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Art of Crafts—Messages from Nature and Artifacts

Professor Mieko Sawada

Kyoto Institute of Technology

1. Introduction

There are old sayings passed on from generation to generation in villages deep in the
mountainous countryside of the Tohoku region, which is utterly isolated from the outside
world in winter due to heavy snow. They say, “Do not let the karamushi die” or “As the
karamushi wishes.”. Karamushi is a perennial plant that belongs to the Urticaceae family and
the raw material for the textiles called Echigo-jofu and Ojiya chijimi, which are listed in the
UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage (UNESCO ICH). Those villagers have cultivated
karamushi in this harsh environment and endured hardship to manufacture these products. It
is literally the lifeline for those people, and the sayings reflect their history and determination
to live with karamushi.
Products made with Japanese traditional craftsmanship are listed in the UNESCO ICH,
including the abovementioned Echigo-jofu and Ojiya chijimi, as well as Tesuki washi
(handmade Japanese paper) and Yuki tsumugi (Japanese silk). The Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage is a UNESCO treaty adopted with the goal
of protecting and preserving ICH all over the world by the UNESCO General Conference in
2003 in response to the threat of the deterioration of ICH due to globalization or social
changes. The Japanese Government, which has aggressively participated in the treaty from its
planning stage, signed the document in 2004. ICH as defined in the treaty includes
traditions, expressions, knowledge about nature and the universe, and customs inherited
orally through the generations; the craftsmanship we discuss in this article is included.(1)
Craft products in Japan were called “items for use” before the Meiji Restoration. Unlike the
human-oriented concept of nature in the Western world, people in Japan have a history of
“manufacturing” in close relationship with nature. It is hard to find a precise translation in
other languages for the Japanese word “kogei” to accurately express the notion the word
embodies. that they are items with unique beauty and uses nurtured in Japanese culture. They
have a long history of production, being created according to principles different from the
mass production and mass consumption. They are made one by one by human hands with
great care and pride, and are used at home with care. When broken, they are not disposed of
but fixed and continue to be used for a long time side by side with people. Some of them have
been passed down through the generations and have existed much longer than people. The

design of these products has been improved through a long history of practical use. Some of
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the finest items have a simple and efficient form with a touch of warmth. Also, they are made
of natural materials, eco-friendly products that will eventually return to nature.

The art of craftsmanship of these traditional items has also been passed down through the
generations. Most of the artisans of traditional products fully understand the characteristics
of the natural substances for material use. They have long made products by utilizing the
materials’ natural attributes. These Japanese artisans have always listened to the voice of
nature, valuing the human-nature relationship in producing their works without damaging
the Earth.

The fact that Claude Lévi-Strauss, the famous French anthropologist, visited Japan five
times in the period from 1977 to 1988 for fieldwork among Japanese artisans is not well-
known. He was genuinely interested in the relationship of Japanese craftsmanship with nature,
loved it, and he sincerely hoped that, “ the people in Japan will ever maintain the precious
balance they have between the inherited tradition and the modern innovation. I do not wish
this only for Japanese people alone. All humanity will find an example there worth studying”.
(2)

As Lévi-Strauss pointed out with surprise, in comparison with Western society, Japan has long
had a manufacturing culture based on a perfect balance with nature. Unfortunately, however,
the inheritance of Japanese craftsmanship has been endangered since the early 21st century
due to a series of natural disasters and incidents shaking public trust in the Made In Japan
brand. Also, globalization has directly hit Japanese traditional crafts hard. Their production
dropped to approximately 100 billion yen in 2015, one-fifth that at the peak in 1984. The
emergence of advanced technology, such as 3D printers and artificial intelligence, has
enflamed popular anxiety about how humans can take part in manufacturing in the future.
This article investigates how the people engaged in traditional crafts in Japan interpret
messages from nature and their cultural basis, in response to the dire situation surrounding
the art of craftsmanship in Japan. If I can confirm the presence of manufacturing in harmony
with nature, this will be a valuable statement in a world of global deterioration of the
environment.

I have engaged in fieldwork since 2006 through a series of interview sessions with artisans and
artists, both domestically and abroad. This article seeks to clarify the three themes below that
have emerged through observation of the words of artisans, as well as to investigate ways of
describing these themes from academic standpoint.

(1) Why an artisan can receive messages from nature.

(2) How an artisan can identify other artisans from their works.

(3) Under what conditions an artisan can obtain information from nature or crafted works.

[ am going to analyze the first and second themes from the viewpoint of ecological psychology,
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using the theory of the American perceptual psychologist, James Jerome Gibson (1904-1979),
who conceived of animal behavior in interaction with the surrounding environment and
developed visual perception theory. The third theme I shall examine from the concept of
“Achievement” proposed by Kumiko Ikuta, the pioneer in research on the cognitive processes
of apprentices learning techniques of the Japanese traditional arts. The issue I shall investigate
in this article, “how humans can receive information from nature or objects and interpret it to
others,” can be rephrased as an investigation of the human behavior of sensing nonlinguistic
messages with the body and trying to interpret them into linguistic form to communicate to
others. This study marks the first step of the intellectual journey of elucidating the meaning
of the natural wisdom amassed and engraved in ourselves throughout the long span of human

history.

2. Words of Artisans

When [ interviewed artisans or artists of the Japanese traditional arts, many of them spoke of
receiving messages from the natural materials they were working.

For instance, an artist of curved wooden dolls once told me that he “see[s] the figure in the
wood, and I am just curving it out.” When I met Kayu Matsushima(3), the Buddhist sculptor,
she told me that “I am not a servant or worshipper of Buddha. I simply carve His figure out of
the wood ” Many of the master artisans I interviewed made similar remarks about receiving

messages from natural materials while they were working on them.

There is a scene in a novel by Soseki Natsume, 7en Nights Dreaming, at the chapter “The
Sixth Night,” in which Unkei is carving a Nio (Benevolent King) at the main gate of Gokoku-

Ji as follows:

Unkei, for his part, remained focused solely on his carving, apparently not finding the
situation mysterious or odd in the slightest. A young man who had been gazing up at all this
turned to me. “That’s Unkei for you!” he said, enrapt. “We’re not even here for him. It’s as if
he’s saying, The only heroes under heaven are the Benevolent Kings and I.” Just remarkable!”
Intrigued by what the man had said, I glanced towards him. “Just look at how he uses that
hammer and chisel,” he continued, without even pausing. “He’s transcended this world
entirely—he’s entered the realm of supreme freedom.”

Unkei was now carving out a bushy pair of eyebrows, about an inch high. No sooner would he
bring the blade of his chisel back up than his hammer would come down at an angle to strike

it again. A stubby chip fell as each blow rang out, and as [ watched an enraged nose emerged
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from the hard wood, nostrils flared. Unkei showed no hesitation as he wielded the blade. He
did not appear to be troubled by even the smallest of doubts.

“Amazing that he can just throw the chisel around like that and still get the eyebrows and
noses to come out the way he wants,” I said, almost to myself, as if too impressed to keep my
thoughts inside.

“Oh, it isn’t the chisel that makes those eyebrows and noses,” the young man said. “Those
exact eyebrows and noses are buried in the wood, and he just uses the hammer and chisel to

dig them out. It’s just like digging a rock out of the ground - there’s no way to get it wrong.”

Let me draw your attention to the line of the young man, saying, “Those exact eyebrows and
noses are buried in the wood, and he just uses the hammer and chisel to dig them out. It’s just
like digging a rock out of the ground - there’s no way to get it wrong.” Soseki put Unkei in the
scene as the representative of the master wood carving artist, then put the young man to tell
the story through him about the tale often told among Japanese people.

Kanjiro Kawai (1890-1966), the famous Japanese potter, left behind works made with
materials other than clay . In his poem “Shukou Sokusi” (Thoughts of Hands and Feelings of

Legs) are the following lines:

I am in the tree I am in the stone I am in the iron or brass
[ am in the people

I see a lot of me I've never seen before

These “Me”s plead with me endlessly to let them out

I want to dig them out I want to let them out

This poem expressed his view of creation. He saw his works within the natural substances and
expressed his desire in his poem to release them to the world. Yo Akiyama, a contemporary
pottery artist, stated his thoughts about the relationship with the earth and nature in the
album of his works at exhibitions in 2009 and 2013 to 2014 titled “CORRESPONDENCE”".
He said, “T hope I can grasp something beyond soil through contact with the bare soil, just like
a poet tries to go beyond the boundary of words with words,” and “Just like my pottery is based
on communication with the soil, it seems that my sensors recognizing the world around me is
based on communications with something mysterious.”

As we see in Ten Nights Dreaming, “Shukou Sokusi,” and “Koshin” above, it is common in
the traditional culture of the Japanese crafts for artisans or artists to work on natural materials
as if listening to their voices, receiving their messages. Michelangelo made the same statement

about his work; he said on one occasion that he was only digging out something already there
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in the material. Master artists or artisans anywhere in the world seem to be able to receive the
message of the material. In this chapter, I review from an academic viewpoint the idea of
nature or materials sending messages to humans.

The American psychologist James Jerome Gibson used the term “affordance” to illustrate the

relationship of humans with surrounding objects or the environment. He argued that;

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes,
either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, the noun affordance is not.
[ have made it up. I mean by it something that refers to both the environment and the animal
in a way that no existing term does. It implies the complementarity of the animal and the

environment . (4)

An affordance, as I said, points two ways, to the environment and the observer. So does the
information to specify an affordance. But this does not in the least imply separate realms of
consciousness and matter, a psychophysical dualism. It says only that the information to
specify the utilities of the environment is accompanied by information to specify the observer
himself, his body, legs, hands, and mouth. This is only to reemphasize that exteroception is

accompanied by proprioception-that to perceive the world is to copercerive oneself. (5)

The argument Gibson made in his study of affordance (characteristics that initiate actions to
bring about specific outcomes) that “an object offers something that it is meant to be by
presenting itself as it is” demonstrates the difference in affordance. For instance, the
affordance a piece of wood offers to the artisan or artists should differ when they make dolls
or bowls; it varies according to the item the observer will make. Kono (2011: p. 37) explains

the notion of affordance simply as follows:

An affordance is a concept fixed in the relationship with individuals, and what it offers is not
necessarily the same among species. A pool of water provides ill affordance of drawing to an
infant, but not to an adult. Likewise, a peanut offers ill affordance of allergy to some, but not

to others. (6)

I shall now analyze the remarks of the artisans and artists receiving messages from the material
using Gibson’s affordance theory. First, what they have in common is that they all have looked
at the same material every day for more than at least ten years. For example, the Buddhist

sculptor I mentioned earlier has handled the same type of material for more than 30 years.
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Since there are four seasons in Japan, the temperature and humidity change gradually
throughout the year, and the condition of the material accordingly changes each day. They
keep working every day through the years, and their bodies also change, optimizing
themselves to the work. Through decades of manufacturing, some artisans or artists have
experienced changes not only in their hands but also in their bodies. They breathe or eat,
leading their daily lives in an environment that keeps changing as they face the same material.
Their bodies keep changing, optimizing for their work. In time, information from the material
is absorbed and accumulates in their body like nutrition. As time passes, their bodies or brains
become able to understand immediately the best way to handle the material in a specific
climate or specific temperature and humidity. Since the materials are also natural substances,
they differ from each other, and not one of them is precisely the same. The conditions of each
differ according to the temperature and humidity. However, artisans and artists have
encountered materials in similar conditions many times throughout decades of work and
develop rough categories of materials in their minds. They become ever more efficient and
quick in judging how to handle the material in front of them under the specific conditions of
the day, until the process becomes like a natural response. Finally, they become able to see at
a glance the best way to work with the material. In other words, the bodies and minds of
artisans and artists have changed over time to the state of a so-called mastery, in which they
can immediately interpret material information to see the best way to work. Since they are
human beings, their bodies and minds differ, and their levels of mastery should be different.
It is difficult to put into words how these masters have attained their mastery, for it differs for
each and is not something they have heard from others. Likewise, it is also hard to explain in
words how they can receive information from natural substances, for they did not learn how
to work from something they have heard. That is probably the reason for poetic expressions
like hearing the voice of the material or seeing a shape in the material. However, only a handful
of workers can reach such a high level of mastery. Tkuta (2011: p. 12) argues that there are
two types of learning, “Task Learning” and “Achievement Learning,” and explains them as

follows. (7)

Task Learning can be rephrased as the learning of “how to do.” It is a type of learning
regarding the method to do something. Achievement Learning, on the other hand, can be

interpreted as the learning of “to do” or “to be,” in which some sort of action occurs as a result.

Task Learning is a learning process through information explained in words. The learner can
accomplish the goal by following step-by-step instructions. Achievement Learning is different.

For instance, remember the day you learned to ride a bike. Daily practice or advice from others
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had nothing to do with it. You just did it, out of the blue. It is quite hard to explain in words
how we learned to ride a bike. The words “did” or “could” are verbs that express states, and it
is almost impossible to explain the process that leads to the result. Achievement Learning is
the learning of “to do” or “to be,” which is why it is so difficult to explain the process in words.
Tkuta (2011; p. 17) admits the difficulty as well of explanations in words of Achievement (the
state of accomplishment), and argues as follows that any attempt at Achievement Learning
through words in the master-apprentice relationship implies the master’s intention of sharing

senses/feelings with the apprentice;

These remarks are the attempt to put Achievement, “the state of accomplishment,” or
something “imposed” only by being exhibited or exemplified, into words. It is a “sharing of
senses” that goes beyond the level of instruction about some “movements” or “bodily feelings,”
and its focus of intention rather lies in an open “sharing of Achievement feelings” to realize a
higher level of “Tendency.” (8)

When one wishes to pass on the result of Achievement Learning to others or initiate his
skills in others, he somehow tries to express his senses/feelings in words. Those senses,
however, belong only to himself and are something that he has never heard from others. When
artisans or artists mention that they can receive messages from materials, they unintentionally
use potential verbs in phrases like “I can see” or “I can hear,” probably because they have
reached a state of accomplishment that only they could reach, a world no one else has ever
described to them before, and hard to explain in words. Masters who have attained states of
Achievement feel that they can share these senses/feelings only with others who have reached
a similar level of mastery, and try to express it in words. When the addressees are the learners
of the art, the master’s particular attempt would probably be a way to help them in words to
explore the world of the senses to reach the same level of mastery for themselves. There is a
saying, “transmission to one son,” in the world of traditional arts handed down for hundreds
of years. A master who has reached the highest level of mastery would share the time and place
with only one student to train him for the shared goal by passing on the states of senses and
skills through his own experiences through decades, sometimes even a lifetime. The cycle has
probably continued through tens of generations. Thus, it would be impossible to input these
arts and skills initiating in shared senses or empathy into an Al, which does not have the ability

of empathy.
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3. Communication Beyond Time Through Artifacts

It was in an interview session with Mikiko Hayashi, the distinguished artist of Saishoku
(traditional painting of the imperial court style), in April 2015 when I first recognized the
ability of the masters to communicate beyond time and space through their works. According
to Hayashi, when she was a 23-year-old student of painting under her father, who was a living
National Treasure, she heard the artist whisper, “This is what I
wanted to draw. This is the key,” as she appreciated a particular painting of an artist of the
Tosa School in an exhibition based on the theme of 7he Tale of Genjrheld in the Bunkamura
Museum. Hayashi said that she realized that one could understand the messages of artists
through their works even if they lived in different times, and she determined to be such an
artist herself able to pass on something important to somebody across time through her work.
She spoke of it sincerely, and there was no room for occult fantasy in her story. Since then, I
have looked for the reason why they could hear the voices of artists beyond time and space

through their works.

The TV program Nichiyo Bijutukan (Sunday Museum) broadcasted an episode titled
“Tenpyo no Kaze Reiwa ni fukinu (The Wind of Tenpyo-Era Blowing in the Reiwa-Era), the
71st Shosoin Exhibition” on the morning of November 3, 2019, from 09:00 to 09:45 AM. In
this particular episode, Kura Morita, who has researched how to replicate the “Kouge Bachiru
no Shaku” (crimson ivory scale) ceremonial scale, which was a favorite item of Emperor
Shomu (701-756), indicated in his talk his attempt to understand the artisan through his work
more than a thousand years after he made it. The technique used in “Kouge Bachiru no Shaku”
created more than 1300 years ago is called Bachiru, in which the artisan carved dyed ivory to
create incised ornaments with beautiful patterns. The technique, however, was lost in Japan
after the era of Emperor Shomu. Morita has spent decades in research to revive the technique.
He said, “I believe the artist did not have the slightest misplaced desire for fame. He must
have worked on it with a pure and sincere heart. Otherwise, he could not have accomplished
this work of art that still fills us with awe after 1300 years.” Morita has pursued the Bachiru
technique, trying to understand the artist’s character or his attitude toward artistic work across
the 1300 years lying between them.

During my interviews with people who work to restore or revive traditional artifacts, I have
heard many stories similar to those of Hayashi and Morita, claiming to understand how the
artisans and artists in the past worked or felt about their works. The restoration of an artifact
requires a correct assessment of the current condition of the target artifact. They use a
scientific approach to observe the structure or materials underneath the surface and analyze

and investigate the subject so as to restore or revive it with the most appropriate means. From



32

such workers, I have heard many remarks about them being able “during the course of the
analysis or investigation to understand through the target artifact the materials and tools the
artists used, and even their character or feelings during creation.” I am going to present three

such cases.(9)

Case 1 Go Kamei, Agency for Cultural Affairs Certified Preservation Technique Holder,

a heald manufacturer of Jidaigire

Ancient textile artifacts are called Jidaigire, the restoration/construction of which requires
various specialized materials and tools. In an interview with Go Kamei, who has been certified
by the Agency for Cultural Affairs (ACA) as a Preservation Technique Holder in the
manufacturing of the heald for Jidaigire, he mentioned his experience of understanding the
worker’s personality through restoring the target fabric. In the weaving process, a group of
warp yarns is systematically raised according to the ground weave (or weave) plan or target
pattern to create the path for the weft, instead of being raised one by one. The heald is the
tool to raise the warp yarn; it is the core tool in weaving patterns in textiles. A heald
manufacturer needs the ability to analyze the weaving, thickness of the yarn, and fabric
density to design the heald, as well as the precise manufacturing skills to make healds capable
of accurately controlling the warp yarns at the required density and heights. Kamei has been
involved in manufacturing healds for many of the national treasure/important cultural
property class Jidaigire artifacts. He mentioned in the interview that he “was wrapped in the
indescribable feeling of joy” when analyzing ra, a textile pattern in the Monra artifact, when
he “began to understand exactly how the master textile artist, who
lived thousands of years ago in a distant land, had felt while working
on the artifact,” when he participated in the restoration project of
Monra recovered from the first tomb of Mawangdui in Changsha,
China. Although the particular Monra artifact was made thousands of
years ago in a foreign country, Kamei could learn about, as well as
analyze and understand the personality of its artist from the relic;

presumably, his being an expert of ra enabled him to accomplish this

. through the careful study and observation of the artifact.
A heald
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Case 2 Kazuko Yuki, the “Traditional Craftsman” of Kyo Kumihimo

Kumihimo is an art of braid-making, passed down from generation to generation for
thousands of years, also introduced to Japan from abroad. Kazuko Yuki is the “Traditional
Craftsman” of Kyo Kumihimo. She participated in the repair project of Todai-Ji Temple
Daibutsu-den Hall in 1980, in which she was responsible for making braids used to bind 60
sutra scrolls in the ceremony called “Showa Dai Nou Kyou” (the largest sutra offering
ceremony in the Showa Era). One of her braid works, a kimono belt titled “Asuka,” was based
on her research on the thread interlacing structure of the ancient kumihimo artifacts stored
in the Shoso-in. When Yuki restores or replicates kumihimo objects, she tries to learn the
target artifact’s formation by a series of trial-and-error binding and unbinding process. In
short, she learns by physically tracing the technique used a long time before she was born,
imagining the artist working on the target artifact. She must, however, be at the same level of
skill as the ancient workers if she is to understand or replicate their technique. One must not
only understand the artisans and artists of history but also master the same level of skills to
replicate their works. It is something that one cannot accomplish without learning and carving
the craft into one’s own body.

5 Yuki’s works are mostly offered as artistic replicas and

do not remain in her possession. She keeps the braid
pattern samples she made during
restoration/replication projects as her “treasures,”
which are pieces of evidence of her efforts to
understand and trace the skills of ancient workers with

her body and mind.

Works of Kazuko Yuki

Case 3 The third-generation Koyo Kida, the Kyo Nui artist

The history of embroidery in Japan goes back to the days of the Buddhist embroidery arts in
the Asuka Era (592-710), in which Buddhist pictures were woven into tapestries. Later, in
the Heian Era (794-1185), the Nuibe no Tsukasa (the Department of Needlework) was
founded in the national capital at that time, in the city of Kyoto, to organize needlework artists,

and the craft spread to be used in kimonos as well. Approximately 30 different traditional
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techniques have been passed down to today, using more than two thousand colors of threads,
including gold and silver, to enable subtle artistic representations. The embroidery art in
Kyoto using these traditional techniques is called Kyo Nui.

The third-generation Koyo Kida, the Kyo Nui artist, testified in the interview that he could
“sense the personality or even the feelings of the artists at that time” in the course of
investigating and analyzing the embroidery art in the restoration project of the Doukake
(decoration tapestry) of the Hoshoyama float of Gion Matsuri. He was born in 1948 and
graduated in 1977 from the painting course of the Department of Fine Arts, Kyoto City
University of Arts. He studied embroidery arts not only under his father but also under
distinguished embroidery artists as the pupil of Motokazu Mimura and Motoki Madokoro to
further hone his skill. He participated in various restoration/replication projects of traditional
artifacts, such as the embroidery arts of the chest cover for the sutra scroll chest dedicated at
Showa Dai Nou Kyou in Todai-Ji Temple in 1980 and the Doukake tapestry for the
Hoshoyama float of Gion Matsuri in 1990. Currently, he continues his participation in the
repair/restoration projects of the Doukake tapestry for the Hoshoyama float and the Mizuhiki
tapestry for the Funahoko float, as well as the ceiling tapestry for the Kankoboko float. He is
an artist with an academic mind who has given lectures on embroidery art techniques and
cooperated in organizing the exhibition materials of the “Ito no Mihotoke” (Buddha
Embodied in Thread) exhibition held at Nara National Museum in 2018.

According to Kida, the art of embroidery initially started in Japan under the influence of
Chinese Buddhist art; it has been passed down from generation to generation over a long time,
resulting in the development of a design with a different ma (roughly translated “style or
atmosphere”) from those in China, with a “soft and relaxed” atmosphere. Time passes for the

artist with every stitch, and furthermore, the state of his mind. His nationality, cultural

background, and even his personality
should appear in the pattern of his
embroidery. Kida probably meant that
when an artist in the present day
attains the same level of mastery as the
artists in the past, he should be able to
understand how and in what ma they
made the stitch, their personalities,

and even their feelings.
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These three cases suggest that master artisans/artists with traditional skills carved into their
bodies should be able to understand the processes and techniques of artisans/artists in the
past, and sometimes even analyze their personalities/feelings, by observing the target artifacts
in restoration/replication works. Although the artifacts are slightly different from natural
materials, the artists nonetheless receive messages through the artifacts. The concept of
affordance of Gibson and the idea of Achievement of Ikuta should be applicable in explaining
these messages from artifacts, just as we discussed earlier regarding messages from natural
materials. Only those who have attained the same level of mastery (Achievement) as the
artisans/artists in the past can receive the affordance of artifacts. They do not live in the same
era as the artisans/artists of the past, but through these works artisans/artists in the present
day can perceive their affordance by interpreting information obtained from the target artifact
and analyzing the personalities or feelings they felt during its creation.

Saeki (2007: p. 17) argues that;

One can perceive the world (e.g., people, objects, events) by dispatching his “alter ego
(midget)” into the target world and dispatching world. Understanding of the world by the
individual called “I” means that the “I” would be divided into multiple alter egos (midgets) to
infiltrate every world (e.g., people, objects, events) in the Universe; these altered “i”s
(midgets) will “act” and “experience” in the target world as much as they can within the limit
of the world they are in. When these various “experiences” of the midgets return to “I” to be

integrated into one, “I” will understand the world. (10)

The artisan/artist in the present infiltrates the works of the artisans/artists in the past to
simulate how they worked to create the target artifacts. The process of physically replicating
their techniques should enable him to understand their feelings during the creation of
particular works.

Those who handle the materials and train themselves each day to master the traditional skills
or techniques passed down for generations through time and space would experience physical
changes in their bodies. Since they are living human beings, physical and mental work over
long durations would optimize their bodies and minds for creation at a level only a handful
would be able to reach. Only those who have attained a particular level of mastery should be
able to receive messages from artifacts hundreds of years old. They are praised as human
treasures, and only those who can revive ancient works of art in the present day can receive

messages from artifacts from the distant past.

4. Communication Between Humans and Nature
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Thus far, we have discussed the issue of how people receive messages from natural substances
or works of art and translate those messages having non-linguistic forms into words. Artisans
and artists handle natural materials or objects every day for a long period; this process should
continually improve their knowledge of the target material or objects until they can perceive
the affordance that these materials or objects offer. At the root of this concept, there probably
lies the traditional Japanese culture of human-nature communication. For example, the
greeting we make daily before a meal, “/tadakimasu” (I receive this meal), would often be
made even with no one else in the room; this is a remark of gratitude directed to everything
related to the meal in front of us (e.g., food itself, those who provided the ingredients, those
who cooked and served it, the blessings of nature). Due to limitations of space, I cannot pursue
this particular subject of Japanese linguistic culture as it relates to the human-nature
relationship in this article, except to point out the presence of this cultural background in
Japan. Further details on this subject will be discussed in another article (Sawada, 2020).
Although the category of traditional foods, including sake and Japanese sweets, is not included
in the concept of the Japanese word “kogei,” its French counterpart has been discussed and
revised by experts in the 21st century; wine is now included in the concept in France. The
Japanese word “kogei” first appeared during the Meiji Restoration without much thought to
the categorical selection of the items it included, and it has posed problems until now. The
concept of “kogei” in Japan now should be reconsidered as its French counterpart has been.
[ am going to discuss confectioners of bean jam in Japanese sweets, which are not included in
the concept of “kogei,” from the same perspective as we applied to the discussion of artisans

and artists of “kogei” works.

The film An (Sweet Bean), directed by Naomi Kawase, was based on a novel by Durian
Sukegawa with the theme of an (bean jam) used in Japanese sweets. The film received positive
reviews and was awarded prizes in several international movie festivals. In this film, the
process of how the bean jam confectioner receives messages from adzuki beans is described
in detail. The leading character is an older woman named Tokue, performed by Kirin Kiki.
The character developed Hansen’s disease in her junior high school days, and separated in
quarantine from her family, gave up her dream of becoming a Japanese language teacher. The
mental work of translating messages received from nature sustained her; she had been making
an for fifty years in an isolated facility for patients with Hansen’s disease. She listens carefully
to the voices of adzuki beans, the ingredient of an. She listens to learn which field they lived
in or the wind they went through before they reached her. She says to the dorayaki (red-bean
pancake) shop owner who uses factory-manufactured an that “an needs feelings, mister.”

There is a sequence in the film where Tokue teaches the shop owner how to make her an,



37

literally the Achievement (the state of accomplishment) of her fifty years of craftsmanship.

Tokue Ok, steam them for a bit longer.
Owner Abh, it’s so complicated.

Tokue Well, it’s all for hospitality.
Owner For the customers?

Tokue No, for the beans. They came all the way from the field to us.

She shows her respect to the adzuki beans by using the word “hospitality” and observes them
closely as she steams them as if to communicate with them. In the sequence on the sweetening,

there is a line in which she says to treat the beans like human beings.

Tokue How rude to boil them abruptly. Let them know sweets first, just like an Omiai

(matchmaking). After that, we can let the couple get along.

As above, Tokue shows how to the shop owner as if she were talking about her acquaintances,

but the shop owner cannot understand the idea. Therefore he asks her:

Owner But, what are you looking at?
Tokue Huh?
Owner Well, you are looking so closely in the pan, so I just wonder what it is in adzuki beans

you are looking at.

Tokue cannot answer his question because it is the condition of the adzuki that she alone can
recognize in her status of Achievement. She cannot find the proper words to express her sense
and share it with the shop owner, who does not make an for himself. Also, it is not something
she has heard from others, and she cannot find a way to put it into words.

Tokue has been disappointed in communication with other people after developing Hansen’s
disease, and it is probably natural for her to turn her mind to nature. In the film, she leaves a
farewell note to the shop owner, in which she claims, “Look, master. We all were born to look
and listen to this world. If this is so, we have reasons to live, even if we cannot be someone
important.” A part of the reason this film has received a positive reputation abroad is probably
the interest within Japanese culture described in this film of life receiving messages from
nature.

Living with the ability of receiving messages from nature is not, however, limited only to

Japanese culture. For instance, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), a philosopher during the
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period of the 1830s to 1860s, introduced and promoted the idea of “Transcendentalism”
mainly in New England in the United States. Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), who
practiced this idea and wrote about his experiences in Walden; or, Life in the Woods,
mentioned that he had overcome loneliness by communicating with raindrops. The word
“transcend” in “transcendentalism” has its origin in a Latin word meaning “to climb over.” It
invokes the idea of humans overcoming various challenges in life to grasp the inner absolute
value within themselves by intuition.

Thoreau practiced the idea of “Transcendentalism” as his way of life, and led a life of self -

sufficiency in a cabin he built in the woods by Walden Lake near Concord Forest. Walden; or,
Life in the Woods is about his daily life there. There is a scene in the book about how he
overcame the feeling of loneliness a few weeks after he began his life in solitude in the woods
away from the human community “when, for an hour, I doubted if the near neighborhood of
man was not essential to a serene and healthy life” . "At that time, a gentle rain was falling.
He wrote, “I was suddenly sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in Nature, in the very
pattering of the drops, and in every sound and sight around my house, an infinite and
unaccountable friendliness all at once like an atmosphere sustaining me, as made the fancied
advantages of human neighborhood insignificant, and I have never thought of them since”.
(11) His remark suggests that the experience of receiving messages from nature regarding
life itself might happen to anyone in the world who has experienced utter solitude as a means
to save himself. To receive messages from nature on the subject of life probably requires
placing oneself in the natural environment and living in harmony with nature in space and

time without fighting the natural cycle.

5. Conclusion

Our society of high technology has entered a new stage with the development of 3D printers
and artificial intelligence, and anxiety about how humans can participate in manufacturing in
the future is gradually spreading. Studying traditional crafts in Japan might be anachronistic
at this point, when predictions are increasingly made of artificial intelligence taking over 40%
of human jobs by 2040. We humans, however, do not work only to feed ourselves. The artisans
and artists we have discussed in this article are the masters of their arts who have reached
Achievement, the highest level of learning, and have lived their lives receiving messages from
nature.
Noddings (1984) discussed being receptive in Caring: A Relational Approach to Ethics and

Moral Education as follows:

Receptive joy occurs when we are engaged as though possessed—when we are caught up in a
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relation. We may have ceased manipulative activity and fallen quiet; we are listening. We are
not trying so much to produce a particular product or answer as we are trying to understand,
to see. Whereas explanation is controlled. contrived, and constructed, understanding—like

joy—comes unpredictably. (12)

Noddings’s remark resonates with Tokue’s line in An, “We all were born to look and listen to
this world.” The state of accomplishment occurs receptively, not positively. It is an experience
of joy and because of that, and it can only be abstractly described. Today’s society often values
positive action. Science and technology have attained their pinnacle through this attitude, but
ethical precepts to control them have been left behind. There lies a primitive joy for humans
in being receptive. Receiving messages from nature or masterpieces in the past is a joy, and
positive endeavors should be made day by day to receive this joy. It is time for us to listen
carefully to nature for its messages about too-advanced technology. We are now facing a
devastated Earth, and it is time for all of us to think about ourselves as a part of the natural
cycle, living as one species on Earth.

We have observed in this article that the master artisan/artist has reached the level of
accomplishment by learning through daily training. This is the condition for him to receive
messages from nature. Receiving messages from nature is a process of absorbing non-
linguistic information from nature physically through training. It might be possible by
learning from the knowledge carved in the body of the master who can receive messages from
nature to find a solution to harmonize technological advances with nature. I have suggested
in this article that the process of receiving messages from nature by master artisans/artists
could be represented as a universal reality by the theory of affordance in the ecological
approach by Gibson. The ecological approach is one of the theories of perception that
comprehends animal behavior in interaction with surrounding environments. Artificial
intelligence is not an animal, and we must not forget that humans are an animal species. We
breathe, eat, and live by metabolizing natural materials in the cells of our body. The hands
and bodies of master artisans/artists change through daily training. The skills and knowledge
carved into such bodies should be able to cope with any unexpected situation. It is still
impossible to input such knowledge into artificial intelligence. On the contrary, masters of
kogei with such knowledge carved into their bodies can receive messages from hundreds of
years in the past to revive ancient works of art with materials currently available. We humans
are mentally and physically fragile and will eventually die, we are entirely different from
artificial intelligence that cannot die.

Daisetsu Suzuki was vigorously engaged in introducing Buddhist culture to the United States,

lecturing mainly at Columbia University in New York in the 1950s when he was over 80 years
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old. From Daisetsu I learned material comfort without spiritual content will not bring about
true happiness in life. Although the United States at that time thrived economically, many of
the younger generations felt something was out of place in Western rationalism, and they were
so attracted to the idea of zen introduced by Daisetsu that the zen movement spread across
the nation. In response to the advancement of artificial intelligence today, another movement
of meditation and mindfulness is occurring in the United States, in a move against something
which people feel uncertain if it is a friend or enemy to humans.

We often forget in our daily lives that we are a part of nature in this society at a high level of
technology. Our minds and bodies do not work in harmony; we try to think about a way to get
along in society and act accordingly. However, our minds and bodies are a part of nature that
we cannot control with our minds. The human mind and body, having lost balance, will sicken.
Our bodies they cannot be controlled by brains alone, just as nature cannot. A form of
“industry” that neglects humans as living creatures must be the vanity of all vanities. A form
of “manufacturing” that will not deteriorate the global environment any further should be one
that makes us reconsider the very idea of why, and for whom we manufacture.

I have investigated the process and mechanism whereby artisans and artists of traditional arts
receive messages from natural materials or works of art of the past. The conditions of being
able to receive such messages are enhancements in the ability to collect information from the
target natural substances through decades of training, and the attainment of a mastery level
by honing one’s skills, as well as accumulating knowledge from the physical action of
manufacturing. Also, these masters can receive messages not only from natural materials but
also from past masters through the works in their line of arts. Even if these artifacts were made
hundreds of years ago in the distant past, these masters can receive messages through these
relics and understand their makers.

I have tried to generalize this idea academically by applying Gibson’s affordance theory and
Ikuta’s concept of Achievement. My attempt, however, is currently at the initial stage,
bringing up the theme of humans receiving messages from nature. Further investigation
would be necessary concerning the process of physically sensing non-linguistic messages from
nature and their translation into linguistic form, as well as the knowledge carved into bodies
as the attribute required to sense them. The knowledge carved into our body is not something
we can input to  artificial intelligence therein probably lies the fundamental truth about
human beings. The theme we have discussed in this article about us humans leading lives
while receiving messages from nature is connected to the more significant issues facing us
regarding how we face nature, which has existed since long before the emergence of the
human race, how we have lived and manufactured.

The field of “manufacturing” lies between the fields of art and industry, and few researchers
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have studied it academically. Because of this, there seems a lack research investigating the
proper measures we should take in the future of manufacturing, though we are now facing the
new development of the high-tech society. Now is the time for us to go beyond the categorical
differences among academic fields to pursue this issue in an interdisciplinary fashion. When
we can redefine the value of manufacturing culture in the context of the value of the labor,
dignity, and joy of human beings, as well as the concept of “Ecology” to create new values for
the future, we should be prepared for interdisciplinary studies on a global scale of the val

uable manufacturing culture that still survives around the world.
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