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Muneyoshi YANAGI'’s Concept of Folk
——from an architectural point of view——

YOSHIDA SHOGAKU

ABSTRACT

The word ‘mingei’ ( folk art) is a coined word by Muneyoshi
Yanagi, Shoji Hamada and Kanjiro Kawai, who newly discovered
the beauty of Japanese ‘traditional’ folk arts and crafts and drove
the ‘mingei’ movement in Japan.

By the way, the compound word ‘mingei’ consists of two
parts: ‘min’ (K, folk) and ‘gei (2%, art or craft). ‘Min (&) means
‘folk’ or ‘people’ and is also a component of ‘minshu-shugi’ (3 3
%), a socio-political term in Japanese.

We have tended to regard the word ‘mingei’ as an artificial
word, but it is also possible to see ‘mingei’ from a political
standpoint.

Muneyoshi Yanagi has emphasised the Japanese ‘traditional’
nature of ‘mingei’. After World War II, he was heavily criticized
as an anti-democrat and conservative.

There are different opinions towards Yanagi's way of thinking
although it is important to bear in mind that part of Yanagi’s stance
is still problematic.

In this paper, let us look at Yanagi's view of ‘mingei’ from an
angle of architectural arguments. Now in Japan we can find
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many examples of ‘mingei’ inspired architecture. What are the
characteristics of this style? 1 will approach this question by
comparing ‘mingei’ style architecture with ‘minka’ (JR%, house)
and collective housing.

The research of ‘minka’ began with Wajiro Kon, and he
published the book “House of Japan™ in 1922. This was the first
book to use the word ‘minka’. Similar to the word ‘mingefi,
‘minka’ was also a newly coined word.

Both Kon and Yanagi were born in the Meiji era and lived in
the same time periods: Meiji, Taisho and Showa era. These eras
are remembered for their turbulent social conditions. The
connotation of the word ‘min’ (folk or people) was changed in
these eras.

The implications of ‘min’ changed from a feudalistic meaning
to a democratic one.

After World War 11, Japan industrialised and achieved high
economic growth. This led to a huge increase in workers with
many people living in collective housing. We may say that the
collective housing is also a house-style of ‘min’.

In view of some housing styles, we shall consider the ‘mingei’
architecture and the meaning of ‘min’.

Looking at art from a sociological viewpoint, we can point
out the distinctiveness of Yanagi's concept of folk (= ‘min’); his
theory of ‘mingei’ is an idealistic one that has weaknesses as well
as merits.
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