of simplicity (form and design).

. Beauty of tradition (method and design).

. 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.

3 Yanagi Soetsu, Yanagi Soetsu Zenshii | Collected Works of Yanagi Séetsu), (Tokyo:
Chikuma Shobo 1981), I, p. 567.

4 ibid., I, pp. 706-716.

S Thomas James Cobden-Sanderson (1848-1922), printer and book-binder, also a
founder of the Doves Press.

(]

00~ O\ B W=

44



14

Jean Grolier, book collector, and associated with elaborate gold decorations of
book-binding.

For Morris’s reception in Japan, see K. Makino, C. Shinagawa, S. Ito, ‘Nihon deno
Morisu Kenkya Bunken Mokuroku’ [A Bibliography of Morris Studies in Japan),
Morisu Matsuri eno Shotai, (Keyaki Bijutsukan 1991).

For further information, see Yuko Kikuchi, “The Myth of Yanagi’s Originality:
The Formation of Minges Theory in its Social and Historical Context’, Journal of
Design History, Vol 7, No 4, (1994), pp. 247-266.

Ono Jir6, Kubo Satoru, “Wiriamu Morisu to Yanagi Soetsu’ [ William Morris and
Yanagi Séetsu], Graphication, 12, 1979, p. 3.

Idekawa Naoki, Mingei: Riron no Hokai to Yéshiki no Tanjé [Mingei: Collapse
of the Theory and Establishment of the Style], (Tokyo: Shinchésha 1988).
Yanagi Séetsu Zenshi, op. cit., 8, p. 211.

Yanagi Soetsu, adapted by Bernard Leach, The Unknown Craftsman, (Tokyo and
New York: Kodansha International 1989), p. 198 and p. 208.

May Morris (ed.), The Collected Works of William Morris, (LLondon: Longmans
Green & Co. 1910-15), XXII, p. 42.

Yanagi, ‘The Japanese Approach to Crafts’, (Dartington Conference Papers 1952),
p. 22.

Idekawa, Mingei, op. cit., p. 70.

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., XXII, p. 12.
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The Unknown Craftsman, op. cit., p. 200.
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