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MUNEYOSHI YANAGI’S MINGEI MOVEMENT AND JAPANESE TEXTILES
Rie ISHII, Nihon Mingeikan (Japan Folk Crafts Museum)

Muneyoshi Yanagi [1889-1961], a researcher of Western modern art and William Blake, started to
take an interest in Japanese artifacts after encountering Korean artifacts. In Kyoto, where he
relocated after the Great Kanto Earthquake in 1923, he created a new word, “Mingei,” in 1925,
together with Shoji Hamada [1894-1978] and Kanjiro Kawai [1890-1966], who had the same
aesthetic standards. The term “Mingei-hin (folkcraft article)” is used to refer to articles made by
craftworkers in large quantities to be used by general people. Those articles have been created
through repeated skillful processes, and they have a sound beauty without any useless decorations.
Their beauty was greatly different from the existing concept of beauty in those days.

Yanagi collected various things, but textiles account for the major part of his collection. It was
around August of 1925 when Yanagi started collecting textiles. His collection varies from sashiko
(needlework) from Tohoku region to bingata (dyed textile), hanaori (woven textile) and bashofu
(textile made of plantain trees) from Okinawa. Yanagi especially focused on Okinawa, where
excellent traditional craftwork remained. He organized an investigating team and stayed in Okinawa
for three to six months, when he saw and learned dyeing and weaving techniques at diverse places in
Okinawa. After World War 1l, Mingei group members were fully cooperative in reviving craftwork
in Okinawa, which had been burned to the ground. Toshiko Taira, one of the living national treasures
today, also learned about dyeing and weaving techniques of Okinawa from Mingei members at that
time.

The Japan Folk Crafts Museum, which was founded by Yanagi, has put considerable emphasis on
new articles since its foundation, and an exhibition of new articles is held every year. Recently
Japanese handicraft is increasingly diminishing, and it is difficult to find low-priced articles made by
craftworkers. It is our wish to foster future creators and preserve the Japanese tradition of

handworks.
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Tamba cloth, Tamba district, Meiji period. Cotton and wasted silk yarn. Length: 182cm. Nihon Mingeikan (Japan Folk
Craft Museum), Tokyo.

Fig2 CEABY B BHARR RRICRE S 103m BHE. HARRELR

Kimono with counted stitch cotton thread embroidery (kogin), Tsugaru district, Meiji period. Hemp and cotton. Length:
103cm. Nihon Mingeikan (Japan Folk Craft Museum), Tokyo.
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Veil kimono (katsugi) with tortoiseshell pattern, pine, Japanese bush clover (hagi, and stream on light blue ground, Edo
period. Ramie. Length: 125.5cm. Nihon Mingeikan (Japan Folk Craft Museum), Tokyo.
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Furniture cover (yutan) with freehand paste-resist decoration (tsutsugaki); lobster and Tachibana mandarin on dark
green ground; mounted on a hanging scroll, late Edo-Meiji period. Cotton. Length: 114cm (scroll). Nihon Mingeikan
(Japan Folk Craft Museum), Tokyo.
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Fragment of kimono in Japanese ikat (kasuri), Okinawa, Meiji period. Fiber banana (basho). Length: 143.5cm. Nihon

Mingeikan (Japan Folk Craft Museum), Tokyo.
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