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I t  I s  t h i r t y  y e a rs  ago in  Japan , The p e o p le  of a sm all m o untain  
v i l l a g e  lo o k  c u r io u s ly  a t  th r e e  men who s t r o l l  w ith  such  obv ious p le a ­
su re  down th e  d u s ty  ro ad  t h a t  .winds th ro u g h  t h e i r  v i l l a g e .  They a re  
an i n t e r e s t i n g  s ig h t .  I t  i s  a p p a re n t th ey  have come from  some d i s t a n t  
c i t y ,  b u t on what s tr a n g e  e r ra n d  , th e  v i l l a g e r s  canno t g u ess. T h e ir  
fa c e s  a re  good and k in d , and th e  p e o p le  view them o n ly  w ith  wonder., fo r  
th e y  wander i n  and o u t o f  th e  v i l l a g e  sh o p s , s to p p in g  to  adm ire and 
o f te n  buy, th e  m ost o rd in a ry  h o u seh o ld  a r t i c l e s .  The sh o p k eep ers  a re  
amazed as th e s e  men adm ire p o ts  and bowls t h a t  housew ives buy s im p ly  
f o r  p ic k l in g  r a d i s h e s ,  o r s a l t i n g  f i s h ,  o r  s to r in g  s u g a r . One v i l l a g e r  
t e l l s  them th e  o ld  p o t t e r  up in  th e  h i l l s  makes dozens of them  each  day . 
The men im m ed ia te ly  show s ig n s  o f  g r e a t  i n t e r e s t  and tru d g e  in to  th e  
wooded h i l l s  to  seek  ou t th e  o ld  p o t t e r .  P erhaps th ey  do no t even t  e l l  
him who th e y  a r e ,  b u t th e  p o t t e r  m ust know he t a l k s  w ith  men who under© 
s ta n d  h i s  work w e ll  -  p e rh ap s  even  b e t t e r  th a n  he h im s e l f t f o r  th e y  a re  
K a n jiro  Kawai and S h o ji  Hamada, two o f  Japan*s fo rem o st contem porary  
p o t t e r s ,  and S o e tsu  Y anag i, a r t  c r i t i c  and d i r e c t o r  o f Japan*s F o lk  
A rt Museum.

T h e ir  s e a rc h  fo r  f o lk  c r a f t  In  th e  rem ote v i l l a g e s  o f  Japan began 
l a r g e ly  b ecau se  o f  a t a l k  th ey  had one long  w in te r  n ig h t  a t  M t. Koya. 
They knew th e n  t h a t  th e  f o lk  C ra fts  o f Japan were g ra d u a lly  dy ing  o u t .  
Looms were grow ing s i l e n t ;  smoke no ‘ lo n g er darkened th e  s k ie s  above 
th e  k i ln s  o f th e  c o u n tr y s id e .  I f  someone d id n * t  a ro u se  th e  i n t e r e s t
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and concern  of th e  Japanese  peop le  soon , p e rh a p s  i t  w ould be  to o  l a t e .  
W ithout a s in g le  h a rd -h ead ed  n o tio n  as to  how to  s e c u re  fu n d s , th e s e  
men d e c id e d  th e n  to  work tow ard th e  e s ta b lis h m e n t o f a f o lk  a r t  museum. 

W ith a sen se  o f  u rgency  a id  much e n th u s ia sm , th ey  r e c r u i t e d  f r ie n d s  
fend sco u red  th e  c o u n try s id e  f o r  h a n d c ra f  t s . They c o l l e c te d  p o t te r y ,  
w o odcarv ings, bamboo b a s k e ts ,  r a in c a p e s ,  b o o ts ,  broom s, p a n s ,  wine 
ju g s  and ru g s  -  a n y th in g  t h a t  c o n ta in e d  e lem en ts  of what th e y  c a l i e d  
" h e a lth y  b e a u ty 1’ ( f u n c t io n a l  as w e ll as b e a u t i f u l  i n  d e s ig n ,  ) The v i l ­
la g e s  b u lg ed  w ith  su ch  c r a f t ,  f o r  no one had  e v e r  gone out to  buy them 
b e fo re ,  And h id d en  in  th e  d e b r is  o f  second hand shops were a ls o  won­
d e r f u l  specim ens o f  f o lk  a r t  of th e  p a s t ,

I t  to o k  tim e to  e d u c a te  a, p u b l ic  t h a t  was., a p a t h e t i c  to  th e  u n sig n ed  
work* o f unknown a r t i s a n s  and clam oring f o r  p o r c e la in s  o f China and th e  
work o f  a r t i s t s  o f  fam e. The word "m in geift (p e o p le ’s a r t ) was n o t even 
l i s t e d  in  th e  d i c t i o n a r i e s  o f  Japan* W ith books and a r t i c l e s , and th e  
f i r s t  fo rm al e x h ib i t s  o f f o lk  a r t ,  th e  p u b l ic  was g ra d u a l ly  wen o v e r .

One day , sTÎlr^ "Ohara ( p h i l a n th r o p i s t  and a r t  lo v e r )  came to  see 
D r . Y anagi and su d d en ly  announced, !,I  s h a l l  f in a n c e  your f o l k  a r t  museum. 
W ith t h a t , th e  long  c h e r is h e d  hope to o k  on au b s ta n c e , and Ja p a n 1s f i r s t  
f o lk  a r t  museum was e r e c te d ,  S o e tsu  Y anagi became i t s  d i r e c t o r  fend 
i t  became th e  n a tu r a l  c e n te r  f o r  a group o f  c ra f tsm e n , s c h o la rs  and 
f r ie n d s  o f Japanese  f o lk  a r t .

G ra d u a lly , a f o l k  a r t  movement developed  a b o u t t h i s  n u c le u s , and 
to d ay  i t  i s  a t h r iv in g  o r g a n iz a t io n  w ith  o v er tw en ty  b ran ch e s  th ro u g h ­
o u t Jap an . I t s  m ajo r t a s k  i s  to  deve lop  le a d e r s  among th e  r u r a l  c r a f t s ­
men to  h e lp  s u s t a in  and improve th e  q u a l i ty  o f f o lk  c r a f t s , "C raftsm en 
need l e a d e r s , ” says  Y an ag i, and th e r e  a r e  s e v e ra l  o u ts ta n d in g  a r t i s t s  
to d ay  who a c t  in  t h i s  c a p a c i ty ,  K a h jiro  Kawai and S h o ji Hamada a re
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two o f i t s  i n f l u e n t i a l  p o t te r s *
nBehind th e  work o f th e  hand , th e r e  i s  th e  h e a r t , ” s a y s  S o e tsu  

Y anagi, and much work o f  th e  h e a r t  and th e  s p i r i t  i s  ap p a ren t in  th e  
whole f o l k  a r t  movement* I t s  le a d e r s  a re  humble men who share  a deep
f a i t h  t h a t  some g r e a te r  power (n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y  God o r Buddha), d i r e c t s  
t h e i r  c r e a t iv e  e n e r g ie s ,  ”¥e do n o t work a l o n e , ” says K an jiro  Kawai,
”We a re  alw ays h e lp e d ,” The in f lu e n c e  o f  Zen Buddhism ru n s  deep ,

S o e tsu  Yanagi i s  one o f  th e  key f ig u r e s  o f th e  Japanese f o lk  
a r t  movement to d a y . arre his“' t h O U '^ t S ^ o r : bihat

vi tu (b\ki&i s  f o lk  a r t ?  'What g iv es  i t  i t s  s t r e n g th  and b e au ty ?  What i s  th e  r o le  
o f th e  in d iv id u a l  a r t i s t  i n  th e  re a lm  of f o lk  a r t ?  Gan th e  m achine 
and h a n d c ra f t  work to g e th e r ?  What o f  th e  f u tu r e  of f o lk  a r t ?  ^ a  

Much h as  happened s in c e  th o se  e a r ly  days when th e  th r e e  men c o l ­
l e c t e d  f o lk  c r a f t  fo r  a museum t h a t ‘h a d n 't  even been  b u i l t .  Today,

t « * .  \uaa&aL J la l -  'th e r e  a re  tw©—o-feher- f o lk  a r t  museums b e s id e s  th e  one f i r s t  b u i l t  in  
Tokyo, There a re  s e v e r a l  t h r iv in g  f o lk  ct*aft sh o p s ,a n d  "m ingei s e c t io n s  
e x i s t  in  th e  l a r g e r  departm en t s to r e s  o f a lm o st ev ery  m a jo r Jap an ese  
c i t y .  The flo w  o f h a n d c ra f t  from  th e  sm all v i l l a g e s  has c o n tin u e d  f a r
beyond th e  shops o f  Jap an , and a lre a d y  much has- acme A cross th e  P a c i f i c  
on e x h ib i t ,  and i r ^ t h e  shops o f many c i t i e s  in  t h e  U n ited  S ta te s ,

W ith v a s t  wisdom, th e  p eo p le  o f  th e  f o l k  a r t  movement s a y , ”I f  we 
make th e  b e s t  o f t r u l y  t_ r a d i t io n a l  Japan e se  goods, th e y  w i l l  be u n d e r­
s to o d  and a p p r e c ia te d  anywhere i n  th e  w o rld . ” And c e r t a i n l y , th e  t r u t h  
and su c c e ss  o f t h i s  s ta te m e n t has a lre a d y  been  w e ll  bo rn e  o u t .

The end


