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BEAUTY AND TASTE: UNIVERSALITY AND ACTUALITY OF JAPANESE CULTURE
Isao KUMAKURA, President, Shizuoka University of Art and Culture

In this modern period, when people doubt the existence of universality or globalism in civilization and
culture, people also have the same doubt concerning the concept of beauty.

There should not be any aesthetic standard that all humankind would accept. Then how shall we refer to
the beauty fostered in a climate, a history or a culture created from them? Japanese people have expressed
it with the word “konomi (taste).” Taste is a personal and subjective standard of beauty, a concept that is
exactly the opposite of universality.

In addition, it is not a mere expression of personal aesthetic sense, but also we assumes the existence of
neighbors with the same taste. Of course the group of such people would be within a narrow range of
acquaintances. Therefore, things approved by this sense of taste would scarcely have any value, when
they are separated from the group. However, the globalization of recent years has thrown off the
limitation of the world of taste. People started moving to other areas and opportunities to experience
different cultures have dramatically increased. Besides, the development of informational technology has
created the capacity to share information throughout the world in a flash. Accordingly, taste has gone
beyond local climate or history, and it has been building up another kind of network.

If Japanese culture has any actuality, it may be found when we introduce Japanese “taste” into the concept
of beauty and create a new aesthetic concept that is free and flexible. I think that construction of a
network of diversely-scaled groups with shared tastes is far more pleasant and modern than creating a

universal standard.
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The garden of Kaiu-so villa. Photo by Minao Tabata.
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Attributed to Mu Xi, Returning Sails off a Distant Shore (from Eight Views of the Xiao and Xiang Rivers), 13" Century.
Hanging scroll; ink on paper. Kyoto National Museum. Important Cultural Property. Photo courtesy of @KYOTOMUSE
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