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Abstract 

 

 The artistic production of the Ainu of Japan, an indigenous population, may be 

dismissed by some as a marginal body of work within a rich artistic Japanese tradition.  

Yet, close study of these “marginal” works is repaid with fundamental insights that can 

inform our very understanding of indigeneity, national identity, and human rights.  It has 

been argued by certain critics that Ainu art revitalization can be understood as a creative 

response of an indigenous culture to the devastating effects of colonialism, assimilation, 

and industrialization.  Ainu art of today shares formal similarities to historical 

antecedents, but is created within a framework of expectations, guidelines, and 

production priorities very different from past times.  These artworks—traditional cloth 

appliqué and embroidery, wood carving, woven baskets and bags—indeed represent a 

continuum of Ainu motif and medium, previously incorporated into items mostly for 

family or personal use, and now employed to produce artworks for national and global 

audiences.  These contemporary artworks, however, can be seen to retain traditional 

designs which function to reassert Ainu identity and pride, to reaffirm the special native 

status of the Ainu, and to create a sense of political belonging to an indigenous 

community.  This thesis will explore the ways in which the tradition of Ainu art, so 

understood, has located itself within a global movement among aboriginal people to 

represent their own cultures within existing institutional constructs, revealing universal 

human themes of struggle and triumph.
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 

 Ainu art of the last 40 years has been dismissed by some as a largely marginal 

body of work within a rich artistic Japanese tradition.1  But on closer inspection, the 

artistic production of these native peoples attracts our attention for its unique engagement 

in a greater narrative involving indigenous art and its accompanying politics on a local 

and global scale.  The Ainu, a native population of Japan whose majority today live in 

Hokkaido, create elegant textile designs, intricately carved wood pieces, and songs and 

dances for ritual, ceremonial and everyday use.  In the late 19th century, the Ainu lands of 

Ainu Mosir (now Hokkaido) were colonized by the Japanese.  Colonization began a 

cascade of changes for the Ainu, bringing with it new developments in Ainu art. 

 In studying current Ainu art, an overarching trend appears that shows that many 

contemporary artists embrace and maintain traditional techniques and motifs.  The 

question of why this is the case becomes an important discussion within a wider 

discourse of the social, economic and political pressures the Ainu face as an indigenous 

people within Japan.  Against this backdrop, practitioners who challenge traditional 

definitions of Ainu art, culture, and identity become important counterpoints.   

 Ainu art traditions before colonial rule were a practice of everyday life, integrated 

into ceremonial and religious beliefs, and served to provide necessary clothing and tools 

for survival.  After colonization, Ainu autonomy changed drastically as their Japanese 
                                                
 1 See discussions in Dubreuil (2007) and Nakamura (2007, Representation) about the reception of 
Ainu artwork within the larger Japanese society, and Yanagi (1972) for a broader discussion of folk art and 
craft reception within Japan and the capitalist system. 
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neighbors expanded Japanese territory north into Ainu lands and began to exploit the 

resource-rich territory of Hokkaido2.  The Ainu way of life and culture changed as well.  

Their cultural artifacts, language, and rituals all began to transform with increased 

assimilation.  This assimilation resulted from implementation of the Hokkaido Former 

Aborigines Protection Act, a Japanese government policy put in place in 1899 (Siddle, 

Race 70).  This act was modeled after the United States' Dawes Act for Native Americans 

(Okada, Plight 6), and was meant to change the Ainu population from hunters and gathers 

to farmers in order to help supply the Japanese mainland with rice.  Part of this act 

emphasized assimilation and "modernization," including the banning of hunting, fishing, 

speaking the Ainu language, wearing of Ainu clothing, and participation in Ainu religious 

ceremonies.  It also forced education in the Japanese language for all Ainu children 

(Morris-Suzuki, Creating 15-16).  As Ainu culture shifted significantly in the face of 

these events, tourism experiences were conceived by the Japanese to present Ainu art and 

beliefs to regional and foreign audiences who believed that the Ainu people and their 

ways were becoming obsolete.  

 Ainu culture however did not vanish, and activism for change among the Ainu 

began in the 1920s and gained steam over the decades leading into the 1960s.  During 

this time, Ainu associations were created that united Ainu in promoting assimilation in 

order to combat Ainu discrimination by the Japanese ethnic majority.  These associations 

were successful in abolishing native schools, erasing property ownership restrictions, 

extending welfare measures, and improving housing.  Additionally, these associations 

protested certain actions by the Japanese Government, including the failure to recognize 
                                                
 2 Hokkaido was known by many different names throughout the centuries, including Ezochi, 
Ezogashima, Ezo, Ainu Mosir, and Yezo.  The island was named Hokkaido in 1869 when the Colonial 
Department was established. 
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Ainu history during the centennial of Hokkaido celebration.  These actions facilitated 

alliances with other marginalized groups in Japan, such as the Burakumin (Siddle, Race 

159).  However, in the late 1970s, a revivalist movement gathered momentum among the 

Ainu with a focus more on preserving and re-learning their traditional culture and rituals 

rather than assimilation.  This movement was influenced in large part by two major 

developments: (1) The Ainu peoples' increased awareness of, and their participation in, 

an indigenous rights movement that had spread across the globe, and (2) Japan's 

ratification of two major global human rights treaties at the United Nations and the 

passage of the Ainu New Law, also known as the Cultural Promotion Act (hereafter 

CPA).3   

 Experiences with other native populations informed how Ainu representatives 

approached not only political negotiations with the Japanese government, but also 

cultural revitalization.  Indigenous groups from Europe and the Americas, interested in 

forming alliances, visited Japan for exchanges with the Ainu.  Following these 

experiences, the Ainu Association of Hokkaido's leaders (then known as the Hokkaido 

Utari Association), made visits to Canada, the United States and other countries including 

Southeast Asia and the Pacific, to share knowledge with other indigenous people.  

Scholar Kiyoteru Tsutsui highlights a pivotal trip made by the Ainu to visit the Inuit in 

Alaska in 1978.  This First Nation group had extended their invitation while they were 

attending a whaling conference in Japan.  During the meeting in Alaska, Ainu leaders 

learned about the Inuit's self-governance, education policy, and cultural promotion.  

According to Tsutsui, these were relatively new concepts for the Ainu leaders, and they 
                                                
3 The law is known as both the Ainu New Law and the Cultural Promotion Act. The full name of this law is 
the Law Concerning Protection of Ainu Culture and Dissemination and Enlightenment of Knowledge about 
Ainu Traditions. 
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were impressed that indigenous people around the world celebrated their cultural 

differences with pride (Tsutsui, Human 1064). 

 By the 1980s, the indigenous revivalist movement endeavored to re-establish 

traditional Ainu cultural practices that had been lost or eroded under prior government 

assimilation policies.  The changes brought on by this interaction unfolded slowly over 

time.  The 1980s and early 1990s presented increased cultural exchange with other 

indigenous populations for the Ainu, influencing their approach to newly crafted 

demands in the political and cultural spheres.  However, concrete changes were not 

realized in Japan until the end of the decade as the indigenous movement's momentum 

increased on a global scale.  Today, politics and concessions continue to evolve.  

Renewed cultural pride facilitated by these interactions among the Ainu emboldened 

more serious appeals for indigenous rights and economic support.  This movement 

adopted cultural promotion strategies in attempts to re-define Ainu culture in this 

landscape as a consolidated group rather than highlighting regional variations.  This 

thesis aims to demonstrate how these strategies influenced Ainu art during this period.   

 Ainu artwork from the 1980s to the present surprisingly resembled two earlier art 

periods of the Ainu: pre-colonial and colonial (1869-1912) works characterized by 

ornamental design, and later tourist works (1912-1960) that emphasized animistic and 

figurative subject matter so rare during the Meiji period.4  For example, artworks from 

1980 to the present mostly retain multiple elements of earlier Ainu design motifs, 

including curvilinear elements, whorls, and double scrolls that make up the Ainu design 

                                                
 4 For a discussion of the events of the pre-colonial and colonial period, see Ann Irish, Hokkaido: A 
History of Ethnic Transition and Development on Japan's Northern Island. McFarland & Co., 2009.  While 
artworks were collected during the colonial period due to new access to Hokkaido for outside scientists, 
missionaries, and travelers, many of the artworks collected are presumed to have been made also during the 
pre-colonial time frame. 
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grammar.  These patterns are cut into low-relief on carved items and embroidered or 

appliquéd on textiles.  The Ainu have also maintained the traditions for producing many 

of the objects from their nineteenth century heritage, including robes, trays, bowls, and 

knife sheaths.  Figure 1 – Figure 6 compare three examples of contemporary work with 

historical antecedents that show this connection: a Makiri (Ainu knife) from 1904 (fig. 1) 

is compared with one from 2015 (fig. 2); a wood tray from the late 19th to early 20th 

century (fig. 3) compared to one from 2016 (fig. 4); and a late 19th century robe (fig. 5) to 

one from 2004 (fig. 6).  Other examples of work from the present time also reference 

figurative animal carvings from past tourist art defined by naturalistic details carved in 

the wood to represent hair, scales and feathers, as well as expressive poses and 

expressions.  Figure 7, a bear carving created for the tourist market from 2014 is highly 

reminiscent of a similar bear carving from around 1920 (fig. 8).  As one can see, the 

similarities in the artworks are striking in ornamentation, style, scale, form, materials, and 

composition, and in the figurative piece, in pose.   

Although there is visual similarity between objects from these different periods, I will 

argue that they were made and presented with an entirely different set of expectations.  

With more detailed study, one can discern that Ainu artists working after the start of the 

indigenous movement from the 1980s to the present were reasserting Ainu identity by 

referencing these historical predecessors of traditional and tourist Ainu motifs.  My 

analysis will show that these artworks reflect a desire to embrace an easily recognizable, 

distinctive, and unified Ainu identity to promote Ainu culture.  By establishing strong ties 

to past visual culture, the Ainu artists attempted to reaffirm a special native status in 

Hokkaido and Japan, which they hoped would extend to the larger fight for other 
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indigenous rights, such as land reclamation, political concessions, economic support, and 

social changes.  In other words, artistic practice among the Ainu became a space for 

positive expression of indigenous belonging within this larger indigenous movement.  

Ainu artwork from the 1980s to the present thus became an avenue for formulating, 

consolidating, and reinforcing contemporary Ainu culture, and an access point for 

positive representations to their Japanese neighbors and international community 

(Hiwasaki 404).  

 The artistic practice and production of the Ainu during this period was informed 

by further influences that lent unique circumstances and situations for Ainu artists to 

respond to that I will address in my thesis.  Not only was their increased participation in 

the indigenous movement of great importance, but both positive and negative influences 

from tourism development, government policies, and artistic institutions asserted distinct 

pressures on Ainu agency.  

For the Ainu population, tourism and tourist sites like the Ainu Museum in 

Shiraoi and the Nibutani Ainu Museum in Biratori provided a new platform for identity 

negotiation and cultivation, becoming a primary avenue for formulating, consolidating, 

and reinforcing contemporary Ainu culture.  The social, political, and economic shifts 

brought on by early ethnic tourism have had a huge impact on Ainu art and identity.  

Some examples include employment creation, education of visitors about Ainu traditions, 

travel and exhibitions opportunities on an international scale, and the financial resources 

to preserve cultural customs and enhance quality of life.  Tourist sites thus became a 

catalyst for renewing interest in, and preserving knowledge for, future generations, as 

well as for experimenting with art forms highlighting both traditional and contemporary 
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life.  It is possible that the presentation of culture and art in these spaces reflects and 

responds to global indigenous influences much more than Japanese ones, with the art 

created for sale prioritizing a natively nostalgic style for tourist consumption.  Tourism 

spaces bring new avenues for Ainu organizations and artists to collaborate with local 

governments, local and international museums, festival and event staff, and the tourism 

industry towards a common goal of increased recognition and value for Ainu culture.5   

Many of these changes were deemed positive by Ainu communities, with 

consequences including increased self-worth and interest in their history and culture, as 

well as financial gain.  Not all experiences were considered positive however, and some 

Ainu critics warned of negative consequences to the direct commodification of Ainu 

culture for the tourist industry.6  Of primary concern was that commoditized exchanges 

can sometimes change the meaning of tangible and intangible heritage and their historical 

relations.  Those with vested interest in retaining standards of Ainu culture worried about 

the “invention” of traditions or the staging of events without historical precedent for the 

sole purpose of economic profit (Irimoto 13).  Outside of commodification arguments, 

one must also consider the ways in which Ainu assert their unique ethnic heritage in this 

space, and how Ainu expression is authenticated and by whom.  Since the Ainu history of 

coerced assimilation is particular to them and other indigenous populations, many Ainu 

inherited their ethnic identity, but not their cultural identity, so the Ainu continue learning 

                                                
5 Two examples of this include inclusion of Ainu art into rooms and spaces of The Kiroro, a 
Marriott Hotel, in Akaigawa, Hokkaido (Web.  17 Dec 2017 
<http://www.kirorohokkaido.com/en>) and the Oki Dub Ainu Band from Nemuro, Hokkaido, who 
played at the Adelaide’s WOMADelaide festival 25th anniversary (Web.  22 Dec 2017 
<https://www.eventfinda.com.au/2017/womadelaide-2017/Adelaide>). 
 
6 See Katarina Sjoberg’s interviews with Ainu members in Mr. Ainu, especially the section on 
Strategies of Ethnicity. 
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traditional craft skills, religious rituals, and beliefs from education centers.  I will explore 

who benefits from these new cultural promotion strategies, and whether they support or 

conflict with the larger Ainu community's pursuits and goals. 

 Tourist centers and open-air museum programming have garnered attention of 

more traditional museum institutions.  A wide variety of these institutions have 

demonstrated increased interest in formulating Ainu exhibits around multiple messages 

and for varied audiences.  Even today, Ainu art is still associated mostly with more 

traditional museum types interested in showcasing indigenous art—regional, natural 

history, and ethnology museums as opposed to art museums.  This is telling in what it 

reveals about the acceptability of native art as a fine art in Japan and elsewhere.  When 

one evaluates presentation strategies in these spaces, one must keep in mind who the 

stakeholders are, who benefits, what message is received, and who the audience is.  I will 

suggest that the history of Ainu art collection and presentation must be set in the context 

of formalistic concerns and aesthetic hierarchies developed by the Ainu themselves and 

exhibitors of their art to fully understand any institutional impacts.  

 Essential to understanding the phenomenon of adopted cultural strategies is also 

an analysis of the influence of government policies and actions on Ainu exhibitions and 

art.  For example, the CPA established the Foundation for Research and Promotion of 

Ainu Culture (hereafter FRPAC) to fund art contests, exhibitions, and cultural projects.  

This organization has been extremely influential and also widely criticized for narrowly 

defining what Ainu culture is and prioritizing artworks that resemble historical 

precedents through grant giving and contest winnings (lewallen 69).  With further 

analysis, this significant shift in government support of Ainu cultural activities is found to 
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play an essential role in Ainu art production itself and also in defining how states can 

impede or facilitate art and cultural values. 

 This thesis will explore direct and indirect influences on Ainu art forms from 

1980 to the present.  It will focus on how the indigenous movement in Japan advanced 

changes in government policies, Ainu ethnic tourism, and interest from artistic and 

cultural institutions.  All of these changes had important impacts on the physical 

manifestation of Ainu art from this period.  Increased cross-cultural interactions and non-

Native patronage of Ainu art allowed for varied opportunities for the Ainu to benefit from 

support of cultural revival outside of their own communities, but also brought 

entanglements and complexities.  By focusing on learning traditional skills and using 

artifacts as templates for new pieces, the Ainu of today have created a large body of 

artwork that appreciates a handcrafted style using pre-colonial motifs.  By focusing more 

on traditional themes, their recognition of indigenous origin is maintained and prioritized 

over other aesthetic considerations.  This is used as a creative strategy in responding to 

state and institutional policies.  I will argue that this aesthetic production has played a 

role in the use of power and persuasion by Ainu communities to influence outside entities 

such as government, social, and cultural institutions.  These strategies were learned 

through Ainu involvement in the global indigenous movement.  A study of these works 

will help us understand this complex transition. 
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Chapter II 

Trade History and the Arts 

 

 In considering Ainu art today, one might find the historical record of the medieval 

and pre-modern period surrounding Ainu trade of deep interest, as it speaks directly not 

only to the significant change in Ainu autonomy, but also to the role that art plays in the 

expression of political and economic influence, group identity, and cultural 

transformations through contact with multiple neighbors.  The types of trade products 

sought by the Ainu and the majority of their neighbors reflect the relative values of these 

products within these timeframes.  While this thesis will touch only briefly on this period 

before the Meiji colonial era, I find the details critical to our understanding of the 

direction that Ainu art has taken today.  This historical record can provide us with 

meaningful explanations for Ainu art trajectories that often differ greatly from other 

indigenous pre- and post-contact dichotomies.   

 In general, choices in trade items reflected lower values assigned to handcrafted 

Ainu art inside and outside of their own communities.  In fact, many of these objects 

were used exclusively for Ainu personal and religious purposes, and held little interest for 

trade partners.  Examination of trade lists compiled by historians who specialize in this 

period (see Howell, Walker, Takakura, Morris-Suzuki, Weiner, and Tezuka), makes clear 

the scarcity of interest in these items.  Natural resources such as pelts and furs instead 

were in high demand.  However, Ainu art did have a peripheral role to play in the 
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emerging political and ceremonial life between the Ainu and their Wajin7 (ethnic 

Japanese) neighbors.  In contrast, the Ainu valued artistic foreign trade items, and 

integrated them seamlessly into a complex Ainu visual and religious culture.  Favorite 

items were lacquerware, swords and knives from Japan, brocade, silk, beads and 

medallions from the Santan trade route along the Amur River basin.  These items became 

symbols of wealth and power, prized for centuries, and handed down through families as 

treasures called ikor.  

 Not only do trade patterns reveal lower values placed on Ainu art, but they also 

allow us to examine the documentation that clearly shows a gradual encroachment into 

Ainu lands by the Wajin and the establishment of a new market culture in Hokkaido.  

This market culture brought commodification and commercialization of Hokkaido's 

natural products and Ainu subsistence goods such as salmon and herring.  This resulted in 

notable environmental degradation that contributed to devastating cultural and social 

changes for the Ainu that are still echoed today.  Japanese historian Shinichiro Takakura, 

known as the father of Ainu Studies (Howell, Is 103), wrote extensively about the history 

of trade in his book The Ainu of Northern Japan: A Study in Conquest and Acculturation, 

translated by John A. Harrison.  In this work, he describes the Wajin encroachment as 

having three main successive periods I paraphrase: (1) A small commercial colony for 

Japan, where the main objective was for the Wajin to profit from trade with the natives.  

(2) An exploited colony where Wajin compelled natives to utilize their natural resources 

for profit collected mostly by Wajin.  (3) Finally, a settled colony where Wajin 

permanently resided and engaged in industry in Hokkaido to the detriment of the Ainu 

                                                
 7 Wajin is often used to distinguish between the Japanese of mainland Japan from Japanese ethnic 
minorities such as the Okinawans or Ainu. 
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(Takakura 8).  While Takakura was sympathetic to the Ainu, he also embraced the 

allegory of manifest destiny common to his contemporaries.  Takakura goes on to note 

the disastrous instability resulting as a consequence of external pressures from Wajin 

infringement, and believed that government protections, assimilation, and education were 

the solutions.   

 There is little documentation from this period outside of the records of the Wajin.  

From Wajin annals, we know that the Ainu were not an isolated people due in great part 

to the geographic characteristics of Ainu lands that afforded easy crossings of narrow 

bodies of water to other land masses.  This geographic reality, as well as the maritime 

aptitude of the Ainu, encouraged frequent contact with their surrounding neighbors.  This 

ease in travel made the Ainu natural brokers of goods through three major trading 

routes—the Sakhalin route, the Kuril Island route, and the route south to Wajin territory.  

Their trading partners were the Wajin, Russians, Koreans, and Chinese as well as the 

many other indigenous people of the region including the Uilta, Aleut, Kamchadals or 

Itelmens, Nivkh or Gilyak, Ul'chi, Nanai, and other groups living near the Amur River 

basin in Siberia (Tezuka 352-355).  The Ainu depended on these trade routes for 

economic prosperity and survival, and carefully managed the variegated and complex 

network of interactions with other groups.  At first, the Ainu only traded the surplus of 

their labor, making their trade fairly constrained in diversity and limited in capacity.  

However, a rich interplay between neighbors shifted Ainu's traditional cultural norms 

over time, and they began to broker more commodities between neighboring groups 

including Chinese, Russian, and Wajin.  This exposed Ainu lands to encroachment from 

these trading partners for both its rich natural resources and strategic trade location.  
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 The Ainu mostly traded the natural resources of their home lands with their 

neighbors including the furs of the sable, fox, and badger, eagle feathers, and abundant 

sea products such as kelp, sea otter skins, and dried salmon and herring (351-52).  They 

exchanged these items for prized artistic goods such as lacquerware, swords, glass beads, 

and medallions; for subsistence items such as rice, salt, cloth; and for various iron goods, 

sake, and tobacco (Morris-Suzuki, Creating 17-22).  (See fig. 9)  The Ainu had become 

acute traders, and created distinctive trade relations with individual groups that they 

adjusted over time to account for new political and economic developments.  One 

example of this is that the Ainu traded via a tribute-style relationship exclusively with the 

Mongols and Chinese during the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368) where they exchanged furs 

for Nishiki silk brocade (valuable to the Wajin) along the Santan trade route.  When the 

Qianlong Emperor took over power in China (1736-95), creating a busy trading post at 

Kiji Lake, Rinzō Mamiya reported that the Ainu participated in this market in his Amur 

exploration notes from 1809-10 (Sasaki, Trading 86-87).  By this time, the Ainu were 

dependent on foreign trade goods, and any disruptions proved to be damaging to Ainu 

well-being (Howell, Ainu 75).  In fact, many Ainu traditional items, for example fishing 

nets and cloth, changed from bark thread to hemp twine and vegetable fibers with the 

introduction of Japanese raw goods, and their bone and stone tools were replaced with 

iron ones. 

 The Ainu's trade relationship with the Wajin before the Matsumae Clan were 

involved was mostly based on the need for resources, and by the 15th century, trading 

settlements could be found in southern Hokkaido in the Oshima Peninsula (Siddle, Ainu 

68).  According to Brett Walker, Wajin were moving closer to the Ainu trade routes to 
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northeastern Honshu as early as the 8th- 10th century (Walker 21-22).  Not all trade was 

peaceful, however.  Richard Siddle summarizes a war that broke out in 1457 and recurred 

sporadically for decades between the Ainu and Wajin peoples, initiated by the murder of 

an Ainu during a dispute with a Wajin blacksmith over a dull knife.  The Ainu, led by 

Koshamain, "destroyed all but two of the settlements and almost drove the Wajin from 

Ezochi altogether" (Siddle, Ainu 68).  The Kakizaki family were the only Wajin able to 

resist, and negotiated and reconciled with local Ainu chiefs in 1551.  The Kakizaki family 

took the name of Matsumae in deference to Ieyasu Tokugawa in 1599, and in return, their 

northern domain was integrated into the Tokugawa feudal state by a black seal edict in 

1604 allowing them a trade monopoly and political authority in Ezochi.  (see fig. 10)  The 

edict forbade Wajin to trade with Ainu without Matsumae approval.  Additionally, it 

specifically protected the Ainu from further conflict by stating that it was strictly 

prohibited for Wajin to inflict injustice or crimes upon the Ainu and anyone doing so 

would be severely punished.  It also made clear that the Ainu were free to travel through 

the territory unencumbered.  The rest of Hokkaido and the surrounding area were to 

remain foreign lands, known as Ezochi and belonging to the Ainu.  The Tokugawa 

shogunate renewed this policy until 1799 (Walker 37). 

 This was the beginning of a new trade relationship that began to restrict Ainu 

trade with the Wajin, and for the next 250 years, the Ainu slowly lost their autonomy and 

their ability for self-governance through a series of conflicts and concessions to the more 

powerful Wajin.  Until this period, Ainu were free to trade freely with Wajin and were 

now restricted to trade carried out by Matsumae vassals at coastal trading ports.  This 

allowed all trades with Wajin from Honshu to be taxed by the Tokugawa regime.  David 
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Howell explains the political significance of the Matsumae trade relationship through a 

close reading of social hierarchies in the region, as without them, the Matsumae could not 

justify their presence in Ezochi: 

The Japanese in Hokkaido could allow neither the assimilation nor the 
extermination of the Ainu population because, quite simply, if there were 
no Ainu, the Matsumae house would have no formal reason to exist.  The 
Ainu’s barbaric identity was consequently a cornerstone of the feudal 
institutional structure of the Matsumae domain (Howell, Geographies 
140). 
 

 Not only did this arrangement bring about changes to how trade was conducted, it 

also affected Ainu in other areas.  For example, the movement of Ainu closer to these 

trading posts made for unusually large kotans (Ainu village) resulting in new social 

hierarchies and competitive resource gathering among rival Ainu chiefdoms.  Animals, 

who were seen as gods with sacred ties to the land, were now hunted as commodities for 

profit.  This change in ethos may have contributed to later attitudes of acceptance in 

making animalistic artworks previously verboten by religious taboos.  Ainu also became 

more reliant on rice due to its availability, and because fishing and farming were done in 

the same season, with fishing being more profitable, most Ainu gave up their small plot 

farming (Morris-Suzuki, Creating 19-23).  Some traders began to exploit this reliance on 

rice by incrementally reducing the size of the standard measurement of rice used in trade 

(Siddle, Ainu 69).  The Hokkaido Museum informs its audience that the exchange rate of 

30 kilograms was reduced to 10.5 kilograms for the same 100 dried salmons (Hokkaido 

Museum, wall text).  This created clashes not only between Ainu and Wajin over unfair 

trade, but also between Ainu chiefdoms who were competing against one another for 

resources.  Chiefs who were successful in managing natural resources to bring profits 
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through trade began to collect wealth from accumulation of ikor, sometimes at the 

expense of their own kin.  

 Over time, trade and ikor items changed as values fluctuated.  For example, by the 

late 17th and early 18th centuries, iron goods were in higher demand including axes, 

sickles, and hatchets; long swords, hilts, and sheaths were considered ikor.  Even with 

changes in trade items, Ainu were still not regularly trading their handcrafted items, and 

instead traded mostly in these categories: (1) Animal and bird products (live hawks, eagle 

feathers for arrows, animal skins, marine mammal products, sea cucumbers), (2) 

pharmaceutical products (bear gallbladders and crawfish shells), (3) plant products 

(lumber, black lichen, kelp), (4) fish (salmon, herring, codfish) and (5) imported goods 

from the Eurasian continent (Chinese silk brocade and cottons, Russian goods such as 

calico, sugar and medicine, and bronze medallions and beads) (Walker 92-93).  A 

symbolic economy began to emerge, and this worked its way into Ainu cultural norms for 

making amends through gift-giving (called ashinpe).  By the time of the Matsumae rule, 

Ainu-crafted items and sea cucumbers were no longer accepted gifts among Ainu for 

ashinpe, and instead, only foreign goods were acceptable as compensation for wrong-

doing as they were already tied to prestige and status.  Items like carved spoons, salmon-

skin boots and attush robes were considered replaceable, so they never became markers 

of power or wealth.  Foreign objects also became symbols used in worship and ritual 

(Walker 112), and lacquerware became vital to most religious ceremonies, now part of 

most Ainu collections around the world. 

 Ainu reliance on trade created issues for them.  Poverty forced the Ainu to 

continue trading even though resources were dwindling, and debts were incurred by 
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borrowing against future trades.  Ecological degradation was the logical reason for the 

decrease in natural resource trade items such as hawks, deer, salmon, and animal pelts.  

Deception by Wajin traders increased due to the lack of a stable exchange rate, and the 

trade monopoly originally established to protect the natives became rife with unregulated 

exploitation and unfairness from deceitful scales or altered products.  Shakushain, an 

Ainu chief, became agitated by unfair trade, and he rallied Ainu from other areas against 

Wajin dishonesty and cruel treatment (Howell 142). 

 Shakushain promised to regain Ainu territory just as the Wajin were contributing 

to ecological issues with over-mining, destroying salmon spawning beds (Walker 84), 

and pledged to return to the trade of the previous generation free from regulation, tariffs, 

and restrictions.  A battle ensued, and at first, hundreds of Wajin were killed.  The Wajin, 

who were better armed, quickly took control again.  In the end, Shakushain was deceived 

and killed by the Wajin during peace talks.  It became apparent that the village group 

structure of the Ainu contributed to conquest, because the Ainu were not fully unified and 

did not hold sufficient power to overthrow the Matsumae and their officials (Takakura 

23-30).  

 Ainu defeat opened the door for the Matsumae not only to regain control, but also 

to expand their control over previously autonomous areas in Hokkaido and the Kuril and 

Sakhalin Islands.  Trading territories, now known as basho, were becoming more 

numerous and came under direct control of mainland traders so the Matsumae could 

collect fees and more taxes from the operators to help pay their debts to the Bakufu.  

Trading practices changed from a barter system to a more structured system to ensure 

payment could be made to the Matsumae.  Fish fertilizer became a demanded trade 
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product from the mainland and the traders gradually introduced advanced fishing 

methods and technology.  They also hired Ainu labor through regional chiefs to meet this 

demand.  Processing facilities and barracks were built, and the products were shipped 

directly to market in Kansai (Takakura 33).  The pressures to make high profits to pay 

Matsumae fees, resulted in the exploitation and cruel treatment of the Ainu labor (Siddle, 

Ainu 70). 

 Ainu chiefs were also expected to appease the Matsumae clan with gifts given as 

an acknowledgement of power through acts of submission and loyalty.  Ainu chiefs 

gathered items for this symbolic trade with the Wajin, choosing acceptable gifts to give to 

the Matsumae and their officials during ceremonial trade gatherings called uimamu (at 

the Matsumae castle) and omusha (at the trading post) (Harrison 283).  The Wajin 

employed ritual to these audiences to reinforce Matsumae influence.  These formalized 

gift exchanges, full of political overtures, were where symbolic inequality became 

institutionalized.  Here, as requested by Wajin officials, ceremonial regalia was worn by 

the Ainu to symbolize their marked difference to emphasize visual indicators of a 

perceived “barbaric” difference (Walker 220).  Today, this regalia has come to symbolize 

a unified Ainu society, suggesting newly acquired dignity and pride. 

The audiences between the Ainu and Matsumae officials became emblematic of 

Matsumae's desire to indicate the lower and unequal status of the Ainu.  This was done in 

a number of ways, including making the Ainu walk under a visual presentation of swords, 

samurai lances, and rifles meant to denote the castle’s military might (213).  Ainu were 

instructed to come into the audience chamber bent over while holding hands, and asked 

to sit physically below the Matsumae clan representative (215).  (see fig. 11)  Even the 
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nomenclature in this meeting was symbolic: as the Ainu traded up and the Wajin officials 

traded down (217).  There were limits to Matsumae power however and the Matsumae 

were never allowed to choose Ainu leaders at the gathering, only ceremonially 

confirming those already chosen.  The Ainu treated the Wajin with respect because they 

knew they were to receive gifts and sake.  Gifts of high value for the Japanese at the 

uimamu were Chinese silks (which were higher quality coming from the Amur River 

Basin than Nagasaki), eagle feathers for arrows, sea otter pelts, live hawks and cranes 

(101).  According to Walker, hawks weren't only used for hunting by the Wajin, but also 

tied closely to the Shogun elite Zen Buddhism aesthetic culture (107).  (See fig. 12)  

 Gifts to the Ainu from the Matsumae, including lacquerware, ceremonial swords,  

sake, and rice had an important place in Ainu society as prestige items, and were even 

treasured centuries later as ikor.  Isabella Bird learned this during her travels to 

Hokkaido: 

Japanese curios, many of them very valuable objects of antique art though 
much destroyed by damp and dust.  They are true curiosities in the 
dwellings of these northern aborigines, and look almost solemn ranged 
against the wall.  In this house there are twenty-four lacquered urns, or 
tea-chests, or seats, each standing two feet high on four small legs, shod 
with engraved or filigree brass.  Behind these are eight lacquered tubs, and 
a number of bowls and lacquer trays, and above are spears with inlaid 
handles, and fine Kaga and Awata bowls.  The lacquer is good, and 
several of the urns have daimiyô's crests in gold upon them.  One urn and 
a large covered bowl are beautifully inlaid with Venus' ear.  The great urns 
are to be seen in every house, and in addition there are suits of inlaid 
armour, and swords with inlaid hilts, engraved blades, and repoussé 
scabbards, for which a collector would give almost anything.  No offers, 
however liberal, can tempt them to sell any of these antique possessions.  
"They were presents," they say in their low, musical voices; "they were 
presents from those who were kind to our fathers; no, we cannot sell them; 
they were presents."  And so gold lacquer, and pearl inlaying, and gold 
niello-work, and daimiyô's crests in gold, continue to gleam in the smoky 
darkness of their huts.  Some of these things were doubtless gifts to their 
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fathers when they went to pay tribute to the representative of the Shogun 
and the Prince of Matsumae, soon after the conquest of Yezo. (Bird 284) 

 

 Ainu were anxious for other avenues of income due to their economic 

circumstances.  Dubreuil and Ohtsuka tell us that seasonal workers from Honshu began to 

purchase attush robes and carvings around the mid 18th century (Dubreuil, Tourist 336 

and Ohtsuka, Ainu 136).  Tributary meetings between the Magistrate and the Ainu 

became more frequent and regulated, and the first mention of Ainu crafted items being 

used as gifts to Wajin officials came about from sources in 1818.  These gifts were 

registered as products of the basho that were made by the native during the winter 

months, and included: 10 Ezo handmade towel hangers, 15 knife sheaths, 20 spoons, 20 

writing brush holders, 20 spools (Takakura 68).  Dubreuil also tells us that the Wajin 

were buying all kinds of household items at this time, often commissioning Ainu artist to 

make chopstick cases and towel holders (Dubreuil, Tourist 336).  Ainu handmade towel 

holders are not common in Ainu art collections; examples are available for viewing at the 

Ainu Museum in the Sapporo Botanical Garden, and at the Kaneto Kawamura Ainu 

Museum.  They are almost never available today in tourist shops, and seem to have gone 

completely out of fashion.  (See fig. 13) 

 Ohtsuka highlights individual purchases by Kenji Kimura who between 1793 and 

1798 purchased two makiri for 250 mon each, and an attush robe whose sleeves were 

made in the style of a Japanese kimono.  It is unclear if Kimura ordered or commissioned 

the robe with this variation, or if the Ainu were already making artworks targeted 

specifically at a Japanese clientele (Message 137).  It is interesting that both makiri were 

the same price.  This could have been due to set prices for the type of object or for similar 
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objects from the same artist.  Takeshiro Matsuura immortalized one carver in an article 

he wrote in the 1850s.  Impressed by Shitaehori's (his Japanese name was Medehei 

Sugimoto) work, he praised his unique "flower and fine-scale patterns" (138).  This Ainu 

carver lived in Naibo, Etorofu Island, in the Kuril Island chain, and many of his carvings 

had the inscription of his name and location on carrying boxes.  It is rare to have so much 

information about an Ainu carver form this time period.  Ainu were carving for the Wajin 

in mind since the early 1800s, and souvenir lists were available touting Japanese–style 

items such as cigarette cases, ceremonial chopsticks, incense boxes, and stationary items 

(138). 

 Ainu who were dependent on goods and rations were trying to makes ends meet 

by selling hand-crafted artworks, but they were also coerced by their leaders to work for 

the Wajin, where working conditions were harsh.  This dependence on trade was also 

used as a weapon by the Matsumae and merchants who threatened to cut off trade if the 

Ainu did not submit to pressure to work in fish processing plants (Walker 74).  Some 

Ainu reported the rape of their women, the poisoning of older and weaker Ainu, and any 

who resisted were often fined or beaten.  This caused even more hardship for the Ainu, 

since while working in the plants, they could not supplant their income with hunting and 

fishing (Miyajima 65).  Another uprising was inevitable, and Ainu again took up arms to 

fight the Kunashiri-Menashi Battle of 1789 in the Nemuro and Kunashiri area to protest 

their unfair treatment.  Once again, the uprising was suppressed by the Matsumae clan 

with help from Ainu leaders.  A total of 71 Wajin were killed, and 37 Ainu were executed 

for their role in the attack.  
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 The Ainu changed tactics this time, knowing that they were out gunned, and 

turned to the Russians for help.  When the Bakufu heard of this, it sent officials to 

investigate and found that the Matsumae were ill-adapted to rule and lacked resources to 

prevent conflict, uprisings, or Russian invasion.  The Ainu’s seeking of Russian support 

served to highlight the threat of Russian expansion in the region and increased power.  

The Bakufu was also fearful that foreign firearms would be traded to the Ainu.  The Ainu 

felt comfortable turning to the Russians because they had mostly treated the Ainu with 

benevolence.  In response to the Ainu alliance, the Tokugawa regime began to assert its 

authority over the area by restricting trade and access to Ezo.  The government annexed 

part of the region and introduced an assimilation policy for the Ainu to convert them to 

Japanese customs and lifestyle.  The assimilation policy targeted changing the Ainu’s 

outward appearance to make them seem more Japanese, so that any Wajin land claims in 

the area against Russian would hold more weight.  To these ends, they focused on giving 

Ainu Wajin names, and encouraged them to speak Japanese and wear Wajin clothes 

(Harrison 50).  They also decided to treat the Ainu with kindness mostly as part of a 

national defense tactic to counteract the Russian overtures (Takakura 52-53).  They 

needed the Ainu to help fight off any impending Russian invasion.   

 This marked the beginning of a native policy from the Edo Bakufu, and they put 

into place many rules that would regulate and increase the fairness of trade between 

Wajin and Ainu.  Some examples were the creation of price lists, the setting of firm rates 

of pay in rice, and the circulation of iron coins to make trading easier.  The Bakufu took 

direct control over Eastern Ezochi and the Kuril Islands by 1799, and Western Ezo and 

Sakhalin by 1807 to prevent any foreign movement into the area (72).  
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 When the Russian threat receded with the rise of the Napoleonic Wars, so did the 

Bakufu, giving control back to the Matsumae clan.  All assimilation attempts were 

quickly reversed by the Ainu.  Wajin exploitation of Ainu began afresh, this time 

merchants again used questionable tactics to coerce the Ainu to work at the fish 

processing plants on the coast (Siddle, Ainu 71). 

 As the Ainu were no longer the main producer in the area but instead exploited 

labor, more Wajin began to settle in Hokkaido, and disease spread rapidly among the 

Ainu (Walker 185).  Disease brought with it many Ainu deaths, and when a village chief 

dies, it was culturally problematic.  Since the Ainu did not have a writing system, the 

chief was the holder of all cultural traditions and history and it was their responsibility to 

transmit that to their village (185).  

 In 1855, the Tokugawa government again saw that its hands-off policy in Ezo had 

resulted in horrendous marginalization of the Ainu, and they once more took control of 

Hokkaido directly after the Treaty of Shimoda established the Russo-Japanese border and 

split the Kuril Islands at the Etorofu Strait.  There was heightened interest to incorporate 

the Ainu into Japan to protect further compromises with the Russians, and language 

played a part in this.  The Wajin stopped using the word Ezo to refer to the Ainu which 

meant "other" and instead adopted the use of the word "dojin," or natives to gain approval 

of their incorporation into an expanding idea of Japan (Howell, Geographies 139).  By 

this time, the Edo Bakufu simply considered Ezo part of Japan, and gradually tried to 

assimilate the Ainu.  They did this by preventing children from being tattooed or pierced 

as was part of the Ainu custom.  They again allowed the Ainu to use the Japanese 

language which was previously banned, and take Japanese names.  Ainu were also asked 
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to adopt Wajin clothing, hair-styles and housing.  Due to the impoverishment and the 

population decrease due to disease by this time, Wajin officials encouraged each Ainu 

woman to marry and give birth.  During this transition period, some Ainu even wore 

transformation cards while they were in the process of assimilating to alert those they met 

in passing (Takakura 78).  While the objective of the Bakufu was assimilation, these 

changes were not far-reaching at this time. 

 

Meiji Era: Colonialism, Depossession, and Ideas of "Dying Race" as Catalysts for 
Recording Ainu Cultural Traditions and Collecting Ainu Art 

 
 As we turn to look at Ainu art in the Meiji Era (1868-1912), it is important to 

emphasize the relevance of this period to understanding later trends.  During this time, 

the government was restructured into a representative monarchy, and the entire country 

was in upheaval from fundamental economic, political, and social changes.  Commodore 

Perry had opened up trade in Japan in 1854, and this exposed Japan to greater foreign 

influence.  The Ainu were swept up in the ensuing turmoil like all other Japanese 

subjects.   

 As shown above, Hokkaido, previously belonging to the Ainu, had been slowly 

absorbed into part of Japan through Bakufu interference with a mixture of patrimony and 

military might.  Considering external pressures such as Russia and other Western nations 

were pressing at Japanese borders, Japan began serious nation-building endeavors in 

Hokkaido long before it was considered officially annexed. 

 As Prince Mutsuhito succeeded his father as the Meiji emperor, the shogun 

Tokugawa Yoshinobu stepped down, and the Meiji era began.  A new modernizing 

nation state was established, and mainland Japan turned to Hokkaido as a source of 
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natural resources.  Citizens were able to assert full land ownership, and Hokkaido was 

portrayed as a perfect 'terra nullis' for land-hungry citizens to exploit.  The Meiji state 

adopted notions of international law, and claimed Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and the Kuril 

Islands as part of its new national territory.  Russia also claimed the Sakhalin and Kuril 

Island as tits own.   

 The Colonization Commission was founded in 1869, and Ezochi was formally 

renamed Hokkaido and fully restructured into an internal colony of the new Japanese 

nation.  Or, as lewallen and others would characterize it, Hokkaido became a “settler 

colony" (2).  This policy required that Ainu lands be appropriated, and Hokkaido was 

labeled 'untamed wilderness' (Morris-Suzuki, Ainu 2) under the Land Regulation 

Ordinance of 1872.  In the 1880s, Ainu communities were moved to more remote areas to 

make room for new Wajin towns and villages and allow the rich Ainu soils to be farmed.  

These acts are evocative of Native American and First Nation reservation programs in 

North America, although the acts lack treaties and ideas of sovereignty.  These moves 

fractured the already splintered kotan chiefdoms, further breaking up villages and kin 

relations.  As the new land was surveyed, plots were created for Wajin settlement.  By 

official estimates, the Ainu population of 17,000 was already vastly outnumbered by 

about 250,000 Wajin settlers (3).  The fish and animal resources, already endangered 

from the Edo period, were soon practically depleted by the poor practices of the new 

settlers and their mass immigration.  

 The Treaty of St. Petersburg in 1875 helped to clarify the boundaries in the 

Okhotsk region, and the Ainu living in Sakhalin were encouraged to move to Honshu.  

They were given three years to decide their residency choice (Miyajima 100).   
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 The current government developed new concepts of race and nation, and the Ainu 

were identified as a 'dying race.'  A compassionate movement to help the Ainu was 

initiated and resulted in the enactment in 1899 of the Hokkaido Former Aborigines 

Protection Act.  This act allotted small tracts of mostly unsurveyed land to the Ainu to 

help transform them into farmers.  Unfortunately, much of the land was unfit for 

agriculture, and there was no consideration that Ainu cultural traditions made them 

natural loggers, surveyors, fishermen or hunters instead.  The Wajin forced this change of 

livelihood on the Ainu, disrupting Ainu cultural norms even further.  Farming was the 

focus of most new settlers of Hokkaido to serve the needs of the new government.  

Assimilation was also part of the act, and ‘native education’ was instituted along with 

welfare centers and hospitals.  The idea of a ‘dying race’ informed both policy and public 

opinion for years.  These changes brought severe social stress and extreme poverty, and 

because of this and a lack of education, the Ainu found they did not have the resources to 

fight back. 

 It was around this time that occidental travelers and anthropologists began to 

study the Ainu in great detail.  Foreigners and anthropologists, interested in salvage 

anthropology projects and tourism opportunities were focused on seeing the 'noble 

savages' before they disappeared.  This began a long history of tourism in Hokkaido.  

Victorian travelers included people like Isabella Bird (1880), Charles Appleton 

Longfellow (1871-73), and A.H. Savage Landor (1893), were all interested in exploring a 

Japan and Hokkaido newly accessible to foreigners.  A nostalgic interest in the 

‘indigenous other’ not corrupted by civilization made them want to visit and study the 

Ainu during their travels.  Their visits included solo exploration of Ainu villages or visits 
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organized by local government officials.  These Westerners expressed enthusiasm in 

describing Ainu culture and artworks to their readers, and some were interested in 

collecting Ainu art for their curio cabinets.  Many were also sympathetic to Ainu survival 

and offered economic support through small gifts and purchases: 

Yet these houses are full of odds and ends, vessels and dishes for feast 
days, bows and arrows, deer skins and feet, pieces of their cloth half 
finished, pipes, etc.  (Longfellow 62) 

 
And in Horobetsu:  
 

They were very much amused when I showed them the tattooing on my 
arm and admired it very much, it being so much better than their own rude 
work.  We made them a present of a bu each, having nothing else with us, 
and parted very good friends.  But before going, they ran into their houses 
and brought out two carved wooden spoons, which they had made 
themselves, and insisted we should take them as keep-sakes.  (Longfellow 
68) 

 
Marched 28 miles to Otoshibe.  Picked up some poisoned Ainu arrows 
going through Yurap…Raffled Ainu curios in evening, candles give out.  
Hear of Gen. [Horace] Capron's arrival at Hakodate.  (Longfellow 74) 

 
And Isabella Bird wrote: 

I was anxious to help them by buying some of their handiwork, but found 
even this a difficult matter.  They were very anxious to give, but when I 
desired to buy they said they did not wish to part with their things.  I 
wanted what they had in actual use, such as a tobacco-box and pipe-
sheath, and knives with carved handles and scabbards, and for three of 
these I offered 2 1/2 dollars.  They said they did not care to sell them, but 
in the evening they came saying they were not worth more than 1 dollar 10 
cents, and they would sell them for that; and I could not get them to take 
more.  They said it was "not their custom."  I bought a bow and three 
poisoned arrows, two reed-mats, with a diamond pattern on them in reeds 
stained red, some knives with sheaths, and a bark cloth dress.  I tried to 
buy the sake-sticks with which they make libations to their gods, but they 
said it was "not their custom" to part with the sake-stick of any living man; 
however, this morning Shinondi has brought me, as a very valuable 
present, the stick of a dead man! This morning the man who sold the 
arrows brought two new ones, to replace two which were imperfect.  I 
found them, as Mr.Von Siebold had done, punctiliously honest in all their 
transactions.  They wear very large earrings with hoops an inch and a half 
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in diameter, a pair constituting the dowry of an Aino bride; but they would 
not part with these.  (Bird 264) 

 
This quote is of immense interest, as while historians such as Reiko Saito and Tsutomu 

Yamakawa (Dubreuil, Journey 336) have found evidence of commissions and sales of 

artworks during the late Tokugawa era, this shows that the Ainu were still generally 

hesitant to sell their personally carved items and woven clothes, and were even more 

reticent to sell spiritual and ritual items such as ikupasuy (prayer stick), inau (prayer 

offering), or ikor.   

 Anthropology and ethnology was gaining popularity in the 19th century, and 

anthropologists and other scientists who visited Japan were very interested in recording 

Ainu culture for prosperity.  Some travels were specifically collection trips such as those 

by Frederick Starr, Romyn Hitchcock, NG Munro, Bronislaw Pilsudski and Hiram Hiller.  

The estimate is that there are almost 14,000 Ainu artifacts in US, Canadian, European 

and Russian collections due to these efforts (Nakamua, Representations 341 and Kreiner, 

Image 126).  It is widely understood that anthropologists and ethnologists were very 

interested in collecting items that might be considered “exotic,” items that today would 

be considered sacred or culturally sensitive objects.  Interestingly, Romyn Hitchcock was 

very interested in one of the most sacred items of the Ainu, the ikupasuy.  He even gained 

the nickname 'Mr. Moustache Stick' (Lowman 49) while conducting his collecting trip for 

the Smithsonian Institution in 1888 because of his eagerness for collecting these objects.  

Anthropologist Frederick Starr, who was collecting for the 1904 St. Louis World Fair, 

also stated that ikupasuy “had a great attraction for us and we secured scores of them” 

(Starr, Ainu 65).  Hitchcock’s and Starr's quests for ikupasuy demonstrates what Douglas 

Cole points out in his book Captured Heritage: The Scramble for Northwest Coast 
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Artifacts, that ironically, the less willing an indigenous group was to sell, the more 

interested the collectors were to buy in the pursuit of authentic or completing objects for 

the collection (297).  Today, museum collections contain dozens of ikupasuy, but it is 

important to note that tuki, or the lacquerware cups used in ceremonies were rarely 

collected during this time reflecting the perceived ethnological value of trade items.  

Early collectors lacked interest in trade goods like lacquerware and swords, because they 

were not Ainu-made and thus for them adulterations.  They saw anything that was not 

made within the culture they were studying, even if these items had invested meaning and 

iconography assigned to them by the adopting culture, as having no value for their 

collection.  Stewart Culin, who collected for the Brooklyn Museum had a similar 

collecting strategy, and as Amy Poster points out from his 1912 "Report on a Collecting 

Trip in Japan, including a visit to the Kurile Islands and the Hokkaido," he paid a local 

Ainu woman to replace the calico and foreign string on an Ainu cradle with Ainu cordage 

(Poster, Batchelor 159).  This was done specifically to remove the foreign adulterated 

parts and return them to what he considered the "pure" version of the Ainu art. 

 The Wajin, influenced by the science of the Western nations at this time, also 

began to collect ethnographic art.  The fist systematic collection of Ainu art was for 

display at the newly formed world fairs.  World fairs were a result of the introduction of 

new modes of classification and the study of material culture to reveal information about 

the trajectory of technological, social and knowledge system developments of their 

makers.  While the 1872 Yushima domestic exposition in Tokyo was the first exhibit of 

its kind in Japan (Aso 65), the Vienna World Fair in 1873 was the first international 
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exposition that Japan participated in8 in after the Meiji Restoration (79).  Many of the 

items that were shown at the Vienna World Fair are now housed in the ethnology 

museums in Vienna and Berlin, and some objects make up the Ainu collection at the 

Tokyo National Museum.   

 The Wajin again sent Ainu art to Philadelphia’s Centennial Exposition of 1876, 

the World’s Columbian Exposition of Chicago in 1893, and the Louisiana Purchase 

Exposition of 1904 (21).  Japan's participation in World Fairs was an exercise in proving 

on a world stage that they were equal to the West.  This was even more clear when they 

launched their first war with a western power, the Russo-Japanese War 1904-05, during 

the St. Louis Fair. 

 For the 1904 St Louis Fair, Frederick Starr was asked to make a 'living exhibit' of 

Ainu men and women.  Japan was amenable to this idea as it was a way in which to 

promote the Wajin superiority against the image of their former native Ainu population.  

He travelled to Japan, and with the help of John Batchelor and the Governor of Hokkaido 

organized nine Ainu volunteers: men, women, and children, plus the supplies to erect an 

Ainu chise (house), to create a human display of Ainu in St. Louis.  This is one of the 

first times Ainu individuals met Native Americans and other indigenous groups at the 

fair.  Despite the fact that they did not speak the same languages, it is reported that the 

native groups found interest in each other (Breitbart 30).  The Ainu also participated in 

the native "Anthropology Days" put on by Olympic organizers, at the first Olympics held 

on US soil while in the United States.  This was in fact the first-time Japanese citizens 

                                                
 8 The first exposition of Japanese art was shown at the 1853 Dublin Expo, but the Japanese were 
not involved in setting up this display in any way. At 1867 Paris Expo, Tokugawa Akitake headed the 
delegation, competing with the Satsuma and Hizen domains.  The most successful exhibit here was a 
teahouse built by a merchant, with Japanese women serving tea and sake to visitors.  (Aso 21-26) 
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had taken part in any competition held by Olympic organizers (Harrison 86).  (See fig. 

14) 

 One of the first Ainu exhibits in a museum happened during this period in 1890 at 

the Smithsonian Museum organized by Romyn Hitchcock.  The curatorial viewpoint of 

this exhibit was one of presenting the 'primitive savage', and it wasn't until the 1920's that 

the exhibit was expanded and the focus was updated to portray the Ainu as dignified and 

cultured (Houchins 153-54). 

 It is from these very collections that one can make comparisons to artwork from 

today.  It is a reality for the student of Ainu art history that most artifacts have very little 

information in museum accession and archive files other than identification of the object 

or its natural history classification.  Everything else is missing including the location 

where it was collected, the techniques used, the artist’s name or sex, the date it was made, 

the significance in regional variation or use, etc.  Collections like the ones mentioned 

above are invaluable because not only does the historian know what year a piece was 

collected they also usually know from what general area the pieces came from.  These 

items were collected during a time of early contact between the Ainu and Wajin 

following a substantial increase in Western contact.  For example, Bronislaw Pilduski's 

collection focused on the Sakhalin Ainu and Starr and Culin's collection for the Brooklyn 

Museum focused mainly on the Saru River Valley Ainu due to their close ties and 

assistance from John Batchelor (Poster 156). 

 Tourist excursions to see the 'dying race' were arranged, often at popular sites like 

Shiraoi and Chikabumi in Asahikawa.  "Shiraoi has been accepting visitors since the 

early Meiji period.  Terry's Japanese Empire, a guidebook for the English speaking 
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tourist, devoted a section to Shiraoi in its 1914 edition."  (Siddle, Race 105)  With the 

advent of the first railroad in Hokkaido in 1880, tours increased.  Visitors expected to 

view Ainu ways of life, the creation of handicrafts, as well as song and dance 

performances.  They even visited Ainu schools to interact with Ainu children, which 

many Ainu spoke out against.  However, Ainu who chose to participate began to see 

these activities as a way to make extra money for their families.  

 Tourism became a way to supplement an Ainu family's income during a time 

when they were expected to become farmers, but with a lack of agricultural knowledge 

and unsuitable lands.  Their known livelihoods, hunting and fishing, were severely 

restricted, making it difficult to survive.  The Ainu quickly realized that by creating 

surplus utensils, bowls, embroidered objects, towel holders, chopstick cases, and 

eventually Ainu dolls for sale, they could help their own economic situation. 

 The critical perception of this newly organized tourist industry was that it directly 

contributed to changes in Ainu culture from some Ainu thought leaders and sympathetic 

Wajin: 

By the 1930s, however, the village and nearby Noboribetsu had an 
organised tourist industry.  The situation in 1941 was described in a book 
published in English by the Board of Tourist Industry of the Japanese 
Government Railways titled Ainu Life and Legends, authored by none 
other than Kindaichi Kyosuke.  In the final section, 'A Guide to the Ainu 
Villages for Foreign Tourists', Kindaichi warned that 'It is too late now to 
see the Ainu in their primitive state of life.  We are sorry to have to say 
so.'  (Siddle, Race 105) 
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Changing Political Focus and Activism of the Ainu: Post-Colonial period 

 In the Meiji colonial period of dispossession, the Ainu people found themselves in 

survival mode—trying to cope with rapid change, but by the 1920s-30s, Ainu activism  

started to emerge and many sought assimilation as the strategy of choice to find 

acceptance within the dominant Wajin society.  Assimilation was seen as a natural cure to 

issues that arose from racial disparity and discrimination.  This approach meant adopting 

a way of life that included deculturation while at the same time encouraging adoption of 

Japanese culture.  Without realizing it, these assimilation tactics also supported official 

'extinction' discourses with the public and government.  As the Ainu were interested in 

making political adjustments, for example revising the 1899 Protection Act Law, a 

governing body was established in 1930, named the Ainu Association of Hokkaido.  With 

the assistance of a government welfare section bureaucrat, Masaaki Kita, they succeeded 

in revising the Protection Act in 1937 to abolish native schools, erase restrictions on 

property ownership, and extend welfare measures.  Ainu communities also formed local 

self-help groups to support efforts to increase sobriety and encourage dignity and self-

esteem (Siddle, Race 134-144). 

 After World War II, when many Ainu returned from fighting for Japan in the war, 

it became clear that assimilation failed to eradicate prejudice.  Instead, bias still existed, 

and officials were actually making public claims that Japan was a mono-ethnic culture.  

Much of this rhetoric at this time may have been influenced by Japan’s defeat in the war, 

and the various concessions they were forced to make to the allied powers— including 

the forfeiture of conquered colonies from their South-East Asian campaign.  The 

Americans who implemented the American Occupation Land Reform requirements for 
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Japan’s democratization after the war found many Ainu to be absentee land owners.  The 

Ainu then lost their lands to their tenant farmers.  Even though the Ainu protested this 

ruling, most lost their land without the allies’ gaining full understanding of the history 

and discrimination behind the original land allotments by the Wajin to the Ainu (Siddle, 

From 111).  

Tourism right after the war boomed however, but was associated with 

complicated emotions.  On the one hand, tourism was seen as a demeaning experience 

that encouraged discrimination, but on the other hand, it was an opportunity to educate 

uninformed Wajin while creating economic opportunities.  According to Dubreuil, the 

carving of bears had been encouraged at this time as a self-help exercise in communities 

like Chikabumi, even though figurative artwork in the Ainu religion was considered a 

taboo (Dubreuil, Tourist, 337).  These bears today, however, seem to be at the core of 

tourist art still made by Ainu. 

 The 1960's brought a progressive spirit to Japan based on shared antiwar 

sentiments centered on Vietnam.  The Ainu formed alliances with other minority groups 

and revolutionaries in Japan at this time, including the Burakumin and radical students 

(Siddle, Race 159).  There was an emerging new pride in Ainu identity, encouraged by 

their allies.  As Ainu began to reject assimilation as their preferred tactic, they instead 

actively began to search for their cultural roots.  With renewed pride came a new sense of 

community that reached out across gender, age, and economic strata, helping to 

reformulate their relationship to state politics.  Ainu began to make appeals for their 

platforms as a distinct and united cultural group, requesting political changes they 

deemed necessary.  They worked for improved housing, and protested revised histories 
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from the dominant Wajin during the centennial of Hokkaido and the 80-year anniversary 

of the founding of Asahikawa, which featured the unveiling of a statue with four Wajin 

colonizers surrounding one elder Ainu.  Artists such as Bikky Sunazawa were important 

voices in this regard, handing out leaflets at the unveiling in protest to educate Wajin 

onlookers (164).  (See fig. 15) This statue was then destroyed in a bombing. 

 The 1970s brought social movements dedicated to human rights on an 

international and domestic scale.  Ainu groups also became more radicalized, and made 

crucial inroads to realizing a cohesive voice.  Bikky Sunazawa and Ainu young adults 

organized a national Ainu discussion in Sapporo in 1973, and Sunazawa designed an 

Ainu flag—a new cultural symbol of Ainu unified identity around which to mobilize 

much like Ainu regalia (Dubreuil, Bikky 40).  (See fig. 16)  With increased Ainu pride, 

elders in rural and tourist communities began to share Ainu traditional culture with 

inquisitive younger Ainu willing to learn traditional skills.  An Ainu Liberation League 

was founded, adopting more extreme tactics focused on confrontations of academics 

studying Ainu, misguided tourism, and biased reporting.  The Ainu Association of 

Hokkaido also made a small bureaucratic move to create more distance between 

themselves and the government by moving their office in 1974 (AAH, wall text).  This 

move was taken in response to criticism that the Ainu group was too reliant on the 

government.  Their dependence on government yearly subsidies did not change however.  
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Chapter III 

The Indigenous Movement and Its Place in Ainu Art 

 

 In the 1970s and 1980s, a new ethnic consciousness gave momentum to the 

indigenous rights movement.  Ainu leaders increasingly interacted with not only other 

minorities from Japan, but also representatives from other aboriginal populations with a 

common history of dispossession and discrimination.  Indigenous groups from around the 

world were sharing stories about their political, economic, and social challenges, and the 

Ainu felt an immediate kinship with these groups, seeing direct parallels in their own 

background.  Interactions with worldwide groups stimulated the Ainu cause and 

encouraged new strategies for issues such as land and resource rights, self-determination, 

and cultural renewal.  These interactions inspired Ainu groups to seek political changes 

based on their status as an indigenous population using the Japanese word minzoku 

(which roughly translates to ethnic people).  Strategies were borrowed from the groups 

they met, and the Ainu adopted symbols of common underlying aboriginality (regalia, 

flag, etc.) as important visible signals of their distinctive heritage. 

 As the Ainu were gaining awareness of an interwoven global indigenous 

consciousness that had been growing for decades, they began to learn of historical 

precedents for political actions.  They were interacting with established cultures who had 

been fighting for "native rights" for many years through state, legal and 

intergovernmental bodies.  They learned of Haudenosaunee Chief Deskaheh and his 

supporters, who in 1923, were the first to obtain Six Nations passports, even though 
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Canada considered them Canadian citizens and British subjects.  Deskaheh and his group 

traveled to Geneva to represent Six Nations to the League of Nations, where they 

requested that the Iroquois be recognized.  Six Nation representatives wore their 

traditional regalia, symbolic of their ethnic heritage, and while receiving the support of 

many countries, including Japan, they ultimately were not successful in their pursuit 

(Niezen 122-125). 

 After forming in 1920, the League of Nations sought to address minority rights to 

help maintain peace in countries with borders redrawn after World War I.  The League of 

Nations requested that minority groups be afforded special group rights by the nations in 

which they resided, until they were ready for their own statehood.  The League's 

definition of minority did not include indigenous populations, and in fact there could not 

be a minority without a state (Jones 84).  

 The Ainu did not have the same experience on an international scale, but 

welcomed these new allies.  Just like their indigenous peers, they were robbed of their 

lands, denied self-determination, and vigorous assimilation policies prevented them from 

practicing their own culture or speaking their own language.  This growing international 

influence spurred Ainu activist thinking.  As pride in their indigenous roots grew, Ainu 

questioned the ways in which their histories were modified by the Japanese and used to 

justify state positions and Ainu standing within Japanese culture. 

 Indigenous groups began to initiate contact with the Ainu, and in 1977, Inuit 

representatives who were attending a whaling conference in Japan met with Ainu leaders 

in Nibutani as an opportunity to promote solidarity.  They educated the Ainu through 

further exchanges on steps indigenous communities were taking to develop protections 
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and rights for native peoples.  The Inuit invited the Ainu to Alaska, and the Ainu leaders 

were impressed with their work on education policies, self-governance, and cultural 

promotion.  An Ainu leader concluded "that there is no limit to what oppressed people 

can do when they meet and work together."  (Larson 58) 

 Interactions like these became plentiful.  Giichi Nomura, head of the Ainu 

Association of Hokkaido, looked for inspiration abroad in strategies to solve Ainu issues, 

and participated in a trip to study Chinese minorities in 1978.  As the Ainu became more 

informed and cross-cultural interactions became more common, Ainu leaders took trips to 

Australia, New Zealand, Scandinavia, and North America to continue these exchanges 

and learn from each other (Tsutsui, Human 1064).   

 As the Ainu were sharing knowledge with their indigenous peers, art and culture 

became even more important in the fight for official recognition.  Just as Ainu political 

leaders made networks among their peers, so did artists and cultural pioneers.  Common 

bonds were forged, and similarities in art styles were discussed such as basket design, 

patterns on clothing, bear and salmon ceremonies, spiritually based art, sea crafts, and 

hunting implements to name a few.  Such exchanges only deepened the connection 

between the Ainu and other cultures.   

 Two Ainu artists who were particularly influenced by the people of the Northwest 

Coast America and Canada were Bikky Sunazawa and Nuburi Toko assisted by his son 

Shusei.  According to Dubrueil's monograph, Sunazawa was awarded a cultural exchange 

scholarship in 1983 from the government of Hokkaido.  A visiting lecturer who visited 

his studio encouraged him to go visit the Northwest Coast native carvers, especially Bill 

Reid (1920-1998), the renowned Haida carver.  Bikky Sunazawa traveled to Canada and 
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studied with Reid due to interest in carving his own version of Native American totems 

(Dubreuil, Bikky 63).  Sunazawa went to the British Columbia's Museum of 

Anthropology in Vancouver to study totems of different tribes and their meanings, but 

some of his most important lessons came from the native artists themselves and the 

environment around them. 

 In Vancouver, Sunazawa noticed that native artists were well respected, and their 

artwork filled anthropology and art museums as well as galleries commanding high 

prices.  Not only did exhibits celebrate the native artist, but there were also aboriginal art 

centers and open-air art parks for native totems.  Native artists were well represented in 

fine art books and museum gift shops.  Dubreuil points out that Sunazawa was impressed 

that non-natives were equally appreciative of this work, unlike the reception Sunazawa 

felt Ainu art received in Japan (65).  Sunazawa's experience showed him that cultural, 

social, and political institutions have a direct role in the reception of art by the public.  

(See fig. 17-20) 

 Nuburi Toko also enjoyed a very fruitful cultural indigenous exchange in Canada 

as part of a delegation in 1985.  Toko, inspired by a scenic site on Burnaby Mountain, 

suggested a sculptural installation on the site to city officials.  As Toko was already a 

well-respected artist at this time, his suggestion readily accepted, and he began carving in 

1989.  Like Sunazawa, Toko was very inspired by the First Nations totems, so he worked 

to create artwork that reflected the connection between Burnaby and his home city 

Kushiro for the 25th anniversary of the two sister cities.  He added Ainu animist religious 

elements, such as the bear and owl kamuy (gods or deities).  According to an interview 

with Toki Miyashita, the owl symbolized the messenger of the people, watching over 
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them, and reporting back their needs to the Gods (Burnaby Archives, n. pag.).  Toko 

wanted the piece to speak about human's relationship to their gods, nature and to each 

other.  It is interesting to note that totems are not part of the Ainu art vernacular, and the 

closest symbol in Ainu art to Toko's totem in Burnaby are ikupasuy (prayer sticks) and 

grave markers, which Toko's piece resembles.  Grave markers for males are usually 

comprised of carved poles topped with a point that resembles a spear.  Simple round rings 

are incised into the wood at two intervals against a smooth undecorated section.  Grave 

for females are similar, although they are topped with a circle, which is said to resemble 

the eye of a needle (Fujimura 272).  The tops of some graves include a hole, into which a 

cloth may be tied, and the cloth's natural degradation seems to be an important indicator 

of time passing.  The sculpture at Burnaby, called Kamuy Mintara (Playground of the 

Gods), has a number of thin poles rising from the ground with the same signature rings 

and points resembling spears as the grave markers.  The resemblance is stunning.  These 

poles are connected to larger totem sized masts that resemble ikupasuy, with similar 

animal guardians such as the bear and orca, and one looks to have the pointed "tongue" 

thought to be used to speak to the gods.  Ainu totem poles became ubiquitous in Japan 

after Sunazawa and Toko's visit, and are a direct result of these cultural exchanges.  (See 

fig. 21-22) 

 Ainu artists began to also participate in study tours to museums that held 

important Ainu collections.  For example, seven artists, with the support of the 

governmental body FRPAC, were able to study the NG Munro collection at the National 

Museum of Scotland.  According to Naohiro Nakamura, a social geographer, Toru 
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Kaizawa, a carver from Nibutani, was a participant and was impressed with the historical 

carving technique on display. 

The curator allowed us to touch them, and I could sketch and photograph 
them.  Such beautiful craft works encouraged me to improve my craft 
skills much more.  I have been carving copies of Munro's collection based 
in the sketches and photographs.  (Nakamura, Representation 350)  

 
As Kaizawa tells us, he used knowledge culled from historical Ainu carvings, as 

templates to create new carvings and further align his technique with that of his 

ancestors.  It is not surprising that Kaizawa had to travel to Scotland to learn the skills of 

his hometown, which is where Munro collected some of these 350 artifacts,9 due to the 

assimilation that was prevalent among Ainu communities.  In fact, Munro's house, which 

has been turned into a museum, is just down the street from Kaizawa's carving atelier 

today.  (See fig. 23) 

 Ainu pride in their own culture was increasing, and they wanted to share their 

artistic accomplishments with indigenous peers.  During the International Year of the 

Indigenous People celebrations in 1993, the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka, 

known as Minpaku, held a special exhibition called "Ainu Mosir: World of the Ainu 

Through Their Design Motifs."  According to one of the curators, Kazuyoshi Ohtsuka, the 

show was a success.  Giichi Nomura, President of the Ainu Association of Hokkaido, 

brought the exhibition catalog to the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous 

                                                
9 The museum website claims all 350 were collected by Munro while he lived in Nibutani, but the 
dates do not seem to match up as the collection was donated in 1908-14 and Munro moved to 
Nibutani in 1934. https://www.nms.ac.uk/explore-our-collections/stories/world-
cultures/discovering-japan/discovering-japan/our-japanese-collection/#ainu 
Jane Wilkinson has done extensive research on the Ainu collection at the National Museum of 
Scotland, and proves that much of the collection was collected while he lived in Yokohama.  
Much of the collection could have come from Nibutani, collected while living in Yokohama, but 
the provenances list only Hokkaido, except for two pieces that specifically say they were from 
Nibutani, so it would seem difficult to make this claim. 
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Peoples in Geneva, Switzerland.  Nomura relayed to Ohtsuka that the representatives of 

other indigenous groups who received a catalog were quite impressed and full of praise 

for the exhibition (Ohtsuka, Exhibiting 115-16). 

 Ainu performance artists were also asked to perform at indigenous events in Japan 

and around the world.  The tonkori player, Oki, well-known for his outreach, played for 

the Adelaide multicultural fair called WOMADelaide, as well as with Genon-sha, Chin 

Kennen and Samnigad natives from Taiwan, and Olga from the Chukuti Tribe in Siberia 

to name a few. 

 In addition to enabling cultural exchanges, the indigenous movement brought the 

Ainu legal and international frameworks for requesting rights in Japan.  While early 

international covenants did not specifically address indigenous populations, they led to a 

structure for discussing the grievances of indigenous populations.  As postcolonial 

theorist Melissa Kennedy points out, "Many postcolonial settler nations recognize their 

indigenous populations, with varying degrees of legislation addressing such issues as land 

reparation, improvement of socio-economic conditions, autonomy of representation, and 

protection and transmission of traditions and customs.  On an international level, the 

United Nations has provided guidelines for the definition, protection and rights of 

indigenous peoples since the late 1970s” (38).  Nonetheless, David McGrogan, an 

international human rights law expert, points to a true Asian controversy, in which almost 

all ethnic groups living in Asia can technically be considered 'indigenous' to the country 

of their birth.  I paraphrase his argument: In Japan specifically, both the Wajin and Ainu 

are 'indigenous' populations, therefore any legal categorization of one group as 

indigenous over the other is "technically inaccurate."  Yet McGrogan concludes that the 
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Ainu need the protection of the nation-state because they are categorically disadvantaged, 

whereas the Wajin are not vulnerable in the same ways.   

 The definition of "indigenous" is then unclear, and it thus becomes difficult to 

determine who is considered indigenous.  However, the Indigenous Peoples' Caucus 

holds the power to nominate members to the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, 

thus determining who is indigenous in the eyes of the UN.  The global indigenous 

membership, working to amplify their own voices and advocacy, have embraced the Ainu 

and their causes, defining the Ainu as indigenous. 

 Despite the influence and persuasion of international bodies such as the UN, the 

Japanese government has often refused to recognize the Ainu as indigenous, using the 

lack of clear definitions to justify inaction.  Ainu leaders expressed concern that they 

were starting their participation in the UN and other indigenous international bodies 

relatively late, thus hampering their efforts to be recognized.  In 1981, Tokuhei Nanta 

became the first Ainu to attend the World Conference of Indigenous People in Australia 

(Siddle, From 108).  The timing was favorable, because the Japanese government had 

claimed just the year before in their report for the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights (CCPR), that "The right of any person to enjoy his or her culture, to 

profess and practice his own religion or to use his own language is ensured under 

Japanese law.  However, minorities of the kind mentioned in the Covenant do not exist in 

Japan."  (qtd. in AAH, Brochure 24) 

 The Ainu persisted in the face of negation, and in 1982, the Ainu Association of 

Hokkaido adopted a resolution that called for the repeal of the 1899 Hokkaido Former 

Aborigines Protection Act during their general assembly.  The association drafted a new 



 

44 
 

law to replace the protection act by 1984 (4).  In that same year, a lawsuit was brought 

against Hokkaido University over the return of Ainu remains stored there for research, 

and two years later, in 1986, Mieko Chikap brought a court action against noted scholars 

in violation of her portrait rights, her main complaint being that her image was used to 

illustrate the 'dying race' theory of the Ainu (Miyajima 146-149).  The connection 

between asserting indigenous recognition and fighting discriminatory acts and legislation 

seems clear.   

 The Ainu are regularly impacted by discrimination through speech, whether it be 

from claims that Japan are mono-ethnic, or from overt hate speech.  In a 1986 Liberal 

Democratic Party National Seminar, Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone claimed that the 

mono-racial make-up of Japan led to higher degrees of intelligence than would be found 

in an ethnically diverse culture such as the US.  The Ainu swiftly responded to this 

comment by appealing to the UN.  The Shimin Gaiko Center (hereafter SGC), well 

versed in UN proceedings, helped the Ainu Association of Hokkaido with procedures and 

filings, coordination with other indigenous groups, translational services and financial 

support for international travel (Tsutsui, Rights n. pag.).  

 The Ainu Association of Hokkaido first participated formally in the UN's 

Working Group on Indigenous Populations (hereafter WGIP) in 1987, when Giichi 

Nomura flew to Geneva and represented the Ainu people wearing traditional Ainu 

clothing.  The same year in the WGIP, Japan was compelled to acknowledge that the 

Ainu were a distinct group who preserve their own language, religion, and maintained 

their own culture (AAH, Brochure 4).  Nomura was encouraged that his work with UN 

minority rights groups would bring international support to his efforts to persuade Japan 
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to recognize the Ainu, writing "Our demands coincide with world trends towards respect 

for minority peoples.  If the Japanese government does nothing…we will confront them 

at the UN.  Pressure from the outside world has the greatest potential." (Garner n. pag.)  

 Giichi Nomura was able to address the Japanese government and his people on 

the world stage in 1992.  With the help of SGC, he was chosen to give a speech to the UN 

General Assembly at the inauguration of the International Year of the World's Indigenous 

People (Tsutsui, Right n. pag.).  Nomura kept his speech positive, encouraging Japan to 

work with the Ainu people, keep an open dialogue, and seek new partnerships (Ewen 68-

71).  "The Ainu call upon the government of Japan and member states to enter into a 'new 

partnership' with indigenous peoples.  We call for the removal of injustices through 

cooperation and negotiation, values that were at the heart of our traditional societies.  We 

invite the government of Japan to enter into a dialogue with us, as partners in an effort to 

create a role for indigenous people in the future of Japan" (AAH, Brochure 9-10).  

 The Ainu Association of Hokkaido took full advantage of the year's celebrations, 

holding a Nibutani Forum event with over four-thousand participants, including 

indigenous representatives from thirteen separate countries.  Rigoberta Menchu Turn, the 

1992 Nobel Peace prize winner from Guatemala, participated.  The association reiterated 

the desire to work with the Japanese government.  At the same time, the association made 

it clear that they sought autonomy as well as official recognition of Wajin infringement of 

Ainu lands (Harrison 102).  The next year, Ainu leader Shigeru Kayano became the first 

Ainu politician at the national level, giving hope that some petitions might be heard for 

the first time in the highest form of government (AAH, Brochure 4).  
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 Kayano was successful in pushing through the 1984 draft of the Ainu New Law to 

the forefront.  Unfortunately, the committee that reviewed the law included only seven 

Wajin members—not one Ainu was included.  The committee could not agree on the 

definition of indigenous, and thus removed all controversial topics that addressed self-

determination or land rights.  What was left was a law that supported the revitalization of 

Ainu culture and language.  The law also recognized the Ainu as having a distinct 

cultural identity within the nation-state.  The law's full title is "Law for the Promotion of 

the Ainu Culture and for the Dissemination and Advocacy for the Traditions of the Ainu 

and the Ainu Culture," but it is widely referred to as the CPA (FRPAC, Together 30).  

The Ainu Association of Hokkaido immediately recognized the shortfalls of the law, but 

accepted it as a first step.  The law had tremendous impact, both positive and negative, on 

Ainu arts.  The law created a financial incentive for an already-embraced cultural revival, 

but it also narrowly defined which Ainu cultural works were supported.  Two years later, 

in the 1999 CERD report to the UN, Japan recognized that the Ainu had been in 

Hokkaido before the Wajin expansion.  The Ainu saw these admittances of indigeneity in 

Japan as small wins. 

 In 2002, the United Nations created their first Permanent Forum on Indigenous 

Issues, and in 2006, Japan ratified the revised Draft Declaration of the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples, which continued to allow indigenous people to self-identify (AAH, 

Brochure 6).  At home, the Ainu won official acknowledgement from the Japanese 

government in a 2008 Diet resolution, which states that the Ainu were an ethnic group 

from the northern part of Japan and were thus considered an indigenous people.  
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However, special allocations of Diet seats for Ainu representatives were rejected as 

against the Japanese Constitution.   

 Another international body, UNESCO, has been instrumental to the Ainu's goals.  

The Japanese government applied to UNESCO to include Shiretoko Peninsula, once Ainu 

land, in the Sea of Okhotsk as a world heritage site, in order to protect the unique marine 

and terrestrial ecosystems.  Shiretoko comes from the Ainu word sir etok (the end of 

mother earth) (lewallen, Signifying 10).  It is home to the Stellar sea lion as well as other 

endangered bird and fish species.  According to an UNESCO funded report, ongoing 

concerns remain for the Shiretoko Peninsula, including overfishing, adverse impacts of 

increased tourism, and the construction of erosion control and check dams, which inhibit 

salmon migration.  The Scientific Council included the Ainu as local stakeholders in the 

decision-making process (UNESCO, IUCN 31). The World Conservation Union 

(hereafter IUCN),  which serves as an advisory board to UNESCO, called for the Ainu to 

play a more central role in protecting Shiretoko because incorporating Ainu rituals and 

practices will help promote ecologically sustainable tourism.   

It is important, as reinforced in the management plan (page 214 of the 
nomination document) to 'study the culture of the Ainu people and the 
traditional wisdom and skills of the local residents in order to determine 
the methods to preserve, manage and realize sustainable use of the natural 
environment.'  Accordingly, it is considered important that representatives 
of the Ainu people, such as through the Hokkaido Utari (Ainu) 
Association10 have the opportunity to be involved in the future 
management of the property, including in relation to the development of 
appropriate ecotourism activities which celebrate the traditional customs 
and uses of the nominated property.  (31)   

 

                                                
10 The Ainu Association of Hokkaido has changed its name multiple times since its founding.  For clarity in 
this thesis, I am using the current name of Ainu Association of Hokkaido throughout.  Utari means (friend), 
and was used for a time because the Ainu felt the word Ainu had a negative connotation in Japan in the 60s 
(AAH, Brochure 7). When it became a registered organization in 1946, it was actually named Hokkaido 
Ainu Kyōkai (Hokkaido Ainu Association) 
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Recognition of the Ainu as authorities over the stewardship of their ancestral lands was 

an important step in indigenous politics in Japan.  This has helped boost Ainu eco-

tourism, and Ainu artists have embraced the connection between their culture and nature.  

UNESCO has also named Ainu traditional dance on the Representative List of the 

Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity (UNESCO Traditional).   

 Another impactful development in Ainu aboriginal politics, impacting cultural 

production and its shifting meanings, is the Council for Ainu Policy which was created in 

2009 under the Chief Cabinet Secretary.  They created two working groups, one to create 

a cultural park and the other to research the living conditions of Ainu living outside of 

Hokkaido.  The living conditions of the Ainu were scored on two factors, education and 

financial health, and it was found that the Ainu were still faring far below their Wajin 

neighbors.  The park, entitled "Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony" will celebrate the 

Ainu as a valuable culture of the Japanese nation.  This natural culture park, with 

facilities for education, research and display, and will be built on the existing site of the 

Shiraoi Ainu open-air museum.  Financed through the Hokkaido development budget, the 

park is expected to receive 1 million visitors a year.  The council decided to open the 

space in time for the Tokyo 2020 Olympic games.  (Council)  Despite political overtures 

by politicians, it is still not clear how much true decision-making power the Ainu will 

have in the operation and management of the facility.  It is unclear if Masahiro Nomoto, 

founder and curator of the Shiraoi Ainu Museum, to be located on the site, will return to 

run the museum with his full staff.  

 Two controversies over this space remain.  There is debate over whether this 

project is the best use of limited funds to support the Ainu people.  There are also 
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concerns that the decision to incorporate a memorial for consolidated Ainu remains on 

the site might frustrate demands to return the remains directly to Ainu communities 

(IWGIA, 2018 259).  While the Ainu Association of Hokkaido approved the design of the 

memorial, that of a large ikupasuy, other activists question the decision.  (Council)  (See 

fig. 24)  I asked multiple informants what has happened to the Ainu artists who set up 

their art stalls outside the museum during the renovations, but no one could report on 

these details.  I expressed worry at the loss of this possible income, and I was told that 

they probably would have distributors for their work throughout Hokkaido.  The FRPAC 

Secretary General, Yasunori Yamane, spoke about possible plans to include these 

vendors at the new Space for Ethnic Harmony, and he informed me that nothing has been 

decided yet.  He believes that if the new development does not include a space for the 

numerous vendor stalls, then the town of Shiraoi will provide a nearby site to continue 

sales (Yamane interview).  (See fig. 25) 

 The Council for Ainu Policy also created Pirka Kanpi (Beautiful Letter) Facebook 

page to promote Ainu cultural activities on social media.  After the passage of the CPA, a 

survey was conducted to measure the success of the program's arm to bring awareness 

and understanding to the Japanese people, and the survey results found that many were 

unaware of the council's efforts.  Some respondents were even critical that the survey 

focused too much on traditional culture and not indigenous rights.  (IWGIA, 2014 234) 

 A multi-organizational "Irankarapte Campaign" was launched with the support of 

government agencies, private companies, academic institutions and Ainu organizations.  

Irankarapte is an Ainu greeting.  The three-year campaign to use this greeting and 

accompanying logo throughout Hokkaido—on store receipts, in online and commercial 
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videos, and multiple types of advertising promoting Ainu culture is a useful branding tool 

for Hokkaido tourism.  During my research trip in 2018, this campaign was still alive and 

well, and many stores, hotels and vendors, municipal transportation sites, and others were 

using the logo widely accompanied by free stickers.  (Irankarapte)  

 Finally, the Ainu launched their own Ainu political party in 2011 called Ainu 

Minzoku-tō, and while still unsuccessful in gaining seats in the Diet, some important 

concessions have occurred in the last few years.  (Majiroxnews)  A momentous anti-hate 

law speech passed in May 2016.  The Hokkaido University also made arrangements to 

return a portion of ancestral remains in 2016 and 2017 under a court-mediated settlement, 

and Germany and Australia returned remains from international holdings.  The 

elementary school in Nibutani, where the majority of population still has some Ainu 

ancestry, decided to begin to teach the Ainu language in school.  Most exciting though is 

the government's plan to draft a "New Ainu Law" announced in May 2016, which will 

focus on employment support and educational programs for the Ainu, and there have 

been overtures that it would likely stipulate that the Ainu are an "indigenous people" for 

the first time.  Some still question if the law will address land rights and access to natural 

resources however.  The Council for Ainu Policy have been providing closed door 

meetings to have candid discussion with Ainu communities around what is necessary and 

needed in any new legislation.  The press is barred from these meeting to protect those 

Ainu who might not want to reveal their ethnic heritage.  (Council)  
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Chapter IV 

Ainu Art Characteristics and the Politics of Value 

 

 Current thinking has moved beyond considering indigenous art merely traditional, 

folk, or primitive.  Eric Hobsbawm has written extensively on the "re-invention of the 

tradition," where tradition is a dynamic and complex phenomenon (McIntyre 45).  Ainu 

art is exceptional for its use of an intricate and historically traditional design 

methodology.  This tradition has come to reflect new meanings, including revival of Ainu 

culture, new Ainu pride in their ethnic identity, and a reclaiming of their own stories 

through ancestral art and accompanying histories.  Ainu designs are characterized by 

three main base motifs, the aiushi (thorn shape), the moreu (spiral shape), and the 

shikunoka (eye-shaped) (Traditional), all recognizable as part of an Ainu art tradition.  

Although seemingly limited, the reality is that there remains a rich and varied repertoire 

an artist can pull from by creating versions on the same basic themes.  Their designs 

invoke nature, and many are named after fish scales or owl eyes.  (See fig. 26) Ainu see 

their arts as an animated living tradition, each piece infused with nature's kamuys which 

is their basis of spirituality.  These three basic motifs were either carved or applied to 

textiles with embroidery or appliqué, and employ variations such as thorn, vine, bell, and 

multiple whorl designs, each made up of rectilinear and curvilinear lines.  Embroidery 

stitches include cross, chain, running, cord, back, and outline.  Scholars have offered 

explanations for some designs, but many Ainu claim there is no hidden meaning and that 

the works were made to please the kamuy (Kodama 321).  However, Ainu weaver 
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Yukiko Kaizawa, believes that the thorn and owl design on the openings of a garment 

were specifically used for protection to ward off evil.  Most antique Ainu art 

encompassed almost exclusively abstract patterns, although artwork of spiritual items 

hinted at animal forms in order to connect the creator to an animal deity.  The Ainu 

feared that explicit portrayal of their animal gods in their artwork would trap these gods, 

thus angering them.  The Ainu artist took care to represent their spirit animal using only 

abstract lines or rough carving techniques (Dubreuil, Beginning 292).  Each design was a 

balanced mix of positive and negative space that formed the canvas of each work.  The 

Ainu Association of Hokkaido, in their new series of pamphlets called Ainu Design, is 

quoted, "Amid the global surge of interest in traditional indigenous crafts, the Ainu 

Association of Hokkaido had given authentic Ainu crafts the label of 'Ainu Design' to 

promote their appeal domestically and internationally."  (AAH, Design 14)  These 

pamphlets were financed by the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (The Ainu 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprise Promotion Project for Fiscal 2016) and the Hokkaido 

Government. 

 The vernacular of Ainu designs is well documented and known from artifacts in 

museum collections, but it is important to note that there are regional variations in 

designs, techniques, and materials based on historical Ainu territories.  Sakhalin designs 

are somewhat different than Hokkaido design for example.  Many of these designs reflect 

the multi-varied history of the Ainu, and we can see very strong similarities among Utila 

and Nivkh artwork from the Museum of Northern People.  There also seems to be a 

strong corollary with Jomon pottery designs.  (See fig. 27)  

 The gendered roles in art production of the pre-colonial and colonial period have 
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slowly eroded over time.  Traditionally, men carved wood, and women made textiles 

(Ohnuki-Tierney 36-47).  Today, woman carve and men learn textile designs.  According 

to Dubreuil in her essay in the book Sky Woman, Bikky Sunazawa's mother taught him 

matrilineal designs while she embroidered, and he then incorporated the learned designs 

into his Ainu carvings, later recognized as Bikky mon'yo or Bikky's design (Dubreuil 43).  

If there was a clearer record of the names of artists and their carvings, we might today be 

able to identify more designs that were indicative of one person or artists who worked or 

lived together.  Most Ainu art pieces from the past did not record the name of the artist, 

the date it was made, or the location from which it was collected. 

 Women had a very muted color palette and often used colors available in nature—

reds, yellows, and dark brown, black, grey or blue depending on the dye compositions.  

When vegetable fiber cloth became more readily available via trade with Russians and 

Wajin, Ainu women played off the garments' patterns and colors to make the designs 

their own.  However, in general, Ainu textiles would rarely be considered bold or garish 

in color palette.  (See fig. 28) 

 Today, there are many design pattern books for artists interested in creating their 

own art.  Children now learn the Ainu vernacular at a young age from drawing pads, 

coloring books and worksheets that have infiltrated museum exhibits and Ainu learning 

centers.  (See fig. 29) 

 Though still dominated my male artists, carving is no longer the exclusive domain 

of men.  Notable female carvers include Maki Sekine and Reiko Kaizawa from Nibutani 

and Kyoko Sugimura from Asahikawa (lewellan 147), who works equally in carving and 

embroidery.  While these gendered divisions are still strong among Ainu artists, they are 
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obviously breaking down in today's modern society.  The gendered nature of ancestral 

weaving and embroidery is not as often taken up by men as carving is taken up by 

woman.  The discrepancy might be due to two reasons, (1) carving traditionally brings in 

better prices at market than embroidery, and (2) the historical record tells us that men 

were often removed from the kotan to work in fisheries, leaving the women and infirm 

behind to care for the children and all matters of home life.  I posit that women may have 

had to take on what would have been considered traditional men's work during this time. 

 The types of woods chosen for carving depended on the artist's personal taste and 

skill as well as the best wood for the object's use.  Long lasting items, such as knife 

sheaths and household utensils, were often carved out of hardwoods like yew or maple, 

while spiritual items such as inau (ritualized wood shaved carvings) (See fig. 30), may be 

carved with softer woods such as willow, magnolia, or dogwood.  However, one might 

find other wood types including oak and spruce being used.  Inau are made by running 

the blade against the wood until a soft curl is created.  Today, carvers generally use 

modern carving tools, but in pre-colonial times, carvers exclusively used a knife called a 

mikiri.  Bikky Sunazawa was surprised to see northwest coastal peoples carving towards 

the body, with the knife resting on the smallest finger, as this was the exact opposite of 

Ainu carvers, who carved away from the body with the knife resting on the index finger 

or thumb (Dubreuil, Bikky 65).   

 There are four general categories of carvings (1) Daily items such as bowls, trays, 

knives and utensils, (2) Hunting or gathering items such as traps, bows and arrows, and 

(3) Religious or ceremonial items such as ikupasuy and inau and (4) Souvenir type 

carving including bear animal carvings, Ainu figurines, or modern items such as cell 
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phone cases and keychains.  (See fig. 31-33)  Most items were carved during Hokkaido's 

long winters when hunting, fishing and trade were not necessary.  Men were judged 

socially on the quality of their carving skills, and wore a makiri at their side for all to see.  

 Ainu women in pre-colonial and colonial times were practicing the gendered art 

of weaving.  Works included clothing for everyday and ceremonial use, beautiful woven 

mats, bags, baskets, aprons, headbands, sword holders, and beaded jewelry.  Some Ainu 

women also crafted items from salmon skin, birds, and fur-bearing mammals.  Many 

items that the Ainu made were considered replicable during their trading history, and 

hence of limited value, but today, audiences are able to appreciate the individual artist's 

hand.  (See fig. 34) 

 Ainu ceremonial clothing was very intricate, and the style depended on the many 

variations on the base design and the style of embroidery or appliqué.  An attush robe is 

made from the bark of the elm, a retarpe robe is made from nettle fiber, chijiri robes are 

covered with no appliqué and instead uses only embroidery, while kaparamip robes are 

covered with mostly white appliqué work with colored embroidered designs on top.  

Today, all techniques are widely used, and sometimes combined.  Not only is weaving 

still practiced, but appliqué and embroidery can be found on most modern objects made 

by Ainu such as purses, bookmarks, headbands, and scarfs.  (See fig. 35) 

 Twined bags, called saranip, were made of different grasses and used to carry and 

organize food stuffs for the household.  Ainu stuck to simple designs of plain or open-

twinging, while cross-twining was rare.  The opening of the bag included a decorative 

edge and a simple carrying string.  The bottom of the bags was usually rounded.  Simple 

coiled baskets were also made, called tenki.  It is believed that these coiled baskets were 
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the direct result of trade with their indigenous neighbors, who taught the Ainu their 

techniques.  Mats were made on a standing loom, with rocks tied to it.  Colored reeds 

were used to plan out geometrical patterns.  (See fig. 36-37) 

 

Land Rights and Their Importance for Gathering Materials 

 After the Meiji Restoration, Hokkaido settlement began, and the Japanese 

government created new laws to prevent the Ainu from gathering the natural materials 

they needed to create their works.  Overall production was greatly reduced since the Ainu 

had to purchase materials or gather them without the official knowledge of Wajin 

officials.  Inevitably, the Ainu began losing their techniques and skills.  Today, Ainu 

artists can apply for a permit to collect these goods from the Ministry of Agriculture, 

Forestry, and Fisheries.  Alternatively, artists find substitutions for hard-to-obtain 

materials (Council).   

 Land rights and access to natural resources deemed vital for expressions of their 

traditional culture were important Ainu demands during the indigenous political 

movement for land rights.  These demands were not only reparation for the land that was 

forcibly taken from them, but also to support Ainu spiritual ceremonies and art 

production.  As we focus the narrative lens on indigenous calls for land rights, cultural 

production that uses natural resources can become politically charged.  Art production is 

not only stymied by the lack of access to natural resources that were widely available to 

Ainu ancestors, but wearable art such as ceremonial robes and headbands makes the Ainu 

uniquely identifiable among Wajin or other foreign groups.  Ancestral robes, used as 

guides for new pieces, connect Ainu artists with their history.  Formal regalia 
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immediately imbues the wearer with recognizable indigenous identity for use in political 

meetings or heritage-performance activities.  Unlike the tattoos of the past, this symbolic 

identifier can easily be removed as necessary, to hide one's aboriginal identity.  These 

issues of natural resource access are part of the dialogue with national and regional 

governments.  

 

Craft vs Art 

 One of the most significant indicators of the hierarchy and value placed on Ainu 

art is the terminology used.  Noriko Aso, an East Asian historian of visual culture, offers 

a comprehensible opinion that due to the ingrained Japanese aesthetic system, the 

Japanese were not in the habit of "artificially distinguishing between arts and crafts," but 

by the time the Japanese were participating in international world fairs and expositions in 

the 1870s, they had "adopted the Westernized sense of bijutsu" (art), rather than "bijutsu 

kogei" (art craft).  (Aso 74)  She goes on to explain that the "very word for art, 'bijutsu' 

first entered the Japanese vocabulary through a translation of the German term 'schöne 

kunst' in the entry rules for the Vienna Exposition."  This distinction had significant 

hierarchical implications as undeveloped countries were assumed to exclusively create 

craft, and only developed countries were invited to submit pure art.  Japan realized the 

insult implied in this formality, and strove to be included in the countries who were 

invited to submit fine art versus industrial or craft arts (Aso 32-33).   

 One can see the confusion in designations and categories, while viewing Ainu art 

in art museums and galleries, regional or anthropology museums, Ainu stores, and in 

marketing materials.  Unlike using Ainu regalia to form a visible unified presentation to 
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outsiders, Ainu art challenges the perhaps artificial distinction between art and craft.  

During my research trip, I asked everyone I interviewed what term they used to describe 

Ainu art.  Depending on location of the interview, the pieces we were discussing, the 

profession or training of the interviewee, answers were varied yet thoughtful.  Ainu art 

today is most often referred to as kōgei (craft), with the term geijutsu (art) and bijutsu 

(fine art) being used more frequently.  Even less common is the terms mingei (folk art).  

In specific situations, the term omiyage (souvenir) is used, although infrequently.  As 

mentioned earlier, the Ainu Association of Hokkaido, has chosen to use "design" to 

attract both foreign and younger Wajin audiences.   

 Throughout Wajin and Ainu societies, the terminology used to describe Ainu art 

has been interpreted and reinterpreted as necessary.  Ainu artists such as Mamoru 

Kaizawa, who works in carved wood arts, and curators such as Yoshihiro Osada of the 

Nibutani Ainu Culture Museum, tell me they describe Ainu art as kōgei (craft)—never as 

art, folk-art, or souvenir.  However, on both of their websites, folk art is the word used in 

English.  Kōgei seems to be the normalized and broadly used term to describe Ainu art in 

Japan.  During my interview with Yukiko Kaizawa, the Japanese artist Satsuki Kitaguchi 

who attended art school in Japan, was present.  Kitaguchi conceived that the way Ms. 

Kaizawa described her process to us, lamenting that she has still not been able to achieve 

the perfect attush garment, was reminiscent of the symbol-classification system that 

artists often hold their own work against, and she interpreted Ms. Kaizawa speaking of 

her work in a definitively artistic way.  When Ms. Kaizawa was asked how she would 

describe Ainu art, she did not want to label the works at all. 
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 While there was some demand among Wajin for Ainu art during the early trade 

years, it wasn't until the mingei (folk art) movement in Japan that some appreciation for 

Ainu art took on another dimension.  Soetsu Yanagi, the father of the folk art movement, 

held a special exhibit of Ainu art in 1941 at the Folk Crafts Museum in Tokyo, 

showcasing Yanagi's and Sueo Sugiyama's collections (Nakamura, Representations 340).  

Sueo Sugiyama was an important collector of Ainu art at this time, and it is his collection 

that makes up the three-volume set of books called Ainu Geijutsu (Ainu Art), which he 

published with Kyosuke Kindaichi.  While these men found Ainu art beautiful and 

worthwhile to collect, they also treated the Ainu artists patronizingly in their writing, 

often referring to them as innocent children, or stereotyping them as the "Other" to 

reinforce Wajin superiority in aesthetic judgement as this quote from Harrison about 

Yanagi indicates: 

According to Yanagi, Ainu and other aboriginal folk arts were “pure,” since they 
had an ability to “resist Western modernity” and for this he praised them.  This 
implies that to be pure was to be non-western.  But at the same time he said that 
“they [aboriginal people] cannot tell good art from the bad.  It will take a Japanese 
to discern the beauty [for them].  (qtd. in Harrison 28 from Kleeman's translation 
in Under an Imperial Sun, of Yanagi, from Yanagi Soetsu zenshu) 

 
He was a man of his era, but he truly respected Ainu art, as this quote about Ainu textiles 

represents:  

"There is not a single pictorial figure.  Not only is the design grand and imposing, 
but there is something symbolic about it, occasionally verging on the awesome," 
and "Strangely enough, traditional patterns are never ugly.  It can be said that 
their mathematical symmetry lends stability to their design."  (Yanagi 226) 

 
 Terminology, whether mingei, kōgei, geijutsu, bijutsu, or omiyage, is not only an 

indicator of value, but it is also a strategy in the design of pamphlets and advertising.  

Advanced design techniques are being used on websites, on promotional flyers, 
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postcards, and pamphlets, to attract audiences who are interested in the fine arts.  Take 

for example the website design of the Nibutani Ainu Takumi no Michi (Street of Nibutani 

Ainu Artisans) or the Nibutani Ainu Museum as another example.  (See fig. 38 and 39)  

The black background and white text makes the design pop off the screen.  The 

professionally crafted photography creates an emotive look, showing welcoming artisans 

hard at work in their studios, or details of the craft (woodworking tools, dyed attush for 

weaving, etc.).  Details and overviews using warm light are peppered throughout.  A 

persona of the artist, interlinked with their artwork brings the viewer a brand that focuses 

on aesthetics.  The type face is reminiscent of Ainu appliqué and embroidery, and modern 

logos pull all the elements together.  This modern design, quite familiar to Western 

audiences but still not as popular with Japanese websites, clearly is intended to attract an 

audience wider than just the local market.  These Ainu artisans are brought into the 

current century on the web even though their work may resemble historical antecedents.  

Another indication of the desire to attract an audience outside Nibutani is the use of 

English together with Japanese for tabs and headings.  The clear map ensures that any 

interested party can find the shops and museums.  Here, the terms used include "Artisans 

and Their Works," "Nibutani Ainu Culture," and "Traditional Ainu Folk Crafts."  The 

term folk craft is more often used on English language brochures, while kōgei is the kanji 

used for Japanese language brochures. 

 

Trade Items 

 As already discussed in the chapter on trade, the Ainu incorporated trade items 

into their spiritual, social and artistic repertoire.  Lacquerware was used in ritual 
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ceremonies, medallions and beads combined to create new jewelry, and long swords 

became symbols of prestige.  However, these items were never incorporated into the 

Ainu lexicon of aesthetic traditions, and it is rare to see Ainu work in the artistic media of 

the Western arts—painting, glass, or photography.  Today, the Ainu artists do not seem to 

have much interest in learning Wajin skills of lacquerware or forging, for example, and 

they rarely incorporate extra-cultural artworks into their own.  A critical interpretation is 

that the Ainu are in some ways art collectors, appreciating other cultures' art forms 

without adoption.  Ainu artists have rarely shown interest in incorporating new skill sets 

into their aesthetic heritage, thus demonstrating Ainu schemes of value and aesthetic 

preferences.  Today, some Ainu are creating interesting jewelry designs, but they differ 

greatly from the Chinese medallions of the pre-colonial days.  Made for a modern market, 

the designs incorporate Ainu motifs from ceremonial robes and wood carvings into the 

silversmithing designs.  Even Bikky Sunazawa is known to have made jewelry for the 

tourist market, and his designs are still borrowed by other artists today (Dubreuil, Bikky, 

10).  

 

Politics of Value 

 Value judgements on art are based on a multitude of factors.  While this is true of 

all art, it is important to realize how these factors specifically impact responses to Ainu 

art, especially in Japan.  The basis for judgement can include a long list of attributes: an 

artist's own assessment of their work, the audience's tastes and knowledge of the pieces, 

the scarcity of similar works, the cultural value placed on the object, the age of the work, 

the material the work is crafted from, the venue the work is seen in, the display tactics 
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used, and the current commercial value ascribed.  The fluctuations of all of these factors 

reveal a larger society's concealed ideological reception of specific artworks.  

Multiculturalism has begun in Japan, and it has started to dissolve some previous 

boundaries of hierarchy.  Those who evaluate artworks in this complex and changing 

environment must exercise self-awareness in order to see the lens through which they see 

these works. 

 An artist will judge his or her own work by the previous milieu of works she has 

created.  She will often hold up her work to that of peers she respects and compare the 

content and form to that of other artists.  She might also assign worth based on the 

marketability of the work or the attention from the general or art community.  In my 

interviews, I have found that Ainu art is mostly compared to other Ainu art.  Rarely are 

Ainu textiles or carvings held against Wajin works or international pieces, with few 

exceptions, including Takeki Fujito and Bikky Sunazawa at the Sapporo Art Museum, 

and now Toru Kaizawa at the British Museum.  While one must assume that there is 

competition among artists, the environment surrounding Ainu art seems to be one more 

of congenial friendship and sharing.  The artists personally give their souvenir or tourist 

crafts lower valuations than personal pieces and commissions, anticipating that the later 

can be displayed in different types of venues, galleries or museums.  Art critics rarely 

critique Ainu art, so factors having to do with obtaining good reviews does not seem to 

be of high priority. 

 The value of a work will go up exponentially if it is considered scarce, due to the 

age of the piece, the difficulty in obtaining it, or simply that the artist is not able to create 

more artworks.  Bikky Sunazawa, Nuburi Toko, Masamitsu Takiguchi, and Takeki Fujito 
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have made prosperous careers from their artwork, are recognized by the art community as 

artistic Ainu legends, have won numerous awards and accolades, and have now passed 

away.  Their artworks today are assigned a greater monetary value.  Commissions helped 

all of these artists move from the tourist trade into the art world. 

 The manner and location of display impacts a work's reception.  Artwork displayed 

in a Nibutani shop is received differently than artwork displayed in Akan.  Akan caters to 

tourists travelling to Lake Akan for its natural beauty and hot springs.  The Ainu shops in 

the Ainu Kotan provide tourists with an authentically ethnic experience, encouraging 

tourists to bring home a few souvenirs called omiyage to friends and family.  The shops 

in Akan are mostly filled with affordable Ainu pieces that are easy to travel with, and 

these stores are generally jam-packed with options, with multiple stores carrying the 

same or similar pieces.  Some Akan stores display art in a gallery-style, with lighting 

design and individualized pieces separated for careful viewing, but this is not the norm.  

Gallery-style stores are usually devoted to an established artist's work.  The artwork of 

Toko Nuburi, Takeki Fujito, and Masamitsu Takiguchi are displayed in stores run by 

adult children or family members.  The difference in display at these stores reveals 

differing concepts of quality.  Tourist-friendly souvenir stores have plentiful inventory, 

demonstrating that their products are not scarce, or one of a kind hand-made pieces.  

Nibutani, while still offering modified artworks for omiyage needs, often have fewer 

pieces on display and create an inviting balance of diverse objects.  These displays 

resemble those of high-end Japanese department stores, giving the audience a sense of 

greater value.  Balancing audience desires with economic needs can challenge the display 

of indigenous art in a tourist arena.   
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 The venue artworks are seen in also provides information to those ascribing value.  

If a work by a known artist, such as Takeki Fujito and Bikky Sunazawa, is seen in an art 

museum, that piece is ascribed a higher value than if it is seen in a regional, ethnic, or 

anthropology museum because of the Eurocentric value judgements placed on art.  Shows 

of Ainu artist's in art museums have recently brought more awareness of Ainu art to the 

general public, and these shows have also brought about a new-found respect.  The 

museum still takes precedent in the hierarchical chain over department store, hotel or 

other types of public displays more common in Japan.  In Japan, galleries are judged on 

an individual basis, with the range moving from high-end spaces that show brand name 

artists, to more entry-level art shows.  Because many artists pay fees to show their art in a 

gallery show, hotel and department stores have become favorable and acceptable places 

for display, albeit, they instead take a commission. 

 Scarcity increases the value of traditional Ainu artworks in collections, but these 

pieces lack the documentation necessary to prove authorship or creation date and thus 

raise them to the prominence of other artifacts.  There is no individual artist's branding or 

influence demonstrated in these pieces on a whole, and they lack promotion by art critics 

and academics.  To confound the value dialogue, many of the works are in poor 

condition, even decayed in parts, because they were used daily.  Linear displays without 

protection, such as what is seen in the Kaneto Kawamura Ainu Memorial Hall, provide a 

more intimate and informal visual construction of these works. 

 An audience's tastes and cultural values are often distorted by outside influencers, 

and changing political and social values.  Democratization of the museum has led to 

growing diversity in audience, who negotiate and demand more accurate histories.  The 
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public's perception of art exists within a framework structured by art critics and existing 

institutional hierarchies, and this framework is heavily influenced by the privilege and 

ownership in the layers of curators, artists, dealers, art historians, and critics in this meta-

narrative.  The audience's background might also be weighed, including wealth, privilege, 

education, gender, race or cultural prejudices.  Thus, I posit that it becomes important to 

Ainu art's future success to consider how their culture is marketed, to whom, in what 

manner and in which venues.  

 To ascribe value to art, three factors must be considered: artistic value (quality and 

significance), social or cultural value (influence in the minds of the populace), and 

commercial value (extrinsic attributes of the work).  To elevate Ainu art in Japan and the 

rest of the world, one must consider ethnic expression and mobilization in challenging the 

institutions that have previously ignored Ainu working artists.  Unavoidably, the 

condition of the work, the documentation available, the artist's exposure to the public, 

their influence and branding, the quality of the artist's technique, the representativeness of 

the work, and a collector's tastes will all play a prominent role in competing for scarce 

institutional representation.  Artists and museums with such holdings should endeavor to 

use their expertise to increase the perceived value of Ainu works.  These institutions 

should actively promote Ainu artists through promotion and traditional outlets such as 

exhibitions and traveling shows.  Displaying artworks in a variety of venues can help 

Ainu artists reach a wider audience.  

 

 

 



 

66 
 

 

Chapter V 

Ainu Art: An Ever-Evolving Landscape 

 

 While scholarship on the Ainu is vast, there is relatively little that focuses 

specifically on Ainu cultural production and the politics of its representation, and less still 

that employs art history methods of investigation.  A most prominent problem in this 

regard is that Ainu art has often been marginalized into anthropological categories that 

fall outside of the art tradition.  Chisato Dubreuil, an Ainu art historian, has applied 

critical knowledge of artistic practice from the time period of the 1980s to the present to 

an academic canon filled with anthropology-based taxonomies of material culture.  These 

taxa focus on categories such as male versus female arts and ritual versus everyday 

objects, as well as categories based on use, for instance, hunting items.11  Particularly 

pivotal are Dubreuil’s monograph on Bikky Sunazawa, one of the most important 

practitioners of Ainu art before his death in 1989, and the catalog for the Smithsonian 

exhibit Ainu: Spirit of a Northern People, which she co-authored.  Her provocative 

argument that the Japanese museum system has inhibited an otherwise natural transition 

from Ainu historical culture to one of contemporary art is based on her appraisal that 

most Wajin still do not consider Ainu cultural production as art, conceding only to calling 

it "craft Ainu” (Dubreuil, Culture 25).  Referring to Ainu cultural production as "craft" 

limits our understanding of it as a form of artistic production not only by de-emphasizing 
                                                

11 Dubreuil examines the practice of artists Takeki Fujito, Noriko Kawamura, 
Peramonkoro Sunazawa, her son Bikky, and Bikky’s daughter Chinita for example.  For 
Ainu art books that focus on anthropology taxonomies, see books such as Ainu no Kogei 
["Ainu Crafts"], Hokkaidoritsu Kindai Bijutsukan [Beauty of Ainu Design], Ainu 
Geijutsu Vol 01-03 ["Ainu Art"], Ainu No Mon'yō [Ainu Pattern], etc. 



 

67 
 

its role in Ainu social history and shaping of identity, but also by forcing a categorical 

distinction on the work some deem 'lesser.'  The analysis in this thesis will align with 

Dubreuil’s conclusion that art can be a catalyst for gaining social status, allowing the 

Ainu to be recognized equally in Japan and globally. 

 Another important scholar writing on this topic is ann-elise lewallen, who recently 

published a book called The Fabric of Indigeneity: Ainu Identity, Gender, and Settler 

Colonialism in Japan.  This book examines how Ainu women specifically are 

incorporating fabric arts as a way to explore ethnic identity and ancestral belonging as 

well as incorporating these pieces in the execution of political resistance and the global 

and national discourse on indigenous conflicts and their resulting strategies.  lewellan 

notes in her book that even the codified language to describe Ainu art sets an art-

historical hierarchical precedent that discourages interpreting or accepting Ainu artistic 

production as art by a generalized or Ainu audience.  "Material expressions of culture are 

exclusively described as kōgeihin (J: crafts) and designated as dentō kōgei (J: heritage 

crafts), or objects that abide by the techniques, materials, or motifs of ancestral heritage 

practices.  This interpretation allows little space for expanding crafts into the domain of 

fine arts, which enables broader interpretive freedom, including conceptual and resistance 

art” (lewallen 71).   

 

Who Creates Ainu Art?  Room for Multiple and Shared Identities 

 Identity is often made up of an origin or cause that unites people into self-defining 

groups, with common belief and value systems.  Culturally, accommodations are made 

based on definitions of belonging, group loyalties with complex social stratification, 
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territorial nationalism or class affiliation.  Ethnic identity in a pluralistic society can be a 

source of conflict for the Ainu, since ethnic groups do not remain fixed throughout time 

or place, and thus neither does ethnicity.  As I have shown, the Ainu have been in almost 

constant contact with outside groups especially in early trade, and many Ainu 

intermarried among these groups.  Since assimilation and acculturation was a prior focus 

of Ainu in Wajin society, many Ainu are the product of mixed race ancestry.  Some Ainu 

accept inherited differences, sometimes biological and sometimes cultural.  Honshu or 

Kantō Ainu also face unique challenges such as non-representation, but like their 

Hokkaido peers, stereotypical markers of indigenous culture are "deliberate [choices] to 

be made from the cultural assemblage at [their] disposal” (Groenfelt 921).  For the United 

Nations, self-definition is the norm for determining indigenous group belonging. 

 In exploring questions of aesthetic cultural patterns, tastes in style of clothing, 

design motifs, song and dance, and food—all can be used to determine markings of 

aesthetic traditions of a group.  Aesthetic features related to artistic creativity are modes 

of ethnic persistence that depend on the group to maintain art forms distinctive to that 

group rather than to an individual.  Ainu are practicing this today.  

 Thus, considering the interpretation of identity and the question of who creates 

Ainu art, our answers might be both predictable and unexpected.  Of course, there are 

Ainu-identified artists who learned their art forms from elders—fuchi (elder women) and 

ekashi (elder men), from the community, from watching and learning from education and 

tourist centers, or even explanatory videos, pictures, and diagrams.  However, it might 

surprise some that in Ainu centers in Hokkaido, not only are Ainu-identified artists 

learning their craft, but so are Wajin and foreign learners.  In Lake Akan for example, 
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there is a street of souvenir and art shops that line what is known today as Akanko Ainu 

Kotan, whose marketing materials use the English term "folk-craft shops" instead of 

souvenir, art, or craft (Akanko).  Some prolific carvers using Ainu motifs are actually 

Wajin.  One such artist is the now deceased Masamitsu Takiguchi, who admired the work 

of Ainu carvers so much during a visit to Akan from Tokyo in the early 1960's, that he 

moved to Akan to join their lifestyle.  In Akan, he married his Ainu wife, and they 

opened a carving shop called "Itchinge."  (See fig. 40)  He is also revered as a deaf artist 

who said "I listen to the voice of the tree."  (Takiguchi interview)  He won many awards, 

and his work can be seen in a permanent exhibit at the Tsuruga Hotel in Lake Akan, 

Hokkaido.  (See fig. 41)  His son Kengo and Kengo's wife now run the shop and create 

new artworks.  Just across the street, another Japanese carver, Sumio Watanabe, who has 

been carving for 35 years, makes Ainu-style carvings for a shop called "Cikapset."  He 

told me he learned carving from trial and error from watching master carvers in the area.  

(Watanabe interview) (See fig. 42)  These non-Ainu artists felt allied enough to the Ainu 

way of life and their aesthetic choices that they became part of the Ainu community in 

Akan. 

 Likewise, in Nibutani, Wajin artist Satsuki Kitaguchi learned attush weaving from 

Ainu expert Yukiko Kaizawa (See fig. 43) who learned the skill from her mother-in-law 

and has been dyeing and weaving attush now for 55 years.  Similarly, Rumiko Fujiya, 

who has a small workshop across the street from Ms. Kaizawa, holds weaving and 

embroidery courses for Wajin and foreign student groups.  (See fig. 44)  Miwako 

Kaizawa, who is not Ainu, but whose husband is, just won the 2018 FRPAC Outstanding 

Distinction 1st Prize award for a saranip bag (Ainu Weaving).  
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Who Defines Ainu Art and Culture?  

 Defining Ainu art is also extremely challenging.  One must review how cultural 

traditions are contributing to what is recognizable as "authentic" and still maintaining the 

interest of its population and youth.  Often classes in Ainu art are focused on how to 

create reproductions from ancestral palettes and pre-made patterns, not on critique 

pushing artistic boundaries of meaning and content.  Access to attush raw materials to use 

in weaving classes is also very difficult to obtain.  One needs special permission from the 

forestry department to gather edible plants and attush.  So instead, many classes focus on 

embroidery and carving.  Koichi Kaizawa, the Secretary General for the Society for 

Preservation of Ainu Culture is quoted as saying "The purpose of our activity is to learn 

about our own ethnic culture, since we could not learn the Ainu language and culture in 

school." and also, "I wish that there is one part of Hokkaido preserved as an autonomous 

region, then we can teach our traditional Ainu culture and language" (Kaizawa 8).  

 Cultural traditions in Ainu society play a deeply ingrained role in contributing to 

what art work is recognized as authentically Ainu and directly contributes to the 

maintenance of indigenous group identity.  The Ainu people, their non-indigenous and 

indigenous allies, and even government organizations such as FRPAC help define what is 

considered Ainu artwork today.  Traditional Ainu art motifs have been given preference 

within a complex history of indigenous movements, political concessions, and 

authoritative art judgements over the last 40 years.  Yet while these works may share 

stylistic similarities with pre-colonial artifacts and Ainu tourist art, they represent a stage 

in Ainu artistic development that serves a cultural and social purpose.  While many 

approach Ainu art as a process of painstakingly relearning the skills and designs of their 
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ancestors, these definitions and norms are fluid and changing, and Ainu youth are already 

experimenting with new ways to incorporate their traditional heritage into hip-hop music, 

jewelry and garment design, and carved sculptures or household goods.  (See fig. 45)  For 

example, Oki Kano, combines traditional tonkori music with dub genres (Kano), and 

Tamami Kaizawa creates runway fashions from Ainu textile traditions (Kaizawa).   

 Definitions of Ainu art invoke new paradigms that one must examine closely.  

Bikky Sunazawa's mother Peramonkoro for example, took Ainu signature designs and 

created artistic wall hangings in a fine art tradition instead of embroidering textiles for 

personal use such as mittens, head scarves, and robes.  Dubreuil, posited that "Culturally 

speaking, art for the sole purpose of artistic expression was non-existent [in Ainu art] and 

after a while, Peramonkoro found traditional Ainu artistic expectations very limiting and 

so began thinking 'out-of-the-box,' eventually challenging the status quo."  (Dubreuil, Her 

43) While this might not seem to constitute a major progression, Dubreuil reminds us that 

"traditional cultural expectation has allowed only very little change in Ainu art over the 

previous 200 years” (43).   

 Another exemplar of new thought is in the field of heritage policies and protocols 

sought by Ainu groups.  Representatives from Intellectual Property Issues in Cultural 

Heritage (hereafter IPinCH), met with members of Ainu communities, artisans, and 

representatives of the Ainu Association of Hokkaido in Nibutani and Akan to discuss 

ideas of how to proceed in creating governance protocols for controlling, accessing, and 

promoting Ainu cultural heritage, and a few AAH members attended a workshop in 

Vancouver in January 2011.  (See fig. 46) 
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Art within the Global Indigenous Movement 

The Ainu art market reflects and responds to influences not only from the 

sensibilities of individual artists or from tourist commodification opportunities, but also 

from the global indigenous populations.  These outside influences have also taught the 

Ainu that it is advantageous to prioritize a historically native style in their artworks, one 

that clearly identifies the work as Ainu with its focus on intricately planned geometrical 

designs.  By learning about, and participating in, a larger community of indigenous 

peoples, the Ainu were able to see the way other native people proudly created, exhibited, 

and marketed their cultural archetypes.  Not only were they able to preserve their design 

criterion and way of life in their local communities, they were also able to participate on 

the national and global stage as equal partners (Tsutsui, Ainu 29).  This brought to Ainu 

artwork new meanings, as then the work became recognized as part of a larger body 

referred to as indigenous arts.  

 Visual expression encompasses far more than aesthetics, as it reflects back 

a group's sense of identity and value.  A culture's visual traditions, for example the use of 

regalia, evokes pride, unity and familial ties, and its relationship to such, is at the 

emotional root of this practice.  The Ainu, by wearing this regalia in official meetings 

with Wajin or the global community, recall lessons learned by Native Americans and 

First Nations in their struggle for self-determination, and mirror their strategy of dress.  

Native Americans, by wearing outfits that revealed tribal affiliation, signaled the 

prioritization of family heritage and ancestry over state nationalism.  The observation of 

authority, legitimacy, and insider status of the person who wears or owns them are 

recognized globally.  Regalia includes traditional and often sacred clothing, accessories 
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and artifacts worn or carried during ceremonies, celebrations, and official meetings.  

They are often imbued with emblems or symbols that are culturally specific, for instance, 

the ekashi headdress symbolizing power and title.  Occidental symbols would include 

crowns, scepters, and coats of arms. 

Traditional clothing of native peoples was forbidden at different times in history.  

For the Ainu, native dress was discouraged during Wajin's attempts to assimilate Ainu, 

and for Native Americans, it was banned in residential schools and events where they 

would be worn, potlatches and Sun Dances, were also proscribed.  The ability to wear 

this regalia today symbolizes new autonomy. 

 

Identity Politics Influence What Is Upheld as Valuable 

 Art reflects society in many ways, and can reveal knowledge about cultural 

biases, and ways in which groups can move beyond them.  An analysis of how art is 

made and what counts as art in a culture permits the decoding of the institutional politics 

of power in legitimizing art and the psychology of visual language.  Art can also help us 

make sense of a culture's complex histories.  In Japan, the Ainu art competes in a world 

where art is part of the Wajin everyday life.  Japan cultivates a rarified citizenship that 

possesses a general artistic awareness, which seems to be at the root of Japan's culture.  

This can present itself in small acts such as food presentation, garden design, the use of 

ceramic or lacquerware, and the attention to small details in regional items and dress. 

 As one reviews Ainu art today, we must remember that the Ainu have moved 

from an art form that was almost exclusively inwardly focused before the Meiji era.  

Most of their artwork at that time was made for their own, or their kin's use or enjoyment, 



 

74 
 

and inherently helped maintain ethnic identity and social structure, especially for 

ceremonial or ritual objects.  Today, the Ainu are not only making art for themselves, but 

they are also pursuing a revitalization of their previous art forms, to reaffirm a special 

native status and connection to these values, morals and religious orientations through 

artistic works.  In this environment, they have also been making art and performing for an 

external and dominant culture.  Today's creative practice is located in the Ainu traditional 

past, but it also straddles the modern present. 

 Ainu art in many ways still retains much of its traditional expression in design 

motif, materials used, mediums, etc.  Change in Ainu art is an additive process, where 

new forms, functions, mediums, and content are experimented with, while still 

maintaining a direct link to their ancestral roots.  We see that most of these changes do 

not seriously transform the symbolic or ethnic identity of the style.  For the Ainu, cultural 

changes and new arts created by the advent of new materials, tastes, and ideas, has not 

eliminated traditional arts, instead we see the continued embrace of these antecedents 

becoming a clear catalyst for a unified artistic vocabulary. 

 We can also see international recognition of these artistic traditions helping to 

maintain their worth and value to the Ainu community but also to a much wider audience.  

For example, traditional Ainu dance was named an Intangible Cultural Heritage of 

Humanity in 2009 by UNESCO (UNESCO Traditional), and Nibutani-ita and Nibutani-

attush weaving were designated as a traditional craft to be preserved in 2013 by the 

Japanese Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry.  These relatively late designations 

show the realized importance of the Ainu art culture as they spread awareness of their 
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people to the more local and national stages, as well as to the international indigenous 

stage.   

 It is clear that a flourishing indigenous art movement around the world is 

growing, with native communities combining political clout to have their art form be 

presented in museums, to start their own museums, to be exhibited, to have articles 

written about their art, and to have it be represented with arts dealers and collected in an 

effort to represent their own culture to the outside world.  In the 20th century, artifacts 

made by native peoples have begun to be recognized as "art" and this appreciation has 

changed its display from ethnographic and historical exhibits, to artistic ones.  There has 

been a seismic shift in especially how the US, Australia, New Zealand, and Canadian 

museums are responding to calls to rectify how native art is considered in museum 

display politics.  The spectrum of commercial fine arts for the Ainu is becoming more 

common, and works are created for lucrative commissions or eventual sale in mind.  The 

works that garner international attention often do not adhere as closely to Ainu historical 

embedded aesthetic and formal properties.  In general, these works encompass larger 

scale sculptures and wall hangings, with more figurative or abstract forms, and most have 

little daily functional value.  This differentiates the content of Ainu art of those who have 

received international recognition as artists, Bikky Sunazawa and Takeki Fujito, from the 

majority of the Ainu artists working to revitalize their traditional heritage traits. 

 Today, one can see previously marginalized artists entering the mainstream, 

which indicates a degree of artistic success—museum and gallery shows as well as 

awards and recognitions.  The self-representation of Ainu artists in this setting, naturally 

being elevated within museum display methodology, plays an important role in garnering 
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respect for indigenous political claims from a completely new audience.  Here, Ainu 

practitioners bring their relationship to Ainu traditions, considered a distinctive and 

precious resource, into present modernity.  Instead of focusing on form, technique or 

content, Ainu art is linked to identity and representation, cultivating activism and 

responsibility in new ways.  

 Responsibility of artists transcending biases in the art world does seem to produce 

hierarchies inadvertently.  The tendency of institutional politics to reduce an artist's 

practice to the lowest common denominator whether it be a show that focuses just on 

medium, or indigeneity, regional, or national biography, has the effect of flattening our 

understanding of the art on exhibit.  This reductive notion must be questioned to ensure 

that the artist is not required to perform within prescribed ideas of who they are.  

Internationalism has brought old patterns of legitimation into question, but exhibits can 

still fall victim to implicit bias that requires an artist to produce the 'right' kind of art to 

represent their culture. 

 The perceived gap between high and low art also effects how art outside of this 

space is received, for example, tourist arts.  There is a widespread perception that the 

Ainu souvenir market is filled with objects made exclusively for profit, and that this 

motive overrides the artists’ and sometimes even the audiences’ aesthetic standards.  To 

some artists, satisfying the customer becomes more important, and what is offered are 

affordable pieces that have the look of cultural nostalgia without the quality.  Many of 

these items bear little resemblance to traditional arts, and respond to economic pressures.  

The production is simplified by easy design patterns, and standardization is employed to 

be able to make them faster.  The symbolic content is so reduced as to be almost absent in 
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some pieces, but it conforms to the tourist's notion of how an object can capture just the 

essence of their Ainu experience, whether visiting a museum, watching a performance, 

eating Ainu food, or participation in a workshop.  However, in Japan, many Ainu tourist 

centers are also responsible for maintaining traditional craft techniques, and preserving 

them for future generations.  In this environment, often traditional and souvenir objects 

are available. 

 

Role of Government: 1997 Cultural Promotion Act and Its Influence 

 Let's examine the ways that Ainu cultural production from the 1980s to the 

present has been reconsidered in light of the Cultural Promotion Act (CPA) also referred 

to as the "New Ainu Law."12  When the Hokkaido Former Aborigines Protection Law of 

1899 was replaced by the CPA in 1997, traditional attitudes towards the Ainu began to 

change.  It became the responsibility of the regional and national government to assist in 

Ainu cultural heritage preservation and promotion, a significant change from the Ainu 

exclusively taking on that role.  This was a watershed moment in Ainu political progress, 

albeit one that garnered activist criticism for the lack of inclusion on challenging topics 

recognizing the Ainu as indigenous and granting self-determination and land rights.  

Some Japanese historians, such as Richard Siddle, have framed critical appraisals of 

government interventions, such as the CPA, as a "strategic but strictly limited initiative 

by the government to maintain control over the [Ainu] agenda of change" (Siddle, Epoch 

407).  This shows the Japanese government’s lack of inclination to follow the draft 

                                                
12 The full name of this law is Ainu bunka no shinkō narabi ni Ainu no dentō nado ni kansuru chishiki no 
fukyū oyobi keihatsu ni kansuru hōritsu. [The Act for the Promotion of Ainu Culture, the Dissemination of 
Knowledge of Ainu Traditions, and an Education Campaign.] 
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version provided to them from the HAA that included Ainu seats in national and local 

politics, access to higher education and business opportunities, and anti-discrimination 

laws.  The version approved by the Ainu Association of Hokkaido, provided a self-

reliance fund, envisioned to be controlled by Ainu associations for the betterment of the 

people.  The approved CPA came to be viewed as a diminished version of the Ainu New 

Law draft submitted by the Hokkaido Ainu Association in 1984.  The act instead 

narrowly defines Ainu culture as that encompassing language, dance, music and artworks 

and makes the state the key facilitator in preserving, promoting, researching, and 

educating the nation about Ainu culture through managing a federal and regional fund to 

perform these duties.  Shigeru Kayano, recognizing that the change in political parties 

while the law was being considered made it very unlikely they would be able to 

accomplish the desired full draft, convinced the HAA to concede that the CPA was going 

to have to serve as a first step towards political achievements (408).   

This law serves as an important lens to evaluate the strategy adopted by the Ainu 

to preserve and advance their culture.  Critical to any study of the ways in which the 

global indigenous movement has influenced the style, promotion, and meaning of Ainu 

art is an understanding of the historical antecedents behind the passage of the CPA.  This 

new law was an indirect consequence of Ainu involvement in the United Nations backed 

indigenous movement.  The law did bring with it significant government financial 

support for cultural activities through the formation of the FRPAC.  This support also 

brought complexity, as many Ainu did not inherit cultural practice directly from their 

families, who were instead focused on avoiding discrimination by assimilating into the 

majority Japanese culture.  To be able to participate in this new patronage, many Ainu 
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had to learn their heritage from tourist centers or elders (Hokkaido).  The passage of the 

CPA has influenced and brought new meaning to Ainu art in the last 20 years. 

 

Significance of CPA 

 The significance of the CPA is twofold.  On one hand, it does not contain the 

concrete rights to government representation, self-determination, economic autonomy or 

anti-discrimination guarantees that Ainu political groups had been fighting for, and 

instead "merely enshrined a government-sanctioned, 'traditional culture' which does 

nothing for the large number of Ainu people" (McGrogan 358) and that some might 

perceive as outmoded.  On the other hand, the state introduced much needed financing for 

cultural heritage preservation and research, notwithstanding the narrow definition and 

metrics applied for affirming only traditional culture deemed appropriate by the state.  

This shows that the Japanese government embraced a multiculturalist agenda indicating a 

sharp shift in conventional attitudes that previously denigrated Ainu ethnicity.  These 

positive measures may have been created to counteract previous criticisms of Japan from 

international bodies such as the United Nations. 

 

Financial Incentives of CPA 

 After the act was passed, the establishment of the Foundation for Research and 

Promotion of Ainu Culture (FRPAC) was designated as the authority to carry out the 

fulfillment of the acts.  The endowment for FRPAC is 100 million yen, mostly coming 

from the national and Hokkaido governments (FRPAC Summary 6).  Initially, FRPAC 

was organized without a single Ainu representative, resulting in significant criticism 
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(Morris-Suzuki, Beyond 4).  Today, trustees and officials are made up of Wajin and Ainu 

representatives, and activities of FRPAC are available to all citizens regardless of ethnic 

identity.  Funding is available for Ainu research including publications, dissemination for 

the Ainu language through radio courses and speech contests, promotion of Ainu culture 

and cultural exchanges, dissemination of knowledge about Ainu traditions, revival of 

Ainu traditional life style, and preparations for a symbolic space for ethnic harmony 

(FRPAC, Summary 9-17).  Many of these activities focus on the traditional and historic 

activities of the Ainu that were at direct risk to disappear due to advanced acculturation.   

 The focus of FRPAC, and its yearly stipend and endowment, gives financial 

incentive for Ainu and Wajin citizens to apply for economic support for training 

programs, subsidies, grants, and awards.  While there have been issues throughout the 

program with its funding, those already interested in Ainu culture and art are benefiting 

nominally.  

 

CPA Definition of Ainu Culture: Narrowly Focused 

 The law's recognition of Ainu heritage as a valuable contributor to the nation's 

multiculturalism is profound, but Morris-Suzuki points out that the parameters for 

defining Ainu culture prioritizes "continuity rather than change, stability and order rather 

than conflict" (Morris Suzuki, Beyond, 4) and goes on to point out that Ainu struggles are 

"rendered apolitical and unthreatening by being removed from the realms of everyday 

life, and confined to a supposedly "timeless" realm of ritual, myth, and artistic 

production” (5).    She then goes on to quote Ainu commentator Ryoko Tahara who 

points to a popular view among Ainu, "Ainu culture is not limited to language or 
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ceremonies or dance.  It is Ainu life itself.  Whatever happens every day within the 

household is Ainu culture."  (5)  The law itself defines Ainu culture as "The Ainu culture 

means the Ainu language, cultural assets such as music, dance, handicraft or others that 

have been succeeded by the Ainu and cultural assets that have derived from the above."  

(FRPAC, Summary 18)  This definition helps to reinforce trends already under way to 

revitalize Ainu traditional arts, but the use of the words "or others" should be explored in 

future project creation and analyzed in acceptance statistics.  Today, because FRPAC is a 

corporation with Ainu representatives serving as trustees and officials, a greater degree of 

autonomy can be established in exercising oversight of the flow of resources and policy. 

 

Under the CPA: What Is Worthy to Support and Why 

 Though the FRPAC is one of the largest of the funding agencies for Ainu 

projects, it not the only avenue for support of Ainu art and culture.  There are local 

associations such as the Akan Ainu Industrial Arts Association, national agencies such as 

the Agency for Cultural Affairs, museum organizations such as the Nibutani Ainu 

Culture Museum, educational institutions like the Center for Ainu and Indigenous Studies 

and tourist associations.  At FRPAC, committees review applications and decide which 

projects to fund based on the size of the project, the purpose, and the intended 

dissemination of information, all with respect to their mandate.  Unfortunately, at this 

time, FRPAC does not tabulate any statistics on the types of requests, how many are 

funded, the age of the requestor or the region the request represents.  FRPAC maintains 

that the ratios for funding does not change much from year to year with culture projects 
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taking the bulk of funds, followed by revival and dissemination projects, and then 

language projects.  The smallest amount goes to research.  (Yamane interview) 

 The promotion and dissemination of culture, now the responsibility of FRPAC via 

the CPA legislation, can encompass many projects.  Two recent additions to this section 

is the Irankarapte (Ainu greeting) campaign, that focuses on increasing awareness and 

empathy for the Ainu throughout Hokkaido.  The target audience is (1) locals, as a daily 

reminder that they live among the indigenous Ainu, and also (2) tourists, who are sold 

images of Ainu alongside all you can eat crab, hot springs, and skiing.  You may see the 

symbol on the wall of a shop that supports the Ainu, on a bag that packages your goods, 

or on your receipt.  (See fig. 47)  The financial goals of this campaign are to increase 

tourism throughout Hokkaido, using the allure of the Ainu.  Today, indigenous cultures 

form an integral part of the nation's identity and are internationally recognized as a major 

contributor to the richness and diversity of the country (Irankarapte). 

 Another project is the Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony, that will replace and 

add to the already established Shiraoi Poroto Kotan, an Ainu open air museum in Shiraoi.  

The opening of this museum will be April, 2020, before the Tokyo Olympic games open.  

Again, it seems that the main motivations are to offer sightseeing opportunities to 

capitalize on new trends centered on indigenous culture ethnic tourism and world music 

(Overview).  

 

Government Sponsored Contests and Their Impact 

 The Ainu indigenous traditional style is favored by FRPAC.  As a governmental-

appointed organization that administers monies for cultural projects, exchanges, and 



 

83 
 

exhibits, their influence is extensive.  FRPAC sponsors numerous awards and contests 

(speech and craft) every year.  The Ainu Culture Award goes to those who play an active 

role in the transmission of Ainu culture.  A few examples include the award given to 

Ainu language expert Matsuko Nakamoto, or to Yosaburo Nemoto, who is considered an 

expert in Ainu hunting and fishing.  In the craft contest, two or three categories focus on 

traditional handicraft with an intention of restoring and reviving traditional techniques 

and skills.  The divisions are listed as traditional weaving and embroidery, traditional 

woodcraft, and general Ainu works.  Under general Ainu works, many saranip bags and 

mats are submitted, still retaining the traditional elements, but more contemporary works 

are submitted under this category as well.  The judges today now make up Ainu visiting 

researchers, Ainu artists, directors of museums that hold Ainu collections, and 

representatives from industrial and craft organizations (Our).  

 One example of a first-place winner in the 'traditional woodcraft ' category is Koji 

Kaizawa from Biratori who created a tanpaku op (tobacco box and pipe) (See fig. 48) 

reminiscent of examples collected a whole century earlier in the same area by 

anthropologist Frederic Starr (See fig. 49) for the 1904 St. Louis Fair, which is now in the 

collection of the Brooklyn Museum.  Kaizawa descends from a line of Ainu carvers—his 

grandfather and father were both master carvers—and he has chosen in his own work not 

to modify the well-established forms for the pipe and tobacco box, which are detailed 

with carved curvilinear designs on the external surface.  Thus, not only are government 

agencies fostering their specific definition of Ainu culture, emphasizing the 'traditional,' 

but even artists themselves choose to follow historical examples when creating artworks.  

The Biratori or Saru River area is unique in that more Ainu in this region have learned 



 

84 
 

traditional skills from family members and village elders than in other areas.  Harvard 

historian David L. Howell provides an explanation, pointing to the fact that the Nibutani 

and the Saru River area is one of the original kotan settlements of the Ainu that still exists 

today after colonization, whereas other Ainu locations "were artificial creations of 

Japanese economic expansion and state policy" (Howell, Useful 9). 

 The impact of recognizing mostly traditional styles that strive to recreate those of 

the past, stifles innovation and discourages younger generations who might want to 

integrate new mediums, modify Ainu designs, or combine their multicultural heritages.  

Those who participate are often older Ainu citizens.  By considering broadening the 

categories and focus to include innovation, FRPAC might attract new audiences and 

artists engaged in the cause.  (See fig. 50) 

 

Impact of Government Sponsored Grants and Promotions  

 Grants and subsidies are given to promote initiatives and opportunities to assist 

Ainu communities.  In reviewing the 2017 general business report of grants and subsidies 

for projects from FRPAC, it becomes clear that the strategy of this government arm is to 

focus almost exclusively on cultural transmission of historical and traditional modes.  

There seems to be little recognition or encouragement for both contemporary and 

traditional artistic expression, although the Summary of the Foundation pamphlet refers 

to supporting "modern and creative works" (FRPAC, Summary 13).  Examples of 

research subsidies were to translate yukar (verbal storytelling) into English, to create an 

Ainu language picture book, and fund a group interested in learning about Ainu spiritual 

culture (FRPAC, Business 1).  In keeping with the theme of FRPAC’s focus on heritable 
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culture, individual Ainu and Japanese artists were given small grants to make copies of 

historical antecedents of attush cloth, Chikarkape robes with embroidery, carved bow and 

arrows, and a traditional dugout Ainu boat.  The Tomakomai Ainu Association was 

granted an award to hold junior weaving classes for younger members (2).  

 In regards to gallery exhibits, all used the terminology "Ainu craft shows."  None 

were held in traditional galleries.  Hakodate requested to hold an exhibit at the four-star 

Hakodate Ohnuma Prince Hotel, there was a small craft exhibit at Takeshiro Matsuura 

Memorial Hall (Matsuura was an explorer and cartographer who named Hokkaido), and 

another was held in Osaka (9). 

 Museums were also able to request funding to hold Ainu exhibits.  Many projects 

were culture exhibits in regional and history museums such as the Eniwa City Regional 

Archive Museum.  Other museums, such as the Shibetsu City Museum, held embroidery 

workshops.  One of the largest grants was given to the Kaneto Kawamura Ainu Museum 

in Asahikawa.  Kenichi Kaneto wanted to revitalize the museum for its 100th anniversary, 

and was awarded 2,840,000 yen, or approximately 25,000 American dollars to do so (10).   

 While last year there were no exhibition catalogs or monographs of Ainu culture 

made, that is a common use of funding, and how many books are published in English 

and other languages about the Ainu.  Sidney Cheung lists three important exhibits that the 

FRPAC helped sponsor including an exhibition of the German Ainu collections from 

Berlin, Cologne, and Leipzip held in Shiraoi in 1999, the showing of the Baba and 

Kodama collection in Hiroshima and Nagoya in 2000, and the Gordon Neil Munro 

collection held in Sapporo in 2002 (Cheung, Ainu 956).  There was a cross-cultural 



 

86 
 

exchange funded in Florida with the Seminol Tribe and an invitation from Australian 

experts who study indigenous health problems (FRPAC, Business 8). 

 

How Does 2008 Indigenous Recognition Impact the CPA? 

 After the Diet recognized the Ainu as an indigenous people with a unique 

religion, language and heritage in 2008, the Council for Ainu Policy Promotion was 

founded to further support the government's policy making in regard to the Ainu.  One of 

their recommendations was to make June 6th "Ainu Day."  (McGrogan 360)  This is the 

same day the Ainu were recognized as an indigenous people in Japan.  The Council 

recommended in 2009 that more education in schools was necessary to disseminate 

accurate history of the Ainu people and a permanent body was essential to make policy 

recommendations for new legislation.  However, in as recent as 2016, the IWGIA 

reported in their Annual Report that the Japanese Ministry of Education has revised a 

passage about the 1899 Protection Act in textbooks from “the government...confiscated 

land from the Ainu” to “the government...gave land to the Ainu.”  (IWGIA, 2016 234)  

This revision is considered blatant suppression of history by scholars. 

 The Council for Ainu Policy Promotion is working on different issues than 

FRPAC, such as repatriation of remains and research on the living conditions of the Ainu, 

but they also are working together with FRPAC on the realization of the Irankarapte 

Campaign and the Symbolic Space for Ethnic Harmony.  To advertise their events and 

policies, they started a Facebook page called Pirka Kanpi (Beautiful Letter), and started a 

YouTube channel to begin disseminating information about the new Ainu Museum and 

park at the Space for Ethnic Harmony.  The assistance of the Council for Ainu Policy 
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Promotion, seems to be bringing positive changes to the climate in Japan, especially for 

the art that will be shown at the new Ainu Museum at the Symbolic Space for Ethnic 

Harmony.  The decision to have this space at Shiraoi was not without controversy.  The 

choice of Shiraoi angered many Ainu communities who thought the location would be 

better served in more 'authentic' Nibutani or 'touristic' Akan for example, but Shiraoi was 

chosen for a number of reasons.  Shiraoi Poroto Kotan already had a multi-layered 

exhibit scheme including the Ainu museum, chise buildings, dance and music 

performances, food stalls, the beautiful lake, and they also effectively had the room to 

build.  Their facility already offered ample parking for bus tours, and were only 1 and 1/2 

hours from Sapporo and 45 minutes from Chitose airport.  The site seemed best suited for 

such development.  (Yamane interview) 

 According to the 2017 Annual Report from IWGIA, a new law for the Ainu is 

planned to be ready by 2020, the same year the Tokyo Olympics will be held, and will 

"probably stipulate the Ainu as an indigenous people for the first time in history."  

(IWGIA, 2017 307)  The work necessary for this new law is being done by the Council 

for Ainu Policy. 

 

Importance of Museums and Galleries in the Promotion and Presentation of Ainu Art 

 In studying the promotion strategies of the Ainu, the venues in which Ainu art is 

shown is one of the most important links between the Ainu and the general public.  An 

understanding of where, by whom, and to which audiences the works are shown is 

necessary to contextualize Ainu art.  An approach of this nature has been referred to in 

museum anthropology as the "exhibit triad" framework, a mode of analysis championed 
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by Michael Braxandall.  This analytic structure recognizes three fundamental elements 

"independently in play—makers of objects, exhibitors of made objects, and viewers of 

exhibited made objects" (36) that are to be studied and understood in relation to one 

another.  

 

                              History of Ainu Involvement in the Museum World 

 Just as government bodies like FRPAC play a role in prioritizing Ainu historical 

styles in art creation, museums play a role as well.  Theoretically, as the museum teaches 

the Japanese public to see the Ainu in new ways, the Ainu also learn to see themselves in 

new ways, and thus the museum becomes a vehicle of reciprocal acculturative change.  

The art historian Svetlana Alpers has coined the term "museum effect" in this regard.  

She notes, "It is only recently that peoples or groups, nations, and even cities have felt 

that to be represented in a museum was to be given recognition as a culture" (Alpers 30).  

The impact of such recognition cannot be denied.  The anthropologist Michael Ames has 

referred to a similar process as "museumification," where artefacts in museum contexts 

are seen as collectible investments (Ames 23 and 69).  More recently, the cultural 

geographer Naohiro Nakamura has looked closely at issues dealing with why Ainu 

contemporary artworks have not gone through a "museum effect" or "museumification" 

process yet.  He broaches the simple possibility of regional and national discrimination in 

museum representation surrounding Ainu art and material culture.  To learn more, he 

created a catalog of all Ainu exhibitions by years and regions in Japan—an invaluable 

dataset for researchers.  Upon reviewing this, it becomes very obvious to one from 

Nakamura’s data that increased interaction with indigenous communities had an 
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immediate impact on cultural promotion, with greater than 150 exhibitions being held in 

the period between 1990 to 2005 compared to only 22 in the period from 1940 to 1980 

(Nakamura, Representation 335).  In fact, more than five exhibits were created 

specifically to celebrate The International Year of the World's Indigenous People in 1993 

(352).  These exhibits have reshaped the way Ainu see their art and now they request 

increased participation in the realization of exhibits of their work.  Some Ainu have also 

petitioned for future exhibits to include more contemporary art and information, and 

increased curatorship opportunities. 

 The relationship between Ainu and museums today can be one of ambivalence 

(lewallen 180). An Ainu artist might view a historical exhibit of Ainu artifacts with pride, 

or to study techniques and patterns used by their ancestors, and many create 

reproductions of what they see.  On the other hand, the museum exhibit can isolate 

artifacts in such a way that the presentation is one in which the audience assumes the 

culture is no longer in existence, and not living.  These objects also represent "captured 

heritage," which is a term coined by the Haida lawyer and artist, Terry-Lynn Williams-

Davidson, to describe the theft of objects from their rightful place of origin to museums, 

private collections or institutions (Williams-Davidson 115).  The museum as an 

institution brings with it a history of authority spreading an air of influence to what is 

shown, and Ainu are re-educating themselves about their cultural heritage through this 

museum lens.  In this environment, few personal stories are recorded, artists from the past 

are not venerated because their names are not known, and the spiritual and daily use of 

objects and how they interacted with their owner's lives is lost.  Sometimes, talented 

artists will be paid to make commissions for museums, as Shigeru Kayano was for the 



 

90 
 

Osaka Ethnology Museum (Niessen, Ainu 21), and even then, the object is honored over 

the artist.  Because things in museums are not for sale, the objects displayed and 

organized seem rare and important.  This impacts the Wajin and foreign audiences 

especially, who can find a new respect for the history of the Ainu.  While these exhibits 

of Ainu artifacts garner respect, the exhibit very rarely ties this past to the future for 

visitors, creating misunderstanding that the Ainu do not exist in contemporary society.  

New efforts to rectify this type of presentation are underway, and small changes can have 

large impacts.  Ainu curators and thought leaders have encouraged museums in Japan to 

include exhibits that highlight the living culture of the Ainu.  One of the most successful 

in doing this is the Nibutani Ainu Museum, including contemporary art in their exhibits 

and for sale in their extensive gift shop. 

 Presently, there seems to be an overall increased interest in new exhibits of Ainu 

culture, history, and artists in Japan.  This may be due in part to new maps in multiple 

languages that highlight Ainu collections in Hokkaido called "Experience Ainu Culture."  

(See fig. 51)  This map is put out by FRPAC, and available in most tourist locations, and 

encourages visitors to Hokkaido to see Ainu exhibits.  Increased visitor interest in Ainu 

exhibits has created more visitor traffic to small, regional, and specialty museums.  In 

turn, more visitor traffic has generated museum staff interest in reviving older permanent 

exhibits, and creating new special exhibits.  During any renewal projects, curators of 

Ainu collections, try to consult with Ainu over the display of their cultural heritage.  This 

is a direct result of a changing museum landscape, that has carefully rethought the 

handling of indigenous exhibits.  The Government of Canada, for example, has prepared 

a museology and conservation entry on their website that deals exclusively with caring 
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for and presenting indigenous materials.  Rina Shiroishi, a guest researcher from the 

Kushiro City Museum, reflects this new development, "I would like to converse with 

Ainu cultural leaders about the Kushiro City Museum's Ainu collection to obtain their 

thoughts and opinions about what could change or how the exhibit can be improved 

upon."  (Shiroishi interview)  The curator of the exhibit did add a modern element 

recently showcasing the manga Golden Kamuy in a glass display case.  This was meant 

to entice younger visitors or those who enjoy manga to learn about the Ainu in a 

multivalent way.  Golden Kamuy is set during the Meiji era, and includes Ainu characters 

and a plot line that revolves around the Ainu communities from that era.  It is now an 

anime TV series.  The artist, Satoru Noda, who is a Wajin from Hokkaido, recently won 

the Manga Grand Prix at the 22nd Tezuka Osamu Cultural Prize, which was sponsored 

by The Asahi Shimbun (Asahi Shimbun n. pag.).  There are now books that use Noda's 

manga drawing to teach the general public about Ainu.  (See fig. 52)  This has proved to 

be a popular construct to link the Ainu historical artifacts on display to modernity, as the 

Asahikawa City Museum has also included Golden Kamuy in their exhibit space. 

 The Kushiro City Museum also hosted a small exhibit on the artist Toshitaka 

Sekiya, whose original drawing for the illustrated book Hokkaidō: Matsuura Takeshirō 

no Ezo-chi tanken (Hokkaidō: Takeshirō Matsuura’s Travels in the Land of Ezo) was on 

display.  This book includes many images of the Ainu in a relatable format, a children's 

picture book, and was a great edition for tying the artifacts from the 4th floor to their use 

in drawings.  (See fig. 53) 
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Ainu Founded Museums 

 Some museums in Hokkaido were founded by Ainu activists who were afraid that 

assimilation would make their aesthetic culture disappear forever.  The first museum of 

this kind to be created was in 1916, the Kaneto Kawamura Ainu Museum, in Asahikawa.  

Kawamura was an Ainu chief who had worked on the railroad in Hokkaido, and started 

the museum after an eye injury (Kaneto).  Kawamura helped foreigners understand the 

Ainu, such as Sister Inez Hilger during her visit in the 1960's, as well as educated 

busloads of Japanese tourists (Hilger 100).  Kawamura was on the board of the Ainu 

Association of Hokkaido after WWII (Miyajima 116).  The objects collected here were 

either items owned by the Kawamura family, or objects donated from Ainu they knew.  

The majority of the items are from the Chikabumi and Asahikawa area.  Kawamura 

added a traditional chise and storeroom to the property, and a small shop selling Ainu 

arts.  There is also a stage for Ainu performances.  The expected audience for this 

museum would be Ainu, Wajin, and foreigners.  As stated, the museum has just received 

a grant from FRPAC to revitalize its display cases and rooms, and Kaneto's son Kenichi 

hopes this will attract and appeal to new visitors, and remains devoted to the preservation 

of Ainu culture.  His sister is Noriko Kawamura, a famous Ainu textile artist who pushes 

the boundaries of Ainu contemporary art, so Kenichi is also interested in displaying more 

experimental works.  The totem outside the museum was carved by Bikky Sunazawa, and 

his artwork is also on display in the museum.  (Kawamura interview)  The museum's 

connections to artists who push the boundaries beyond time-honored practices of copying 

ancestral techniques and motifs, puts it in a unique position as an advocate for artists who 

might be interested in investigating new ways to advance Ainu art.  
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 In Makubetsu, the Makubetsu Ezo Culture and Archaeology Museum, is another 

example of a museum started by an Ainu advocate interested in Ainu preservation.  The 

museum was founded by Kikutaro Yoshida, an Ainu leader of Cirotto Kotan, (Ezo) and 

according to the curator, was started in 1959.  Morris-Suzuki tells us of the difficulties 

experienced in early museology of the Ainu, where sometimes the same proponents of 

assimilation felt obligated to preserve and protect Ainu cultural heritage for the next 

generation.  

 The profound dilemmas this created are vividly illustrated by the 
career of Yoshida Kikutarō.  Yoshida, as we have seen, spent most of the 
1930s and 1940s campaigning for Ainu assimilation, which he advocated 
in terms that often seem to echo those of Japanese officialdom.  Yet 
remarkably, by the late 1950s he was devoting most of his time and energy 
to efforts to preserve and pass on Ainu traditional culture, and in 1959 he 
established the Ainu Cultural Archaeology Hall in Makubetsu, the first 
museum of Ainu heritage established and run by Ainu themselves. 
 The paradox, however, is not quite as great as it may seem.  Even 
before the war, Yoshida’s advocacy of Ainu assimilation had been based 
on an underlying worldview that was in fact subtly different from that of 
government assimilation policies.  Yoshida, it was true, believed that Ainu 
culture had “fallen behind” in the march toward civilization, and that their 
“backwardness” had allowed Ainu to become powerless in the face of 
exploitation and discrimination by majority society.  It was this 
powerlessness that he sought to reverse by urging his fellow Ainu to 
modernize their lifestyles.  But at the same time Yoshida insisted 
passionately that there was nothing inherently inferior about Ainu people 
or culture.  He saw the Ainu as having had a glorious early history, and 
interpreted their more recent backwardness as a result both of 
geographical isolation from the centers of civilization and of exploitation 
by unscrupulous agents of the Japanese state (e.g., Yoshida 1994). 
(Morris-Suzuki, Tourists 58) 

 
The uniqueness of this museum is that all of the Ainu robes are available for museum 

goers to touch and trace the embroidery with their fingers.  This is an important change to 

most museum displays, as an Ainu artist can feel the stitches of their ancestors, gaining 

knowledge through feel.  The museum is run by the Makubetsu government, and the 
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curator, who rotates through the museum with other government positions and duties, 

was a non-expert in the Ainu and the collection.  (See fig. 54) 

 One of the most influential Ainu founded museums is the Kayano Shigeru 

Nibutani Ainu Museum, opened in 1971.  Shigeru began collecting artifacts and 

purchasing superior quality items from fellow Ainu in the 1950's when he observed 

researchers taking Ainu art from kotans (Kayano, Our 98).  He assisted Wajin and foreign 

scholars in learning about the Ainu for he felt this information needed to be shared with 

outside cultures.  The list includes Kyōsuke Kindaichi, Mashiho Chiri, Neil Gordan 

Munro, Sister Inez Hilger, Katarina Sjöberg, and William W. Fitzhugh, among others.  

Kayano was extremely influential in multiple ways, including being the only Ainu to 

serve in the Diet as an elected official, creating a dictionary for the Ainu language, 

learning to carve and weave to be able to teach others, creating replicas for museums 

including the cable car display room in Noboribetsu, Hokkaido University, The Nibutani 

Ainu Museum, and Minpaku in Osaka (148), recording sound (language, folk tales called 

yukar, and songs), writing a book for children, and filming the creation of objects, 

ceremonies, etc.  Kayano believed that museums would not only preserve heritage, but 

could also propagate and revive forgotten crafts (149).  Kayano was not without criticism 

however, and he was accused of commercializing Ainu culture, and presenting the Ainu 

as one large ethnic group, instead of the more accurate picture of Ainu with regional 

differences in food, clothing, art, ceremonial life, and language (Carson 447).  Sjöberg 

also point out that the criticism from Ainu in other areas is that Shigeru's view is too 

narrow, studying only the Ainu from his own region in Hidaka, and more acerbic 
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criticism is that he actually promotes "his own culture (Kayano culture) and not the Ainu 

culture, his own history and not the history of the Ainu” (Return 4).  (See fig. 55) 

 One note of interest in tying Ainu pride and revivalism back to their direct link to 

the world indigenous movement is that on the second floor of the museum, Kayano has 

included over 600 items collected from indigenous tribes all around the world, some 

presented as gifts to him personally.  These items span all countries, from North America, 

to China.  (See fig. 56)  This exhibit, by sharing the same space as the Ainu exhibits, 

creates a physical connection to indigenous arts around the world, formalizing the 

message that the Ainu are part of the world's indigenous people.  This global message is 

not lost on the public. 

 The Ainu Seikatsu Kinenkan (Ainu Folklore Museum) and the adjoining Lake 

Akan Ainu Theatre Ikor were created by the Ainu community.  The museum was 

renovated in 2015, and the exhibits are housed within a traditional chise.  Audiences can 

watch a 20-minute video on the Ainu, that touches on their life in contemporary times.  

One can also walk to the Ainu stores and restaurants to meet and purchase art from Ainu 

families.  The Ikor theatre offers performances of songs and dance.  The Ainu helped 

create a new ceremony in Akan to help the endangered marimo, a type of algae necessary 

for the health of Lake Akan.  (See fig. 57) 

 Lastly, while the open-air museum was not founded by an Ainu, the Shiraoi 

Poroto Kotan's Ainu Museum was by Masahiro Nomoto in 1984.  70 percent of the staff 

there are Ainu.  (Higashi 254) 
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                      History of International Museum Landscape for Ainu Art 

 Ainu: Spirit of a Northern People, a pivotal exhibit on Ainu culture past and 

present in 1999, at the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History took full 

advantage of the United States' vast Ainu collections, usually older and better 

documented than their Japanese counterparts.  Almost a quarter of the exhibit came from 

the Smithsonian archive alone, and the majority from other American institutions.  Some 

objects were on loan from Japan, comprising mostly of modern and archaeological 

pieces.  William W. Fitzhugh, the curator of the show, asked Chisato O. Dubreuil, an 

Ainu curator, to collaborate with him on this large exhibit, after being convinced by a 

Native American friend that an Ainu representative was critical and necessary to the 

success of the exhibit.  (Sayers 878)  Now, Ainu consultants and curators are more 

frequently being asked to participate in exhibits and large scale specialized shows, and 

contemporary pieces are shown next to artifacts, due in some part to the precedents set by 

the Smithsonian.  Ainu leaders and artists were invited to the Smithsonian opening 

ceremonies.  In addition to coordinating with Ainu leaders and artists, the Smithsonian 

also worked with the Freer/Sackler Gallery across the mall, which focuses on Japanese 

art.  They held an Ainu-e (historical paintings of the Ainu done by Wajin artists) exhibit 

simultaneously. 

 Museums outside of Japan (hereafter “foreign” museums) hold some of the most 

influential Ainu collections due to early collection strategies of anthropologists, 

orientalists, and travelers.  However, many of these museums have held very few Ainu 

special exhibits.   In the US since the critical Ainu: Spirit of a Northern People exhibit, 

there has been little interest in continuing showing US collections.  In response to this 
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situation, Hidehiko Kimura asked if IPinCH "could help the Ainu Association gain access 

to the major collections of Ainu materials in North American museums."  (Nichols n. 

pag.)  However, if anything, the situation has indeed gotten worse.  In fact, the National 

Museum of Natural History that held Ainu: Spirit of a Northern People, has today only 

one Ainu piece on exhibit from its vast holdings: a sing model Itaomachip boat made by 

Masahiro Nomoto in 1999 at 1:6 scale replica.  

 Many US museums have not updated their displays of Ainu artifacts in their 

permanent collections for some time, one example being the American Museum of 

Natural History in New York.  Their exhibit is entitled "The Ainu of Japan: Daily Life," 

and it displays Ainu mannequins in a human-sized diorama that dates the Ainu to the 

early 1900's, the same time most of their objects on display were collected.  (See fig. 58)  

The signage in this exhibit might seem problematic to some, as the text makes it seem as 

if Ainu still live this way today with captions like, "Ainu women have their lips tattooed 

blue at age 17 to show their eligibility for marriage and to protect the mouth from being 

entered by evil spirits," and "The Ainu organize their society around elected chiefs, who 

keep their posts until old age."  (American)  Similarly, in 2018, the Field Museum in 

Chicago did include photographs of Ainu women in their Tattoo: An Exhibition.  While 

this was a popular exhibit, especially with younger audiences, they failed to explain that 

Ainu woman rarely get tattooed in the same way today.  Even the Brooklyn Museum, 

which has one of the largest collections of Ainu artifacts, has not had a special exhibit 

specifically on the Ainu.  Interestingly however, this museum did put together a show, 

Points of Departure: Treasures of Japan from the Brooklyn Museum, with the help of the 

Japan Society in 2014.  This showed Japanese objects from the collection, including Ainu 
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artifacts.  The Brooklyn Museum also included Ainu artifacts in their Mingei: Japanese 

Folk Art exhibit in 1985.   

 The Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture in Seattle is an outlier in 

showcasing Ainu art.  The Burke Museum held two shows encompassing Ainu 

contemporary and historical art in 2011, Weaving Heritage and Pacific Voices.  Like the 

Brooklyn Museum, they showed an Ainu robe from 1951 alongside Japanese kimonos in 

their Weaving Heritage exhibit.  Including Ainu art in museum displays focusing on 

Japan indicates acknowledgment that the Ainu share a national identity with their Wajin 

peers.  The Burke Museum purchased the robe on display at Tsutomu Mingei in Nibutani, 

and the store provided the artist's name, Hagi Kaizawa.  However, even though the Burke 

Museum had authorship records, they did not include the artist's name on the label 

(Burke, accession).  This same robe was shown again in the Pacific Voices exhibit along 

with other artifacts, where it was compared to Northwest Coast Indian and Mexican 

aboriginal art.  Instead of leading audiences to believe that Ainu are a people stuck in the 

past, or not living in contemporary society, they easily added explanation in the banner 

for the show, "Ainu, the indigenous people of Hokkaido, have a distinctive and ancient 

culture, including an embroidered robe woven from elm bark and still worn on special 

occasions.  Most Ainu today wear Western-style clothing, but a resurgence in traditional 

weaving continues to gain strength."  The Burke Museum wall text notes that weaving is 

greatly impacted by globalization and the availability of ready-made cloth fashions.  

While they concede this trend has discouraged younger people from learning to weave, 

weaving is still closely associated with ethnic pride and cultural identity.  (Burke, wall) 
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 It is interesting to note that the Burke Museum recently purchased additions to 

their Ainu collection from the Nibutani store in 2010, to complement their objects 

acquired in the 1930s and 1950s.  Two Ainu interns worked at the museum in 2010, 

helping to record usage and creation notes to the accession records.  However, no other 

artist's name is recorded in the accession records of their Ainu collection, even though 

pieces were purchased in 2010.  

 The Burke Museum believes in updating indigenous exhibits to "modernize 

indigenous stories and try to reflect them more truthfully."  They do this by including 

tribal liaisons.  Citing similar concerns, museum executive Astrid Heyerdahl from the 

Touchstone Nelson Museum of Art and History believes, "People really want to see 

themselves represented, and represented properly with honesty” (Schwing n. pag.).  

Changes in Ainu representations are happening slowly in the museum network as Ainu 

curators and community leaders learn more about appropriate forms of representation 

from indigenous groups that have already made some progress.  Indigenous people have 

realized how important it is that their stories are told truthfully and accurately, and have 

started to work closely with museum professionals to realize these goals. 

 This does not mean that all issues are resolved even with native liaisons, 

especially when aboriginal contemporaries create artworks that resemble the historical 

antecedents the museum might have in their collections.  The question becomes, how 

does one differentiate the two works for audiences? This also effects other facets of a 

robust art institution—the art markets, artists, art critics and historians, art dealers, and 

wholesalers.  There is evidence of subtle but intense pressure for Ainu artworks to remain 

traditional in Ainu communities, as they help to articulate and validate their ethnic 
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identity.  Recent museum anthropology scholarship has also recognized that the use of 

heritable motifs and techniques by aboriginals can become an avenue for integrating 

ancestral modes of life into contemporary culture.  lewallen has identified an 

"authenticity anxiety" from some Ainu artists that incorporates this idea of the 

historically valid art mode with that of the authoritative voice of museum collections.  

(lewallen 94)  Here, some small changes are tolerated, for example the use of more colors 

in Ainu textiles, or the use of Ainu motifs on non-traditional mediums such as jewelry. 

 I will review two permanent exhibits that have attempted to bring antique 

collections into the 21st century by incorporating more contemporary associations.  One is 

the Asahikawa City Museum in Hokkaido.  This collection is vast, and there is a very 

modern exhibit with a well-done diorama, a kotan set up in the museum that plays 

recorded voices and songs when the viewer enters the chise, a display of the Ainu manga 

Golden Kamuy, and a foreboding statue of the Ainu hero Shakushain.  There is a video 

viewing area so that one can learn about the Ainu today, including interviews with 

subjects who wears contemporary fashions and are obviously living in the modern world.  

They interview a carver, an embroidery class, and show modern ceremonial life.  The 

museum has two exhibit display cases that showcase living contemporary artists.  This 

display supports my thesis that traditional motifs and techniques are still prioritized 

today, but unique embellishments are made as small steps towards individualized 

products while still maintaining the "Ainu feel."  Noriko Kawamura, for example, has an 

embroidered piece that exhibits a unique color palette in her appliqué work, using 

purples, pinks, yellows, light blues and red in a way that creates rhythm and a sense of 

symmetry.  She uses the typical moreu swirl shapes throughout, and with embroidery 
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form auishi points.  This piece is a departure from traditional forms in that it is a wall 

hanging instead of an everyday object such as a robe, headband, carry pouch, etc.  

Additionally, this piece is one of the only Ainu works to bear a signature.  Embroidered 

prominently into the corner is "noriko".  (See fig. 59) 

 Without the photographs of the artists next to their works, and wall labeling 

announcing "Ainu Contemporary Life," the average audience member would probably 

not be able to distinguish many of the contemporary pieces from the historic ones on the 

same floor.  The small ways in which distinctive modern elements are added to a 

traditional design, will most likely be lost on those who do not study Ainu art.  Nakamura 

postulates that any artwork lacking ‘Ainu flavor’ would not be considered part of Ainu 

culture (Nakamura, Representations 357).  What is not addressed in Nakamura's position 

is that most contemporary Ainu artwork embraces traditional motifs and recognizable 

elements from historical or tourist artwork as a guide for new or contemporary pieces.  

One must consider that if current artwork is too similar in style and content to Ainu 

artifacts, museums will be challenged in differentiating permanent collections of Ainu 

antiques and special exhibitions of contemporary Ainu craftworks for audiences.  The 

solution that the Asahikawa City Museum has displayed is a quite elegant way of doing 

so.  However, as we analyze this point, this could be a cause of concern in how best to 

design and plan future Ainu art exhibits if a curator would like to promote and include 

contemporary pieces with their permanent collections.   

 The other permanent exhibit to review is the Hokkaido Museum in Sapporo.  

They have created what they call a "close-up exhibition" because "Ainu culture contains 

many important aspects which are difficult to fully present in a normal exhibit."  
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(Hokkaido Museum)  These "close-up exhibitions" can go deeper into valuable themes 

not typically found in a normal exhibit.  The themes the Hokkaido Museum chose to 

highlight are those stories that are too complicated to tell with visual objects alone, 

including oral tradition and language disappearance, encroachment of Ainu lands 

exploring the varied responses, and the varied degrees of engagement and agreement 

about what is important culturally among the Ainu through time.  These stories are told 

with large exhibit panels divided into decades and used an interdisciplinary approach to 

convey their message.  Each panel incorporates cartoon conversations among those who 

might represent the general public, photos, maps, books, and sound files.  This comes 

across as a very forward-thinking exhibit, but it unfortunately ends in the 1970s, again 

leaving the public to fill in the last 50 years. 

 Many curatorial changes come about specifically because of indigenous or 

indigenous-advocate criticisms.  In today's environment, indigenous input in the museum 

space is more welcome.  One example is that Tokuhei Akibe, a winner of an Ainu 

Cultural Award by FRPAC, served as a chairperson on the exhibit committee of a show 

at the Hokkaido Museum of History entitled Pirika-noka: Ainu Mon'yo kara Mita 

Monzoku (Pirika-noka: Ethnic Spirit Viewing from Ainu Motifs) (Nakamura 348).  

Another is that Toru Kaizawa joined the planning committee for Message from the Ainu 

exhibit, and many native Ainu were invited to work on the exhibit.  According to 

Nakamura, Koji Deriha was "impressed with the pictures of contemporary Ainu's daily 

activities, such as office work and hobbies, which cannot be seen in traditional Ainu 

lifestyle” (Nakamura 351). 
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 This view of a contemporary Ainu lifestyle that Deriha describes, is exactly the 

type of addition exhibits are trying to include, especially if they focus on antiques or 

historical ancestral pieces.  Photographers Makiko Ui and Laura Liverani have tried to 

contribute to this contemporary view of the Ainu with portraits of Ainu in Hokkaido and 

Tokyo.  These portraits show their subjects wearing Ainu regalia or dressed in modern 

clothing, and focus on the individuals doing everyday tasks or posing in their everyday 

environments in contemporary Japanese culture.  (See fig. 60) 

 While reviewing why Japan has suddenly increased showcasing Ainu art in the 

museum institutional setting, we must consider that Japan is slowly broadening its 

definitions of nationalism.  As the idea of international trade and world markets expands, 

so does Japan's acceptance of multiculturalism.  The United Nations has constantly 

challenged Japan to recognize the Ainu as an aboriginal people.  Japan has responded 

with small concessions, and may have recently started to see a positive outcome in 

accepting the Ainu as an indigenous population by boosting their national reputation.   

 For Hokkaido, natural beauty, snow skiing, wildlife, hot springs, delicious fish 

and crab, and the Ainu make up the tourist story that is told.  Travel to Hokkaido is now 

easier than ever with affordable flights from Honshu, and the 2016 construction of the 

Hokkaido Shinkansen train that travels from Tokyo to Hakodate in just 4 hours. 

 The Ainu have also provided important tangible folk cultural properties from 

Nibutani and Hakodate, as well as contributing to the Shiretoko National Park and 

UNESCO's recognition of Ainu traditional dance to add to the prestige of Hokkaido, and 

thus Japan.  These acknowledgements not only affirm Ainu attempts to preserve their 

culture as valuable, but also contributes to their treasured ethnic and regional identity. 
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This contribution to ethnic identity, may be another reason recognized traditional 

themes and motifs seem to be prioritized over other aesthetic considerations.  In 

comparison, the indigenous peoples of Australia, Canada, and the US, are enjoying a 

current change in the reception of indigenous art nationally and globally.  More museums 

are including indigenous art as an integral part of their national art histories.13  Perhaps 

Ainu artwork is equally primed for a renewed examination of how Japanese museums 

present Ainu pieces.  It will be interesting to see if Ainu stylistic choices are liberated 

from defined design elements from these new pressures.   

 The question one might pose, is how does one promote this work without making 

it commodified?  Toru Kaizawa, the carver from Nibutani, told IpinCH "that Ainu artists 

and artisans wanted assistance in connecting with their North American counterparts to 

discuss marketing strategies, to explore the melding of traditional and modern techniques, 

and to share concerns about commodification, and more” (Nichols n. pag.).   

 While museum collections have assisted in revitalization movements by providing 

objects in which to study, copy, and admire, contemporary museums are questioning their 

own categorizations of indigenous artwork.  One of those categories being questioned is 

what constitutes national art?  Sylvia Yount, the Lawrence A. Fleischman Curator in 

charge of the American Wing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, oversees the fine and 

decorative arts from the colonial period to the late twentieth century, and recently gave a 

lecture at the Smithsonian American Art Museum in 2017.  In this lecture, she addresses 

how the museum strives to use new curatorial practice to expand exhibit narratives, by 

incorporating more indigenous and minority voices.  The museum addressed the issue of 

                                                
 13 See, for example, The Art Gallery of Ontario in Canada and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 
the United States.  
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national definitions in the gallery space, by considering and then deciding, to include 

Native American art into the American wing for the first time.  What might seem self-

evident to some, is actually ground breaking.  She states that the Met is now searching for 

a native art curator to help rectify the issue.  This critical shift is essential to our 

understanding of how art and identity are inextricably linked, as well as the possible 

value judgements at play.  She asks, how is American art defined, by what boundaries 

and in which spaces of time?  One must similarly ask these questions of the Japanese 

museum system in their own approach to Ainu art. 

 The Tokyo National Museum might provide an interesting analysis.  It has a 

robust Ainu collection, according to Nakamura, roughly 1,000 pieces (Nakamura 339).  

However, one might never see a single piece of Ainu art when visiting the museum.  The 

Ainu and Ryukyu cultures share a very small exhibit room, where the Ryukyu and Ainu 

exhibits reverse every six months—six months for Ryukyu, six months for the Ainu.  For 

half of the year, not one piece of Ainu art will be on display.  This exhibit format might 

lead the audience to believe that the Ryukyu and Ainu art is relegated to a diminished or 

inferior status at the National Museum of Japan. 

 

Tourist Centers 

Scholar Jon Friedman posits in his book, Cultural Identity and Global Process, 

that the Ainu practice an extreme strategy for advancing and conveying culture to the 

modern world by expressing their identity through the commercial production of their 

culture for tourists (111).  Friedman's concerns are indeed common enough among the 

Ainu, where “tourist production and display have become a central process in the 
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conscious construction of Ainu identity” (110).  The Ainu have experienced almost 

constant ethnic tourism in Hokkaido since the Meiji period, and this tourism has had a 

huge impact on Ainu art and identity, both positive and negative.  Tourism was only 

embraced by the Ainu as concrete financial and social advantages were realized.  

Presently, tourist art is produced by Ainu artists for its commonly recognized value of 

employment creation and generation of financial resources.  More importantly, tourist art 

has served to preserve cultural identity and practice in the face of past assimilation by 

providing education for Ainu and visitors alike about Ainu traditions, passing down and 

maintaining knowledge about ceremonies, songs, dances, and art techniques, creating 

travel and exhibition opportunities, and according to Friedman, gaining recognition of 

Ainu identity by the larger world (112).   

 It can be argued that Ainu tourism began when officials or foreigners would visit 

kotans to meet the Ainu during the pre-colonial and colonial period.  When the railway 

was built in the 1880's Richard Siddle tells us that at least two villages, Chikanumi near 

Asahikawa, and Shiraoi became regular tourist attractions during the Taisho era (Siddle, 

Race 104).  Dubreuil explains that in 1899 in Asahikawa, that the Japanese army was 

stationed not far from the Ainu, and the Ainu made a small income selling the soldiers 

handmade goods.  The first shop to sell Ainu goods opened here was called Yamada 

Collectible Curio Shop (Dubreuil, Journey 337).  There are differing stories about how 

bear and Ainu doll carvings came about.  One claims the influence came from Wajin 

visiting Swiss farmers who brought back bear carvings to show the Ainu farmers in 

Obihiro (Ohtsuka, Tourism 93).  Another tells a story of a how Umetaro Matsui began 

the practice in Asahikawa in 1917 (Siddle, Race 104). What is important, is not 
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necessarily who takes credit for the idea, but that the Ainu began to carve lifelike 

figurative animals for the first time.  This type of carving was previously taboo due to 

their religious beliefs, which holds that the kamuy live in all natural things, the bear being 

one of their most important gods.  Ainu believed that to carve the likeness of an animal 

was to possibly trap him on earth, angering him.  The exceptions were bears and other 

spirit animals carved exclusively for religious items, such as the on the Ainu crown 

(sapaunpe), the ikupasuy, or Sakhalin Ainu carved amulets, but these depictions were 

always suggestions of the animals rather than realistic depictions.  The carving of bears 

must have been quite successful, because bears are still being carved today in Hokkaido, 

along with the other wildlife.  The other forbidden carvings were those of humans, but 

yet again the Ainu put aside these prohibitions for the benefit of profit, making nipopo (or 

fetish dolls) to also sell, focused on images of Ainu men and women.  Dubreuil tells us 

they asked for permission from their Gods to allow this change in carving.  (Dubreuil, 

Culture 7)  More permanent touristic development formed in the 1930s in Akan, Shiraoi, 

Nibutani, Noboribetsu, and Asahikawa, creating an even more robust economy for the 

Ainu based on tourism.  (lewallan 91-92) 

 Within this new tourist economy, some Ainu made tourism their sole source of 

income.  Some Ainu took seasonal jobs in tourist sites, and were referred to as "tourist 

Ainu" (kanko ainu).  Some "tourist Ainu" were criticized for their participation in what 

was considered degrading and inauthentic representations, but others supported the 

preservation of Ainu language, dance, food prep, song, yukar, and arts productions.  One 

example of what some Ainu considered inauthentic was the Marimo Festival.  This 

festival was begun in the 1950s in the Lake Akan region, a largely touristic lake and hot 
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springs site in Hokkaido.  The Ainu participated in saving the marimo, a type of algae 

vital to the health of the lake that was in danger of disappearing.  A new Ainu ceremony 

was conceived with the Akan community organizations to bring attention and enthusiasm 

to the saving of this vital resource.   

 Many Ainu tourist centers offer a number of different activities, including 

dancing, songs, food and crafts.  Two examples are Noboribetsu, where this type of 

activity began at 'Bear Meadow', and was then solidified when Shiraoi built Poroto Kotan 

in 1965.  (Ohtsuka, Ainu 139)  

 Tourism plays a significant role in the lives of the Ainu, offering a living wage 

and a concrete forum for cultural preservation.  While they are performing for tourists, 

they are also preserving Ainu traditions.  This means that ceremonies, songs, and dances 

performed for tourists were actual Ainu songs and dances, not made up, so the 

transmission of that knowledge through the years in tourist centers ensured that 

knowledge was not lost during the assimilation period.  The same can be said for the 

skills necessary to create embroidery and appliqué, as well as carvings for tourist 

consumption.  

Not all Ainu can agree on what should be upheld as valuable Ainu cultural 

traditions.  For example, it should be noted that not all Ainu people have agreed with the 

strategy of adopting historical styles in creating new artworks, and some Ainu critics 

have warned of negative consequences in focusing too much on identity politics while 

revitalizing cultural traditions.  Others offer criticism for the increased commodification 

of artistic production as a contributor to the destruction of the art's past cultural 

significance, its historical relationship to Ainu ethnic identity, and the devaluation of 
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previously cherished heritage by changing the meaning of these objects.  They find that 

works previously animated by cultural significance become inert when crafted for 

outsiders.  One must remember that enforced assimilation is part of Ainu history, so 

many Ainu inherited solely their ethnic identity, and not their cultural identity, making 

these arguments even more cogent.  

The natural commodification found in the tourist industry, has proven to be a 

process which throws into relief the promise of financial gains against the possible loss of 

clarity in artworks made for mass consumption.  It cannot be denied however that the 

Ainu can credit the tourism industry for maintaining their traditions and skills enough for 

revitalization to be successful.  Cultural knowledge was happily passed from "kanko 

Ainu" to those hoping to regain proficiency and reset links to their heritage.  The critique 

that art is being created to meet market forces, by channeling production towards 

instantly recognizable forms of Ainu culture that are easy to carry and affordable, is not 

unfounded.  The Ainu are not the only indigenous group to grapple with these issues, and 

the reality of market forces arbitrarily assigning value to artwork, will most likely not go 

away.  However, the dialogue must continue, and artists must be able to meet economic 

needs. 

The question becomes is there even a need for change, and if so why?  Are critics 

advancing assaults on what some would describe as normal engagement with modern 

life?  Or are concerns about art forms produced for the tourist market representing 

questions around stylistic hybridity and reductions to graphic representations?  Many 

tourist objects that have been made since the 1920's, for example bear figurines and 

nipopo dolls, it might be argued, have as much validity today as historical copies of ita 
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(wood carved trays) or attush (woven elm bark fabric).  No matter what the answer is, it 

becomes apparent that tourist art forms represent a type of contractual agreement between 

two parties.  The buyer choses to honor and respect the art form by purchasing it, and the 

artist deems the piece worthy of investment.  This could be argued becomes a form of 

identity negotiation illustrating a dance of collaboration and cooperation.  

Sometimes the concern centers around the quality of tourist art.  It is known for 

example that "tourist arts cloth work is now produced in assembly-line fashion, with a 

different seamstress contributing labor to each aspect of the process."  (lewellan 172)  

This can be both a positive or negative depending on one's viewpoint.  The negative of 

such a process can be identified as what was once valued for its handmade nature is now 

replaced with an industrialized process, and the process itself limits cultural skill practice, 

but the positive of such a system include increased productivity, communal work 

environments, and collaborative updates and style changes. 

Dubreuil questions the tendency to prioritize traditional works, seeing this trend 

as supporting a "discriminatory position that the Ainu people are a backward people, 

incapable of fine art" (Culture 16).  But scholar Lisa Hiwasaki, who studies cultural 

anthropology and nature-based tourism, states that during a “time when Ainu visibility is 

increasing [1995-2000], especially in the political realm, it is integral to examine tourist 

centres where Ainu identity expressions are overt" (394).  Many Ainu tourist hubs like 

Shiraoi Poroto Kotan, now double as education centers teaching traditional craft skills, 

and they have become important places for Ainu to learn the skills necessary to reclaim 

their cultural heritage within a landscape of acculturation.  Hiwasaki warns that in this 

environment, both the Ainu and tourist are linked in the forming of Ainu identity, as the 
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tourist both serves to admire Ainu culture in this context, but also as something to exploit 

and cheapen, albeit often times unintentionally (411).  By contrast, I see Ainu 

performances and artworks in this environment serving two purposes: conforming to the 

stereotypical image that the audiences have of the Ainu as Hiwasaki claims, but also 

allowing Ainu the space to create a unified ethnic identity that can be used to promote 

economic success and political agendas.  It is important to note as well that tourist spaces 

play a large role in skill acquisition and preservation and provide a ready audience for 

exhibits, performances, and purchases of commodified objects.  Japanese historian Tessa 

Morris-Suzuki disagrees and offers indications that a unified ethnic identity might always 

be a "deeply contested, divisive, and problematic issue for Ainu society" (50).  Morris-

Suzuki also asserts that just because the tourist space is controlled by Ainu agents, not all 

tourist experiences or marketplaces will be protected from intrusive, discriminatory or 

exploitive actions.   

 In working through these issues, community support and advocacy become 

important components to further this dialogue.  As Richard Siddle points out, many Ainu 

working in tourism still do so out of "necessity rather than choice."  (Siddle, Race 158) 

One of the main reasons for this is that there is still an employment and education gap 

among the Ainu (AAH, Brochure 10) that needs to be addressed by local, regional, and 

national programming.  Low participation in these sectors can also be caused by ongoing 

discrimination which can be hard to measure.  Tourism thus still stands as a classic outlet 

for financial success and an avenue in reclaiming indigenous pride.  Dubreuil reminds us 

of Peramonkoro's (Bikky Sunazawa's mother) take on tourism, "that to sing and dance the 
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old songs with pride was to keep the culture alive.  She felt strongly that entertainment 

was a legitimate form of education” (Dubreuil, Her 43).   

 Melissa Kennedy reminds us that tourism has "paradoxically, enabled Ainu to 

avoid their own historicization.  The way in which the past is constantly updated in the 

terms of the present, realigned or even re-invented in response to contemporary demands 

and expectations, exemplifies that which Australian critic, Stephen Muecke, terms 

‘indigenous modernity.’"  (Kennedy 37-38)  Cultural promotion is at the heart of many 

actions.  For example, today, Ainu art can be found for sale on social media and websites 

such as Etsy (Etsy).  As stories are shaped in many ways, we see tourist books from 

Lonely Planet, Fodor's and local tourist campaigns, celebrate the unique multi-

culturalism that the Ainu bring to the nation.  

 This indicates Japan and the region of Hokkaido are at the apex of a new 

relationship with the Ainu people.  Specifically, with the creation of the Council for Ainu 

Policy Promotion, including multiple Ainu representatives, the dialogue between the 

government and the Ainu people finally feels less biased even though the power 

dynamics are still unequal.  However, the indications are that these conversations will 

culminate in a new law to address Ainu needs for success in contemporary society and 

maintenance of pride in Ainu heritage.  With this forward-thinking mindset, the future 

looks more promising.  

 In this 'indigenous modernity' model, Aboriginal cultures are given the space to 

reclaim and reinvent narratives that help decouple them from the historicized past.  It is 

these very tourist spaces where these acts are practiced, much more so than museum 

institutions, as tourist spaces offer opportunities where Ainu are able to regularly meet 
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and converse with those interested in their culture.  This space also gives them 

opportunity to present to an external world what they consider important.  This curated 

view can include eco-tourism events such as their role in the Marimo Festival (Irimoto 

11) or at Shiretoko National Park, or a concert of Ainu tonkori music mixed with dub and 

reggae by Bikky Sunazawa's son, Oki Kano.  These artistic decisions are ultimately set 

by Ainu communities, although deeply influenced by government, institutional, 

indigenous, touristic and foreign pressures. 
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Chapter VI 

Practioner in Focus: Toru Kaizawa 

 

 There is much difficulty in trying to choose any one artist to be representative of a 

given art movement or historical timeframe.  However, the career of Toru Kaizawa, a 

Nibutani carver born in 1958, does help one explore the place of Ainu art today.  Many 

members of the Kaizawa family have been involved in Ainu art production for a number 

of generations.  The Kaizawa women have become master weavers, embroiderers, 

appliqué artists and carvers, and the men have become master carvers.  Toru Kaizawa's 

father, Tsutomu, was a carver, and his great-grandfather, Utorentoku Kaizawa, was 

renowned for his skill in the Meiji Era (Nibutani Ainu Takumi).  Some of Utorentoku 

Kaizawa’s pieces were "collected by the Russian anthropologist Vasilyev in 1912, and 

are now in the collection of the Russian Museum of Ethnography."  (Nibutani Ainu 

Culture, QR Code 540)  Toru Kaizawa was at first reluctant to start carving traditional 

Ainu art, but he was inspired by one of his great-grandfather's ita (carved tray) at the age 

of 18.  (FRPAC Message, 124)  Toru Kaizawa values and maintains traditions from his 

great-grandfather's time period, but also combines these with other techniques of tourist 

art and Sakhalin Ainu designs, to create new artworks.  Kaizawa posted a Karafuto 

patterned Ainu ita tray he had copied on his Facebook page.  (See fig. 61) 

 Toru Kaizawa navigates the parameters and essence of Ainu aesthetics in multi-

dimensional ways, allowing one to analyze various issues raised thus far from a new 

perspective.  Kaizawa was one of the artists who was invited to go the National Museum 
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of Scotland in 2001 to view the N. G. Munro collection.  This trip was funded in part by 

FRPAC, as part of their cultural exchange funding.  Kaizawa is one of those artists who 

has benefited from the passage of the CPA, as FRPAC is the funding arm for this law to 

support Ainu cultural revitalization.  As previously described, while there, Kaizawa was 

able to view, record and study artworks collected from his hometown of Nibutani from 

the late nineteenth century by Dr. Munro.  (Nakamura, Representations 350)  More 

importantly, he also created a fukusei (replica) of a piece held in the Scottish museum, 

bringing this knowledge back to Hokkaido.  Creating replicas is a way in which Ainu 

artists relearn traditional art skills, as this learning did not typically come from family and 

community due to assimilation laws.  Kaizawa is an exception, and was able to learn 

carving from the Nibutani community who placed value on Ainu arts under Shigeru 

Kayano's tutelage, as well as learning the craft from his father.  Replica creation not only 

allows an artist to relearn older patterns and skills, but it serves as a form of repatriation 

of Ainu artwork.  While other indigenous groups fight for the return of their artworks to 

indigenous communities or native run institutions, the Ainu have not focused their energy 

on that type of political action, preferring to keep artworks in public museums for 

maximum preservation and audience.  However, the Ainu community does hope to 

receive special consideration in getting access to artworks so they can create replicas.   

 Toru Kaizawa created a replica of a nima bowl.  The bowl is oval shaped and 

made out of a piece of enju wood with a strong grain pattern.  Enju wood comes from the 

Japanese pagoda tree.  The wooden bowl has curved sides and pointed ends, with a 

flattened delicately carved handle.  The pointed rim is carved with a pointed triangular 

line in relief running within a thick channel that tapers at the ends.  The handle is carved 
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with three spheres that have aiushi, or the barb pattern on them.  The sphere makes up the 

negative space, and the interior is filled in with parallel lines to create movement.  The 

barbed negative space and parallel line design is repeated at the edges, and one edge hugs 

the bowl.  (See fig. 62) 

 This work and that made by the other six participants in the cultural exchange in 

Scotland was shown in Sapporo in the Munro Collection special exhibit, one of the first 

FRPAC replica-based exhibits.  These replicas allowed Ainu artists to demonstrate to the 

audiences viewing the historical Munro collection artifacts, that the Ainu of today have 

achieved continuity through maintenance of their cultural traditions into the present, 

subjugating the colonial theme of the exhibit.  This exhibit, A Scottish Physician's View: 

Craft and Spirit of the Ainu from the N. G. Munro Collection (26 Apr 2002 - 01 Sep 

2002) was shown at the Historical Museum of Hokkaido and the Kanagawa Prefectural 

Museum of Cultural History.  

 Not only has Toru Kaizawa benefitted from FRPAC's support for this cultural 

exchange and the subsequent art show of replicas, but he also won the first prize in the 

Ainu Craftwork Contest in 2004 for the category of "General work."  (See fig. 63) 

 Even though Toru Kaizawa is now a commercially successful artist, he grew up 

learning how to carve tourist art.  He carves not only traditional itas or nimas with typical 

Ainu design motifs, but he also enjoys carving animalistic figurative works to sell to 

tourists.  His store is full of carved owls, salmon, and bears, which represent some of the 

most important Ainu deities, but he also carves unusual animals and insects such as 

rabbits, crabs, and dragonflies.  He also carves the famous Ainu nipopo dolls.  His tourist 
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shop is popular, and it is located right at one of the main parking lots next to the Nibutani 

Ainu Museum.  (See fig. 64) 

 Kaizawa's shop is often closed however, because Kaizawa travels frequently for 

work.  He creates pieces for art shows around the world, incorporating his carving gifts 

with a highly developed aesthetic that expresses his individuality.  His skillful hand 

coupled with a thoughtful and sometimes playful personality, makes his artworks coveted 

by major galleries.  These artworks are quite different from his replicas or tourist art, but 

they still encompass the epitome of Ainu art.  He has been exhibited in such places as the 

Royal Museum of Alberta, Canada, and the National Museum of Scotland, as well as at 

home in such prestigious venues as the National Ethnographic Museum in Osaka and the 

Hokkaido Art Museum’s Ainu art exhibits.  

 One piece titled "UKUOKU/ The Round" shows a traditionally carved ita, with 

five hands with short sections of arm touching the Ainu carving.  One hand and arm is of 

an older Ainu woman, showing wrinkles and an Ainu tattoo on her forearm.  The carving 

of this is moving and realistic, showing the folds and wrinkles of the skin in great detail.  

This woman represents a fuchi, or respected female elder.  The other hands represent one 

or two young women, and two children of different ages.  One child is likely quite young 

due to the size of the hand.  Kaizawa asserts that he was inspired to make this piece after 

seeing a historical photograph of a fuchi's tattoo.  (Nibutani Ainu Takumi)  The piece 

represents the idea of culture being passed down through the ages.  He does not say any 

more about the piece, but it can stand as a commentary on a number of historical factors 

at play.  Some possibilities include the tragedy of assimilation and its effect on the almost 

disappearance of Ainu traditional culture, the transmission of culture to all ages at tourist 
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sites from elders or fuchi, and the renewed interest in the revitalization and preservation 

of culture of all age groups.  (See fig. 65) 

 The Ainu are part of the international indigenous movement that encompasses a 

burgeoning arts scene.  Shows around the world, especially in Canada, the United States, 

New Zealand and Australia have been demolishing stereotypes about the work of 

contemporary native artists for years now.  As marginalized voices are given the 

opportunity to re-represent themselves in this forum, the Ainu are receiving invitations to 

participate.  The National Gallery of Art in Ottawa had a show in 2013 entitled Sakahàn, 

meaning "to light [a fire]" in the Algonquin language (Mallet), and invited Toru Kaizawa 

to participate.  He sent two beautiful pieces, showing traditional Ainu regalia behind half-

unbuttoned and unzipped sweaters.  The wood appears to be folded over, and is one of 

the styles unique to Kaizawa’s individualistic carving.  The pieces are large and flat, with 

elements in relief such as zippers, collars, pockets, and buttons.  The wood is a light 

cream color.  Kaizawa is commenting on the ability to straddle two cultures, while 

sometimes feeling the need to hide his Ainu or indigenous identity.  With a western 

sweater able to hide his Ainu robe, he takes charge of the revealing of his identity into his 

own hands.  (See fig. 66) 

 Kaizawa is also a leader in participating in curatorial and native expert positions 

for larger museum shows.  The National Museum of Ethnology and FRPAC created an 

exhibit Message from the Ainu: Craft and Spirit in 2003.  The premise of the show was to 

push practitioners to the foreground, and focus on the Ainu art of living contemporary 

artists to combat ideas of Ainu culture existing in the past.  Many Ainu made 

recommendations for objects to be exhibited, and there were many Ainu cultural curators 
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working on the planning committee.  This was probably the first Ainu exhibit where Ainu 

people represented Ainu culture to the public without significant interference.  (Kenji 

Yoshida qtd. in Nakamura, Representations 350)  Kaizawa decided to show works that 

mixed his contemporary, tourist, and traditional styles here, including a wooden carved 

bowl and wooden canvas that was traditionally carved and could be hung on the wall, as 

well as a carved crab made into a light using orange washi paper as the lamp shade.  (See 

fig. 67) 

 The village of Nibutani, a unique Ainu settlement in Hokkaido, must also be an 

influence on Kaizawa.  This is a fairly remote and protected location still today, but it is 

quite close to Chitose airport (about 1 hour) and Sapporo (1 hour and 30 minutes).  

Nibutani is a district where Ainu live within the Biratori town, and is not a traditional 

tourist center, albeit there are museums, art shops, and restaurants.  The town is very 

welcoming to local and foreign tourists and researchers.  There are many chances to meet 

and speak with Ainu people about their experiences, because Ainu live in the town and 

run their own shops.  There are four cultural institutions here, (1) The Dr. Neil Gordan 

Munro house, (2) The Historical Museum of the Saru River documenting the 

archeological, natural and cultural connections to the Saru River area, (3) The Kayano 

Shigeru Nibutani Ainu Museum that opened in 1972, holding the collection of Shigeru 

Kayano, one of the early collectors of Ainu historical objects, and (4) The Nibutani Ainu 

Culture Museum that opened in 1992, boasting contemporary Ainu art as a permanent 

exhibit along with important Ainu artifacts in a large contemporary exhibit space.  It also 

has multiple chises, a small stage, a large store selling contemporary Ainu crafts, 

buildings for classes and lectures, QR codes for foreign visitors.  Nibutani ita and attush 
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were also officially designated as traditional craft items by the Minister of Economy, 

Trade, and Industry, in 2013, creating more prestige for the Nibutani area. 

 In 2018, Kaizawa's work will be exhibited at the British Museum, and he gave a 

lecture about his work.  The author of a recent article produced by the Hokkaido Shinbun 

has also requested that Kaizawa be commissioned to create art for a new Ainu exhibit 

space to be opened in 2019 at Sapporo Station.  "As a symbol of space at the southern 

end we plan to put a wood carving of a shimmering owl spreading wings with a height of 

2.4 meters and a width of 2 meters.  I am requesting Toru Kaizawa."  (Anime)  The space 

will be very modern with animated Ainu patterns on large monitors and projections on 

the ceiling, computer graphics depicting an Ainu village and how it changes over time, 

Ainu anime, and weather forecasts in the Ainu language. 
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Chapter VII 

Conclusion 

 

 In this survey, I have shown how Ainu involvement in indigenous politics and 

activism, along with a variety of complex cultural forces, has resulted in new ways to 

view meaning behind Ainu art and cultural production.  In this new environment, 

government, tourism, and artistic institutions all play an essential role in the development 

of Ainu art, shaping the way in which this work achieves a serious role in Ainu 

reassertion of identity.  Newfound political belonging in a global indigenous community 

has fundamentally influenced how Ainu art has come to define new modes of thought and 

the approach to social engagement.  By using art as a vehicle to facilitate a political and 

social voice, the demands of Ainu for change gain new audience in artistic and touristic 

venues. 

 Bureaucrats, struggling with the political and societal implications of global 

notions of indigeneity, were caught between learning to celebrate cultural difference on 

one hand, while feeling pushed by a variety of forces to define and restrict what might 

constitute Ainu cultural traditions worth recognition and financing on the other.  

Nevertheless, there obtained a shared sense of the historical significance of Ainu art on a 

national level for the first time, where cultural development indeed became an instrument 

for social change.  New state-sponsored financing cultivated a new generation of 

preservationists and artists, and also new audiences through promotion strategies.  Those 

equipped with expertise to participate in the process of nationalizing Ainu art through this 
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equally historical and contemporary lens have also voiced criticism of the government's 

policies and their implied hierarchy of deemed worth.  Certainly, the distinction of 

traditional art set forth by the government has been challenged and corrected.  Much 

criticism and thought has centered on conceptions of a future "traditional" Ainu art 

created by artists ready to branch aesthetically from these histories. 

 With the advent of the Council for Ainu Policy Promotion, working 

simultaneously on recommendations for a new Ainu law and the Symbolic Space for 

Ethnic Harmony, it is yet to be determined if twenty-first century audiences will see these 

new gestures as merely symbolic or indeed meaningful, depending on the details of their 

expression.  In current times, non-governmental bodies have placed increasing pressure 

on the Japanese government to provide the Ainu with recommended frameworks through 

which to exert influence appropriate to their population in the political realm.  If these 

political gains are in fact realized, will the perception of need that justifies government-

supported programming and an explicit role in cultural preservation be challenged? 

 This variety of cultural forces converged, resulting in museum and gallery spaces 

dedicated to the preservation and sustainment of Ainu cultural heritage.  Still, traditional 

institutional museums such as the Tokyo National Museum and American Museum of 

Natural History are slow to evolve and their treatment of Ainu art may contribute to the 

perception of the objects on display as primitive.  However, it is reasonable to suggest 

that indigenous arts, considered broadly, have proven to be a popular trend in museum 

exhibition space overall.  In these spaces, a thoughtful reexamination of cultural 

representation returns a level of authority back to those artists being exhibited.  For the 

Ainu, exhibitions stimulate Ainu production of art under the changing circumstances in 
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which these items are produced.  lewallen points out, "The circulation of Ainu objects 

and the meanings Japanese society has attributed to them…are in transition.  Ainu are 

now reclaiming objects that Wajin society formerly marked as relics of a purportedly 

dying race, assembling them in myriad ways, investing them with hybrid identities, and 

deploying them to contest Japanese regimes of value and power."  (lewellan, Fabric 174)  

In this regard, the museum is expected to commemorate that which has been lost through 

assimilation.  Unfortunately, the lack of funding and space has sometimes prevented 

some museums in collecting new contemporary Ainu art, or exhibiting objects from their 

vast collections.  But Hokkaido and the rest of Japan, grappling with these challenges 

daily, have continued to evolve and confirm Ainu art as it resonates more and more with 

spectators. 

 In tourism, the conditions concerning the creation of works raises fundamental 

issues of commodification and authenticity.  How Ainu create, promote, and archive such 

creations bears witness to the state of their relationship to Wajin nationals and to a wider 

global audience.  These relationships are based externally on exchange, but in fact reflect 

a layered complex set of circumstances, both personal and social, which give rise to these 

works.  Today, tourist sites can be seen to serve as places for identity negotiation, 

influenced by new Ainu pride from a global indigenous movement and increased interest 

in preserving knowledge for future generations.  It can be argued that tourist objects are 

governed by some fundamental principles: low price, portability, and the prioritizing of a 

natively nostalgic and identifiable style in the art.  Purchasing decisions by tourists have 

the implicit effect of assigning greater importance to some expressions of Ainu products, 

calling into question decisions that might show either aesthetic or economic principles 
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privileged above the other.  Today, tourist sites are no longer the only exposure a visitor 

can have to traditional local cultures, as there are similar opportunities at festivals, 

learning centers, movies, musical acts, museum exhibits, or in restaurants focusing on 

indigenous cuisine.  Ethnic and eco-tourism has seen a resurgence in Hokkaido. 

 When we seek to understand the fundamentals in Ainu historical and 

contemporary art objects, it is important to look closely for the encoded meanings.  

Today, the Ainu traditional design sensibility represents a return to a common history 

kept alive by cultural revitalization through ancestral practice.  A deeper decoding reveals 

a reassessment of the place of Ainu art within the framework of the Japanese nation-state.  

Growing numbers of ordinary Japanese are drawn into the issues of indigeneity and 

multi-culturalism in their country, as national projects such as hate-speech laws, and large 

ethnic harmony centers are bringing more awareness on a national scale.  Exhibits have 

begun to focus on traumas resulting from Ainu dispossession and marginalization, with 

greater Ainu participation in curation and story-telling.  Ainu indigenous movements 

have made effective use of modern social media: YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram have been used to spread positive messages and activities for all nationalities.  

Additionally, because these social media sites expedite translation between languages, 

they allow for this information to be shared on a more global scale.   

 Ainu involvement in the global indigenous movement has arguably 

revived Ainu culture and traditions through a process of identity formation.  This process 

has been guided not only by defining oneself against various others, but also, importantly, 

by forming alliances.  Through an examination of the dependence of this revival on 

government agencies, tourism, and art institutions, we can go beyond what is presented as 
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ostensibly traditional, to discover the more fundamental impulses for fighting for equality 

and indigenous rights.   
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Appendix I 

Figures 

 

 

Fig. 1.  Knife and Sheath [Makiri] (1904), carved by one of the Ainu members who 
participated in the Louisiana Purchase Centennial Exposition in St. Louis, 1904.  Carved 
wood, metal, bone, and thread elements.  Photographed by American Museum of Natural 
History (New York), 70-0002A/B. 
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Fig. 2.  Makiri (2015), Koji Kaizawa.  Carved wood, metal, antler, beads and thread 
elements.  Courtesy of Nibutani Ainu Takumi no Michi. 
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Fig. 3.  Wood Tray (circa late 19th or early 20th century), unknown artist.  Carved wood.  
Photographed by Asahikawa City Museum. 
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Fig. 4.  Ita (2016), by Maki Sekine.  Carved wood.  Courtesy of Nibutani Ainu Takumi 
no Michi. 
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Fig. 5.  Robe (circa late 19th century), unknown artist.  Textile, embroidery, and appliqué.  
Photographed by The Field Museum, Cat. 88004, A112799c. 
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Fig. 6.  Ruunpe (2004), Makiko Kirimoto (Mitsuishi).  Textile, embroidery, and appliqué.  
Courtesy of FRPAC. 
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Fig. 7.  Tourist Carved Bear (2014), unknown artist.  Carved wood and paint.  
Photographed by Christina Micek in 2014 at the Shiraoi Poroto Kotan [Ainu Museum 
and Village], Shiraoi, Hokkaido, tourist stand near the entrance. 
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Fig. 8.  Tourist Bear Carving (circa 1920), unknown artist.  Carved wood and paint.  
Photographed by K. Ohtsuka, NAA T-8. 
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Fig. 9.  Trade products traded by the Ainu (2018), display at Hokkaido Museum, 
Sapporo, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 10.  Replica of the Black Seal Edict (2018), display at Hokkaido Museum, Sapporo, 
Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 11.  Drawing of Uimamu Ceremony (Replica).  Mid-18th century.  Audience 
ceremony with the Ainu held by the Matsumae clan lord.  Hokkaido Museum, Sapporo, 
Hokaaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 12.  Painting in ink and colors on linen of the Ainu Omusha ceremony, with Ainu 
officials bowing before Japanese magistrates at an exchange market, Japan, Hokkaido 
(1876), by Hirasawa Byōzan.  Copyright National Museums Scotland [A.1917.82]. 
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Fig. 13.  Towel Holder (late 19th century).  Botanical Garden Hokkaido University, Ainu 
Museum, Sapporo, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 14.  Ainu at the St. Louis World's Fair (1904).  Copyright Underwood and 
Underwood. 
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Fig. 15.  Fusetsu no Gunzo (Wind and Snow Group), 1970, by Shin Hongo.  Photograph 
copyright David Dubreuil. 
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Fig. 16.  Ainu Flag.  Used under the Creative Commons license provided by the creator 
of the digital rendition of Bikky's flag by Dimasiumusya. 
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Fig. 17.  Interior spread from the book Sculpted Spirits in Wood: Sunazawa Bikky.  On 
the left is Tongue of God (1980) and on the right is Images of British Columbia (1983).  
Photograph copyright Kanagawa Museum of Modern Art. 
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Fig. 18.  Bikky Sunazawa sculpture (circa 1980s).  Wood.  Shown at the Station Gallery 
at Asahikawa Train station, in Asahikawa, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 19.  Four Winds display (1986).  Bikky Sunazawa.  Shown at Sapporo Art Park. 
Sapporo, Hokkaido.  The sculpture has deteriorated due to lack of wood preservation, and 
the bag for sale celebrates the sculpture's return to nature.  Photographed by Christina 
Micek. 
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Fig. 20.  Four Winds sculpture (1986).  Bikky Sunazawa.  Actual site of the work at 
Sapporo Art Park, 2018.  Sapporo, Hokkaido.  The sculpture has fallen due to lack of 
wood preservation.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 21.  Kamuy Mintara (Playground of the Gods).  1989-1990.  Nuburi Toko.  Site: 
Burnaby Mountain, Burnaby, B.C.  Photograph courtesy of Kyle Pearce. 
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Fig. 22.  Nuburi Toko and son Shusei creating Burnaby Playground of the Gods 
sculpture.  Uploaded by John Devlin to Youtube, 28 Feb, 2016.  Filmed 1990.  Courtesy 
of John Devlin.  <www.youtube.com/watch?v=-8mXzobqeYc> 
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Fig. 23.  Toru Kaizawa in his atelier.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  Photograph courtesy of Pira 
Makiri. 
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Fig. 24.  Symbolic Space Flyer.  FRPAC.  2018.  Scanned by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 25.  Vendor stall at Shiraoi Poroto Kotan [Ainu Museum and Village], Shiraoi, 
Hokkaido, 2013.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 26.  Ainu Design Motifs.  Handout from Hakodate City Museum, Hakodate, 
Hokkaido.  Scanned by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 27.  Nivkh Art from the American Natural History Museum, New York.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 28.  Two robes.  Attush robe, woven from elm bark on left and on the right, a robe 
using a variety of trade cottons.  Sapporo Pira Kotan [Ainu Cultural Center], Sapporo, 
Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 29.  Ainu sketch tablet at Nibutani Ainu Museum, Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 30.  Inau at Shiraoi Poroto Kotan [Ainu Museum and Village], Shiraoi, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 31.  Ainu Bear Carving at Hokkaido Museum, Sapporo, Hokkaido.  Photographed by 
Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 32.  Cell Phone Case by Kohei Fujito at Akanko Kotan, Akan, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 33.  Nipopo Dolls, Akan, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 34.  Salmon skin boots at Kayano Shigeru Nibutani Ainu Museum, Nibutani, 
Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 35.  Ainu embroidered purses, Chitose Airport, Hokkaido.  Photographed by 
Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 36.  Saranip bags, Shigeru Kayano Nibutani Ainu Museum, Nibutani Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 37.  Woven mat, Sapporo Pira Kotan [Ainu Cultural Center], Sapporo, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 

 



 

163 
 

 

 

Fig. 38.  Screenshot of Nibutani Ainu Takumi no Michi website, Nibutani Hokkaido.  
Screenshot by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 39.  Screenshot of Nibutani Ainu Museum website, Nibutani Hokkaido.  Screenshot 
by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 40.  Ichinge Shop.  The late Masamitsu Takiguchi's shop. His son Kengo now runs it 
and is also an artist. Akan, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 41.  Masamitsu Takiguchi's carving.  Lake Akan Tsuruga Wings Hotel, Akan, 
Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 42.  Wajin Carver, Watanabe Sumio.  Akan, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina 
Micek. 
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Fig. 43.  Wajin artist learning to weave from Ainu fuchi.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 44.  American Class learning simple Ainu designs.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 45.  Art show advertised in Akan. Akan, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina 
Micek. 
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Fig. 46.  IPInCH members visiting Ainu carver, Toru Kaizawa.  Photograph courtesy of 
Rachel Giraudo and CAIS. 
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Fig. 47.  Irankarapte Campaign.  Chitose Airport, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina 
Micek. 
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Fig. 48.  Tanpaku op (2005), Koji Kaizawa.  Carved wood pipe, holder, and tobacco box, 
with bone and thread elements.  Courtesy of FRPAC. 
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Fig. 49.  Tobacco Box, pipe and pipe holder (late 19th -early 20th century), unknown artist.  
Carved wooden pipe, pipe holder and tobacco box with bone and metal thread elements, 
3 5/8 x 21 1/4 in. (9.2 x 54 cm).  Gift of Herman Stutzer.  Photographed by the Brooklyn 
Museum 2014, 12.658_PS9. 
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Fig. 50.  FRPAC Craft Contest flyer.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 51.  Experience Ainu Culture Map.  Hokkaido.  Scanned by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 52.  Golden Kamuy character is used to explain Ainu handicraft.  Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 53.  Sekiya Drawing.  Kushiro City Museum, Kushiro, Hokkaido.  Photographed by 
Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 54.  Makubetsu Ezo Culture and Achaeology Museum allows visitors to touch their 
collection of Ainu robes.  Makubetsu, Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 55.  An attush robe at Shigeru Kayano Nibutani Ainu Museum.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 56.  The indigenous exhibit at Shigeru Kayano Nibutani Ainu Museum.  Nibutani, 
Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 57.  The exhibit at Akano Akan Kotan's Museum. Akan, Hokkaido.  Photographed 
by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 58.  The Ainu exhibit at American Museum of Natural History.  New York, USA.  
Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 59.  Artwork by Noriko Kawamura.  Asahikawa City Museum.  Asahikawa, 
Hokkaido.  Photographed by Christina Micek. 
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Fig. 60.  Ainu girl.  Hokkaido.  Photograph copyright Laura Liverani. 
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Fig. 61.  Ita by Toru Kaizawa.  The design is from Sakhalin.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Photograph copyright Toru Kaizawa. 
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Fig. 62.  Replica of similar bowl from the NG Munro collection at the National Museum 
of Scotland by Toru Kaizawa.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  Photograph copyright Toru 
Kaizawa. 
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Fig. 63.  First prize in General Work, FRPAC by Toru Kaizawa.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Courtesy of FRPAC. 
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Fig. 64.  Carved Crab by Toru Kaizawa.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  Photograph copyright 
Toru Kaizawa. 
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Fig. 65.  UKUOKU [The Round] by Toru Kaizawa.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  Photograph 
copyright Toru Kaizawa. 
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Fig. 66.  Carving by Toru Kaizawa. Nibutani, Hokkaido.  Shown in situ during the show 
"Sakahàn" at the National Gallery of Art, Ottawa.  Photograph copyright Toru Kaizawa. 
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Fig. 67.  Message From the Ainu Exhibit pieces by Toru Kaizawa.  Nibutani, Hokkaido.  
Photograph copyright FRPAC, Minpaku and Toru Kaizawa. 
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