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Research on Korean Folk Crafts in the Early Showa Periodby the Mingei Group
——Through Examination of Muneyoshi Yanagi’s “Travel to Jeolla” ——

Abstract

In 1936 and 1937, Muneyoshi Yanagi went to research Korean folk art with Kanjiro Kawai and Shoji Hamada in the northern part of the
Korean Peninsula, Manchuria, and Jeolla Province. During this endeavor, they avoided urban areas and instead explored small villages
that produced handicrafts. Their travel experiences are documented in “Travel to Korea” (Chosen no Tabi) and “Travel to Jeolla” (Zenra
Kiko), which were published by Mingei magazine. Notably, these records have received little attention in previous research on Yanagi's
thoughts. The relationship between Yanagi and Korean art has often been viewed from the perspective of a mutual cultural understanding,
which is born out of sympathy for the Korean people—as typified by the Korean Folk Art Museum movement. However, these texts are
valuable records that show his understanding of Korea after the Mingei movement. Therefore, in this research, | tried to analyze his
discourse on Korean craftwork and society by focusing on these research trips; moreover, | examined his understanding of Korean crafts
after the Mingei movement. The first thing Yanagi emphasizes on this trip is the timelessness of Korea; for him, it is a virtue that does not
mean stagnation and retains its pre-modern purity. Additionally, he states that the beauty of Korean craftsmanship is created by the unity
of nature and human beings. Here too, the “sickness” of modern society, which has relatively lost nature, is emphasized, and Korean
crafts are evaluated for their healthiness. In these examples, his theory has a strong, antithetical aspect with regard to authority. In his
early theory concerning Korean crafts, he also criticized the academic art history of Korea and relatively evaluated the beauty of Lee
dynasty crafts. After the Mingei movement, he emphasized the purity and healthiness of Korean crafts through criticism of modern times.
As such, through the Mingei movement, his aesthetic theory of Korea took on a new character of modern criticism.
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