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The future of endangered traditional arts and crafts for housing and clothing

Panel Abstract

Traditional lifestyle such as housing and clothing depended on locally available materials.
Availability of materials and their suitability for the local climate are closely related to the natural
environment, and people used them sustainably. Styles of housing and clothing also depended on the
economy, and the produced modes and styles influenced their lifestyle and local culture. Some of them
have evolved in modern contexts, and the others gave way to newer technology and disappeared. In some
unfortunate cases, valuable arts and culture became forgotten or alienated because of misunderstanding
or misuse, or they lost value in a vicious circle in the market economy.

This panel discusses Japanese arts and craft used for housing and clothing. The focused topics are
historical utility items such as Ainu fish leather craft from pre-history era, Tatami grass mat and Kamiko
paper clothing from around the tenth century, and Meisen kimono from the pre-war modern time. Each
presenter clarifies how his/her item was established and sustained in particular local contexts in various
regions and societies. The panel also analyses in what social context these items can be endangered or
revitalized. Current preservation efforts will be introduced based on fieldworks from Hokkaido to Kansai
to support the discussion. The panel will examine the rationality, without nostalgia, for preserving these
historical items in the modern and future contexts. The panel and the audience together will find out the
right direction for these industries in the 215 century.

Paper Abstracts
1. Preservation of Ainu fish leather tradition through fashion higher education

Elisa Palomino
Fashion Print Pathway Leader C. St Martins College of Art, London, UK.

Ainu ethnic minority populations in Hokkaido have worn clothes made from fish skin leather for
the past 6,000 years. Ainu fished for salmon on the open seas until the Meiji government prohibited
traditional fishing. In 2006 the fish skin craft was listed as the intangible cultural heritage of China, but in
Japan, the Ainu Fish Leathercraft it is in danger of extinction.

The paper looks how little Ainu Fish Leathercraft has been preserved and seeks to contribute to
the academic debate of Hokkaido traditional crafts being recognized by the Japanese government. The
author identifies a craft-academic collaboration for the successful implementation of fish leather craft
through the creation of workshops where artisans will pass down the endangered skills to the next
generations of local and international students as part of a higher education program.

The fish leather craft was examined during fieldwork around the Hokkaido observing museum
exhibits and performing interviews with museum curators and artisans. Because fish leather craft is not an
aspect of Ainu culture that is commonly studied, this paper attempts to fill a gap in the literature of the
Ainu. This paper will call for further research on the topic of Ainu crafts, exploring Ainu cultural and ethnic
identities and the representation for the Ainu in Japanese society today.



2. Misuse of Tatami mats and other organic housing materials by Japanese people

Arno Suzuki, PhD
Senior lecturer at Graduate School and Faculty of Science, Kyoto University, Kyoto, Japan

Tatami, or traditional flooring mats made of dried grass, was once the standard flooring for
Japanese houses but disappeared quickly in the last fifty years. Although many Japanese people like tatami,
they no longer use it for their houses saying that it does not fit in the modern room with furniture. The
grass mats became unpopular also because they invited mold and mites especially after they were spread
directly on the concrete slabs of apartment buildings. It was a misuse of the material in a hasty
westernization. Tatami was not just a flooring but also a versatile furniture to be used as a table, bed, and
chair; it was not meant to hold modern furniture. Tatami also had enough ventilation in older wooden
houses, and they did not have the mold or mites problems. Japanese companies created new kinds of
tatami with harder synthetic core and durable insect-deterrent chemical surface, but such materials do not
provide comfort or micro-climate controlling function as real grass tatami mats did. Most people thus stop
using tatami without knowing its real capacity, tatami became rare, expensive, and alienated. The industry
is dying. Similar vicious circle occurred to other organic materials such as rice paper for paper doors and
screens. Traditional beauty and culture associated with these items disappeared at the same time. We
have to clarify their functions scientifically and educate users as well as designers to bring about the real
value of these historical materials.

3. Kamiko - Paper clothing in Japan

Daphne Mohajer va Pesaran
PhD Candidate, Bunka Gakuen University, Tokyo, Japan

Paper rarely appears as a material for fashion, but when it does, it carries with it strong
associations. In the 1960s in Europe and North America, it represented insatiable consumer desires as it
took the form of disposable paper dresses, which flooded the market and disappeared. While this was
happening, a completely different and disappearing paper clothing culture was struggling to survive in
Japan. In the Japanese context, the paper did not represent fleeting consumer desires but represented
throughout its 1,200 years of using various things including religious piety, humility, novelty, and poverty.

Around 910 CE, Buddhist monks in Japan began pasting their paper sutras together and created a
lasting culture of wearing paper clothing, called kamiko. While paper seems like an unlikely material for
clothing, it can be strong and durable and has been used in Japan for many purposes, and in many social
settings. This presentation outlines the history of garments and textiles made of paper. The fieldwork was
done in a town called Shiroishi, in Miyagi Prefecture, where the last kamiko makers are still working.
Modern applications by contemporary fashion designers including Issey Miyake, as well as the future
potential for this endangered material will also be discussed. By positioning Japan’s handmade paper
clothing traditions within discussions of place and localism, perspectives may be developed in sustainable
fashion research and preservation of traditional craft skills and knowledge. Kamiko workshops led in
various universities by the author will also be introduced.



4. Meisen - present-day preservation and promotion

Saskia Thoelen
Ph.D. candidate, Bunka Gakuen University, Tokyo, Japan

Meisen (#41lll) is the naming that was given to the boldly printed kimono that were extremely

popular during the Taisho period. Even though meisen’s origin was in work-wear for the lower classes
during the Meiji period, the introduction of new chemical dyes and shifts in taste changed its image into
fashionable town-wear. Its relatively low price the speed at which new designs could be introduced lead
to a meisen boom in kimono during the 1920s-30s. After the war, however, the demand for meisen almost
disappeared completely. In the present day, the production of meisen kimono is limited and is kept alive

through the aid of institutions like the Chichibu Meisenkan (FE #ilifi). On the other hand, however, a

renewed interest in antique kimono as a part of current day kimono boom has aided to a small but
significant reappearance of meisen in Japan’s everyday life.

This presentation will take a look at how meisen was promoted during the Taisho period as a new
fashion phenomenon. This development will be contrasted with how meisen is surviving today. The
promotion and the production of meisen by the Chichibu Meisenkan will be introduced as a case study.
Meisen’s position within the current kimono boom will also be discussed, together with a consideration of
how this boom could be actively exploited as a potential aid to a further preservation of meisen for the
future.
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