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This talk explores the Mingei (folk craft) movement in modern Japan and its transmission to 
the United States after World War II, focusing on ceramics as a central site of exchange. 
 
Themes 

• Defining Mingei: objects, ideology, and “craft” vs. “art” 
• The Mingei movement (mid-1920s–) and E. Asian modernity; parallels with the 

British Arts and Crafts movement and the Deutscher Werkbund 
• Cultural identity: Whose “folk”? What “craft”? 
• Post- World War II transmission: Mingei and American studio pottery 

 
Key Terms 

• Mingei (民芸・民藝): folk craft or folk art, term coined in the mid-1920s; shortened 
from minshūteki kōgei (民衆的工芸), “people’s craft” 

• bi no hyōjun 美の標準: Yanagi’s “criterion of beauty”: natural, simple, intimate, 
sincere, plural, and selfless 

• bishu mibun 美醜未分: beyond beauty and ugliness 
• chokkan 直観: intuition / direct perception  
• mumei:無名: anonymous 
• Nihon Mingeikan: The Japan Folk Crafts Museum, Tokyo (1936–) 
• studio pottery: ceramics made by an individual artist-potter in a small workshop 
• tariki 他力: Buddhist “other-power”  
• yō no bi 用の美: beauty in utility 

 
Timeline 

• 1910–1945: Japan’s colonization of Korea 
• 1916: Yanagi’s first trip to Korea 
• 1920: Leach and Hamada open the Leach Pottery, St Ives, England 
• 1924: Yanagi and the Asakawa brothers open Korean Folk Art Museum, Seoul 
• 1926: Yanagi, Hamada, Kawai, and Tomimoto issue prospectus for the Mingeikan  
• 1929-1930: Yanagi teaches at Harvard; organizes two exhibitions  
• 1936: Mingeikan opens in Komaba, Tokyo; financed by Ōhara Magosaburō 
• 1940: Leach publishes A Potter’s Book 
• 1945–1952: Allied Occupation of Japan 
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• 1952–1953: Yanagi, Hamada, and Leach tour the United States, including Black 
Mountain College and the Archie Bray Foundation 

• 1955: Hamada and Tomimoto designated “Living National Treasures” 
• 1972: The Unknown Craftsman published in English 
• 1978: Mingei International Museum opens, San Diego 

 
Major Figures in Japan 

• Hamada Shōji (1894–1978): ceramist, co-founder, later Mingeikan director 
• Kawai Kanjirō (1890–1966): ceramist, co-founder 
• Bernard Leach (1887–1979): British ceramist, in Japan 1909-20; principal 

interlocutor for Mingei to English-speaking audiences  
• Tomimoto Kenkichi (1886–1963): ceramist, early collaborator  
• Yanagi Sōetsu (Muneyoshi) (1889–1961): writer/ philosopher, co-founder, central 

spokesperson for the movement through writings, lectures, and museum work 
 
Major Figures in the U.S. 

• Karen Karnes: potter-in-residence, Black Mountain College during 1952 visit of 
Yanagi, Hamada, and Leach 

• Warren MacKenzie (1924–2018): Leach apprentice; brought Mingei ideals to the 
Midwest; professor, University of Minnesota  

• Susan Peterson (1925–2009): Ceramist; in publications and television introduced 
Hamada and Mingei to many; professor, University of Southern California 

• Daniel Rhodes (1911–89): Ceramist; author of book on Tamba folk pottery; 
professor, Alfred University 

• Peter Voulkos (1924–2002): leading postwar ceramic artist; acknowledged 
influence from Hamada and Japanese ceramics 

 
Suggested Readings 
 
Primary Sources: 
Kawai Kanjirō, We Do Not Work Alone: The Thoughts of Kanjiro Kawai. Trans. Yoshiko 

Uchida. Kawai Kanjirō’s House, 1973 (2nd ed.).  
Leach, Bernard. Beyond East and West. Faber and Faber, 1978. 
Yanagi Sōetsu. The Beauty of Everyday Things. Trans. Michael Brase. Penguin Books, 2019. 
Yanagi Sōetsu. The Unknown Craftsman. Adapted by Bernard Leach. Kodansha, 1989. 
 
Secondary Sources: 
Ajioka, Chiaki. "Global Mingei: Its Pre-WWII Origins." TAASA Review 27.3 (2018): 4–6. 
Ajioka, Chiaki. "When Craft became Art: Modern Japanese Craft and Mingei Sakka." 

In Traditional Japanese Arts and Crafts in the 21st Century, ed. Inaga Shigemi and 
Patricia Fister, 211–227. International Research Center for Japanese Studies, 2007. 

Bambling, Michele and Tamae Sagi, Kawai Kanjiro: House to House, Japan Society, 2026. 
Brandt, Kim. Kingdom of Beauty: Mingei and the Politics of Folk Art in Imperial Japan. Duke 

University Press, 2007. 
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Conroy, Michel L., et al. Mingei Legacy: Continuity and Innovation through Three 
Generations of Modern Potters. NCECA, 2004. 

Inglesby, Roisin, ed. Mingei: Art Without Heroes. Yale University Press, 2024. 
Japan Folk Crafts Museum, Mingei: Two Centuries of Japanese Folk Art. Japan Folk Crafts 

Museum, 1995. 
Jones, Meghen. “Hamada Shōji, Kitaōji Rosanjin and the Reception of Japanese Pottery in 

the Early Cold War United States,” Design and Culture 9:2 (July 2017): 187–205 
_____. “Mingei.” Oxford Bibliographies in Art History, ed. Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann. 

Oxford University Press, 2023. 
_____. Translations of poems by Kawai Kanjiro in Botsugo 50 nen Kawai Kanjirō: kako ga 

saite iru ima, mirai no tsubomi de ippaina imai, ed. Sagi Tamei. Mainichi Press, 
2016. 

Jones, Meghen and Louise Cort, editors, Ceramics and Modernity in Japan. Routledge, 
2020. 

Kikuchi, Yuko. Japanese Modernisation and Mingei Theory: Cultural Nationalism and 
Oriental Orientalism. Routledge Curzon, 2004 

Kumakura Haruko et al., Theaster Gates: Afro-Mingei. Mori Art Museum, 2024. 
Livingstone, Karen, and Linda Parry. International Arts and Crafts. London: Victoria and 

Albert Museum, 2005. 
Lynn, Martha Drexler. American Studio Ceramics: Innovation and Identity, 1940 to 1970, 

Yale University Press, 2015. 
Moeran, Brian. Folk Art Potters of Japan: Beyond an Anthropology of Aesthetics. Routledge, 

2013. 
Moes, Robert, Amanda Mayer Stinchecum, and William B. Hauser. Mingei: Japanese Folk 

Art from the Montgomery Collection. Art Services International, 1995. 
Nakami, Mari. In Pursuit of Composite Beauty: Yanagi Sōetsu, His Aesthetics and 

Aspiration for Peace. Trans Pacific Press, 2011. 
Peterson, Susan. Shoji Hamada: A Potter's Way and Work. Weatherhill, 1996. 
Special Issue: Mingei Revisited: In Search of the Ethical Pot. Studio Potter 25.1 (1996). 
Trembley, Nicolas. Mingei are You Here? London: Pace Gallery, 2013. 
Wilcox, Timothy, ed. Shoji Hamada Master Potter. London: Lund Humphries, 1998. 
 
Additional Resources: 
Chiaki Ajioka lecture: “Mingei, Hamada and Leach: International Waves of Influence”  
Japan Folk Crafts Museum  
Mingei Film Archive, founded by Marty Gross  
Mingei International Museum 
Modern Japanese Ceramics Image Database 
Nelson-Atkins Museum, “Bridged by the Love of Clay: Trace the connection between 

artists in Japan, England, and the U.S. Midwest” 
NHK International Corporation, “The Mark of Beauty: Mingei”  
 

https://www.academia.edu/34345458/Hamada_Sh%C5%8Dji_Kita%C5%8Dji_Rosanjin_and_the_Reception_of_Japanese_Pottery_in_the_Early_Cold_War_United_States
https://www.academia.edu/34345458/Hamada_Sh%C5%8Dji_Kita%C5%8Dji_Rosanjin_and_the_Reception_of_Japanese_Pottery_in_the_Early_Cold_War_United_States
https://www.academia.edu/96039112/Mingei
https://www.academia.edu/45126482/Translated_Poems_by_Kawai_Kanjirō_in_Botsugo_50_nen_Kawai_Kanjirō
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34dSeXUo4d8
https://mingeikan.or.jp/?lang=en
https://mingeifilmarchive.com/
https://mingei.org/
https://www.dh-jac.net/db1/mjci/index_e.php
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/dQXxqZaPtVeTFw
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/dQXxqZaPtVeTFw
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/8gWRTU4y214XLw
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