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Spotlighting a host of new designs borne of tradi-

tional Japanese culture in the fields of fashion and 

furniture. Kimonos, teahouses and kaiseki ryori—quintes-

sential Japanese designs in the “everyday” realms 

of clothing, architecture and food.

Zooming in on three 

innovative ideas for 

disaster-related sce-

narios: QS72 tempo-

rary housing units; 

pictograms for evacu-

ation guidance; and 

Home-for-All com-

munity facilities.
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Learn about Japan’s family crests and 

answer our quiz!

Japanese researchers have 

developed an innovative, 

environment friendly digital 

textile printing system which 

applies the principles of 

photocopiers to enable fast, 

high-quality dyeing.

Mami Kataoka is chief cu-

rator at the influential Mori 

Art Museum in Roppongi, 

Tokyo, and shares her tal-

ents with institutions around 

the world. 

Profiling Richard Emmert, 
an expert in the traditional 

performing art of noh, who is 

bringing the minimalist dra-

matic form to students and 

audiences around the world.

How Komatsu Cutting Factory & Diamond In-
dustry is changing the landscape of the world’s 

jewelry market.
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T he Annual Meet-
ings of the Inter-

national Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and World Bank, 
were held in Tokyo on 
October 9–14, 2012, at-
tracting over 10,000 
participants from 188 
countries. The 2012 
meeting marked the sec-
ond time this event has 

been held in Japan since 1964. On October 12, 
Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda held a welcome 
reception, and said in his address:

“Although Japan has changed largely, there are 
two things that are unchanged from half a century 
ago. One is the ‘indomitable spirit backed up with 
the bonds with people throughout the world.’ In 
1964, Japan, rising again from the devastation after 
the war, had hosted the Annual Meetings with a 
feeling of gratitude for the support from the inter-
national community. The 2012 Annual Meetings in 
Tokyo are being held at a time when Japan is still 
making utmost efforts in the reconstruction from 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. With a sense of 
gratitude for the support and encouragement we 
have received from the international community, 
we would like you to see ‘Japan at present,’ working 
toward the reconstruction. 

“The other point that has remained unchanged 
for half a century is the fact that ‘Japan has a strong 
belief in the importance of international coopera-
tion and free economic exchange.’ It is because of 
the international cooperation and free economic 

exchange embodied by the IMF and the World 
Bank that Japan was able to achieve significant 
growth after World War II. I believe that the im-
portance of such international cooperation and free 
economic exchange is increasing now, also in order 
for the world economy to overcome the difficulty it 
is facing. Based on such unwavering belief, Japan is 
determined to make large contributions to the ac-
tivities of the IMF and the World Bank, including 
in terms of not only knowledge but also funds.”

P rime Minister Yoshihiko Noda received a 
courtesy call at the Prime Minister’s Office 

from Kyoto University Professor Dr. Shinya 
Yamanaka on October 12, following the latter’s 
award of the 2012 Nobel Prize in Physiology or 
Medicine for success of establishment of iPS cells.

Responding to the congratulatory words from 
the Prime Minister, Professor Yamanaka said, “I 
truly think that I won the prize not by myself alone 
but together with the whole of Japan.” The Prime 
Minister said, “Because there are many people ex-
pecting future development, I think you carry a 
heavy responsibility. However, we would like to give 
support earnestly in the direction where the study 
can be securely put into practical use.”

Annual Meetings of 
the International 
Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and  
World Bank

Prime Minister Noda receives a courtesy call from Nobel 
Laureate Professor Shinya Yamanaka, October 12

Prime Minister Noda shakes 
hands with the managing 
director of the IMF, Ms. 
Christine Lagarde

Nobel Laureate 
Congratulated
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From right, clockwise: Liner PCM 
Recorder PCM-D1 (Sony), Hiroshima 

(MARUNI WOOD INDUSTRY), Soy 
sauce dispenser (Kikkoman), Copen 

(DAIHATSU MOTOR), Pushpin 
“SOFT PIN” (Kokuyo S&T),  Opus-1 

(EVERGREEN INTERNATIONAL), 
name-off (inf.DESIGN), SPLASH 

(Asano Design Studio)
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B etween 2008 and 2011, WA: The Spirit of 
Harmony and Japanese Design Today 
Exhibition (hereafter, “WA Exhibition”), 

hosted by the Japan Foundation, toured France, 
Hungary, Germany, Poland and South Korea, to a 
tremendous response in each of the countries. About 
160 products selected by four curators were exhibit-
ed, in diverse fields including tableware, home ap-
pliances, stationery, clothing and vehicles.

“Japanese designs created in recent years have 
been founded on the spirit of harmony. Things that 
appear remote have fused to create a design, such as 
urban and rural, traditional craft and high-tech, and 
Japanese and Western,” says Professor Hiroshi 
Kashiwagi of Musashino Art University, who is 
among the curators of the WA Exhibition. “For ex-
ample, a designer who lives in a large city collabo-
rated with persons working in local traditional in-

dustry to create a product. Initiatives like this have 
been made all over Japan.”

There are characteristics peculiar to contemporary 
Japanese design. In the WA Exhibition, about 160 
works were grouped into twelve categories and 
based on six keywords. One of the keywords is 
“kawaii (cute).” In the WA Exhibition, “kawaii” 
cars, stationery and other products were exhibited.

“The Japanese word ‘kawaii’ has been translated 
as cute. These days, the scope of designs described as 
kawaii has widened significantly,” says Professor 
Kashiwagi. “Something that is feminine, fragile and 
soft can also be described as kawaii.”

Among the other characteristics attributed to Jap-
anese design are “craft” (lighting, tea cups and other 
traditional crafts have been made with new tech-
niques and materials), “fine-grained” (fine work-
manship exemplified by hairline finishing on metal 
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Since World War II, Japanese products have come to be appreciated for their high quality and 
found fans all over the world. Now, Japanese design is also drawing attention. This applies to 
diverse areas including fashion, furniture, architecture, food and daily life. The high marks 
given to diverse designs created in Japan not only reflects beautiful appearance and uniqueness, 
but also comfort, convenience, and care for users. This month’s Cover Story discusses the 
history, features, and roles of designs created by Japanese that are taking the world by storm, 
and the thoughts of the people who have dedicated themselves to design.

Japanese people have long cherished small items, 
such as netsuke.

WA: The Sprit of Harmony and Japanese Design Today at 
the Japan Cultural Institute in Paris, France
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surfaces), “tactile” (care for the touch on products), 
“minimal” (simplicity without decoration), and 
“thoughtful” (consideration for users).

“I visited the Exhibition when it was held in Mai-
son de la culture du Japon à Paris. Visitors were 
looking at the exhibits with great enthusiasm, and 
this left a deep impression on me. I met with Ger-
main Viatte, who formerly served as the director of 
Centre Pompidou. He praised the exhibition strong-
ly, calling it wonderful and beautiful,” says Professor 
Kashiwagi. “And many people were asking where 
they could purchase the exhibited products. I hope 
there will be more shops overseas that handle prod-
ucts with excellent design. For example, furniture 
made in Japan has been accepted worldwide, and it 
seems to have excellent potential.”

Beauty of Japanese design
What is the history behind these characteristics of 
Japanese design? Cultural critic Masakazu Yamazaki 
has mentioned three features of the beauty of tradi-

tional Japanese design formed prior to the Meiji pe-
riod (1868–1912). The first is a love of the miniature. 
The Japanese people have cherished small items. 
Examples include netsuke, bonsai and tea cups. Sec-
ond is the beauty found in daily life. In Japan, ordi-
nary people have incorporated beauty into their ev-
eryday lives. Lacquerware and ukiyo-e prints are 
just two examples.

The third feature of Japanese designs is that they 
may be appreciated in the hand. In the West, works 
of art are viewed from a distance, but in Japan, tra-
ditional craft works of art may be carried with the 
owner and enjoyed. Yamazaki points out that there 
is no borderline between fine art and applied art in 
Japan. For example, fans were invented in Japan and 
brought to China and the West. They are portable 
and held in the hand. If decorated elaborately, a fan 
becomes a high-grade work of art.

Designs of traditional beauty of Japan influenced 
European design also. Japonism was a popular move-
ment in European art that arose around the mid-
nineteenth century, influenced by ukiyo-e prints and 
other craft works of Japan. For example, the beauty 
of curved lines and nature found in the Art Nouveau 
style also show the influence of Japonism.

It may be concluded that the long history of 
Japanese design has supported contemporary 
Japanese design.

In Japan, ordinary people have incorporated beauty into 
their daily lives with the use of crafts such as lacquerware.

Many fine Japanese craft works can be used 
and enjoyed in the hand. 
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Japan’s pop culture, fashion, and modern art have been all the rage overseas in recent years.  
While they are cutting-edge, they also embody traditional culture and hand-crafted techniques  

that are quintessentially Japanese. Toshio Matsubara introduces new designs borne of  
traditional Japanese culture in the fields of fashion and furniture.
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Butterfly Stool
The designer of Butterfly Stool is Japan’s leading industrial designer Sori Yanagi, who incorporated 
beautiful curves, which are unique to curved plywood, into the design. Its structure is simple: two molded 
plywood sheets are held together with two screws and a brass stretcher below the seat. The unique form 
appears like a butterfly taking flight in the air. While over half a century has gone by since it went on sale, 
Butterfly Stool remains highly treasured to this day.
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Furniture Masterpieces

Tendo Co., which operates its factory in the city of 
Tendo City in Yamagata prefecture in the Tohoku 
region, is a furniture manufacturer that has received 
high praise from around the world because of its in-­
novative design and stunning finishes. Its furniture 
has been supplied to the Imperial Household as well 
as to a number of government agencies, public fa-­
cilities, and luxury hotels, with the company receiv-­
ing numerous awards at overseas exhibitions. The 
foundation of this furniture-­making is a collabora-­
tion between the company’s superb curved plywood 
technique and first-rate designers. 

Curved plywood is created by using a wood-
processing technique that glues super-thin sheets of 
natural wood that are around 1 mm thick with a 
bonding agent, pressing them in a mold and finally 
heat molding them with electricity.

There is greater freedom in manipulating ply-­
wood for design as this technique can create 
complex molds that are not possible to form with 
solid wood.

Tendo was established as a union of woodwork 
craftsmen in 1940 to manufacture munitions, such 
as ammunition chests, and it poured all its energy 
into completing the curved plywood technique 
immediately after the war. And then in 1947 it be-­
came the first private company to adopt a high-
frequency heat molding device in Japan and was 
ahead of the pack in starting to use curved plywood 
for practical purposes. 

This new technique caught the attention of Sori 
Yanagi, who later became Japan’s leading designer. 
This is because complex designs, which were not 
possible with existing methods, became a reality 
using curved plywood. A furniture-­making project 
that Yanagi called to start, came to fruition in the 
form of Butterfly Stool in 1956. Butterfly Stool was 
awarded the gold medal at La Triennale di Milano 
in 1957 and in the following year in 1958, became 
part of the permanent collection of the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York, which in turn widely 
spread Tendo’s name within the furniture industry 
around the world.

This type of collaboration with first-rate design-­
ers continued to flourish in an organic manner in 
Japan. Top-notch architects and designers succes-­
sively started to collaborate with Tendo, as seen in 
the spectators’ seats in the Yoyogi National Stadi-­
um (1964/design: Kenzo Tange); furniture in the 
Akasaka Palace (1974/design: Yoshiro Taniguchi) 
and furniture in the National Bunraku Theatre 
(1984/design: Kisho Kurokawa). This trend was 
further spurred on by the possibility of even more 
complex plywood forms when the company de-­
veloped its own microwave heat molding device 
in 1975.

Tendo is currently signed on with nearly 100 out-­
side designers, including architectural firms, and 
half of almost 600 of its products are created from 
collaboration with them.

Naturally, the skills of a seasoned craftsman are 
also indispensable in furniture-making. Materials 
made from lumber can differ in color, grain, and 
strength even if they are from the same species. 
Craftsmen at Tendo carefully select each piece of 
wood so that the products are finished in a uni-­
form tone. Further, since the processing itself is 
done meticulously in order to match the charac-­
teristics of the wood used, most of the steps are 
completed manually.

Furniture pieces that have been created in this 
manner also attract much attention overseas, but 
since furniture prices end up rising several fold due 
to extremely high shipping costs for furniture, 
Tendo sells just a few overseas. Still, people who 
need to have its furniture apparently end up placing 
an order on their own from overseas.

The beauty of Tendo’s furniture, which is exem-­
plified by its delicate curves and forms, can only 
come into being with a union of the molded ply-­
wood technique that has developed over sixty years 
and an artisan’s steadfast devotion to handcrafts.
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Zataku
This is a masterpiece among low tables that has been popular since it 
was first sold in 1959. The table received the G mark Long Life Special 
Award, which recognized the sale of hundreds of thousands of the 
item. The table is primarily used in hotels and Japanese inns, but is also 
widely popular in regular households, and has even come to be known 
as a staple in a traditional Japanese room.  

The designer of this low table is Saburo Inui, known as the Tendo 
in-house technician who developed the microwave heat molding 
device. The structure of the table is simple yet stunning, as it does not 
have sharp corners and its legs curve slightly inward. Its sides are flat, 
so the table can be placed straight up on its side. The table is popular 
also because it is made out of only a few components and it is light 
enough for a woman to easily handle.

Low zaisu chair
This chair was designed when a residence was being planned for a 
kabuki actor. The request was to design a chair for a traditional 
Japanese room that would enable the actor’s aging mother to sit 
without burdening her legs. The chair, which has been quite popular 
since it went on sale in 1960, was designed by Daisaku Cho of 
Sakakura Associates. It received the Good Design Award in 1964.  

The seat height is 29 cm, so one can sit on it with legs 
outstretched, but it still allows one to sit cross-legged as the seat area 
is wide. The feet of the chair are moderately wide and curved so that 
they do not damage tatami mats and carpet. The portion for the 
cushion is constructed with a soft and rounded design, which is 
suitable for traditional Japanese rooms, of course, but also for western-
style rooms with wood flooring or carpeting.

ALBERO coat stand
This coat stand, designed with the image of trees in a forest, was 
commercialized in 2006 as part of the Yamagata Carrozzeria Project 
aimed at revitalizing industries in Yamagata Prefecture. It was a 
winner of the 2006 Good Design award.  

The designer of the coat stand is Ken Okuyama, who became an 
independent industrial designer after working for GM and Porsche, 
and after serving as a director for Pininfarina. The coat stand 
employs an extremely innovative structure consisting of a total of 
nine poles — three each of three types of curved plywood — that 
are combined together to support each other. It is a unique object 
that is geometric yet conveys a sense of warmth inherent in wood.
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A Pair of Shoes  
in the Global Spotlight

Singer Lady Gaga’s fashion, because of its uncon-­
ventional style, is frequently covered positively by 
the world’s media. A part of her collection is her fa-­
vorite pair of heel-less shoes, which are now all the 
rage in the world of fashion, but also in the art world. 
These shoes were created by up-and-­coming de-­
signer Noritaka Tatehana.

With encouragement from his mother, a teacher 
of the art of making dolls, Tatehana started to at-­
tend a preparatory art school in his first year of high 
school with the aim of getting into an art university. 
He initially wanted to become a painter, but having 
been deeply affected by a magazine article on fash-­
ion designer Martin Margiela, he decided to pursue 
a career in fashion. He created his first pair of shoes 
when he was fifteen years old, and started to visit 
brand-name stores in the fashionable neighborhood 
of Aoyama in Tokyo every weekend in order to pro-­
mote himself.

“I wanted to attend the Royal Academy of Fine 
Arts in Antwerp where Martin Margiela graduated 
and become an active designer overseas. To do this, 
I thought that I would have to solidly study Japanese 
culture first,” says Tatehana. “When it comes to 
fashion that is unique to Japan, there is the kimono 
and the dyeing techniques. I entered the Tokyo 
University of the Arts in order to study the yuzen 

(paste-resist) dyeing technique, which is one of the 
leading dyeing methods of Japan.”

While studying the yuzen dyeing process at the 
Tokyo University of the Arts, Tatehana immersed 
himself in the study of shoe-making techniques and 
clothing design on his own. At the same time, he 
was consistently aware of the global market. For a 
Japanese to succeed overseas, it is necessary to have 
a unique Japanese identity. Being accepted by the 
world required embracing the richness of Japanese 
culture and then proceeding to greater heights. 
Convinced of this notion, Tatehana set his eyes on 
the fashion of the oiran, the high-class courtesans of 
the Edo period (1603–1867). Their fashion, with the 
30-cm high-heeled geta sandals and the unique way 
they wore the kimono, was truly avant-garde for the 
era. Research into the culture of the time resulted in 
heel-less shoes and yuzen dyed fashion. Tatehana 
incorporated them in his graduation project, and 
also sent them to around 100 designers around the 
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Noritaka Tatehana holds the pokkuri sandals he designed.

High-heeled geta sandals as worn by the oiran of  
the Edo period
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world to promote his work in 2010. While these pieces 
failed to impress his university, Lady Gaga’s stylist im-­
mediately contacted him and asked that he create the 
same pair of shoes. This was just before Lady Gaga was 
due to visit Japan. Lady Gaga wore the avant-garde 
shoes on Japanese television, giving them instant inter-­
national fame.

Immediately upon graduating, Tatehana established his 
own brand NORITAKA TATEHANA, and took on the 
world. He was bombarded with orders for the shoes, 
mostly from the United States and Europe, but also from 
other countries, and his 2010–11 fall-winter collection was 
chosen to be part of the permanent collection at the Mu-­
seum at FIT (Fashion Institute of Technology).  The cir-­
cular geta sandals, which were among the items in his 
graduation project, are part of the permanent collection 
at the Victoria and Albert Museum in the United King-­
dom. The shoes, which are completely hand-made be-­
ginning with the leather dyeing, sell for 400,000 yen to 
1,500,000 yen a pair. Lady Gaga ended up ordering a 
total of twenty-five pairs. Tatehana apparently met her 
briefly, and it could be said that the number of pairs 
she ordered reveals her satisfaction with the shoes. 

While pursuing a number of different projects, 
including visual direction for musicians, com-­

mercial direction, and a leading role in a project 
aimed at giving traditional Japanese crafts an 

international profile, Tatehana will out-­
source the manufacturing of his shoes 
to Italy in 2013 and launch a prêt-à-
porter collection. He eagerly awaits his 
next opportunity to create and sell a 

new type of clothing that incorporates 
the beauty of traditional Japan.

“It just so happens that I started that 
way and I don’t see myself as operating a 

brand of shoes. The important thing is 
how one creates the ‘real thing.’ I am con-­

fident,” says Tatehana.

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.
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Aesthetic Accessories in Everyday Life

Japanese people have traditionally incorporated their aesthetic sense into their everyday accessories and 
treated them with sentimental attachment. Here are three modern Japanese accessories that reflect the 
Japanese sensibility.

A spiced-up gift
A bit of a fun surprise comes with this popular 
gift: a cake made out of a towel that is shaped 
so well it is hard to tell it apart from a real cake at first glance. 
This “cake towel” is made by simply folding and rolling an or-
dinary towel, which is then packaged in a paper tray and cel-
lophane, just like that used to gift-wrap a real cake. The Le 
Patissier series produced by Prairiedog Co., features these 
products, in which soft colored towels resemble real sponge 
cake and cream. These are created by focusing on each tiny 
detail to make them look real and appetizing. When looking at 
these cake towels, people visiting exhibitions and stores will 
enthusiastically exclaim, “That looks delicious!” Quite a few 
people even mistake the products displayed in the cases as 
real cakes. After enjoying them as a room decoration, they 

can later be used as regular 
towels. Even the cherry 
placed on top of the cake 
towel is really a magnet. 

A sophisticated shoku-gan
Popular among children is the toy that sometimes comes with 
the purchase of packaged sweets, or the shoku-gan (“shoku” 
means food and “gan” means toy. Mojibakeru, which can lit-
erally be translated as “transforming characters,” looks like a 
5-cm-high kanji character shaped toy). A kanji character can 
be broken into several parts and reassembled to form the ani-
mal figure the original kanji character represents. For example, 
the kanji character 猫, which means “cat,” can be transformed 
into a cute cat. Another one changes shape from the kanji 
character 蟹, meaning “crab,” to a crab with two big claws. 
“Mojibakeru” is a term that was coined by combining moji, 
meaning “character,” and bakeru, meaning, “To take the 
shape of.” This product is manufactured by BANDAI Co., and 
thirty different types of kanji characters are available. The 

shapes of the 
various parts 
comprising the original kanji characters are designed to allow 
each animal to be well portrayed by highlighting its particular 
look and characteristics. 

With its unique concept as a teaching toy that allows people 
to learn kanji characters while playing, Mojibakeru is not only 
popular among children, but adults as well. And its elegant 
design has earned it high marks. The product was exhibited in 
the United States at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, 
and after the exhibition it was classified and became part of 
the museum’s MoMA Collection. 

 
A special smartphone case
Mobile phones and smartphones (multi-function phones) are 
must-have high-tech devices for people in the modern age. In 
Japan, mobile phone and smartphone cases employing one of 
the country’s traditional arts, lacquerwork, have come onto 
the market. One of these products, rendered in gold or silver 
Echizen lacquer, was just released in July of this year. Echizen 
lacquer is a traditional Japanese art craft of Fukui Prefecture. 
Each one of these smartphone cases, inlaid with mother-of-
pearl set beneath shells and other glittering, elegant orna-
ments, is handcrafted by skilled craftsmen and decorated 
with a sprinkle of metal or colored powder. One competition 
solicited free designs from artists, which were then voted on 
by foreign citizens. These high-quality smartphone cases, co-
produced by Echizen-shikki Co. and Principle Co., blend the 
new sensibility of Japanese designers with the manufactur-
ing techniques of Japanese crafts-
men. Twelve different kinds of iPhone 
case designs are currently available, 
including a crane, cherry blossom, 
fan, and rock garden.
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cake is made out of a towel, 
but you can’t tell it apart from 
a real cake at a glance. You can 
unfold it to use as a regular 
towel. They are now being sold 
in about ten countries and 
regions, including Asia, Europe 
and the United States.

With this mojibakeru, the kanji 
character for lion, 獅, can be 
transformed into the animal.
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A gold, Echizen-lacquered 
smartphone case titled “Tsuru to 
Raden (Crane and Mother-of-Pearl 
Inlay).” The Echizen-lacquered 
smartphone cases can be bought 
online from six countries including 
Europe and the United States. CO
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The Japanese sense of beauty has come to be embodied in the design of various aspects of 
everyday life. We highlight traditional designs in clothing, dwellings and food, which are the 

basis of daily life. Takashi Sasaki and The Japan Journal’s Osamu Sawaji report.

Clothing that mirrors 
the times: Kimono 

Regarded as Japan’s traditional dress, the main char-
acteristic of the kimono is its simplicity of form. The 
front, back and sleeves of a kimono are all made by 
sewing a single piece of cloth measuring 12–13 me-
ters long and about 38 cm wide, it is vastly different 
from Western clothes that cut the fabric to fit the 
shape of the wearer and are tailored in three dimen-

sions. Because the silhouette is simple, color and pat-
tern were important elements in creating a garment 
with aesthetic appeal, and the flat fabric acted as a 
canvas on which designs could be painted freely.

“The word ‘kimono’ is used to describe a whole 
range of garments, from everyday wear to wedding 
attire, all fundamentally consisting of a single piece 
of cloth that is wrapped around the entire body 
through the sleeves and is fastened with an obi 
(broad sash),” says Keiko Hagiya, director of Japan 
Kimono Culture Museum in Koriyama, Fukushima 

Uchikake, with oiran design, on display at the 
Japan Kimono Culture Museum. Created in the 
Meiji period (1868–1912). Uchikake is the outermost 
layer worn over another kimono.
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Furisode with plum tree and crane motif. Created in 
the Taisho period. Furisode is a formal style of 
kimono worn by young unmarried women, with 
longer than normal sleeves.
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Prefecture. “In Japan, there was no custom of accen-
tuating the body line with clothing. For this reason, 
the colors and pattern look beautiful whether viewed 
from the front or from the back.” 

According to Hagiya, the most common of the 
multitude of designs for kimono is the kissho (lucky 
omen) pattern. Considered auspicious since ancient 
times, this motif is made up of a crane, a turtle, and 
the three trees that bring good fortune — pine, bam-
boo, and plum — reflecting the wish to be blessed 
with happiness and children for future generation. 
Further, with the development of dyeing technology 
from the mid-Edo period (1603–1867) onward, 
oiran (high-class courtesans) clothing with the ap-
pearance of three-dimensional paintings embel-
lished with colorful embroidery emerged. There 
were some kimono decorated with pictures of maps 
of places in Edo or picture scrolls of aristocratic so-
ciety on the entire surface of the kimono.

When the Edo period ended, new textile technol-
ogy and chemical dyes from Europe and North 
America were introduced, and the designs of kimono 
became even more diverse. The many meisen (lus-
trous silk kimono of plain weave) from the Taisho 
(1912–1926) to early Showa (1926–1989) period in 
the Japan Kimono Culture Museum collection in-
clude kimono with Andersen fairy tale motifs and 
kimono with depictions of picturesque scenery in 
foreign lands.  

Meanwhile, Japonisme had become fashionable in 
Europe following the Paris Expo in 1878, and had a 
significant impact on the fashion world. Particularly 
well-known is the fact that the founder of the French 
fashion brand Lanvin made a dress out of kimono 
fabric. This trend has continued to the present day, 
with world-renowned designers presenting new 
clothing and accessories made from rectangles cut 
from one bolt of cloth, inspired by the kimono. From 
2010, kimono also appeared in the Tokyo Girls Col-
lection, the fashion show known for its enthusiastic 
following of young Japanese girls. A fresh look at the 
appeal of the traditional kimono is stirring up ex-
citement even among young Japanese. 

Wabi-sabi architecture: 
Chashitsu

Tea was introduced into Japan around 1,200 years 
ago. Originally, it was a drink for the privileged 
classes, such as the nobility or priests, but eventually 
it became popular with the samurai and the general 
public, until by the fourteenth century sado (way of 
tea) had become established, a procedure of prepar-
ing tea according to a prescribed etiquette. The spe-
cial architecture of the teahouse had played a key 
role in this world of the tea ceremony. 

Around the end of the Warring States Period (late 
fifteenth century–late sixteenth century), major 
changes appeared in sado. These changes came about 
as a result of the creation of a new tea ceremony by 
the tea ceremony master Sen no Rikyu, who served 
under the holder of power at the time, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi. This new tea ceremony was called “wabi-
cha.” “Wabi” is the idea of combining imperfection 
with opulence in order to accentuate the latter.  

The design of the National Treasure chashitsu (tea 
house) Joan in the Meitetsu Inuyama Hotel in Inu
yama, Aichi Prefecture is distinctly colored by this 
idea espoused by Rikyu. The manager of the Meitetsu 
Inuyama Hotel, Takami Fukuda, says, “The main 
feature of a tea house may be said to be that once 
you put yourself into that space, irrespective of your 
social standing or position of wealth, you can expe-
rience pure enjoyment from a bowl of tea.”  

Symbolic of this is the entrance for guests called 
the nijiriguchi. With a standard height and width of 
65 centimeters, this is extremely small, so that no 
matter how high a person’s social status, they could 
not enter without bending their knees and lowering 
their head.

When you enter the teahouse via the small Japa-
nese garden called the roji, the first thing that strikes 
you is the soft light that floods the room. There are 
five windows in the teahouse, measuring just two 
and a half tatami mats (one mat is approximately 
1.6 square meters), but all are obstructed by eaves, 
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trees, or shoji screens. This means that direct sun-
light does not filter in from any of the windows, cre-
ating a feeling of calm as if you had penetrated deep 
into the heart of a forest.   

While the room is very small, strangely it does not 
feel cramped. The reasons for this include the fact 
that the windows in the room are all set at different 
heights from the floor, and that the wall that runs to 
the service entrance where the master of the house 
enters and leaves passes obliquely in accordance with 
the line of flow. Every possible consideration has been 
taken when designing the teahouse to ensure that the 
small room gives a visual impression of depth. 

“Compared with Rikyu’s teahouses which, no 
matter how much they incorporate elements that 
evoke the simplicity and moral and physical forti-
tude of the samurai, such as the alcove pillar that is 
simply cut out with a hack hammer, still have an as-
cetic tension, this structure has an atmosphere that 
makes people feel at home and creates a tranquil 
state of mind,” says Fukuda.      

Today, only three National Treasure teahouses re-
main, including Joan. As modest as the structures 
are, if they are neglected they go back to nature in 
less than no time. However, the ideas of the creators 
that are infused in the tea houses are still deeply in-

grained as one of Japan’s traditional architectural 
styles seen in Japanese-style inns and restaurants, 
private homes, and other buildings.  

Savoring the taste of the 
changing seasons:  

Kaiseki ryori 

One of the traditional styles of Japanese cuisine, 
today kaiseki ryori has a firmly established image 
among Japanese people as an expensive, gourmet 
cuisine that is eaten at first-class Japanese restaurants. 
However, originally kaiseki ryori refers to dishes that 
were served to guests by the host at a tea ceremony 
before offering tea in accordance with sado. 

“Kaiseki ryori consists of a simple meal compris-
ing just a few basic dishes with no superfluous ex-
tras,” says Yoshihiro Murata, proprietor of Kikunoi, 
a long-established ryotei (a particular type of high-
class Japanese restaurant) in Kyoto. 

“By serving just a few basic dishes, we enable our 
guests to experience the changing seasons, or by 
serving them foods harvested from the ocean or 
picked from the mountains, we enable them to 
imagine that they themselves went to the ocean or to 
the mountains. We the chefs select the ingredients 

The entrance for guests, called the 
nijiriguchi, in Joan. The design means that 
visitors have to bend their knees and lower 
their head, irrespective of their social status.

Inside the National Treasure Joan, located in the grounds of 
Meitetsu Inuyama Hotel in Inuyama, Aichi Prefecture. The 
tokonoma (alcove) pillar, cut out with a hack hammer, stands 
erect. Flowers are displayed in the tokonoma.
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and utensils and design the cuisine in order that our 
guests can enjoy this type of experience.”

Kaiseki ryori is made up of ichi-ju san-sai (one 
soup and three side dishes). Ichi-ju san-sai is soup, 
rice, mukozuke (sashimi or a vinegar-based dish, for 
example), a simmered dish, and a grilled dish. In the 
tea ceremony, these foods are eaten in a prescribed 
order and manner.

During the course of its long history, the sizes of 
the food and utensils in kaiseki ryori have come to 
be established as those that the Japanese find easiest 
to eat or use. For example, the size of a rice bowl is 
four sun (approximately 12 centimeters) for men, 
and 3.8 sun (approximately 11.5 centimeters) for 
women. In Japan, rice is eaten from a rice bowl held 
in the hand, and these are the sizes that most Japa-
nese people will feel comfortable holding. Likewise, 
sashimi is cut into slices of approximately 12 grams, 
since this is the size that will render the sashimi most 
flavorsome when placed in the mouth and chewed.

“Kaiseki ryori, including the cuisine and utensils, 
is something that brings together the sophistication 

of ergonomics, as it were,” says Murata. “The design 
of kaiseki ryori with its aesthetic appeal and ratio-
nality has been shaped within the framework of the 
various rules of sado.” 

Kaiseki ryori is creative in its use of utensils and 
colors of ingredients in order to evoke a sense of the 
seasons. Aesthetic appeal is produced by creating 
colorful cuisine through the use of five colors (green, 
red, yellow, black, white). For example, in the fall 
this might mean using the yellow of yuzu fruit (cit-
ron) and chestnuts or the red of salmon roe. Or 
using pine needles or gingko leaves that have 
changed color as a garnish.     

In addition to the cuisine and utensils, at Kikunoi 
the staff work wholeheartedly to ensure that the ser-
vice and atmosphere of the restaurant evoke in the 
guests a sense of the changing seasons. For example, 
the flowers and vases, the hanging scrolls in the room, 
the clothing of the waitresses, and the cushions on 
which the guests sit, are all altered to suit the season.

“Kaiseki ryori is spatial art,” says Murata. “There 
is meaning in every aspect of the design.”

(1) Kaiseki ryori created by Yoshihiro Murata of Kikunoi for a fall tea party featuring, in the front, rice and soup, and (2) 
mukozuke of kakinamasu (persimmon tossed in vinegar) and mackerel in a yellow split sansho (a utensil in the shape of a 
split Japanese pepper berry evoking the fall); (3) a simmered dish of sea eel, egg tofu, matsutake mushrooms and yuzu fruit; 
and (4) grilled kamasu (barracuda) yuanyaki (meaning it was grilled with a liquid seasoning of soy sauce, sake, mirin cooking 
sake and yuzu).
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The Great East Japan Earthquake in March 2011 presented us with the opportunity to rethink what a 
society that offers a comfortable and reassuring lifestyle should look like. Osamu Sawaji of The Japan 
Journal introduces some of the creative ideas being implemented to improve the quality of life in 
disaster-related scenarios.

Interior of a hexagonally joined QS72
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Offering safe space for victims 
People who have lost their homes in a disaster are 
forced to live uncomfortably in public facilities such 
as school gymnasiums or tents until temporary hous-
ing is constructed. Yet many of these temporary evac-
uation facilities do not offer sufficient privacy or pro-
tection from the cold or heat, and victims are forced 
to withstand physical and psychological stress.

QS72 designed by GK Sekkei, a temporary hous-
ing unit that won the Good Design Award in 2010, 
was developed to resolve such issues. QS stands for 
“quick space,” and 72 represents the seventy-two 
hours from when a disaster strikes, which is the most 
critical time span in disaster relief.

“We wanted something that can be assembled in-
expensively and quickly, like a tent, and which offers 
victims a comfortable living space,” says Akio 
Yoshigoe of Daiichi Kensetsu, the developer of 
QS72. “From the initial development, we had the 
idea of a structure that folds like origami to allow 
compact storage in times of peace.”

QS72 is made of lightweight, water/heat-durable, 
heavy-duty and inexpensive polypropylene. It folds 
up to be stored in normal times, and requires no 
special tools for assembly. Three people can set it up 
in about twenty minutes. The unit measures ap-
proximately 2.1 m high, 1 m wide and 3.1 m long, 
and weighs about 60 kg. Tests have proved that QS72 
can withstand a weight of about 500 kg on its roof 

without collapsing.
“The origami-type structure eliminates the need 

for a frame. We even found that it makes the unit 
more load bearing than we had imagined,” Yoshigoe 
says. “We donated a QS72 to a Japanese non-
governmental organization working locally to aid 
victims of the Haiti earthquake that struck in Janu-
ary 2010, and they said that the local people were 
easily able to set it up.”

The greatest characteristic of QS72 is that multiple 
units can be joined to create a larger structure. By 
joining them lengthways or in a square or hexagonal 
pattern, people have freedom to create spaces that 
meet their needs.

This characteristic of QS72 proved its worth in the 
Great East Japan Earthquake as well. Delivered to 
disaster-struck areas, QS72 units were used for nu-
merous purposes such as a temporary clinic, storage 
for aid goods, dressing rooms and a meeting center 
for volunteers.

“We get a great number of inquiries for the QS72 
from abroad as well, and we’re now thinking of 
starting sales overseas,” Yoshigoe says. “We hope to 
improve on it, such as in reducing the number of 
parts, and make it simpler to assemble.”

Evacuation guidance in pictograms 
Pictograms are a form of visual language designed 

Temporary clinics set up with QS72 in front of a hospital in 
Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture. The units are joined in a hexagonal 
pattern (right) and lengthways.

Haiti locals assembling a QS72
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to surpass language barriers and communicate their 
meanings at a glance to people of any nationality. Of 
all the numerous pictograms we see in daily life that 
symbolize restrooms, wheelchairs, no smoking, or 
elevators, one that is common throughout the world 
is the emergency exit sign. Yukio Ota, chairman of 
the NPO Sign Center, designed the emergency exit 
pictogram that was made the international standard 
in 1987.

“Pictograms, like water and air, are something 
humans need in their lives,” Ota says. “To design a 
pictogram that everyone can understand, a designer 
must leave his individual uniqueness behind and 
come up with a design that 100% expresses the char-
acteristics of the motif.”

Apart from the emergency exit sign, Ota has long 
been involved in producing signs for safety, evacua-
tion areas and other designs that help save lives, and 
he is currently working on developing the Refuge 

Guidance Sign Total System (RGSS). For about the 
last two decades, Ota has drafted and studied designs 
for a complete evacuation guidance system that in-
cludes indoor and outdoor elements in one package. 
Having painfully recognized the importance of such 
a system after the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
which was a complex disaster of earthquake, tsuna-
mi, fire and nuclear power accident, Ota held a total 
of four workshop sessions that involved about forty 
companies from the same and different lines of busi-
ness. This resulted in his drafting a plan for some 
forty types of evacuation guidance signs geared to 
guide people from indoors to emergency exits and 
from outdoors to a park, school or other evacuation 
areas. Since these signs will be posted on staircases, 
floors, walls, ceilings, curbstones, power poles, man-
holes, street light poles and guardrails, they need to 
be applied with phosphorescent pigment to make 
them readily visible at night. Phosphorescent pig-
ment, a type of fluorescent pigment, absorbs and 
stores light energy from electric lights and the sun, 
radiates without a power source, and continues ra-

diating a green-tinted light even in 
the complete darkness of disaster 
scenarios for a certain length of time.

A field study on these signs was 
conducted this August during the 
Yukio Ota Pictogram Design Exhibi-
tion held at the Kariya City Art Muse-
um in Kariya, Aichi Prefecture. About 
100 guidance signs in some thirty va-
rieties were set up along an evacuation 
route from the inside of museum to 
an evacuation area, and a total of 100 
citizens participated to test their guid-
ance effect and answer a questionnaire 
on the impact on the scenery.

“We are still analyzing the survey 
results, but they are highly evaluated 
overall. We plan to hold an interna-
tional symposium to present the re-
sults because this kind of survey was 
the first in the world,” Ota says. “I’m 

This evacuation guidance sign used in the field study held in 
Kariya, Aichi Prefecture uses phosphorescent pigment that 
allows it to radiate at night. Japanese businesses are world 
leaders in the technology of phosphorescent materials.
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hoping to create designs that are subtle and won’t 
hinder interior design or scenic value but will, in an 
emergency, guide anyone straight to an evacuation 
area wherever you are, even in a complex disaster. I 
hope it will become the de facto standard that any-
one around the world can use.”

Home-for-All
At International Architecture Exhibition (August 
29–November 25, 2012) of la Biennale di Venezia, 
one of the world’s largest architecture exhibitions, 
held in Venice, Italy, the Japan Pavilion, organized 
by Japan Foundation, won the Golden Lion for the 
Best National Participation.

The theme of the Japan Pavilion is, “Architecture. 
Possible here?” It introduces and exhibits the Home-
for-All, a community center currently under con-
struction in Rikuzentakata, Iwate Prefecture, a city 
that suffered devastating damage from the tsunami 
triggered by the Great East Japan Earthquake.

“People have lived together with nature and have 
very strong ties with one another in the disaster-
struck areas,” says Toyo Ito, commissioner of the 
Japan Pavilion. “While so many architects think 
about architecture centered on cities, I believed 
that creating architecture in disaster-struck areas 
offers us a chance to think about the architecture of 
the future.”

The Home-for-All project began under Ito’s 
leadership after the earthquake, and aims to apply 
disaster victims’ opinions in creating a leisure fa-
cility where they can casually gather, talk, eat and 
drink. Four Home-for-All facilities have been 
completed in disaster-struck areas, and a Home-
for-All facility in Rikuzentakata will also be com-
pleted in mid-November.

The Japan Pavilion at la Biennale di Venezia ex-
hibits some 120 models that Kumiko Inui, Sou Fuji-
moto and Akihisa Hirata — three people central in 
the design of the Home-for-All in Rikuzentakata — 
produced through trial and error for determining 
the design. In between these models stand a total of 
twenty-five logs cut from cedar trees that were sali-

nized by the tsunami and withered on the spot. The 
surrounding four walls show a panorama photo-
graph of Rikuzentakata taken this June by photog-
rapher Naoya Hatakeyama, a native of the city. This 
design lets visitors learn about the design process 
behind Home-for-All and feel a connection with 
the stricken area. The Biennale judges praised it 
highly as “an exhibit brimming with humanity.”

“When the exhibit construction was completed, I 
felt that it turned into a thought-provoking exhibit 
unlike anything seen in previous architecture expos,” 
Ito says. “Architecture establishes itself when people 
gather. I think our exhibit communicated that funda-
mental notion of architecture to the judges.”

The Japan Pavilion welcomes approximately 1,000 visitors a 
day on weekdays and 3,000 on weekends and is a particularly 
popular attraction at the International Architecture 
Exhibition of la Biennale di Venezia (until Nov. 25).
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A model of the Home-for-All currently under construction in 
Rikuzentakata, Iwate Prefecture. The actual home has about 
30 square meters of floor space and is about 10 meters high. 
Eying completion this November, the construction of the 
home uses nineteen pillars cut from cedar trees left standing 
and withered after the tsunami. It has a porch and balcony, 
with a spiral staircase leading to a lookout deck on the 
uppermost floor.
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In Japan, the crests used 

to indicate lineage, par-

entage or social position 

are referred to as kamon 

(family crests). They are 

thought to have originated in 

the Heian period (794–1192) 

when emblems were affixed 

to the framework of oxcarts 

as a sign of nobility. In the 

samurai society after the 

Heian period, armor, flags 

and banners were decorated 

with kamon to distinguish between enemies and allies on the battlefield, and 

as a sign of distinguished service. By the Edo period (1603–1867), when the 

country was peaceful and culture flour-

ished, kamon became decorative rather 

than a symbol of authority. This was the 

time when kamon came into general 

use to identify merchants and traders, 

homes and families, or businesses, 

and not only warriors and nobles. Even 

today, many people wear formal dress 

that includes kamon on ceremonial 

family occasions. Gravestones are also 

engraved with kamon.

There are various types of kamon 

with motifs that include plants like the 
Mitsuba aoi (three leaves of hollyhock) is one of the 
best-known kamon in Japan. It is the Tokugawa 
shogunate’s family’s crest.

Kirimon is used to decorate roof tiles. It is a stylized design of the flowers 
and leaves of the paulownia tree and together with the kikumon, it is also 
used for the Imperial Family crest. It was bestowed by the Imperial Family 
on the successors to the shogunate, as well as to retainers. Today it is a 
comparatively popular family crest.
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Q 1: �This kamon depicts a natural phenomenon. What 
is it?

A: Tornado

B: Lightning

C: Typhoon

Q 2: �The uniforms worn by Japan’s soccer team are 
decorated with an emblem with an animal motif. 
That animal is also used in the crest of Kumano 
Shrine in Wakayama Prefecture, which is a regis-
tered World Heritage site. What is the animal?

A: Eagle

B: Crow

C: Lion

chrysanthemum, cherry, or bamboo; or animals like horses or birds; natural 

phenomena such as lightning bolts, waves or mountains; or weapons, includ-

ing swords, bows and arrows. According to one theory, there are more than 

20,000 types of kamon, but only about 200 prototypes. There are many simple 

and beautifully elegant designs for kamon and some of them were appropri-

ated by European art nouveau.
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T he traditional textile printing 
method using dye-paste screens 
remains the mainstream method 

for printing fabrics. Alternative digital inkjet 
printing methods that do not use screens 
have been introduced over the last decade, 
but their market share remains only several 
percent of the world’s total textile printing 
production volume. 

The greatest drawback to the conventional 
inkjet printing method is its slow speed. The 
back-and-forth motion of the nozzle spraying 
dye inks across the fabric wastes a lot of time. 
Certain other types of inkjet dyeing printer 
that employ a transcription printing method, 
in which dyestuffs are sprayed onto paper 
and then transcribed onto fabric, entail the 
additional cost of the expensive specified 

functional printing papers. Systems that 
apply a direct printing method require the 
pretreatment of fabrics to prevent inkblots. 

However, the Electro-Photographic Print-
ing System (Electrostatic Printing of Fabrics) 
developed by Kyoto Municipal Institute of In-
dustrial Technology and Culture (KITC) in 
Kyoto in collaboration with the Denatex Work-
shop of Nagase & Co. in Amagasaki City, Hyogo 
Prefecture overcomes all of the drawbacks of 
conventional inkjet printing systems. 

“The principle behind the Electro-
Photographic Printing System is basically the 
same as that of a copier or a laser printer,” says 
Tadashi Hayami, manager of KITC, a specific 
visiting associate professor at the Center for 
Fiber and Textile Science, Kyoto Institute of 
Technology. “A digital image composed of col-
ors and designs is projected onto an electro-
statically charged and revolving photosensitive 
drum, which is printed onto a fabric using 
CMYK [cyan, magenta, yellow, black] colored 
dye toners via a printing paper.” 

According to Hayami, the amount of water 
used for dyeing and rinsing for a standard 
procedure in the printing of fabrics reaches 
approximately 75 kg in the traditional screen-
printing method, or 20 to 30 kg for the con-
ventional digital inkjet printing. In contrast, 
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The first electrostatic textile printer, DENATEX, which 
employs the dye-sublimation textile-printing method.  
Measuring 160 cm x 85 cm x 150 cm, the printer can be 
positioned alongside an office desk.

Toward Zero Emission 
Fabric Printing
An innovative digital textile printing system developed in Japan applies the principle of photocopiers 
to a fast and fine dyeing. Emitting neither wastewater with excess dyestuffs nor rinsing water, the 
new textile printing system is extremely environment-friendly. Takashi Sasaki reports. 

SERIES SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY



the electrostatic dye-sublimation and tran-
scription system employing a new type of dye 
toner discharges neither water nor pollutants 
such as dyestuffs. Moreover, the new electro-
graphic printing system achieved resolutions 
higher than 720 dpi allowing the printing of 
extra fine and colorful designs of photograph 
quality, and at a printing speed of 10 m per 
minute, which is about five times faster than 
the inkjet method of similar electrostatic 
dye-sublimation and transcription systems. 

Development of the Electro-Photographic 
Printing System started almost ten years 
ago. “Since our target was a unique system 
based on Japan’s unparalleled original tech-
nology, we had several high hurdles to clear 
until we could commercialize our products,” 
Hayami recalls. 

“While pigments can be used for printing 
directly onto paper, dyes are needed for fix-
ing upon fabric. The difficulty was to develop 
both the dye toners containing electrostati-
cally charged fine particles and the stable 
system needed for their transcription and 
fixation onto fabric. Even after the successful 
development of a transcription system with 
specified dye toners, there was a continuous 
process of trial and error required to adjust 
the electrostatic charge levels and other fac-
tors until we achieved the necessary process 
for printing onto fabric, the surface of which 
is rough and complex, unlike paper.”

Nagase & Co. plans to commercialize its 
DENATEX-KIP electrostatic textile printer 
using the transcription printing system in 
January 2013 (see photo). Its running cost is 
remarkably low compared with that of con-

ventional inkjet printing systems requiring 
expensive specified paper. The DENATEX-
KIP has the additional merit of allowing 
smaller-lot dyeing and the production of 
printed textures as they might be required by 
small design offices and fashion schools in 
addition to specialty dyeing factories.

“While Japan’s textile industry leads the 
world in the field of new fiber materials, tex-
tiles manufacturing these days is largely per-
formed overseas due to cost issues,” Hayami 
points out. “The Electro-Photographic Print-
ing System could nurture a new generation 
of technicians employing a novel technology 
from Japan, thereby generating a completely 
new class of textile products.” 

At present, the Electro-Photographic Print-
ing System is applicable only to dyeing onto 
polyester fabrics, which account for about half 
of all textile products. However, the system 
may soon be applied to other fabrics.

Development of an advanced system is in 
progress for printing dyes directly onto fab-
rics without using transcription-printing 
paper, and this will be commercialized within 
the next year. This could realize a perfect zero-
emission printing system. For these reasons, 
the new Electro-Photographic Printing tech-
nology is attracting significant attention not 
only in Japan, but also around the world.

Takashi Sasaki is a freelance writer.
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Clothing printed using DENATEX, as exhibited in the JFW 
International Fashion Fair in Tokyo in July, 2012. The fabrics 

demonstrate the sort of vivid rainbow colors that cannot be 
realized without an electrostatic dye-sublimation printer.



Why did you not choose the path of an artist in the art world?

Mami Kataoka: When I was a child, my mother used to 

show me picture books and books of paintings at home 

and I liked looking at the pictures. In junior and senior 

high school I studied oil painting on my own, but from ju-

nior high to university, I was more interested in handball. 

I studied fine arts at university because I was interested in 

art, but I never thought about becoming an artist. When I 

majored in pottery at university, I realized that I would 

have to focus 100% on the clay, the raw material for pot-

tery, and on the glaze, or the firing process, to be able to 

create the kinds of pieces I had in mind. Then, I thought I 

was not ready to go the distance to create works of art.
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A Bridge Between  
Art and Society

A curator plans exhibitions, brings together the works to exhibit, and decides the order and method 

of displaying the works. To sum up, it is no exaggeration to say that an exhibition is a performance 

by a curator. Mami Kataoka, chief curator at the Mori Art Museum in Roppongi, Tokyo, curates 

exhibitions of contemporary art, not only in Japan, but all over the world including Asia, Europe, 

and the United States. She was also chosen as one of six Asian women to act as co-artistic directors 

for the Gwangju Biennale being held in Korea until November 11. Osamu Sawaji of the Japan Journal 

speaks with Kataoka.

Mami Kataoka at the Arab Express 
exhibition held at Mori Art Museum 
until October 28. The museum 
welcomes 1.5 million visitors every 
year. It is open every day until 10 
p.m. (until 7 p.m. on Tuesdays only).

Yamato
Nadeshiko
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What made you aspire to be a curator?

When I was at university, I studied art on an exchange 

program in Pennsylvania in the United States. In my 

free time I often visited art galleries and museums in 

New York where I encountered twentieth-century 

American contemporary art by Jasper Johns, Andy 

Warhol and others. That’s when I learned that contem-

porary art has the power to change society by making 

statements about reality, or by alerting people to com-

pletely different values. I became interested in trying to 

give new awareness by becoming an intermediary be-

tween contemporary art and society, rather than ex-

pressing myself as an artist.

First, you worked as the curator of the art gallery at the Tokyo Opera City 
complex in Shinjuku, Tokyo, from 1997.

In 2003 you became curator at Mori Art Museum. What is the thinking behind 
your work there?

The Mori Art Museum aims to be a hub for Asian contem-

porary art and organizes international exhibitions pri-

marily focusing on Japanese and Asian artists. You could 

say that the exhibitions are an expression of my inquisi-

tive mind. Every time I curate an exhibition I try to find 

some solution to my own doubts and issues. For example, 

how to promote Japanese artists internationally is one of 

my main issues. I think the attraction of Japan is its mul-

tifaceted nature. There is the tra-

ditional art on one hand, but 

there is also anime and the latest technologies on the 

other. Today, I am attempting to analyze the multifaceted 

nature of Japan by making analogies to the artistic prac-

tice of an artist named Makoto Aida. Makoto Aida is pop-

ular in Japan, but he is not particularly appreciated over-

seas, not like Yoshitomo Nara or Takashi Murakami. 

From November 17, we will be holding an exhibition titled 

”Aida Makoto: Monument for Nothing” at the Mori Art 

Museum, but the question is can a domestic artist find an 

international following.

What do you do for relaxation?

I cook. Cooking is a bit like work-

ing as a curator because there is 

the fun of creating delicious food 

by combining unexpected ingredients. When I am in 

Japan, I cook dinner nearly every night.

Since 1992, a few years before Tokyo Opera City opened 

its doors, I had worked at a think tank where I was in-

volved in preparing for the opening of the Tokyo Opera 

City Art Gallery. I had a strong sense that Japan needs a 

place where Japanese contemporary art is exhibited and 

where international art movements are introduced that 

were not inferior even by international standards. Several 

major corporations were involved in the construction of 

Tokyo Opera City. At the time, I was still in my late twen-

ties and I was the only woman in the group, but I dis-

cussed with male counterparts who were much older 

than me about how the space for contemporary art in 

Tokyo should be. I think this is how I ended up choosing 

the path of a curator.
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Mami Kataoka. A poster for the Makoto Aida exhibition, which opens 
on November 17, is displayed on the wall in the background.



N oh is performed on a wooden stage 
roughly five square meters in size. 
Without curtains or large set piec-

es, it is extremely simple. The main characters 
who appear are the shite (protagonist), who 
plays a role such as a ghost, spirit, demon or 
specter, and the waki (bystander), who plays a 
human. Depending on their role, the shite may 
wear a mask depicting a young woman, a 
demon or otherwise. The music is made up of 
a chorus known as a jiutai who sing about the 
scene or inner feelings of the characters and 
the hayashi (instrumentalists) who play instru-
ments such as the otsuzumi (hip drum) and 
nokan flute. Noh stories are fantastical and 
tragic tales based on history and mythology 

which bring out the essence and emotions of 
people through the interactions between the 
shite and waki. 

Having fallen under noh’s spell, Richard 
Emmert, an American professor at Musashino 
University’s Faculty of Literature, has been re-
searching noh for more than forty years. 

Emmert’s first encounter with noh dates 
back to when he was a sophomore at Earlham 
College in Indiana. At a seminar on noh he 
had joined casually, he found himself perform-
ing in an English language noh play called St. 
Francis, and on the strength of his vocaliza-
tion and poise was chosen to play the shite. 

While the English-language noh play was 
entirely unknown overseas, the performance 
was successful, and with the support of the 
Ford Foundation a film of the play was even 
made. In 1970 Emmert studied at a Japanese 
university for a year where he learned tradi-
tional Japanese music such as the shakuhachi. 
After graduating from Earlham College, Em-
mert returned to Japan in 1973 to continue 
studying Japanese traditional music and noh. 
Then, Emmert made the chance discovery 
that St. Francis, in which he had performed, 
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When Less Is More

Noh ranks with kabuki as one of Japan's representative performing arts. As a stage 
drama developed in the fourteenth century, it is regarded as one of the oldest existing 
forms of theater, and was designated as a Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible 
Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO in 2001. Richard Emmert has been studying noh 
for many years. He spoke with Toshio Matsubara.

SERIES  |  MASTERS

Theatre Nohgaku players perform the English-
language noh play Pagoda in London in 2009.
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would be screened in Tokyo. Going to the 
screening was what determined his fate.

The organizer of the film screening also 
wanted to put on a live performance of St. 
Francis in Japan, and asked Emmert, who was 
right before him, to direct the music. If he 
was going to do it, he wanted to perform au-
thentic music in keeping with tradition. That 
meant he would have to learn noh for real. 
With this in mind, Emmert would become 
completely absorbed in to the world of noh as 
if possessed.

In 1974, the following year, Emmert en-
tered the Department of Musicology at Tokyo 
University of the Arts, where he conducted re-
search on noh. Simultaneously, he continued 
to take practical lessons on shimai (dancing 
and movement) and utai (singing) and later 
began taking practical lessons on all the instru-
ments of noh including the kotsuzumi (shoul-
der drum), otsuzumi and taiko (stick drum). 

“In noh, the performers dance amid a ‘in-
tense calm,’ and that’s where it overflows with 
energy. What flows through the dancing is 
not ‘tension’ but rather an ‘intensity,’ and 
what produces that intensity is the form,” ex-
plains Emmert. “Noh never uses realistic ex-
pressions like singing or moving about nor-
mally. Everything is expressed according to a 
prescribed form. While you’ll also find stylistic 
expression in opera and dance, there is no 
other art that demands such rigid adherence 

to form as noh.”
Since the 1980s, Emmert has devoted 

himself to popularizing English-language noh 
plays, and has been involved in the compos-
ing, musical direction and performance of 
various such plays. Since 1991, Emmert has 
run the Noh Training Project, with workshops 
in Pennsylvania in the United States and Read-
ing in England, and in 2000 launched Theatre 
Nohgaku, a noh performance group compris-
ing foreigners as well as Japanese living in for-
eign countries. Theatre Nohgaku began per-
forming English-language noh plays from 
2002, and to date has toured the United 
States, England, France, Beijing, Hong Kong 
and Japan. 

Emmert says, “We want to steadily prune 
away the waste while expressing the ‘less is 
more’ world that is unique to noh. We’re still 
a long way off, but it would be wonderful 
thing for English-language noh to someday 
become as widespread as opera.”

Toshio Matsubara is a freelance writer.
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Richard Emmert practices noh with his teacher.
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W hile the histo-
ry of cutting 
diamonds can 

be traced back to the late 
Middle Ages, only one place 
in the world has successful-
ly perfected the art of cut-
ting pearls: Komatsu Cut-
ting Factory & Diamond 
Factory, located in Kofu, 
Yamanashi Prefecture.

The company’s founder 
came up with the idea of 
cutting pearls when its 
business supplying dia-
monds to one of Japan’s 
major electronics manufac-
turers went into decline in 
the 1990s. 

The novelty of cut pearls attracted much in-
terest when they were first exhibited at the In-
ternational Jewellery Tokyo trade fair in 1995, 
explains Kazuhito Komatsu, the founder’s son, 
who now runs the company. The company had 
to send for more samples as its booth at the fair 
was swamped by curious buyers. However, turn-
ing this interest into a sustainable business 
proved more challenging, at least at first.

“Many people asked us, ‘Why would you 
want to cut something as naturally beautiful 
as pearls?’ It was actually a buyer from the 

United States who, shortly afterward, was first 
really interested in selling our faceted pearls,” 
recalls Komatsu.

Komatsu has gone on to refine the cutting 
process, the precise details of which are, unsur-
prisingly, kept under wraps, to create a range of 
shapes and designs, using pearls harvested from 
Australia, Tahiti, Japan and the Philippines. 

The idea behind faceted pearls, or hana shinju 
(gorgeous pearls), is to enhance their natural 
properties, using only the original colors, ex-
plains Komatsu. 

Komatsu Cutting Factory & Diamond Industry has changed 
the landscape of the world’s jewelry market with its 
development of faceted pearls. Gavin Blair reports.
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Gold faceted pearls processed by Komatsu Cutting Factory and Diamond Industry
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Pearls with  
an Edge



A Pearl of an Idea
The company was formed in the late 1960s 

when Komatsu senior, who had worked at a 
nearby diamond-cutting factory, decided to 
utilize the traditional artisanship of the Kofu 
area, which has a long history in jewelry-mak-
ing. Komatsu got its start in business when the 
finance ministry sold the stock of diamonds left 
over from the jewelry that Japanese people had 
handed over to the government to help the war 
effort. Diamonds had continued to be the main-
stay of the company’s business until the pearl 
cutting techniques were developed. 

“Pearls now make up 90 to 95 percent of our 
business,” says Komatsu.

The largest part of Komatsu’s business is now 
made up of cutting pearls that are sent to the 
company from around Japan and the world, 
with income from overseas set to top 40 percent 
of revenue this year for the first time. Komatsu 
admits that he and his craftsmen are now so 
busy with this side of the business that they 
barely have time to work on their own designs 
these days. 

One of Komatsu’s original designs is its Soc-

cer Pearl, created 
to commemo-
rate the co-
hosting of the 
soccer World 
Cup by Japan 
and Korea in 
2002. One of 
the soccer ball-
shaped pins — that can be worn like a badge — 
was presented to football legend Pelé when he 
visited the local area during the World Cup.

As a huge soccer fan, I found the Soccer Pearl 
a novel and irreverent take on traditional pearl 
jewelry and was disappointed there wasn’t one 
in the colors of my local J-League team; had 
there been, I’m not sure I could have resisted 
the temptation to buy one.

Komatsu’s seminal “double refraction cut” 
won a Gemmy award in the United States in 
2009, and a Prime Minister’s Prize in Japan’s 

Monodzukuri Nippon Grand Awards 
for application of traditional techniques 
in the same year.

Faceted pearls are now being sold in 
Asia, Europe and the United States, with 
the gold-colored pearls being particu-
larly popular in China, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, according to Komatsu. 

Still in his late thirties, Komatsu says 
he feels privileged to be able to meet and 
learn about people from around the 
globe, thanks to the techniques devel-
oped by his father, and the worldwide 
business he has grown them into.

Gavin Blair is a freelance journalist living in 

Tokyo who writes for publications in the 

United Kingdom, United States and Asia.

Kazuhito Komatsu, 
president of Komatsu 

Cutting Factory and 
Diamond Industry

Kazuhito Komatsu looks through a loupe at a gem that is just a few 
mm in size to check the cuts he has made.
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Daruma otoshi is a Japanese toy dating from time immemorial in which players 
attempt to knock down (n. otoshi) a tower of five wooden blocks, one by one, 
from the bottom, without causing the blocks above to tumble in the process. 

The top block of the tower carries the visage of the Bodhidharma, the founder of 
Zen Buddhism, as he is depicted on the round daruma (or dharma) dolls that are 

considered symbols of perseverance and good luck in Japan.
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Answers for p. 23     Q1: C. Juroku-giku is printed on Japanese passports because the 
chrysanthemum has long been popular in Japan, the flower is used for the Imperial Family 
crest, and it symbolizes Japan. The badge worn by members of the Diet also features a 
chrysanthemum design.  Q2: B. It is the yatagarasu, or three-legged crow. The yatagarasu is a 
mythical crow that appears in Japanese mythology. The story goes that it guided the Emperor 
Jimmu (Japan’s first emperor) from Kumano to Yamato (current Nara Prefecture).
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