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—Discourses on Life in Literature, Art, and Design of Modern Japan 

 

 

Abstract 

This dissertation reconsiders Japanese modernism and modernity through the discouses 

on life. It examines the discourse on life and how it impacted modern cultural production in 

Japan from 1911-1941. The idea of life was shaped by evolutionary biology and the philosophies 

of life flourished around the turn of the 20th century. This dissertation traces the idea of life, and 

reveals that not only the physicists, but also philosophers, architects, novelists, and designers 

conceived biological life as material patterns.  

The intimate link between life and patterns became prominent in the interwar period, but 

it started to emerge in the late 19th century, not just in Japan, but in Europe and America as well. 

For instance, Charles Darwin struggled with the dizzying patterns of the peacock’s tails, which 

inspired his alternative evolutionary theory of biological life that differs from natural selection, 

namely, sexual selection. This dissertation also examines the aesthetic and political implications 

for the idea of life based on the alternative evolutionary theories, such as Natsume Sōseki’s 

aesthetic evolution, and Itō Chūta’s evolution of architecture. As such, I investigate how the 

ways in which they were embedded within the global colonial and imperial conditions.  

In addition, this dissertation focuses on case studies that link patterns and ideas of life 

together during the interwar period. For instance, the philosopher Kuki Shūzō considered the 

striped pattern the expression of the life energy of the Japanese race. Designer and sociologist 
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Kon Wajirō recorded metropolitan data, such as the clothing patterns and decorative patterns of 

urban housing, as the materialization of mass life. Architect and historian Itō Chūta conducted 

tran-Eurasian fieldwork research on a pattern, karakusa, based on biological approach. Physicists 

like Terada Torahiko considered life as crack patterns—the distribution of life energy on uneven 

fields. The Department Store Takashimaya hired poets and designers to produce and advertise 

their kimono patterns of life. 

Ultimately, across these case studies, I claim that in the interwar period Japan, biological 

life (seimei) was conceived to be a material, and sometimes decorative, pattern (moyō), that 

appeared and arranged on the surface of a field. At the same time, patterns were considered to be 

a physical phenomenon of the formation and growth of life, just as the patterns were also a 

social-political construct that ordered the space-time of modernity. 
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Introduction: Time, Life, and Pattern in Early 20th Century Japan 

 

1. Time—A Debate of the Century  

 

In 1922, on a ship to Japan, Albert Einstein read the Nobel Laureate Henri Bergson’s 

Duration and Simultaneity, a book that details and criticizes the physicist’s renowned theory of 

relativity. Upon finishing the book, Einstein acknowledged Bergson’s grasp of relativity theory, 

but also emphasized that the philosopher’s concept of time does not exist. The debate between 

the two was considered to be a great event of the century—presenting two diametrically opposite 

ideas of time (and space) that seemingly can not be reconciled.1 Except, that is, in Japan, where 

both ideas on time were received enthusiastically during the same period. 

While in Japan, Einstein enjoyed a fanatic welcome from the public, and he gave lectures 

at 10 locations, among them Kyoto, where he lectured on how he created relativity theory, upon 

the request of philosopher Nishida Kitarō. Einstein’s theory was extensively studied and 

introduced in Japan by leading physicists like Ishiwara Jun and Terada Torahiko. Einstein’s visit 

was also a media spectacle, with many publications regarding his theory followed en-suite. 

Einstein’s ideas, such as time-dilation and the nature of light, have profoundly shifted avant-

grade literature and arts in Japan, as in the world, in the 20s and 30s.   

  
 

1Canales, Jimena. 2015. The Physicist & the Philosopher : Einstein, Bergson, and the Debate 

That Changed Our Understanding of Time. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
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At the same time, Henri Bergson and his neo-vitalist philosophy of life have also 

permeated Japan for a decade by then, creating a Bergson Boom and becoming part of a 

phenomenon called “Taisho philosophy of life” (taishō seimeishugi) that will be treated in detail 

in this dissertation. Bergson posits clock time as illusory and reveals true time as a heterogenous, 

interpenetrating, flowing duration, in other words, life itself. Bergson’s life philosophy that swept 

through Japan in the 1910s—the intellectual undercurrent or a zeitgeist of “life” in Japan’s 

modernity—was, in fact, a reaction to the crisis of modernity and perhaps some forms of 

popularism in this era. Its cultural expressions in visual art, literature, poetry, and architecture 

from the 1910s to 1930s are the focal points of this manuscript.  

So what concept of time did Einstein and Bergson disagree on; and how do they impact 

modernity, particularly in Japan? There are many contesting points in regard to time here, but 

one issue of the debate is most relevant to this dissertation—the reversibility of time. Einstein’s 

relativity of time-space, and Hermann Minkowski’s mathematical proof of it—in the form of the 

famous mirror images of two light cones, demonstrates that there is essentially no difference 

between past and future, left and right, thereby rendering time reversible. It is this purportedly 

problematic notion of time that Bergson deals with in his philosophy. For Bergson, Einsteinian 

time is purely abstract and theoretical, while true time is asymmetrical, irreversible, and 

unpredictable—that is, time is essentially creative. Both of these concepts of time are products of 

modernity, while at the same time, fundamentally shaped modernity.  

In Japan, Einstein’s idea was introduced early in the 1910s, but it was physicist and poet 

Ishiwara Jun who disseminated Einstein’s basic concepts to the general public in 1921. In a 

series of articles published in Asahi Tokyo Newspaper, Ishiwara emphasized Einstein’s ingenious 

approach: the discard of ether in the study of light. With the shock of relativity theory, Ishiwara 
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announced to the Japanese readers that the static and absolute space no longer existed. Instead, 

relativity theory posits that space is always determined by movement and speed rather than being 

the unaffected container of them.  Moreover, time travels slower as speed increases, or, around 

heavier mass. This warped space, or the curvature of space-time, due to the gravitational pull that 

slows time down is a phenomenon called time dilation. Einstein’s theory was proved by the solar 

eclipse of 1919, and then by subsequent experimentations and new discoveries in the century. 

However, the validation only holds on a macroscopic or statistical level—an issue we will return 

later. And all of these led to a conceptual revolution of time and space. 2   

Before modernity, time and space referred to a universal and eternal coordinate, 

established by Isaac Newton (and reinforced by Emmanuel Kant). Time and space were thought 

to be independent of and exterior to human experiences and events.  Around the turn of the 20 th 

century, this static Euclidean space and the homogenous time started to crumble. One of its 

instigators was, of course, Einstein, whose thought experiment posits that time simply meant “the 

simultaneity of the events.”3 Here, simultaneity points to the synchronicity of time-keeping 

technologies of modernity. Since the late 19th century, local electric clocks have been 

coordinated by sending signals from the mother or master clock (in the center) to local clocks (in 

the periphery). But this creates a time-lapse for the electric signal that is traveling through time. 

Einstein solves this problem of synchronicity by simply incorporating the traveling time into his 

calculations on the local clock. This was the foundation of his 1905 paper on relativity theory.  

Einstein’s theory does not emerge from a vacuum, nor was he the first to attack absolute 

time or come up with the idea of relative time. In fact, Henri Poincaré raised the problem of 

 
2 Ishiwara, Jun. November 1922. Sōtaisei no riron. Asahi Shinbun.  
3 Galison, Peter. 2003. Einstein's Clocks, Poincaré's Maps : Empires of Time. 1st ed. New York: 

W.W. Norton. 
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simultaneity in an 1898 paper. The work and the era of the two scientists are discussed in detail 

in the work of historian Peter Galison. Galison shed light on the material foundations within 

which the idea of relativity was generated—a network that included the coal mining industry, the 

railroad system, transoceanic cables, standardized measurement of meter and decimalization of 

time, the meridian dispute, clock coordination, and the global cartographic network. All of these 

point to simultaneity as the condition for modern space and time.4 It is upon this infrastructural 

and technological foundation of modernity that relativity theory was born.  

At the same time, Bergson’s theory of time, durée, also opposes the transcendental and 

static space and time, whether it is Newtonian or Kantian (the latter was the main target of 

criticism in his early philosophy). It also opposes Einsteinian time of relativity—which is 

thought to be a transcendental, mathematical time that purportedly exists exterior to human 

experience. In Time and Free Will, or Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience (1889), 

Bergson claims that our perception of time is misguided by “quantitative multiplicity.” Bergson 

uses a flock of sheep as an example for measured time: when we see a flock of sheep, we do not 

see their individual differences, but tend to see them as the repetition of the same. That is, we 

only see the number of sheep that occupy a homogenous space. Likewise, measured time is 

mistakenly thought of as the juxtaposition of the same, and thus occupies a homogenous space. 

In reality, Bergson argues, time is defined by “qualitative multiplicity”—a state better illustrated 

in color perception and bodily sensation (such as pain and sympathy) in which qualitatively 

 
4 Ibid.  
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different, heterogenous states interconnect and interpenetrate each other without dissolving into a 

unity. That is, there is heterogeneity but no juxtaposition of time.5  

Bergson’s position is that our conception of time is diluted by spatial conceptions. True 

time, for Bergson, cannot be represented by any clock or timekeeping device, because it is the 

unpredictable, incessant becoming of life itself. This understanding of time is what Einstein 

critiqued as subjective, psychological time—in contrast to objective truth.6 In response to this 

type of critique, Bergson argues that his durée is radically ontological, while Einsteinian time is 

an illusion produced by rational, mathematical, and mechanical thinking. Bergson’s objection to 

this mathematical method precisely resides in its symmetry and reversibility. Since relativity 

theory is not only premised on the speed of light as a constant (which today we know might not 

be the case), but also on Hermann Minkowski’s four-dimensional space-time coordinate, it is 

impossible to differentiate past from future in its perfect mirror image between the two. Against 

this, Bergson insists that time is a one-way street, and so is neither measurable nor predictable. In 

essence, Bergson’s time is life—a foundation for his vital philosophy. 

Despite their antagonistic positions, both ideas of time were produced in and by 

modernity —a warped and transforming time-space itself. In global modernity, the travel interval 

of time and space was diminished, while the synchronized space-time of the metropolis was 

expanded.7 Schivelbusch’s The Railroad Journey documented the way in which the railroad 

shifted human conception of time and space—the space-time continuum entailed in traditional, 

 
5 Bergson, Henri. 1913. Time and Free Will, an Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, 
by Henri Bergson. Authorized Translation by F. L. Pogson, M.A. England: G. Allen & co.; The 

Macmillan co., 1913.  
6 Canales, Ibid. 
7 Hashimoto, Takehiko, and Shigehisa Kuriyama. 2001. Chikoku no tanjō : kindai Nihon ni okeru 

jikan ishiki no keisei. Tōkyō: Sangensha. 
Schivelbusch, Wolfgang. 1986. The Railway Journey : the Industrialization of Time and Space in 

the 19th Century. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press. 
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organic travel was annihilated by the railroad. The dazzling speed of industrial technology led to 

a labored body exhausted in contraction and expansion, and a space-time that was violently 

contracted, expanded, and warped. Kern’s The Culture of Space and Time examined the ways in 

which modernism reimagined and reoriented pre-established notions of time-space in 

conjunctions with relativity theory and Bergsonian durée.8 From Marcel Proust (who is a cousin 

of Bergson) to Pablo Picasso and Virginia Woolf, Kern showed that the transforming space-time 

was a preoccupation for many significant cultural figures. Modernist movements, such as 

Impressionism, Cubism, and Surrealism, had tried to capture the instantaneous, moving, warped, 

melted, or the (de/re-)composition of space-time, and stream-of-consciousness literature dealt 

with the intuitive, psychological time. In fact, from modern thinkers Baudelaire to Walter 

Benjamin, we see that modernity is, first and foremost, concerned with its own contemporaneity 

and its own time. 

After the poor reception of Duration and Simultaneity, Bergson’s influence in Europe 

began to wane, that is, at least until philosopher Gilles Deleuze rediscovered him in the 1960s. 

Nevertheless, the conflict between Bergson and Einstein has not diminished either’s importance 

in Japan—both were enthusiastically received and reintegrated by a number of scientists, 

physicists, and philosophers. For instance, renowned physicist Terada Torahiko and his student 

Watanabe Satoshi offered a contrasting yet integrating study on Einstein and Bergson’s ideas and 

theorems of time through an idea of “negative entropy.” This will be discussed in Chapter 2. In 

addition, Kyoto School philosophers Nishida Kitarō and Kuki Shūzō had also been attracted to 

both thinkers’ ideas and incorporated both into their own writings. For instance, the 

philosophical concept of a vital “eternal now” that runs through Nishida to Kuki will be 

 
8 Kern, Stephen. 1983. The Culture of Time and Space 1880-1918. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press. 
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discussed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 5. Moreover, the study of Bergson has continued to occupy 

the intellectual and educational center stage of today’s Japan and elsewhere.9 

 In Jimena Canales’s thorough study of this debate, she argues that the disagreement 

between the two paralleled the severance between humanities and science.10 Indeed, this debate 

between the mathematical time and the vital time not only reveals the tension between physics 

and life sciences at that moment, but also the schism between matter and life. We could take a 

step further and argue that in fact the debate between Einstein and Bergson demonstrates two 

tendencies of modernity itself—the scientific progressivism and the rejection of it in search of an 

intuitive, organic, and holistic approach. If this is the case, then in what ways does Japanese 

thinkers integrate both ideas, that is, how do they reconcile the dichotomy between matter and 

life? And what does Japan’s embrace of both ideas of time by Einstein and Bergson—both 

scientific progressivism and intuitive holism—indicate? Before delving into the ways in which 

the Japanese modernists integrated the two seemingly polemical ideas, I will provide a brief 

introduction of Bergson’s time and its relation to the life discourse in Japan.  

 

2. Life—Discourse of Life in Modern Japan  

The fin-de-siècle has always been considered  a period of cultural decadence and demise, 

and yet, we begin to see increasingly popular usages of the term “life” across virtually every 

cultural sphere at the turn of 20th century Japan. Bergson’s life discourse engages with, and yet 

cannot be reduced to, (Neo-)vitalism, because his life discourse aims to transcend the antagonism 

 
9 Higaki Tatsuya, et al. 2022. Beruguson shisō no genzai.  Osaka: Shoshikankanbō. 

Chiba, Masaya. 2013. Ugokisugite wa ikenai : Jiru Durūzu to seisei henka no tetsugaku. Tōkyō: 
Kawade Shobō Shinsha. 
10 Canales. ibid. 
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that emerged from centuries of dispute between mechanism and vitalism. Vitalism is the idea that 

living organisms possess a vital quality that cannot be reduced to or explained by physical or 

chemical laws, namely, the principles of mechanism. This idea can be traced as far back as early 

Aristotelian thinking.  Later examples included the vitalist thinking in the treatises of 

Hippocrates and Galen, the Montpelier School, and British Romanticism; it was then revived to 

flourish at the turn of the 20th century, particularly in German Lebensphilosophie and the work 

of Henri Bergson. 

It is Bergson who famously argued that life is an explosive force that springs forth and 

promulgates lives to change and grow. His works, such as Time and Free Will, Matter and 

Memory, and Creative Evolution, circulated widely in modern Japan, culminating in a Bergson 

boom in the 1910s. In addition, traditional East Asian notions of ki, or qi (lit. air, flow, breath, 

atmosphere) have created a kind of receptive readiness for the discourse on life to spread in East 

Asia. Various forms of animism and spiritualism that surged across the globe and Japan at the 

turn of the century also contributed to the spread of this rather mystical life philosophy. 

Copious previous research has centered on the issue of life in modern Japan. Among the 

the most cited are Suzuki Sadami’s study and his edited volume Taishō seimishugi and Japanese 

Modernity. In his edited volume, specialists from various fields joined to analyze the influence of 

Bergsonian life on philosophy, religion, education, and literature.11  English language scholars 

like Louise Young, Harry Harootunian, and Seiji Lippit have, following the tradition of Walter 

Benjamin, argued that Japanese modernism is inevitably tied to colonialism, fascism, and neo-

liberal capitalism, revealing the collusion of vitalism or lebensphilosophie with fascism.12 More 

 
11 Suzuki, Sadami. 1995. Taishō seimei shugi to gendai. Tōkyō: Kawade Shobō Shinsha. 
12 Harootunian, Harry D. 2000. Overcome by Modernity :history, Culture, and Community in 

Interwar Japan. Course Book. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.  
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recent scholarship, such as the work of Melinda Cooper and Mark Driscoll, has associated the 

vitalist affirmation of biological life with contemporary biopolitics and, more generally, laissez-

faire neo-liberal capitalism.13 

This dissertation engages with these important previous studies, and offers my own 

interpretation of the life discourse in Japan’s modernity. I argue that life here has to be 

understood within the backdrop of the global distribution and reception of evolutionary theory; 

key here is not natural selection, but rather, the theory of sexual selection. sexual selection 

proceeds independently from, rather than subordinate to, natural selection. While the latter 

functions via the law of elimination according to fitness within a society, assuming a passive 

individual merely adapting to changes in its environment, sexual selection, on the other hand, 

functions according to the law of creativity, and is therefor grounded in actively changing and 

reforming the milieu. It is this aesthetic, autonomous, contingent, and creative dimension of life 

that I focus on. 

As such, my claim is that the idea of life has to be historically situated at the intersection 

of life science and aesthetic design. In terms of the life sciences, I maintain that this modernist 

discourse on life is built upon the social and philosophical foundations of modern life sciences, 

blurring its disciplinary boundaries with modern physics, genetics, and more. Many Japanese 

modernists, such as Natsume Sōseki and Terada Torahiko have examined the burgeoning life 

sciences, and based their own philosophical and cultural interpretations on the vanguard 

 
Lippit, Seiji M. 2002. Topographies of Japanese Modernism. New York: Columbia University 

Press. 
13 Driscoll, Mark. 2010. Absolute Erotic, Absolute Grotesque: the Living, Dead, and Undead in 

Japan's Imperialism, 1895-1945. Durham [N.C.]: Duke University Press. 
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experiments and results in life sciences. Life is where they grounded their interventions 

regarding human growth and social change in modernity.  

This dissertation thus argues that this idea of life is rooted in the emerging life discourse, 

coinciding with significant advancements in life sciences such as genetics, cell theory, and 

evolutionary biology. For many modern Japanese thinkers, “life” denotes an autopoietic, self-

generating force that encompasses a temporal dimension of becoming. In this process, matter and 

mind creatively co-evolve creatively, encompassing both living organisms and the material 

objects within their environments.  

However, this dissertation does not serve as an intellectual history tracing the receptive 

history of Bergsonian philosophy and thoughts in Japan. Neither does it attempt to examine all 

aspects of cultural expressions of the life discourse in modern Japan. Rather, it takes life as a 

method, and inquires it through its own radical ontology in the framework of New Materialism. 

That is, it contributes to the existing scholarship by providing an examination of the material 

history of life as a Modern and Modernist product. By doing so, it aims to bridge the gap 

between literary, intellectual history and material studies of decorative designs. 

 

3. Shape of Time, Pattern of life  

As to the question mentioned in the beginning—how did modern Japanese thinkers 

integrate these two opposing ideas of time—matter and life? This dissertation traces this question 

through life—in the life discourse, or biophilosophy—through its concrete, material, or cultural 

expressions in 20th century Japan. I found that biological life came to be conceived as a pattern, 

and (decorative) patterns were thought to be a phenomenon of life.  
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For instance, Natsume Sōseki considered life a historical, collective consciousness—a 

pattern of social history or social tendency (Chapter 1). Philosophers like Kuki Shūzō considered 

stripe patterns as the expression of the life energy of Japanese people (Chapter 2). Architect and 

designer Kon Wajirō recorded the metropolitan decorative and topological pattern as the 

materialized, rhythmical expression of mass life (Chapter 3). In addition, physicists like Terada 

Torahiko considered life as crack patterns—the distribution of energy on uneven fields (Chapter 

2). Finally, Yosano Akiko collaborated with many designers of the Takashimaya Department 

Store, rendering life as the ultimate national fashion—the pattern of Japanese modernity 

(Chapter 5).  

My main argument here is that life is an autonomous, temporal becoming in which 

organisms co-evolve with matter. In other words, life has been considered as a creative force that 

reproduces, transforms, and maintains itself along with its material surroundings. Therefore, life 

is a “dynamic equilibrium” distributed in a three-dimensional field. This topological element of 

life determines that its relation with pattern. Here, we see the ways in which these modernists 

integrated life as time with the “field” from the field theory, which is built from the four-

dimensional space-time in Einstein’s theory.  

In other words, pattern is the order of space-time—it is both the shape of time-space but 

also the form of life.  At the same time, (decorative) patterns are thought to be the materialized, 

rhythmical expressions of individual or social life in space. In short, my dissertation examines 

the political meanings of the patternization of biological life, as well as the living pattern of 

society in modern Japan. 

As such, I also examine the colonial discourse on race and gender that is prescribed in the 

patterns and ornamental patterns of modernity. The ornamental pattern is situated at the opposite 
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of this idea of life—considered as the equivalence of decay, decadence, debauchery, femininity, 

primitivity, and crime—which is then attached to the Colonial other. My research found that 

Korean, Manchurian, and Taiwanese, as well as their traditional arts and crafts, were represented 

through ornate patterns from the 1920s to 1945. Thus, Japan’s own ornamental past and its 

ornamental modernity were disavowed and displaced onto the other. Here, the discourse of life, 

by Okakura Tenshin, Kishida Hideta, Yanagi Sōetsu, the Secessionists, and more, became a 

colonial tool of subjugation and domination. And the life philosophy and racialization of patterns 

became entrenched with wartime fascism. 

Marxist philosopher Miki Kiyoshi astutely called Bergsonian life “a thought in the time 

of crisis” (Kiki no shisō). This is because Bergson’s attack on the mathematical, transcendental 

time—like those by Kant and Einstein—stems from a critique of the rationalism, mechanism, 

and positivism of modernity. On the other hand, life discourse has also been plagued by mystical, 

totalitarian, and reactionary ideologies.  

If life and creativity are essentially linked, then the issues these modern thinkers were 

discussing are really about change—the source of newness and creation. They were asking what 

makes modern Japanese literature, architecture, art, and society different from before? In 

searching for the meaning of life in modernity and modernism, ultimately, they were invested in 

the inner source of newness or creativity that enabled Japan, or East Asia, to change and to 

develop in the modern period. Thus, more broadly, this dissertation inquires as to whether the life 

discourses could have offered us an alternative framework for modernity and modernism, and 

whether it can offer a different path for the future of our post-colonial and post-capitalist 

condition? 
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4. Chapter Overviews 

The Introduction begins with a debate between Albert Einstein and Henri Bergson on 

the nature of time, and its impact in Japan in the 1920s. It contextualizes this clash between 

“vital time” (durée) and “mathematical time” (relativity theory) from the Bergson boom in the 

1910s to Einstein’s visit in 1922. It analyzes how this clash is interpreted by influential physicists 

like Terada Torahiko and Watanabe Satoshi. This radical reconfiguration of space-time and 

matter-life through biophilosophy will be echoed in many different cultural aspects of modernity. 

Chapter 1, “ The Life of Literature: Natsume Sōseki’s Aesthetic Evolution and 

Literary Ornaments,” continues this time as life. I analyze how “lived time” is entangled with 

the Japanese empire. It then teases out Bergsonian “lived time” in Natsume Sōseki’s F+ (f)—a 

pattern of literary and social changes across history in his Theory of Literature. It argues that 

Sōseki’s idea of life is an evolutionary enfolding of collective consciousness qua human history, 

and rereads his postulation of life in terms of alternative evolutionary theory—sexual selection, 

which he referenced explicitly. In doing so, I analyze the ambivalent politics of gender and race 

in 3 of his novels that dealt with decorative arts and paintings and his travel writings of 

Manchuria and Korea. 

Chapter 2, “Why Do Giraffes Have Spots? —Stripe Patterns and Life Philosophy in 

the 1930s,” reads a debate on the pattern formation of Giraffe’s spots in 1933 between physicist 

Terada Torahiko and biologists. I juxtapose this debate with philosopher Kuki Shūzō’s The 

Structure of Iki—a treatise on Japanese fashion in 1930, and show how the philosopher’s and the 

physicists’ ideas of pattern as life mutually elucidate each other. I then utilize commercial and 

governmental design of the early ’30s, such as advertisements, posters, journals, and paintings, 
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as concrete examples to illustrate the relation between life and pattern. In doing so, I analyze the 

hidden revolutionary force in the living social patterns like stripes.  

 Chapter 3, “The Everlasting Life of Karakusa—Itō Chūta’s Ambivalent 

Ornaments,” traces the architect Itō Chūta’s expedition across the Eurasian continent in his 

search for the birth of an ornamental pattern—karakusa—that he believes links Japan to Ancient 

Greece. I revisit his evolution theory of architecture and his later turn against the decadent 

ornaments along with his contemporary racial discourses, which argued the Caucasian origin of 

the Japanese race and its superiority over other Asian races. Here, I investigate how decorative 

patterns turned from a universal framework beyond race or nation into a signifier for race in the 

late 1920s. Finally, I focus on Gionkaku, an ornate architecture designed by Itō built in 1928, and 

argue that despite the suppression of the ornamental, Gionkaku acquired a life of its own—its life 

disrupts the dichotomy between the living and the material, the spatial and the temporal, the self 

and the Other.  

Chapter 4, “The Ornamental Surface of Modern Life—Kon Wajirō versus the 

Secessionists,” centers on the debate between the Secessionist architects and the Dada artists 

represented by Kon Wajirō over the use of ornaments and patterns in the reconstruction post the 

1923 earthquake. It traces the genealogy of the bad ornaments arguments by the Secessionists to 

their predecessors and contemporaries like Okakura Tenshin, Kishida Hideta, Watsuji Tetsurō, 

and Yanagi Sōetsu. It then analyzes the ways in which Ornament is situated at the opposite of 

life and the living—for it indicates decay, primitivity, and corruption, particularly when attached 

to the racialized and gendered other. Here, Japan’s own ornamental modernity was disavowed 

and displaced onto the other. The discourse of life becomes a Colonial tool of subjugation. 
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Countering this stance, Kon Wajiro argued and showed through his work that ornamental 

patterns are the rhythmical expression of the mass life of modernity in space.  

Chapter 5, “Wearing Poetry and Writing Kimonos—Yosano Akiko and 

Takashimaya’s Hyakusenkai,” examines life as poetics through the relations between kimono 

patterns and modern tanka. Here, I focus on Yosano Akiko’s hundreds of overlooked poems 

about the kimono patterns, written for the department store Takashimaya and circulated for 

advertisement from 1919 to 1940. I read these poems along with the kimonos and the theories of 

pattern by the design committee Hyakusenkai of Takashimaya. Here, both the modern tanka 

poems and the kimono patterns were considered to manifest life because of their structure—

characterized by dynamic lines, asymmetry, and freedom from Euclidean space-time that grant it 

a supra-modernness. Again, life as pattern is ambivalent here: while it was the source of newness 

in design that instigated global modernism, the kimono patterns and the poems were used as 

military propaganda, through Yosano’s poetic eulogy of the Japanese empire and Takashimaya’s 

wartime collaboration with the government.  

In conclusion, I will reconsider the modernists’ rejection of the ornamental as a favoring 

of a negative ornaments, or a negative pattern. I will suggest some links between life, pattern, 

and cognition, in the postwar and contemporary Japan, and end with biophilosophy’s continued 

occupation of intellectual and educational center stage in today’s Japan 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  16 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  17 

Life of Literature 

—Natsume Sōseki’s Aesthetic Evolution and Literary Ornaments 

 

Natsume Sōseki (1868-1916) is a versatile writer whose work spans a wide-variety of 

disciplines, styles, and genres. Extensive Japanese scholarship has established him not only as 

the most canonical and foundational writer for modern Japanese literature, but also equated him 

as the symbol (par excellence) of the cultural and intellectual zeitgeist of the Meiji and early 

Taisho Period.14 In Anglophone scholarship, some of the most important scholarship opens his 

work onto the modern construction of consciousness and temporality; the transnational circuit of 

textual production in modern East Asia; as well as the clash between individual subjectivity and 

the nation-state.15 

In this chapter, I engage with this diverse body of scholarship by looking into Sōseki’s 

oeuvre from a different angle: his theory of evolution based on a fundamental aesthetic drive. In 

particular, I focus on his engagement and experiment with evolutionary biology and the turn-of-

the-century philosophy of life. In the studies that deal with the relation between his work and 

evolutionary theory, the primary focus has been on the relation between Sōseki and Natural 

Selection, or Sōseki and Social Darwinism.16 In contrast, this chapter focuses on Sōseki’s 

alternative theory of evolution through his engagement with two evolutionary theorists that, I 

argue, are central to his thought: Charles Darwin and Henri Bergson. In particular, this chapter 

 
14 Etō Jun, Sōseki to sono jidai, Tōkyō: Shinchōsha, 1970; Komori Yōichi, Sōseki wo 
yominaosu, Tōkyō: Iwanami shoten, 2016. And more. 
15 Michael K. Bourdaghs, Atsuko Ueda, and Joseph A. Murphy ed. Theory of literature and other 

critical writings, New York : Columbia University Press, 2009.; Karen L. Thornber, Empire of 

Texts in Motion: Chinese, Korean, and Taiwanese Transculturations of Japanese Literature, 
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009.; Thomas LaMarre, 'Expanded empiricism: 

Natsume Sōseki with William James', Japan Forum, 2008. 20:1, 47-77. And more. 
16 Such as in Keith Vincent,Theory of literature and other critical writing. Book 5 Group F.; 

Komori Yōichi, Sōseki wo yominaosu. 
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traces Sōseki’s entanglement with Darwin’s largely forgotten idea of sexual selection and 

Bergson’s theory of creative evolution. 

To be clear, Darwin and Bergson do not provide two fundamentally different schemas of 

evolution; rather, Sōseki rightly sees a fundamental resonance between Darwin’s misunderstood 

and dismissed idea of sexual selection and Bergsonian creative evolution. I refer to this 

resonance with the term “aesthetic evolution.” I will explicate the alignments between them 

throughout the chapter, but ultimately I want to illustrate that, to Sōseki, literature and art have a 

vital quality, an autonomous, creative life; and his “life” of literature, as well as of art, is not 

qualitatively different from social and historical materiality. 

In Section one, I show that the idea of aesthetic evolution has already germinated in his 

London days in the climate of colonial and racial tension, and that the concept is crystallized in 

his (F +f) as well as in Bungakuron (Theory of Literature), which he started to write in London. I 

argue his Bungakuron, with its study on the vicissitudes of literature in a temporal duration, 

charts out his theoretical foundation for his literary practice—namely, aesthetic evolution: a 

radically contingent, open, and immanently creative process.  

In section two, I will then provide a close-reading of Sōseki’s alternative evolution in 

short stories like “Heredity of Taste” (Shumi no iden). I will show how the biological 

transmission and the evolution of aesthetic “taste” is at core of this enigmatic story and many of 

his later novels. In section three, I situate this idea of evolution in Sōseki’s literary engagement 

with the Decorative Art Movement in the West and Japan. I focus on “ornament” in three novels, 

Poppies (Gubijinsō 虞美人草), Sanshirō (三四郎), and And Then (Sore karaそれから). 

Ornament is key here because sexual selection posits that biological life evolves according to 
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aesthetic-based mating choices, resulting in infinite, colorful bodily ornamentation. I will also 

juxtapose Sōseki’s aesthetic discourse of ornaments with the racial discourse at that time.  

It is my claims that Sōseki’s aesthetic evolution privileges a world of beauty over utility, 

contingency over teleology, difference over sameness, change over adaptation, and creativity 

over negation. As such, it envisions a universe that is aesthetic, fertile, and, more than anything 

else, creative. Ultimately, I argue that through aesthetic evolution, Sōseki is really inquiring into 

the nature of change—the source of newness and creation within East Asia itself. In investigating 

the meaning of life in modernity, Sōseki is, I contend, searching for the inner source of newness 

or creativity that enables Japan to change and to develop in the modern time.  

 

 

1.1 Germination of Bungakuron: Social Darwinism, colonialism, and imperialism 

 

The central idea of aesthetic evolution germinated with Bungakuron—Sōseki’s ambitious, 

holistic attempt to theorize literature in light of developments in the modern sciences like 

sociology, psychology, and biology. As Sōseki notes in the preface to the work, which was first 

organized and published in 1906 as a collection of his lecture notes to students at Tokyo Imperial 

University from 1903 to 1904, the project germinated during his 1900–1902 studies abroad in 

London. Perhaps more than anything else, it was his intense social alienation and his newfound 

awareness of racial difference that fueled this project. In his London News, he writes of his 

becoming acutely aware that he is “a man of yellow race,” and he describes himself as a “dog 

inside a pack of wolves,” “a drop of water in oil,” and even “a black dot of ink on a white shirt.” 

He even remarks that, compared with people in London, his skin color seems so yellow that “it is 
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a fearful and repulsive color that can no longer be considered as belonging to a human (ningen 

wo saru sansha iro to iwazaru wo enai)” (NSZ 12: 14). 

Sōseki’s heighted awareness of his skin color and its effect in dehumanizing him is, as 

scholars like Komori Yōichi have pointed out, linked to the “yellow skin” of Kushami in I Am a 

Cat. This text was written in 1904 during the Russo-Japanese War, and opened onto a broader 

racial discourse in the era of “Yellow Peril.” In fact, the emergence of this discourse on Yellow 

Peril was directly related to the rise of Japanese Empire, following their 1895 victory in the first 

Sino-Japanese War. In addition to this, the Boxer Rebellion in China (1899–1901) and the Russo-

Japanese War led to a dramatic increase in anti-Chinese and anti-Japanese sentiment in the West, 

as the discourse on Yellow Peril gained wide popularity. 17 

It is on the backdrop of this colonial and imperial context of racial tension that the 

reception of evolutionary theory in Japan has to be understood. We find telling evidence in that, 

in London News, Sōseki recounts an elderly British lady explaining to him the mechanism of 

evolution and progressivism in modernity—asking if he knew the idea of “evolution” (shinka) as 

if he was “an infant” (akanbō) (NSZ 12: 18-19).  

Spencerian Social Darwinism had an impact that was perhaps more influential than 

Darwin’s own theory, establishing deep roots in East Asian societies when it was introduced.18 

Following thinkers like Herbert Spencer and Thomas Malthus, Social Darwinists are now 

infamous for reducing Darwin’s complex ideas of natural selection in Origin of Species into a 

 
17 Komori, Yōichi, Sōseki o yominaosu, Tōkyō: Iwanami Shoten, 2016. P.76-87. 
 Komori, Yōichi, Sensō no jidai to Natsume Sōseki: Meiji Ishin 150-nen ni atatte, Kyōto: 

Kamogawa Shuppan, 2018. P.9-89. 
18 See references such as Jones, Andrew. Developmental Fairy Tales: Evolutionary Thinking and 

Modern Chinese Culture, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011. 

And Pussey, James Reeve. China and Charles Darwin, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1983. 
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pithy but misleading slogan: “survival of the fittest.” Loosely applying Darwin’s theory of 

natural selection to the social organism, Social Darwinism maintains that societies and races 

evolve according to the same law, thus providing supposedly “scientific” support for ideas such 

as “elimination of the unfit,” in the eugenics by Francis Galton, and “racial supremacy” of whites 

compared to so-called black, yellow, and red races, in thinkers like Joseph-Arthur de Gobineau. 

With Speciarian thinking as its context, it is no coincidence that Sōseki compared himself to an 

“infant” when addressed by the white woman on the issue of “evolution”: what is revealed here 

is the hierarchical imperialist logic and evolutionary ladder of Spencerian Social Darwinism, 

which positioned Japanese and Asian race as more primitive and more infantile than the more 

evolved and advanced Caucasian race.  

These ideas of Social Darwinism were translated and disseminated widely in Japan, and 

were subject to a wide range of interpretation and sometimes critique. As scholars like Clinton 

Godart have shown, there were dual trajectories in the process of assimilation of evolutionary 

theory in Meiji Japan: while on the one hand, evolutionary theory was embraced as a form of 

linear progressivism that underlies modernity itself, on the other, it was contested or appropriated 

within indigenous systems of thought to advance particular religious and political ends.19  

One of the most famous examples of the latter trajectory is found in the biologist Oka 

Asajirō’s lectures on evolution, in which he argues not only for progress but also for inevitable 

decline in evolution—developing his own unique theory of evolution qua devolution. While 

Sōseki was indeed influenced by Oka’s idea of “(d)evolution” (shintaikaron), this was not his 

only source. In fact, Sōseki was familiar with various theories of evolution, and he had extensive 

 
19 Godart, Clinton. Darwin, Dharma, and the Divine: Evolutionary Theory and Religion in 

Modern Japan, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2017. 3-4. 
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knowledge of new research in the social sciences, in particular psychological studies. As we will 

see in the following pages, he used this knowledge to develop his own unique alternative 

evolutionary theories throughout his writing career. 

 

1.2 The Struggle for Survival and Modernity 

In order to understand Sōseki’s alternative theory of evolution, we need to first look into his 

critique of the mainstream theory of social evolution that underlies modernity. For Sōseki, the 

central tenet of Social Darwinism, the “struggle for survival” (seizon kyōsō), was the inevitable 

consequence of Japanese modernity. This is true insofar as, Sōseki argues, Japan’s modernity was 

pressed upon it from the outside, by Western colonial powers. In particular, he claims that 

Japan’s modernization has been “slippery” (uwasuberi) and extrinsic (gaihatsuteki), rather than 

“spontaneously developed from within” (naihatsu teki hatten)—a concept that he coined in The 

Enlightenment of Modern Japan (Gendai nihon no kaika), a speech given in 1911.  

In this speech, Sōseki repeatedly uses the term “struggle for survival” (seizon kyōsō). He 

notes: 

 As modernization progresses more and more, the competition for survival becomes more 

and more pronounced…the higher the standard of living becomes, the more pain the 

struggle for survival will incur. From children to college students, everyone is in 

competition for survival.20 

 

According to Sōseki, modernization has led to an intensified struggle for survival. For 

modern people, “competition for survival is no longer a question of life and death, but an 

 
20 Sōseki Natsume, Theory of Literature, ed. Bourdaghs, 
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imperative of life.”21 This competition takes its toll physically upon humanity; with advances in 

technology, the demand for labor actually increases, causing “exhaustion and fatigue.” It also 

causes damage to humans psychologically, driving them to mental illness, most prevalently, 

“neurasthenia” (shinkeisuijaku).  

In one of Sōseki’s early novels, Poppies, written in 1906, the narrator states that, 

“neurasthenia is an epidemic of civilization” (NSZ 5: 75). In And Then (1909), the protagonist 

Daisuke states that, in the course of Japanese modernization, the Japanese have turned into “a 

people so oppressed by the West that they have no mental leisure, they can’t do anything 

worthwhile…that’s why they all end up with neurasthenia.”22 

This modern “struggle for survival,” moreover, not only destructively impacts human 

health and psyche, but also their ethics. He writes in And Then: 

Daisuke had yet to meet the individual who, as he stood groaning beneath the oppression 

of Western civilization in the seething arena of the struggle for survival, was still able to 

shed genuine tears for another. 23 

 

Struggle for survival is here said to deprive people of the ability to sympathize or 

empathize with each other. As Sōseki emphasizes in The Enlightenment of Modern Japan, this 

selfishness stems from the pressure for self-advancement; the Meiji-era motto risshin shussei—

“to promote and establish oneself in society”—dictates the need for success at any cost, 

including hypocrisy and depravity. Sōseki is not hopeful here; as Kōno, one of the protagonists 

in Poppies, claims: “As the struggle for survival intensified, the interiority of humanity grows 

more and more abominable…Today, the evolution of humanity will only create human beings 

with god-like faces and swine-like genitalia” (NSZ 5: 64). 

 
21 Ibid,  
22 Sōseki Natsume, And Then, trans. Norma Moore Field (Tuttle Publishing, 2011) 
23 Ibid, 32 
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For Sōseki, modernity not only brings competition between East and West, nation and 

nation, person and person. Virtually everything, including inanimate matters, exists in a constant 

process of competition and elimination. In And Then, Daisuke notes that not only humans, but 

also massive, cheap “housing infrastructure” in Tokyo is in competition for survival—even “gods 

and idols” are in competition with each other.24 As we will see in this subsection, the competition 

for survival also includes literature and literary production. Key to this project is the above-

mentioned Bungakuron, and in particular it is his (F+f) theory, connected to what his  “evolution 

of literature.” 

Sōseki thus criticizes the moral bankruptcy and ethical erosion of Social Darwinism, 

questioning its aggrandizement of ego-centrism, and its relentless imperative to expand, 

progress, and compete. And importantly, for Sōseki, such an evolutionary view is ultimately tied 

to the capitalistic, colonial agenda of modernity itself. It is against such worldview that he 

developed his own unique, alternative evolutionary theory. 

 

1.3 Literature as Individual Consciousness  

Sōseki begins Bungakuron by postulating that literature can be analyzed and understood through 

a single formula (F+f). Arguing that literature is the aestheticized continuity of consciousness 

(ishiki no renzoku), Sōseki claims that F, which stands for the focal point of human 

consciousness (ishiki no shōten), is always accompanied by an affect, codified as f. Here, F 

transmits and moves incessantly, encompassing everything in the world that enters into human 

consciousness. Sōseki here divides F into the natural, the human, the divine, and the abstract. He 

 
24 Ibid, 89. 
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emphasizes that he does not include a category of the aesthetic here, because all of above are 

aesthetic (NSZ 14: 220-224).  

Key here is the non-dualistic nature of (F+f)—the material of literature. As Komori points 

out, instead of (F)+(f), it is written as (F+f), which indicates that F and f are inseparable and are 

formed in a non-dualistic unity. In other words, the perception of the focal point (F) is indivisible 

from the affect (f) that accompanies the focal point. This is significant because it means that 

Sōseki has disrupted the traditional division between content and form, fiction and reality (or 

writing and consciousness), and thus moved away from the conventional model of literature as 

reflection or mimesis of reality. Instead, literature (consciousness) and reality (affect) become 

one organic unity in this formula. In short, literature is aestheticized human consciousness.  

To briefly summarize Sōseki’s view here, human consciousness is a flow that consists in 

continuous, infinite bell-shaped small waves (fig.1). At the top of each wave is the strongest and 

clearest focal point of attention, F. When outside of the top, F grows weaker and more 

ambiguous, retreating into the peripheral of consciousness. F waxes and wanes along with the 

passing of time, moving from one focal point F to the next F’. In doing so, however, it still 

retains the former point F in its periphery, and as such it continues to flow. When F is 

accompanied by affect f, or when each F arouses f, it can become the material of literature. Thus 

the formula (F+f).    
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Figure 1: The Flow of Human Consciousness (NSZ 14: 31) 

 

This theory of consciousness, in particular his graph of the bell-shaped wave of 

consciousness above, is both influenced by and differs from the models of New Psychologists 

like William James and Lloyd Morgan—as scholars like Michael Bourdaghs, Thomas Lamarre, 

and Joseph Murphy have noted.25 But, in addition to the new psychology emphasized by these 

scholars, I argue that we must also read this (F+f) through evolutionary theory. For instance, one 

of the figures that Sōseki refers to in this model of consciousness is Herbert Spencer. Although 

credited as the founder and most representative figure of Social Darwinism, Spencer’s early 

work on psychology included more sophisticated and complicated ideas of evolution than that of 

 
25 Lamarre, Thomas (2008) 'Expanded empiricism: Natsume Sōseki with William James', Japan 

Forum, 20:1, 47-77. Joseph A. Murphy, Separation of cognition and affect in Bungakuron, Japan 

Forum, 20:1, 103-126, 2008. 

Joseph A. Murphy Metaphorical circuit: negotiations between literature and science in 

twentieth-century Japan, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University, 2004. 
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his Social Darwinist followers. Sōseki refers to Spencer’s Principle of Psychology (1855), a 

pioneering work in modern psychology that, in many ways, is thought to anticipate the 

behaviorism of B.F. Skinner in the early 20th century. One of the central pillars of Spencer’s 

study is that human consciousness has a biological and evolutionary basis—a highly contentious 

view at the time, as the work was published four years before Darwin’s Origins of Species. 

Despite the controversy, Sōseki clearly took this work seriously: he cited Spencer in his 

discussion of the literary content of (F+f) as “romantic love” which must stem from the 

“physiological and biological basis of love” in Bungakuron (NSZ 14:75). In a similar vein, 

Sōseki uses William James’ famous argument that “physiological basis precedes emotional 

expression” to further prove this literary rendering of romantic love has biological basis. (NSZ 

14: 77). In short, (F+ f) indicates that Sōseki’s literature is an aestheticized or literary rendition of 

human consciousness. To him, literature is not qualitatively different from the biological and 

physiological basis of affect (f) and consciousness (F).  

Understanding the non-dualistic nature of (F+f) help us to better ground Sōseki’s 

Bungakuron: Bungakuron posits that literature originates from the immediate biological and 

physiological based emotions and stimulation, rather than mediated intellectual or critical 

standpoints. This, in fact. puts Sōseki close to writers ranging from Leo Tolstoy to George 

Saunders, who emphasize that emotions are the foundational and creative source of fiction 

writing.26 As such, the idea of Bungakuron as a failed or specialist-oriented theoretical attempt, 

one that somehow contains the gap between Western theory and Japanese object, can be refuted. 

Instead, Bungakuron should be read through the perspective of creative writing based on 

 
26 Leo Tolstoy, What is art? New York: Penguin Classics, 1996. George Saunders, A swim in a 

pond in the rain, New York: Random House, 2021. 
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biological and sociological theories, rather than as a work of literary criticism or literary 

theorization. 27 

 

1.4 The Evolution of F: Literature as Collective Consciousness qua History 

Sōseki does not stop at the individual level of consciousness qua literature, however. He instead 

quickly moves onto the collective consciousness in a temporal unfolding that can only be 

understood as evolutionary process. In fact, evolution is the central framework for Sōseki as he 

envisions Bungakuron. He says as much early on in the book, where he states his goal of the 

project: 

To read literary works, to try to learn what literature was, I believed, was the same as 

trying to wash blood with blood. I vowed to determine what psychological necessity there 

was for literature—for its birth (umare), its growth (hattatsu), and its degeneration 

(taihai). I vowed to pursue what social necessity there was for literature—for its 

existence, its rise, and its fall (NSZ 14: 9). 

 

Literature here is compared to a biological and physical substance, blood, and it is the “birth, 

growth, and degeneration” of literature, in other words, the evolution of literature, that is 

explicitly the object of his study. 

Sōseki analyzes this evolution of literature, this “existence, rise, and fall,” on the 

“psychological” as well as the “social” level. He thus theorizes (F+f) not just on a instantaneous, 

individual level of consciousness, but also on the social and collective level. To this end, he 

divides F into three types: “F in a single instant of consciousness; F within a span of time for an 

individual; F within a span of time of a society’s evolution” (NSZ 14:27). He further specifies 

this last type of F as a Collective F, or “zeitgeist” (fig.2) (NSZ 14: 418). Here, Sōseki, in his 

 
27 Michael K. Bourdaghs, Atsuko Ueda, and Joseph A. Murphy ed. Theory of literature and other 

critical writings, New York : Columbia University Press, 2009. 9, 65. 
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social analysis, maintains that Collective F changes and moves (suii) according to a force of 

“suggestion” (anji). And this course of movement (suii) takes place through a fierce competition 

(kyōsō) among Fs:  

 The transformation of our consciousness normally takes place through competition 

(kyōsō) among “a large number of F's…This competition is natural and necessary (NSZ 

14: 418). 

We realize here that, for Sōseki, the movement and transformation of literature, as 

aestheticized individual and collective consciousness, obeys a law of evolution. Though he uses 

the word “competition,” this is not the same as the linear, teleological evolutionary view in 

Social Darwinism. As Michael Bourdaghs puts it: 

Sōseki insists that while biological organisms, sense perception, society, and scientific 

knowledge may all undergo progressive evolution into superior forms, such is not the 
case for literature and literary taste…Literature may evolve through history, but it does 
not follow the sort of developmental model of civilization and enlightenment that held 

sway in English sociology.28 
 

Instead of the Spencerian evolutionary model of progress, we find the emergence of 

Sōseki’s unique theory of evolution: within the context of social evolution Sōseki further divides 

F into three categories: the Genius F, the Capable F, and the Ordinary F. He postulates that the 

Genius F reaches a focal point spontaneously and innovatively, and that this focal point will be 

followed by the Capable F, who are the quickest in discerning the trend of the era. The same 

focal point will later be reached by the Ordinary F—but only after a long span of the time, 

perhaps even a hundred years later. Nevertheless, the difference here is not a matter of kind; 

rather, the three only differ from each other in terms of velocity. Such is his idea of the social 

evolution of collective consciousness.  

 
28 Michael K. Bourdaghs, Atsuko Ueda, and Joseph A. Murphy ed. Theory of literature and other 

critical writings, New York : Columbia University Press, 2009. P.16. 
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Figure 2 Collective F (NSZ 14:33) 

 

What differentiates Sōseki from other thinkers influenced by Social Darwinism at the 

time is that Sōseki subscribes no intrinsic values in the progress of evolution. As I see it, his 

postulation of the evolution of Collective F is fundamentally a temporal unfolding. What 

eventually determines the particular F as the Genius F is the blind force, or the “energy” of the 

Collective F—the word he specifies here for the movement of the collective human 

consciousness, or Collective F, is ikioi, which literally means energy, force, or life. Sōseki further 

defines the word when he writes: “What is ikioi? According to ancient philosophy, it is Nature 

(ten), and it is Life or Fate (mei).” Later in the same chapter, he writes with regard to the 

principles of the movements of the Collective F: 

“I will not hesitate to apply the principles arrived at in the preceding sections to my own 

life, to that of others, and to the whole current age until the vast and wondrous unfolding 

of history itself, and apply it to the billions of people acting separately and together, 
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moving and transforming themselves as a group in the awesome and irresistible vortex of 

history to which we have given the name of providence (tenmei)” (NSZ 14:33). 29 

 

As the quote above demonstrates, it is not the Genius F that leads social change or creates 

new ideas and historical tendencies; they simply move along faster to arrive at the focal point 

quicker according to the “energy” (ikioi) of the “awesome and irresistible vortex of history,” 

which is “providence” (tenmei). To unpack his ideas here, we need to understand the word 

tenmei, which directly refers to the “Mandate of Heaven” in classical Chinese philosophy— ten 

means nature or heaven, and mei designates order, predestination, or life. For Sōseki, the idea is 

that history unfolds itself, rather than being led by the genius. As such, what propels, moves, and 

changes history is history itself—an autotelic or autopoietic force. Ikioi is nothing but the active 

maintaining or unfolding of historical life itself.  

As Sōseki tells us, this unfolding of the vortex of history is also called tenmei, that is, the 

natural order, the heavenly force, or cosmic life. It is here that Sōseki’s unique evolutionary 

theory converges with the (neo-) vitalist discourse on life in Japan around the 1910s, which 

Suzuki Sadami has coined Taishō seimeishugi—the life philosophy flourished in the Taishō 

Period.30  The idea of ten connected to his historical life in Sōseki’s formation points to the fact 

that the flourishing of life philosophy was connected to the receptive readiness created by the 

indigenous philosophical systems of the cosmic flow of life—qi. 

Indeed, for Sōseki, literature is on the same continuum with human consciousness, both 

on the level of the individual and the collective, thus literature evolves as history unfolds. Yet, 

literature’s evolution does not function according to the laws stressed by the Social Darwinists. 

 
29 Bourdaghs, ed. Theory of Literature, p.143. 
30 Sadami, Suzuki. "Seimei" de yomu Nihon kindai : Taishō seimei shugi no tanjō to tenkai, 

Tōkyō : Nihon Hōsō Shuppan Kyōkai, 1996. P.2-18. 
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Instead, deviating from social Darwinism, Sōseki sees no intrinsic value, improvement, 

superiority, or progress in this evolution of literature qua history. But our question, then, is what 

is his alternative evolutionary theory of literature qua history, and what are some of its critical 

implications?  

 

1.5 Collective F and Bergson’s Creative Evolution 

As discussed earlier, Sōseki’s idea of social evolution and the evolution of literature is governed 

by “energy” (ikioi) qua “cosmic life” or “natural order” (tenmei)—an autonomous, auto-poietic 

force that creates, propels, and transforms. This is where his thought converges with Bergson’s 

theory of “creative evolution” and Darwin’s theory of sexual selection.  

 With regards to Bergson, Sōseki owned copies of Bergson’s Creative Evolution and Time 

and Free Will in his library, with extensive marginalia notes that indicate the proximity of his 

ideas to Bergson’s.31 As mentioned in the introduction, Bergson’s élan vital implies that living 

organism possesses a vital force that creates, generates, organizes, changes, and complicates life 

itself. This process of living organism self-creating and self-organizing itself is what Bergson 

terms “creative evolution”—an idea paralleled in Sōseki’s conception of ikioi. Moreover, since 

the reception of Bergson in East Asia often converges with indigenous thought and philosophical 

system of cosmic life, qi, the affinities between élan vital and ikioi or tenmei become more 

prominent.  

 In addition, it is in the concept of memory that we can see the closest alignment between 

Sōseki and Bergson. In Bergson’s famous diagram of the inverted cone (fig.3) put forth in Matter 

 
31 Kamo, Akira, “Beyond determinism: What Sōseki had preliminarily in mind when he was influenced by Herbert 

Spencer and William James.” (In Japanese) Japanese Literature 33(3), 1-12, 1984. 
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and Memory, the cone SAB represents the regressive memory.32 While the plane where the tip of 

the cone is inserted into it is the present moment, AB stands for the oldest surviving memory, 

perhaps only emerging in the form of a dream. The cone shows that what exists in the present 

moment always retains the entirety of past memory, which spontaneously rushes into the now 

and forms perception.  It is significant that Bergson’s memory-image is in between matter and 

spirit, for he maintains that matter and spirit coexist on the same continuum. This is similar to 

Sōseki’s (F + f) insofar as literature (thing) and affective consciousness (spirit) are also of a 

radical non-duality. 

We also know that, for Bergson, memory is intuition, through which one can sym-pathize 

and participate with the vibration of endless matter in the interpenetration of all things. So here, 

even though the cone represents an individual memory, in reality it overlaps at the bottom AB 

and is inseparable from other infinite numbers of cones. Since memory is not only cascading but 

also proceeding. This is where it converges with Sōseki’s collective F (fig.2), the zeitgeist. While 

at the bottom is the individual F of the present moment, the horizontal row of F “coalesces across 

a certain point, and this point is the zeitgeist, or, alternatively, the ikioi of that period”—be it one 

minute, one year, fifty years, or a hundred years.33 Here, Sōseki’s collective F seems to be a slice 

of Bergson’s inverted cone, in which each individual’s present moment contains the entirety of 

collective memory or consciousness, either descending or proceeding.  

 
32 Henri, Bergson, Matter and Memory, New York: Zone Books, 1991. P.162. 
33 Bourdaghs, ed. Theory of Literature, p.59. 
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Figure 3: Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, 161 

 

Contrary to the Spencerian Social Darwinism that emphasizes linear and teleological 

progression, Sōseki’s ikioi, the evolution of human consciousness qua history qua literature, 

stresses an autotelic and contingent force as central to the process of evolution. His aesthetic 

evolution, like Bergson’s creative evolution, rejects time as quantifiable and measurable and 

posits a temporal structure in which there is no past or future; only an everlasting, expanding 

now that retains the totality of the past and opens itself fully to the possibilities of changes. 

 

1.6 Collective F and Darwin’s Sexual Selection 

In his Creative Evolution, Bergson both criticized the linear progressivism in Darwinism and 

confirmed Darwin’s idea of mutation. In truth, Bergson’s creative evolution, in which life as a 

springing forth force from matter complicates and enriches itself, is very similar to Darwin’s 
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theory of sexual selection.34 The link between the two thinkers has been explored and theorized 

extensively by philosophers like Elizabeth Grosz and Clare Colebrook.35  

 Sōseki referred to Darwin’s theory of sexual selection and its aesthetic dimensions 

directly in his novels, such as Sanshirō, engaging with the idea and developing it in his own 

theory of aesthetic evolution. In 1905, biologist Oka Asajirō published his widely impactful 

Lectures on Evolution (Shinkaron kōgi ), which includes an introduction to Darwin’s idea of 

sexual selection—as he translated it, shiyū tōta (lit. elimination by male-female sexes). Oka was 

not the first to translate this idea, though he was perhaps the first to populate this specific term 

and to disseminate this jargon of evolutionary theory in Japan.36 Nevertheless, Sōseki had 

already been familiar with the concept of sexual selection, before Oka published his lectures. 

Sōseki not only read an original English-language copy of The Descent of Man, he had also 

purchased and annotated several other books on the issue of sexual selection in his library, 

including The Evolution of Sex by Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson, Pure Sociology by 

Lester Frank Ward, and Marriage and Heredity by John Ferguson Nisbet.37  

In The Descent of Men, and Selection in Relation to Sex, Darwin changed course from his 

earlier views in Origin of Species which foregrounded natural selection.38 Descent starts from the 

observation that natural selection, the survival of the fittest, seems unable to account for the 

infinite variance and diversity of the natural world that we inhabit. Darwin writes that the 

 
34 Henri, Bergson, Creative Evolution, NY: Dover, 1998. 
35 See Elizabeth, Grosz, Becoming Undone, Darwinian Reflections on Life, Politics, and Art, 

Durham: Duke University Press, 2011.; Clare, Colebrook, Gilles Deleuze and the Meaning of 
Life, New York and London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 2011. 
36 Senzaburo, Kōzu, Jinsoron, 1881; Chiyomatsu, Ishikawa, Shinka shinron, 1891. NDL digital 
online.  
37 Sōseki’s collection, Sōseki bunko database by Tohoku University Digital Collection: 

https://www.i-repository.net/il/meta_pub/cresult 
38 Richard, O. Prum, The Evolution of Beauty How Darwin's Forgotten Theory of Mate Choice 

Shapes the Animal World, New York: Knof Doubleday, 2017. 
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peacock’s tail represents this conundrum—insofar as such ornamentation is useless, impractical 

and often hinders and endangers the survival of the animals.39 In other words, for Darwin, the 

richness and color of the world, and of organisms within it, can only be understood through 

sexual selection. 

As detailed in the introduction, Darwin claims that sexual selection happens when a 

member of one sex chooses a member of the opposite sex to mate with according to aesthetic 

choice. Here it is thus beauty, rather than fitness, that propels and directs the course of evolution. 

Further, this beauty has no universal or intrinsic value, for it is the individual preference or 

taste—that is, the subjective aesthetic judgment—in the selection of a mate that determines 

evolution. This emphasis on aesthetic taste has three important implications. First, it is the 

autonomous aesthetic choice of an individual, often a female individual that changes evolution. 

Second, because it is based on individual aesthetic taste, evolution is fundamentally creative (as 

opposed to eliminative in Social Darwinism). Third, because the aesthetic taste does not have 

any universal or intrinsic standard or value, evolution is contingent, unpredictable, and 

purposeless.  

Therefore, I argue that many points in which this view of aesthetic and non-teleological 

evolution qua sexual selection resonates with Sōseki’s evolution of literature in Bungakuron. For 

instance, as mentioned before, for Sōseki, literature is foremost an aesthetic category. In addition, 

in his discussion of collective F, he writes, “the life of literature is taste.” Sōseki’s evolution is 

also against a progressive and teleological model, as he argues, “It is a great error to look back 

 
39 Charles, Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, New York: Penguin 
Books, 2017.  
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into past consciousness and decide that just because it (the past taste) is already past, it is not as 

progressive as the present (taste)” (NSZ 14: 463).  

What is key here is that collective F does not move along a linear, progressive model—

for the purpose of evolving into the most superior or the fittest. Rather, for Sōseki, aesthetically-

driven evolution ascribes no intrinsic value, and it has no purpose other than itself. This means 

that, aesthetic evolution complicates and enriches, rather than competes and eliminates.  

 

2 Sōseki’s Evolution in “The Heredity of Taste” 

In this section and the next one, I will develop Sōseki’s alternative evolution, in which he 

engages and appropriates Darwin’s sexual selection and Bergson’s creative evolution. In doing 

so, I will focus first on the short story, “The Heredity of Taste,” and then on his “painterly 

novels” (kaiga shōsetsu), such as Poppies, Sanshirō, and And Then. 

 We can begin by noting that Sōseki’s novels are often thought to revolve around the idea 

of inheritance—the inheritance or disinheritance of money, property, and legacy. Komori Yōichi 

has shown the relationship between the characters in Sōseki’s major works are determined, 

enabled, or destroyed by their inherited fortune and power, and their exchange of them.40 

Michael Bourdaghs has read Sōseki’s oeuvre through the modern construct of private property, 

revealing that selfhood, consciousness, and the life-and-death of his protagonists are intimately 

linked to acquiring or losing the inherited property.41 Reiko Abe-Auestad has also interpreted 

 
40 Komori Yōichi, Sōseki wo yominaosu, Tōkyō: Iwanami shoten, 2016. 141-185. 
41 Bourdaghs, Michael K.. A Fictional Commons : Natsume Sōseki and the Properties of Modern 
Literature. Duke University Press, 2021. 
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Sōseki’s works in term of the exchange or traffic of women by men, particularly in Kōjin.42 J. 

Keith Vincent too has read Kokoro in terms of the repressed homosocial and homoerotic past 

within the “bloody legacy” of Japan’s modernity.43  

In these various ideas of inheritance, a material basis of exchange is often emphasized— 

money, estate, objects. Here, in contrast, I will focus on the inheritance of a biological and 

reproductive taste. Working with Sōseki’s, “The Heredity of Taste,” but also later novels like 

Sanshirō and Kokoro, I argue for the centrality of aesthetic evolution, especially its similarities 

with sexual selection, for understanding Sōseki’s entire writing career.  

 

2.1 Summary of “The Heredity of Taste”  

Serialized in the Asahi Shinbun in 1906, in the aftermath of the 1904–1905 Russo-Japanese War, 

“The Heredity of Taste” is often read as a protest of imperialism and war. Its unique evolutionary 

theory, the “hereditary of taste,” however, is comparatively less studied and understood.44 

Before analyzing this text, it is necessary to begin with a summary of “The Heredity of 

Taste.” This enigmatic story is neatly demarcated into three parts. It opens with the narrator’s 

trance-like vision of the bloody battlefield in Lüshun, Port Arthur, where human flesh is torn 

apart by hounds and bullets. It then transitions to the present, and we learn that the narrator is 

 
42 Reiko, Abe-Auestad, Rereading Sōseki: three early twentieth-century Japanese novels, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2016. (2016). CEAS Reprint Series for Rare and Out of Print 

Publications.  
43 J. Keith, Vincent, Two-Timing Modernity, Homosocial Narrative in Modern Japanese Fiction, 

Cambridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2012. 
44 For instances, Stephen W. Kohl wrote that Sōseki does not seem to be engaging with 

evolutionary theories seriously here in this story. Introduction in Natsume, Sōseki, Heredity of 

Taste, trans. Sammy I. Tsunematsu, Boston: Tuttle, 2004 
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inside the Shinbashi Station, welcoming the Japanese soldiers returning from the Russo-Japanese 

War. In the parade, he sees a young soldier held by his aging, wailing mother, and is suddenly 

reminded of his friend, “Kō-san,” Kōichi, a young man who died in the battle. 

In part two, the narrator “I” goes to pay tribute to Kōichi’s tomb, and encounters a young 

woman offering prayers on Kōichi’s tomb. Intrigued by the young woman and determined to 

discover her relation with Kōichi, the narrator visits Kōichi’s mother, and finds out that Kōichi 

was neither married nor attached before he left for war. But surprisingly, the narrator then learns 

from Kōichi’s diary that Kōichi had seen this young woman once at the Hongō Post Office and 

had repeatedly dreamt about her in the final days before his death.  

In the final part, the narrator visits an elderly man who knew Kōichi’s paternal family. He 

discovers that the ancestors of Kōichi and the young woman were once betrothed but 

unfortunately separated. With this evidence, aided by his research on evolutionary theories, the 

narrator believes that he has proved his own theory of the “heredity of taste”—namely, he 

believes that attraction is hereditary; the young woman and Kōichi are attracted to each other 

because they have “inherited” the “taste” of their respective grandparents. The narrator then 

introduces the woman to Kōichi’s mother, who treats her as a daughter-in-law.  

 

2.2 Reproductive Taste  

The title of the story, “The Heredity of Taste,” already poses a question: what is taste and how 

can it be transmitted or passed onto later generations? This question is central to the story and, I 

belive, Sōseki’s entire oeuvre.  

 Taste, shumi, broadly means two things for Sōseki. First, it directly refers to the romantic 

interest or attraction between two people—in short, reproductive taste. Pondering the relation 
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between Kōichi and the young woman, the narrator considers looking into research on 

inheritance by Gregory “Mendel,” August “Weismann,” Ernst “Haeckel,” and Herbert 

“Spencer.”45 After finding out that Kōichi’s and the young woman’s grandparents were once in 

love and betrothed, but forced to marry to different people, the narrator is convinced that he has 

found proof of the validity of his “long-held views on the heredity of taste (shumi no iden),” 

remarking that he feels as happy as “Darwin when Darwin developed his theory of evolution.”46 

The link between such “heredity of taste” and Darwin is rather straightforward in this 

text. The narrator’s idea that the preference for a particular mate, that is, reproductive “taste,” is 

biologically and genetically transmitted, is one of the principles of Darwin’s theory of sexual 

selection.  

For Darwin, sexual selection occurs when one member of a sex, animal or human, 

chooses a member of their opposite sex to mate with. Darwin argued that it is through sexual 

selection that the preferred trait of the chosen mate is passed on to the offspring, causing the 

offspring with the preferred trait to be more likely to be chosen again—particularly by those who 

inherited the “taste” of their ancestor.47 

 Darwin emphasizes that this mating choice has nothing to do with the fitness of the 

chosen mate, because fitness is unknowable and untestable. Instead it is entirely owing to 

attractiveness—the beauty of the secondary sexual characteristics, the ornaments, or the 

characteristic of the chosen mate. He cites the plumage of the birds, the antlers of the stags, or 

the trait of kindness in this regard.48 Moreover, for Darwin, it is this action of judgment, or 

 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Darwin, Descent, p.266-276. 
Richard, O. Prum, The Evolution of Beauty. P.1-17; 121-149. 
48 Darwin, Descent, p.618. 
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individual preference, in the selection of the mate, that is crucial in shaping the course of 

evolution. In short, because taste is here theorized as “subjective,” “contingent,” and 

“unpredictable,” sexual selection is the cause or catalyst for the infinitely diverse and exuberant 

biological world today. 

Our question, then, is what was the appeal of sexual selection for Sōseki? This issue is 

particularly pressing insofar as sexual selection was, as we noted in the introduction, often 

rejected, ignored, and frequently misunderstood. In standard readings of the time, in fact, sexual 

selection was theorized as a subordinate law under natural selection.49 To be clear, however, this 

is not the case. As a great number of biologists, mathematicians, and philosophers have shown, 

sexual selection complicates and often in fact “compromises” natural selection, to use Elizabeth 

Grosz’s language.50 The idea is that, instead of fitness, it is individual, unpredictable, 

reproductive “taste” that determines evolution.  

 

2.3 Sexual Selection and Anti-Colonial Sentiment 

This affirmation of difference held great significance in the context of the historical moment. As 

I read it, sexual selection allowed Sōseki to break away from the hierarchical order of Social 

Darwinism that had been used to justify the colonialist and imperialist logic of Western 

expansion.51 More specifically, it disrupted the hegemonic power of the narrative by which 

natural selection had been understood, in which the Caucasian race sits on the summit of the 

ladder of evolution as the strongest, the fittest, and most evolved. Instead, sexual selection 

 
49 Prum, Evolution of Beauty, 1-17. 
50 Grosz, Becoming Undone, 115-143. 
51 Komori, Yōichi, Sōseki wo yominaosu, Komori argued that all protagonists in Sōseki’s novels 
are against the fundamental tenets of social Darwinism, as well as the racial discrimination and 

colonialism that are justified by social Darwinism. 
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privileges difference, or an aesthetic choice, as a radical affirmation of difference— different 

skin color, physique, or characteristics. 

Sexual selection is important in the anti-Western and -colonial social sentiments in the 

context of the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War—which was generally portrayed in popular media 

not only as a clash between empires but also as a war between races. The Siege of Port Arthur, 

and in particular the Battle of 203 Hill, where Kōichi dies in Sōseki’s story, was notorious for its 

brutality and casualties. From the macabre description of the battlefield in the opening pages, to 

its subsequent meditation on why the narrator was physically unable to enunciate the word 

“banzai” in the parade of the returning solders, and then to the narrator’s meditation on Kōichi’s 

death—the narrator refuses to glorify Kōichi’s death in the battlefield. 

This anti-war sentiment is specifically grounded in an evolutionary context, for Sōseki. In 

the opening of the story, the narrator had a trance-like vision: the “gods” had “lost reason” and 

sunk into the “madness” of war. The “gods” seem to refer to raging imperialism, or perhaps even 

Emperor Meiji himself. Nevertheless, a closer look into the opening passage reveals that these 

mad gods might refer to the direction of the course of evolution:  

Delirious in their joy, the gods shouted to the dogs “Drink the blood!” Tongues darted out 

effortlessly like flames and lit up the dark earth with their brilliance. The sound of blood 

spurting down the beasts’ throats echoed across the plains. Then the gods, walking on the 

edge of the black clouds, clamored "Devour the flesh!" again and again. "Devour the 

flesh! Devour the flesh!" The dogs all reared up, barking with one voice. Then, without 

further delay, they tore limbs to pieces with sinister crunching sounds.52 

 

The symbolic language of the gods commanding their hounds to devour human flesh (rather than 

fighting between Japanese and Russian soldiers) point to a jungle logic established in the law of 

 
52 Natsume, Sōseki, The Heredity of Taste, trans. Sammy I. Tsunematsu, Boston: Tuttle, 2004. 
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nature, a literal dog-eat-dog world, where “the strong preys upon the weak” (jyakuniku 

kyōshoku)— the principle of Social Darwinism.  

Between the two contrasting imageries—the gory, flesh-tearing dogs and Kōichi’s lonely 

and silent death in a hole—there rises a persistent question for the narrator: “why didn’t Kōichi 

come out of the ditch? He had a mother too.” This question is the catalyst prompting the search 

for his own answer behind the soldier’s sacrifice, which he finds in evolutionary theory. The 

story thus reads as a requiem for Kō-san—it is Social Darwinism, the logic of the jungle, and its 

justification of the colonial, imperialist war propaganda that killed Kōichi. Against this form of 

evolution, born from natural selection, the narrator discovers and proposes an alternative 

possibility for social evolution, “the heredity of taste,” or sexual selection, revolving around 

Kōichi and the young woman.  

Beyond the affirmation of difference, the second point to keep in mind regarding sexual 

selection—a point which is likewise frequently overlooked in reductive accounts that collapse 

sexual selection into natural selection—is that the mechanism of sexual selection does not mean 

that a preferred mate has better chance of survival. Sexual selection only reveals the individual, 

subjective taste of the choosing party. That is to say, sexual selection is autonomous, it has no 

aim or purpose other than itself. 53 As Elizabeth Grosz writes, “its aim or success is not in the 

reproductive result (progeny) but in reproductive taste.”54 The misunderstanding of sexual 

selection’s emphasis on progeny is just another example of the prevalent tendency of confusing it 

or subjecting it to the principle of natural selection. In sexual selection, emphasis is not placed on 

 
53 Prum, Evolution of Beauty, p.1-17. 
54 Elizabeth, Grosz, The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely, Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2004. P.72. 
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the reproductive result—which is precisely why Sōseki engages with this theory in his creative 

work.  

 To this end, we see many of Sōseki’s main characters reject reproduction and remain 

childless. For instance, in “The Heredity of Taste,” Kōichi dies in battle before marrying or 

leaving offspring. The list goes on: in Gate (Mon, 1910), Sōsuke and Oyone are unable to have 

children owing to Oyone’s repeated miscarriages and stillbirths; in Kokoro (1916) Sensei and 

Shizu are either unwilling or unable to have children; in After the Equinox, Sunaga rejects 

marriage with Chiyoko and refuses to procreate with her to extend his familial lineage; and in 

And Then, Michiyo suffers a miscarriage and worsening health condition, and it seems unlikely 

that she and Daisuke will have any children—as indicated by her deteriorating health at the end 

of the novel. In this way, across his novels, Sōseki’s characters are situated in opposition to 

progeny, which deviates from the central tenets of procreation and survival of Social Darwinism. 

Instead, emphasis is placed upon reproductive taste as subjective choice or individual 

attraction. After seeing the young woman paying tribute to Kōichi’s tomb, the narrator 

investigates the family history of Kōichi, and finds out that Kōichi and his grandfather, Saizō, 

were like “two peas in a pod.” Likewise, the young woman is said to be the “spitting image” of 

her grandmother. Their respective grandparents fell in love in their youth and became engaged 

but then were forced to separate. For Kōichi and the woman at the graveyard, then, sexual 

preference for a mate is transmitted biologically—Sōseki’s deliberate application of sexual 

selection.  

I will next turn to examine the ways in which aesthetic preference (rather than adaptive 

preference) in romantic attraction can be a powerful force in resisting Social Darwinism and its 

justification of invasion, usurpation, and killing.  
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2.4 Aesthetic Taste 

As we know, Kōichi and the young woman have inherited the romantic or sexual “taste” from 

their respective grandparents. But then, how can Kōichi’s “taste” be transmitted to subsequent 

generations, since he died in the war? And further, how can the attraction between him and the 

woman change or open the course for an alternative future? The answer lies in the second 

meaning of aesthetic “taste.”  

This second meaning of taste, aesthetic judgment, is significant and prevalent in Sōseki’s 

entire oeuvre. For example, in And Then, the protagonist Daisuke is said to be “a man of taste” 

(shumi no hito), or, an “arbiter elegantiarum,” that is, a judge of aesthetic taste. The heroine 

Michiyo’s brother asks Daisuke to help cultivate Michiyo’s “taste.” 55  From this, it is clear that 

taste is related to aesthetics and arts, and can be cultivated or acquired through education. As 

Atsuko Ueda has argued, Sōseki’s idea of “taste” traces back to the Meiji Period preference for 

the “belletristic rhetoric” associated with philosophers like Edmund Burke and David Hume.56 

Jinno Yuki has also linked taste to the emergence of large department stores, such as Mitsukoshi, 

that actively sought collaborations with writers and artists to promote their commercial interests 

and refine cultural “taste.”57 Abe Auestad has shown the relation between Mitsukoshi’s “taste” 

and Sōseki’s Wayfarer and Light and Darkness.58  

This rising interest in taste in the Meiji period converges with one of the most important 

implications of sexual selection: aesthetic judgment. To understand this point, we must first 

discuss taste as aesthetic judgment: to have taste is to know what is beautiful. We know that 

sexual selection postulates that what matters in choosing a mate is a totality of aesthetic 

 
55 Sōseki, Natsume, And Then, trans. Norma Moore Field, Tuttle Publishing, 2011.  
56 Atsuko, Ueda, Theory of Literature, p. 26. 
57 Yuki, Jinno, Shumi no tanjō, hyakkaten ga tsukutta teisuto, Tokyo: Keisō, 1994.  
58 Abe Auestad, Rereading Sōseki. 
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experience. Key here is Lester Frank Ward’s Pure Sociology—which Sōseki read, underlined, 

and made notes in. In a section entitled sexual selection, Ward argues that females, in exerting 

their judgment and choice on their mate, suggest the “dawn of the faculty of aesthetics.” And in 

line with Darwin, he further claims that, while this judgment is “subjective,” it nevertheless 

exerts “profound transformation wrought by a special psychic faculty, taste.” This, he concludes, 

is the work of the “female.”59  

But then what exactly is beauty? Sexual selection postulates that beauty is in the eye of 

the beholder. This can be clarified in relation to John Ferguson Nisbet’s Marriage and Heredity 

(1890)—another book that Sōseki read and annotated. According to Nisbet, sexual selection 

reveals the fact that there is no such thing as “intrinsic beauty;” that beauty is in the “admirer’s 

eye.”60 Nisbet here opens onto the fact that, as Richard O. Prum puts it, “beauty happens,” which 

means that beauty has no universal standard or measurement. Void of any intrinsic value or 

criterion, beauty lies in individual proclivity, in tendency. 

This individual and subjective dimension opens onto its sense of difference. Again, 

sexual selection is not subordinate to the law of natural selection, which claims that mating 

choice, or romantic attraction, is predicated upon the fitness or intrinsic value—the most 

adaptive or the most reproductive. Sexual selection is rather grounded in the absolute affirmation 

of difference. Here, aesthetic judgment, the proclivity for any possible variation, destabilizes and 

reconfigures the universality in beauty, according to thinkers from Plato to Kant. Instead, beauty 

is nothing but the affirmation of difference. Sexual selection leads to “inventiveness, creation, 

and the new coincid[ing] with the elaboration of life.”61 

 
59 Lester Frank, Ward, Pure Sociology, p.326 
60 Nisbet, John Ferguson, Marriage and Heredity: A view of psychological evolution, 163. 
61 Grosz, The Nick of Time, 72. 
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Moreover, this sense of taste is related to arts—The aesthetic taste or mating preference 

in sexual selection is not just about biology, but opens onto the arts, and in this way, we find the 

role for the arts in social transformation. Taste, that is, aesthetic judgment or appreciation, was a 

foundational concept in the formation of late Meiji literary criticism and literary history. “Taste” 

also had a moral, educational function, and Sōseki often uses “taste” for this meaning—for he 

was hoping to cultivate and improve national taste. To him, “taste” is determined and constructed 

by social, historical conditions.62 

 

2.5 Aesthetic Taste and Literature 

Sōseki associates taste with literature. In the fourth chapter of his work on Literary Criticism 

(Bungaku hyōron), Sōseki explicitly links literature to taste, claiming: “Literature is nothing but 

the expression of my taste (shumi). That is, to some degree, literature expresses my preference 

and aversion (kōo)” (NSZ ). He further claims that: 

A writer writes about the living influence (ikita eikyō) he receives from nature, which 

constitutes part of his life organically, and which is different from dried, isolated, 

fragmentary knowledge. Instead, it has the tendency to determine action and speech in 

the future. And this is taste (NSZ). 

 

In situating literature, itself a category parallel to art and aesthetics, as “taste,” and in arguing for 

the above theory of reproductive taste, Sōseki is claiming that literature, works of art, are what is 

really passed on to subsequent generations. I find this coded in “The Heredity of Taste.” For 

instance, when the narrator finds proof of his “long-held views on the heredity of taste (shumi no 

iden),” he goes on to claim that the phenomenon of “love at first sight,” as between “Romeo and 

Juliet, as well as Helen and Lancelot,” is due to the “heredity of taste.” He concludes that love at 

 
62 Bourdaghs, Theory of Literature, Introduction. P.6. 
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first sight between two people can be explained scientifically by his theory, because “memories 

and feelings from a time long before their parents were born resurfaced in their brain.” From 

Shakespeare’s drama to King Arthur’s legend revived in Romanticist poetry, the examples cited 

by the narrator in “The Heredity of Taste” are entirely literary. By applying the biological theory 

of sexual selection to fictional characters, Sōseki effaces the distance between literature and 

reality inside the diegetic space-time of the story, revealing to us “taste” as fundamentally 

literary—it is a textual existence and production. In other words, “taste” is a literary and artistic 

ideal.  

If this is the case, then it follows that the evolution of taste, a literary ideal, is not 

transmitted by blood. Rather, it can be simply transmitted through the act of reading. In “The 

Heredity of Taste,” it is the narrator who inherits the taste of his dead friend Kōichi. In the 

graveyard, the narrator accounts his attraction to the young woman, noting the smell of her 

“heliotrope perfume” and remarks on her beautiful figure after reading the last moment of 

Kōichi’s life in Kōichi’s diary. In other words, the narrator has inherited Kōichi’s attraction to 

this woman by merely the act of reading. 

We find a similar structure of literary transmission and inheritance in Sōseki’s novel 

Kokoro. In the famous chapter on “Sensei’s testament,” Sensei leaves a final letter to “I,” the 

narrator, in which Sensei claims to “cut open his chest,” drenching the reader’s face with blood, 

and show him his throbbing heart. By allowing the narrator to read his life, Sensei hopes to 

impart his life to him such that a new life will begin. Scholars like Keith Vincent and Komoro 

Yōichi have argued that, the narrator will inherit Sensei’s life by the act of reading his letter.63 

 
63 See examples like Vincent, Keith. Two-Timing Modernity : Homosocial Narrative in Modern 
Japanese Fiction. Harvard University Asia Center, 2012. P.86-120. 
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Ultimately readers, inside and outside of Sōseki’s fictions, are to inherit the aesthetic taste, the 

literary ideal, from the author. 

Here again, literature and individual readers’ lives become a “difference-in-degree” rather 

than “difference-in-kind.” The transmission from matter (written words) to spirit (consciousness) 

not only becomes a possibility but an actuality. Sōseki’s aesthetic evolution means that life 

evolves according to a fundamental drive to beauty, that is, the radical affirmation of difference, 

which enriches and complicated life and matter. Instead of competition or adaptation, it is the 

imperative to differentiate, to diversify, to inter-penetrate, to complicate.  

To summarize, “The Heredity of Taste” postulates a unique evolutionary theory. While on 

the surface, it seems to refer to reproductive taste, the genetically inherited romantic attraction 

between two ill-fated people, on a deeper level, it points to the autonomy of artistic and aesthetic 

experience in reproductive taste. Rather than focusing on the reproductive result, aesthetic 

evolution foregrounds a fundamentally contingent, infinitely open universe. This is contrary to 

the imperative of adaptation, in which only survival and fecundity matter and anything unfit will 

be eliminated—the engine behind the progressivist, expansionist, and racist discourses of Social 

Darwinism in modernity. This artistic choice, this unpredictable taste, or individual aesthetic 

desire, can be inherited by others with or without blood or genetic connections, through the act of 

writing and reading. Thus, the act of writing and reading can shape the course of evolution, 

resulting in an infinitely exuberant, different, and open future. This is the revelation of Sōseki’s 

“heredity of taste.”  

 

3. Evolution of Art and Sex in Poppies, Sanshirō, and And Then 
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Since the second wave of postwar feminism in 1980s Japan, Natsume Sōseki’s canonical works 

and, particularly his famous heroines, have been reinvestigated and revaluated through the lens 

of post-structuralism, post-colonialism, and queer theory. For instance, scholars such as Mizuta 

Noriko, Nakayama Kazuko, Imai Yoko, and Komori Yōichi have pointed out that Sōseki silences 

and sacrifices many of his modern women characters for the sake of a homoerotic or homosocial 

transmission of knowledge.64  

These critiques are particularly appropriate in regards to Sōsek’is early works, like Ten 

Nights of Dreams, and his painting novels, such as Kusamakura, Poppies, Sanshirō, and And 

Then. In these works, his female characters—described as beauties in Pre-Raphaelite, Symbolist, 

or Ukiyo-e paintings—often fall into the fin-de-siècle trope of femme fatale. As scholars like 

Maeda Ai, Furuta Ryō, Haga Tōru, Yoon Sang-in, and Miya Lyse Lippit have clarified, these 

heroines are connected to art, and particularly decorative art—such as Art Nouveau at the turn of 

the century.65 Miya Elise Lippit further pinpoints an intimate association between these heroines 

and decorative surface—from kimono obi, to uchiwa fans, and then to Western-style Paintings—

and claims that Sōseki’s heroines are “ideological mannequins” that are readily manipulated 

according to the dictates of national aesthetic discourses.66  

This link between Sōseki’s female characters and the decorative surface is precisely what 

is problematized in the aforementioned feminist scholarship. Indeed, the idea that these modern 

women are passive, artificial, and objectified ornaments seems evident from Poppies’ Fujio to 

 
64 Mizuta Noriko, Hiroin kara hiro e: josei no jiko to hyōgen, Tanabata shōbō, 1982; Imai Yoko, 
Sōseki tokorutasaru no sakuhin no joseizō ni tsuite, 2007; Nakayama Kazuko, Sōseki josei 

genda, 2003. 
65 See Maeda Ai, Sekimatsu to risōkyō, risō, 1985; Yun, Sang-in, Sekimatsu to Sōseki, Tōkyō : 
Iwanami Shoten, 1994; Furuta Ryō, Tokkō Sōseki no bijutsu sekai, Tōkyō : Iwanami shoten, 

2014. 
66 Lippit, Miya Elise, Aesthetic Life: Beauty and Art in Modern Japan, Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 2019. P.227. 
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Sanshirō’s Mineko, and is perhaps ambiguously represented in his later heroines, such as 

Kokoro’s Shizu.  

Upon closer examination, however, I believe that we can discern a significantly more 

complex relation between women and ornaments in Sōseki’s oeuvre. In order to better situate 

Sōseki’s understanding of ornament within this context, this section zooms in on the ornament 

within Sōseki’s early “painting novels” and his Bungakuron, through a reading on the covers, 

designs, and illustrations of Sōseki’s books, often produced by Nihonga and Shin-hanga artists, 

such as Hashiguchi Goyō (1880-1921). In doing so, I will uncover an alternative reading of the 

relation between ornament and evolution in his work, and demonstrate that Sōseki’s focus on 

ornament originates in his theoretical engagement with the sexual selection and Bergsonian life 

situated within Japanese literary and artistic modernism.  

 

3.1 Ornament and Women  

Perhaps there is no figure more suitable than Sōseki to examine the relation between modern 

literature and painting. He wrote numerous essays on art, national art exhibitions like the Bunten, 

international Expo in Paris in 1900 which he went, as well as art galleries in London which he 

visited. He also incorporated his ideas on art into his creative work. His novels show both the 

rupture and continuity of the pre-modern symbiosis of text and image and of the modern 

separation of the two. 

The relation between art and Sōseki’s literature has been researched extensively. In 

Sōseki’s World of Art (Sōseki no bijutsu sekai), Furuda Ryō details virtually every piece of work 
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of art and every artist mentioned by and inspired Sōseki.67 Maeda Ai, Haga Tōru, and Yoon 

Sang-in have carved out the cultural topography of Sōseki’s painterly novels, showing how his 

works are shaped by the fin-de-siècle atmosphere—its decadence and aestheticism—along with 

social and psychological studies of degeneration and perversity.68  

Nevertheless, the question remains as to why, exactly, Sōseki was invested in fin-de-

siècle art, especially decorative art, and what, exactly, was the role such art played in his fictional 

narratives, for his characters, and in his philosophical texts? Rather than following Maeda, Haga, 

and Yoon in treating decorative art movement as the background of Sōseki’s work, a prop for 

atmosphere and affect, I instead propose to treat these art works as the decorative surface of 

Sōseki’s novels—a surface that exists in between content and form, matter and consciousness. 

Among the many book covers that Hashiguchi Goyō designed for Sōseki’s novels, 

perhaps the most iconic was his 1906 Poppies. Hashiguchi’s pencil and paper draft illustrates 

large poppies in circular shapes, framed by detailed stems, leaves, and flower buds rendered in 

flowing and rhythmic motions (fig.4). Here, we find a stylistic combination of the decorative art 

movements in East and West: art nouveau and Edo Rinpa.  

 
67 Ryō, furuta, Sōseki no bijutsu seikai, Tōkyō: Iwanami shoten, 2014. 
68 Tōru, Haga, Kaiga no ryōbun: kindai Nihon hikaku bunkashi kenkyū, Tōkyō : Asahi 

Shinbunsha, 1984. 
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Figure 4: Page from Hashiguchi’s draft cover for Poppies  

 

 

Figure 5: Cover of Poppies by Hashiguchi 

 

In contrast, the actual printed cover, also from 1907, features large vermillion-colored 

poppies on an indigo background. Their rhythmical contours parallel with the green stems and 

leaves, in waving and circular shapes of an almost rippling motion (fig.5). The overall effect 
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produced is subtly different from the draft, rendering the poppies more akin to the peacocks’ 

covers that were popular in Western Art Nouveau designs of the time, for example in Aubrey 

Beardsley’s design. Moreover, Natori Shunsei’s original newspaper illustrations carried inside 

the book, depicting Fujio surrounded by poppies, who seems to come out of an Alphonse Mucha 

poster (fig.6). 

 

Figure 6: Natori Shunsei’s original newspaper illustrations 

 

 The titular poppies are important here as well. Poppies are a popular theme within the 

Edo Rinpa lineage, seen in Kamioka Sekka’s pattern, Suzuki Kiitsu’s hanging scroll, and Sakai 

Hōitsu’s scroll of Four Seasons—all of which can trace back to Tawaraya Sōtatsu’s studio and 

Ogata Kōrin’s designs of poppies. We find other styles of depiction as well. In the inner pages of 

the novel, another illustration of poppies by Hashiguchi (fig.7) shows the petals and stems of the 

flowers fluttering and dancing with the wind in all directions, highlighting a moving and living 

quality that is more similar to Ukiyo-e portraits of the subject than the geometric and vertically 

parallel composition often found in Rinpa treatments.  
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Figure 7: Another illustration of poppies by Hashiguchi 

 

Nevertheless, it is Asai Chū’s poppy design, likely produced some time between 1902 

and 1907, that carries the strongest resemblance to Hashiguchi’s book cover (fig.8). A founding 

figure of Yōga and design in Japan, Asai inspired the character of Haraguchi, a painter in 

Sanshirō, whose opinions on art and culture, and in particular on sexual selection, will be 

discussed shortly. Studied art in Europe and attended the Paris Expo in 1900, Asai’s design not 

only shows the influence of wide array of decorative art, from William Morris’ wallpaper of 

Poppies to what Miyazaki Katsumi terms the “second wave” of Japonisme-inspired Art Nouveau 

in art and architecture. In this sense, Hashiguchi’s book design manifests not only an 

entanglement of the styles from East and West but also a genealogical transmissive circuit 

between the styles in East and West, “a homecoming of Japonisme” through the decorative art 

movements of the era.69  

 
69 Miyazaki Katsumi, Japonisumu: ryūkō toshite no nihon, Tōkyō: Kōdansha, 2018. 
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Figure 8: Asai Chū, poppy design, watercolors on paper. 

 

Within the novel, the titular poppies, gubijinsō, function as the metonym and metaphor 

for the protagonist Fujio. Educated, wealthy, and Westernized, Fujio is determined to marry the 

successful scholar Ono, who is engaged to his mentor’s daughter, the old-fashioned and docile 

Sayako. In the moralist ending of the novel, Fujio’s half-brother Kono and his friend Munechika 

have persuaded Ono to break off his engagement to Fujio and return to Sayako, ultimately 

precipitating Fujio’s violent and spectacular death. At Fujio’s funeral, behind her body, Sōseki 

describes an imagined screen by Sakai Hōitsu of large, red poppies on a silver background.  

Despite ardent pleas from fans for an alternative ending, Sōseki had no sympathy for 

Fujio, telling his students that she was repulsive, and claiming that Fujio’s death was the 

motivating idea throughout his conceptualization of the novel. Even before the plot, and before 

any of the characters were conceived, Sōseki had first envisioned the poppy-image and -title. 

The Asahi Newspaper, where the novel was to be serialized, began publicizing Poppies 

even before there was a story. In this way, the book and its heroine gained immense popularity. 
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In fact, the novel-related products and ornaments, such as kimonos and rings in the design of 

Hashiguchi Goyō’s poppies, were sold in Mitsukoshi department store as part of the 

advertisement campaign for its serialization. Thus it was from the imagery—the ornament of the 

poppies—that the world and the people of the novel were born. In this sense, the ornament of the 

poppy has taken on a life of its own, which precedes, creates, and changes, the story of Poppies 

itself.  

And yet, the novel was perceived as a critical failure. This poor reception was perhaps 

owing to its puzzling, astonishing stylistic hybridity. The ornamental style of Poppies is even 

unique amongst Sōseki’s oeuvre. Unlike his other works, the language of Poppies is ornate and 

archaic, its sentence structure convoluted, and its imagery baroque and sometimes comical. For 

instance, we see numerous incongruent metaphors—ranging from “hunting hawks,” “bubbling 

crabs,” to “poisoned wine and honeyed needle,” and then to “will-o’-the-wisp” and “white-haired 

demons.” All deployed to describe a brief moment of Fujio’s laughter. (NSZ 4: 45) 

In addition, the narrative voice is strangely intrusive, didactic, and digressive—never 

merging or aligning naturally with any of the character’s perspective. Utterly devoid of the free-

indirect style of narration that characterizes almost all of his works (with perhaps the only other 

exception being I am A Cat) the novel stylistically resembles Edo-gesaku, as well as Edo 

translations of European literature in Classical Chinese (kanbun)—a far cry from Sōseki’s 

signature vernacular-style novels influenced by the genbunichi movement. Though scholars like 

James Fujii have analyzed this watershed transition from the Edo-esque social satire and 

commentary to modernist psychological novels in terms of Sōseki’s literary career, the question 
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of the excess of the ornament, both literary and artistic, structural and material, has not been 

explicated in Poppies.70  

These ornaments appear again in Sanshirō, a literary rewrite and re-exploration of many 

of the same themes, characters, and scenes in Poppies. A bildungsroman, Sanshirō revolves 

around its titular hero, who comes from provincial Kyūshū to the capital Tokyo for college, and 

his encounter and interactions with a magnetic young woman, Mineko. Wavering among the 

scientist Nonomiya, Sanshirō himself, as well as other possible suitors, Mineko eventually 

becomes engaged to a wealthy and educated man, leaving Sanshirō pondering the meaning of 

their encounter.  

Sōseki’s painterly novels often begin and end with a painting. Fujio literally comes into 

existence from “a drop of deep purple paint extracted from the spring” (haru o nuki n zuru 

murasaki no koki itten 春を抽んずる紫の濃き一点) (NSZ 4: 30). As mentioned above, she dies 

in front of a silver screen of red poppies by Sakai Hōitsu. Similarly, Kusamakura (1906)’s 

narrator is a painter seeking a perfect painting, where his ideal subject, Nami, is constantly 

superimposed onto John Everett Millais’ painting Ophelia. Likewise, when Sanshirō first 

encounters Mineko, she is framed in a picture surrounded by ornaments: 

One of the young women, held up a round uchiwa fan to block the glare of the sun. He 

could not see her face, but the colors of her kimono and obi shone brightly… 

His impression of this moment is only the beautiful colors, nothing else. A country boy, 

he could not explain this beauty in speech or written words.71 

 

 
70 James, A. Fujii, Complicit Fictions: The Subject in the Modern Japanese Prose Narrative, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993. 
71 Sōseki, Natsume, Sanshirō, trans Jay Rubin, New York: Penguin Classics, 2009. P.23 
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Holding an uchiwa fan, beneath the shade of a tree, adjacent to a pond, Mineko’s face is, 

as we first see her through Sanshiro’s eyes, rendered ambiguous against sunlight. It is only her 

ornaments that shine brilliantly—an image reminiscent of paintings by the Impressionists like 

Claude Monet or Gaikōha (Pleinairisme) painters like Kuroda Seiki. From the beginning, 

Mineko is a woman “painted dark on a transparent canvas of air,” a “mermaid” in a John William 

Waterhouse painting. And in its finale, the novel ends with a fictional painting of Mineko holding 

up an uchiwa fan under a tree. Exhibited in the Bunten, it is titled Woman in the Forest (mori no 

onna) by painter Haraguchi, the character modeled after Asai Chū.  

As mentioned above, previous scholarly treatments of Mineko and art has emphasized 

her associations with water, madness, and enchantment, placing her within a lineage of femme 

fatales in fin-de-siècle literature and art. But in doing so, these readings have left unexplored the 

role of the decorative surface played in the novel. In continuity with Fujio in the Poppies and 

Nami in Kusamakura, Mineko is a female character whose existence is always mediated, filtered 

and refracted within a decorative surface, portrayed with a depth that is inaccessible. In fact, 

Mineko is only indirectly represented through the protagonists’ perspective, and is never directly 

presented through free indirect speech or interior monologue. In this sense, she is similar to 

many of Soseki’s other heroines, with perhaps the only the exception of Onobu in Light and 

Darkness (1916), which produces a breathless unfolding of the interiority of Onobu. 

Like Sanshirō and Poppies, And Then opens with a decorative image: awoken from a 

slumber, Daisuke studies a large, crimson camellia blossom that has dropped near his head on the 

floor. But unlike Poppies, in which Fujio is the embodiment of the poppy flower, the image of 

the camellia and its redness is associated primarily with Daisuke’s mental states and his excited 
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consciousness. In And Then, we have an interesting inversion in which both the hero and heroine 

have the intimate affinities with ornament.  

The heroine Michiyo in And Then is said to look like a forlorn beauty that “walked out of 

an Ukiyo-e woodblock print.” Her image is associated with white lilies—“She was wearing an 

unlined serge kimono over an under-kimono. In her hand she held three large, white lilies.”72 

With the novel’s aesthetic atmosphere of ennui and decadence in mind, Michiyo’s image is 

reminiscent of Alphonse Mucha’s woman with white lilies, whose work was influenced by 

Ukiyo-e prints.  

As mentioned before, Daisuke is said to be “a man of taste” (shumi no hito), and 

Michiyo’s brother asked Daisuke to help cultivate Michiyo’s “taste.” We see him repeatedly 

buying camellias and lilies to decorate his study, and even his foreign books are considered as 

“decorations.”73 Daisuke not only pays unusual attention to female’s kimonos down to the details 

of pattern, fabric, and the ornamental objects—he also has great interest and knowledge of 

decorative art. For instance, Daisuke recalls that “at an exhibit the other day, someone named 

Aoki had a painting of a tall woman standing at the bottom of the ocean,” and he longs to “sleep 

peacefully in this deep green sea.” The painting here refers to “Palace Under the Sea” by Yōga 

painter Aoki Shigeru (1882-1911), which Sōseki saw and admired at the Bunten in 1907. This 

particular piece of work is deeply inspired by the Pre-Raphaelite School and their movement of 

decorative art. In addition, Daisuke is said to have “always had great interest in a decorative 

artist,” Sir Frank William Brangwyn (1867-1956), and gazes in rapture at the colors and shapes 

of a painting depicting a seaport by Brangwyn, who was himself influenced by decorative 

Japanese art.  

 
72 Natsume, And Then, trans Norma Field, 76. 
73 Same as above. 76 
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 As such, Sōseki’s painting novels, Kusamakura, Poppies, Sanshirō, and And Then, 

frequently highlight ornamental and decorative art, and his ornaments are often associated with 

his heroines. But what is the relation between his heroines and ornamental objects? Contrary to 

reading of Sōseki’s heroines as passive works of art or decorative ornaments, the next section 

will turn to the social context and the prevalent discourse on ornament in the history of art and 

architecture. With this as my backdrop,  I will then reconstruct the meanings of the feminine 

ornament in the lens of sexual selection. 

 

3.2 Ornament and Its Social Context  

From uchiwa fans, to kimonos, fabrics, and obis, ornament in Sanshirō is situated against 

a backdrop of the Euro-American boom of Japonisme—which struck in several consecutive 

waves throughout the 19th century—not just in term of artistic production but also of global trade 

networks and international expositions. 

 Ornament suggests temporal and spatial distance wrapped in colonial gaze and fantasy. 

Japonisme began to thrive in Europe in the middle of the 19th century, as the Opium War erupted. 

But starting from the 1880s, the highest exported products of any kind from Japan were uchiwa 

fans.74 Japonisme, in this era, signified the totalization of art in every aspect of daily life. The 

ornament became the site of the cosmopolitan, the feminine, the domestic, and even the 

democratic. In opposition to the elite and aristocratic in feudal societies, it was the emerging 

middle and bourgeois class of consumer society that purchased these imported ornaments.75 

 
74 Miyazaki Katsumi, Japonisumu: ryūkō toshite no nihon, Tōkyō: Kabushiki Kaisha Kōdansha, 

2018. 
75 Ibid. 
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 At around the same time, ornament also became the site of mechanical reproduction, 

often mass in scale, cheap, and less refined. Sōseki directly addresses this issue in And Then, 

where he writes that a piece of expensive fabric that the protagonist Daisuke’s aunt asks him to 

buy in France and bring back to Japan is found out to be actually produced en mass in Japan and 

exported to France.  

This was a period when Japanese art was situated in an ambiguous place. Despite its 

profound influence on Western modernism through avant-garde trends like post-impressionism, 

Japanese artists were anxious to detach from their own historical and social affinities with 

decorative art, applied art, and most of all, ornament. This is evident in Okakura Kakuzō (1863-

1913)’s rejection of decorative art in his effort towards the institutionalization of fine art in 

Japan—the center of discussion of Chapter 4. What Okakura sought was a pure art form befitting 

the spiritual and the national Japan. 

Okakura’s colleague Ernest Fenollosa (1853-1908) held a different position on these 

matters. He instead emphasized applied art and design in his conceptualization of a new form of 

Japanese art. In his Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art, published in 1907, one year before the 

serialization of Sanshirō, Fenollosa boldly claims that East Asian art originated from the Pacific 

Islands through the transmission of ocean currents. He made this speculation through an 

examination of tattoos, totems pattern, and ornamental objects between these regions.76 

Regardless of the validity of his claim, his method is of interest here, for his scrutiny of 

ornaments is no doubt influenced by Owen Jones’ famous The Grammar of Ornaments (1856), 

which Fenollosa included in his curriculum and in the library at Tokyo Fine Arts School.  

 
76 Ernest, F. Fenollosa, Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art An Outline History of East Asiatic 

Design, Berkeley: Stonebridge Press, 2007. 1-23. 
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For theoreticians and practitioners of the time, such as Owen Jones (1809-1874), 

Gottfried Semper (1803-1879), Aby Warburg (1866-1929), and Alois Riegl (1858-1905), 

ornament was the gateway into which a new historiographical or cultural-anthropological 

method of studying art history began to form.77 Semper’s theory of ornamental objects, and in 

particular his idea of the “tectonic” is illuminating when considering the issue of “Japanese Art” 

and its relation with ornaments in modernity. According to Semper, ornament is tectonic because 

it is a direct expression of its materiality, such as a primordial motif, a knot, in the weaving, 

textiles, and walls. As such, for Semper, ornament is the surface of an object that is adorned and 

enclosed, from tattoos to textiles, to costumes and tapestry, to the walls of architecture—

ornament does not just imitate (mimesis) objects in nature, but simulates the creative process and 

expresses its materiality. In other words, for Semper, art mirrors the law of the cosmos and 

human relationships through the object and its environment.78 Ultimately Semper, like many of 

his peers and interlocutors, such as Jones, discovered in ornament the continuity of social 

conventions as well as the presence of creative innovation. What he sought, in ornament, was a 

continuation of traditional styles as well as an authentic cultural expression of the current 

moment.  

Bridging the past and present, ornament was similarly seen by Alois Riegl not only in 

terms of the evolutionary history of styles but also of the stylistic change that happened in this 

history. Ornament was thought to be the direct expression of kunstwollen, the will to art—an idea 

by Riegl that proved extremely influential, particularly among Kyoto School Philosophers in 

 
77 Papapetros, Spyros, “Ornament and object—ornament as object,” Review of: Alina Payne, 
From Ornament to Object: Genealogies of Architectural Modernity, Journal of Art 

Historiography, 2012.  
78 Papapetros, Spyros, On the animation of the inorganic, art, architecture, and the extension of 

life, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012. P.71-113. 
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1920s and 30s Interwar Japan—a topic I will return to explore in Chapter 3. More than zeitgeist, 

kunstwollen is similar to élan vital; this vital impetus—an almost unconscious, autonomous, self-

perpetuating, self-changing view of art—was unquestionably interconnected with 

Lebensphilosophie and the neo-vitalism that flourished in the turn of the century. Thus ornament 

in modernism occupies a kind of in-between space, ultimately transgressing any dichotomous 

fixed boundaries—just like Bergson’s memory-image, it occupies an in-between space: in-

between applied art and fine art; in-between representation and abstraction; the individual and 

the masses; past and present; matter and consciousness. 

 

3.3 Ornament and Life 

This idea, held by architects and art historians, that the language and ornament of art is its 

grammar, I aruge, is deeply resonant with Sōseki’s Bungakuron. In other words, Sōseki also sees 

an affinity between art and language, in particular, between decorative art and literary 

consciousness. To reiterate, in chapter five, Sōseki investigates the vicissitudes, or the evolution, 

of literature, where he focuses on collective human consciousness, the Collective F, in its 

radically temporality. Sōseki ascribes no intrinsic values to the progress of evolution, and, he was 

primarily concerned with social change and creativity in the process of evolution.  

 To explicate the mechanism of this evolution of consciousness, Sōseki quotes a 

paragraph and two images from art historian Alfred C. Haddon’s Evolution in Art: As Illustrated 

by the Life-History of Designs (1895) (NSZ 14: 467). Sōseki explains that, according to Haddon, 

the evolution in art, that is, “the birth, growth, and death of art,” could be most clearly studied in 

the history of decorative art—in ornaments and ornamental patterns. Sōseki included one 

illustration from Haddon’s book (fig. 6), showing the minute variations of an ornamental pattern 
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of crocodile design across historical periods and regions. This section has often been omitted or 

perhaps ignored by the translators, but it seems to me to contain one of the most significant links 

between Sōseki’s aesthetic evolution and the discourses on ornament and life of the period.79  

 

Fig.6 (SNZ 14: 468) 

The evolution of ornaments and ornamental patterns—their autonomous developments 

and changes across history—seems to be a major concern in the discourse of decorative art in 

this period. In addition to Haddock, Riegl also researched on the evolution of a decorative 

pattern, the palmette. Possibly inspired by Riegl, architect Itō Chūta research on the life of the 

karakusa pattern, a variation of the palmette. Itō’s work will be the center of discussion in 

Chapter 4. Here, it is important to note that Sōseki aligned the evolution of ornamental patterns 

with the evolution of human consciousness and literature. In other words, Sōseki assigned a 

vitality to these patterns that automatically develops and changes the patterns. 

Art historian Henri Focillon’s The Life of Forms in Art (1942) can shed light on our 

understanding of the life of ornamental patterns. Focillon argues that only form can beget form, 

 
79 For instance, in Theory of Literature, edited by Bourdaghs et al, J. Keith Vincent has deleted 

this section in his translation of chapter five. 
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and thus that the life of forms is constitutive of the form of life.80 The idea is that socio-economic 

conditions may encourage the spreading of a certain form (such as in fashion or zeitgeist), but 

they cannot explain its formal elements or their evolution.81 Thus, form cannot be caused or 

created by anything except itself. This autonomous, autopoietic, and supra-historical nature of 

form in art is precisely what Sōseki lays out in Bungakuron. For Focillon, Bergson, and Sōseki, 

the act of creativity, which includes both life and art, cannot be reduced to its era; it is supra-

historical in that it is always ahead of time, or outside of time. To Sōseki, this creative life only 

realizes and unfolds what’s in accordance with the Nature (tenmei).  

To borrow a phrase from Elizabeth Grosz, creativity is the nick of time. In this sense, the 

growth of life cannot be predicted, calculated, measured, or understood in terms of the linear, 

positivist temporality that governs our modern historiography and chronology (which itself is a 

historical product of the 18th century).82 

 

3.4 Ornament and Aesthetic Evolution 

Sōseki directly refers to sexual selection in Sanshirō with regards to aesthetic taste. In a rather 

philosophical comment, Haraguchi, the Yōga painter who trained abroad, requested Mineko to 

be his model for his oil painting to submit to the Bunten. He says: 

 (The eyes of Japanese women) look like those of the beauties in Ukiyo-e woodblock 

prints. Why does the beauty standard differ so much in the East and the West? It seems 

unfathomable, but actually it is not. Since most people have large eyes in the West, 

therefore an “Aesthetic Selection” (bi teki tōta) has occurred…You could never see a pair 

 
80 Focillon, Henri. The Life of Forms in Art, trans George Kubler, New York: Zone Books, 1992. 
81 George Kubler, Introduction, The Life of Forms in Art, New York: Zone Books, 1992. 14. 
82 Daniel Rosenberg, “Joseph Priestley and the Graphic Invention of Modern Time,” Studies in 

Eighteenth-Century Culture, Volume 36, 2007, pp. 55-103. 
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of eyes like those of Raphael’s Madonna here in Japan, and that is why I need Mineko (to 

be my model for my oil painting).”83 (NSZ 4:550) 

 

This term “aesthetic selection,” bi teki tōta, here, is Sōseki’s own coinage, a recreation 

out of Darwin’s theory of sexual selection. Sexual selection is translated as sei teki tōta, the 

selection according to sex, in the translation of Descent of Men (Jinsōron人祖論) in 1890, but 

here, Soseki’s usage suggests that he interprets the theory and the term as predominately 

aesthetic. 

 The direct reference to the aesthetic dimension of sexual selection here contains an 

important clue: for Sōseki, beauty, like his Genius F, has no intrinsic value. That is, beauty is not 

inherently beautiful or superior. Like his taste, it is always local; beauty is always constructed 

socially and relatively. The only reason that the beautiful ornaments, in this case, the form of the 

eyes, are selected is simply by already being present in a large number in a certain region.  

Sōseki’s version of “aesthetic selection” here aligns closely with the theory of sexual 

selection in Darwin’s The Descent of Men. In the preface of The Descent of Men, Darwin 

confessed that what inspired his writing of this book was his repulsion at the peacock tails, which 

were so complex and luxuriant, and could not be explained by natural selection. Darwin 

postulates that the survival of the fittest in natural selection cannot account for the extravagancy 

of ornaments, as well as the infinite variance of the forms of living organisms—which can only 

be explained by sexual selection. In The Descent of Men, Darwin writes,  

Courage, pugnacity, perseverance, strength and size of body, weapons of all kinds, 

musical organs, both vocal and instrumental, bright colors, stripes and marks, and 

ornamental appendages, have all been indirectly gained…through the appreciation of the 

beautiful…and through the exertion of a choice.84 

 
83 Sōseki, Natsume, Sanshirō, trans Jay Rubin, New York: Penguin Classics, 2009. 189. 
84 Darwin, Descent, 618. 
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We see here that ornament is not only on the continuum with physical or artificial 

ornament (such as clothing), but also includes different decorative and aesthetic traits, from 

musical quality to characteristics, such as courage and perseverance. It is here we see that the 

ornamental is anything that is aesthetically pleasing, but not necessarily essential for survival. 

Through a study of the changes of useless, cumbersome physical ornaments, starting from the 

peacock’s ornate tail, to the colors, feathers, and horns, Darwin’s sexual selection postulates that 

it is aesthetic taste in these ornaments, and particularly the choice exerted by the female, that 

propels the evolutionary process and results in the richness and diversity of the world today.85  

It is essential to note that, according to the theory of sexual selection, it is male animals 

that bear the useless but beautiful physical ornaments, like feathers and horns, and it is female’s 

unpredictable taste of these ornaments that leads to mating. Thus, it is the incalculable standards 

of aesthetic taste, rather than the need to produce healthy offspring or to survive, that determines 

the course of evolution.86 Sexual selection is hence nothing but the affirmation of the autonomy 

of the choosing individual, most importantly, the female individual.  

In addition, the female animal’s relation with the male animal in the course of aesthetic 

evolution parallels that of the artist and the work of art. Nevertheless, as Darwin observed, this 

gender dynamic is reversed in most human societies and cultures. Here, women became almost 

the sole objects, instead of the subjects of choosing. And men became the sole artists or creators, 

while women are turned into artistic objects or creations.87 This phenomenon is not only 

restricted to Darwin’s Victorian society of England; in fact, it can be found in virtually all 

modern societies, including that of Japan. It is this gender relation between the maker and the 

 
85 Prum, The Evolution of Beauty. p.17-54. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Darwin, Descent, p.621-690. 
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made that is put forth in quote before, in the painter Haraguchi’s comments on “aesthetic 

selection.”  

Viewed through such a lens, the unfolding of events in Sanshirō, which revolves around 

Mineko’s choosing of a husband among five prospective male characters—a seemingly old 

marriage plot—can be read anew in light of a feminist view of sexual selection.  

Mineko is Sōseki’s fictional reworking of Fujio, a more three-dimensional and 

ambiguous character. Initially in the novel, through Sanshirō’s perspective, we see Mineko as the 

director of sexual selection, or in Sōseki’s words, “aesthetic selection,” as she is choosing for 

herself her ideal partner. She seems to be one with agency and freedom of choice. Nevertheless, 

her association with ornament and ornamental traits, as indicated in the painter Haraguchi’s 

comment, suggests that she is, in fact, the object of selection, instead of the subject of selection. 

The novel hints that her agency and freedom are only temporary, and gradually reveals her 

vulnerable and precarious social and familial condition—for instances, it is suggested that she 

was, in fact, about to be forced out of the family with her brother’s impeding wedding, and that 

her only choice is to get married to whomever asks for her hand before then. 

Thus, we see that, as with decorative ornament, Mineko is arrested in between the old and 

new, autonomy and dependence, the chooser and the chosen. As such, she is fundamentally split, 

in her intellect and education she seems to be exhibiting a kind of “schizophrenic authorship” in 

Susan Gubar and Sandra Gilbert’s words—split in between their identity as author and subject.88 

Viewed from such a lens, we might grasp the meaning of a seemingly passing and gory episode: 

Sanshirō saw a woman’s corpse—her body neatly cut into two halves by the train by lying on the 

 
88 Susan, Gubar and Sandra, Gilbert, The madwoman in the attic, the woman writer and the 

nineteenth-century literary imagination, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000. 
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train tracks.89 This woman, who is literally split into two, is nothing but a double of the split 

Mineko, a dark future of herself manifested in the novel.   

Moreover, near the end of novel, when Sanshirō met Mineko individually for the last 

time, she was engaged to marry a wealthy friend of her brother, who only asked Mineko’s hand 

after Yoshiko, the sister of scientist Nonomiya, refused him. Mineko whispered an enigmatic 

quote from bible to Sanshirō, “For I acknowledge my transgressions, and my sin is ever before 

me.” While this quote has primarily been understood as suggesting her apologizing to Sanshirō 

for misleading him, it can also be understood in light of aesthetic selection—Mineko recognizing 

her sin for betraying her own ideal: the fundamental drive of life towards art, creativity, and love, 

rather than for security, money, and status. In betraying this drive, Mineko loses her own 

subjectivity and autonomy. 

  

3.5 Ornament, Sexual selection, and Racial Hybridity  

We have discussed the fate of Mineko, but what about Mineko as ornament? The novel ends not 

with the aforementioned church scene, but with Mineko, rendered in an oil painting, Woman of 

the Forest, by Haraguchi and exhibited in the Bunten. Haraguchi’s comments that Mineko, an 

extraordinary exception for sexual selection, is a perfect Japanese subject for Western medium, 

genre, and practice. This is significant when situated in light of the racial and colonial critiques 

perpetuated in Sanshirō. In the opening chapter, set after the victory of Russo-Japanese war, 

Professor Hirota, against the national optimism that Japan is going to develop into a “first-class 

 
89 Sōseki, Natsume, Sanshirō. 
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power,” comments to Sanshirō on the train that “Japan is going to perish.” 90 It is this tone of 

crisis that foreshadows Sanshirō’s quest in education, growth, and love.  

In one of the novel’s most famous scenes, Mineko utters a line in perfect English to 

Sanshirō, “pity is akin to love.”91 92This sentence is from Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko, arguably the 

first modern English novel, and written by an important female playwright in 1688. Oroonoko 

portrays the tragic life of the royal prince Oroonoko, who was sold as a slave to West Indies 

because the King forced his lover to enter the harem, and was then quartered and dismembered 

for his organizational role in a revolt against slavery. The racial and gendered dimension of this 

line is even more pronounced insofar as Sanshirō often noticed the whiteness of Mineko’s skin, 

highlighted in contrast to his own darker skin tone than people in Tokyo as he’s originally from 

the Kyūshū region.  

It was the story of Oroonoko, said the Professor, an African prince who was tricked by an 

English sea captain, sold as a slave and made to suffer great hardships. It was believed to 

be the author’s actual eyewitness account. 

“That’s quite a story,” said Yojirō. “How about it, Mineko? Why don’t you write 

something like Oroonoko?” 

“I wouldn’t mind, but I’ve never been an ‘actual eyewitness’ to anything.” 

“If it’s an African hero you need, you’ve got Ogawa here, the Kyushu black man.” 

“You’re terrible,” she said as if in defense of Sanshirō, but then she turned to him and 

asked, “May I write about you?” 

When he looked into her eyes, Sanshirō recalled the moment when she had appeared with 

her basket at the garden gate this morning. He felt a wave of intoxication come over him, 

but it was more paralyzing than pleasurable. For him to have answered “Oh yes, please 

do” would have been out of the question.93 

 
90 Natsume, Sanshirō, trans Jay Rubin, P.16. 
91 Natsume, Sanshirō, trans Jay Rubin, p.79.  
92 Also see: Toshio, Ogahara, Sōseki no sanshirō to orunoko ni tsuite, Kyōtō daigaku 

kokubungaku rongi, 2016, 35: p.1-15. 
93 Natsume, Sanshirō, trans Jay Rubin, p.79. 
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As such, it is not a coincidence that Haraguchi’s comment on Mineko as a Japanese 

subject for the Western medium refers directly to sexual selection. We know that one of the goals 

for Darwin’s sexual selection was to understand the origin of the differences between the human 

races.94 It is important to note that Darwin was an adamant abolitionist against slavery, even 

though some of the sentences in Descent might read culturally and politically insensitive and 

offensive for readers today—particularly in regards to his writings of the native islanders’ 

attraction to each other. Nevertheless, Darwin’s sexual selection has important implications for 

us (and for Sōseki) to understand racial differences. Darwin indicated that the differences 

between races, such as skin color, hair type, or different forms of physique have absolutely no 

intrinsic importance or value; namely they are not more or less adaptive—they are simply 

different.95 Darwin argues that sexual selection, or more specifically, the aesthetic desire in 

mating choice, is the agent behind racial differences. It is here that we see, as mentioned earlier, 

sexual selection functions according to beauty and beauty is simply the radical affirmation of 

differences.  

Elizabeth Grosz redefines Luce Irigaray’s reclamation of sexual difference in opposition 

to “equality, sameness, and identity;” we can add here that sexual selection does not advocate for 

the universal sameness for races and genders, but for more pronounced racial and sexual 

differences, as well as the radical affirmation and desire for those differences.96 If we accept this 

theory, that affirms difference, then Mineko and her association with sexual selection (in 

Haraguchi’s words) presents an extremely interesting case. Her pity, or love, for Sanshirō derived 

not from sameness (as an allegory for race or class), but from difference. It’s no coincidence that 

 
94 Darwin, Descent, p.18. 
95 Ibid, p.229. 
96 Grosz, Becoming Undone, p.121. 
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she is talking about love here to Sanshirō. Her “pity akin to love” represents the kind of love of 

beauty that is the fundamental drive behind sexual selection—which is the ideal and radical love 

of the differences. 

Mineko is likened to Aphra Behn, writing and creating her own dark, male protagonist 

Sanshirō, but ends up being a passive object under the socio-economic and familial pressures. 

Natsume Sōseki’s heroines like Mineko were literary ornaments. According to Sōseki, they were 

also products of sexual selection, or the aesthetic evolution in late Darwinian thought. Mineko 

and Sanshiro performed within the novel through their love drama the racial conflicts and 

entanglement in the world at the beginning of the 20th century. Sōseki’s role play for the two was 

complicated: against the racial and colonial opposition, he also inverted the role of gender and 

economic class for the pair: Mineko performed the role of a vulnerable colonizer who was 

powerless, while Sanshiro acted the role of a colonial Other who was educated and financially 

secure. Mineko and Sanshiro were put on a set of constantly moving spectrums of power in 

opposition to each other: white and colored, urban and rural, center and peripheral, male and 

female, rich and poor, writer and the written. Therefore, Sōseki was asking whether there was 

any chance of reconciliation between the two. We know his answers were pessimistic. His 

pessimism was even more clear given his own imperial gaze in his travel essays in the colonized 

Manchuria and Korea, where he explicitly recorded his disgust and despise of the coolies and the 

laborers there.97 

In conclusion, the revelation of ornament in regard to evolution is thus twofold. First, for 

Sōseki, unlike paintings, or fine art, which are “self-expression,”98 ornament has no subject or 

individual behind it—it is the site of the collective life, for it contains the entire history of the 

 
97 Sōseki, Natsume, Mandan tokorodokoro, 1915. 
98 Sōseki, Natsume, Bunten to geijitsu, 1907. 
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evolution of art within itself and hints towards a changing future. Second, Sōseki’s ornament 

manifest the autonomy of literary text and plastic art—it is a direct expression of a fundamental 

aesthetic drive, or a will to art, from within the literature and art, that propels itself, changes 

itself, and grows itself from itself, creating a infinitely complicating, elaborating, and 

differentiating universe.This autonomy of the life of literature and art, understood on the 

backdrop of the global boom of the philosophy of life, is important as modernism seeks to affect 

rather than reflect social changes in modernity. In Sōseki’s literary world, the aesthetic life is 

both descriptive and prescriptive, both an ideal and an imperative.  
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Chapter 2  
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Why Do Giraffes Have Spots? 

—Stripes and Life Discourse in Interwar Japan 

 

 

Philosopher Kuki Shūzō argued in 1930, “Nothing expresses iki (life force) more 

than the stripe pattern.” Likewise, prominent physicist Terada Torahiko wrote in 1933, 

“Life is nothing but a group of crack patterns.” We are immediately confronted with a set 

of intriguing questions: What exactly do they mean by pattern here? In what ways are 

these material patterns of cracks, or stripes, related to, or constitutive of the life of 

organisms? And why is it that this idea of pattern as life emerged in this particular 

historical moment? 

This chapter argues that the idea that life is a pattern, and patterns are life, emerges 

prominently and simultaneously from physicists, philosophers, and artists in interwar 

Japan. I will unpack this discourse on pattern as life to explicate its socio-political 

significance in interwar Japan. I will do so across three parts. First, I will provide a new 

reading of Kyoto School philosopher Kuki Shūzō’s Structure of Iki and its insistent return 

to stripes; second, I juxtapose Kuki’s ideas with an overlooked scientific debate on 

giraffes’ spotted patterns, linking the philosophy of Kuki to the cutting-edge research in 

biophysics on patterns formed in nature as the principle of life by physicists Hirada 

Morizō, Terada Torahiko, and Erwin Schrödinger; and third, I will trace commercial 

design patterns of the 1920s and early ‘30s in Japan and its colonies as concrete examples 

of life and pattern, analyzing the hidden political force in these living social patterns. 

 

Part I: Kuki and Iki, Life and Pattern 
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To trace the idea and the relation between pattern and life, I first look into Kuki Shūzō’s 

intriguing claim that “nothing expresses iki better than the stripe pattern” in his The Structure 

of Iki (iki no kozo)—a text written in 1926 and published in 1930 and is situated somewhere in 

the intersection of cultural commentary and philosophy treatise. We can start with the 

definition of iki. Kuki repeatedly maintains that iki cannot be translated, but it generally points 

to something cool, chic, smart, and, more than anything else, dynamic. Iki could refer to the 

attitude, behavior, gesture, clothing, or physical attributes. In addition, iki manifests itself in 

art, architecture, and other Japanese cultural products. The Yoshiwara prostitutes (yūjo) from 

the Edo Period are the epitome of Kuki’s iki, which perhaps more as an imaginary construct 

rather than based on historical fact.  

Iki combines the characters i for will, force, or idea, and ki, which refers to atmosphere, 

air, spirit, breath, wind, and environment. Elsewhere Kuki writes, “Iki is a climate (kishō); it is 

the essence of this climate (kishō).” The word kishō consists of the above-mentioned ki, and 

the character shō, which means pattern and image. Thus, the word kishō means the visual 

pattern of air—whether that refers to the weather in nature, social or public climate, or 

individual temperament. 

Kuki also stresses that iki etymologically means life (sei) or to live (iki-ru), just as it can 

also mean breath (iki). In fact, it is first and foremost on this horizon of life that Kuki 

developed his theory of iki—referring to his study of the structure of the phenomenon of iki, as 

“a living philosophy” or as the “way of living” of the Japanese people. Even more than 

cultural untranslatability, Kuki stresses life as key here—with his initial 1926 drafts being 
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significantly more invested in the universal idea of iki, rather than as a national or cultural 

tendency in the published version in 1930.99 

In line with this sense of liveliness, Kuki’s iki is not static but a dynamic concept of 

development. Iki is always twofold, ceaselessly moving and oscillating between two 

opposing poles on four categories: upper-class and lower-class (jōhin-gehin), sumptuous 

and subdued (hade-jimi), resistance and resignation (ikuji-akirame), sweetness and 

bitterness (amami-shibumi) (fig. 1). I choose the term “twofold” here over the “relational” 

translation found in John Clark’s version, because these two opposing poles stand as 

extremes ultimately situated on a same continuum, and thus constitute the more 

fundamental singular or holistic quality of iki. In addition, terming iki “twofold” instead of 

“dualistic” or “relational” gestures to Kuki’s entanglement with Bergsonian thought, which 

I will explicate later in this chapter. To bring all of these aspects together, we can say that 

iki is life or a dynamic force—not just of the individual, but also of an era or people. 

 

 
99 Pincus, Leslie.; Authenticating Culture in Imperial Japan : Kuki Shūzō and the Rise of 

National Aesthetics, p.1-20; Karatani, Kojin, Nation and Aesthetics; Jiu gui zhou zao zhu zuo 
jing cui, Kuki Shuzo: Selected writings, Nanking University Press, 2017, p.1-11; Michael Marra, 

Poetry and poetics in tension: Kuki Shūzō’s French and German connections, p. 471-489. 
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      Fig.1 Kuki Shuzō, The Structure of Iki (trans. Tom Clark), p.64. 

At the bottom of the liveliness or the dynamism of iki, for Kuki, is the erotic tension or 

attraction between the masculine and the feminine, which is another twofold structure. Unlike 

equilibrium, which would be stasis, for Kuki, iki, at its essence, is a “formal disruption of one-

dimensional equilibrium (ichigenteki heikō).” While this formal disruption of equilibrium 

appears in certain facial expressions or physical gestures in the courtesans in Kuki’s account, I 

belive that Kuki’s ideas on art is also critical here. Kuki is most interested in elements shared 

between decorative art and avant-garde modernism that can be said to be Oriental (non-

Western) in origin, such as asymmetry, non-balance, and non-linear perspective, as suggested 

in his French speech The Infinity in Oriental Art of 1927. As such, just as the asymmetrical 

and dynamic elements in modern art and designs, the iki structure of interaction between 

masculine and feminine is about non-equilibrium— always moving, always opening onto, and 

never closed nor consummated. 
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Separating art into two main categories, “imitative art” that includes painting, sculpture, 

and poetry, and “free art” that refers to pattern (moyō), architecture, and music, Kuki claims 

that iki is more directly materialized through “the formative quality of the free art,” rather than 

“the content of the imitative art.” He begins with patterns: “Patterns play an important role in 

the expression of iki.”100 Patterns, or moyō, are the repetitions of certain motifs on decorative 

surfaces. He cites stripes with particular emphasis here: 

In terms of geometric forms, nothing expresses the twofold quality (nigensei) of iki 
better than parallel lines. Parallel lines, eternally moving along each other without ever 

intersecting, are the purest objectification of this twofold quality. As such, it is not a 
coincidence that the stripe pattern (shima moyō) in design is considered the most iki.101 
 

Here, the structure of the stripes determines its twofold quality (nigensei), which is 

why it manifest iki. In addition, this structure functions through human perception, for Kuki. 

Vertical stripes are easy to perceive because “the human eyes are aligned bilaterally on the 

horizon.” And so it is easier for the eyes to perceive the parallel lines when they run 

“perpendicular to the horizon.” As the vertical or horizontal stripes either “give in or resist the 

pull of gravity,” they produce a sensation of vertical lightness or horizontal heaviness—a 

manifestation of this twofold quality. 

Thus it is the geometric structure of the stripes, as well as the effect of this visual 

structure on human vision and physiology, in relation to some material condition (gravity), 

that determines the stripes as the most dynamic and living (iki) pattern. Contrary to Kuki’s 

repeated assertions of Japanese uniqueness in 1930s, I found Kuki’s 1926 project pursuing 

 
100 Mikkelsen, Jon Mark, Hiroshi Nara, Hiroshi. Rimer, and Rimer, J. Thomas. 2004. The 

Structure of Detachment : The Aesthetic Vision of Kuki Shuzo. Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press. P. 41. With my modifications and translations.  
101 Ibid. p. 41. 
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something more universal here—an ahistorical and atemporal reading of pattern as life in 

modernity. 

Because of this structural determinism, I think historian Michel Pastoureau’s works on 

stripes are illuminating here. According to Pastoureau, stripes were historically associated with 

negative figures in the West. Examining medieval images, Pastoureau found that the striped 

pattern was depicted as worn by Jews, Africans, jugglers, prostitutes, or religious orders that 

were persecuted and ostracized. While they were sometimes associated with servants around the 

turn of the 15th century, they were most closely associated with the clothes worn by pages and 

enslaved people from Africa, indicating an exotic origin. Thus, Pastoureau argues that stripes 

marked foreignness or otherness. Striped pattern was a sign of disorder and transgression, 

belonging to rebels and outcasts. Stripes were diabolic and even dangerous in the medieval 

imagination.102 

But what exactly made stripes so? Pastoureau speculates that this is because of their 

structure: stripes are constituted by two or more planes coexisting in one plane, and two or 

more colors in one. Because of this mixture, Pastoureau argues that stripes were associated 

with the medieval idea of Varietas—differences, diversity, or variety. Varietas was linked to 

contamination, sin, and hell, and thus fundamentally negative. In short, stripes marked the 

Other. 

To be clear, this otherness is not simply a European phenomenon. In Japan, the word 

for stripes, shima 縞, originally meant white silk or white fabric. A homophone of this term is 

shima島, which means island—indicating its origin as imported and foreign, thus reinforcing 

 
102 Pastroureau, Michel, The Devil’s Cloth, p.45. 
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the association of otherness.103 Stripe-patterned fabric is often called shimawatari, meaning 

products imported from the islands. According to previous scholarship, shima-patterned 

textiles were imported through nanban trade with Southern Chinese, or Portuguese and dates 

possibly to the Azuchi-Momoyama Period (1568-1600) or earlier.104 

While stripe-patterned fabrics like silk came from China, Bengal, and Southeast Asia, 

they only developed within Japan during the Edo Period using cotton. According to 

ethnographer Yanagita Kunio’s famous 1924 essay, “Things Before Cotton” (Momen izen no 

koto), cotton was fundamental to Japanese life, shaping the physique, character, and lifestyle 

of Japanese people. He notes that from Edo to early Meiji, most households held a patchbook 

of stripe patterns (shima jō) for remembering patterns of cotton weaves. As Yangaita’s 

argument makes clear, the stripe pattern is structurally determined by its material—the vertical 

or horizontal weaving and threading of cotton or silk. This intimates a larger  ecological 

embeddedness; here, we might see the implications of Kuki’s iki, as climate, manifested in the 

stripe patterns. 

According to Kuki, the stripe pattern began to be fashionable, or iki, in the middle Edo 

period, the Bunka-bunsei period from 1804 to 1830 (fig.2). Prostitutes and actors wore stripes 

first, and then the trend spread to the general public and even to the ruling samurai class, 

which had initially banned the wearing of stripes. The sexual appeal and popularity of the 

actors and courtesans are linked here to iki, which, as we recall, is based on the erotic tension 

between different genders. 

 

 
103 Hamamoto Takayoshi, Yo-ropa no sōshoku rekishi, p.129-133 
104 Tsuruoka, Mayumi, Sōshoku no tamashi, P.75. 
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Fig. 2 Kitagawa Utamaro, 1806, from the series “Bamboo Nodes in Puppet 
Theater Designs, Art Institute of Chicago  

 

  Owing to its origins in brothels and theatres and its spread from the lower class to the 

general public and finally to the elite, Kuki prescribes a certain avant-garde character to the 

stripe patterns. Worn by marginalized prostitutes and actors in the lower stratum of society, the 

striped patterns are seen to be subversive—initiating a revolution from the bottom up, from the 

periphery to the center. Celebrating and idealizing the oppressed and exploited through the 

dynamism of the striped patterns, Kuki assigns the marginalized a new political force that is 

both rebellious and contagious. 
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That being said, Kuki’s methodology is much closer to hermeneutics and semiology 

than historiography. The primary sources Kuki listed in his philosophical treatise were 

primarily images and texts from the Edo and early Meiji periods, in particular, the widely 

circulated ukiyo-e woodblock prints by Utamaro and Kiyonaga and the ninjōbon works of 

sentimental fiction by Tamenaga Shunsui. However, Kuki’s interests were primarily rooted in 

the booming mass media print culture of his own time, when a variety of printing technologies 

emerged during this transitional period from the early modern to the modern period. In this 

respect, I argue that Kuki’s understanding of iki is ultimately modernist, and his arguments 

reveal more about modern design situated in his contemporary condition and social concerns 

than in the historical context of the Edo period. 

For istance, while discussing the stripes in the Edo period, Kuki notes, “the stripes are 

also very popular today.” Indeed, some of the most representative images of Taishō and 

Shōwa Period were modern girls (moga), often dressed in striped kimonos or striped Western 

clothing. A counterpart to the flappers in the west, modern girls wore short bob hair and 

dressed provocatively, moving freely in the cityscape. They were represented as both a sexual 

fascination and a moral threat to modern life in mass media.105 

The fact that striped patterns in clothing were popular among modern metropolitan 

women is particularly crucial. For instance, designer and sociologist Kon Wajirō commented 

that women prefered the abstract simplicity of the stripes, and according to his recorded data, 

the most popular pattern wore by women walking in the Ginza area of Tokyo was stripes, in 

the year of 1925.106 Stripes were also associated with the West in the interwar period.107 

 
105 Silverberg, Miriam Rom. Erotic Grotesque Nonsense: the Mass Culture of Japanese Modern 
Times. University of California Press, 2006. P.50-72. 
106 Kon, Wajirō. Kōgengaku nyūmon, Tōkyō: Chikuma bunko. 1993. P. 126-130. 
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Therefore, if we consider the connotation of otherness associated with stripes, we can also 

start to see how stripes reveal a fundamental otherness of these modern girls. Accentuated by 

the stripes that they wore, these modern girls could be perceived as negative or even 

diabolical in media representations—with their “debauched” lifestyles a result of Japan’s 

speedy westernization, evoking anxiety over westernization and its impact on traditional 

values and societal structures based on gender roles. 

It is my contention that representations of the modern girl, the exemplar of the bottom-

up direction of vanguard modernism in the interwar period, inspired Kuki’s writing on stripes 

and Edo courtesans. Seen from this perspective, Kuki’s embrace of cultural tradition and his 

“return” to Edo, which is often criticized and dismissed as reactionary, is nothing but a 

semiotic reading of Japanese modernity. Kuki’s interest in and usage of Edo images and texts 

is thus an ahistorical, modernist creative reinterpretation. 

I will return to Kuki at the end of the chapter, but to do so, I will first foreground two 

questions regarding Kuki’s ideas: first, what he wanted out of these stripes at this time—

insofar as they stand as a revolutionary and resistant force from the masses? And second, 

what exactly is the relation between stripe patterns, or patterns in general, and life? 

 

Part II: Patterns, Cracks, and Life Sciences 

 
Wareme—Giraffe’s Pattern 

 

In November 1933, Hirada Morizō published an article “On the Spotted Pattern of 

Giraffes,” kirin no madara moyō ni tsuite) in Science (Kagaku)—an important magazine still 

 
107 Edaki, Taeko. The fashion of monpe as emergency clothes: A study of newspapers and 

women’s magazines during World War II, Art Research, Ritsumeikan University Art Research 
Center, 2019 (3). P.15-24. 
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in circulation today established by physicists Ishihara Jun and Terada Torahiko in 1931 and 

published by Iwanami Publishing. The article seems to have been directly inspired by the 

arrival of a pair of giraffes at the Tokyo Imperial Ueno Zoo that year. The importation of the 

giraffes was a major social event, making a great sensation and drastically increasing visitors 

to the zoo. While the first pair of giraffes were imported to Japan in 1907, right after the 

Russo-Japanese War, they died within a year due to inadequate technology and poor heating 

systems in winter.108 The 1933 pair was captured by the circus near Lake Chard in Nigeria and 

sold to Japan, just like their predecessors. The social event was highly symbolic—with the 

African giraffes seized, studied, and controlled as a quintessentially scientific and colonial 

project. 

Hirada’s work was probably directly inspired by this significant social event and the 

imposing physical presence of the giraffes. In his piece, Hirada argued that the spotted patterns 

on giraffes formed when the animals were still in the fetal states. He argued that, as the fetus 

grows, the surface of the embryonic membrane starts to develop cracks due to internal 

swelling and expansion. Moving beyond giraffes, Hirada boldly speculated that this is not only 

how patterns formed on the skin of animals such as the tiger, leopard, zebra, and giraffe; the 

exact mechanism also applies to the pattern on inorganic and lifeless matter, for instance, the 

patched clay surface of the earth. 

Hirada’s theory of pattern formation provoked outcries from biologists and zoologists. 

 

For instance, Oka Hidemichi (1902-1982), the third son of Oka Asajiro, an influential 

evolutionist discussed in our earlier chapter, severely criticized Hirada’s ideas in the same 

journal, Kagaku, in December 1933. Against Hirata, Oka maintained that the patterns on 

 
108 Komiya, Monogatari, Ueno Koen hyakunen no rekishi, 2010, Chuko shinsho, p.45. 
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the giraffe’s skin formed due to the arrangement of pigments according to the different 

thicknesses of the hair on the animal skin. Claiming that this was a purely biological and 

evolutionary problem that has been studied extensively, Oka found Hirada’s idea 

“dangerous”—simply aligning two phenomena due to their similar physical appearances 

is reckless.109 

In response to the mounting criticisms against Hirada’s controversial theory on 

pattern formation, Terada Toahiko published an article in 1934 entitled “Cracks and Life” 

(wareme to seimei). Terada was a prominent physicist mentioned in the Introduction, a 

student and also friend of novelist Natsume Sōseki, as well as Hirada’s mentor. 

Terada began by urging Hirada’s opponents to approach the issue as a thought 

experiment. For Terada, what is most controversial in Hirada is the attempt to solve a 

biological problem of life using the laws of physics. In essence, Terada’s argument was 

that living organisms develop and form themselves according to the same principle as that 

of the inorganic, lifeless earth crust of clay—precisely the type of claim that shocked 

Hirada’s critics. While for Hirada’s critics, life and matter had an unbridgeable gap, 

Terada sought to bridge the two. 

To fully understand Terada’s intervention, we have to look at two pieces published by 

Terada in Kagaku: “The Striped Patterns in Nature” (Shizenkai no shima moyō) in August 

1933 and “Living Organisms and Cracks” (Seibutsu to wareme) in April 1933. Across these 

articles, Terada foregrounded two key concepts to bridge the divide between life and matter: 

pattern and crack. 

 
109 Kagaku, Oka Hidemichi, Kirin no madara-moyo ni kansuru hirada shi no setsu nit suite, 

1933, p.6-9. 
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In “The Striped Patterns in Nature” (Shizenkai no shima moyō), Terada pursued Hirada’s 

idea of patterns formed in nature, and aimed to explain their mechanisms through the lens of 

statistical physics. He begins the article: 

The so-called striped pattern (shima-moyō) here refers to the ‘periodic pattern’ 

that is drawn from and includes all the material images that are arranged with 
periodicity (shūkisei) in the space, and are visible to the naked eyes. (aozora 

digitized, my trans)110 
 

From this quote, we see that pattern to him is a visual image—it is spatialized, but also 

temporal, with the concept of “periodicity.” Patterns are formed through time in space—a 

process of growth and becoming (seisei). In this article, he discusses patterns of fountain 

spray, stalactites, icicles, animal skin, vortex, tree rings, shells, and so on. What is critical for 

Terada is that these patterns are formed with structural periodicity and regularity. He argues 

that all these “striped patterns” (shima moyō) in nature, whether parallel stripes (as in agates), 

or radiating stripes (as in fountains), are formed on the elastic bodies (danseitai). At heart here 

is the issue of “elastic instability” (dansei teki na fuantei)—a phenomenon that should be 

considered through statistical physics. While he makes a distinction between fold (shiwa; 

shūheki) and fissure (rekka), he argues that they both form periodical patterns and belong to 

the same issue of “elastic instability.”111 

To understand this issue of elastic instability, we have to look at his other article, 

“Living Organisms and Cracks” (Seibutsu to wareme). Terada began by establishing a link 

between the Giraffe’s spotted skin (madara) and pattern (moyō)—a word that refers explicitly 

to (graphic) designs with physical properties and characteristics. For Terada, a giraffe’s skin 

shows “patterns,” because these patterns are “geometric forms that appeared in a physically 

 
110 Terada, Torahiko, Shizenkai no shima moyō. 1933 
https://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000042/files/2354_13803.html 
111 Same as above. 
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distributed “field.” Field is a concept developed in modern physics, which refers to the 

physical quantity that occupies space-time and possesses energy or momentum. What 

determines the patterns, according to Terada, is nothing but the “repetitive distribution of the 

discontinuous lines or stripes of this field.” Writing against Oka, Terada argued that the 

patterns on animal skins must also be a problem in physics.112 

Terada then explained that Hirada’s theory is based on “the similarity of the geometric 

form between the giraffes’ patterns (madara moyō) and the cracks on the patched clay earth,” 

and he tried to flesh out Hirada’s theory that the mechanism of pattern formation is the same 

for the two. For Terada, because the patterns on animal skin form due to cell divisions and 

expansions, which is the same mechanism as the cracks (wareme) formed on clay earth due to 

the swelling underground, in both cases, the patterns (moyo) form when the “evenly 

distributed energy (in and of a field) becomes concentrated in a particular region on the 

surface of the matter.” Terada called this phenomenon wareme, which literally means crack, 

fissure, or split. To bring both articles together, wareme, or cracks, is the phenomena of 

pattern formation.113 

This idea of wareme and pattern is vital to our inquiry into the life discourse and 

science. Wareme, Terada writes, functions according to “the principle of ‘life’” that goes 

against the second law of thermodynamics. This is because the second law of thermodynamics 

refers to the inevitable increase of entropy (that is, chaos) within an enclosed thermodynamic 

system, or, on the cosmic level, the inevitable heat death of the universe, which is the principle 

of “death.” For Terada, then, wareme happens because: 

 
112 Matsushita, Mitsugu. 2014. Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada Torahiko. Tōkyō: Iwanami 
Shoten. 
113 Same as above.  
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Potential energy becomes surface energy on a regional, discontinuous surface, 
and it concentrates on the interface when the plastic body (colloid) 

transforms. This interface functions like Maxwell’s Demon and can allow 
various choices according to the effects of different contact with the 

interface.114  
 

Moving forward, Terada puts forth his most radical claim, inversing and flipping the 

relation between life and pattern. Terada argues that life, or biological organisms (seibutsu), is 

nothing but “a group of cracks (wareme).”115 That is, life is nothing but a congregation of 

patterns. In this sense, he coincides with Kuki, whose life, or iki, is most directly manifested in 

patterns (moyō). 

In order to unpack this provocative argument—to take a closer look at the concept of 

wareme and its relocation of “life”—we need to look to another article Terada published in 

1933, “Wareme and Life” (wareme to seimei). In this article, Terada goes into more empirical 

details and theorizes his concept of wareme. Siding again with Hirada’s theory and developing 

Hirada’s postulation of an “initial crack” (saisho no wareme), Terada writes that in mammals, 

such as domestic rabbits, when the vesicular blastodermica is formed, it partially creates the 

area embryonalis. On the surface of the embryonalis, he continues, a “primitive streak” (genshi-

kō) is formed, and this streak serves as the starting point where the new growth happens, and the 

self-division occurs and develops.116 This is the “initial crack;” he then theorizes this “primitive 

streak” as follows: 

As to what exactly what this primitive streak is, it is a stripe (obi) that creates 

distinct, discontinuous surfaces on the seemingly even and uniform surface of 
the embryo. This stripe is very similar to the phenomenon of wareme. These 

discontinuous surfaces, in turn, become the sites or interfaces for various types 
of energy and where various colloid phenomena can happen. This might just be 
the cause for instigating further cell divisions and multiplies. As these 

 
114 Matsushita, Mitsugu. 2014. Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada Torahiko. P.19. 
115 Matsushita, Mitsugu. 2014. Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada Torahiko. P.21. 
116 Same as above.  
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phenomena have always been thought to belong to the mysterious “life,” it 
might be difficult for physicists to invest in them.117  

 

In this article, Terada addressed the unbridgeable gap between inorganic matter and 

organic life, claiming that vanguard research on colloids in Europe can bridge physics and 

biology. Citing two studies in Nature, also published in 1933, Terada lays out how cracks 

happen and the reasons why the cracks have always already existed in crystals (solid matter), 

colloids (mixed two or more states of matter), and life (organism). Because cracks have 

always already existed in all these three things, Terada argues, it can be said that cracks are 

the most fundamental unit constitutive of these three things. Let’s look at his argument in 

detail. 

As all life starts with cell division. And cell division, considered from the 
perspective of physics, is a phenomenon of continued increase of different types 

of surfaces (isō kaimen).118 
  

For the different types of these interfaces, he focuses on colloid or emulsion. Because 

a colloid is a mixture of more than two types of substances, such as solid and liquid, it has 

discontinuous surfaces, or interfaces, within its structure. And because polymers that are 

composed of many materials in living organisms have colloid structures, Terada argues that 

organisms are nothing but congregations of wareme (cracks). 

After colloids, he went on to discuss solids. He argued that wareme happens when the 

solid body warps or bends, and cracks form on its surface, but the body does not completely 

break. For instance, if we apply pressure on a test piece of marble, various discontinuous 

surfaces or interfaces will appear; if we continue the pressure, the marble will break. This is 

because there were invisible, primitive cracks that always existed within the matter before the 

 
117 Matsushita, Mitsugu. 2014. Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada Torahiko. P.36. 
118 Same as above. 
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exterior force. Terada here cited recent studies by Griffith, Smekal, and Zwicky, who found 

that these invisible, primitive cracks exist everywhere inside crystals. And if so, Terada 

hypothesized further, within solid matter there exist various “molecular cracks” (bunshi teki 

wareme)—discontinuous surfaces created due to the different sizes and thickness of the 

molecules. And thus, solid matters (buttai) are just like colloids.119 (p.26, fig.4) 

 

 

Fig.4 Crack patterns of cell, giraffe, and earth, From Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada 
Torahiko, Iwanami Shōten, 2014 

 

Here, he makes an even bolder speculation, or, as he calls it, a “thought experiment”—

that the potential energy created by the discontinuous surfaces of molecules is actually a type 

of matter. Citing Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity, Terada argued that it is not impossible 

for energy to be a type of matter. Here, Terada probably refers to the revolutionary idea of 

mass-energy equivalence that was developed in Albert Einstein’s Special Relativity theory. But 

the implication is vital to our inquiry into life. If the energy that worked on the surfaces of the 

matter is part and parcel of the matter, then is Terada here referring to a field of immanence? I 

would argue so; that Terada is suggesting that life (energy) can be considered as a type of 

matter here and that life is an immanence that includes both life and matter. This would put 

 
119 Matsushita, Mitsugu. 2014. Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada Torahiko.p.26. 
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Terada in line with philosophers of life like Henri Bergson and later Gilles Deleuze. I will 

explain Terada’s link with the often misunderstood neo-vitalism in more detail shortly. 

In a word, Terada, in this important article, firmly linked pattern formation in matter, 

or wareme, through the physics of colloids and solids, to the phenomenon of life—both the 

generation and the growth of life. It seems then that, for Terada, any inquiry into what life is 

almost always delves into its perceived opposite, matter. Though life has always been thought 

of as what matter is not—with life being considered to be the negation of matter, and vice 

versa throughout the long historical feud between vitalism and mechanism—Terada was 

aligning the two. He started by calling wareme—itself a material thing—the principle of “life,” 

in opposition to entropy. Entropy is the principle of death, which inorganic matter obeys. But 

then he revealed to us that wareme functions in between the inorganic (colloid, solid) and the 

organic (cell). It is here that wareme functions as the wareme between the organic and the 

inorganic. In other words, life and matter are not two separate, discontinuous things, but one 

thing in different degrees. As we will see later, it is in this respect that Terada’s “life,” as it is 

composed of wareme pattern, is Bergsonian. I will explore this neo-vitalist tendency more in 

the following sections. 

 

Fold and Wareme 
 

How should we understand Terada’s provocative statement that life is nothing but a 

group of wareme? I believe that Deleuze’s fold can shed light on our understanding of 

Terada’s wareme. 

Gilles Deleuz’s idea of the fold can be found in his 1969 Difference and Repetition, but it 

emerges most centrally in The Fold—Leibniz and Baroque, from 1988. While Deleuze probably 
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had not read Terada Torahiko’s writings, I believe that Deleuze’s definition of the fold shares 

striking similarities with Terada’s wareme, and the two can mutually illuminate each other. 

According to Deleuze, folds are the essence of Baroque thinking; they can be found in 

its draperies, costumes, sculptures, paintings, architecture, as well as in the philosophy and 

mathematics of the so-called Baroque period. 

That is what Leibniz explains in an extraordinary piece of writing: a flexible or an 
elastic body still has cohering parts that form a fold, such that they are not separated into 

parts of parts but are rather divided to infinity in smaller and smaller folds that always 
retain a certain cohesion. Thus a continuous labyrinth is not a line dissolving into 

independent points, as flowing sand might dissolve into grain, but resembles a sheet of 
paper divided into infinite folds or separated into bending movements, each one 
determined by the consistent or conspiring surroundings. (Trans and intro, Tom 

Conley)120 
 

What Deleuze is saying here about the elastic body is precisely what Terada emphasized 

about colloid. Like fold, wareme does not break. Like creases in fabric, and wrinkles in paper, 

wareme forms on the surface of matter but does not completely break or separate—with cracked 

surfaces still fundamentally linked and intact. Likewise, folds form on a continuous sheet. 

More, folds are always folded within other folds. This is why the fold is the smallest unit 

of the elastic body, rather than points (as in bounded, distinct, separate dots or particles). To 

speak more broadly, matters, or parts of matters, are always congregates of folds. Here, we have 

a strikingly similar argument as Terada—breaking down elastic bodies (colloids, solids, and 

polymers in living organisms), one finds not smaller points, but cracks or wareme. Here, cracks 

or wareme is the smallest unit comprising living organisms and matters. This is what Terada 

means by “Life is nothing but a group of wareme.” 

The similarities go further. The law of folds is the “law of curvilinearity.” Deleuze 

compared Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky’s paintings, claiming that it is Klee who has 

 
120 Deleuze, Gilles, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Conley, Tom, p. 6. 
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captured the fold because,  

As Leibniz stated, there can never be ‘a straight line without curves 
intermingled,’ nor any ‘curve of a certain finite nature unmixed with some other, 

in small parts as well as large,’ such that one ‘will never be able to fix upon a 
certain precise surface in a body as one might if there were atoms.’121  

 

The fold is here rendered into the difference between things. It is not a distinct or 

clear break, but a crease, a wrinkle, a pleat, between two entities (because discrete, 

separate identities are an illusion, while the fold/difference exists before these entities), 

situated within an immanent, continuous field that is life. This is why the fold is Force—it 

is life itself—an idea that Deleuze developed from his reading of Nietzsche (will to 

power), Bergson (Élan vital), and Foucault (Power). The Bergsonian, vitalist tradition 

that Deleuze taps into is clear in his conceptualization of the fold. Here, matter is 

“compressive and elastic forces.” Thus, the evolution of biological organisms needs to be 

thought as folding and unfolding, as organisms that are only becoming increasingly more 

intensive (in Deleuze’s words) and more complicated, rather than moving along a ladder 

of superiority or success.122 

Like the fold, there is the wareme between the inorganic and the organic. Terada said, 

towards the end of “Living Organisms and Wareme,” that the wareme theory is the link that 

“unites the inorganic matter (busshitsu) and organic life (seimei ), and should not be dismissed 

by physicists or biologists.”123 (p.20) Here we find resonances with Bergson, for 

 
121 Deleuze, Gilles, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Conley, Tom. P.14. 
122 Grosz, Elizabeth. 2004. The Nick of Time : Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely. Crows 
Nest, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin. 
123 Matsushita, Mitsugu. 2014. Kirin no madara ronsō to Terada Torahiko. P.20. 
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whom the difference between matter and life is that of differences in degree rather than in kind, 

and with Deleuze, who states that “folds are always between two folds.” And he made this 

suggestion,  

Because the between-two-folds seems to move about everywhere: Is it between 

inorganic bodies and organisms, between organisms and animal souls, between 
animal souls and reasonable souls, between bodies and souls in general?124 

 
 
 

Terada and Schrödinger 
 

It is important now to note, however, that this view of life in relation to matter was not 

limited to Terada. Other prominent scientists in the world at the time were similarly interested 

in bridging the gap between matter and life. For instance, one of the founders of quantum 

mechanics, Erwin Schrödinger, gave a series of talks in Dublin in 1943, later published as, 

What is Life? In the preface of this book, Schrödinger claims that he sets out to investigate 

“how can the events in space and time which take place within the spatial boundary of a living 

organism be accounted for by physics and chemistry?”125 Just like Terada in 1934, Schrödinger 

also investigated the phenomenon of biological life, though he did so through the lens of 

statistical physics. 

The reception of Schrödinger’s talk has been polarized, just like Hirada and Terada’s 

theory of pattern and life. On the one hand, critics have been relentless in pointing out 

Schrödinger’s errors in biology, in particular, with regard to his views on chemical bonds and 

polymerization, claiming that he had contributed nothing new toward the understanding of life. 

On the other hand, this book has been hailed as creating the foundation for physical biology, 
 

124 Deleuze, Gilles, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Conley, Tom. P.13. 
125 Schrödinger, Erwin. 1992. What Is Life?: the Physical Aspect of the Living Cell; with, Mind 
and Matter ; & Autobiographical Sketches. Canto ed. Cambridge; New York: Cambridge 

University Press. P.3. 
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influencing James Watson and Francis Crick, who discovered the double helix structure of 

DNA.126 In this section, we will unpack Schrödinger’s ideas and goals in this book and 

compare them with Terada’s a decade earlier. 

Schrödinger set out with two fundamental questions. First, how do changes in the 

pattern of life occur, and how can these changes be stabilized for a long time in the evolution 

of organisms? Here, his question was about how genes are made of a relatively small amount 

of atoms and how they can behave in such a regular way with “a durability or permanence that 

borders upon the miraculous”?  

Second, how can biological beings know life? That is, how can life know itself? As we 

will see, this latter conceptual question leads to his theorization of the nature of mind and life 

that has more broad socio-historical ramifications that, I would argue, align him with Terada 

as well as other thinkers interested in life in this chapter, like Kuki Shūzō. 

As Schrödinger approached this question of the nature of life, he compared the 

fundamental structures of matter and life, and concluded that while matters are “periodic 

crystals,” life must be considered as “aperiodic crystals,” and the difference between the two 

in terms of structure is, 

of the same kind as that between an ordinary wallpaper in which the same pattern is 
repeated again and again in regular periodicity and a masterpiece of embroidery, say a 

Raphael tapestry, which shows no dull repetition, but an elaborate, coherent, meaningful 
design traced by the great master.127 

 

Examining the effect of X-ray radiation on gene mutation, Schrödinger found that the 

increase in the rate of gene mutation is proportionate to the amount of X-ray radiation. He then 

hypothesized that it was a “quantum jump” that produced a change in the DNA structure. 

 
126 Rob Philips, Schrödinger’s What is Life at 75, Cell Science. 
127 Schrödinger, Erwin. 1992. What Is Life?: the Physical Aspect of the Living Cell. P.5. 
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Quantum jumps, Schrodinger explained, point to the rather mysterious transition from on 

“relatively stable molecular configuration to another” that requires a certain amount of energy 

that surpasses the threshold. He wrote that it is not a coincidence that the discovery of quantum 

mechanics by Max Planck and the rediscovery of Mendel’s theory of inheritance by de Vries 

both happened in 1900. Thus, a change that occurs on the physical level results in changes in the 

evolutionary process of living organisms. And since a gene is a molecule, he argued, they obey 

the same statistical laws in physics regarding “quantum jumps.”128 

It is precisely here that, we recall in Terada, wareme, or patterns, form—when the 

energy (and the potential energy) work on the discontinuous surfaces of matter such as 

molecules in organisms (which, he argued, themselves might just be a type of matter, a claim 

he made perhaps referring to Einstein’s Energy-Mass equivalence). The essential point here is 

the emergence of a new understanding of the perhaps porous boundaries and affinities 

between inorganic matter and living organisms. 

With regards to this fundamental question: What is life? Schrödinger defines life as 

something that constantly exchanges energy and materials with its environment against the 

second law of thermodynamics—that is, life is the negative of entropy. Biophysicist Rob Phillips 

argues that this is one of the most significant contributions of What is Life? to modern physical 

biology, namely, “how living organisms defy the strictures of equilibrium physics.”129 

In terms of my argument, the most significant point here is precisely that of Terada—

that life is the negative of entropy. Not only are their approach and investment in statistical 

physics similar, but Schrödinger and Terada’s answers also coincide with each other. To 

summarize, for both Terada and Schrödinger, life is what defies the second law of 

 
128 Schrödinger, Erwin. 1992. What Is Life?: the Physical Aspect of the Living Cell. P. 33-34. 
129 Rob Philips, Schrödinger’s What is Life at 75, Cell Science. 
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thermodynamics, the inevitable increase of entropy. For both of them, life is a non-equilibrial 

system constantly exchanging materials with its surroundings. It is the negative of entropy—

the negation of disorder and chaos. 

But why is this conclusion so important? As scholars like Robert Olby have argued, 

Schrödinger’s comparison of life to aperiodical crystals can be seen as a rather mechanistic or 

reductionist move (Schödinger himself pleaded not to be called so). After all, both Terada and 

Schrödinger tried to study life through the framework of physics by treating it as a form of 

matter. But what is obscured from this critique of mechanism is that it only focuses on one 

side of this argument—life is like matter. What Terada and Schrödinger are arguing entails the 

flip side of this as well, that inorganic matter can be a form of life too. This is why the idea of 

pattern, cracks, or wareme, is so central in both these thinkers—for it is precisely this crack 

pattern, or the tapestry with a design, that is simultaneously both life and matter. As I read 

Terada and Schrödinger, they are not suggesting we treat life as inorganic matter, but rather, 

they are opening the possibilities that matter is much more like life than we have ever 

imagined, and vice versa. And so, what is being championed here is not mechanism, nor the 

traditional sense of vitalism, but a new way of thinking and studying both life and matter. 

 

Terada, Schrödinger, and Vitalism 

Both Terada and Schrödinger mention vitalism (with regard to entropy and the 2nd law 

of thermodynamics), which is of great interest to us. While both indicate an ambiguous 

attitude towards vitalist ideas and their historical associations, I believe their works resonate 

strongly with the strand of life thought by Henri Bergson, which Georges Canguilhem and 
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Gilles Deleuze would later revisit in the latter half of the 20th century. There are several 

reasons for this. 

First, Schrödinger mentioned Vitalism in What is Life?, when discussing the essence of 

life as an aperiodic crystal: 

It is by avoiding the rapid decay into the inert state of 'equilibrium' that an 

organism appears so enigmatic; so much so, that from the earliest times of 
human thought some special non-physical or supernatural force (vis viva, 
entelechy) was claimed to be operative in the organism, and in some quarters 

is still claimed.130 
 

He then later gave another analogy, explaining how a physicist should approach studying the 

system of a living organism, just like an engineer working with a type of machine he’s not 

familiar with. While the engineer will assume the copper is the same copper, and iron is the same 

iron, he “will not suspect that an electric motor is driven by a ghost because it is set spinning by 

the turn of a switch, without boiler and steam.”131 

These highly rhetorical and circumvented passages indicate no clean-cut stance towards 

this idea of a vital force in the traditional branch of vitalism. At the center of What is Life?, when 

defining life as an aperiodic crystal, Schrödinger felt compelled to resort to metaphors or words 

like “masterful, meaningful design,” “vis viva,” “entelechy,” “new force,” or “ghost in the 

machine” to describe an inexplicable essence of life—the surplus of life that escapes the 

disciplines of physics and biology alike. 

Likewise, Terada talked about a “mysterious realm of life” in the earlier quote, though 

he confessed that he was unfamiliar with complicated Bergsonian ideas. This was, in fact, not 

true. Many of his works indicated a familiarity with Bergsonian ideas; for instance, in his 1922 

essay “Laughter”(Warai), he detailed his reading of Bergson’s theory of why humans laugh and 

 
130 Schrödinger, Erwin. 1992. What Is Life? P.70. 
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his application of Bergson’s theories in his own personal life. Likewise, in “Time, Entropy, and 

Probability” (Toki no kannen to entoropii narabi purobabiriti) from 1921, Terada discussed 

Bergson’s ideas regarding entropy and the irreversibility of time without specifically quoting 

Bergson.132 

And if we keep this Bergsonian resonance in our heads to analyze the arguments of 

Terada and Schrödinger that we have been discussing, we will see a very Bergsonian paradox. 

For both, life is constituted of physical matter but behaves in a way both resembles and 

fundamentally differs from matter. For Terada, life is a pattern of crack—wareme, and wareme 

happens when seemingly even matter reveals its uneven, dynamic nature, and its potential to 

change. For Schrödinger, life is a tapestry design, or an aperiodic crystal. This pattern of life 

coded in the script of DNA copies and errs in its transmission and mutation. To both these 

thinkers trying to bridge the gap between matter and life, matter is repetition, but life is 

repetition plus difference. And as for this difference that is not reducible to matter, they had no 

recourse but to resort to words such as “ghost,” “vis viva,” or “mysterious vital principle.” 

What Terada and Schrödinger both try to capture is this “ghost” of the machine—a 

crack appeared on an even surface. For both of them, the essence of life (fold, aperiodicity, 

difference) is the overlap between life and matter. This is precisely where they are both 

situated in the Bergsonian lineage. As we discussed, Bergson’s branch of neo-vitalism 

embraces a radical ontology of life, as a field of immanence, which means there’s nothing 

outside life. Life and matter co-evolve and coil around each other. Recent new materialist 

thinkers like Elizabeth Grosz and Clare Colebrook have shown that for Bergson, life and 

matter are not opposite, not dualist, not binary, but different degrees in one and same force. 

 
132 Terada Torahiko, Warai, Toki no kannen to entoropii narabi purobabiriti, aozora bunko, 

https://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000042/files/2362_13808.html. 
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Life is matter extended in virtual, and matter is life compressed in dormancy.133 For 

Bergsonian thinkers like Deleuze, matter contains within itself its potential to become more 

and to become other. Life also contains within itself a virtuality (or becoming) to become 

more impersonal and asubjective, that is, more like matter.134 

As Rob Phillips has shown, what Schrödinger was interested was a new way of 

studying the issues in physics that unites with other disciplines like biology. In a similar vein, 

Terada has been calling for a new methodology for studying the connectivity of nature, as 

some hailed him as the pioneer of chaos theory and system theory.135 Both ultimately call for 

a new method to study matter and life. Historically, at the cusps of an outburst of modern 

physics theories and their real-world impact, the implications of their wareme and tapestry-

like designs are beyond disciplinary boundaries—it resonates with and ripples out to much 

broader social momentum of its era.  

And so, for Terada, Schrödinger, Deleuze, and Kuki, life is a pattern, be it patterns of 

cracks/wareme, or patterns of tapestry, folds, or design. As I read them, each of these thinkers 

addressed the issue of life as visual patterns within diverse fields, from genetics, to 

embryology, and to mathematics and physics. I will delve into the political meanings of these 

visual patterns in the next section—from the giraffe’s spots, to Raphael’s tapestry, to the 

creases on Baroque sculptures like Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, and to the fashion 

design in interwar Japan. 

 

 
133 Grosz, Elizabeth, Grosz, Elizabeth. 2004. The Nick of Time : Politics, Evolution, and the 
Untimely. Crows Nest, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin. 
134 Colebrook, Claire. 2010. Deleuze and the Meaning of Life. London ; New York: Continuum. 
135 Joseph Murphy, Metaphorical Circuit, Negotiations between literature and science in 20th-

Century Japan. 
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Part III: Pattern and The Dynamic Social Fabric 

 

 
3.1  From Nouveau to Deco 

So far, I have discussed the ways in which life is a pattern: it is difference and repetition; it is 

an energy within matter that congregates and redistributes on the discontinuous surfaces of the 

matter; and it is a disruption of the formal equilibrium. While in the previous section, I have 

examined the relation between life and patterns in the scientific discourses of the era, this 

section will broach the significance of the cultural-philosophical implications of life as patterns, 

in particular, returning to Kuki Shūzō’s work. This will involve discussing the concrete ways in 

which life as patterns connects to us in their socio-historical contexts. In this section, I will 

zoom out on the interwar era and explicate the political significance that is concealed in the 

patterns of the masses. As we will see, the biophysics and socio-political realms are very much 

interconnected—the interpenetration of matter and life points to the impact of the immaterial on 

the material condition and vice versa. 

  In Kuki’s The Structure of Iki, he claimed that iki, life, is most directly manifested in 

moyō, the design pattern, and especially vertical stripes. According to Kuki, some patterns are 

pleasing to the senses, but they are not iki. For instance, he writes that designs popular in the 

Genroku and Momoyama eras, like Korin and Koetsu designs, are not iki. In addition, some 

Chinese designs with splendid colors and complicated shapes are not iki, either.136 These are 

designs in splendid colors, with organically curved and picturesque, naturalist patterns, such as 

the birds-and-flowers motifs seen in East Asian visual tradition. Contrarily, Kuki claims that 

 
136 Mikkelsen, Jon Mark, Hiroshi Nara, Hiroshi. Rimer, and Rimer, J. Thomas. 2004. The 

Structure of Detachment : The Aesthetic Vision of Kuki Shuzo. P.45-47. 
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geometric, simple, and abstract patterns are iki. In particular, it is the linear pattern, or stripes 

popular in the Edo period, that is the most iki.137 

Here, I propose to read Kuki in terms of a broader shift in industrial and commercial 

design. Having lived in Europe for almost a decade, Kuki had written the first draft of the 

Structure of Iki while in Paris by 1926, though he would only publish it in Japan in 1930. 

When he was writing his 1926 draft, he was living amidst a watershed moment of global 

design. The 1925 Paris Expo, the International Exposition of Modern Decorative and 

Industrial Arts—commonly called the Deco Expo—ushered in a shift from Art Nouveau to 

Art Deco. As I read it, Kuki’s rejection of Korin-Koetsu, which represented the naturalist, 

traditional design pattern, was linked to the declining Art Nouveau style, and his embrace of 

stripes and linear geometric design patterns was indicative of a transition to the Deco era. 

Before 1925, Art Nouveau dominated both the West and Japan. This was a movement 

not just in painting, but also in architecture, commercial art, and interior décor—“a crossbreed 

between architecture and applied arts.”138 In terms of architecture, Art Nouveau was airy and 

light. Utilizing iron and glass, it often boasted soaring and swirling structures, such as the Paris 

Métro Entrance, and the Eiffel Tower. On flat surfaces, it emphasized organic, fluid curves, 

often featuring naturalistic motifs, especially a vegetative-centered imagination. The style of 

Nouveau, in general, can be characterized as “a complete liberation from surfaces and 

masses.”139 Highlighting flowing and dynamic lines and asymmetrical forms, Art Nouveau 

created motion and vitality, compared to its predecessors, like Neo-Classicism. 

 
137 Same as above. 
138 Sterner, Gabrielle, Art nouveau—an art of transition from individualism to mass society. p.25. 
139 Same as above. P.13. 
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The style of Nouveau had its roots in the Arts and Crafts Movement by William Morris, 

in Pre-Raphealite paintings, and most importantly here, in Japonisme. It was out of the 

rejection of the low quality and monotonous mass reproduction of commodities in the 

industrial era that the Art Nouveau style championed a return to the craftsmanship of a 

Utopian, imagined past. Again, like the Arts and Crafts Movement, Art Nouveau aimed for 

social movement and reform through its design. Thus, Nouveau has “an idealistic fantastical 

element,” and since it is ultimately “unrealistic” and “elitist,” it in the end betrays its intention 

to connect the masses. 

Art Nouveau’s design is colorful, exuberant, and often exotic—this is where the 

influence of Japonisme from the immediate previous era around the 1880s was the most 

direct. What’s most relevant to our inquiry here is the links between Art Nouveau and 

Japanese Art, particularly the Ukiyo-e woodblock prints. Because both the content and the 

form of Art Nouveau—the motifs (plants and birds) and the compositions (vertical) or the 

flatness of the perspectives (absence of linear perspective)—are directly inspired by Japanese 

Ukiyo-e prints. 

In Japan, the Art Nouveau style also flourished, which could mostly be seen in a 

synthetic manner in visual culture at the turn of the 20th century. Art Nouveau elements in 

Japan can be seen in oil paintings (by Yōga artists such as Fujii Takeji), but they are most 

often found in graphic, commercial designs, such as posters, book-cover designs, magazine 

illustrations (such as Myōjō, Seitō), and modern woodblock prints, by designers and painters 

like Hashiguchi Goyō, Sugiura Hisui, Tsuda Seifū, and Asai Chū. These were the first 

generation of artists who were both considered or considered themselves designers, who 
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worked across a plethora of fields, from fine arts to the applied arts, and studied design 

patterns. 

It was thus not a coincidence that the rise of pattern design (moyō, later zu-an) 

happened as the style of Art Nouveau flourished around the globe and in Japan. At its essence, 

Art Nouveau is the “Linear and spatial ornamentation,” and it is the “abstraction of 

ornamental surfaces.” However, not all designers or architects were attracted to the 

ornamental. As early as the 1900s, architect Adolf Loos famously likened ornament to crime, 

asserting the ornament of the modern era was to have no ornament at all. For Loos, and 

architects and designers inspired by him a generation later, such as Le Corbusier, art must be 

functional, and more than anything, rational. For them, design must reflect foremost the 

purpose of the function. Thus, the ornamented Nouveau style was deemed not only 

impractical and regressive.140 In Japan, graphic designer Sugiura Hisui claimed, in an 

interview reflecting on his career with the Mitsukoshi Department, “Art Nouveau is like udon 

noodles.” Sugiura disavowed his youthful association with the Nouveau style, suggesting the 

style had then been considered retrograde.141 

The International Exhibition of Modern Decorative and Industrial Arts held at Paris in 

1925 was postponed from 1919 due to the First World War, but its opening made clear that the 

style of Nouveau was being superseded by the more sleek and streamlined style of Art Deco. 

In contrast to Nouveau, Art Deco emphasizes sharp, geometric design. This style showed 

more zig-zag, diagonal, and angular shapes in a rhythmic manner, just like the Jazz Era that it 

is associated with. Deco style embodied the science, technology, and speed of the era, just as it 

 
140 Canales, Jimena, and Herscher, Andrew, Criminal Skins: Tattoos and Modern Architecture in 

the Work of Adolf Loos, Architectural History, 2005. Vol. 48. p.235-256. 
141 Sugiura, Hisui, Christopher Stephens, Ehime-ken Bijutsukan editor. Sugiura Hisui : jidai o 

hiraku dezain. Tōkyō: Mainichi Shinbunsha. 2021. 
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was made possible by them. It is also characterized by a heightened sense of new textures, 

utilizing the new and exotic materials flowed and extracted from the colonies around the world. 

Art Deco manifested more than anything else the positivist machine frenzy and the greed of 

colonial expansions of this era.142 

To be clear, Art Deco and Art Nouveau were often blended together, and many designs 

of the time had both elements. That is, the difference between the two styles was not entirely 

clean-cut. In some respects, Deco can be seen as an even more intensified version of 

abstraction of Nouveau. Both styles emphasized two-dimensional flatness and abstractness, 

which were also entangled with avant-garde modernism, such as Cubism, Expressionism, and 

Futurism, at this time. Nevertheless, the relation between Art Deco and fine art was fraught. 

Contrarily to the latter created by and for the elite, Deco was most predominantly associated 

with commercial, industrial, or applied art, and therefore, it was essentially the art of the 

masses. 

As I see it, Kuki’s favoring of geometric patterns like stripes over naturalist, colorful 

design patterns was indicative of this global transition from Art Nouveau to Art Deco. When 

Kuki, or really any of the authors that we have dealt with, discuss patterns in this era, it is this 

current of Art Deco design pattern—with its trans-national circuit of exchanges between 

Western Art and Japanese Art, especially early modern and modern Japanese woodblock 

prints—that is always the backdrop. 

In his essay, “The Lines of Ukiyo-e prints” (Ukiyo-e no kyosen 1924), Terada Torahiko 

attempts to study Ukiyo-e prints through physics. He notes that these prints are important in 

modernism as the same mechanism might be at work for both these prints and Futurist 

 
142 Charles, Victoria, Carl, Klaus H., Art Deco, Parkstone Press. 2013. 
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paintings. For Terada, the “vitality” (ikasu gendōryoku) of Ukiyo-e prints resides in their 

parallel lines—claiming that the lines of hair, of the collars, of the robes, of the hems, and of 

the folds, together compose a “symphony of lines.” Terada describes the Ukiyo-e prints as a 

collection of lines (sen no shūdan). It is the “arrangement and variation” (hairetsu to henka) of 

these lines that constitute the rhythm and beauty of the art of the woodblock prints.143 

Kuki Shūzō’s theories of Japanese art and its pictorial elements also formed prior to 

The Structure of Iki. In a lecture given at Pontigny in 1927, “The Expression of the Infinite in 

Japanese Art,” he stressed four aspects of Japanese art—its disregard of linear perspective; its 

arbitrary composition; its emphasis on line; and its lack of colors. In another ahistorical 

reading of pan-Asian art, he argued that these five elements break down the traditional three-

dimensional time-space simulated by Western linear perspective, thereby opening onto the 

spiritual and the infinite. One thing shared between Iki and this piece is that the ideal art of 

Japan is dynamic. According to Kuki, Japanese art is filled with life, motion, and dynamism—

modern before modernity. Kuki’s and Terada’s interests in the parallel lines in Ukiyo-e prints 

and other Japanese arts are an interest in an essence of vitality that is constitutive of modernity 

and modernism, of which the inspiration is thought to be Japanese, or Oriental in general. 

 

3.2  Pattern as life: Material, labor, and Mass Ornament 
 

 

But the relations between design patterns and life in this interwar period do not stop at the 

level of visual similes—they extend further into the social and political realms. I discussed in the 

 
143 Terada Torahiko, Ukiyo-e no kyokusen, Kaihō, 1923. Aozora online. 
20 Brown, Kendall H. edit, Deco Japan, Shaping Art and Culture, 1920-1945. Alexandria,  
Va: Art Services International, 2012. 
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previous section the ways in which a pattern—such as cracks—is the smallest unit of biological 

life, yet the pattern is not just individual life, but also collective life. The pattern is the life of the 

mass. I argue here that patterns, in particular stripes, are the modern collective life in three 

aspects, using concrete examples from media and visual objects from this period. First, patterns 

move across the surfaces of modern life, changing the living spaces through their inter-medial 

transmission. Second, patterns involve a collective life through the direct manifestations of their 

materials, production, and distribution. Lastly, patterns have lives of their own and have 

developed and changed modern space-time with political valence. 

First, patterns are a media mix, unifying and transforming all aspects of modern lives. 

Since the year of 1925, Deco patterns have both transformed and transformed along with the 

cityscape, architecture, domestic spaces, fashion trends, commercial advertisements, and visual 

culture more generally. Take the instance of Sugiura Hisui’s iconic advertisement poster for 

Tokyo Subway in 1927; we see the parallel lines, or stripes, structuring and covering the entire 

underground space. Here, the stripes of the rails, the train, the platforms, and the human figures 

parallel each other, manifesting fast-moving and dynamic modern energy. Still, they also reflect 

and mirror the metropolitan spaces transformed by modern technology and its infrastructure. 

In Japan, many famous landmark architectures of this era were constructed in the sleek 

and linear Deco style, such as the Asaka Prince Villa in Meguro Area (1926), Hotel New Grand 

in Yokohama (1927), and the Japanese Hall of the National Museum of Nature and Science in 

Tokyo (1930). Likewise, many landmarks show the ornamental design of Deco, like the 

Mitsukoshi Nihonbashi Department Store (1927) and the Isedan Shinjuku Department Store 

(1933). 
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It is not just public spaces; intimate, domestic spaces were also shifted by these patterns 

through their sharp lines and geometric shapes. Pattern transformed the entire living space. 

Flipping through the catalogues of Mitsukoshi or Takashimaya at this time, one can see kimonos, 

fabric, textiles, lacquerware, metalware, ceramic, screens, tapestries, and all types of furniture in 

the Deco pattern.144 

In fashion, linearity also became salient around this time. Taiwanese scholar Zhang 

Xiaohong in Fashioning Modernity has shown that modern fashion had not sought to accentuate 

the natural curve of the female body, but to make the volume of the body appear more linear, 

slim, sharp, straight, and more often than not, more masculine or neutralized.21 This fashion in 

modern clothing was also linked to Japonisme and orientalism in general, where the forms, 

shapes, and elements of kimono were incorporated into fashion design in Europe at the time, as 

the linearity and flatness of traditional Japanese and Chinese robes conceal rather than fit the 

curves of the bodies.145 

As such, linearity in clothing manifested a political stance, sometimes along with feminist 

and anti-colonial movements around the world. For instance, in one issue of the feminist 

journal Woman’s Art (Nyonin geijutsu) from 1930, an article entitled “The Clothing of New 

Chinese Women” (Atarashii shina fujin no fuku) detailed the author’s experience in China, where 

she observed that the metropolitan women in China had a very modern and smart sense of 

fashion, with a combination of Western and Chinese styles and fabrics, always showing a “clear 

sense of lines” (Sen no kankaku wo hakkiri to misemasu). She further praises the patriotic clothes 

worn by young women and men alike as steady and simple. These Zhongshan suits made of blue 

cotton fabric were a sight of revolution and resistance to Japanese imperialism. The author then 
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marked that the square-shaped Zhongshan suit with trousers that fit the lines of legs seemed 

inadequate for the coldness of the winter.146 Here, the lines marked a political resistance to the 

Japanese feminists and socialists who were drawn to the Chinese revolutionaries’ causes during 

the eve before the total war. 

Considered in this light, the stripe pattern that we have discussed earlier in modern girls’ 

fashion were only part and parcel of this “symphony of lines” that restructured the bodies of 

modern women and men, as well as the cityscapes and the interior spaces in this period. 

Second, a pattern is a direct expression of material, living labor, production, and trans-

medial circulation. Here, we can use architect Gottfried Semper’s theories on ornamental 

surfaces to illuminate the nature of patterns. According to Semper, ornament is tectonic because 

it is a direct expression of its materiality. The pattern of knots, for instance, was seen in many 

different cultures because of the prevalence of the usage of knots in weaving and textiles. That is, 

the pattern exposes its material.147 Pastoureau also suggests that the reason the stripe pattern is 

used in navy sailor uniforms might be textilogical, as the uniforms are made of lightweight, 

water-absorbent Jersey knit fabric. Pastoureau might be referring to the latticework-like vertical 

stitches with loosely linked horizontal stitches in the jersey knit fabric. 

The most important point here is that, to paraphrase Semper, ornamental patterns do not 

just imitate (mimesis) natural objects, but simulate the creative process and express its 

materiality; that is, ornamental patterns mirror the law of the cosmos and human relationships 

 
146 Nyonin Renmei. 1928. Nyonin geijutsu. Tōkyō: Ryūkei Shosha. Issue of 1930 Atarashii shina 
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with the object and its environment.148 Seen in this light, we can see that pattern reveals a 

fundamental symbiotic relation between human lives and their ecological surroundings. 

According to the aforementioned Yanagita Kunio essay, “Things Before Cotton,” (momen 

izen no koto) the popularization of cotton in Japan after the import of its plant was because 

cotton was much easier to plant and harvest, as well as because cotton was also easier to weave 

and knit using a simple handloom in an individual household. It is also possible to dye bright 

colors and to create a striped pattern on cotton. All of these above were not possible or easy on 

linen. Yanagita writes that in summer, cotton absorbs more sweat as the climate is more humid in 

Japan than in Europe, and as cotton is soft and fit on the skin, it helps to shape the sloping 

shoulders and slender waists of Japanese women.149 In this way, the striped pattern and the 

material of cotton are intimately connected with each other, as well as with the entire process of 

human labor and production, as it is embedded in a certain material and ecological milieu. 

In addition, design patterns in interwar Japan were often created through photography. 

According to designer Sugiura Hisui, the technique of shasei, live sketch, was important in his 

creative process. The technology of photography, in particular, the movement of art photography 

(geijutsu shashin), which emphasized the abstractness and the formal elements of photos, was 

important in the process of making Sugiura’s design patterns. For instance, in order to design 

posters and advertisements for Hitachi refrigerators, Sugiura took many photos of the polar bear 

in the Tokyo Ueno Zoo and used them as models for his design pattern in 1933.150 This was also 

true for designer Takehisa Yumeji as well. His iconic modern girl designs were often based on 

 
148 Semper, Gottfried, et al, Style in the Technical and Tectonic Art. Journal of Design History, 
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his photographs of young women close to him.151 Therefore, here, the design pattern is an 

abstraction of the snapshots or the panoramic images of modern life mediated through modern 

technology. It is the modern life directly projected and transposed onto the decorative surface. 

Patterns are the dynamic social fabric. 

Lastly, the pattern moves with and moves the modern space-time. The idea is that 

patterns not only mirror socio-political changes, they also precede or create them. An 

examination of the posters produced and distributed by the Japan Tourist Bureau and Southern 

Manchurian Railroad Company shows that the stripes are again salient. Take the example of a 

poster published by the Government of Manchuria in 1933 (fig.5). We see the five-colored flag 

of the puppet regime of Manchuria here, the yellow, blue, red, and white suggests the “harmony 

and coexistence of five races:” Chinese, Mongolian, Manchurian, Korean, and Japanese. Some 

sources suggest that the colors do not correspond to the specific ethnicities here, but rather, they 

represent different geographical directions.152 

 

 
151 Nozomi, Naoi, Yumeji Modern—Designing the everyday in twentieth century Japan, 
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Fig. 5 Celebreation of National Day, Manchukuo, Fentian Public Publishing, From Kishi, 
Manshūkoku no bijuaru media, 2010.153 

 
 

This poster arranges a rhythmic repetition of the same set of five-colored stripe patterns 

on the Manchurian subjects’ clothes, on the stripes on the ground where the subjects stand, and 

also on the globe that the subjects are holding together. The message could not be clearer. Yet, 

what is hidden is the power of the stripes. As we have discussed earlier, stripes marked a 

hybridity with their structure. Here, it is five colors mixed in one; five races masked as one. The 

pattern here does not simply convey the totalizing imperialist attempt to assimilate the otherness. 

The stripe pattern here segregates but simultaneously reorders and unifies the space-time that is 

Manchuria.  

 
153 Ibid. 
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As Pastoureau writes, “All striped surfaces seem to cheat, forbid the eyes to distinguish 

background and figure.”154 Pastoureau’s example is naturalist Buffon’s zebras, where one cannot 

tell if it is a black horse with white stripes, or a white horse with black stripes. The poster with 

the five-colored stripes functions in a similar mechanism. Stripes here deceive its viewers, as 

they confuse the senses. In addition, these strips here are simply easier to print at this time. 

Gravure printing, which is suitable for printing delicate lines and intricate colors, would not be 

available in Manchuria until 1934, so this poster was printed through offset printing.155 Thus, the 

stripes in the case of this poster were materially conditioned, when gravure printing was not 

available.  

Similarly, in a poster issued by the Manchurian government in 1933 (fig.6), the rays of 

the radiating sun in stripes penetrate and encompass the entire realm.156 In a Southern 

Manchurian Railroad Company poster (fig.7) depicting a Mongolian aristocratic girl in luxuriant, 

colorful traditional ethnic clothing, with a hairdo decorated with radiating metal ornaments, 

which marked her noble status.157 Compared to the actual hair ornament worn by Mongolian 

aristocrats at the time, which seems much less ordered and less paralleled, here the poster shows 

a patterned, ordered, abstracted rendering of the hair ornaments. In fact, they closely resemble 

the pattern of the radiating sun on the imperial flag. If stripes conceal a fundamental otherness, 

here, we see that the stripe pattern of the hair ornament accentuates her foreignness and exotic 

quality while, at the same time, attempting to discipline, order, and assimilate the otherness of 

Manchurian subjects. 

 
154 Pastoureau, Michel, The Devil’s Cloth. P.44. 
155 Kishi, Toshihiko. Manshūkoku no bijuaru media. P.10-13. 
156 Ibid.  
157 Kida, Takuya, and Tōkyō Kokuritsu Kindai Bijutsukan. Yōkoso Nihon e : 1920-30-nendai no 

tsūrizumu to dezain. Tōkyō Kokuritsu Kindai Bijutsukan. 2016. 
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Fig.6 Anniversary of Enthronement, Manchukuo,1934.  
From Kishi, Manshūkoku no bijuaru media, 2010. 

 

There is a similar tension unfolding with stripes in the West. According to Pastoureau, 

starting around the 17th century, stripes were used in uniforms and marked a heraldic sense of 

identity, often of a group. Related to this, in the Romantic period, the revolutionary stripes were 

born in the New World, as seen in the American flags in the War of Independence. In the later 

centuries, particularly in the modern period, stripes began to be associated with anything navy, 

leisure, or hygienic. Though it implied disorder and transgression in the medieval period, stripes 

were gradually controlled and reabsorbed into the symbolic system representing order and 

hierarchy. From disorder to order, from difference to identity, the attempt to assimilate and 

control is clear in these design patterns that emphasized stripes in the interwar period of Japan. 
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Fig.7 Mongolian girl, South Manchuria Railway Company Poster, Itō Junto, 1933 

 

I will raise one last example here, a hanging scroll of a Nihonga painting by Saeki 

Shunkō, called Photo Studio (Shajō, fig. 8), made in 1937. This is probably not a mere 

coincidence that the five colored stripes in the modern woman’s kimono are the same five 

colored stripes in the Manchurian flag. The stripes on this modern woman’s fashion reveal 

significant but fundamentally ambivalent political valence: she is the same and the Other; she is 

cosmopolitan but also nationalistic; democratic and militaristic. The carrier of the stripes is 

actually the mass. 
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Fig.8 Saeki Shunkō, Photo Studio (Shajō), 1937, Pigment on Paper 198 x 101cm, framed 209.2 x 

95.3cm. From Deco Japan. 
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We can borrow Siegfried Kracauer’s idea of mass ornament here. Kraucauer’s idea is that 

the mass ornament is the collective unconscious. Kracauer’s examples are the geometric pattern 

of the Tiller Girls and the Nazi Rallies, which intimate the ideologies of totalitarianism and 

fascism. Patterns of the mass for Kracauer are situated in the mythological, pre-capital order and 

the rationalistic logic of the late capitalist societies.158 Striped patterns here are again ambivalent: 

they are mythological and rational; pre-modern and modern. 

We are reminded again of Kuki's earlier twofold structure of tension that marked 

Japanese cultural production. His use of pattern as the (re)distribution of vital energy was taken 

up by thinkers like Hirada and Terada. Bringing Kuki's cultural readings together with Terada's 

scientific theory of wareme, we can say that pattern is the dynamic social fabric. Kuki's 

philosophy insists on the twofold or even dialectical qualities of pattern as iki, which ultimately 

involves choosing a way of living. In the opening preface, Kuki refers to his Structure of Iki as a 

"living philosophy," and as the "way of life" of the Japanese people. Here, the twofold quality 

of iki indicates a special moment of crisis, where people were facing a fundamental choice—a 

turning point teeming with life—when both choices were pregnant with possibilities. We know 

the choice that Japan has made, but at that moment, both options were equally possible and at the 

height of their potentiality and virtuality. Thus, his iki is fundamentally about a choice: how do 

we choose a way of living—how do we live in relation to our time? For Kuki, it is important to 

always keep the two choices open and always move between them. 

Kuki puts all of these above the best in a poem, “Contingency” (gūzensei), collected in 

his Paris Sketch (pari shinkei), which he wrote in Paris in 1927, 

You and I,  

 
158 Kracauer, Siegfried, and Thomas Y. Levin. 1995. The Mass Ornament : Weimar Essays. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
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I and you, 
The secret of our encounter, 

Is anti-thesis of eros. 
This is the geometry of life,  

Would you ever understand me? 
…Like two parallel lines…159 
 

What Kuki wants to express through this poem is precisely the two fold structure of life: 

life as stripes. To relate this to his larger philosophical system (which I will return to in Chapter 

5), it means that contingency is both fate and the negation of fate. Life is what oscillates between 

life and its negation which is death. Eros never meets its object, and the organic must struggle 

with the inorganic matter. These are the broader meanings of his stripe pattern, the parallel lines. 

Life manifests as patterns because it is repetition and difference, and patterns express life as the 

formation and redistribution of energy on a discontinuous surface. Patterns are the living social 

fabric; the stripes move with the dynamic era of interwar Japan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
159 Kuki, Shūzō. Kuki Shūzō Zenshū: vol.1. Iwanami Shoten. 1981. 
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Chapter 3 
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Itō Chūta’s Ambiguous Ornament 

—The Historical Life of the Karakusa Pattern 

 

Itō Chūta is widely recognized as the first person to coin the term “architecture,” or 

kenchiku, in Japan. He is also credited with being the first to systematically construct Japan’s 

architectural history. Itō’s first theoretical work, Hōryūji Temple (Hōryūjiron), was developed 

from his graduation thesis, centering on his “discovery” of the Hōryūji Temple as the oldest 

existing architecture in Japan. In this seminal work, he established an astonishing link between 

the temple and Ancient Greece, claiming that the temple contains “direct” influences from 

Hellenistic cultures.  

Itō’s career thus began with a grand theory of a spatial-temporal transmission route of the 

architectural ornaments traveling from Ancient Greece (1100-800BC) to Nara Period Japan 

(710-794AD). Despite doubts about its scale and methodology, this hypothesis had an immediate 

impact at the time of its publication and is still influential in Japan today.160  

How did Itō prove the connections between the Japanese and the Greek architecture 

located in such distant times? And why did he have to prove that Japanese architecture is rooted 

in the Hellenistic cultures? This chapter explores the political ideologies and discourses that have 

shaped and being shaped by Itō’s theory of the transmission of the karakusa pattern—the life of 

ornamental patterns across space and time—and his revision of it in the late 1920s. 

 Despite the significance of Itō in architectural history, his theory and practice of 

architectural ornaments are often overlooked and dismissed as a form of “historical revivalism” 

 
160 Inoue, S. (1994). Hōryūji e no seishinshi (1st. ed.). Kōbundō. 
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(rekishishugi) of the Meiji Period. His legacy is even more troubling due to his close ties with 

Asianism (ajiashugi)—which served as the ideological base for the later Greater East Asia Co-

Prosperity Sphere.  

This chapter reexamines the meaning and significance of architectural ornaments in 

Japanese modernity through Itō’s works on ornaments, his Eurasia research expeditions, his 

evolutionary theory, and his designs of the ornate architectures, with a focus on the Tower of 

Gionkaku. First, I will revisit his evolutionary theory based on ornaments and styles, which was 

based on his collected samples through his Eurasia expeditions. Then I will reread his 

evolutionary theory of karakusa patterns through the concept of “historical life”— a historical 

enfolding of a collective life in Japan. In doing so, I argue that his architectural works reveal a 

struggle with the ornamental tendency of Japanese architecture and that his later revisions in the 

late 1920s reveal an incomplete suppression of the ornamental as the racially and culturally 

Other. Despite this suppression, his “life” of pattern disrupts the dichotomy between the living 

and the material, between the self and the Other, thus suggesting an automatic, self -regulating 

life that can not be reduced or excluded in and of modernity.  

 

1. Hōryūji and Parthenon 

To summarize Itō's theory about the Hōryūji Temple, he proposed that he found two 

elements that suggest the temple had connections to Ancient Greece. These elements are a 

unique curve of the columns, known as entasis, and a decorative pattern called karakusa.161 In 

terms of entasis, Itō pointed out that the columns in the middle gate of Hōryūji had a unique 

curve—narrower on the top ends but wider and thicker in the middle (fig.1). This makes them 

 
161 Itō, Chūta. Itō Chūta kenchiku bunken. Volume 1. Ryūginsha. 1937. P.112-114. 
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resemble the curvature, “entasis” of the Doric order in Ancient Greek architecture, seen in the 

Parthenon at Athens. According to Itō, this is evidence that Hōryūji’s unique columns originated 

in Ancient Greece, suggesting the “cultural exchanges between East and West.”162 

 

    Fig.1 Itō Chūta, Hōryuji Kenchikuron, Kenchiku Zasshi, 1893. 

The second element, karakusa, is a type of ornamental pattern of intertwining floral or 

vegetative motifs, which were often used to decorate the edges or frames of interior and exterior 

architectural spaces. Itō found that karakusa resembled a type of Arabesque, with a link to the 

Arabic regions (arabia) and the Eastern Roman Empire.163 Karakusa patterns are found on the 

edges of the Tamamushi Shrine—a miniature model of Buddhist architecture housing Buddhist 

statues, collected in the complex owned by the Hōryūji temple. The metal fixtures (kanegu) 

applied on the shrine are sculptured fretwork with karasuka patterns, beneath which embedded 

thousands of iridescent wings of the Tamamushi jeweled beetles, which gives its name, the 
 

162 Itō, Itō chūta kenchiku bunken. Volume 1. P.61. 

163 Ibid. p.112. 
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Tamamushi Shrine.164 After examination, Itō initially insisted that the Tamamushi shrine was 

made by Korean artisans.  Against some Japanese scholars, Itō believed that this shrine was 

gifted to the monarch of Japan, Empress Suiko (554-628AD), by Baekje, an ancient Korean 

Kingdom (BC18-AD660).165 

Itō wrote that the karakusa patterns on the raised seat (shumiza) of the shrine were in the 

shapes of honeysuckles, which were similar to the palmette patterns found in the orders of 

Ancient Greek architecture (fig.2). Itō was enthusiastic about this karakusa in the “pure Greek 

style.” He wrote, “I have found the unprecedented, definitive proof of inter-exchanges and 

transportation between the East and the West that I had to jump and exclaim!”166  

 

 

 

   Fig.2 an acanthus palmette, capital of a Corinthian order  

 
164 Ibid. p.111. 

165 Ibid. p.114. 

166 Ibid. p.113. 
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Itō’s focus on the decorative pattern is clear. The transmission of entasis and karakusa, 

which he identified as the palmette pattern, from Ancient Greece to Nara Japan, had still just 

been a theoretical postulation at this stage in his life. Itō then set on a grand expedition 

trespassing the entire Eurasian continent, searching for physical evidence to prove this theory.  

Instead of studying abroad in Europe, as other imperial university professors did, Itō 

appealed to the government to go to Asia. Finally, he went on a trans-Eurasian expedition as a 

compromise.167 In March 1902, he set out for China, Burma, Sri Lanka, India, Turkey, Egypt, 

Syria, Greece, Italy, Germany, France, England, and finally, America. The journey lasted three 

years and three months, during which he conducted fieldwork research and kept volumes of 

drawings and notes on architectural and archaeological sites.  

As to whether he has found the evidence he needed by the end of the expedition, scholars 

have argued no. Despite the fact that the entasis hypothesis still remains widely known today in 

Japan, Itō actually had not found conclusive evidence to corroborate his theory of entasis.168 

However, his hypothesis on the karakusa pattern has received relatively less attention in previous 

scholarship.  

The decorative pattern of karakusa, as well as the entasis (curvature) of the columns in 

the Hōryūji-temple, are the two targets for Itō’s research expedition. He depicts his missions in 

an illustration, one of the hundreds that he jotted down during his journey. In this illustration, Itō 

draws himself traveling with one sack on his shoulders, which has the image of entasis, and 

 
167 Suzuki, Hiroyuki. Itō Chūta o shitte imasu ka. Ōkokusha. 2003. 

168 See Fujimori, Terunobu. Kindai Nihon no yōfū kenchiku—Eika hen. Tōkyō : Chikuma Shobō, 

2017. Girardelli, Miyuki Aoki. Meiji no kenchikuka Itō Chūta: osuman teikoku o yuku. Tōkyō: 
Wejji, 2015.  Inoue, Shōichi. Hōryūji e no seishinshi. Tōkyō : Kōbundō, 1994. 
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another sack in his front, which paints the image of karakusa (fig.3).169 While his fieldwork notes 

show some measurements of the columns and orders that he discovered along the travel, the vast 

majority of his notes record various decorative patterns across regions during his entire 

expedition, such as the Yungang Grottoes in China, Jerusalem, Damascus, and Athens.170 

Therefore, I argue that it is the lesser known and less studied decorative pattern of Karakusa, 

rather than the widely known entasis, that has constituted the foundations for Itō’s evolutionary 

theory of architecture. 

 

            Fig.3 Itō, Yachō, Vol. 11, 1902-03, Architectural Institute of Japan Digital Archive (AIJ) 

 

Upon returning to Japan in 1905, Itō published his theory, “The Future of Japanese 

Architecture Seen Through the Principles of Architectural Evolution” (Kenchiku shinka no 

gensoku yori mitaru waga kuni kenchiku no zento) in 1908. Itō constructed through the founding 

of this expedition his own evolutionary theory of the history of Japanese and world architecture. 

In his writing, he compares architecture to “living creatures” (seibutsu), and he renders the 

architectural evolution as a rhizome-like network connected by nexus and nodal points. In 

addition, there is another often neglected, important piece that puts forth Itō’s evolution theory, 

 
169 Itō, Chūta. Ya chō, volume 11, Nihon kenchiku gakkai, 1903. p.80. Reprinted in Girardelli, 
M. A. Meiji no Kenchikuka Itō Chūta. 
170 Itō, Chūta. Ya chō, volume 1-17, Nihon kenchiku gakkai. 1903. 
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“The Origin of Asuka Pattern,” published in 1910. I maintain these two essays must be read 

together in order to understand Itō’s evolutionary theory, and the following sections will explore 

the nuances and complexities of his thinking on ornament and life. 

 

2. National architecture as ornament: Meiji’s Yoshikishugi 

 

Itō’s historical research is recognized as pioneering, yet he is also often criticized for his 

emphasis on the ornaments. For instance, Inoue Shōichi argued that Itō’s evolutionary theory 

stems from a reactionary attitude against Ferguson’s racist attitude towards Japanese 

architecture.171 Muramatsu Shin described Itō’s expedition as “adventurous,” while his research 

method was “fragmentary.”172 Muramatsu pointed out that ornaments were the main target for 

Itō’s expedition trip because the “detailed parts” (saibu) of architecture are equivalent to 

“decorations” (sōshoku) for Itō. He concluded that Itō’s view on architecture was not “structural” 

but rather “fragmentary.” In other words, Itō prioritized the “parts” over the “whole.” To 

Muramatsu and others, Itō’s interest in ornaments is a sign of the inferiority and unsophistication 

of the study of architecture in Meiji Period Japan, which focused on the ornaments and the 

details of the parts. Therefore, Itō’s emphasis on the ornament is, in fact, the main reason for 

criticism of his work.  

The nuances and depth of Itō’s theory and practice in regard to architectural ornaments 

have received very little attention. A closer look at the cultural context of Itō’s era reveals that 

ornament was essential in the construction of the nation-state in the Meiji Period. In the early and 

 
171 Inoue, Shōichi. Hōryūji e no seishinshi. 1994. 

172 Muramatsu, Shin. Danpenka sareru sekai ryōkō—kenchikushika itō chūta, seishin no 

ekusupedishion, gakumon no kako, genzai, mirai. Tokyo university shuppan. 1997. 
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middle Meiji Period, Western-styled architecture in Japan was characterized by “yōshiki-

shugi”—a term that refers to the eclecticism and revival of historical styles.173 As yōshiki means 

“style,” “yōshiki-kenchiku” refers to architecture that imitates and fuses various styles rather 

than having its own style. The results are buildings that are composites of various parts and 

ornaments, taken from different styles of various historical periods and regions rather than as a 

cohesive whole (fig.3). 

 

 

Fig.3 Former Kyoto Prefectural Office, built in 1903, Kyoto, photographed by author, 
2023 

 

 
173 Igarashi, Tōru., & Sugeno, Y, Yōshiki to katachi kara kenchiku o kangaeru. Heibonsha. 2022. 
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The root of “yōshiki-shugi” lies in the institutionalization and education of architecture in 

the modernization process, during a time when Japan grappled with and debated on a new style 

befitting to its modernizing nation-state. The Meiji government first hired foreign architects to 

teach and modernize the department of architecture at universities. For instance, British architect 

student Josiah Condor (1852-1920), famous for designing the Rokumeikan, was employed to 

teach at the Imperial University of Tokyo. Because Condor saw Japan as the middle point 

bridging West and East, he envisioned an eclectic style for Japan, borrowing and mixing 

ornamental details from Western and non-Western traditions, such as Indian and Islamic 

architecture.174 Education during the Meiji Period, represented by Condor, thus focused on the 

history of architecture rather than on architecture itself.175 Itō was one of Condor’s students at the 

university, and like Condor, many of Itō’s buildings assumed eclectic styles, combining Islamic 

and Indian elements, such as the Honganji Dendōin (fig.4) in Kyoto.  

 

Fig.4 Itō Chūta, Honganji Dendōin, 1911, Kyoto, Photo from Cultural Heritage Online. 

 
174 Conder, Josaia, et al, Josaia Kondoru : Rokumeikan no kenchikuka = Josiah Conder : a 

Victorian architect in Japan. Higashi Nihon Tetsudō Bunka Zaidan. 1997. 
175 Fujimori, Terunobu. Nihon no kindai kenchiku—bakumatsu, meiji hen. Iwanami shinsho. 

1993. P.207-261. 
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At the same time, the Meiji government dispatched students overseas to England, France, 

and Germany to study architecture, and these students then returned to build landmarks, such as 

the Akasaka Detached Imperial Villa and Nara Imperial Museum. These buildings were based on 

the various styles they had learned while abroad that emphasized monumentality and nationalism. 

As such, the historical revivalism (yōshiki-shugi) that characterizes their works has separated the 

ornaments and the styles from their own natural habits within their own specific artistic or 

intellectual context.176 And most significantly, the architectural “ornaments functioned as the 

symbols of the nation-state.”177 

Moreover, many Western-styled buildings were constructed by craftsmen or carpenters, 

(daikū) and built in wood and mixed with Japanese style. Many of these builders did not receive 

any formal academic training in architecture. Instead, they attempted to replicate and imitate the 

facades of Western architecture resulting in what historians refer to as “imitative Western-styled 

architecture” (giyōfu kenchiku). 

Therefore, the education and research of architecture in the Meiji Period emphasized not 

the structure nor the totality but rather the partial details, that is, the ornaments. The architecture 

of historical revivalism (yōshiki-shugi) is sometimes referred to as hinagata architecture. 

Hinagata literally refers to dolls, patterns, or models, and hinagata architecture means “model 

architecture” or “pattern architecture.”178 This name was possibly derived from the hinagatabon, 

the manuals or guidebooks of architectural patterns and ornaments for craftsmen, carpenters, and 

artisans, that were printed and circulated widely in the Edo Period. 

 
176 Ibid. p.261-267. 

177 Ōta, H. (1999). Nihon kenchiku yōshikishi : karāban = The concise history of Japanese 
architecture. Bijutsu Shuppansha. p.1-159. 
178 Ibid. 
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Nakatani argued that hinagata architecture, or architecture of pattern, was an imitation of 

styles without being anchored in social context or practice. He noted that despite the medallions 

being supposed to contain family crests or honor individual patrons of the architecture, the Nara 

National Museum, built in 1889, was adorned with empty medallions. According to Nakatani, 

this is why hinagata architecture in this period became facades of empty decorations.179  

In short, seen in the light of yōshiki-shugi, we can say that in this early period 

architecture became the architecture of ornaments or the architecture of pattern (hinagata). From 

the practice of the revivalism of historical styles, we can also claim that style became a synonym 

for ornament in the Meiji period. The hierarchy between the whole and the parts was reversed. It 

is here that architecture became the decorative ornaments of the nation.  

However, this was not a unique Japanese phenomenon. “Battles of styles” as a national 

symbol also happened in England in the 19th century. In Europe and America, revivals of Greek, 

Gothic, or Baroque styles, as well as tastes for non-Western styles, such as architecture with 

Indian, Islamic, or Chinese elements, flourished around the same time. The 18th and 19th 

centuries were characterized by a movement called Historicism (rekishi-shugi). As the art 

historian Ernst Gombrich succinctly put it, “The 19th century was obsessed with styles, precisely 

because it was a century without its own style.”180  

 This historicism, or eclecticism, not only radiated out from the metropoles to the 

colonies around the world, but also initiated from the colonies like India to the empires.181 In this 

light, Japan’s yōshiki-shugi was part of a global, colonial movement. In fact, many of Japan’s 

early yōshiki-kenchiku was also mixed with colonial styles and elements (such as verandas) 

 
179 Ōta, H. Nihon kenchiku yōshikishi : karāban = The concise history of Japanese architecture. 

Tōkyō: Bijutsu Shuppansha. 1999. 
180 Gombrich, E. H. The sense of order: a study in the psychology of decorative art. 1979. 
181 Fujimori, Terunobu. Nihon no kindai kenchiku—bakumatsu meiji hen. Iwanami, 1993. 
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transmitted from India by British colonizers, such as the Former Glover Residence in Nagasaki 

(fig.5). Therefore, from a macroscopic perspective, Itō’s search for ornaments and styles can be 

viewed as symptomatic of the historicism and eclecticism of the Meiji Period, with his own 

ornate, eclectic buildings and his preoccupation with ornaments. 

 

 

Fig.5 Former Glover House, 1863, Nagasaki, Photographed by me, 2023. 

 

What do ornaments and patterns mean for Itō, as he searches for a new national style 

while creating and narrating the national history of Japanese architecture? The Meiji Period 

witnessed the institutionalization of fine arts (beaux-arts) and the establishment of the artificial 

dichotomy between applied arts and fine arts.182 Chapter 4 will focus on intellectuals like 

 
182 Satō, D. (2021). "Nihon bijutsu" tanjō : kindai Nihon no "kotoba" to senryaku. Chikuma 

Shobō. 
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Okakura kakuzō and Kishida Hideta, who grew up in Meiji and denounced the ornamental 

tendency within Japan’s artistic and architectural traditions. In addition to history, they also 

disavowed the ornamental that characterized Japanese modernity, as seen in the Meiji Period 

Yōshiki-shugi. These thinkers purged the ornaments as the Other due to the corruption of the 

Continental influences. Itō’s later denouncement of the ornaments can only be seen as a part of 

this collective tendency in Japan in the 1920s to repress its own ornamental past. Nevertheless, 

Itō was unique in his early theorization of ornaments in relation to biological life, and the 

following sections will explore the meaning of his ornament at the end of Meiji and the 

beginning of the Taishō Period.  

 

3. Evolution of Architectural Styles and Ornaments 

 

Upon returning from the expedition crossing Eurasia, Itō accrued enough materials to 

construct his evolutionary theory of world architecture. Against the racist and colonial 

perspective of architecture that dominated the West at the time, Itō sought an alternative 

framework of evolution not built on linear progression nor hierarchy but on interconnectivity. 

Here, I claim that two of the most original points of his theory are: 1, non-linear 

interconnectivity; 2, autopoiesis, or self-generated changes.  

 In Itō’s 1909 article “The Future of Japanese Architecture Seen Through the Principles of 

Architectural Evolution,” Itō comments that Japanese architecture is in a “transitional period” 

that is “anarchist” and “dark,” where the old styles have perished but a new style has yet to 
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emerge.183 He proposed to use the principles of evolution to study the “origin” (hassei), and the 

“developments and changes” (haddatsu henken) of Japanese architectural styles.184  

Architecture is something that metamorphoses like living creatures. Just like the 
biological organisms (seibutsu) have life (seimei), the life (seimei) of architecture has to 
be infinite. Architecture must have all the characteristics and natures just like living 

organisms.185 
 

 In the essay, he lists seven principles of this evolutionary process, which he borrowed and 

modified from historian James Fergusson: 

1. Architecture is constituted by materials (body) and designs (spirit). 

2. Materials supplement designs, as designs modify materials; they complement each other 
and co-evolve together. 

3. Designs are dominated by religion. Itō notes here that religion is not an absolute, 

immutable truth, but rather, one that changes through times. 
4. Only styles can give birth to styles.  

5. Style changes happen when there are changes in materials, designs, or sometimes foreign 
influences. 

6. The style changes are manifested in either mechanical or chemical mixtures. 

7.  There are transitional, ambiguous periods between old and new styles. 186 
 

He then applies these seven principles to the concrete material histories of architecture, 

and his evolution model is not one of linear progression. For instance, he writes that the 

evolution of materials (zairyō) is co-constitutive of the evolution of construction (kōzō). 

Architecture evolves as the materials of architecture evolve, often from mud to stone (such as 

that in Egypt or Northern China), or from wood (such as that in Japan and Greece) to stone 

(mostly seen in Greece and Europe), and in some cases, to steel (such as America). Here, he 

divides history into ages based on materials: the Mud Age, the Wood Age, the Stone Age, and 

 
183 Itō, C. (1937). Itō Chūta kenchiku bunken. Volume 6. Ryūginsha. p.21. 

184 Ibid. p.21. 

185 Ibid. p.23. 

186 Ibid. p.22-25. 
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the Steel Age.187 Nevertheless, Itō specifies that this division is not based on a progressive model. 

That is, it does not mean that the wood age is necessarily inferior to that of the stone, but rather, 

at any given time period, any of the stages can emerge. For example, Itō writes that the 

“Romanesque evolved (shinka) into Gothic, but then devolved (taika) back again later.”188 These 

ages do not evolve successively, but rather, on a non-linear model.  

His non-linear model probably stems from his critique of the dominant model in the West 

in his time, such as James Fergusson’s or Banister Fletcher’s evolutionary tree of world 

architecture, which conflates Japanese with Chinese and situates both as inferior compared to 

Western architecture.189 Against Ferguson’s or Fletcher’s inherently racist and colonial models 

influenced by social Darwinism, Itō’s model emphasizes horizontal interconnectivity. 

I argue that Itō’s new configuration of the evolutionary model is also synchronic rather 

than diachronic; it is horizontal rather than vertical. Itō divided world architecture into three 

overlapping circles: Ancient, West, and East, and within these larger circles, smaller circles like 

Chinese and Indian circles also interconnect with each other (fig.6).190 This radical temporality 

of atemporality signifies that for Itō, architecture does not progress according to historical 

periods. Rather, his model of evolution flattens out time and space, rendering a network of nodal 

points and nexus resembling neuron systems or rhizomes. Itō’s graph of evolution is not static 

but circular and in motion. Unlike the tree-shaped model of linear development of evolution, 
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189 Kurahata, S (2005). ‘Kenchiku shinkaron’ to sekkei katsudō to no kankei nit suite: Itō chūta 
‘kenchiku shinkaron’ no tokushitsu ni kansuru kenkyū, 1 and 2. Nihon kenchiku gakkai keikakei 
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Itō’s model emphasizes repetitions, circulations, as well as interconnections. Itō’s model does 

not postulate a singular descent but multiple, overlapping, concentric circles of original systems.  

 To Itō, the significance of Greek architecture lies in its “departure” (dasshutsu) from the 

architecture of the ancient world. This concept of “departure” is of utmost interest because it 

implied the creativity or the creation of a new national style that Japan needed at the time. The 

word dasshutsu means departure, but it also refers to differentiation and escape. According to Itō, 

this qualitative leap that Greek architecture took mirrored the contemporary “American 

skyscrapers and Art Nouveau architecture.” Itō sees them as new “courageous attempts for new 

styles” that have “created a new facade of life.”191 

 

 

Fig. 6 Itō, Evolution of Architecture, The Future of Japanese Architecture Seen Through 

the Principles of Architectural Evolution, Kenchiku Zasshi, 1909 
 

 

 Itō’s Japanese architecture both connects to but also “departs” from the Chinese Korean 

architecture. He writes here that Japanese architecture is rooted in the wooden architecture of 

China, however, it has “superseded China in terms of the craftsmanship and the carpentry of 

 
191 Ibid. P.40. 
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wooden structure.” To him, Japanese architecture is evolving into a new style, “creating a new 

life.”  

Ito points out that no style is completely “independent” but must bear “connections” to 

other styles. In other words, as he stated in the seven principles, “Only styles can give birth to 

styles.” Further, Itō insists that styles cannot be created by an individual, not even “genius,” 

because styles come to existence coincidentally when they “answer the call of the era.”192 In 

addition, styles cannot be created suddenly; they must take an extremely long period of time, 

often hundreds of years, to complete naturally.  

Here, Itō also disputes Eclecticism and Westernization for Japanese architecture, 

critiquing Eclecticism as forcefully welding two styles into one, “grafting one plant to another 

with different natures,” and Westernization as an indication of the demise of the Japanese style 

and the nation. Itō concludes that the only method for Japanese architecture is Evolutionism, to 

“abide by the laws of Nature.”193 

Therefore, Itō’s evolutionary life of architecture is non-linear, self-generating, and self-

reproducing. This autopoiesis of architectural styles also applies to his ornaments. As mentioned 

before, the idea of style is equivalent to ornaments in this period, not just in Japan but across the 

globe. This is the same for Itō—his theory of ornaments and styles shared the same principles of 

a biological and evolutionary model.  

Itō published in 1910 “The Origin of the Asuka Patterns” (Asuka monyō no kigen). This 

essay has received very little attention compared to the 1909 Evolution essay discussed above. 
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Nevertheless, I argue that these two pieces of writing must be understood together as they 

complement and elaborate each other.  

 “The Origin of the Asuka Patterns” was also built on the findings that Itō collected 

through his 1902-1905 expedition. In this essay, Itō begins with a claim that despite the myriad 

types of patterns in the world, there are only a few prototypes, and the rest are only the 

derivations or transformations of these prototypes.194 He states that the prototypical pattern of the 

Asuka Period was the karakusa pattern, which was a variation of the honeysuckle pattern, 

sometimes called the acanthus palmette, prevalent in the architecture and sculptures in Ancient 

Greece (fig.7). In the essay, he maps out the historical developments and changes of the 

karakusa patterns, illustrating how karakusa transmitted (denpa) and mutated (hentai) across 

space and time (fig.8). According to him, all the variations of them share a common archetype 

that bifurcated, transformed, and passed down through time and across places.  

 

Fig.8 Palmettes, A handbook of Ornament by Franz Meyer, 1898 

 
194 Itō, C. (1937). Itō Chūta kenchiku bunken. Volume 2. Ryūginsha. P.378. 
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As mentioned earlier, Itō’s research on karakusa was vital to his search for the link 

between the Hōryūji Temple and Ancient Greece. Through his 1902-05 expeditions, while Itō 

might not have found any definitive proof of his Hōryūji-Parthenon connections through entasis, 

he might just have found the links through karakusa. Itō first found karakusa patterns that 

showed Hellenistic influences in the Yungang Grottoes located in Shanxi Province, China. He 

then excavated their variations in Gandhara, a Kingdom important for transmitting Mahayana 

Buddhism to China and for its Greco-Buddhist statues. For Itō, Yungang Grottoes and Gandhara 

functioned as nodal points on the path where the Greek influences transmitted to Japan. Similarly, 

he included evidence of these varying karakusa patterns in places like Damascus, Constantinople, 

and the Old City of Jerusalem. For instance, in the Jerusalem National Museum, he discovered a 

variation of the karakusa pattern on two bronze mirrors, often referred to as the “grapes and sea 

monsters mirrors,” with records that indicated they were imported from China during the Tang 

dynasty. Here, Itō recorded that he had found definitive evidence of the trades and cultural 

exchanges between the Tang and Eastern Roman Empire.195  

 

Fig.8 Itō, Karakusa patterns across regions, The Origin of the Asuka Patterns, 1910 

 
195  Girardelli, M. A. (2015). Meiji no Kenchikuka Itō Chūta : Osuman Teikoku o yuku.  
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To summarize, “The Origin of the Asuka Patterns” puts forth Itō’s evolution of the 

karakusa patterns. They were born in Ancient Egypt and Assyria, flourished in Ancient Greece, 

transmitted to the Roman Empire and the Eastern Roman Empire, and then spread to the 

Sassanian Empire of Persia, as well as Gandhara (fig.9). They passed on to the Six Dynasties 

Period of China and finally arrived in Japan. Itō emphasized while the original karakusa was 

symmetrical, their variations found in Japan were dynamic and asymmetrical, possessing vitality. 

He concluded that Asuka Period karakusa patterns must come from the Six Dynasties Period 

China, and more specifically, the Western regions (xiyu) of China—a region that referred to 

Central Asia, where the Asian cultures show absorption and hybridity of Greek influences.196   

 

 

   Fig.9 Itō, Karakusa patterns across regions, The Origin of the Asuka Patterns, 1910 
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Therefore, it is through karakusa that he linked Japanese architecture to Ancient 

Greece—“when you look at the archaic Greek sculpture, you will find the flavor of sculptures 

surprisingly from the Japanese Asuka Period.”197 In this way, Itō built an evolutionary theory of 

decorative patterns that paralleled and corroborated his 1909 evolution theory of architectural 

styles. In both essays, he argues for an evolution (origin, development, and changes of 

architecture and ornaments) that is not linear nor progressive, but rather, one that emphasizes 

interconnectivity, suggesting a time-space that is flattened out and synchronic. He also 

highlighted the agency in the objects itself, namely, that this evolution is self-generated and self-

reproduced—that is, it has its own life. But what is its vitality, agency, or force that allows it to 

reproduce itself and spread across centuries and the globe? The next section will investigate this 

question and the political meanings of life situated in its era.   

 

4. The Creative Life of Karakusa  

 

Architect and historian Fujimori Terunobu has suggested that Itō Chūta’s search for 

ornaments in Japanese and Greek traditions might point to something beyond the modern image 

of Ancient Greece as the epitome of order, reason, and democracy. Fujimori cites George 

Hersey’s controversial book The Lost Meaning of the Greek Architecture: Speculations on 

Ornament from Vitruvius to Venturi and points out that the pattern of the ornaments on the Greek 

Orders might have descended from the animals, plants, or even humans that were tied to the 

order and used for ritual sacrifices. If this were true, the corporeal and bodily origin would 

suggest a literally vital meaning of the ornaments—a quality that Itō was drawn to.  
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This vital energy manifested in Itō’s own architectural ornaments, which often took the 

entangled shapes of imaginary creatures. Fujimori further suggested that Itō’s works aligned with 

the fantastical and grotesque Romanesque style that featured intertwined creatures, fusing 

animals, humans, and plants—a popular style before the church gradually banished them. And it 

is this repressed “animistic” force that Itō evoked in his practice and theory. Similarly, scholar 

Miyuki Aoki Girardelli has noted Itō’s fantastical ornaments manifest  ki—the cosmic life energy 

in traditional Chinese and Japanese philosophies.198  Building on Fujimori’s and Aoki’s 

important observations, I argue that Itō’s life of pattern reflects the biophilosophy of his time, 

echoing other thinkers across chapters in this dissertation.  

For Itō, the evolution of the patterns is possible because of materials and forms. In terms 

of materials, Itō argued in the Evolution essay of 1908 that traces of the older styles were left in 

the forms of ornaments despite changes in architectural styles and materials. For instance, in 

ancient Egypt, buildings were made of mud from the Nile regions and were decorated with plants 

like papyrus or bird feathers. When these buildings evolved from mud into stone constructions, 

the decorations remained. These decorative patterns that were originally made with plants were 

then carved in stone, which was the origin of the Egyptian cornice. In another example, Itō notes 

that the shape of the stone Doric Order was descended from the wooden columns when Greek 

architecture was built with wood. He writes, “Even when the vegetive material evolved into 

stone, the designs still emulated the prototype (genkei).”199 Thus, Itō sees ornament as a vestige 

or a residual of an ancestral style. In other words, while the style of the architecture changes, its 

history remains in the ornamental patterns. 

 
198 Girardelli, Miyuki Aoki. Meiji no Kenchikuka Itō Chūta: Osuman Teikoku o yuku. Tōkyō: 
Wejji. 2015. 
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In terms of the geometric forms, he puts forth his ideas in his 1900 article “The 

Decorative Patterns of the Tenpyō Era.” In this essay, Itō analyzes the Tenpyō patterns through 

their forms, spatial arrangements, colors, and curves. It is the theory of Lewis F Day, a British 

designer influential for the Arts and Crafts movement, that Itō quoted and incorporated into his 

own. Roughly following Day, he defined the nature of decorative patterns (monyō) as 

“conventionalization” (monyōka) and listed their three principles: 1, simplification or 

abstractions; 2, elaboration of the natural form; 3 creation of forms that do not exist in the 

nature.200 

Itō categorized the spatial arrangements (soshiki) of these patterns into three: standard 

(shin), semi-cursive (jō), and cursive (sō), according to the traditional styles of calligraphy. The 

cursive and the semi-cursive are the deformations of the standard, so they are essentially one 

type of pattern that distorts and warps according to the surfaces or space where they reside. Itō 

described the standard as usually symmetrical, while the cursive is asymmetrical and dynamic; 

the cursive, like the karakusa patterns, is characterized by lightness and freedom, and most 

Japanese patterns belong to the asymmetrical type and have the same vital dynamism.201  

This asymmetrical dynamism of pattern is reminiscent of Terada Torahiko’s and Kuki 

Shūzō’s theories of patterns, discussed in Chapter 2. According to Terada, patterns (in Nature) 

are energy formed as space warps and creates multiple surfaces; a crack pattern, wareme, is the 

most fundamental phenomenon of life. To Kuki, patterns (in design) like the stripes are the 

expression of the Japanese spirit iki—a dynamic energy of collective life. Itō claims that all 

decorative patterns (in art and architecture) have only a few prototypes in their origin, and these 

prototypes repeat and move themselves, deforming according to the different topography of 
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surfaces of the space. In addition, Japanese patterns represented by karakusa are dynamic and 

free. Thus, we see that Itō’s evolving life of ornamental patterns is self-forming and self-

reproducing; it stems from the repetition and difference of ornamental patterns themselves, like 

karakusa. We see that the role of ornaments in his architectural evolution is like a code, or even a 

gene, that transmutes and from Ancient Greece to Japan.  

Interestingly, in addition to the writings, Itō also associated patterns with paintings in 

Japanese history. He writes here, “The patterns (of ancient times) were drawings. And drawings 

were patterns.”202 This historical interchangeability between patterns, characters, and drawings 

highlights not only their common origin but also the patterns’ role as media. This is shown in the 

circulation of the aforementioned Hinagatabon, the guidebooks of decorative patterns for 

architecture, crafts, art, and textiles. The circulation of hinagabon was still prevalent in the Meiji 

Period, such as the publications by Kōyōsha, which played an important role in the mediascape 

of modern and modernist architecture in Japan.203 Active from 1912 to 1946, Kōyōsha often 

published photographs reprints of details of Western and non-Japanese architectural ornaments 

and served as templates for architects and students. Their work must be considered as a modern 

continuation of hinagatabon. These publications suggest the fragmented and graphic quality of 

the ornaments that dominated the architectural space in modern Japan, as well as a continuity 

rather than rupture between Historical Revivalism and Modernism in Japanese architecture. Thus, 

Itō was one of the pioneers who saw patterns as a form of media that played a significant role in 

the construction of space and design in modernity. 

 
202 Ibid. p.424. 

203 Yoshida, Kōichi. 2016. Nihon no āru deko no kenchikuka : Watanabe Jin kara Murano Tōgo 
made. 1st ed. Chiba-ken Matsudo-shi: Ōkokusha. 
 



 

  146 

Itō’s postulation of patterns in “The Decorative Patterns of the Tenpyō Era” shows 

influences from England’s Arts and Crafts Movement. Itō’s examination of Japanese ornaments 

through their geometric forms, dynamic variations, and color theory aligns with Owen Jones’s 

1856 book Grammar of Ornaments. Itō took extensive notes of Josiah Condor’s lectures on 

Jones and Grammar of Ornaments at the Imperial University of Tokyo.204 Jones was an architect 

who was crucial for England’s design reform. His book was the first serious study on non-

Western ornaments, in which he emphasized the Moorish and Islamic patterns and incorporated 

them into modern design. Jones was also a pioneer in the color theory of architectural ornaments. 

All these can be seen in Itō’s approach to architecture and ornaments.  

Under Jones’ influence, the Arts and Crafts Movement emphasized the decorative surface. 

The movement rejected a realistic, linear perspective. Instead, it preferred the obliteration of 

illusion, embracing graphic, flat, and abstract design. This approach led the designers to look into 

the non-Western traditions for inspiration, particularly Japanese designs. As Japanese prints were 

one of the most fundamental stimuli for the development of modern design, it is not surprising 

that we see a hybrid between the Western and Eastern traditional visual languages in Western 

modern design. Therefore, rather than simply embracing Meiji’s architectural historicism and 

eclecticism, Itō’s interests in the ornaments seem to me to be actually rooted in the modern 

design theory—developed in places like England and Vienna around the turn of the 20th century.  

Itō’s case study of the evolution of karakusa paralleled his contemporary scholars in the 

West. For instance, Alois Riegl, the then director of the Museum of Applied Art in Vienna, 

proposed a theory of the evolution of ornaments, in particular, that of the acanthus palmette, in 

his Problems of Style: Foundations for a History of Ornament, published in 1893. Itō’s theory of 
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karakusa evolution shows striking similarities with Riegl’s. Familiar with the European theories 

on decorative patterns, it is highly likely that Itō has read Riegl’s writings on ornaments. 

In addition, Riegl was influential among Japanese intellectuals, particularly through the 

Kyoto School philosophers, including Nishida Kitarō and Watsuji Tetsurō. Countering Gottfried 

Semper’s materialistic reading of the ornaments, Riegl was more interested in the immaterial in 

the matter. He coined the word kunstwollen to explain the forward movements of historical 

epochs.205  Chapter 1 discussed Sōseki and his relations with the discourse on ornaments by Arts 

and Crafts thinkers and European art historians, such as Semper and Riegl, who focused on 

ornaments in their research. Unlike Semper’s stance that material and technology determine the 

forms of artistic production, Riegl proposed an idea of kunstwollen, or artistic will. Riegl’s 

kunstwollen refers to a will or force within the material itself that creates itself and moves 

forward in history. Through this concept, he posited that art is not an imitation of nature but the 

abstraction of nature; art is the expression of the ideal. This idea of kunstwollen was influential 

among the Kyoto School philosophers. 

Riegl’s study on the acanthus palmette—the prototypical karakusa pattern that Itō had 

worked on—is one essential example of his kunstwollen. Riegl might have been the first scholar 

to trace the palmette from Ancient Egyptian to Greek, then to the Late Roman, and finally to 

Near Eastern architecture and sculptures. Riegl concluded that the decorative patterns like the 

acanthus palmette that repeat and reproduce themselves through space and time expressed a form 

of kunstwollen. What’s essential about Riegl and Itō’s study of the self-repeating, self-

reproducing karakusa/palmette is precisely this will or force that makes history.  

 
205 Riegl, Alois., & Castriota, D. Problems of style : foundations for a history of ornament. 
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Thus, I argue that the striking similarities between Itō and Riegl must be analyzed 

together in this moment of global history. To Riegl, ornaments and decorative arts are as 

important as fine arts because they are the direct expression of kunstwollen. As such, kunstwollen 

is expressed in all arts, objects, and languages that are tied to a certain culture, epoch, or race—

somewhat similar to a zeitgeist of an era.206 

Philosopher Nishida Kitarō reread Riegl’s idea of kunstwollen, through which he 

postulated the term “historical life” (rekishiteki seimei) in his seminal 1941 text, “Artistic 

Creation as Act of Historical Formation”(rekishiteki keisei sayō toshite no keijutsu sōzō).207 

Scholars like Nakajima Takahiro have argued that Nishida’s idea of “historical life” posits that 

the self is defined by a self-awareness or self-consciousness (jigaku) of the self’s position in the 

“historical world” (rekishiteki sekai) through the limitation or the finiteness of self, which 

Nishida terms as the “negation of the self as the eternal now” (eien no ima toshite no jigo 

gentei).208 This idea of “historical life” is vital in Japanese modernity (as discussed in Chapter 1 

and Chapter 4).209 Nishida defines the poiesis of the self here, 

When we think about ourselves, that is, when we self-reflect, we must have already 

transcended the position of the object of logic. In other words, we have self-awareness of 

the autopoiesis of the historical self and the self-awareness of the creative self…That is 

why philosophy must begin with the self-reflection of the historical, creative world. 210 
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Here, Riegl’s idea that ornaments like palmette are the abstraction or idealization of 

nature rather than a realistic representation is significant—it emphasizes the creative force that 

actively reinvents rather than passively receives and copies. Nishida uses this creative force in 

Riegl’s ornament study to illustrate his self-aware self, defined by the negation of the self from 

the Other, the present from history, one individual from another, and ultimately, one race (shū) 

from another. Nishida writes,  

Just like Alois Riegl has argued, the abstraction of artistic intuition flattens the three-

dimensional world of gains and loss into a two-dimensional plane. The world of the self-

determination of the absolute now is a present that simultaneously co-exists with the past 

and the future…From the world of reality to the beyond of the world of reality, one must 

face reality directly, and one must be in the position of the historical plane (rekishiteki 

heimen). Abstraction is to see all things that are moving as things that are static. That is, 

abstraction in thinking is when we look at the historical world as simultaneity from a 

transcendental position.211 

 

Here, Nishida overturns art historians in the West, arguing, “It is not the Gothic tower 

that expresses the infinite life, but rather, the Japanese tea bowl contains vitality within.” This is 

because, to Nishida, based on Rigel, the lines of the decorative patterns and lines in the Eastern 

arts have the function of abstraction and idealization. These lines capture the three-dimensional 

historical world on the flat surface of the decorative plane and determine the position of us, the 

viewers, as self-aware historical consciousnesses. In this article, Nishida concludes that it is in 

this sense that Eastern arts and cultures are scientific.  

This kunstwollen, or auto-poiesis, of ornaments and styles that propels their own 

evolution points to the idea of the life of the material. Here, we see for Itō that life of architecture 

means a kind of agency of changes that enfolds itself through historical times. It is this self-
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generated, autonomous—a historical, collective self-consciousness—that links Itō to Natsume 

Sōseki’s “F” (Chapter 1) and Kuki Shūzō’s iki (Chapter 2).  Just like Kuki’s iki and sōseki’s F, 

it’s a historical life or life that forms a collective history of a race, and in this case, the Japanese 

people. Ultimately, to all these thinkers, history, with its autopoiesis, is concerned with 

difference from repetition, the point of “departure” in Itō’s words. They are concerned with a 

new life and new creativity tied to the fate of Japanese people—the changes they can produce 

and create in modernity in their historical moment.  

Here, we might have to ask: is the idea of life limited because of its fundamental negation 

(or the dialectics in Nishida’s words) of the Other from the self? Or rather, a totality or 

boundedness that separates one group, one people, and one race from the other? Ultimately, the 

idea of historical life in Japanese modernity (just like the concept of kunstwollen) is built upon 

the dichotomy between the self and the Other. The following section will examine Itō’s turn 

against the ornamental and explicate how Itō’s search for the autonomous life of ornaments as 

historical formation became associated with the colonial discourses on race.   

 

5. Itō’s turn against ornament 

 

Itō, the pioneering and original thinker who focused on ornaments, took a drastic turn 

against the decorative tendency in Japanese architecture in his later years. I will start again with 

Itō’s 1900 article “The Decorative Patterns of the Tenpyō Era,” a piece that shows his early view 

of decorative arts as exalted and positive. 

It is an acknowledged fact that Japan has created one of the world’s most superior 
applied arts (kōgei bijitsu). And especially the decorative patterns (sōshoku 

monyō) produced in Japan are undeniably the most consummate… Although 
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many important theories on patterns have flourished in Europe and America, our 
country has yet to produce one.212  

 

Perceiving the dearth of systematic studies on the history and development of pattern 

designs in Japan in 1900, Itō set out to make his own. He sought to study the “nature,” “origin,” 

and the “changes and developments”—that is, the evolution—of the Tenpyō Era’s decorative 

patterns. 213 In the essay, Itō discusses the Shōsōin collection at the Tōdaiji Temple Complex, 

including the patterns on Buddhist statues, ceramics, metalware, lacquerware, textiles, 

architecture, and more, suggesting that the Tenpyō Era was marked by religious zeal permeating 

its poetry, literature, and social practices, as the patterns of this era centered on the Pure Land. 

Itō claims these patterns are the result of the “influx of objects from the Tang Dynasty” and the 

style of the earlier Suiko era, which we know that he argued in his aforementioned Hōryūji book 

to be a Continent-influenced style. Itō concludes that even though the Tenpyō patterns have not 

exceeded their Chinese influences nor developed distinctive Japanese styles, they have shown 

great spirit and force and can still serve as great examples for pattern design in modern Japan.214 

Therefore, we know that by 1900, Itō had put significant emphasis on ornamental 

patterns, even elevating them to the status of national art, referring to them as Japan’s 

extinguished achievement. That is, Itō had not accepted the hierarchy that placed fine arts above 

applied arts by 1900. In addition, decorative patterns and their associations with China and Korea 

had less negative connotations for Itō at this point. Instead, the associations were mainly 

perceived as positive, as they suggested emulations of advanced civilizations. 
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Nevertheless, Itō’s Theory on Ancient Architecture (Kodai kenchiku ron), published in 

1929, claimed that even though the decorative details in the Hōryūji-Temple were imported from 

China and Korea, they were refined and elevated by the “Japanese spirit.” He elaborated that the 

decorative tendency was a Chinese taste (shina shumi), and the Chinese tended to like “rich and 

sumptuous” decoration, as the Chinese people, like their emperors, “wore splendid clothing, 

consumed animals with high fat, and resided in overly ornate and chaotic places.”215  He further 

wrote that Chinese architecture was “covered with disorderly and complex decorations.” If these 

ornaments were to be removed, the remaining architectural form would be a “hideous and 

repulsive skeleton.” As for Korea, Itō dismissed it as “a direct copy of the Chinese style.” 216 

In contrast, Itō described the Hōryūji Temple’s decoration as “loyal to its form and 

function” “without even one trace of decoration simply for decoration’s sake.”217 To Itō, the 

temple manifests the principles of the Japanese essence of “cleanliness, purity, clarity, and 

honesty”.218 Hence, he reinforced the dichotomy between the ornate and corrupt Continent and 

the pure and honest Japan. In 1929, Itō’s turn against the ornamental and his discourse on the 

function vs. decoration in architecture was possibly influenced by his peer, art historian Okakura 

Kakuzō, as well as his students and the younger generation who were more immersed in Western 

modernism, such as architect Kishida Hideta and the Secessionist members—which will be the 

focus of discussion in the next chapter.  

 In Theory on Ancient Architecture, Itō again contradicted and modified his earlier 

arguments in the 1890s regarding the Tamamushi Shrine. In the new version, he wrote that the 
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Koreans could not have made the shrine and the Japanese must have created it under the 

instruction of Prince Shotoku, a regent to Empress Suiko.219 He emphasized the karakusa, or 

honeysuckle patterns, could be nothing but an original invention of the Japanese, who “absorbed 

and then refined” the karakusa patterns. He argued that the pattern’s “powerful strokes and free-

flowing lines” could not be found in China, Korea, or Greece.220 He concluded that the 

achievement of the Tamamushi Shrine was due to the “spirit” and “ideals” of Prince Shōtoku 

overcoming the material lack in Japan of the era. 

 Here, Itō’s emphasis on the influence of Prince Shōtoku over Empress Suiko on the style 

of the Tamamushi shrine not only indicates a cultural nationalism but also suggests misogyny 

embedded within the patriarchal, imperialist system. Itō’s new stance is clear here: Japanese 

architecture is non-ornate, and when it is, its ornaments only follow function and reason. Hence, 

Japanese architecture is pure and honest, governed by a spirit or ideal that is masculine in 

essence. In contrast, the Continent’s (Chinese and Korean) architecture is ornate and 

effeminate—a sign of its falsity and corruption. In the late 1920s, Itō claimed that the ornamental 

tendency in architecture was a Chinese proclivity. Ornaments thus became to signal the Other—

in terms of gender, race, and culture.  

 Itō’s idea of the decadent and corrupted Other was not isolated but immersed in the 

discursive space of his time, as he shared many similar ideas with his contemporary thinkers, 

who all turned to a form of cultural nationalism in the 1920s. Some famous examples include 

Kyoto School philosopher Watsuji Tetsurō’s Climate (Fūdo-ningengakuteki kōsatsu) in 1929 and 

writer Tanizaki Jun’ichirō’s Love and Sexuality (Ren’ai oyobi shikijoū) in 1931. Here, the issue 

 
219 Ibid. p.251. 

220 Ibid. p.264. 
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of the ornamental became a racial and gendered discourse. Together, the ornate Chinese and 

Korean architecture became indicative of the nature of the people of the Chinese race, which 

have become synonyms for characteristics like indulgence, decadence, and corruption. And the 

ornate tendency indicates that their civilization is doomed for demise. The racial discourse of 

Korea also emphasized the same corruption and, a lack of originality.  

In contrast, the Japanese style was thought to be plain and straightforward, spiritually 

pure and morally honest—essential qualities affirming the fascist ideology of the Peasantry-

based Imperial system (nouhon-shugi tenno sei fashizumu) in early-20th century Japan.221 Itō’s 

turn against the decorative as the equivalent of the Chinese is symptomatic of the 1930s’ 

phenomenon of “Return to Japan” (Nihon e no kaigi)—an ideology conversion from Taishō 

Period’s International Cosmopolitanism to Ultra-Nationalism among the vast majority of 

intellectuals, artists, and writers.  

As discussed in the previous section, before this “return to Japan,” in the 1890s, Itō 

championed a connection between the Hōryūji Temple and Ancient Greece. As architectural 

historian Inoue Shōichi has revealed in his thorough analysis of the discourse on the Hōryūji 

Temple formed in the modern and early postwar periods, Itō’s theory emerged later than that by 

Okakura Kakuzō and Ernst Fenollosa, who first claimed a possible connection between the Nara 

period Buddhist status and the Ancient Greek sculptures.222 In fact, Inoue argued that not only 

were Itō’s arguments and research not original, but the Greek connection he hypothesized was 

also influenced by its contemporary racial discourses on the white origin of the Japanese race.  

 
221 Inoue, S. (2006). Yume to miwaku no zentai shugi. Bunkei shunshū shinsho shuppan.  

222 Inoue, S. (1994). Hōryūji e no seishinshi. 
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Inoue Shōichi has pointed out that the discourses on the Japanese race in the 1880s and 

1890s hypothesized several racial roots and origins of the Japanese. Among them, some 

maintained that the Japanese are racially different from the Chinese or the Koreans, and they are, 

in fact, the descent of the Greek-Romans, or the Caucasian race of Aryan, that crossed the 

continent and settled in Japan through nomads like Tartars.223 These discourses were even 

debated within Japan due to a lack of evidence. However, they were born at a time when the 

Western discourse of the “Yellow Peril” was at its height, and the Japanese overseas faced 

mounting discrimination against Asians. This discourse of the white origin of the Japanese race 

thus served to distance themselves from their Asian neighbors and their potential subjects of 

colonial rules, as well as to establish the Japanese race as one of the imperial powers in the world.  

Therefore, both Itō’s early stance on the Greek origin of Hōryūji and his 1920s new 

stance stemmed from the racial discourses of their respective times. The racialization of the 

architectural discourses from the Meiji Period to the early Showa Period shifted its emphasis yet 

remained the same at its core—Japanese architecture was thought to be a direct descent from the 

superior, white Greek, which has the essence of reason, spirituality, and purity, contrasted with 

the Korean and the Chinese architecture which was characterized by superficial ornaments that 

can only indicate corruption, decadence, and falsity.  

 It is worth noting that despite Itō early postulation of a grand, historical life of karakusa 

that runs from Ancient Greece to the Continent and Japan, to his nationalist turn against 

ornaments, his position remained ambiguous and conflicted in regards to ornaments, as he never 

ceased designing highly ornate architecture, nor did he stop writing on the histories of the 

architectural ornaments in Japan and China.  

 
223 Ibid. p.74-121. 
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In 1941, Itō published five volumes of Ornaments in China that included his essays, 

records, illustrations, sketches, and photographs he had taken during his numerous research 

expeditions to China. His architectural legacy also centers on the ornamental. For instance, his 

design for the Itōtsubashi University’s Kanematsu Auditorium contained a mosaic mural 

featuring mythological creatures like Pegasus and Kirin and various Romanesque-styled 

gargoyles. His other representative works include Honganji Dendōin, Niraku Villa (burnt in 

1932), as well as the Gionkaku Tower. All of these combined styles from different religions like 

Ancient India and Persia and emphasized ornaments of fantastic beasts and plants. These 

buildings were so rich and complex in their languages of ornaments that they confused his more 

conservative colleagues and modernist fellow architects alike. Itō’s works were, therefore, often 

ignored or dismissed by historians as eccentric. The next section zooms in on his Gionkaku to 

illustrate the relation between life and ornament.  

 

6. Gionkaku—a Moving Space-time of Ornaments  

 

Gionkaku, designed and completed in 1927, is located in the Gion area, only a few steps 

away from the tourist center of Yasaka Shrine. Ōkura Kihachirō (1837-1928), an entrepreneur 

who was also a patron to Itō, commissioned the building. At first glance, the Gionkaku might 

escape one’s notice as its style blends well into the background of the traditional architecture in 

the area. In fact, it has not received much attention, even from scholars of Itō Chūta. I argue that 

a closer examination reveals Gionkaku to be a unique architecture that materializes Itō’s theories 

regarding architectural evolution. In other words, it is a meta-structure of architectural ornaments.  
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Gionkaku features a concrete and reinforced steel structure (tekotsu-zo) that imitates the 

forms of the traditional wooden structure of Japanese Buddhist buildings (fig.10). As its name 

suggests, it is related to the Gion Festival (Gion-matsuri). Furthermore, the tower takes the form 

of yamaboko, a float that the festival goers carry in the parade of the Gion Festival, held every 

July in Kyoto. The festival originated around the 9th century as a ritual purification of the evil 

spirits that were thought to cause plagues and epidemics. Despite the interruptions of wars and 

natural disasters, its practice has always been revived and continues to the present day. The float 

(yamaboko) functioned as the mikoshi—a sacred vehicle that temporarily houses the deity 

Susanoo, transporting the deity across the Gion Bridge over the Kamo River into the Yasaka 

Shrine, where the deity is consecrated.  
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Fig.10 Left: Gionkaku, Kyoto, 2017, Right: Gionkaku, Kyoto, 1927. Photos from AIJ224 

 

Moreover, Itō Chūta’s Gionkaku takes the shape of a particular yamaboko—the 

Naginata-boko—which always stands in the front of the total 32 floats in the parade of the Gion 

Festival. It is the only float on which the living child-god, Chigo, rides. While the floats take 

various forms, such as palanquins, mountains, and boats, Nagataboko itself simulates the form of 

a shrine—it is, after all, a moving, temporary architecture for the deity.  

Therefore, Itō’s Gionkaku functions as a meta-structure that simulates a simulation of the 

traditional architectural style of Shinto shrines. It also functions as a meta-commentation on Itō’s 

own postulation of the history of Japanese architecture as it evolves from the wooden structure 

into the concrete and stone structure, just like how Ancient Greek architecture evolved from 

wood to stone.   

However, the meaning of Gionkaku is even more complex. Gionkaku is highly 

ornamental. A brass crane with its wings spread open stands on the roof, which is in the 

traditional kiritsuma style (fig.11). Inside and outside of the tower are decorated with various 

ornaments in the shapes of fantastical creatures, including a gargoyle-like demon-shaped lighting 

fixture and stone Chinese lions in front of the main gate.  

 

 
224 Sugie, Natsuko. The study on historic drawings about gionkaku designed by chuta ito of taisei 

corporation possession. AIJ Journal of Technology and Design, 22 (51), p.783-788, 2016 
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     Fig.11 Itō’s design of Gionkaku, 1924, Image from AIJ Journal of Technology and Design225 

But even more ornate is the festival float, yamaboko, that the Gionkaku simulates. 

Yamaboko is a moving device covered in decorations and tapestries. Among the 32 floats, 28 are 

covered in tapestries, with 297 items that have been researched and confirmed as imported from 

places outside Japan, such as China, Korea, Persia, and India, and some of these imports date 

back to the 15th century. The themes of each float, along with the tapestries covering them, are 

primarily from setsuwa, Buddhist cautionary tales, and Chinese literature. The tapestries, with 

their intricate patterns and colors, are lit up with hundreds of lanterns hanging on each float 

during the festival nights, creating a non-quotidian space-time that evokes the exotic and the 

foreign.  

A renowned scholar on ornaments, Tsuruoka Mayumi, studied the function of these floats 

and argued that even though the Gion Festival was considered to be a symbol of Japanese 

 
225 Same as above. 
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tradition that embodies Japaneseness, the space-time of the Gion Festival through its exotic 

ornaments, in fact, signals the realm of the Other (ikoku). At the core of the Gion Festival, the 

ornaments evoked the non-Japanese, the Other, and the beyond. This is because, Tsuruoka notes, 

in the Heian and Medieval Periods of Japan, these imported textiles were collected by the rulers 

and aristocratic class as treasured assets showcasing their power. Evidence of this includes the 

imported textiles in the Shōsōin collection. For the common people, particularly the wealthy 

merchants who were historically responsible for financing the festival, these exotic textiles, such 

as the Chinese silk, Korean brocades, and Persian rugs, signal the luxury and glory of the 

unknown and strange land, the “terra incognita,” in Tsuruoka’s words.226 Thus, the moving 

spectacle of ornaments invites the festival attendees to an exotic world beyond Japan, a world of 

awe and wonder.  

Tsuruoka explains that, at its essence, the float is a “carrier of the exotic ornaments,” it is 

a “religious device that functions as a signifier of the Other—the foreign land, the foreign realm, 

and the foreign country.”227 In light of this, the Gionkaku then functions as a meta-structure of 

the ornaments. In addition, Gionkaku immortalized the transient, temporary, and moving 

ornaments that signified the otherworldliness as divine and wonder.  

The origin of Yasaka Shrine is also Other-worldly. The Yasaka Shrine was originally a 

Buddhist Temple, marked by syncretism, before the 1867 Meiji Government’s Order of 

Separation between Buddhism and Shintoism. The deity consecrated in the Yasaka Shrine is 

Guzō Tennō, a Buddha wearing a mask of an ox, and the deity was merged with the indigenous 

Shinto god, Susanoo, as well as Bhaisajyaguru, the Buddha of medicine and healing. The origins 

 
226 Tsuruoka, M., Isobe, N., Noguchi, R., & Mima, H. (2007). Kyōto ikoku isan. Heibonsha. P. 

350. 

227 Ibid. 
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of the Yasaka Shrine and Guzō Tennō are debated. However, many posited that they were 

imported from China and established by the Koreans from the Goguryeo Kingdom who moved 

to Japan in the 7th century.228 The critical point here is that the Yasaka Shrine was likely 

imported from foreign practices and countries in its origin. 

The geographical space of the Yasaka Shrine and the Gion Festival is also marked by 

Otherness or foreignness. Earliest textual records show that the festival started in the Shinsenen, 

a lake in an imperial garden of the Heian Period, as a ritual pacification of the evil spirits that 

were thought to cause the plagues in Kyoto. Later, the practice spread out to the peripheries of 

Kyoto, historically adjacent to the grave and funeral fields. The topos of Gion is one of these 

peripheral areas, traditionally associated with mass graveyards and the brothel districts. The 

location as the burial grounds as well as the brothels marked its vicinity to death and sex, and 

thus, its sacredness as a locus comes from its unique status as a liminal space between life and 

death. Thus, we understand that the festival proceeds as the crowd carries the floats of the god(s) 

that caused the plagues, from the world of the living and the people, crossing the bridge, into the 

world of the Other and the gods. Gion Festival marks the unusual moment of crossing the 

boundary between life and death, between this world and the other world, between the quotidian 

and the divine. 

After Edward Said, we understand that Orientalist fantasies in Western cultures were a 

colonial product and device for dehumanization, subjugation, and exploitation. Interestingly, the 

exoticism in the Gion Festival does not suggest the same thing as in colonial Orientalism; rather, 

it signals the awe and wonder of the divine—something gradually concealed through history. 

 
228 Tsuruoka, M., Isobe, N., Noguchi, R., & Mima, H. (2007). Kyōto ikoku isan. Heibonsha. P.1-

55. 
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The festival, as a mass carnival and a feast for the eyes, in fact, celebrates the Other as the 

incorporeal deity, revealing multi-faceted meanings historically associated with the Other. 

Thus, it seems to me that the gionkaku, located only steps away from the Yasaka Shrine, 

immortalizes this sacred time-space of ambiguity where the self and the Other temporarily 

merged. As analyzed earlier in the chapter (and the following Chapter 4), while an ornamental 

hybridity marked Japanese modern architecture, the ornamental was repressed and disavowed in 

the subsequent decades after the Meiji Period. The ornamental became racialized and gendered 

in the same process as Japan attempted to separate itself from its affinities in ethnicity and 

history to its neighbors. A unique characteristic of Japanese colonialism was its colonization of 

the same race of Asian people, which is different from Western colonialism. Yet, here, we see 

that Itō designed this highly ornate architecture precisely when this discourse on bad ornaments 

was at its zenith. Gionkaku, filled with riddles, fantasy, and paradoxes, freezes time and situates 

at the crossroads of past and present, life and death, self and other. It is, in fact, a meta-

architecture of ornaments. It shows us that at the bottom of the ornamental is the unthinkable 

Otherness, which used to signal the divine—the origin of which was concealed and repressed in 

the process of modernization. Silently, Gionkaku narrates this history, this moment.  

 

Conclusion 

 

While some Japanese scholars criticized Itō’s research methodology as “fragmentary,” 

“superficial,” and even “comical,” and “farcical,” these critiques might also come from a 

rejection of this early period of ornamental modernity, from modernists and post-war thinkers 

alike. However, recently, a few scholars have revisited Itō’s work on ornaments in the context of 
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postmodernism, such as Fujimori Terunobu, who compared Itō’s method to Kon Wajirō (the 

focus of the next chapter).  

Despite Fujimori’s important observation, Itō was different from Kon in the sense that he 

had already composed a detailed theory before setting out on his expedition to search for 

evidence to prove his theory. Thus, it seems that Itō’s method shares more affinities with the 

naturalists of the 19th century when their study of natural history involved material objects and 

biological organisms alike.  

Throughout Itō’s complete volumes of illustrated notes of his trans-Eurasian expedition, 

the decorative patterns occupy the center stage—in Qing China, India, Turkey, Egypt, or 

European countries like Greece, Italy, and France. We found that his sketches consist of three 

major types: the first is decorative patterns; the second is building plans, which include 

numerical calculations of proportions and curves of the orders; and the third is comic illustrations 

of travels (fig.12). The third type is unique, as it consists of himself, the local customs, and the 

local people he has encountered, and this type centers on local people’s fashion, clothing, hairdos, 

and facial features (fig.13).229 

 

 

 
229 Itō, C. (1903) No chō, volume 11, nihon kenchiku gakkai. 
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Fig.12 Itō, Yachō, Vol. 10-11, 1902-03, Architectural Institute of Japan Digital Archive  

 

A closer look at Itō’s fieldwork notes reveals that he treated the subjects of ornaments as 

living creatures and vice versa. His drawings include large portions of the details of ornaments 

that people wear, their facial features and physical characteristics, and his comparisons of these. 

He drew Chinese, Indian, Turkish, Egyptian, Greek, English, and American men and women, 

juxtaposed with his illustrations of architectural details and ornaments. And he often put them on 

a plate of comparison. In a famous illustration that he had for the nose shapes of the Turkish 

people, he listed the slopes and proportion of the nose to the head (fig.14).230 The detailed 

calculations are reminiscent of his recorded calculations of the curves and inflections of the 

entasis (fig.15). That is, Itō treated his object of study, architectural ornaments, and their 

proportion and patterns as if they were living organisms, while at the same time, treating the 

humans, animals, and plants as if they were ornaments and patterns. 

 

 
230 Itō, C. (1903) No chō, volume 11, nihon kenchiku gakkai. 
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Fig.13 Itō, Yachō, Vol. 10, 1902-03, Architectural Institute of Japan Digital Archive  

 

It might not be surprising then that Itō’s method is similar to that of architect Eugène 

Viollet-le-Duc, who restored the Notre Dame, and heavily influenced Itō’s graduation thesis. 

Annie-Marie Sankovitch argued, 

Viollet-le-duc’s study of architecture is immersed in the epistemology of the 19th 

century, where his anatomy or “biological” studies of the architecture is based on the 
life science of his time. Namely, a taxonomy, anatomy, function and form study, of 

the naturalist study of his time. 231   
 

 

 

 

Fig.14 Itō, Yachō, Vol. 10, 1902-03, Architectural Institute of Japan Digital Archive 

 

 
231  Sankovitch, A.-M. (1998). Structure/Ornament and the Modern Figuration of Architecture. 

The Art Bulletin (New York, N.Y.), 80(4), 687–717. https://doi.org/10.2307/3051319  
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Fig. 15 Itō, Yachō, Vol. 10, 1902-03, Architectural Institute of Japan Digital Archive 

 

Other comparisons might be drawn between Itō and the German art historian and 

archaeologist Aby Warburg, who studied ornaments along with architecture and art.232 Itō’s 

study of architecture of the East and West is, in fact, a study of life, or to be more precise, a 

study of the surface of life. On this surface of the living are the physiognomical characteristics, 

the facial features of humans, as well as the clothing and the hairdos. It is here that we see Itō’s 

research and argument again strikingly resemble that of Kuki Shūzō (Chapter 2), Terada 

 
232 Papapetros, S. On the Animation of the Inorganic : Art, Architecture, and the Extension of 

Life. University of Chicago Press. 2012. 
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Torahiko (Chapter 2), and Kon Wajirō (chapter 4). Itō’s “life” of architecture is one with 

autonomy—it is self-generating and self-regulating, creating its own history.  

While grounded in concrete material studies, Itō’s evolution theory evokes a grand life 

that propels history forward ceaselessly, which is not unlike the transcendental life in the 

biophilosophy of figures like Okakura (chapter 4), Riegl, or even Nishida. Itō’s theoretical works 

in the late 1920s show a turn against the ornamental, which has already been a part of the self yet 

gradually repressed and displaced as the Colonial other in and of Japanese modernity. Yet, unlike 

his peers, Itō always remained ambiguous. His works, such as the Gionkaku, reveal that 

ornaments signal both the Other and the Divine. That is, Itō embraced the Other in his practices. 

Or, rather, the life of the ornaments and the ornate architectural spaces have an agency of their 

own, regardless of Itō’s positions, and as such, through this ambivalence, ornament “life” 

emerged most vigorously. 
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Chapter 4 
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The Ornamental Surface of Modern Life—Kon Wajirō versus Bunriha 

 

Introduction 

Café Kirin once sat quietly in Ginza. A few remaining black and white photos capture its 

gables that depict the monstrous form of a kirin—a mythological creature with the head of a 

dragon and the body of a horse. Inside, the walls are adorned with pastoral-themed murals and 

Rococo-inspired ornaments, evoking an unrealistic and fantastical space—a sharp contrast to the 

grim reality in which it was created (fig 1). It was one of the most representative works by the 

Barrack Decoration Society created in the reconstruction effort after the Great Kanto Earthquake 

in 1923. However, its decorative appearance provoked harsh critiques from elite architects at the 

time, such as the Japanese Secessionists (bunriha).  

 

  Fig.1 Café Kirin, 1923, Photograph, Barraku Kenchiku, Kenchiku Shashin Ruijū, NDL online 
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This chapter first explores the debate on the usage and meanings of architectural 

ornaments in the aftermath of the Great Kanto Earthquake, where the idea of “life” emerged 

prominently, once again. It then delves into architectural decoration from the 1890s to the 1920s. 

Tracing the genealogy of the discourse on ornaments, it analyzes how they came to be associated 

with corruption and falsity attributed to Japan’s colonial other through the theories by thinkers 

such as Kishida Hideta and Yanagi Sōetsu. Finally, it returns to the debate on Café Kirin and re-

considers the relation between ornament and “life.” 

 

Café Kirin: Decoration of Life 

On September 1st, 2023, the Great Kanto Earthquake devastated about 40 percent of the 

Shitamachi area in Tokyo. Areas such as Kyobashi, Nihonbashi, Asakusa, and Kanda were 

burned in the fires caused by the earthquake. The disaster created a massive amount of homeless 

in addition to deaths and injuries. Immediately after the disaster, however, upon the burnt ruins, 

survivors have scraped and salvaged remaining materials and built temporary shelters, as well as 

temporary stores, cafes, restaurants, hotels, and cinemas, all of which are referred to as the 

“barracks” (barakku). (fig2) 

In an essay, “The Houses of the Burnt Tin Roofs,” Architect Kon Wajirō writes, “The 

burnt houses are usually of crimson with a hue of pink. And recently they paled into an orange 

color … Like the surfaces of some living organisms (seibutsu no hyōmen), these houses emerged 

lively from the burnt earth and broken tiles like some joyful and nervous bears.” These barrack 

buildings were “incredible living creatures,” (fushigina ikimono) inside which people who 

suffered from the earthquake “were calmly working on their various jobs.” Sometimes those 
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people picked up “a can of coal tar,” to “paint some decorative patterns on the burnt surfaces of 

the shelters as if adorning some garments for them.”233  

 

 

                  Fig.2 Shiseido Barrack, 1923, Photograph, Kanban Kenchiku, Kōyōsha, 1999 

 

Kon Wajirō’s lyrical vision of the disaster ruins converged with his artistic activism in 

the form of barrack decorations. In September 1923, he formed the Barrack Decoration Society 

(barakku sōshoku sha) with a group of avant-grade artists like Mavo’s Murayama Tomoyoshi, 

Action painters Kanbara Tai, as well as other young graduates from the Department of Design in 

Tokyo Fine Arts School. They participated in the reconstruction of Tokyo and worked on 

painting the facades of these barrack structures. Their graphics and decoration on these 

architectural surfaces were reminiscent of the styles of Art Nouveau, Viennese Secession, 

Rococo, Expressionism, Frank Loyd Wright, and more, but overall they were eclectic and 

transgressive.  

 The works of the Barrack Decoration Society were subjected to many critiques, most 

prominently by the Secessionist Architecture Group (bunriha kenchiku kai)—an elite group of 

 
233 Kon, Wajirō (1987). Kogengaku nyūmon, Fujimori terunobu edit, Iwanami shoten. p.81-83. 
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graduates from Tokyo Imperial University’s Department of Architecture. One of the members, 

Takizawa Mayumi, attacked Kon and the Barrack Decoration Society in several articles in 1923, 

such as “On Architectural Beauty—Questions for Kon Wajirō” and “The Misconception of 

Architecture as Art.”234 In the latter essay, Takizawa writes that after viewing the barracks in 

person, he feels that the walls of the barracks seem to be “substitutions of the painters’ canvases.” 

And while these murals might be “some imitations of Matisse and Picasso,” he questions 

“whether these (Barrack) artists understand what architecture truly is; and if they see what 

architectural beauty is.”235  

Takizawa situates these Barrack murals in opposition to the murals in the Horyūji Temple, 

which he finds awe-inspiring. He insists that murals only function as interior façades of 

architecture, as “the beauty of the decorative surface contains drastically different meanings from 

the richness of the architectural façade.” In fact, he believes that “painting, sculpture, and 

architecture as a trinity” must be a synthetic, total art, and that this synthetic art must reflect the 

zeitgeist of its time. In other words, to Takizawa, decorative surfaces should not be confounded 

with architectural façade, which must be coherent and in unity with the architecture as a whole. 

Therefore, according to his standard, Kon and others’ work had failed to achieve this. 

In his essay, Takizawa criticizes the ornate Nikko Temple (Nikkobyō), a shrine and 

temple compound that was built to worship the Tokugawa shōgun in the Edo Period. He 

describes it as “chaotic and hideous,” likening it to the “decayed late-Renaissance palaces and 

the disorderly buildings of the Fin-de-siêcle.” He goes on to compare the decadence of the Nikki 

Temple to the “corruption (daraku) of the Greek orders,” where the orders became more and 

 
234 Takizawa Mayumi. (1924). Atarashii tokyo to kenchiku no hanashi, jijishinbunsha edit, 
jijishinbunsha shuppansha. NDL online. 
235 Mori, H. (2008). Sōsho kindai Nihon no dezain. Taishō hen. Yumani Shobō, volume 28, p. 50 
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more ornate, from the Doric to Ionic, and to the Corinthian style. Similarly, he believes that the 

art after the Kamakura Period is inferior to the works before the Nara Period because they are 

highly decorative and thus decadent, empty, and corrupt.236  

In addition, Takizawa writes, “Regardless of their talents, if the decorative artists ignore 

the truth of architecture, they will be the enemy of architecture.” He argues that the Barrack 

Decoration Society’s works were produced in a state of “madness and disorder,” driven by 

“arrogance and self-indulgence.” To him, their works are “chimeric,” and “hypocritical,” like 

“cheap cosmetics.” In short, he claims, “Only when detached from the extra decoration, can true 

architectural art begin.” In the conclusion of his essay, Takizawa admonishes the Barrack 

Decoration Society, “You should gaze at that burnt ruin with a more naïve heart.” (p.54)237 

 Another member of Bunriha, Yada Shigeru, also joined in the criticism. He likened the 

Society’s creative process to “stimulating nerves forcefully with whiskey after staying up all 

night.” Yada commented that the Society had created architectures that were not bearers of 

advertisements (kanban), but rather, but actually became the signboards themselves.238 

Bunriha members’ attack on the Barrack Decoration Society and on decoration in general 

was not unique. The idea that the ornamental is linked to decadence and even barbarism and 

crimes was prevalent among the Global modernists in the era, seen in works such as the Austrian 

architect Adolf Loos’ “Crime and Ornament” (1908) and Le Corbusier’s “On Today’s 

Decorative Art” (1925). Like Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier, the Bunriha members compared 

architectural decoration to “cheap cosmetics,” equating it with falsity and femininity, because 

they perceived the ornaments to contradict the functional purpose of rational and modern 

 
236 Same as above. p.50-52. 
237 Same as above. p.54. 
238 Same as above.  
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architecture. More, their distaste for the “indulgence,” “decadence,” and “corruption” of the 

ornaments also resonated with contemporary thinkers and architects in Japan, such as Itō Chūta, 

Kishida Hideta, Watsuji Tetsurō, and Yanagi Sōetsu. This discourse of the “bad ornaments” will 

be the focus of discussion in the next section of this chapter. 

In his essay, Kon responds to these criticisms by redefining architectural decoration. First, 

He analyzes Bunriha members’ own architectural designs and theories. He writes,  

To the Bunriha members, architecture should bring the mystery of the material 
structure to human hearts and souls, enchanting them with the rhythms formed on 

the surfaces of the constructed materials. That is, they consider architecture as the 
three-dimensional representation of matter, while their ultimate aim is the 
spiritual dimension of architecture.239 

 

Kon observes that the Secessionists see architecture as “poetry,” “music,” or “rhythm,” 

manifesting a “universal and abstract beauty.” Kon points out that the Secessionist architectures 

focus on “the line and the mass, as well as their quantities and distributions.”  Therefore, their 

architecture is constructed “inside space and with space.”240  Kon analyzes the Secessionists’ 

concept of “true beauty,” which lies in matter and Nature. Beauty is then equated with truth, 

unadorned, transparent, and pure. Therefore, Kon sharply comments that the Secessionists’ 

beauty can only be the beauty of a naked body rather than any artificial decoration. 241 

It is here that Kon argued that ornaments do not only adorn nude bodies, but rather, they 

“spatialize the rhythmic expressions of complex human life (jinsei) and social atmosphere (sesō).” 

According to Kon, decorations are the “tracing of the contingent movements in space in a 

moment of emotional excitement or leap.”  Thus, decoration is not simply an addition or 

 
239 Ibid. 
240 Ibid. 
241 Ibid. 
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subordination to architecture, but could rather “clash” with it. In essence, Kon claimed that 

decorations are born from life and function for life. 

Kon described decorative surfaces as “skins of the social atmosphere (sesō no hyohi).” 

He likened ornamental patterns to wrinkles or folds (shiwa) that formed on the skin, and to the 

“hairs or felts grown from the cells.” His insightful analysis strikingly resonates with that of the 

physicist Terada Torahiko, detailed in Chapter 3. To recapitulate, Terada argued that patterns are 

formed through the folds, or the cracks, on the surfaces of cell membranes, caused by the growth 

and expansion of the cells. In other words, a crack pattern is a fundamental phenomenon of life, 

including its movement, growth, and change. Similarly, Kon’s idea of the decorative pattern 

suggests a spatial-temporal tracing of the collective, lived, and living experiences. For both 

Terada and Kon, patterns are the spatialization of the temporal becoming that is life. For both, 

life is the moving pattern of the collective, lived experiences in time. 

At its core, this high-profile debate on architectural decoration centered on the relation 

between decoration and life for Kon Wajirō and the Secessionists. The Secessionists vehemently 

attacked decoration and championed a kind of architecture of beauty—not of only function but of 

art. To this end, they claimed that this architecture of art should be born out of “life,” “creativity,” 

and “self-expression.” The language they utilized must be understood in the context of Taisho 

seimei-shugi among the elite circles in the 1910s, discussed throughout previous chapters. In this 

intellectual context, the Secessionists situated ornaments as the opposite of life, as their ideal 

architecture must be in accordance with the expression of a “life” that is a transcendental, 

mystical, cosmic “life” that runs through the course of everything vital.242  

 
242 For the link between Taishō seimeishugi and the Secessionists see Taji, T. (2020). Bunriha 
Kenchikukai : Nihon no modanizumu kenchiku tanjō (1st ed.). Kyōto Daigaku Gakujutsu 

Shuppankai. 
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 In contrast, Kon redefined what architectural decoration is through a profound insight. 

He believed that decoration surfaces are the spatialization of collective, temporal, and affective 

life. According to him, decorative pattern is the epidermis of the living experiences of the mass; 

the wrinkles of the social fabric. This emphasis on the skin surface again resonates with Terada 

Torahiko discussed in Chapter 2. Kon rejected the elitism and idealism that marked the 

Secessionists’ works and theories. Instead, he focused on the details of the everyday lives and the 

living spaces of the people on a societal level.  

The Great Kanto Earthquake wreaked massive destruction, but it is during such deadly 

moment that Kon and other avant-garde artists inscribed their hope of life onto the surfaces of 

the barracks. Their interrogation of life, confronted with endless death, through the 

reconstruction of the living sphere, was not only necessary but urgent. Neither the Secessionist 

nor Kon Wajirō was the first to theorize the relation between architectural ornaments and life. 

The next section will delve into the origin of their debate, tracing the process of the formation of 

meanings of the ornamental patterns, as well as their relation with life.  

 

Corrupt Ornaments  

• Okakura Kakuzō 

 

Okakura Kakuzō, the inaugural director of Tokyo Fine Arts School, was a pioneer in 

rejecting the decorative tendency in Japanese artistic tradition. His writings reveal this 

fundamental shift in perspective, which perhaps is then integrated into the very foundation of 

institutionalization of fine arts in modern Japan. Given his influence, this shift must have had a 

significant impact on the development of fine arts in Japan.  
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Okakura’s Ideals of the East (1903) is a notorious text for its opening sentence “Asia is 

One.”  Okakura’s early Pan-Asianism later became associated with the core propaganda of 

Japanese fascism through the design of the “Greater Co-Prosperity Sphere of East Asia.”243 

Recently, some scholars have conducted a significant and comprehensive reexamination of 

Okakura’s influences, arguing that his impact was more localized and limited because his books 

had not been translated into Japanese until 1939.244 However, as an important educator, Okakura 

also had an enormous personal influence on his close associates, like architect Itō Chūta and 

philosopher Kuki Shūzō, who could have read him in his original English. His influences are 

evident in the writings of his followers and associates.  

Both building on and differing from the works of the important previous scholarship, I 

argue that Ideals of the East reveals a polarized dyad between the “decorative art” and the 

“spiritual art,” and that this dyad is at the center of his writing of Japanese aesthetic and cultural 

history. Here, Okakura sets up a dichotomy between decorative and spiritual art, aligning 

Japanese art with the spiritual and loftier form of art.  

The title indicates that the book is about arts in Asia, including China, Korea, and India. 

However, the actual content suggests that Okakura is mostly interested in convincing his 

English-speaking audience of the value of Japanese art as the most spiritual and ideal. According 

to him, Japan is the “museum of Asia,” as Japan has absorbed and preserved the most superior 

forms of art of Asia, while these art from China, Korea, and India have already perished in their 

native lands due to wars and disasters.245  

 
243 Tankha, B. (2009). Okakura Tenshin and pan-Asianism: shadows of the past. Global Oriental.  
244 Murai, N., & Lippit, Y. (2012). Okakura Kakuzō: A Reintroduction. Review of Japanese 

Culture and Society, 24(1), 1–14. 
245 Okakura, K. (1903). The ideals of the East : with special reference to the art of Japan. J. 

Murray trans. 
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In the early chapters, Okakura situates Chinese art in the category of decoration. He 

claims,  

The Chinese art-consciousness must always have tended towards the decorative--

as shown in its extraordinary development of textiles and ceramics--had the 

Taoist mind not imparted to it its playful individualism, and had Buddhism not 

come later, to lift it up to the expression of commanding ideals. 246 

To Okakura, the quintessential nature of Chinese art is the decorative, and it is only 

through the later development of Daoism and the imported Buddhism that Chinese art has 

become gradually more spiritual.  

Next, Okakura goes on to analyze different epochs of Japanese art, denouncing the 

historical periods that are characterized by a decorative tendency, such as the Momoyama Period 

and Tokugawa Period, which showcased ornate, gilded palaces and castles.  

The art of this period is more remarkable, therefore, for its gorgeousness and 
wealth of colour than for its inner significance. The decoration of palaces in the 

style of Ming, rich with decadent elaborateness, was suggested to them by their 
intercourse with the Koreans and Chinese, through the continental war.247 

 

At the end of the chapter, he claims with regret, “so this age of revelry and pleasure led to 

the creation of a great decorative, though not a spiritual art.” According to Okakura, the 

sumptuous decoration lacks spirituality, and the decorative tendency in Japan was precisely a 

result of the corruption by the imported Chinese and Korean arts.  

In contrast with the degenerative decorative art in this period, the Ashikaga Period, to 

Okakura, is one “pure with spirit.” Okakura argues that Japanese art is governed by the "spirit" 

of the great philosophical traditions of Asia, which is exemplified by the Ashikaga art and its 

connection to Zen Buddhism.  

 
246 Same as above. 
247 Same as above.  
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 In this chapter, Okakura explains his interpretation of Asian art through a Hegelian model 

that consists of three progressive stages: Symbolic, Classical, and Romantic. To Okakura, this 

progressive history follows the struggle between spirit and matter and ends as spirit finally 

conquests matter. Pre-Nara belonged to the Symbolic Stage, the Nara Period reflected the 

Classical Stage, and the Ashikaga Period onwards was the Romantic. He positions the art in the 

Nara and Ashikaga Periods as the most superior in Japanese art history, as the art in these two 

periods is the “perfect union between matter and spirit,” suggesting the “conquest of matter by 

spirit.” 248   

Okakura’s dichotomy between the spiritual and the decorative was possibly influenced by 

Hegelian philosophy of the spiral, dialectical progression of the spirit. Okakura believed that 

Japanese art and architecture must reflect the great philosophical and spiritual traditions of 

Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism to fit into the Hegelian model of great art. However, this 

posed an intellectual dilemma since Hegel held a pejorative and racist view of Eastern arts, 

which he deemed non-spiritual. This conflict may have led Okakura to sever and disavow the 

decorative from the spiritual in Japanese art. 

It is perhaps because of this internal conflict that Okakura reframed and rewrote not just 

the artistic, but also the geopolitical and military history of Asia, seen in Ideals of the East and 

the more jingoistic The Awakening of the East. In the latter, he distorts the historical records and 

claims Japan had traditional ownership of Korea, attempting to fit his historical narrative to the 

agenda of Imperial Japan. He asserts that Japanese art is not mimetic or secondary, but rather, a 

great preserver of Asian arts that has achieved the highest and the most spiritual form in Asia.  

 
248 Rimer, J. Thomas. “Hegel in Tokyo: Ernest Fenollosa and His 1882 Lecture on the Truth of 
Art.” In Japanese Hermeneutics: Current Debates on Aesthetics and Interpretation, edited by M. 

Marra, 97–108. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2002. 
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  So what does Okakura mean by spirit? Okakura argues that it is the “life or essence of 

things.”  

Beauty was the vital principle that pervaded the universe--sparkling in the light of the 
stars, in the glow of the flowers, in the motion of a passing cloud, or the movements of 
the flowing water. The great World-soul permeated men and nature alike, and by 

contemplation of the world-life expanded before us.; in the wonderful phenomena of 
existence, might be found the mirror in which the artistic mind could reflect itself. Thus 

the art of Ashikaga…impresses one with a directness and unity which cannot be found in 
these earlier creations. It is mind speaking to mind, a mind strong and self-refusing--
unmoved, because it is so simple.249 

 

To Okakura, the highest form of art is one that embodies the spirit. His definition of 

"spirit" seems to merge the self-realizing Geist of Hegelian philosophy with the flowing qi (ki) 

from Chinese philosophy. He describes this "spirit" as a grand, permeating cosmic life that is 

both self-reflective and self-realizing. Here, life is marked by a self-awareness or self-

referentiality of its enclosed totality, seen through the above phrases such as “mirror” and “mind 

speaking to mind.” Okakura believes that this impulse propels and moves the epochs, and the 

highest art must be a manifestation of life. 

 It is worth noting that Okakura’s idea of life echoed Itō Chūta’s autonomous life of 

architectural style-ornament, discussed in Chapter 3. It also resembles Natsume Sōseki’s 

collective consciousness “F” that moves history forward in Chapter 1, and Kuki Shūzō’s iki, a 

dynamic vitality that characterizes the Japanese race in Chapter 2. These thinkers share a 

common belief in the vital energy that propels itself—a historical, collective life that is unique to 

the Japanese people and built upon a fundamental dichotomy between the self and the other.  

In the above quote, Okakura positions Japanese art, specifically during the Nara and 

Ashikaga Periods, as the epitome of this vital sprit. He emphasizes again that the decorative 

tendency in Japanese arts is due to the corruption of the Continent. Therefore, according to him, 

 
249 Okakura, K. (1903). The Ideals of the East.   
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the art of the decorative, though visually appealing, lacks spirit, life, and significance, rendering 

it meaningless and superficial. 

In summary, Okakura sets up a dichotomy of decorative and spiritual art in Ideals of the 

East and only affirms the latter as meaningful and true art. He not only denounced all the art 

forms with the decorative tendency in traditional Japanese art and architecture but also attributed 

these bad arts to the Continental—Chinese and Korean influences.  This might be one of the 

earliest sources of the modernists’ attempt to purge the decorative within Japanese traditional 

arts and architecture. Okakura’s idea of the spirit, which refers to a cosmic, creative, vital force, 

is constituted upon the very exclusion of the Colonial Other—China and Korea (and India as 

well though it is not the focus of discussion here). His dichotomy between the spiritual and the 

decorative significantly impacted the discourse on ornament and life in the 1920s and 1930s. 

Next, I will examine the ways in which the decorative became more firmly associated with 

Japan’s Colonial Other, and as an indication of primitivism, backwardness, and savageness, and 

thus justifying for violence. 

 

• Watsuji Tetsurō 

In 1919, Kyoto School philosopher, Watsuji Tetsurō, wrote his Pilgrimages to the 

Ancient Temples in Nara. This text recorded Watsuji’s travels to numerous temples in the ancient 

capitals of Kyoto and Nara and his contemplations on the relations between art, religion, and 

culture during these trips. Reprinted many times, this book was a highly influential and popular 

text for the intellectual youth in the interwar period, possibly because of its heightened 

romanticism and its personal narrative voice.  



 

  182 

According to Watsuji, the greatness of the Nara temples and arts lies in their fundamental 

connections with and their closeness to the Hellenistic civilizations, that is, in their Greekness. 

This idea was hardly new—the Greek origin of the Horyūji Temple in Nara was theorized and 

researched by Itō Chūta, the focus of Chapter 3. Even before Itō, the Greek origin theory was 

proposed by none other than Okakura Kakuzō, who likely had gotten this idea from his co-

worker and mentor, Ernest Fenollosa. Fenollosa is credited as one of the first people to suggest a 

similarity between the Greek sculptures and the Nara Period Buddhist statues.250  This visual 

parallelism between Ancient Greece and Nara Japan became a serious research endeavor and 

was subsequently made into a historical “fact” by the time that Watsuji was writing this text.  

The first chapter of Pilgrimages to the Ancient Temples in Nara begins with Watsuji’s 

viewing of some replicas of Ajanta murals (in the Ajanta caves located in India). Watsuji found 

in these (copies of the) murals a link to Greek art that he calls an “Indianized Greek influence.” 

He goes as far as to claim that the Ajanta murals are a hybrid child with “India as its father and 

Greece as its mother.” Yet, he strongly implies that the Indian artistic work is inferior to the 

Greek. He describes the human figures in Ajanta paintings as possessing a “melancholy, sickly 

beauty” and a “bewitching, gruesome, and strange beauty” with “fleshy ampleness,” as 

contrasted to the “healthy and harmonious” Greek beauty. In the end, Watsuji concludes that the 

Ajanta decorative art stimulates carnal desires and gives sensual pleasures, while Greek art is 

governed by naturalism and realism. 251 He positions the core of Ajanta art as “erotic seduction” 

while Greek art is “idealism.”252  

 
250 Inoue, S. (1994). Hōryūji e no seishinshi (shohan. ed.). Kōbundō. P.122-180. 
251 Watsuji, T. (2012). Pilgrimages to the ancient temples in Nara = Koji junrei. MerwinAsia ; 
Distributed by the University of Hawai'i Press. P.6. 
252 Ibid. P.8. 
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This pathological or decadent beauty of the Ajanta paintings poses a question for Watsuji, 

as he perceives its decorative art as fundamentally opposed to religious life. He writes, “Rituals, 

halls of worship, and decorative art in Buddhism do not belong to the essence of religious life; in 

fact, they can all be removed from it.” To him, the decorative arts are “artificial attempts in color 

and music,” and they are “meant for sensual pleasures,” and not for “enlightening the spirits.” 253 

Therefore, Watsuji believes that the Ajanta artists “must not have severed themselves 

from their carnal desires,” and its viewers must have experienced “intoxicated ecstasy induced 

by the decorative walls.” Here, he forms a dichotomy with his own moral judgment between 

decorative and spiritual art—the former is always erotic and carnal, created for stimulations and 

pleasures, while the latter is characterized by the idealization and perfection of the spirit. Watsuji 

had taken Okakura’s lectures on the history of arts in Asia while a university student and his 

notes had shown direct references to the issue of the Greek spirit and origin in Japanese art.254 

Inheriting Okakura’s dichotomy, Watsuji’s binary between the ornamental and the spiritual in 

the book is always accompanied by a racialized imagination marked by his sexualizing and 

othering the non-Japanese, Asian art.   

For instance, in the later chapters of Pilgrimages to the Ancient Temples in Nara, Watsuji 

illustrates the Buddhist head at the Koryūji in Nara collected at the Nara National Museum. He 

praises the naturalism of the Buddhist statue, as “it does not suffer from the Chinese tendency 

toward decorativeness and manages to create an extremely natural body.” (P.15)255 This makes 

this Buddhist statue at the Koryūji Temple the most Western, closely resembling the Greek style. 

He compared these Buddhist heads to the Gandhara Buddhist statues and concluded that, unlike 

 
253 Ibid. P.6. 
254 Suzuki, Hiroyuki. (2003). Watsuji Tetsurō koji junrei henzai suru bi. The Journal of art 
studies, Tokyō bunkazai kenkyūjo bunkazai jōhō shiryō bu hen (379). P.131-149. 
255 Watsuji, T. (2012). Pilgrimages, p.15. 
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the polished and decadent art in Gandhara, these works from the Western Regions (xiyu; saiiki) 

to China (discovered by Otani Kazui’s expedition team and brought back to Japan) are more 

“spiritual” and has more “life.” He describes these works as more “natural,” “crude,” “unrefined,” 

and even “naïve,” “awkward,” and “artless,” compared to the “contrived” and “skillful” works in 

Gandhara and Ajanta.256 His praises of qualities like naiveté and clumsiness call to mind the 

rhetorics of the Secessionists in the beginning of the chapter, with whom he also had close 

associations.   

Watsuji sees the decorative tendency not only characterizes Ajanta murals but also 

Chinese art, which he clearly separates from the arts from the Western Regions to China (despite 

historical ambiguities regarding this region). He notes that although the decorative is “contrived” 

and technically advanced, it is the opposite of honesty and purity, the antithesis of the spiritual 

and vital. Here, he again takes the paradigm that Okakura created and assigned to the Chinese the 

decorative decadence that is devoid of life and spirit.  

Furthermore, writing about the Taimadera mandala, he describes the details of numerous 

half-naked celestial maidens and children playing instruments and dancing in a blossoming lotus 

pond, surrounded by Chinese-styled palaces. Here, he comments,  

Every inch of the scenic beauty of this paradise is thoroughly artificial. If a 
Chinese tyrant were to build buildings or gardens for his own pleasure, I would 

imagine that they would look like this. There is nothing in this picture that hints at 
the detachment from worldly desires supposedly attained by Sakyamuni. All 
decoration is so gaudy that it suggests decadence and every pleasure that is 

limited in the realm of senses…Their illusion of eternal life of the beyond is 
nothing but an extension of this worldly present, as what the tyrant wishes. In 

essence, it is materialistic and not spiritual. 257 

 
256 Ibid. P.15. (Translation by Hiroshi Nara maintains that the Western Regions is Chinese but 
historically it often refers to regions and countries outside China. Thus Watsuji does not mean 

that Chinese art is more superior than Greek as his translation indicated, but he means that the 
Greco-Buddhist art is better in the Western Regions than in Gandhara.)  
257 Ibid. P.152. (Translation with my modifications) 
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He then immediately claims that this style of representation of Buddhist Pure Land must have 

originated in India, transferred to China, and then imported to Japan. He argues that this 

imported decorative style has not been valued in Japan, given the evidence that the Horyūji 

Temple, which indicates that a much more simple and pure style was preferred in the same 

period.  

 In short, even if the Taimadera mandala and the Buddhist head in Koryūji Temple were 

actually produced in Japan, Watsuji denounces and disavows them and claims them to be 

originally non-Japanese. He purges the decorative from the Japanese traditions and displaces it 

onto Japan’s Asian others, like India and China. 

 Watsuji’s view of race is problematic not only because for him racial others like Indians 

and Chinese are always hyper-sexualized and dehumanized, but also because his vision of artistic 

and cultural production is marked by its racial determinism. The implications in Pilgrimages to 

the Ancient Temples in Nara become troubling when his assessment of artistic styles becomes 

determined by his view of ethnicity and race, which was associated with eugenics in this period. 

For instance, he describes the Gandhara Buddhist statues’ heads, detailing the ways in which the 

“eyebrows, eyes, ears, and noses were executed.” He then maintains that the depiction of the 

bodily parts is determined by the “race of the artist.” He marks here that the “Mongolians and 

Chinese have puffy eyelids,” unlike that of the “Aryan race of India were a mix between the 

Greek and the Asian people,” which is reflected in their arts respectively. (P.14-15).  

Watsuji’s racialization of the architectural ornaments and styles also extends to a geo-

political dimension. For instance, he writes that the Ajanta cave murals were produced in the 

melancholy tropics, suggesting a longing for the snowy mountains. In addition, he sees that no 

two other places in the world resemble each other more than Japan and Greece. According to 
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him, the similarities in their geographies lead to their affinities in cultures and spirits. This 

geographical imagination of race will manifest in his 1935 Climate, a more political take on 

the racial determinism of cultures based on the interrelations between human and their 

environments.  

Furthermore, Watsuji links this racial determinism to the morality and nature of people of 

different races. He not only creates the dichotomy between the naturalistic and the decorative—

the former is represented by Japanese and Greek art, while the latter by Chinese, Indian, and 

Korean art—but also claims that the naturalistic art of Japan and Greece possess “life,” while the 

decorative arts of India and China are pathological and debauched, which means that they are 

characterized by the deformation or the absence of life.  

For instance, when writing about the Kannon in the Yumedono hall of the Horyūji 

Temple, he accounts,  

There in the semidarkness of the altar,…we saw a head possessing calm and a 
strange life energy (seimei) as if floating in the air…It is indeed a mysterious 
smile, but it is not imbued with melancholy. It is full of love but does not have a 

bewitching Indian sensuality (as in the Ajanta paintings). (Pp.177-178) 
 

Another example is his description of the Gigaku masks of the Tenpyo era in Japan, 

which he believes to possess life energy (seimei). Because they are naturalistic (shajitsuteki) and 

express “the depth of inner experiences,” they “come into contact with the core of life.” In 

contrast, the Kamakura masks are worthless because of their pursuit of “materialistic desires,” 

showing “fatigue,” “chronic sickness” and “nightmares.” (P.50-51) He also claims that the 

Tenpyo gigaku is intimately connected with the Greek play via Indian theatre and the Western 

Regions, however, Indian play had not inherited the spirit of Greece, but rather focused on a 

“carnal beauty,” and an “illusional concreteness.” (P.66). 
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In summary, Watsuji’s formula is clear and simple: the naturalistic art of Greece and 

Japan possess the essence of life, however, when the Hellenistic culture was transmitted to India, 

China, and Korea, the arts and architecture became corrupted by decorations, mannerisms, or 

formalism, as the arts suffered a degeneration due to the immoral debauchery and excessive 

consumptions.  

So what does Watsuji mean by life (seimei)? Watsuji’s life is again closely associated 

with Taishō semeishugi. In 1913, He wrote his philosophical treatise Nietzsche, and scholars 

have shown that the idea of life in this philosophy text was directly influenced by this movement 

of life philosophy in the Taishō Period. In this text, Watsuji uses the concept of life to illustrate 

Nietzsche’s idea of will, or will to power:  

The Will to Power is nothing but the Life of the immediate present that is creating 

ceaselessly every single moment. (P.50) 

 

The true philosophy is not compilation or organization of thought, but rather, it 

must be the expression of inner experience, and the inner experience must be life 

itself that is the true essence of existence. (P.41) 

 

In Watsuji’s interpretation of Nietzsche, philosophy, and art are produced via intuition 

(chokkan), through which one can return to one’s inner life and connect with the creative, cosmic 

life (uchū seimei).258 Like Okakura’s “life” of Japanese art that merges Hegelian with Daoist 

elements, Watsuji’s “life” shows Okakura’s legacy, and in addition, is fused with the Bergsonian 

life flourished in Taisho Period Japan. Their legacy of the idea of life is again clearly seen in the 

Secessionist Group in the 1920s, discussed at the beginning of the chapter.  

 
258 See Suzuki, Sadami. (1995). Taishō seimei shugi to gendai. Kawade Shobō Shinsha. P.26-36. 
Suzuki, Sadami, et al, Watsuji Tetsuro's Idea of Philosophy, Life and Art : Concerning A Study 

on Nietzsche, Nihon Kenkyū, International Research Center for Japanese Studies, vol.38, 2008. 
p.315-348. 
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Nevertheless, these previous scholarship on Watsuji’s life philosophy has not examined 

the issue of race as related to the ornamental tendency in his early writings. Watsuji has often 

been criticized as a cultural nationalist particularly because of his later texts such as Climate 

(1935) in which he reiterated his racial determinism. I argue that his early idea of life as a 

fundamentally creative energy behind artistic expression is built upon a dichotomy that 

segregates the (Japanese) self and the (Asian) other.  

 

• Yanagi Muneyoshi 

 Yanagi Muneyoshi is often considered a leader of the mingei (folk art and folk crafts) 

movement and a founder of the museum for mingei in Komaba, Tokyo. A collector himself, he 

left many writings on folk art and craftsmanship in colonial Korea, Taiwan, and other peripheral 

regions in Japan, such as Okinawa. His legacy is controversial as it contributed to the 

preservation of folk arts, while some of his works confirmed colonial agendas and discourses. I 

believe that his writings on ornaments and patterns also indicate the same dichotomy. That being 

said, I argue that his sophisticated theory of patterns, often overlooked by the critics, shed light 

on the relation between life and patterns. 

In his 1932 article “What is a Pattern?”, Yanagi presents a detailed theoretical framework 

for decorative patterns. The central claim of this essay is that patterns are vital. He writes,  

Compared to natural and real bamboo, the patterns of bamboo are more alive; it 

has a quality of life (seimei).  

Patterns are not produced by life sketches (shasei), nor are they based on realism. 

Rather, they are created out of imagination (sōzō). 259 

 

 
259 Yanagi Muneyoshi, Yanagi Muneyoshi Zenshū, vol. 8. Translation by Author. 
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Yanagi contends that instead of intelligence that rationalizes, it is “intuition” (chokkan) 

that creates the patterns. In essence, patterns are “irrational” as they are born out of creativity and 

originality rather than imitating nature. Yanagi’s concept of intuition was influenced by the 

Bergsonian concept of intuition. In his writings, such as “The Problem of Life” (seimei no 

mondai), published in the renowned literary and art magazine White Birch (Shirakaba) in 1913, 

Yanagi showed a clear influence from Bergson’s neo-vitalist idea of life. Here, Yanagi’s pattern 

formation is Bergsonian as well as (neo-)vitalist. His vital pattern was thus born in the cultural 

context of the flourishing bio-philosophy.  

We can thus interpret Yanagi’s stance through Bergson’s thoughts: patterns are alive 

because they are the order of nature; the essence of things; and the beauty of things. They are 

created through intuition, and by “sym-pathizing” and delving into the ceaseless flow that is life 

itself. This process is fundamentally different from reasoning or intellectualizing.  

In “What is a Pattern?”, Yanagi explains that the vital quality of patterns lies in the fact 

that patterns capture the essence of things, or the heart of the phenomenon. Yanagi believes it is 

when humans feel about things through intuition, and these things are projected onto humans, 

they form patterns. Patterns are the direct expression of the crystallization (junsuika) of things, 

without any convoluted representations. This process exists outside language and cannot be 

expressed through language.  

According to Yanagi, good patterns are simple and pure, often characterized by 

asymmetry. To him, good patterns’ function should not be ornamental, as their nature is order 

(chitsujō), a mathematical law. He argues that essentially patterns are the “nothingness that 

encompasses everything,” and patterns are the “dynamic equilibrium”—a unity of motion and 

stasis. Yanagi’s idea shares striking similarities with Terada Torahiko as well as Kuki Shūzō. As 
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discussed in Chapter 2, Terada and Kuki both viewed patterns as the expression of life because 

they form “dynamic equilibrium.” 

Yanagi argues that patterns are formed through three components: function, material, and 

production process. He mentions that the patterns often appear on the hems or sleeves of 

kimonos because they were used to mend and cover the tears and holes that often concentrate on 

this area of clothing. Material and production techniques such as fabrics and weaving technology 

also determine the forms of patterns. For instance, the Onikawa kasuri patterns were created 

through local weaving techniques imported from China. Here, Yanagi’s theory seems to combine 

Gottfried Semper and Alois Riegl’s theories of ornamental patterns—a merge of material and 

technological determinism with idealism.  

Yanagi argued that before modernity, patterns and paintings were inseparable in Japan. 

He believed that segregation between pattern and painting emerged in modernity because of the 

rise of individualism. In contrast, in the premodern periods, patterns were made by unknown 

artisans, which spread widely because they were devoid of individuality (kojinsei) and expressed 

a universality (fuhensei) of the mass. It is precisely because of this universality that patterns are 

always associated with race. Yanagi’s examples here are Japan’s karakusa patterns, Egypt’s lotus 

patterns, Korea’s peach patterns, and West Europe’s lion patterns. The equation between race 

and pattern becomes troubling when viewed in light of the colonial context of Yanagi’s 

collection of Chosǒn period Korean ceramics and his theories on folk crafts.  

Yanagi has also subscribed to a dichotomy between bad ornament and good art, even 

though he insisted on the same origin of ornament and painting. In his 1935 article “The Country 

of Beauty and Folk Arts,” he puts forth the dichotomy clearly: the aristocratic, elite art versus the 

art of the mass. Yanagi claims that aristocratic art is ornamental, sumptuous, decadent, and 
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pathological. While they are not all morally corrupt, they at least all contain dangers within them. 

Compared to this, the art of the mass is non-ornate, functional, humble, and healthy.  

Aristocratic arts are made for the sake of the few rich. They exhaust all luxury and 

money because they have in mind to create something great they cannot save on 

techniques or time. That’s why their products become complicated, ornate, 

colorful, and disorderly. Contrary to this is folk art, which is made for the sake of 

the public, the masses. In order to save money, they are devoid of complex, 

useless ornaments. Their nature is simple and pure.260 

 

Yanagi’s theory on folk crafts from the 1920s onward was built on his research and 

collection of Korean ceramics since the 1910s. While he professed solidarity with the Korean 

people in the wake of the Independence Movement in Korea in 1919, implying critiques of the 

Japanese atrocity against the movement, his theory and work on mingei seemed to indicate a 

colonial gaze and cultural essentialism. In his 1935 article “Ceramic Vase of Li Dynasty,” he 

compares a Korean vase from the Li Dynasty period to a beautiful yet sad woman, “lonesome 

and quiet.” He describes the vase as a woman who has “rounded shoulders, soft and delicate 

body,” with “gentle and humble temperament,” bringing tears in its viewers. This depiction 

echoes his theorization of Korean ceramics and crafts as indicating a “sad beauty” and a “tragic 

destiny,” which is the “suffering of the race of Koreans.” Yanagi both idealizes and projects his 

folk fantasy onto Korean artistic productions (which needless to say is not a homogenous genre 

nor just folk art)—an art that is non-ornate and functional, pure and simple, as they were created 

by nameless artisans devoid of individualism for the sake of everyday use of the people. 

Here again, the ornamental tendency in arts and crafts became associated with decadence, 

corruption, and chaos. Yanagi had essentialized Korean crafts and patterns and associated them 

with qualities, such as femininity, weakness, and purity, to celebrate and “protect” their eternal 

 
260 Yanagi Muneyoshi, Yanagi Muneyoshi Zenshū, vol. 12. Translation by Author. 
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value and beauty. Despite his preservation efforts for Korean arts, he had only inverted and 

transposed the discourse of the dichotomy between the ornamental and functional, aligning 

Korean art with Japanese folk crafts. In other words, he had only reversed the hierarchy between 

fine arts and decorative arts in a reactionary manner. It is thus not surprising that his discourse on 

folk crafts later included peripheral regions and other colonies such as Okinawa and Taiwan.  

Therefore, in Yanagi’s theory, life philosophy is tied with patterns in crafts and arts in the 

context of colonial and racial ideologies: patterns are vital in so far as they express the essence of 

race and ethnicity. Pattern as a marker of race are thus tied to the life philosophy here again. 

 

• Kishida Hideto  

 In 1929, an architect and professor at the Imperial University of Tokyo, Kishida Hideto, 

published a collection of photographs and essays, called Construction of The Past (Kako no 

kōsei). It is a companion to his 1930 The Construction of Present, which centered on 

contemporary mechanical beauty inspired by German modernism. Kishida was a student of Itō 

Chūta, but unlike his mentor, he leaned towards modernism and designed the Yasuda Lecture 

Hall at Tokyo University. As the title Construction of The Past suggested, Kishida aligned 

Japan’s “past” with Western modernism. He did so through a series of photos that he took with 

his Leica Camera of traditional Japanese architecture that selectively emphasized and 

manipulated their features to make them appear modern. His argument can be summarized in one 

sentence: Japan has always already been modern. 

 In Construction of the Past, Kishida sets out to revive the traditional architecture of Japan, 

to “conserve its spirit and make it alive.”261 (p.35) In his book, he argues that the foundation of 

 
261 Kishida, H. (1951). Kako no kōsei. Sagami Shobō. P.35. 
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Japanese architecture is “reason” and “order,”  just as its essence is “simplicity” and 

“cleanliness.”  He attempts to show that qualities like “functionality,” “order,” and “reason” that 

are championed by architectural modernism have always characterized the traditional 

architecture of Japan. (P.35)  

 In an article called “The Japanese Qualities” (Nihonteki na mono), in a collection of 

essays he wrote in 1939 (Showa 13), titled Wall (Kabe), Kishida argues that Japanese 

architecture is characterized by four elements: “straight lines,” “large windows,” “non-

decorative,” and “monochrome” (P.116-118).262 He writes that modern architecture must feature 

straight lines rather than curves in their facades, windows, and doors. This is out of consideration 

for function and reason, saving the cost and material. According to him, the straight line defined 

Japanese architecture since antiquity, before the import of the ornate and curved Chinese styles.  

Similarly, in Construction of The Past, Kishida claims that the Japanese style is 

characterized by straight lines, and it is due to the influence from foreign countries like China, 

Korea, or India, that curved lines and decorative tendencies started to corrupt the Japanese 

style. For instance, when describing the 8th-century Hokeito-Hall of the Tōdaiji Temple in Nara, 

Kishida writes that its roof—the most beautiful element of Japanese architecture—shows 

horizontal and paralleled lines, which is “undeniably modern (P.30).”263  

 Another instance is a series of photos Kishida took of the sliding doors in the Katsura 

Imperial Villa (Katsura rikkyu) in Kyoto (built in the 18th century), showcasing its straight lines 

and its modernness (fig.3).264 He also makes note of the “shocking material similarity” between 

wood and iron, when he compares his photos of the wooden Gojun Tower of the Horyūji Temple 

 
262 Kishida, H. (1938). Kabe. Sagami Shobō. P.116-118. 
263 Kishida, H. (1951). Kako no kōsei. P.30. 
264 Same as above. P. 51-52. 
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(possibly built in the 7th century) to his pictures of the skyscrapers in New York, in both of which 

he captures the paralleled sharp, straight lines.265 

 

 

Fig.3 Shishinden, Photos by Kishida Hideta, Kako no kōsei, Sagami Shobō, 1967. 

 

 In addition, Kishida shows his photos of Itō Chūta’s Chōsen Shrine (chōsen jingu), built 

in Korea in 1925 and later demolished after the defeat of the Japanese empire. According to him, 

because the shrine is constitutive of “two paralleled horizontal straight lines with two paralleled 

vertical lines,” it has “nothing superfluous, nothing lacking, which is purely Japanese.” He 

 
265 Same as above. P. 16-17. 
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describes the shrine as “sublime and beautiful, unlike the Japanese temples and shrines that are 

impure and chaotic due to Chinese influences.” He also claims (contrary to the obvious fact that 

Itō was never a modernist) that Itō’s shrine answers the modernist call for a shift “from curves to 

straight lines; from oval to round; from formless to square.”266   

What’s intriguing here is that he juxtaposes two photos side by side: one is the close-up 

shot of the straight-lined gate of Chōsen Shrine, and the other is a photo of the curved gate in 

Ueno Tōshōgu (fig.4).267 He comments sarcastically below the photos that the curved gate is 

“indeed very suitable for buildings like Tōshōgu.” 268 Kishida was one of the figures that 

denounced Tōshōgu as the worst example of architecture in Japan for its extremely ornate and 

gilded facades as well as its heavy curves. This idea of Tōshōgu as kitsch was later reinforced 

and popularized by the well-known German expressionist architect Bruno Taut’s comments 

during his stay in Japan in 1933. However, Kishida might have been the first to denounce it as 

non-Japanese.269 

 
266 Kishida, H. (1951). Kako no kōsei. P.3.  
267 It is important to note that the 1967 reprint version made many revisions to the 1929 original 

version (which is cited in the 1951 reprint version in the footnotes). One of these changes are 
about the shrine gate. The photo of straight-lined Chōsen Shrine and the curved gate of Tōshōgu 

shrine gate were both deleted, and the replaced photos in the 1967 version are used and 
referenced as fig. 4 here. The revisions were possibly due to the postwar censorship or postwar 

political revisionism.  
268 Kishida, H. (1951). Kako no kōsei. P.4 
269 Inoue, S. (1994). Hōryūji e no seishinshi 
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               Fig. 4 Photos by Kishida Hideta, Kako no kōsei, Sagami Shobō, 1967 

 

 According to Kishida, decorations and ornaments are not only deemed as kitsch but also 

suggest falsity and dishonesty. He writes that decoration “covers up the truth,” while beauty lies 

in the honest exposure of the materials (p.22). To him, electric wires or water pipes should be 

exposed as they are, and any attempt to cover them up by decoration indicates a regressive, anti-

modern tendency.270 It is telling that Kishida once gave his student Maekawa Kunio a copy of Le 

 
270 Same as above. P.22. 
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Corbusier’s The Decorative Art of Today, which famously argued that the best decoration should 

be no decoration at all.  

Despite Kishida’s eulogy, Itō Chūta was not against curve or ornament in general at all. 

Chapter 3 examined Itō’s lifelong research and theories in regard to the evolution of architectural 

ornaments. This willful ignorance or manipulation of facts in fact characterizes Kishida’s book. 

It is important to note that Kishida’s dichotomy—straight line vs. curves; modern vs. anti-

modern; functional vs. decorative, is selective and artificially constructed. 

Kishida was a pioneer in a sense because of his use of photography as a medium to 

represent (and misrepresent) architecture. Architects and historians such as Isozaki Arata and 

Igarashi Toru have highlighted the significance of Kishida’s utilization of media. Isozaki wrote 

that Kishida used his Leica camera to capture the close-up details of Japanese architecture, 

instead of the panoramic or aerial views of architecture popular at the time. Likewise, Igarashi 

shed light on the ways in which Kishida’s Leica photos cut off the curved roof and other organic-

shaped architectural details, leaving only the straight vertical and horizontal lines.271 Indeed, 

Kishida’s cropped composition not only created the illusion of straight lines but also heightened 

the contrast between light and darkness, black and white. This monochrome, sharp aesthetics 

might reinforce his argument of the “spiritual purity” of Japanese architecture. In this way, his 

sophisticated manipulation of images literally constructed an architectural “past” that is 

modernist.  

It is thus telling that in his photography collections, Ruins of Re He, published after his 

travel to China in 1941, his Leica images emphasize the close-up of the architectural 

 
271 Igarashi, T. (2022). Sensō to kenchiku. Shōbunsha. P.20-50. 
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ornaments—growling, monstrous dragons on the roof—of the Chengde Imperial Palace, located 

in the northeast of Hebei Province of China.  

I argue that just like Watsuji, Okakura, and sometimes Itō Chūta, Kishida suppressed or 

denied the decorative elements that constituted not just premodern but also modern Japanese 

architecture. Kishida’s work mirrors a larger epistemological shift within modernist architecture 

itself that attempts to exorcise and expel the decorative from itself and pursue the 

purely functional. The dichotomy was created and solidified in this era. Japan’s decorative past 

as well as its decorative modernity was denied and displaced. The essence of Japan was 

rediscovered to be unadorned and pure, characterized by straight lines, with pure reason and 

functionality, and thus always already containing modernist elements within. This was the image 

of Japan rather than the actual Japan that Kishida wanted to present.  

 

The Secessionists’ “life”   

 

The idea of decorative patterns as evolving through history and even forming history the 

same way as living organisms continued in the next generation. In this section, I return to the 

relatively less studied debate on architectural ornaments between the Secessionists and Kon 

Wajirō in 1923, in order to re-examine the meaning of life as well as its relation to ornamental 

patterns. 

In 1920, a group of six graduates from the Tokyo Imperial University formed a group 

called “Bunriha kenchiku-kai,” or the Architectural Secessionist Group. They published a 

catalogue of designs along with their manifesto in the same year. In recent years, Bunriha was 
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revisited by scholars and thought to be the “missing link between the modernism and early 

yōshiki-shugi (historicism) in Japan.”272  

I include their short manifesto here: 

We rise. We sever from past architectural spheres, to create a new one with a total 

and truthful architecture. We rise. In order to save all the dormant and all the 
sunken in the past architectural spheres. We rise. To achieve this ideal we 

dedicate everything in us with joy until our fall and our death. All of us together 
declare this manifesto to the world.273 
  

 The Secessionists were Itō Chūta’s students and took many of his classes on the history 

of architecture at the Imperial University of Tokyo. One of the members, Takizawa Mayumi, 

recalled that it was in Itō’s lectures that the members had first heard the Viennese Secession. In 

the year of 1912, Itō also published articles analyzing the Viennese Secession movement in the 

magazine “Architecture and Decoration” (kenchiku to sōshoku) special edition on “Secession.” 

Itō argued that the Austrian Secession movement was “a product born out of the Western 

interests and tastes of the Eastern aesthetics, just as the East absorbed the Western tastes.” He 

concludes that Secession is a result of “a quest for the new outside the existing, past architectural 

styles in the West.” And likewise, Japan should seek its own new style, in the “pioneering” spirit 

of Secession as the “meeting point between the East and West.” 274 

Viennese Secession was also perceived to be a derivative but more simplified form of Art 

Nouveau, almost in between Art Nouveau and Art Deco. Viennese Secession is thought to be 

defined by straight lines rather than curves due to the development of the technology of steel-

reinforced concrete. In Japan, the movement was mostly represented by the architecture of Otto 

 
272 Ōmura, R., Motohashi, J., Bunriha nen Kenkyūkai, Bunriha Kenchikukai, & Panasonikku 
Shiodome Myūjiamu host institution. (2020). Bunriha Kenchikukai 100-nen : kenchiku wa 

geijustu ka? = 100 years of Bunriha : can architecture be art? Asahi Sinbunsha. 
273Ibid. P. 16-17. 
274 Ibid. P.71. 
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Wagner. Kishida Hideta even published a monograph on Otto Wagner, championing him as the 

leader of modernism in 1928.  

The work of Bunriha cannot be considered as a simple imitation of the style of the 

Viennese Secession. Instead, they claimed that they have based their group upon the same 

principle of the Secession, which was to sever the old and create a new architectural style. As 

their manifesto suggests, they seek to separate themselves from the yōshiki-shugi of the Meiji 

period, including all historical styles and the decorations that are associated with it. In fact, 

architectural ornaments became the main target of their attack, even though the Viennese 

Secession movement is sometimes viewed as an extension of the highly decorative Art Nouveau.  

Bunriha’s distaste for ornaments and decorations in architecture is partially due to their 

interest in mathematical beauty—a universal, abstract, eternal value inherent in the natural or 

human body. Their manifesto and self-published collections of designs—“Bunriha Kenchiku Shū” 

clearly indicate that it is “volume,” and “mass” of the architecture, rather than “surfaces,” or 

“walls,” that are the essence of architecture to them. Their whole theoretical structure also 

reveals legacies from the earlier generation of educators and scholars like Itō Chūta and Okakura 

Tenshin. They not only inherited Okakura and Itō’s discourse on the Greek spirit in Japan but 

also infused this discourse into Taishō vitalism through keywords like “life,” “creativity,” 

“mysticism,” and “inspiration” that are popular among cultural elites in the 1910s.275 

For instance, one of the Bunriha members, Horiguchi Sutemi, wrote in 1920, “Art, first 

has to be true creativity based on an artistic instinct. Art as creativity must be none other than life 

itself—a life that has no death but only continuously renews itself.”276 The Secessionists’ 

 
275 Ibid. p.71-83. 
276 Horiguchi, Sutemi (1920), Bunri-ha Kenchikukai sengen to sakuhin. Iwanami Shoten. P.6. 
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Manifesto and theories often mention life and creativity, but what is the meaning of this "life" in 

regard to their own architectural practices? 

An examination of their collection catalogue indicates that the majority of their designs 

consist of structures like prisons, slaughterhouses, tombs, and funeral halls, as well as family 

mausoleums. All of these constructions are associated with death, rather than life. More precisely, 

they are associated with an eternal, absolute, and transcendent life that is enabled by death but 

also beyond death. For instance, Horiguchi’s design drawing “Tower of Strings and Light” (ito to 

hikari no tō) in 1921 shows an illustration of a tower with materials that seem to be cables and 

steel, creating a transparent structure that is floating above clouds and emitting diagonal, infinite 

light rays.277 

The tendency for transcendence was pronounced in virtually all of their design, models, 

and actual works. Their theories and work often aimed for the “eternal life,” “light,” or the 

“divine.” Their designs of the monumental buildings were grand and static, characterized by 

purely white facades and undecorated homogenous contours that were reminiscent of the Greek 

Sculpture, which they idolized fervently and studied extensively. One of their members, Morida 

Keiichi, later translated Vitruvius’ De Architectura and published his extensive, acclaimed 

research on Vitruvius. In addition, their building designs were often marked by parabolic lines, a 

feature that they claimed to be mathematically optimal.278 This was possibly also inspired by Itō 

Chūta’s study of the parabola in his research on the Greek influences in Japanese architecture.279 

 
277 Fujimori, Terunobu. (1993). Nihon no kindai kenchiku—taishō shōwa hen. Iwanami Shoten. 
P.172. 
278 Fujimori, Terunobu. (1993). Nihon no kindai kenchiku—taishō shōwa hen. Iwanami Shoten. 
P. 165-179. 
279 Igarashi, T. (2022). Sensō to kenchiku. Shōbunsha. P.20-50. 
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In addition, the Secessionists participated in the construction of the Peace Memorial 

Exposition of Tokyo (Heiwa kinen tokyō hakurankai) in 1922, located in the Imperial Ueno Zoo. 

Despite its name seeming to celebrate the global peace earned after WWI, the exposition 

ironically showcased the resources and materials extracted from the colonies after Japan’s 

bloody suppressions against the independence movements and rebellion forces in its colonies 

like Korea and Taiwan in the 1910s. Secessionists like Horiguchi Sutemi designed the Peace 

Tower, a parabolic-shaped Tower attached by two wings of geometric-shaped box-like pavilions, 

which housed exhibitions including power transmission mechanics as well as aircraft 

transportation (fig.5). Horiguchi’s hyper-modernist designs formed a sharp contrast to its 

neighboring structures such as the pavilion of Taiwan, which featured extremely unrealistic 

curves of the roofs and exaggerated ornaments that imitated and distorted the traditional Chinese 

style of architecture (fig.6).280  

 

 

Fig.5 Peace Memorial Tower, Tokyo Peace Memorial Exposition, 1922 

 

 
280 https://museumcollection.tokyo/en/works/6284659/ (can attach the photo image) 
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Fig. 6 Taiwan Pavilion, Tokyo Peace Memorial Exposition, 1922 

 

From all of the above, the Secessionists’ idea of life can be understood through György 

Lukács’ critique of vitalism as a forceful yoke of the binaries in an attempt to transcend the 

dualism between matter and life. The Secessionists, like their contemporary elite intellectuals, 

championed the idea of life, as they attempted to transcend the “crisis of modernity” in Japan 

with this all-encompassing, mystical, and cosmic life. That is, their “life” was a solution to the 

crisis of modernity, an attempt to bridge the unbridgeable chasm between the individual and the 

community, between life and death, tradition and modernity, Japan and the West, Japan and its 

colonial Other. Thus, their paradox in theory and in practice ultimately suggest their similarities 

to the fascist architecture of Germany, such as the Nuremberg Rally Ground. The issue of 
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Japanese fascist architecture is detailed in Inoue Shōichi’s book Totalitarianism of Dream and 

Enchantment (yume to miwaku no zentaishugi), which uncovers a lineage of transcendental, 

modernist architecture in Japan as quintessentially fascist. 281 

  Kon Wajirō disagreed with the Secessionists who believed that ornaments were the 

opposite of “the truth” of the architecture, and this “truth” could only be achieved by “talented 

and hard-working architects.” According to Kon, ornaments are created and formed by the 

flowing life of the social movement and the decorative patterns are the lived and the living 

experiences of the masses. Kon rejected Bunri-ha’s elitism and individualism, which were 

forcefully yolked with universalism in their interpretation and practice of life philosophy. Rather, 

he embraced the ambiguities and complexities in the life of the mass. The next section will turn 

to explore the nuances of his idea of “life” as patterns. 

 

Kon Wajirō’s “life”—pattern-making as methodology 

 

Kon Wajirō studied pattern design (zuan) in architecture at university. He later taught a 

wide range of courses on design at Waseda University. Kon was also a designer and an architect, 

who left a significant collection of sketches and manuscripts that have been revisited by scholars 

in recent years. According to himself, he was good at nothing and never fitted anywhere, except 

at drawing, and thus chose to major in art in school. After college, he experienced acute nihilism, 

which was shaken off after the Great Kanto Earthquake destroyed Tokyo. This disaster led him 

to initiate the work of the Barrack Decoration Society.282 Inspired by the study of the condition 

 
281 Inoue, Shōichi. Yume to miwaku no zentai shūgi. Tōkyō : Bungeishunjū. 2006. 
282 Wajirō, Kon. (1987). Kogengaku nyūmon, Fujimori terunobu edit, Iwanami shoten. p.403-

406. 
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of metropolitan housing, he set out on a journey to survey and sketch minka (the peasants’ 

residences) and topographies of the villages in the provinces, as a member of the Hakubōkai—an 

association of scholars who recorded the folklore, topography, and ethnography in rural Japan 

(fig.7).283 Kon’s research on minka spanned decades and later included areas in colonized Korea 

and Manchuria. Around the same time after the earthquake, he invented an innovative fieldwork 

method to survey the lifestyles and living conditions of people in metropolitan Tokyo, essentially 

creating a new discipline called “modernology” (kōgengaku).  

 

 

Fig.8 Drawing by Kon Wajirō’s brother, writings possibly by Kon Wajirō, 1931. Aomori. 

 

 
283 Kon, Wajirō, (1989). Nihon no minka. Iwanami Shoten. 
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 There are several important pieces of research on Kon Wajirō, including Kuroishi 

Izumi’s numerous books on Kon, which detailed his life work and achievements.284 In addition, 

scholars like Yoonchun Jung critiqued Kon’s study on the minka in the Korean Peninsula. Jung 

argued that despite Kon’s contributions, he studied Korean residential housing through the 

methodology of ethnological studies, which was determined and limited by his colonialist 

stance.285 Building on the previous scholarship, I argue that Kon’s research methodology, 

modernology, emphasized ornaments, which are important for an inquiry into the idea of life in 

the Taishō Period. In addition, Kon’s life differs from the life championed by the cultural elites 

like Bunriha and Watsuji, and his “life” forms an important critique of the colonial conditions 

from within the living space.  

  Kon’s modernology is where we can start investigating his ideas of life and ornaments. 

His methodology of modernology is deceptively simple because of its originality: he walks on 

the streets of Ginza, Asakusa, and other metropolitan centers, observing and sometimes 

following the passersby. At the same time, he records and sketches the fleeting impressions of 

various visual and behavioral elements about them. His “data collections” (saishū) consist of his 

sketches of seemingly miscellaneous details of people living in Tokyo, such as students, workers, 

gentlemen, ladies, and professionals. These details include different patterns and shapes of 

hairdos, beards, clothing, shoes, socks, glasses, hats, neckties, umbrellas, walking sticks, bags, 

bowls, and more (fig.8).286  

 
284 Kuroishi, I. (2015). Tōhoku no shinsai fukkō to Kon Wajirō : monozukuri kurashizukuri no 
chie (1st. ed.). Heibonsha. 
285 Jung, Y. (2014). Wajiro Kon's Architectural Theory on the Development of Korean Minka and 
Its Limitations, 1923-24. Architectural research 16(3):101-107. 
286 Kon, Wajirō (1987). Kōgengaku nyūmon. 
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Fig.8 Kon Wajirō, Kōgengaku nyūmon, p.79 

Moreover, he often sketched interior spaces of houses including all the decorations and 

the objects of everyday use within these spaces—both in Tokyo, suburban areas, and rural areas. 

For instance, in 1926, in his study of the new style families, he stretched an interior space of a 

young couple’s house, and his drawing details included not only the layout of furniture but also 

decorative objects like the detailed patterns of rugs, cushions, pillows, vases, hanging scrolls, 
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paintings, statues, lampshades, flower pots, and more (p.241).287 Lastly, he mapped out the 

locations and flows of some crowds, groups, and individuals, and some of their behaviors in 

public spaces in Tokyo—for example, he made a comparison between a map of picnic spots in 

Inokashira Park and a map of the locations where people committed suicide in the same park in 

1927.288 (P.246-259) 

Kon, a self-aware thinker, compared his modernology to archaeology, ethnology 

(minzokugaku), folklore (minzokugaku), and anthropology. He, however, questioned all these 

disciplines in regard to their research methodology and their object of study. He points out that 

archaeologists deal with objects from historical periods, ethnologists study indigenous people or 

populations who are deemed as savages and uncivilized, and folklorists select “civilized cultures,” 

but only focus on customs or practices that are the residues of older and feudal eras that are 

gradually disappearing. 289 Consequently, all of these disciplines only treat objects of interest that 

are remote in time and in space—their object of study is either in the past or in the Other. 

In contrast, Kon believes that it is more important to study the immediate here-and-

now—to study people (including himself) who are living in this moment right here in Tokyo, 

Japan in 1923. As such, three major categories form the foundation for his records in 

modernology: the appearances and behaviors of metropolitan people; the living spaces of urban 

and rural residents; and topographical distributions of activities of the masses. 

 Kon Wajirō’s questioning of these disciplines is of utmost significance in this era. His 

insistence on modernology caused him to be expelled and rejected by his own mentor, Yanagita 

Kunio, who remains one of the most influential ethnographers and folklorists in Japan. Yanagita 

 
287 Ibid. P.241. 
288 Ibid. P.246-259. 
289 Ibid. p.358-402. 
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studied the customs and oral narratives of the people of rural Japan. His 1910 The Legends of 

Tōno (Tōno monogatari) detailed the narratives of yamabito (people of the mountain), a 

mythological Other refers to the aboriginal or native people in Japan who have lived undisturbed 

by modern civilizations since primordial time.290 Through his research on the people living in the 

rural areas of Japan, Yanagita has, perhaps inadvertently, created a Japanese past that is 

essentialized with unchangeable traditions and mystical origin.291 

It is against such vision that Kon developed his own theory of practice. It is also likely 

that Kon is critiquing the colonial gaze of the disciplines such as ethnology and anthropology in 

the West, given how familiar he was with modern thoughts, such as Social Darwinism, Marxism, 

and social theories by Gabriel Tarde or Émile Durkheim, among others. There are three main 

things Kon takes issue with: history (but not historicity);  “taste” (shumi), or the “enjoyment” of 

the object of study; and conclusion. I will explicate in detail how these contribute to Kon’s own 

method. 

First, in his research methodology, Kon emphasizes the importance of historicity of 

sociological studies on topics such as fashion. According to Kon, up till the end of the 18th 

century, social life was determined by customs, which he means, by an imitation of the tastes of 

the ruling class by their subjects, the people. Here, he utilizes Tarde’s social imitation theory. 

Kon astutely points out that the 18th century was in fact a watershed moment, separating the 

before as the “life of customs” (kanshūteki seikatsu) and the after as the “life of fashion” 

(fasshionteki seikatsu).292  

 
290 Yanagita, K., & Genpon Tōno Monogatari Henshū Iinkai editor. (2022). Genpon, Tōno 
monogatari. Iwanami Shoten. 
291Harootunian, H. D. (2000). Overcome by modernity: history, culture, and community in 
interwar Japan (Course Book). Princeton University Press. 
292 Wajirō, Kon. (1987). Kogengaku nyūmon. P.385. 
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In a truly Foucauldian manner (but 40 years earlier than Foucault), Kon argued that the 

19th century was the century of archaeology.293 This is not only because archaeology was 

systematized and developed into a rigorous science in this period but archaeology also brought 

historical tastes into contemporary life, fashion, and architecture at the same time. Indeed, the 

19th century was marked by Historical Revivalism such as movements like Neo-Renaissance, 

Neo-Gothic, and Neo-Baroque, a focus of discussion in Chapter 3 on Itō Chūta and Meiji Period 

architecture. 

Kon's theory of the history of fashion marks the 20th century as a time of liberation from 

social imitation, an aforementioned theory proposed by Gabriel Tarde. This century saw the 

results of industrial and technological revolutions, which allowed for a "life of rationality" 

(gōriteki seikatsu). Modern life is now constituted through self-determined, individual taste, 

making it crucial to study it scientifically.294 

Here, Kon sheds light on the historicity of the social changes and movements as a totality 

of life, which parallels him with many figures discussed throughout this manuscript. Yet their 

difference is pronounced. While Natsume Sōseki (Chapter 1), Kuki Shūzō (Chapter 2), and 

Nishida Kitarō all have proposed a trans-historical vision of life—a dynamic force that propels 

the collective social changes, only Kon has pointed out here that this idea of “historical life” 

itself is historical, because it is limited by the political and social conditions of the 20th century.  

Second, Kon was against the idea of “taste” (shumi), or, “hobby” (dōraku), in scientific 

research. He repeatedly expressed his detestation and discontent with the current state of research 

attitude as “enjoyment” or “taste” in ethnological and folklorist studies.295 Edward Said’s 
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critique of Orientalism and imperialism in cultural consumption and production can find its 

precursor here.296 Like Said, Kon questions and objects to the fetishization and exploitation of 

the colonial Other that he perceives in ethnology and folklore at his time. 

 The idea of “taste,” such as “taste of China” (shinashumi) and “taste of Korea” 

(chosenshumi), looms large in works by Itō Chūta, Watsuji Tetsurō, Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, as well 

as Yanagi Sōetsu. In this context, taste (shumi) refers exclusively to the fetishization of the 

ethnic, racial, and colonial Other, to whom these modern thinkers are simultaneously attracted 

and repelled. As we recall, the idea of the “taste” of a group, a race, or a nation, also occupied 

centerstage in theories by Kuki and Sōseki (in Chapters 2 and 1), which was a product of the 

elitism and cultivatism (kyōyōshugi) of the intellectual milieus in modern Japan. This 

exploitative and violent “taste” is evidently what Kon is taking issue with as well.  

Instead, Kon maintains an uneasy and ever-shifting definition of a scientific attitude that 

marks a critical distance between the observer and the observed. Harry Harootunian analyzes that 

Yanagita submerges himself into the narratives of the Tōno folklores and creates a “frozen and 

unchanging past of a communal group of people (Japanese).” Unlike Yanagita, Kon maintains a 

critical distance from the object of his study.297 In addition to Harootunian’s insight, Kon also 

seems to me to treat himself as a part of the object, as he argues that “in order to study this 

modern life, the observer (the modernologist) must also live the modern life.”298 Thus, what Kon 

advocates is a research method as living and participating in living the modern life itself.  

So in what ways does Kon conduct the modernology of modern life? In his essays “What 

is Modernology?” and “On General Modernology,” he first proposes that modernology is a study 

 
296 Said, E. W. (2003). Orientalism (25th anniversary ed.). Vintage Books. 
297 Harootunian, H.D. (2000). Overcome by modernity.  
298 Kon, W. (1987). Kōgengaku nyūmon. 
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of customs (fūzoku) in a new manner or method. Yet, he immediately negates and rejects the 

term fūzoku, which means customs, habits, traditions, or cultures. He emphasizes that by fūzoku 

he does not refer to the usual meaning as “to be accustomed to,” or “to always.” Here, he harshly 

criticizes the scholars of fūzoku who took their subject of studies as their “hobbies” (dōraku) and 

views their writings such as those on the customs of Ancient Greek and Edo Period as nothing 

but “chit-chat of the leisure time” (hima no toki ni mudabanashi).299 

 Instead, Kon Wajirō argues his fūzoku designates the meaning of “the condition of life,” 

or “the style of life” (seikatsu yoshiki), which he further defines as “the collective, social life of 

the systematic society that determines and appears on its surface as ‘something.’” 300 In his essay 

“The Collections of Custom Data near the Slums of Fukagawa,” Kon defines fūzoku as “the 

surface appearances (hyōmenteki yōsō) of food, clothing, and housing, that appear randomly as 

customs in human societies.” 301  

The appearances on the surface (hyōmenteki yōsō) that Kon uses here are very important. 

Yō could mean shape, form, manner, state (of affairs), or behavior, while sō refers to 

countenance, appearance, physiognomy, or phenomenon. Thus, we see that yōsō refers 

specifically to the visual surface or sensory impression; it is something not inside but appears on 

the outside. This emphasis on the surface appearance reminds us once again Terada Torahiko’s 

patterns of “cracks” that formed on the surfaces or interfaces of the topographies of the cells in 

Chapter 2.  

In terms of the actual process of his “sample collection in the street” (rojō saishū), he 

specifies the problems he encounters:  

 
299 Ibid. P.155. 
300 Ibid. P.389. 
301 Ibid. P.155. 
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I want to confess that there are often occasions where the recognitions are 

difficult in the process of our data collection. For instance, it is challenging for us 

to recognize the complex curves, the ambiguous colors, and the exact speed of the 

sudden movements of the people. We cannot tell the age, or the professions of the 

observed people. For us, it is practically impossible to measure their bodies or to 

inquire about their sizes. 302 

 

Here, Kon emphasizes the contingent and the fleeting nature of the phenomena and the 

happenings on the street as limiting his data collection. He also highlights the surface, rather than 

the “depth” in the process of his study and recording. This dwell on the surface, as well as the 

impossibility of penetrating the surface, suggests his refusal (or disinterest in) of “depth,” or 

“meaning”—he rejected a conclusive decipher or interpretation of the nature of the objects of his 

studies. In Harry Harootunian’s words, Kon rejected a “hermeneutic reading” of his objects of 

studies, unlike his mentor Yanagita Kunio. 

 This impossibility or unwillingness to penetrate the depth of the surface brings us to the 

third characteristic of Kon’s methodology which is his refusal of conclusion. He explains that 

comparison and categorization are essential for modernology following the data collection on 

streets, and this part of the process is both “social,” and “personal and subjective—as it is always 

irregular.” Thus, he proposes that,  

These fragmentary collected samples should not be treated as something to give 

birth to a conclusion. Rather, they should only provide some revealing or 

suggestive hints. Thus, it should be enough that they just play the role of a 

railroad tie for paving the way for the future.303  

 

It is important to note that Kon and other modernologists arranged and organized the 

samples to juxtapose and compare them both in terms of space and time. However, they avoided 

interpreting the character, nature, or essence of the people or objects of their studies. This 

 
302 Ibid. P.394. Translation by author. 
303 Ibid. P.325-326. Translation by author. 
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rejection of interpretation or conclusion forms a sharp contrast to his mentor and other 

contemporary thinkers mentioned before like Watsuji, Kishida, Yanagi, or Okakura.  

As an architect and designer, what Kon was interested in the architectural space and 

modern life was actually the material, decorative surface—which suggests the intermediate, 

complex, and ever-changing relationships between the modern people and their milieus.  It is 

important to note that his study never attempts a closure, rather, it is always in the process of 

becoming. His modernology is self-conscious of the fact that it must always be a subjective 

narrative, always as a stepping stone or a building block for something else in the future.  

Thus, we see that Kon’s research approach to life is a research method as life itself. He 

writes, that “since the target of research is life, one will feel alienated if one does not also live 

that life.”304 He is weaving a grand social pattern—it is fragmentary, incomplete, impressionistic, 

marked by individual bias, speculations, and limitations, precisely because the subject is part of 

the object, that is life.  

To Kon, life is the totality of the moving, lived experiences—a grand social pattern of 

everyday life that appears on its surface. As mentioned earlier, he was not only researched and 

taught the history of pattern design at Waseda University, but also a designer himself. Among his 

design works, the Former Residence of Watanabe Jinkichi built in 1934 showcased Kon’s vision 

of design as a total art of life, where he had not only participated in the design of the Tudor-

styled house but also produced unique decorative details, including lightings, chandeliers, 

radiator grills, wall plates, and complete sets of silverware (fig.9).  

It is then perhaps not a coincidence that his research of modern life is precisely also his 

research into the pattern of a decorative surface: it consists not just of people’s housing, clothing, 
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hairdo, makeup, and others, but also the colors, shapes, patterns, textures of their surfaces. It 

seems that to Kon, relational details of the space-time of modern life will spontaneously emerge 

from this grand pattern. 

 

 

 

      Fig. 9 Kon Wajirō, design sketches, lightings, wall plates. Former Residence of Watanabe  
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Kon called his own work in the Barrack Decoration Society as the art of the “savages” 

(yabanjin), which declared his resistance to the anthropological and ethnographical lens as well 

as the elitist stance like Bunriha.  Like Georg Simmel and Siegfried Kracauer, Kon saw the ever-

fleeting and enfolding modern life of the immediate now-and-here as the focus of study. But 

unlike Kracauer’s idea of the “mass ornament,” which links the mythical order in the pre-

capitalistic societies and the capitalist or totalitarian logic, Kon discovered in the mass ornament 

a possibility for creativity and reinvention.305  

For instance, in his 1926 article “Survey of the Items in a New Family,” Kon recorded 

almost everything in the house of a newlywed anonymous couple who lived in the suburban area 

of Yamanote, Tokyo. Kon kept minuscule and painstaking details of the household objects and 

their decorative patterns, such as furniture, bottles in the medicine cabinet, toys, lampshades, 

rugs, and cushions (fig.10).306 In the article, he writes that things express individuality (kosei), 

which constructs society. In essence, things express “difference” (sai) itself. According to Kon, 

these objects express sentimentality and the atmosphere of the societal, as well as deep 

consciousness (fukai ishiki) of the individual in a collective sense. Here, he stresses the 

importance of salvaging, refurbishing, and reusing discarded objects like the couple is doing.  307  

His writings explore mass consumption as well as the possibilities of redistribution, remaking, 

and re-reproduction—a cycle that is always in motion. It is within this process of recycling 

objects and decorating that Kon sees a possibility for personal creativity, for people’s own 

making and determining of their individual lives.  

 
305 Kracauer, S., & Levin, T. Y. (1995). The mass ornament : Weimar essays. Harvard University 

Press. 
306 Wajirō, K. (1987). Kōgengaku nyūmon. P. 220-244. 
307 Ibid. P.220-244. 
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Fujimori argues that Kon’s pioneering contribution to modern design lies in his focus on 

mass consumption, rather than the mass production that dominated in his time.308 However, it 

seems to me that Kon is not solely focused on consumption; instead, he is interested in the 

inexhaustible life of material objects for redistribution and recycling.  

 

Fig.10 Kon Wajirō, Kōgengaku nyūmon, p.233-234 

 

In conclusion, the connection between architectural ornamentation and life was 

established in the 1920s, but its roots can be traced back to the late 19th century. The discursive 

space that rejects ornaments put forth by Bunriha was a product of its time. From Okakura to 

Bunriha, a lineage of the cosmic and mystical life was formed among the intellectual thinkers of 

cultural essentialism. However, their idea of "life" did not so much refer to the life of an 

 
308 Fujimori, T. (2017). Kindai Nihon no yōfū kenchiku. Eika hen (1st. ed.). Chikuma Shobō. 
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individual as to the historical life of a single race and nation. Their idea of “life” was 

transcendental, transhistorical, and eternal; it was exclusionary and came at the cost of the life of 

the Colonial Other. 

In contrast, Kon’s “life” seems to be precisely ornamental —it highlights historicity, 

grounded in the concrete, chaotic, and surface details of everyday lives. The difference between 

Bunriha and Kon’s approach can be understood through Karatani’s paradigm in Architecture as a 

Metaphor—the former is the “making” and the latter is the “becoming.”309  We also see that 

Kon’s approach to life is very close to that of Terada Torahiko (and sometimes Kuki in Chapter 

4). To them, life is a pattern appearing on a decorative surface, a dynamic set of relational 

configurations that emerges on the outward façade. Likewise, ornaments, as the etymology 

suggests, come from the idea of order, which is why at the heart of it, it is about the 

(re)arrangement of the time-space that is modern life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
309 Karatani, K., & Speaks, M. (1995). Architecture as metaphor : language, number, money. MIT 

Press. 



 

  219 

Chapter 5  
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Wearing Poetry and Writing Kimonos 

—Yosano Akiko and Takashimaya’s Hyakusenkai 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

One day in 1900, the renowned actress Sarah Bernhardt, arrived at Paris World 

Exposition, demanding to purchase a velvety tapestry from the Takashimaya, a kimono textile 

shop then that later turned into a mega multinational department store. Bernhardt was a fashion 

icon of her time, a model for Alphonse Mucha, an inspiration for Marcel Proust, and featured in 

Jean Cocteau’s poems; she was, in many ways, a central symbol for movements such as Art 

Nouveau, Japonism, and Modernism.310 The tapestry she requested was an intricate embroidery 

of a naturalistic view of waves and seagulls, designed to enter the competition at the Expo. 

However, given the fame of Bernhardt, Takashimaya saw the purchase as part of their 

advertising strategy and decided to send it to the actress’s residence in Paris. When the staff 

arrived at Bernhardt’s place, they were astonished by its sumptuous glamour, describing her as a 

“queen” served by “many maidens.” (fig.1) The star’s room was said to be “decorated with 

kimono textile in Cock’s Comb pattern (keitō moyō),” a piece that she had already purchased 

before from Takashimaya. 311 The kimono textiles essentially served as a means to transform a 

private space into a theatrical, non-quotidian, and fantastical realm. 

 
310 Issac-Goizé, Tina. (2023).The Original Influencer Was French-A Show Dedicated to Sarah 
Bernhardt Celebrates the World’s First Superstar. Vogue. April 2023. 
311 Sueta, T. (2009). Takashimaya hyakunenshi. Yumani Shobō. P.97-98. 
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Bernhardt, photographed at home. Petit Palais, Paris, France. Félix Nadar, Sarah 

Bernhardt chez elle, 1890. From Vogue. 2023. April. 

 

The tapestry in question features a traditional Japanese pattern called “thousands of birds 

with waves” (nami ni chidori). It is 12 shaku long, which is equivalent to about 364 centimeters; 

it has a material of velvet yuzen, a luxurious muslin used to fabricate kimono (fig.2). By 1894, 

Yuzen muslin had accounted for nearly 40% of Japan’s total exports to the world market, and 

Japan had dominated global embroidery exports.  In Japan, particularly in Kyoto or Kansai 

region, which have long been traditional centers for textiles, Takashimaya and Chiso have been 

the leading producers and sellers of embroidery since early Meiji Period.312 In the 1890s, screens, 

tapestries, and embroideries for exports were one of the most important sources of income for 

Japan’s economy. Historians even made claims such as this: “prefiguring the era of steel, cars, 

and high technology, the demand for new apparel fabricated the rise of the modern Japanese 
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economy.”313 It was not until the Russo-Japanese war that the demand for embroideries started to 

decline. It is within such context of modern economy that traditional kimono vendors like 

Takashimaya (in Kansai) and Mitsukoshi (In Tokyo) have risen into the modern mega 

department stores they are today.  

According to One Hundred Years of History of Takashimaya, Bernhardt inquired about 

the meaning of the pattern from the Takashimaya staff, and she was told that it was associated 

with a classical waka poem, “Awajishima/ kayofu chitori no/naku koe ni/ikuyo nezamenu/suma 

no sekimori.” This is a poem written by Minamoto no kanemasa around the early 12th century, 

collected in a classical Japanese poetry anthology, Ogura Hyakunin Isshu. It alludes to the Suma 

chapters in the Tale of Genji when the titular hero Prince Genji was in exile. The poem evokes 

the scene when the poet Kanemasa, through the eyes of Genji, gazes out onto the ocean of the 

Suma Bay, wondering how many times he has been waken by the crying winter plovers across 

the waves. Upon hearing the meaning of the poem, the star was recorded to have gladly 

purchased the tapestry.”314 

  

Fig.1 Underdrawing, tapestry, Takashimaya Archive  

 
313 Dalby, Liza Crihfield. 1993. Kimono : Fashioning Culture. New Haven, Conn.: Yale 
University Press. (Check) 
314 Sueta. T. (2009). P.98. 
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The embroidery pattern on the above yuzen tapestry traces and follows the 

underdrawings (shitae) by Nihonga painter Takeuchi Seihō.315  It evokes a highly realistic and 

three-dimensional view of a gloomy sea, rolling with dark clouds above the moving waves. The 

weavers integrated Western painting techniques such as linear perspective into the design of the 

embroidery to represent a traditional Japanese poetic topos. Here, we find an interesting 

phenomenon that the space of modernity is transformed through a hybridity between the Western 

and Eastern ornamental languages. This episode vividly illustrates many issues that I want to 

explore in this chapter, particularly the patterns and the hybrid, colonial dream space of 

modernity that they create.  

This chapter examines the relation between life, poetry, and pattern through Yosano 

Akiko’s poems written for Takashimaya’s Hyakusenkai. Hyakusenkai was a design committee 

for a luxury kimono line, established in 1913 and continuing until 1994, with a period of 

inactivity during WWII. For the purpose of establishing national fashion trends, the Hyakusenkai 

designed and published patterns and trending colors each season, inviting public competition. 

Kimono makers, including weavers, dyers, painters, and printers from all over the country, then 

created and submitted their works based on these patterns and colors. Subsequently, the 

Hyakusenkai selected outstanding works for publication along with theoretical essays in 

catalogues called shuisho (fig.3). 

 
315 Hirota, Takashi. 2023. Takeuchi seihō to takashimaya : geijutsu to sangyō no setten. Kyōto: 

Shibunkakushuppan. 
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Fig.3 Pattern book, shuisho, Hyakusenkai, No. 54. P.26. Takashimaya Archive, National 

Diet Library Digital Online 
 

 

 In 1919, Yosano Akiko, one of the most important poets in modern Japan, was invited to 

join the Hyakusenkai committee. Her role was multi-faceted: she named various trending colors 

and composed poems for the new patterns. Some of her poems were also written for the selected 

kimonos. (fig.4) Her poems, sometimes written and printed on shikishi—a type of traditional 

decorative paper for poem writings—were published alongside the patterns and trending colors 

in the catalogues called  shuisho, distributed by the Hyakusenkai.  
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           Fig.4 Yosano Akiko at Hyakusenkai, Photographed around 1921, Takashimaya Archive 

 

She continued her collaboration with Takashimaya until her health deteriorated in 1940, 

just two years before she passed away. While she had written a total of 470 poems on these 

Hyakusenkai patterns and kimonos, they are not collected in her anthology and often overlooked 

by the critics.  These poems have been recently revisited by some Japanese researchers, such as 

Yamamoto Masako and Aoki Mihoko, who have documented the cultural significance of these 

poem in their research on the Hyakusenkai’s kimonos.316 This chapter instead delves into the 

political implications of these poems, highlighting the essential role that the discourse on life, or 

life philosophy, played in the design of the Hyakusenkai patterns as well as in Yosano’s poetics. 

By rereading the poems and poetics in conjunction with the pattern designs, this chapter teases 

out the relation between life and pattern, as well as its political and social meanings in this period.  

 
316 Yamamoto, Masako. (2012). The direct influence of Japanese art studies on the creation of 
modern kimono designs—on Takashimaya and Nakai Sōtarō. Ritsumeikan University Core 

Ethics. https://www.r-gscefs.jp/pdf/ce08/ym01.pdf 
Aoki, Mihoko (2003). Taisho Showa shoki no fukushoku ni okeru ryuko no sozo: takashimaya 

hyakusenkai o chushin ni, Design riron, 43 78-79, 2003-11-15, The Japan Society of Design. 

https://www.r-gscefs.jp/pdf/ce08/ym01.pdf
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In addition to Yosano Akiko, the core members, called consultants, of the Hyakusenkai 

committee included poet Horiguchi Daigaku, decorative and yōga artist Wada Sanzō, professor 

of aesthetics Nakai Sōtarō, and lecturer of psychology and design Sugawara Kyōzō.317 

Collectively, their theoretical frameworks and research on colors and patterns contributed to and 

shaped both the process and content of pattern creation.  

The Hyakusenkai was not just a fashion committee, but served as a cultural institution, or 

a cultural salon, where members annually hosted public lectures and symposiums on decorative 

art, design, and on other related social themes and trends. They invited many important public 

intellectuals for lectures, including playwright Osanai Kaoru and Kon Wajirō, who was the 

center of discussion in chapter 4. In the postwar period, this included prominent writers such as 

Tanizaki Junichirō, Satō Haruo, among others. The cultural salons were also organized by these 

intellectuals and artists to facilitate conversations about the central theme of kimono patterns.  

The department of pattern design (zuanka) in Takashimaya was also involved in the 

making of these patterns. Since the beginning of Meiji Period, Takashimaya had hired Nihonga 

artists to draw patterns (shitae) for their textiles and other decorative products, such as screens, 

embroideries, and tapestries. This practice greatly revived the declining industry of Nihonga, as 

well as the struggling traditional textile industry represented by the Nishijin area in Kyoto.  

Many well-known Nihonga artists like Takeuchi Seihō and Kamioka Sekka were involved in the 

pattern creation since their youth. Due to the flourishing international trades of luxury textiles, as 

well as other traditional crafts and decorative objects, and Takashimaya’s vital role in it, the 

interest in pattern and design boomed in the Kansai region, perhaps even earlier than in the 

cultural center of Tokyo. In addition, reversely, these underdrawings, created by the painters, 
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highlight significant affinities between Nihonga paintings and patterns, revealing the inseparable 

connection between traditional Japanese painting and decorative patterns. 

 In 1891, Takashimaya formally established the department of pattern (zuan-ka). They 

invited figures like Takeda Goichi, who was a architect, designer, and professor, to head this 

department. In 1913, for this position, Takeda recommended his own student from the High 

School of Industrial Arts in Kyoto (formerly, Kyoto kōtō kōgei gakkō, now Kyoto Institute of 

Technology).318 This school was one of the birthplaces for modern design in Japan and had 

foundational figures like Asai Chū, who brought Art Nouveau and other design trends in Europe 

back to Japan. By associating with institutions like the High School of Industrial Arts in Kyoto, 

the pattern department at Takashimaya played a significant role in promoting modern design. 

And through their pattern design, Hyakusenkai reveals intimate connections between decorative 

patterns and paintings in modern Japan. 

 

2. The Modern Space of Kimono Textiles 

With the cultural background above in mind, I claim that it is through the medium of 

textiles and patterns that Takashimaya has refashioned not only the interior living spaces but also 

metropolitan urban spaces. More specifically, it is the theme, style, and form of kimono as well 

as kimono patterns that determined Takashimaya’s essential role in creating a hybrid, fantastical, 

interval space of modernity. 

The customer base for Takashimaya was initially composed of foreigners and Japanese 

aristocratic families. By wining accolades and metals in world expositions in Europe and 

America, its reputation and sales rose in the late 19th century. Due to their success overseas, they 
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had won awards in national expositions as well. This reverse route of commercial strategy 

established Takashimaya as one of the most prominent brands in the Meiji period.  

Because their target was the European and American market during a period when 

Japonisme reached new heights, Takashimaya’s designers weaved oriental and orientalist 

aesthetics into their designs. They have integrated Western pictorial elements into their early 

designs, merging the styles of Japonisme with those of Art Nouveau, Impressionism, as well as 

other modern art movements. Always sensitive to the cutting edge of fashion trends in the West, 

Hyakusenkai’s kimonos were thus not simply traditional or modern, but rather an ambiguous 

mixture of both. 

By the early 20th century, Kimono had exerted significant influence on modern fashion of 

Europe and America, particularly through its vertical and straight form.319  Before WWI, 

Western dresses utilized tailored and organically shaped fabric patterns designed to resemble, fit, 

and accentuate the curvatures of female bodies, such as the those in the Edwardian Era. But 

around the 1920s, dresses (such as the flappers’) with straight and vertical lines transformed 

female body into a more masculine and sleek form. Zhang Xiaohong’s astute study Fashioning 

Modernity details how the straight lines of Chinese clothing in the Republican Era reformation 

entail a force for revolution and resistance.320  Showcasing the speed and technology, Western 

fashion emphasized streamline and machine aesthetics of the 1920s, the era of Art Deco.  As the 

straight lines started to sweep across Europe and America, the shapes of female clothings in the 

West also began to resemble those of the kimonos.  

 
319 Fukai, A. (2017). Kimono to japonisumu : Seiyō no me ga mita Nihon no biishiki (1st. ed.). 

Heibonsha. P.257-296. 
320 Zhang, X. (2021). Shi shang xian dai xing = The modernity of fashion (Beijing di 1 ban.). 

Sheng huo, du shu, xin zhi san lian shu dian. 
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The dichotomy between curved and straight lines is discussed in Chapter 2 in the context 

of Kuki Shūzō’s The Structure of Iki. In this philosophical treatise, he argues that the straight 

lines express the vitality (iki) of the Japanese people to the greatest degree. In contrast, this vital 

energy is absent in design patterns with organic curves. His preference for straight lines strongly 

mirrors that of the architect Kishida Hideta. Chapter 4 analyzes how Kishida’s writing and 

photography of Japanese architectural history is constructed only with straight lines. As such, 

straight lines have been linked to the life discourse. Japanese art, architecture, and kimono, with 

their emphasis on straight lines, was thought to possess a vital quality, an essence of life. Here, 

life is both modern and eternal, as it is, ultimately, life of the nation. 

The modern form of kimono derived from kosode, literally means “small sleeves,” from 

the Edo period. Kosode descended from the robes in the Heian Period, in an emulation of Tang-

Chinese style.321 As its name suggests, its sleeve openings are much smaller. Its overall shape is 

defined by straight lines, while its lapels are characterized by asymmetrical, diagonal lines.322  

Such form dominated by asymmetry and vertical orientation influences the distribution of 

patterns. For instance, motifs of patterns have often been designed to parallel the vertical or 

diagonal lines. 

Kosode has a particularly modern quality not only because of its straight lines, but also 

due to its unique spatial and formal malleability, which is enabled by its patterns as a nexus of 

different types of media. This phenomenon of spatial malleability is evident in the pattern books 

(hinagata-bon).  Hinagatabon are manuals of woodblock prints of kimono patterns circulated in 

the Edo period that designers and vendors used to advertise their products. Sometimes they were 

also used as guidebooks for other designers and printers. Some well-known ukiyo-e painters also 

 
321 Milhaupt, T. S. (2014). Kimono : a modern history. Reaktion books. 
322 Ibid. 
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designed kimonos and participated in the making and flourishing of these pattern books, such as 

Hishikawa Monorobu.323 Hinagatabon was not only used for kimonos, but also for various 

decorative objects, such as lacquerware, metalware, ceramics, chinas, and even for the 

architectural ornaments. They continued to circulate until the Meiji Period (a topic discussed in 

chapter 3), contributing to Meiji’s historical revivalism and ornate architectures.  

The transmissible nature of pattern allows it to be applied to different decorative surfaces 

of various spaces. These pattern books suggest that patterns are fundamentally a type of media. 

In fact hinagatabon were created by woodblocks which are essentially a type of pattern, model, 

template, or blueprint, that can be utilized repetitively for printing, production, and widespread 

circulation. As such, pattern can travel, transmit, and cover surfaces formed in different spaces or 

times.  

The spatial and formal malleability of kimonos is also evident in how they were used. 

Some pattern books and paintings, such as a type of folding screens called Whose Sleeves 

(tagasode), show that kimonos were hung on the stand (emonkake) for display, perfumed by 

incense, and perhaps serving as ornamental decorations, or even spatial partitions. (fig.5) As the 

name emonkake suggests, it is the patterns (mon) of the garments (e) that are hung (kake). The 

focus on the patterns here reveals that kimonos always have had a multi-media presentation as 

decorative surfaces. It is then not surprising that during the Japonisme boom at the end of the 

19th century in Europe and America, the rising, affluent middle-class families purchased kimonos 

to decorate the interior space, as the episode at the beginning of the chapter indicated. 

 

 
323 Siffert, B. Y. (1992). "Hinagata Bon": The Art Institute of Chicago Collection of Kimono 
Pattern Books. Museum Studies (Chicago, Ill.), 18(1), 86–103. https://doi.org/10.2307/4101580 

Fujisawa, Murasaki. Bijinga to hinagata.  
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   Fig. 5 Tagasodezu, 17th century, colors and gold on paper, H 160; W 361.5, Miho Museum  

 

The Hyakusenkai takes advantage of the spatial and formal versatility of kimono textiles 

within their exhibition space. Since its establishment in 1913, the Hyakusenkai has frequently 

showcased their kimonos in public halls through an event called the Hyakusenkai Exhibition 

(hyakusenkai chinretsukai). From old photographs, we can observe their elaborately patterned 

kimonos suspended over stands arranged in multiple rows of varying heights, creating a 

multitude of overlapping layers of decorative planes. 324  

It is precisely these textiles, with their decorative surfaces, that played a vital role in 

allowing Takashimaya to lead the realm of interior design in Japan. Takashimaya specialized in 

almost all aspects of luxurious interior designs and decorations, including furniture, lighting, 

wallpapers, and draperies through the work of their pattern department (zuanka) and decoration 

department (sōshokubu). Their monopoly on luxury decoration also extends to the decoration of 

the interior space of modern transportation, such as luxury cruise ships, trains, and automobiles. 

For instance, they decorated the lounges, suites, and dining rooms of Asama-maru in 1929 and 

Tatsuda-maru in 1930, often in the Georgian and Classical style blended with traditional 

 
324 Sueta, T. (2009). Ibid. 
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Japanese motifs and materials.325 For instance, the luxury ship Asama-maru traveled between 

Japan and San Francisco, and featured Roman-styled pool and theater stage.  

In addition, Takashimaya had produced drop curtains for Kabuki theaters, the all-women 

dance troupe Takarazuka, and the Imperial Theatre in the 1910s. Besides, they assumed the 

responsibility of decorating governmental institutions, such as the Japanese embassy in Peking.  

They furnished various imperial palaces and aristocratic residences in Japan.  In 1934, they 

decorated the interior of the palace of Pu Yi, the puppet emperor of Manchuko. The palace was 

located in Shinkyō, present-day Chang Chun, in the Jilin Province of China.326  Takashimaya 

expanded their business to the colonies and semi-colonies in Korea, Taiwan, and Manchuria, 

collaborating with the Southern Manchurian Railroad Company (mantetsu) since 1901. They 

furnished the interior of the Yamato Hotel in Dalian, a Renaissance-styled monumental building 

financed by the Southern Manchurian Railroad Company that was an important location to 

receive political, diplomatic, and military figures.327  

During the 1920s, the economic structure shifted and tended towards an urban culture of 

mass consumption and entertainment, with the spread of democratic ideologies, which led to 

Takashimaya expanding their business to cater to the rising upper-middle and middle-class in the 

metropolitan centers. In addition to the interior space of the elite society, they started offering 

products that were tailored to the tastes and needs of this new demographic. This period saw an 

emergence and flourish of Takashimaya’s designs and decorations that reflected an orientalist 

 
325 Setagaya Bijutsukan. (2013). "Kurashi to bijutsu to Takashimaya" ten : Setabi ga, hyakkaten 
no futa o aketemita = Art + living : Takashimaya, the department store as a culture setter. 

Setagaya Bijutsukan. P. 177 
326 Sueta, T. (2009). Takashimaya hyakunenshi. Yumani Shobō. p.373. 
327 Ibid. p.200. 
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taste (toyo shumi) of the middle class in Japan.328 This orientalist taste for Asian design is not 

merely a reverse import of a Western design trend but also inherently colonial, as it celebrates 

the “exotic” resources and materials that Japan extracted from its colonies in East Asia and 

Southeast Asia. This orientalist issue is evident in the patterns and textiles of the Hyakusenkai as 

well, which I will discuss in length in the next section.  

Following the devastating Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923, Takashimaya contributed to 

the reconstruction efforts by providing a special type of wallpaper that was water-resistant and 

could regulate temperature (to a certain degree) for the temporary barracks built after the 

disaster.329 Kon Wajirō, in his study of the pattern of the mass modern life in Tokyo following 

the earthquake, noted these wallpapers, which were made by mixing asphalt and paints and 

applied to cover the surfaces of the barracks. This study is the center of discussion in chapter 4.  

As such, we see that Takashimaya’s sumptuous style highlights a blending of Japanese 

motifs and styles with European pictorial elements. This hybridity is pivotal in shaping and 

transforming modern space, creating a non-quotidian, extraordinary, and theatrical space that 

emphasizes the point of multi-cultural interactions. This space of interval is even more 

pronounced when considering the mobile interiority of those lavish transoceanic and 

transcontinental vehicles—a colonial and imperial dream space in essence.  

 

3. Kimono Patterns and Poetic Topos 

 

 
328 Oh, Y. (2019). Oriental Taste in Imperial Japan: The Exhibition and Sale of Asian Art and 

Artifacts by Japanese Department Stores from the 1920s through the Early 1940s. The Journal of 
Asian Studies, 78(1), 45–74. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021911818002498 
329 Ibid. p.278. 
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The Hyakusenkai often utilized classic poetry as inspiration for their patterns, such as the 

New Manyo pattern in 1928, which is based on the Manyoshu, an imperial anthology of poems. 

But this was not their invention: poetry has always been a significant source of traditional 

patterns, and sometimes patterns directly weave in words from poems. For instance, Chinese 

characters, such as uguisu (bush warbler), which often associated with the spring in classic 

poetry, were often used as patterns for kimono. Sometimes, patterns with selected words from 

specific poems serve as clues that allow viewers to conjure up the entire poem in a literary and 

artistic game.330  

In addition, kimono patterns are often based on celebrated places (meisho) in classic 

poetry. Kimono patterns derived from such poetic topos were particularly popular during the 

tourism boom in the Edo period. ‘The Plovers and the Waves’ at the beginning of the chapter is 

just one of the examples. Further, literature, particularly classics like the Tale of Genji and the 

Tale of Ise, has also been an important source of patterns. It is worthwhile to note that both Genji 

and Ise are fictional narratives that revolve around poetry too—a genre called uta-monogatari. 

And the Edo period kimono patterns based on these tales, such as the Wheel of Carriage pattern 

(Genji kuruma) and the Evening Faces pattern (Yugao), often evoke the fictional, poetic space 

within the tale.331  

 Yosano Akiko’s poems written for the Hyakusenkai shed light on this poetic spatiality of 

kimonos and their patterns. Her poems like the three below evoke the fictional, classical poetic 

topos.  

Put it on, 

 
330 Kokuritsu Rekishi Minzoku Hakubutsukan, & JAC Project. (1999). Edo mōdo daizukan : 

kosode monʾyō ni miru bi no keifu = Edo à la mode : aesthetic lineages seen in kosode kimono 
motifs. NHK Puromōshon. 
331 Ibid.  
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The pattern of pastel and crayon, 
Watch as the Fuji cherries bloom, 

Enveloped in mist under the moon. 
 

Kiru bekari/ kurepasu moyō/fuji-sakura/oborozukiyo ni/kata miru bekari (no.123)332 

This poem written in 1929 possibly alludes to the Tale of Genji, as oborozukiyo might 

refer to chapter 22 where Genji’s affair with the consort of the crown prince transpired on a 

misty moon night when the cherry blossoms were blooming. Yosano Akiko here uses the 

moonlit space to convey the haziness of the texture and colors of the pattern inspired by pastel 

and crayon. 

Golden chrysanthemums, 

And red Indianwood, 
Adorned the emperor’s palace, 

Where neither spring nor autumn passes.  
 

(Konjiki no/kiku yo sohō yo/konō no chōseiden ha/haru aki mo nashi. no. 104)333 

Again, Yosano utilizes the pattern as a mitate to manifest the poetic topos, the Palace of 

the Eternal Life (chōseiden) of Emperor Tang Xuanzong. It is possible that Yosano is referring to 

the first chapter in the Tale of Genji, which alludes to the classical Chinese poem Song of 

Everlasting Sorrow (chang heng ge) about the tragic love between Xuanzong and his consort, 

Yang. To Yosano, the kimono pattern here mirrors a fictive, classical poetic space of 

timelessness. 

Striped patterns of Yoshino, 
Trace a narrow path of ivies, 

Chasing autumn’s fleeting dreams. 
 

(Tadoramashi/aki no yume o ba/oi na mashi/yoshino kandō/tsuta no hosomichi no. 

237)334 

 
332 Takashimaya shiryōkan edit. Yosano Akiko to hyakusenkai: sakuhin to shiryō, Takashimaya 

Shiryōkan press. 2015. P. 54. Translation by author. 
333 Ibid. P. 51. Translation by author. 
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The “Narrow Path of Ivies” (tsuta no hosomichi) is a well-known poetic topos from the 

Tale of Ise. It is associated with feelings of homesickness and lament during travels in autumn 

time. The “yoshino-kandō” pattern is a type of striped pattern, which the Hyakusenkai 

modernized by adding floral and vegetative designs. This could be why Yosano used this striped 

pattern to simulate the poetic space of “the Narrow Path of Ivies.”  

Besides poetic spaces, the Hyakusenkai patterns also unfold architectural and 

architectonic spaces, which are linked to fiction, fantasy, and other forms of cultural imaginary. 

For instance, they designed the New Gothic pattern in 1928 and the New Rococo pattern in 1930. 

They also created the New Egypt Pattern in 1929 and the Spain Pattern in 1932 based on the 

Egyptian palaces and Spanish Alhambra Palace. Below are some examples of Yosano’s poems.  

The roses bloom, 
Adorning Santa Maria, 

For those pining for their beloved. 

(Bara saki nu/santa maria o/kazaru tame/koishiki hito o/omou ko no tame. no. 85)335   
 

This 1928 poem about the New Gothic pattern represents the space of the Gothic 

Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, and it could refer to any cathedrals constructed in the Gothic 

style. The rose pattern in the poem serves as a symbol for the Virgin Mary and the stained glass 

of the rose windows typically found in these cathedrals. Intriguingly, the 1920s also witnessed 

the rise of Art Deco skyscrapers in New York, which often incorporated Neo-Gothic architectural 

elements. In later sections, I will explore the relationship between the Hyakusenkai design and 

Art Deco in more detail. 

A dazzling whirlpool, 

Of eternal, shimmering gold,   
New Rococo pattern, 

Knows no bound. 

 
334 Ibid. P. 70. Translation by author. 
335 Ibid. P. 46. Translation by author. 
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(Shin-rokoko/kiwamari mo naku/mabayukere/iro no uzumaki/ougon no paku. No.181)336 

The gold leaf depicted in the above 1930 poem was a signature of Rococo, heavily 

applied to the architectural ornaments, paintings, and textiles in the Rococo Period. Yosano’s 

poem evokes the golden circular curvatures of the sumptuous architectural interior of the Rococo 

style. The organic curves of Rococo is formally similar to that of karakusa patterns—a kind of 

arabesque-like pattern in Japan and Asia that is at the center of discussion in Chapter 4. The 

poem below in 1936 depicts this. 

To the maiden,   
Karakusa pattern,  
Dedicate bundles of grapes,  

In purple, rouge, and golden.  

(Karakusa ga/kin to enji to/murasaki no/budou no fusa wo/otome ni okuru. No.371)337  

Karakusa emerged as a prominent fashion trend around the 1930s according to a 

journalistic report in the magazine Fashion of Textile (Senshoku no ryūkō).338 Here, the grape 

karakusa pattern was associated with Christianity, and its similar form, arabesque, was not only 

used to decorate but also simulate the divine space in Islamic architecture. Moreover, grape 

karakusa has been seen on the murals in the Dunhuang Caves to simulate the cosmos of Pure 

Land, the Buddhist paradise, perhaps suggesting ancient cultural interchanges through the Silk 

Road.339  

In 1933, the Daimaru department store Daimaru reopened its Shinsaibashi store in Osaka, 

with its building designed by William Merell Vories (1880-1964), the founder of the architectural 

company Vories & Co. The front façade heavily features karakusa, and the ceilings were adorned 

 
336 Ibid. P. 62. Translation by author. 
337 Ibid. P.91. Translation by author. 
338 Shenshoku no ryūkō (1920-). Inanishi Press.  https://ndlsearch.ndl.go.jp/books 
339 Habu, Kiyo. (1999). Sōshoku to dezain. Showadō press.  
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with Islamic arabesque and star patterns (fig.6). The department store also combines Neo-Gothic 

and Neo-Renaissance architectural styles, which is a common ornate hybridity between the 

Orient and the Occident was prevalently in the late Meiji Period. This fusion of historical styles 

was led by architects like Itō Chūta and Josiah Condor, as discussed in Chapter 3. Therefore, the 

department store as a cultural institute has created a sumptuous architectural space of a 

fantastical, hybrid world of cultures, while the karakusa pattern in the poem was utilized to 

simulate an architectonic space that pertains to its era. 

 

 

        Fig. 6 Daimaru Department Store Shinsaibashi Entrance, Osaka, Photographed by Ma, 2023 

 

While the fusion of various cultures and styles was symptomatic of a search for authentic 

cultural identity in the Meiji period, it became a signifier for an escapist world of consumerist 

fantasy. Many of Yosano Akiko’s poems evoke non-Japanese, exotic architectural spaces of 

fantasy, which include places like Egypt and Spain, such as the four poems below.  

Come see the land, 
Of fire Phoenix and Cleopatra, 
Thus spoke Takashimaya. 
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(Hi no tori to/kureopatora no/ejiputo o/ki te miyokashi to/takashimaya yuu. No.136)340 

Here arrives the spring, 
Castanets rings, 

From Southern Spain. 
 
(Yayoi kinu/ kasutanetto o/narashi tsutsu/ minami no kuni no/isupaniya yori. No. 226)341 

 
Stripes of silk crepe, 

Like the cherry blossoms, 
In the Alhambra gardens.   
 

(Chirimen no/kandō ni yori/sakura saku/aruhanbua no/sono no hana mo. No. 234)342 

Brocades of Ezo, 
Weave and form, 
The myriad of flowers, 

In Northern Europe. 
 

     (Orare tari/ezo nishiki to ha/koto kawaru/kitaōshū no/hana no iroiro. No. 273)343 

These poems emphasize the physical place where the fabrics were produced, such as the 

Sarasa from India, the kandō (a type of luxurious, stripe-patterned textile imported through 

nanban trade from Portugal and Spain in the 15th and 16th centuries) from Spain, and the Ezo 

brocade (ezo nishiki) from China. Additionally, the poems reflect the materials and resources 

extracted from the colonies in the global south during this colonial period.  

Maidens adorned in,  
Robes of camellias, 

Turned the old capital, 
Into Southern Isles.  

 
(Otome tachi/ tsubaki no kinu o/ki yo so hi te/minami no shima ni/narinu miyako mo. No. 
354)344 

 

 
340 Takashimaya shiryōkan edit. Yosano Akiko to hyakusenkai: sakuhin to shiryō. P. 56. 

Translation by author. 
341 Ibid. P. 68. Translation by author. 
342 Ibid. P. 69. Translation by author. 
343 Ibid. P. 75. Translation by author. 
344  Ibid. P. 87. Translation by author. 



 

  240 

Have we crossed the sea, 
To the Southern Countries? 

Watch the coconut trees, 
Woven on grounds of silvery, 

With crimson strings. 
 
(Umi ko e te/ko shi nankoku no/ko no mi o ba/gin no ji ni oru/kurenai no ito. No.358)345 

 

These two poems above were written in 1933 when the war had escalated since the 

Manchuria Incident in 1931. The South Sea (nanyo), or, South Islands (nankoku), is a sinister 

colonial term that broadly refers to the Southeast Asian countries and Pacific islands in the 

tropics and the subtropics, particularly with the image of aboriginal tribes in Taiwan or 

Micronesia. Nankoku and its tropical exoticism have been romanticized in art, literature, poetry, 

and popular culture from at least the 1910s to the 1930s, suggesting an increasingly close 

economic and political tie between the empire and the colonies.346 The above poem No. 358 by 

Yosano might allude to the famous poem-turned-national folksong by Shimazaki Tōson, 

Coconut (yashi no mi). Hence, from the 1930s to the last moment in 1940, Yosano Akiko’s 

poems for the Hyakusenkai have only turned increasingly more nationalistic, and occasionally, 

fascist—the two below written in 1940 explicitly celebrates the empire’s occupation of the space 

that is East Asia. 

Behold! 
The power of East Asia overflows, 

Hundreds of summer flowers, 
On the garments grow. 
 

(Ware no mi te/tōa no chikara/afuru to su/natsu no hakushū no/hanagoromo ni mo. No. 
460)347 

 

 
345 Ibid. P. 87. Translation by author. 
346 Tierney, Robert Thomas. 2010. Tropics of Savagery :the Culture of Japanese Empire in 

Comparative Frame. 1st ed. Berkeley [Calif.]: University of California Press. P.1-37. 
347 Takashimaya shiryōkan edit. Yosano Akiko to hyakusenkai: sakuhin to shiryō. P.112. 

Translation by author. 
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Hard-earned peace, 
Of the Great East Asia, 

Radiates its light, 
On the flowering robe. 

 

 (Tai naru/tōa no heiwa/ito na ma n/hikari o shimesu/haru no koromo ni. No. 450)348 

 

Gaston Bachelard and poetic space  

To tease out the relations between space and kimono, I propose a reading of philosopher 

Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space (1957). Bachelard’s multi-faceted theory deals with the 

intricate and inherent relations between poetics, architecture, and space. It can shed light on the 

modern tanka and kimono patterns by the Hyakusenkai, especially since Bachelard’s poetics was 

heavily influenced by Henri Bergson’s theory on life as creation.  

In Poetics of Space, Bachelard criticizes the psychoanalyst approach to poems, which is 

only interested in the human behind the poem. He also critiques the phenomenologist approach 

to poetic image, because he sees them as only applicable to the lived experience and the living. 

In contrast, he argues that poetic image is radically new and it has not existed anywhere 

before.349 (109) Instead, he proposes a phenomenological reading of the poems that he called 

“topoanalysis.”  

In the first phenomenological inquiry of the poetic imagination, the isolated image, 

the phrase that carries it forward, the verse, or occasionally the stanza in which 
the poetic image radiates, form language areas that should be studied by means of 
topoanalysis.350 

 

 
348 Ibid. p.110. Translation by author. 
349Bachelard, Gaston, trans. Jolas, M. (2014). The poetics of space. Penguin Books. P.109 (kindle 
version)  
350 Ibid. p.102. 
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In a true Bergsonian sense, Bachelard argues for a radical newness of poetic images: 

since poetic images are surprising and unpredictable, it means that a poetic image eludes 

causality and is not derived from culture or human perception. He writes,  

By its novelty, a poetic image sets in motion the entire linguistic mechanism. The 

poetic image places us at the origin of the speaking being. P.88 
 

Therefore, when one experiences the newness of a poetic image, one experiences its 

inter-subjectivity (91), and one participates in the joy of its creativity. (99) Such poetic image 

then opens up a “dialectics of inside and outside.” 

By giving the images their ontological value, the dialectics of within and without, 
which leads to a dialectics of open and closed. (134) 

 

What I find useful in Bachelard’s theories is that, while language designates specific 

meanings, imposes boundaries, and creates within and without, the poetic images always open up 

to the outside within the limited possibilities of the enclosed and inside. According to him, 

through the radical newness of poetic languages, the outside and the inside, and the opened and 

the enclosed, “mutually seeps or infiltrates into each other.” 351 As such, poems must be analyzed 

through their spatiality or topos, and vice versa. In this way, Bachelard’s Bergson-inspired 

poetics of space can serve as a framework for us to understand the relations between modern 

space-time and the Hyakusenkai’s patterns and poems, which are also influenced by the 

discourse on life in its time. 

As discussed earlier in this chapter (as well as Chapters 2, 3, and 4), Takashimaya’s 

textiles were both produced by and produced the modern space. This modern textile space has a 

multi-faceted duality—one that is enclosed and static, but also emphasizes speed and movement; 

both East and West; both traditional and modern; both quotidian and fantastical; both of colonies 

 
351 Ibid. p.211-232. 
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and the metropole; and finally both international and ultra-nationalistic. The use of kimono 

textiles, innovative chemical dyeing technologies, and changes in trades and production in 

modernity enabled Takashimaya to create this space. 352 Additionally, the media of pattern, 

particularly poetic patterns, allowed spaces to be warped and transposed onto one another. 

So far, we have sketched the basic outlook of the activities of Takashimaya through 

pattern and space. In the following sections, I will delve deeper into the theories behind the 

Hyakusenkai’s pattern-making and the poetry by Yosano and her circle of associates. We will 

see that both are fundamentally structured through the life philosophy of this time. 

  

4. Patterns as Life 

Every season, the Hyakusenkai published a shuisho—a pamphlet of essays alongside 

patterns, detailing the cultural backgrounds and theories behind each pattern. An examination of 

these pamphlets from 1919 to 1940 reveals that the most salient theoretical apparatus for pattern 

formation here is life.  

Hyakusenkai’s patterns were designed to be the expression of life. They were meant to 

manifest “the life or the spirit of the Japanese nation and the Japanese people (kokumin 

seishin).”353 Virtually all design patterns of Hyakusenkai stressed life as the national spirit. All of 

their patterns were drawn from the repertoire of traditional Japanese motifs and then merged with 

modern and Western elements. Many of their names even directly referred to life, or a national 

vitality, such as the New Japan Pattern (shin wa mōyō) in 1921; La Vie Pattern in 1926 and 

1927; The Vivant Pattern in 1930; The New Life of Japan Pattern (shin sei nihon mōyō) in 1932; 

 
352 Nitanai, Keiko, and Leeyong Soo. 2017. Kimono Design : an Introduction to Textiles and 
Patterns. Tokyo ; Rutland, Vermont: Tuttle Publishing. 
353 Takashimaya Hyakunenshi. P.  
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the New Growing Life Pattern (shin sei sei chō) in 1934; the New Life Bird and Flower Pattern 

(sei sei chō shin kachō mōyō) in 1934; the New Vivace Pattern in 1937; the Trait Qui Vit pattern 

(torekibi chō, meaning the living line) in 1937. This section will focus on the New Karakusa 

pattern and the New Stripe patterns among these examples. 

It is important to note that the author of the patterns is never specified in shuisho. Each 

shuisho is consistently and simply signed with Hyakusenkai. As mentioned before, the 

Hyakusenkai had five main consultants who formed its core committee. Among them were poets 

Yosano Akiko and Horiguchi Daigaku were poets, professor of aesthetics Nakai Sōtarō, Yōga 

painter and decorative artist Wada Sanzō, and lecturer on fashion and psychology, Sugawara 

Kyōzō.  Some themes clearly indicated the interests or specializations of some of these 

consultants, such as the theme of Sanraku in 1924, an Edo painter of the Kano School, which 

was probably suggested by Nakai, who wrote a monograph Eitoku and Sanraku in 1927. In fact, 

according to the research of Yamamoto Masako, Nakai might have been the mastermind behind 

the theorization of many of these patterns, however, it seems that this is not a definitive 

conclusion.354 

It seems to me that it is best to understand the patterns as a collective creation by the 

clusters of artists, poets, and theorists, associated with the Hyakusenkai. This anonymity is 

significant here as it is intimately tied to the formation of pattern as a collective and collaborative 

process of the generations of nameless or anonymous craftsmen and designers. This nameless 

simplicity and elegance of patterns recall Yanagi Sōgetsu’s concept of mingei and pattern, 

discussed in detail in Chapter 4.  It also points to the nature of patterns as self-regulating and 

 
354 Yamamoto, Masako. (2012). The direct influence of Japanese art studies on the creation of 
modern kimono designs—on Takashimaya and Nakai Sōtarō. Ritsumeikan University Core 

Ethics. https://www.r-gscefs.jp/pdf/ce08/ym01.pdf 
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self-arising, as they always emerge from the repetitions of some earlier patterns and then form 

variations of them.  

The theoretical apparatus of life structures almost all themes of the Hyakusensai from its 

onset to 1940. In the 53rd issue, autumn, the pattern is set on the New Karakusa (shinyō 

karakusa). In the shuisho, it writes that the New Karakusa pattern is “a revival of the classics, 

and simultaneously expresses modern sensations as modern ideals.” This is because, it notes, 

while the traditional karakusa was seen “in the luxurious fabrics of the Shosōin collections,” in 

modern times, karakusa is established through the “abstraction of the lines (sen), the planes 

(men), and the colors (iro)—born out of the tensest life (mottomo kinchō shita seimei).” And 

because this most intense form of life omits and deletes all unnecessary and superfluous elements, 

karakusa is established through “the abstraction and simplification of all colors, planes, and 

lines.”355  

In addition, because the New Karakusa patterns take the forms of nature like floral and 

birds, they are mostly made of organic curves (kyokusen). These curves are the expressions of 

the “rhythms of life; they are the traces (konseki) of vital movements.”356  It concludes then that 

nothing more than the karakusa pattern captures the “élan vital”—the spring of life. Because 

Karakusa is born from nature, but “transcend the nature,” it is the idealization of nature.357 

According to the shuisho pamphlet, just as Japanese modern culture is a synthesis of the 

indigenous and the Western cultures, the good patterns always merge and combine the traditional 

and the contemporary or Western elements. And in the case of karakusa, the traditional karakusa 

patterns in Japan, such as those in the Horyūji Temple and in Noh play costumes, are synthesized 

 
355 Hyakusenkai zukan. (1935). p.5 
356 Ibid. p.6. 
357 Ibid. p.6. 
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with the arabesques in Central Asia, or, with the curves in Rococo Period France.358 In the 54th 

issue, Spring 1936, the pamphlet further specifies the reasoning behind this karakusa pattern, 

In modernity, which is a time period that is most forcefully extending itself, for 
every living being, the form of its life is condensed into a curve (kyokusen), 
glimmering a pure and bright beauty.359 

Based on painting, sculpture, architecture, crafts, and also expressed in literature, 
music, theatre, and even sports, everything that is called the new art is the 

expression of the will of this curve of karakusa pattern.360 

Here, the committee’s conceptualization of the New Karakusa pattern is reminiscent of 

the architect Itō Chūta’s theory mentioned in Chapter 3. As we recall, karakusa is one of the few 

archetypes of patterns that might have originated in Egypt and been most widely used in the 

architecture of Ancient Greece. Possibly originated in religious rituals, they are often seen on the 

Greek orders, taking the organic shapes of the acanthus leaves and their swirling and intertwined 

forms. A dynamic sense of movement has allowed them to travel across various decorative 

surfaces (from architecture to clothing) and margins, and regenerate across different cultures, 

regions, and periods. Yosano had composed at least 10 poems on the New Karakusa kimono 

pattern in 1934, and I will include 7 here that are most relevant. 

Even cockscomb, 
And celosia,  

Splendid and seductive,   
Are spellbound, 
By the karakusa. 

 
Karakusa ni/hikarete ireba/namamekashi/kano keitō mo/ganraikō mo. (380)361 

 
358 Ibid. p.8. 
359 Hyakusenkai zukan. (1936). Hyakusenkai edit. P. 3 
360 Ibid.  
361 Takashimaya shiryōkan edit. Yosano Akiko to hyakusenkai: sakuhin to shiryō. P. 93. 

Translation by author. 
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In the patterns published in 1936, many detailed the intertwined vines and leaves 

punctuated by peonies, acanthus, or honeysuckles—all of which are traditionally common motifs 

used in the karakusa patterns (fig.7). In terms of the fabric, the pamphlet emphasizes how the 

dying technique of shibori creates a three-dimensionality into the karakusa. While the 

aforementioned grape karakusa pattern, which shows the rhythmic vines and creepers with 

bundles of grapes, is a pattern that has been found in the decorative objects and arts along the 

Silk Road, in particular, from the Sassanid Dynasty (224-651AD). As chapter 3 detailed, Itō 

Chūta, during his Eura-Asian expedition in search of the origin and connections of the karakusa 

pattern, found a Chinese bronze mirror in the national museum in Jerusalem that features the 

pattern of grape karakusa and sea monsters. The image of grape karakusa in the late Meiji Period 

would probably bring to mind the Tenpyō era and the Silk Road, and so functions as the perfect 

hybrid of cultures that Takashimaya represented.  
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            Fig.7 Pattern book, Shuisho, Hyakusenkai, No. 54, National Diet Library Digital Online 

 

Likewise, celosia (ganraikō) might have also been imported from China and also 

appeared in Sei Shōnagon’s Pillow Book (fig.8). It was also seen in meibutsugirei, the luxurious 

textile imported from China and used for entertainment in tea ceremonies and equipment. In 

either case, just like Itō’s quest in Chapter 3, the karakusa is seen as possessing an exuberant life 

that extends across histories and religions, something that is revived again in modernity. 

Yosano’s poems detail precisely this dynamic principle or the vital formal quality of the 

karakusa as it links to the religious, ritualistic, cultural, and artistic history of the karakusa 

pattern, such as the four ones below: 

Pattern of karakusa,  
Guiding the way,  
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For the salvation, 
Of the delicate. 

 
(Aekanaru/hana wo tasukete/michibikeru/karakusa kata to/omohikeru kana. No, 376)362 

Karakusa,  
Transcends the nature,  
But ever more so,  

Shows its origin, its form,  
—The grander cosmos.  

 
(Karakusa ga/shizen wo koete/yori ooku/oshie koso sure/honnen no tai. No. 377)363 

The sublime principle,  
Of karakusa, 
How joyful, 

When its miracle, 
Moves the soul. 

 

(Uruwashiki/karakusa hodo no/hōsoku wo/motaba kokoro no/ugokan mo yoshi. 

No.382)364 

Pattern of karakusa,  

Beautiful and austere, 
Its formidable force knows no fear,  
But grows and extends forever. 

 

(Karakusa wa/utsukushikushite/osoruru wo/shiranu chikara no/michite nobi iku. 

No.387)365 

Yosano Akiko depicts the self-generated nature and dynamism of the karakusa pattern. In 

poem no. 387, the repetition of sounds such as “osoruru” and “utsukushikushite” follows the 

repetitions of the formal structure of the pattern, creating a verbal resonation with the dynamism 

 
362 Ibid. P. 93. Translation by author. 
363 Ibid. P. 93. Translation by author. 
364 Ibid. P. 93. Translation by author. 
365 Ibid. P. 94. Translation by author. 
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of the flowing, circling, entangling, and meandering pattern. Emphasizing its force, movement, 

and thus life, Yosano’s karakusa poems simulate the growth of the pattern itself.  

 

Fig.8 Pattern book, Shuisho, Hyakusenkai, No. 54, National Diet Library Digital Online 

 

Finally, this vital pattern of karakusa was used as a symbol of a national life and the 

imperial spirit as the war expanded in Asia, and the wartime system (senji taisei) tightened its 

censorship of media spheres.  

Karakusa,  
Of Shōwa, 

The divine era, 
Grows and flowers, 

—Is there anything more spectacular? 
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(Karakusa no/shōwa no miyo no/seichō no/hoka ni nani aru/mezamashiki koto. No. 

373)366 

Behold!  

The blooming chrysanthemums, 
Of a myriad autumns, 
Turned into karakusa, 

Of our Imperial realm.  
 

(Anamedeta/saku ha chiaki no/kikka nite/seidai ni naru/karakusa moyō No. 383)367 

Yosano’s eulogy of imperial through the kimono patterns started early before 1928 and 

intensified after 1937. In 1937, in the 59th Autumn Season, Hyakusenkai designed the pattern 

called the New Ornate Stripes (shin-kamonkandō). And in 1941, they came up with a New East 

Asia pattern (shin-tōa moyō). Here, Yosano Akiko composed poems such as the two below: 

Bringing peace,  
Ornate stripes of camellias,  

On these exquisite sleeves,  
Belong to this paramount country. 

 
(Sadametari/tsubaki no kamon/kandō o/uenaki kuni no/uenaki sode to. No. 432)368 

The golden leaves,  

Announced the arrival of autumn, 
In the Forbidden City,  

So far and wide,  
Has already been taken.  
 

(Ito hiroku/tori ire rareshi/aki to shiru/shikin no shiro no/kin eu shoku mo. No. 433)369 

 

The aforementioned striped patterns of the luxurious fabrics called kandō are found in the 

Shōsōin collection and were used in the Edo period for tea ceremonies. These striped luxurious 

 
366 Ibid. P.92. Translation by author. 
367 Ibid. P.93. Translation by author. 
368 Ibid. P.108. Translation by author. 
369 Ibid. P.108. Translation by author. 



 

  252 

textiles often woven with golden threads were imported from China.370 August 1937 marked the 

beginning of the period of total war between China and Japan. By September, when the poems 

and patterns were published, the Japanese army had already seized Beijing, and Yosano’s poems 

No. 432 and No. 433 utilize the striped pattern as mitate for occupied China, perhaps evoking an 

image of the forbidden city behind the bars, and celebrating the military aggression and 

occupation through these images. 

 

5. Poetics of Life 

Like the design theories of patterns, the discourses on modern tanka poems in this period 

also emphasized the life discourse. Yosano Akiko’s poems for the Hyakusenkai centered on the 

pattern, the colors, and the textiles, which often intertwined with each other. Even before the 

Hyakusenkai, Yosano had already established her career through her expertise in Japanese 

classics, and her poems often hearken back to the Heian poetic tradition. Her debut poem 

collection in 1901, Tangled Hair (Midaregami), stunned the conservative literary circle of Meiji 

with its provocative representation of the female body and passion, with erotic poetic imageries 

considered shocking and amoral. Tangled Hair revolves around a central image of the luxuriant, 

serpentine black hair of a young woman, which evokes the poetic traditions of Heian by 

poetesses like Izumi Shikibu and Murasaki Shikibu. Tangled Hair was printed with illustrations 

and covers of woodblock prints, featuring the organic decorative style inspired by Art Nouveau. 

Throughout Yosano Akiko’s career, the meta-structure of poems on poems is prominent, 

seen in her collections such as Seikaiha (Blue ocean waves), Sahohime (Primavera), and 

Shundeishū (Spring Mud), among many others. They not only utilize the hongatori technique but 

 
370 Tsuruoga, Mayumi. (1997). Sōshokusuru tamashii : Nihon no monʾyō geijutsu (first ed.). 

Heibonsha. 
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also showcase her theorization of waka poems. In 1916, she put forth a theoretical framework of 

her poetics in The Making of the Poems (Uta no tsukuriyō).  

Uta no tsukuriyō is a book about how to create poem, uta. Yosano explains that uta has 

two meanings in Japan: it can be a poem (shi) or a song (uta), which is different from modern 

poetry or free verse. Uta can be further divided into roughly two large categories: the chōka 

(long poem) with multiple, repetitive 5 and 7-word sentences, and the tanka (short poems) with 

generally the structure of 5-7-5-7-7 and 31 syllables in total. 371 

Yosano emphasizes that the creative process of composing uta is a subjective experience, 

and there is no universal perspective. Every poem opens a “new era (kigen).” In other words, a 

radically new temporality or vitality is inherent in poesis. The book argues that uta is born out of 

“true feelings” (jikkan) that are the author’s “life” (inochi). She writes,  

The rhythm (chōshi) of songs welled up from inside of me and radiated out as a force, 
simultaneously when I am moved by the true and the real, and these feelings and thoughts 

are formed into poems. 

My true feelings (jikkan) are precisely my life (seikatsu). As human life (inochi) drives 
itself deeper and richer. 372 

My feelings are the content of my life (seikatsu). My feelings are my life (seimei) that 
shows its own force (chikara)—they are not fantasy nor delusion, but true feelings 

(jikkan).373 
 

In short, her poems of feelings are “life.” These feelings “are the expressions of innate 

rhythms of Nature. When these rhythms are expressed through body and clothing they become 

dances; when they are expressed through words, they become poems.”374 Here, we see an 

interesting connection between clothing and poems in Yosano’s poetics, which seem to also 

reflect her collaboration with Takashimaya. 

 
371 Yosano, A. (1916). Uta no tsukuri yau. Konbi bunentō. P.5. 
372 Yosano, A. (1916). Uta no tsukuri yau. Konbi bunentō. P.4. 
373 Ibid. P.6. 
374 Ibid. p.48. 
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In the later chapters, she further theorizes this corporeal origin of uta. She claims that all 

countries have their poetry, and poetry has been a form of art since the primitive ages.375 The 

origin of poetry is thus spontaneous (jihhatsuteki) and biological (dōbutsuteki). It is an 

irrepressible emotional and physical response to the exterior stimulus, like “crying out of sorrow 

and dancing out of joy.” In her rendition, poetry is on the same continuum as the crying of the 

birds: human poetry stems from bodily impulses and reflexes, just like the “singing of the bush 

warblers, the skylarks, the canaries,” and the “dancing of the crane, the goldfishes.” 376  

Here, Yosano Akiko’s theory of uta’s origin is in line with the Manyoshū, the existent, 

oldest poetry anthology in Japan, which states in its preface by poet Ki no Tsurayuki, that uta 

originated in songs spontaneously sprung out of all living beings. In addition, this radical 

continuum between poetry and animal songs seems to suggest the Darwinian theory of sexual 

selection in The Descents of Men where art originated from bodily impulses and biological 

drives—an important theoretical foundation for modern decorative arts, which is referenced and 

explained by Hyakusenkai’s thinkers, such as Sugawara Kyōzō in his book on fashion history.377 

Yosano Akiko argues that songs and dances are the oldest forms of all arts, existing in all 

tribes and indigenous cultures.378 Songs are the rhythms of life, as in “laborers’ songs or solider’s 

marching tune.” This bodily, natural rhythm that is the foundation of uta determines that uta is 

always about the immediate present. This contemporaneity of uta makes poems like tanka that 

are based on the rhythms of the modern colloquial language (kobuntai) particularly appropriate 

for conveying the essence of everyday life in a contemporary setting. Because of the directness 

of its language, tanka not only captures the core of modern life but also the essence of Japanese-

 
375 Ibid. p.95-96. 
376 Ibid. p.96.  
377 Sugawa  
378 Yosano, A. (1916). Uta no tsukuri yau. p. 102. 
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ness in modernity. Here, her argument that uta is a zeitgeist highlights the idea of the “life” of the 

Japanese nation and race—a recurring issue throughout all the chapters. 

To summarize her arguments in The Making of the Poems: every poem (uta) a form of a 

“lyrical poems.” All poems are in the process of forming and becoming, therefore, they are 

always mere sketches, practices, and unfinished. This ongoing practice means that all poets 

should be thought of as amateurs (shiroto) rather than professionals.379 This temporal becoming 

that forms modern tanka signals the flourishing neo-vitalist discourse in the 1910s. 

Additionally, Yosano’s poetics of life should also be understood in the context in the 

literary networks of Japan’s first feminist journal, Seitō, the Bluestockings. Organized by the 

pioneer New Women thinkers who were fighting for women’s rights, Seitō’s writings in the 

1910s indicate the zeitgeist of life philosophy. Life, in this context, refers to a creative life force 

that is immanent but dormant in women, which is suppressed by the patriarchal structure of the 

modern nation-state.380 

Furthermore, Yosano clearly puts forth “life” as the foundation of all her own literary and 

poetic creativity. This is evident in her essays collected collected and published in Women’s 

Creation (Nyonin Sōzō) in 1920. In essays such as “What is Womanliness?”  “Women and 

Poetry,” and “Life and Creativity,” she draw parallels between poetic and artistic production and 

life itself. She views creativity as a process of “the liberation from all fetters of the societal,” like 

gender construct and social class. In “A Look Back on East Asian Thought,” she comments on 

the Bergsonian and Darwinian life,   

The idea that the universe is an incomplete thing, and that it is always in the 
process of creative evolution, has already existed long before Darwin, in Liezi’s 
Tianrui (the essence of Nature). The only difference is that evolutionism as a 

 
379 Ibid. p.113. 
380 Seitōsha. 1911. Seitō. Tōkyō]: Meiji Bunken. 
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natural science is based on empirical evidence. For me, I do respect empirical 
evidence, but I value intuition more.381   

Here, she links Bergson’s idea of the interpenetrating becoming of life to the traditional 

East Asian thought on the cosmic flow found in the texts of Liezi, Laozi, and Zhuangzi, as well 

as the Buddhist Cannon, such as the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra. 

The emphasis of life in the poetics of modern tanka is connected to the biophilosophy 

that emerged in the 1910s. Yosano Akiko, a prominent figure at the time, was not alone in 

making this connection. Kuki Shūzō, a philosophy and poet who admired Yosano Akiko, also 

developed a theory of life as a pattern. Chapter 2 focused on Kuki’s theory of pattern, which 

remains central here in his life discourse delineated by poetry.  

 

Kuki Shūzō 

In Chapter 2, we have discussed how Kuki Shūzō created a rigorous philosophical system 

of Japanese culture through the prism of the life discourse. This cultural production includes 

Japanese poetry as well. Kuki submitted many of his own poems to Yosano’s coterie journal 

Myōjō (Venus) during his years of studying in Europe. In 1928, he gave two speeches in 

Pontigny, France—On Time and The Expression of the Infinite in Japanese Art. In the latter, he 

argued that Japanese art—including poetry, painting, and music—possesses a “life of the infinite 

and absolute,” or a “supreme life that is the eternal.”382383  

According to Kuki, this infinite life is expressed through a unique characteristics of 

Japanese art—a collapse of and liberation from the Euclidean, three-dimensional, mathematical 

 
381 Yosano, Akiko. 1996. Nyonin sōzō Tōkyō: Ōzorasha. 
382 Kuki, Shūzō. (2016). Jikanron. Iwanami bunko.  
383 Kuki, Shūzō., Trans. Light, Stephen. (1987). Shūzō Kuki and Jean-Paul Sartre : influence and 
counter-influence in the early history of existential phenomenology. Southern Illinois University 

Press. P.51-71. 
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time-space. This emancipation manifests in several formal elements of Japanese art. In terms of 

Japanese paintings, it is the fluid and asymmetrical composition; use of dynamic lines; use of 

negative space; colorlessness, and so on.  

In terms of Japanese poetry, such as chokkan, tanka, and haiku, Kuki notes that 

emancipation is defined by an asymmetrical and fluid form as well—a structure of 5-7-5-7-7 

(tanka) or 5-7-5 (in the case of haiku). The difference and repetition of the 5 and 7 syllabi in a 

line create a fluid and asymmetrical form that is free and dynamic. In addition to asymmetry, 

Kuki argues that Japanese poetry is void and disharmony. Void means ellipses in poetry that 

suggest and utilize human imagination. This void also refers to the colorlessness or purity in the 

poetic theme. While disharmony means an unusual choice of seemingly unpoetic subject. 

Here, we found two important points from Kuki for our inquiry: first, Japanese painting 

and poetry are formally similar. These formal qualities, such as asymmetry, dynamism, and 

negative space/void, can also be found in the patterns and forms of kimono, as we have discussed 

in section 2. Second, like the pictorial forms, the Japanese poetic structure is the expression of 

the vital.  

In addition to the Pontigny speeches, Kuki later published several theories on poetics, 

such as On Rhyming (ōin ron) and On Literary Art (bungaku gairon). He began working on On 

Rhyming (ōin ron) during his sojourn in Paris, and revised and republished it later in the 1930s 

and in 1942. Like Gaston Bachelard, Kuki’s theory on rhymes is inspired by Henri Bergson’s 

idea of quantitative versus qualitative multiplicity of time, a topic we focused on in the 

Introduction. For instance, in On Literary Art, he argues that the poetic time is a durée in the 

Bergsonian sense.384 This means that the repetition of rhymes melts words into each other and 

 
384 Kuki, Shūzō. (1980). Kuki shūzō zenshū 11. Iwanami shoten. P.150. 
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creates an inter-penetrating flow of qualitative multiplicity.385 In addition, the repetition of 

meters allows a repetition of time, and the “eternal now” (eien no ima) is where and when the 

order of Euclidean and Newtonian space-time collapses.386 

Despite some scholars having argued that Japanese is not suited for rhyming because of 

its limited numbers of consonants and vowels, Kuki advocated for using rhymes in modern 

poetry. Throughout On Literary Art, he shows numerous examples of double, triple, and 

quadruple meters in classical Japanese poetry.387 Simply put, according to him, rhyme is 

significant because it is contingency (gūzen) par excellence—a central theme in his philosophical 

oeuvre and the question he pursues in his 1931 treatise The Problem of Contingency (gūzensei no 

mondai).388 Rhymes reveal the necessary, determined relations of two seemingly unrelated and 

random words. One of Kuki’s examples to illustrate this paradox of rhymes is the word matsu, 

which means both pines and pining. We can interpret that, to Kuki, since poetry is a form of play 

in terms of words, rhyming is really the encounter between the contingent and the necessary, that 

mirrors the unfolding of the play of life—fate.  

Against the separation between the contingent and the necessary in Western thought, his 

philosophy highlights the moment of the encounter of the two and sees the entanglement of the 

two as life itself. In other words, his emphasis on poetics and rhyming is derived from his 

questioning of the meaning of the paradoxical necessity of the random, meaningless human 

existence, particularly the meaning of his own life, and his own fate, being born as a Yellow race 

 
385 Kuki, Shūzō. Ibid. 
386 Ibid. 
387 Kuki, Shūzō.,  Marra, M. F. (2004). Kuki Shūzō : a philosopher's poetry and poetics. 
University of Hawaiì Press. P.24. 
388 Tanaka, Kyūbun. (2022) Kuki Shūzō. Kodansha gakujutsu bunko. 
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(in his own words), Japanese person, in his era. For Kuki, the thinker of the national life, the 

same must apply to the contingency of Japan’s historical destiny as well. 

As such, Kuki’s poetics of life resonates deeply with the undercurrent of life in Yosano 

Akiko’s poetics as well as the Hyakusenkai kimono patterns. In an interesting sentence, Kuki 

compares the subtle rhymes in Japanese poetry to “the inverted patterns on mute-colored textiles 

(muji ura-moyō).”389 Indeed, Kuki’s analysis of the formal qualities of Japanese poetry should 

function as the aforementioned “topoanalysis” by Gaston Bachelard. Japanese poetry conjures up 

a vital space-time, or a living here-and-now (the “eternal now”), liberated from the shackles of 

clock time and static space. This living space-time mirrors the dialectics of inside and outside 

created by the kimonos of modernity.  If through rhymes and rhythms, poems emancipate the 

mechanical time and express life itself, then through repetition and difference of colors and 

shapes, patterns manifest as the topological distribution of life in a moving space-time. Kuki and 

Yosano converged with various scientists, thinkers, and artists in the 1930s on the idea of life as 

patterns, as we have discussed throughout Chapter 1 to Chapter 5.  

 

Conclusion: fashion, history, and life 

The relation between poems/poetics and kimono patterns became even more intriguing 

when one of the themes in 1929 turned into modernist poetry itself. The Modern Poetry pattern 

(kindai shifu moyō) published by the Hyakusenkai that year was immortalized by a poster drawn 

by Nihonga painter Kitano Tsunetomi. This famous poster for Takashimaya’s kimono expo in 

Osaka in 1929 was a print of Kitano’s painting on silk portraying a model wearing a 

Hyakusenkai kimono. In the poster, we see that the Modern Poetry pattern is composed of 

 
389 Kuki, Shūzō. (1980). Kuki shūzō zenshū 11. Iwanami shoten. P.120. 



 

  260 

rhythmically scattered triangles containing different abstract, geometric patterns within, which is 

reminiscent of both the techniques and materials of shikishi as well as collages. The textile only 

partially drapes over the model’s body, yet highlighting the texture and pattern of the garment. 

Yosano’s poem is printed alongside:   

A face so fine,  

Of modern poetic lines,  
Transformed into adornment,  
For those bright eyes.  

 
Kaguhashiki/kindai no shi no/omokage o/yosooi to sen/meibō no tame. (135).390 

 

In addition to the one above, Yosano also composed a series of poems for the 1929 

patterns such as the three below, all of which take the motif of the French modernist and avant-

garde poets, such as Georges Gabory, Jean Cocteau, and Guillaume Apollinaire. 

The ephemerality,  
Of Georges Gabory,  

Dyed a deep hue 
Onto the silk crêpe,  
—artisans’ crafts. 

 
Gaborii no/hakanagoto nado/chirimen ni/somuru imijiki/takumi ariteu. (116)391 

 

Belts dyed with,  

Paintings of poems,  
Composed by Apollinaire,  

Now turned into the spring, 
That seeps through the body. 
 

Some obi no/aporineeru no/utae yue/mi ni shimu haru to/nari ni keru kana. (117)392 

 

 

 
390 Takashimaya shiryōkan edit. Yosano Akiko to hyakusenkai: sakuhin to shiryō, Ibid. P.55. 

Translation by author. 
391 Ibid. P. 52. Translation by author. 
392 Ibid. P. 52. Translation by author. 
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The kimonos,  
Of Apollinaire,  

And Cocteau, 
Trapped in wardrobes,  

Lamenting the spring. 
 

Kinu hitsu ni/aporineeru mo/kokutoo mo/komoreru mama ni/haru hoshi ma ruru. 

(120).393 

 

Interestingly, despite these French poets’ experimentations with the avant-garde 

movements like surrealism and cubism, none of their critical idea or verse is referenced in 

Yosano’s poem. And this is precisely the point (being having no point). Here, the poets become 

empty ornaments that evoke traditional and saccharine sentiments, such as “laments for spring” 

and “maidens’ longing.” In other words, they are flattened onto a decorative surface and their 

only function is to advertise a commercial sense of modernness. 

Likewise, Horiguchi Daigaku, another poet member of the committee, who studied 

French literature, also contributed to this issue in 1929. He provided translations of some of 

Apollinaire and Cocteau’s works in the issue, yet his own “poems” collected here can only be 

considered as commercial slogans. For instance, Horiguchi’s “poem” reads, “madams, it is not 

kimonos that made you beautiful, but you made the kimono beautiful!” And “Girls, twenty years 

old, you are like spring. Madams, thirty years old, you are mid-summer.”394 While the modernist 

poetry represented by Apollinaire critically reflects its own medium—language, and critiques 

modern issues like race, labor, and fashion, Hyakusenkai’s poems invite us to question both their 

radical emptiness and conservative nationalism as well as the relation between the two. 

  

 
393 Ibid. P. 52. Translation by author. 
394 Hyakusenkai zukan. (1929) 
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When discussing the Hyakusenka and the fashion from 1912 to 1940, I believe it is 

necessary to revisit the fashion theories of Walter Benjamin, particularly when the Hyakusenka 

used Apollinaire as one of their patterns—whose poems on fashion also inspired Benjamin. 

Hyakusenkai’s consistent utilization of Japanese patterns merged with their contemporary 

Western counterparts seems to echo Benjamin’s postulation of fashion, namely, that fashion is a 

“tiger’s leap into the past.”  A much-studied concept, the tiger’s leap (tigersprung) not only 

refers to the idea that what produces the newest is what emerged from the past but also that, what 

constitutes the past is what is present.395  

In fact, fashion is the model for Benjamin’s conceptualization of historical changes. 

Benjamin’s history is not a linear progressive model and neither is fashion a “rupture” from the 

continuous unfolding of events that is history. What is most interesting to our inquiry into the 

relations between kimono and poetry in the 1930s is actually the relation between life—or rather, 

death—and fashion in Benjamin’s The Arcades Project.  

Every fashion stands in opposition to the organic. Every fashion couples the living body 

to the inorganic world. To the living, fashion defends the rights of the corpse. The 
fetishism that succumbs to the sex appeal of the inorganic is its vital nerve. 

 
Where they impinge on the present moment, birth and death-the former through natural 
circumstances, the latter through social ones-considerably restrict the field of play for 

fashion. (p.79)396 

 

Here, Benjamin positions fashion with the inorganic and the opposition of vitality. His 

alignment between life and fashion was not an isolated case but was influenced by sociologist 

Georg Simmel.  According to Simmel, there is a duality—identity, and difference—inherent in 

life that is reflected in the tendencies and forms of fashion. In his Philosophy of Fashion, he 

 
395 Ekardt, P. (2020). Benjamin on fashion. Bloomsbury Academic. p.15-48. 
396Benjamin, Walter, trans. Tiedemann, R. (1999). The arcades project. Harvard University Press. 

P.79. 
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claims that the fashionable and the classic oppose each other via life. While the classic like the 

Greek statues is dominated by a coherence and balance of inner life, fashion “lacks a relation 

with the immutable of the life.” 397 In contrast to the serene classic, fashion is characterized by 

contingencies, fragmentations, and conflicts.  

 The life energy, or the inner life, as well as its dialectics (or duality), is intimately linked 

to fashion for these two thinkers. And this is highly reminiscent of Natsume Sōseki’s evolution 

of literature as a collective, historical consciousness—(F+f)—that I analyzed in Chapter 1. As we 

recall, in Sōseki’s formula (F+f), the conscious F and the affective f are inseparable, creating a 

social, aesthetic “taste” (shumi). Human “tastes” are transmitted and flow from one second to the 

next, and from one person to another, eventually creating a zeitgeist, or collective consciousness 

within a period of time. I also showed in Chapter 1 how Sōseki’s model was influenced by 

Bergson’s inverted cone of human memory. To Sōseki, what unfolds and propels this process is 

not the ingenuity of individuals, but rather the “life” (ikioi) or “fate” (tenmei) of a historical body 

through which the individual innovation embodies. Both Sōseki and Bergson’s models 

emphasize the here-and-now through which all past consciousnesses and memories are still 

retained and dormant. As discussed in Chapter 1, Sōseki’s historical, collective “life,” ikioi, 

refers to vitality, but the second meaning of ikioi is tendency. He uses it to refer to the societal 

trend that is based on individual and collective aesthetic taste. Thus, (F+f) is quintessentially a 

structure of fashion, just like that of Simmel and Benjamin.  

 In addition, according to the shōgakukan digital dictionary, ikioi can also be used as an 

adverb, meaning “necessarily” (hitsuzentekini) or “naturally” (shizentekini). This adverb form is 

connected to its noun form, meaning “spring (hazumi), momentum, and development (nariyuki).” 

 
397 Simmel, Georg, Philosophie der Mode, 1905/1911. 
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These meanings add complexity to the word, as it refers to an autonomous inertia/impetus that is 

not interfered with by any human agency. This meaning of ikioi is then deeply connected to Kuki 

Shūzō’s poetics as well as his philosophy of contingency, which were discussed in Chapter 2.  

 As we recall, chapter 2 centered on Kuki’s idea of iki—a national vitality that pertains to 

the Japanese that is manifest in artistic and cultural forms—and its relation with patterns (or 

fashion). Kuki’s iki should be understood in the context of his entire philosophical oeuvre. That 

is, iki is a dialectical tension between the extension of self (ikuji) and the surrender to nature 

(shizen), or fate (akiramei).   

Tanaka Kyubun’s books on Kuki Shūzō illuminate Kuki’s concept of nature (shizen) 

which is intimately tied to his concept of life (iki) and fate. Tanaka argued that shizen, though 

translated as nature, meant something different before. During the Meiji restoration, shizen was 

used as the translation for the Western idea of Nature, introduced along with the natural and 

other sciences, that posit the totality of the natural world. Since the Meiji period, the original 

meaning and the newly translated meaning of shizen have fused together and been used in the 

same meaning or designate both meanings in Japanese.398 

Before the introduction and the translation of the idea of Nature, Tanaka argued that 

shizen meant “naturally” (shizentekini), “from the self” (onozu mama), “self-generated,” or 

“autonomously” (mama). Shizen points to the seemingly contingent occurrences that are in fact 

not contingent, but rather, absolute or necessary on a higher plane or on a cosmic scale—the 

entanglement (karamiau) of the contingency and the necessity. In other words, shizen is the 

intertwined nature of the dynamic contingency (gūzen) and the static absoluteness/necessity 

(hitsuzen).  

 
398 Tanaka, Kyūbun. (2022) Kuki Shūzō. Kodansha gakujutsu bunko. P. 176-226.  
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In addition, Tanaka points out that “nature” (through Heidegger, from whom Kuki took 

lectures and was influenced) refers to the physique in Ancient Greek, as it also means “to 

become, to grow, from itself.” This self-generated meaning of nature is related to the growth of 

plants but also the shizen in Japanese. And it is from Plato, that ethos (idea) and physis were 

separated into two, causing the dialectic-duo between them. 399  

In this analysis of the Hyakusenkai and its relation with reinvented classical poetry in the 

Taishō and early Shōwa periods, I hope I have shown the foundation of “life” delineated in their 

pattern design and poetics.  Like Benjamin, Simmel, Kuki, and Sōseki’s postulation of fashion 

(or aesthetic taste) as a vital model of social history during modernity, Hyakusenkai also saw 

“life” of the fastly warping modern space-time as the fundamental essence that they want to 

capture and simulate in their own design of patterns and their poetics.  

 

Situated in an ambiguous position, the Hyakusenkai was between avant-garde and kitsch; 

between the experimentations of ultramodernism and mass consumption-reproduction. To 

understand its historical significance, we need to reconsider its production process and its 

relation with consumerism. First, Yosano Akiko’s poems served as advertisements, but they also 

set the tone, mood, or, world for the patterns. Then, it showcased patterns through exhibition 

halls and news presses, which elicited heated competition from textile vendors and producers 

from all over Japan. Finally, it selected and appraised some submissions in cultural salons before 

selling them. This entire process does not abide by the logic of economic mass production, nor 

does it confirm the imperative of the rationalization of productivity in industrialized societies. 

 
399 Ibid. P.182-188. 
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It was around the turn of the 20th century, particularly in the 1910s, that Taylorism–a 

scientific management and rational, mechanical production strategy–emerged prominently. By 

the 1930s, the streamlined production lines for low-cost mass production dominated along with 

the rise of mass consumption and mass culture in major metropoles. Indeed, in 1927, 

Takashimaya started a type of “100-yen shop” for products of daily usage, which marked the 

shift of major department stores as providers of essential daily products for the urban masses. 400 

Nevertheless, the Hyakusenkai emphasized on costly and conspicuous competition rather than 

streamlining the production line, luxurious display over sales in the mass market, and artistic 

experimentations on textiles and techniques over cheap mass production. Therefore, it did not 

conform to the logic of mass production that marked the capitalist systems around the world in 

the 1930s. 

Here, Jean Baudrillard’s theory of symbolic exchange in fashion and other aspects of 

mass culture can shed light on our understanding of the Hyakusenkai. Instead of mass production, 

the Hyakusenkai patterns functioned according to a mechanism that resembled the postmodern 

symbolic exchange—their appropriation of different patterns seems to be a free-floating 

exchange of signs that are enmeshed in a web of relations to other signs rather than to the 

signified.  

Deeply tied with decorative design movements like Art Nouveau and Art Deco, from the 

1920s to the 1930s, the Hyakusenkai had appropriated many Deco signifiers. For instance, their 

1928 New Gothic pattern was associated with the Neo-Gothic skyscrapers in New York and 

Chicago; the New Egypt pattern in 1929 was inspired by the Egyptological and archaeological 

craze in the West after the excavation of Tutankhamen Tomb in the 1920s; the Movie pattern in 

 
400 Takehara, Akiko, and Akiko. Moriyama. 2003. Nihon dezain-shi = The concise history of 

Japanese modern design. Tōkyō: Bijutsu Shuppansha. P.40. 
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1929 was influenced by Hollywood; Streamline pattern in 1935 took inspirations from the 

hydrodynamic design of machines, particularly the iconic Asia Express of the Southern 

Manchurian Railway, operating since 1934 and showcasing the most advanced technology at the 

time. In addition, the Hyakusenkai appropriated signs of the colonies in the Global South and 

modernist avant-garde poetry alike. None of the above meant anything in depth—they were 

merely decorative signs that point to other signs. 

As such, their kimono patterns rendered the bodies wrapped inside them into “screens,” 

in Baudrillard’s words.401 These screens reflected the infinite signs of signs in and of the global 

modern, or postmodern, space-time. Given Friedrich Nietzsche’s influence, Baudrillard’s idea of 

the “screen” suggests that surface is depth. The depth of the surface is particularly important for 

us to consider the kimono patterns through Baudrillard’s central idea of death-life in relation to 

symbolic exchange. To Baudrillard, death is banished from capitalistic societies and excluded 

from the symbolic exchange. Influenced by thinkers like George Bataille, his death, when not 

excluded from life and sought by life, is festival, sacrificial, and theatrical because it is 

fundamentally a surplus, an overabundance, and a waste. It is anti-economy and against the cost-

profit efficiency and rationality of capitalism.  

This idea of death-life can illuminate our understanding of the life of ornate patterns of 

the Hyakusenkai in Japanese modernity. Fundamentally, the Hyakusenkai’s patterns in the 

Taishō and early Shōwa Periods celebrated a postmodern free play of signs. Yet, through an 

insistence on reviving the national and traditional essence of Japanese textile design, it confirmed 

the logic of wartime ultra-nationalism. But then again it ran counter to ultra-nationalism that 

condemned materialism and commercialism as unethical and wasteful. Therefore, conflicted with 

 
401 Baudrillard, Jean. 1993. Symbolic Exchange and Death. London ; Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications. 
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the wartime policy that banned the production of lavish textiles, it could not operate and was 

terminated after 1941 when the war further escalated and reached  the final period. Revived in the 

postwar period, it continued until 1994 and became permanently defunct after the burst of the 

Economic Bubble in 1994. Likewise, Yosano Akiko’s poetics was situated in an ambiguous 

position—it was not vanguard modernism, ultra-nationalism, or pure commercialism, but a 

mixture of all. Hovering in between the immortality of global exchanges of signs and the eternal 

life of the empire, its pattern was an exemplar, or a screen perhaps, of the totality of Japanese 

modernism.  
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Conclusion: Negative Pattern—Ornaments as Nothingness 

In an essay, “Housing and Clothing” (jūkyu to fukusō), Kon Wajirō wrote,  
 

Houses are related to the space within which the body is situated. While clothings 
are the fabrics that wrap and envelop the body. House and clothing are therefore 
related through the medium that is our body. They protect us from coldness and 

heat on a physical level. But on the level of human life, houses are our 
performative stage setting, while clothings are our stage costumes. And the two 

are always in mutual sympathy (kōkan).402 
 

Throughout Chapter 1 to Chapter 5, we can see that the design patterns were not just 

limited to decorative art or applied art; they were, in fact, a total art, encompassing the entire 

living urban space, including architecture, housing, furniture, transportation, clothing, as well as 

poetry, philosophy, and fictions and criticism.  

If the patterns were a total art, they were an order of life, a method of life, and a media of 

life. As Kon Wajirō astutely pointed out, the clothing designs of the 1920s were of “reason and 

functionality,” but after the Great Depression of 1929, as well as the rise of fascism in the early 

1930s, the ensuing decade turned to a design of “atmosphere.” Kon argued that the design of the 

1930s emphasized “streamlines” as well as harmonious “classicism” and “beauty.” 403 

Here, Kon’s idea of the “atmosphere” on the skin surface (in his words “epidermis”) of 

the mass life of modernity is, in fact, one of the most insightful readings of the “life” through the 

life discourse of the interwar period—which points to a fusion of Bergsonian, neo-vitalist 

thinking with the East Asian ki philosophy, the interpenetrating durée as the flowing, cosmic 

breath.  

Through the life discourse, life and patterns were thought to be mutually formative of 

each other, or mutually constitutive of each other. Patterns have no author because their author is 

 
402 Kon, Wajirō, Kon Wajirō Shū, Fukusō kenkyū, Vol. 7. Domesu Press, 1972. p.323-328. 
403 Kon, Wajirō, Kon Wajirō Shū, Vol. 8. Domesu Press. P413-415. 
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the mass—a collective vital energy that formed on the discontinuous, uneven surface of modern 

space-time. During the 1920s and 1930s, geometric, abstract, and streamlined patterns like the 

stripes (as opposed to organically shaped patterns) became hailed as a direct expression of the 

spirit and vitality of the Japanese people. 

At the same time, ornamental patterns became firmly associated with the racially, 

gendered, and colonial Other through the discourses by modern thinkers—the center of Chapter 

4. This denial of the Self—the disavowal of the ornamental past and the ornamental modernity of 

the Meiji Period Japan—could be a manifestation of the doubleness of Japanese Colonialism. As 

scholars like and showed, Japan’s colonial structure differed from other Western counterparts in 

that it was the only nation that colonized the same race of people. Thus, racial self-othering must 

be completed in order for the segregation between the Self and the Other of Japanese colonial 

ideologies to function. This self-othering, or self-alienation, was visualized through the 

representations of an ornate and corrupt colonial Other.  

In addition, this dichotomy between the Self and the Other through the Straight lines 

versus the Ornate curves was constructed via an inversion that was concealed through historical 

process of modernization. Chapter 2 discusses the possibilities of the exotic and foreign origin of 

the striped textiles, and Chapter 3 details the ornate metastructure of Itō Chūta’s Gionkaku, 

which reveals the Divine that was attributed to the otherness of ornaments. These examples have 

complicated the simple dichotomy that was constructed in the 1920s and 1930s.  

Moreover, it is important to note that the rejection of the ornaments by figures like the 

Secessionists and Yanagi Sōetsu does not mean that they created designs with no ornaments or 

decorative patterns. In fact, these modernists have adopted an ornamental pattern, which is 

Nothingness itself. As mentioned in Chapter 4, Yanagi claimed that patterns were the essence of 
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things, the heart of things, and a bamboo pattern is more alive than natural bamboo. Thus, 

according to him, patterns were essentially Nothingness, or Mu.  

Similarly, even though the Secessionists were repulsed by the ornate decorations of 

architecture and architectural space, they were also interested in ornamental patterns and designs, 

but only as a negative. In other words, they were invested in the ornamental patterns of 

Nothingness.  

For instance, one of the Secessionist members, Horiguchi Sutemi designed Okada 

Residence and its Garden of Autumn Grass (shūso no tei) in 1933. Taji Takahiro, a scholar of the 

Secessionist group, argued that Horiguchi’s Garden of Autumn Grass was, in fact, influenced by 

Tawaraya Sōtatsu’s Screens of Autumn Grasses, a pair of folding screens featuring autumn plants 

on a golden ground under a silver moon, made in the 17th century, and now collected at the 

Idemitsu Art Museum. Taji illustrated how the appraisal of the decorative style of Sōtatsu in the 

Taishō Period had influenced Horiguchi’s geometric architectural space and landscape.404 Just 

like in Sōtatsu’s screens, the moonlight was the main ornament, and so was Horiguchi, whose 

favored ornamental pattern could just be the silvering moonlight, or Nothingness itself. 

This is reminiscent of Natsume Sōseki’s imaged silver folding screen of Sakai Hōitsu, 

laying in front of the dead Fujio at the end of Poppies. Sōseki’s Gate (Mon) also revolves around 

a screen by Sakai Hōitsu. The protagonist had to sell a pair of Hōitsu screens left by his late 

father for close to nothing. According to the description, this was possibly Hōitsu’s Autumn 

Grasses Under the Moon, which was influenced by Sōtatsu’s screens. Yet, at the end of the 

novel, the protagonist finds his wealthy neighbor serendipitously bought those screens with a 

 
404 Taji, Takahiro. 2013. Horiguchi Sutemi no Sōtatsu to no deai. Juncture: chōikiteki Nihon 

Bunka Kenkyū. 2013.3. (4). P.42-53. 
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fortune, but he is not bothered by the loss or absence of the screens, in other words, he accepts at 

his heart the emptiness of the ornaments. 

Here, we are reminded again by Kuki Shūzō’s comment that the essence of Japanese 

poetry, specifically its rhymes, too subtle for our ears, are like the “negative patterns on an empty 

ground” (muji-uramoyō). How should we understand this emptiness, this nothingness, this 

negative pattern, which was considered to be life itself, and not just any life, but the life of the 

Japanese people?  

Nothingness is at the center of the life philosophy of Nishida Kitarō and Kuki Shūzō, 

which is often said to be inspired by Zen Buddhism. Yet, nothingness is perhaps more intimately 

associated with Japanese Fascism, according to Maruyama Masao’s influential theory. 

Maruyama has shown that the unique characteristic of Japanese Fascism is an agriculturally-

based ideology that is anti-urban materialism and anti-commercialism, with the emperor at its 

center. Maruyama’s structure of Japanese Fascism situates the emperor at the empty center of a 

concentric circle that encompasses every Japanese person within. According to Maruyama, 

because it functions concentrically, with the emperor as its center, and radiating to the entire and 

every single one of the people, everyone was responsible just as no one was responsible for the 

war. What constituted the nothingness here is the totality of everything. Thus, again, as discussed 

in Chapter 4, Lukács’ critique of the forceful yoke of binaries (such as the binary between life 

and death) in life philosophy is essential for us to think about the Nothingness that is ornament. 

Since the collapse of Euclidean and Newtonian, a priori space-time in modernity, how 

has life—including both the discourse of life and life itself—shaped and been shaped by this 

warping space-time in Japanese modernity? From Chapters 1 to 4, I hope I have demonstrated 

that life can be and perhaps must be examined through its concrete, material form—a dynamic, 
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often decorative, pattern forming on the topological surface of an energetic field—across textual 

and visual spaces in the culture of modern Japan, most saliently from the period of the 1910s to 

the early 1940s, culminating in the beginning of the 1930s. This pattern is thought to be the 

tangible manifestation of not only the symbolic zeitgeist, but a collective, social, and national life 

energy. To the more thinkers who were situated in an era of life and death, on the brink of total 

war, patterns are the unfolding and formation of life.  

Patterns are in and of everything of modern and contemporary life, because recognizing a 

pattern is a fundamental model of cognition itself. Watanabe Satoshi, a physicist discussed in the 

Introduction chapter, who was also a student of Terada Torahiko, argued, along with Terada, that 

it is the idea of life as negative entropy in Bergson’s conceptualization of time that made Bergson 

important in the Bergson-Einstein debate. Watanabe astutely pointed out that it is the living 

consciousness (negative entropy) that marked the irreversibility of time, providing the antithesis 

to the symmetrical space-time cone model of past and future, which Einstein and Minkowski 

proposed.  

In the postwar period, Watanabe moved to the United States and taught theoretical 

physics at many universities. He later combined physics research with cognitive science and 

informational science, and published Knowing and Guessing: A Quantitative Study of Inference 

and Information in 1969, and Pattern Recognition: Human and Mechanical in 1985. In these 

work, he compared human cognition with machine-based learning through pattern recognition—

which was no doubt influenced by Terada Torahiko’s pioneering theory on cracks and life.  

If patterns exist because of cognition, then a fundamental method of life is revealed: life 

must be studied from within life itself, by participating in the flow of life itself, or living life 

itself, which means affirming its contingency, inconsistency, and openness. Reversely, when life 
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is studied from without, it is often taken as an object of an enclosed totality, with the attempt to 

transcend its incoherences and its binaries, which is the approach that people like the 

Secessionists have taken. In contrast, this method of life is what thinkers like Kon Wajirō and 

Terada Torahiko have pioneered—they painted inconclusive patterns that are nevertheless still 

unfolding today.  
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