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2. Reconsidering the History of Visual Expressions Concerning Dolls and

Sculptures—Historical Themes of Creation Involving Doll-like Personified Shapes

(1) A Short History of Dolls

Are classifications such as “sculpture” and “dolls” valid? In the light of history, at least
so far as language is concerned, dolls preceded sculpture. According to YAMADA Toshio,
a scholar of the Japanese language, the written term ningyo (doll) goes back to
Irohajuruisho (c. 1147-81). The origin of human figures goes back to ancient times, to
haniwa, dogu (clay figures), clay masks, and the like, and it is evident from the
literature of the Heian Period that there were already doll-like figures made from many
materials: hitogata, kusahitogata, katashiro, amagatsu, hiina (hina), hitonokata, gujin,

dogujin, mokugujin, gaijin, kairai, and so on. (Note 4)

Dolls continued to be connected with folk religion and infiltrated and were developed in
many aspects of life, such as in puppet dramas, in ceremonies held as annual events,
and as good luck charms and as toys. The Edo Period saw the development of dolls in
various places, reflecting local characteristics. Doll makers and puppeteers were in
their heyday. At the end of the Edo Period, life-sized figurines became popular as
exhibits and toward the end of the Taisho Period, there were experiments at
manufacturing mannequins. Further, with the beginning of the Showa Period, the study
of creative dolls flourished, serious individual doll artists, or so-called doll makers,

becoming active.

Reflecting upon the history of visual expression involving dolls, haniwa and dogu are
figures in the shape of humans or living creatures which are mentioned today, not only
in the history of dolls, but in introductions to histories of pottery and histories of
sculpture. KUNO Takeshi in his history of sculpture refers to gosho-ningyo,
fuzoku-ningyo, kimekomi-ningyo (kamo-ningyo), and isho-ningyo, which developed in
the Edo Period, as “doll sculptures.” (Note 5) The Edo Period word saiku, including a
wide variety of doll crafting, corresponded to the modern term zokei, and encompassed
various materials and categories. In short, human-like figures—doll-like figures, and
sculptures in Japan—have, at least until the modern period, co-existed without clear

demarcations separating them.



Note 4 TACHIBANA Tadakane, ed., Irohajiruisho Vol.1-3 (A Copy of the manuscript by
HINO Suketoki, 1723). Originally published in the Heian Period. Stored at Waseda
University Library.

Note 5 KUNO Takeshi, Nihon no Chokoku. Yoshikawa Koubunkan, 1959, p.79.

(2) Sculpture and Crafts—Concerning Materials and Techniques

As is well-known, the concept of “sculpture” is a product of the Meiji Period. When
“sculpture” was born, in the categories section of the rules set forth in the invitations to
exhibit at the Vienna International Exposition in 1873, sculpture and Bildhauerkunst
were translated into Japanese as “the art of making figures” and, further, in 1876, the
newly-opened Art School Attached to the Technical College had “Painting” and
“Sculpture” departments, with the result that the expression “sculpture” began to be
used officially. As a result of the study of Western-style figure-creating techniques, in
which a clay statue would be taken from a model, these techniques being a part of the
curriculum at the school, the Western concept of “sculpture” became the main current of
“modern sculpture.” This Western concept is based upon the idea of making images with
models by fleshing them out and giving them volume. At the same time, centering
around the Tokyo School of Fine Arts, “sculpture” based on traditional carving formed
another line of Japanese sculpture. In 1894, OMURA Seigai claimed that the word
choso was more appropriate than chokoku (sculpture), in that it embraced both carving
and modeling. Subsequent to that, the word choso was for a while rather widely used in
educational institutions and other places, but from 1907 on, the Bunten Exhibition had
a division for “sculpture,” which led to “sculpture” becoming more or less established as

an “art” embracing both ideas.

With the start of the Bunten Exhibition, the “craft” division was excluded. However, if
we examine the contents and definition of “sculpture” found up till then in exhibition
regulations, such as those of the Naikoku Kangyo Exhibition, the distinctions between
the categories of sculpture, crafts, and dolls were not necessarily clear. For example, at
the first exhibition, in 1877, the expression “the art of carved statues” was used with
reference to “objects or figures made using gold, stone, clay, or chalky materials.” In
1881, at the second exhibition, the word choro was used to refer to “carved images of
gold, earth, wood, stone, and pottery, as well as casting and plaster models,” and “carved
objects and works of metal, wood, stone, ivory, horn, tortoiseshell as well as carved
monuments.” At the third exhibition, in 1890, the word “sculpture” was finally applied

to “bamboo and wood sculpture, ivory, horn, and tortoiseshell sculpture, metal sculpture,



and clay statues.” The above definitions, with emphasis on the materials and technique,

b 1Y

did not clearly distinguish among “sculpture,” “crafts,” and “dolls.” However, we can
sense the nature of Japanese creative crafting in this standard based on materials and
techniques. Nevertheless, dolls, whose identity depended upon figurativeness rather
than their materials, were not specifically recognized as a separate category, in spite of
the fact that doll-like objects could be seen in the category of craft products as
“ornaments” or “handiwork.” (Note 6)

Note 6 For example, mannequins were shown at the Art Deco Exhibition held in Paris
in 1925. Inoue, p.117.

(3) The Image-Creating Instinct and the Imitative Instinct

In 1927, when there was finally a crafts section provided at the Eighth Teiten
Exhibition, twenty years after the start of the art exhibitions hosted by the Ministry of
Education (1907), the entry of “dolls” was not yet solicited. Artists in other crafts
regarded “dolls” as toys, and denied them the status of works of art. It was not until
1936 that the first HIRATA Goyo, who made doll making the family business, and six
modern creative doll artists, amateurs such as HORI Ryujo, who chose dolls as their
own personal mode of expression, rather than as a profession, entered their works in an

exhibition.

The “suffering” of artists in the pioneering days of doll making was not limited to the
attacks of craftsman artists; they were also severely criticized by “sculptors,” who had
established themselves in the world of “arts.” TAKAMURA Kotaro’s polemics against
them were typical. For example, Kotaro claimed that sculpture was born “of the
image-creating instinct, which pursues the three-dimensional sense,” whereas dolls are
born of “the imitative instinct, which pursues the true-to-life.” (Note 7) However, when
you see works by original doll artists, it is plain that dolls cannot be produced without
the “image-creating instinct.” Conversely, with regard to Kotaro’s “sculpture,” those
famous carved works with bird and catfish motifs could not have been produced without
the “imitative instinct.” In the first place, “sculpture” began in 1876, when Japanese
artists started to learn Western techniques, along with the idea of “fabricating the
shape of objects.” (Note 8) Later, OMURA Seigai’s definition in his Chosoron was “a
common designation of image-creative art embodying realities.” (Note 9) It is difficult to

find in it the distinction that Kotaro claimed.



In his criticism, TAKAMURA Kotaro specifically had life-sized dolls in mind.
Concerning life-sized dolls, which were popular as exhibits from the end of the Edo
Period to the Meiji Period, he wrote, “even though they are shaped like sculpture, in
some cases, they are simply dolls without the substance of sculpture...Viewed from the
point of view of physics, I admit that there is a three-dimensional quality to
YASUMOTO Kamehachi’s life-sized dolls, but this quality is far from the
three-dimensional component found in sculpture. The reason for the lack of a sculptural
three-dimensional component in life-sized dolls is that the motive behind their
production lies in an outward copying of living, moving people and their purpose is to
reflect a quite superficial outward reality.” (Note 10) However, could this claim not be
applied, as is, to the sculpture of the early Meiji Period, whose technique tended to be

limited to copying the outer form?

Note 7 TAKAMURA Kotaro, Choso Soron, Takamura Kotaro Zenshu Vol.4,
Chikumashobo, 1957, p.304. (Originally published as Chokoku Soron, ARS Bujutsu
Daikoza, Vols.3 and 4, 1926.

Note 8 “The study of sculpture teaches techniques such as the fabrication of the shapes
of various objects, using plaster.”

Kobusho (Ministry of Industry), Okurasho (Ministry of Finance) ed., Kobusho Enkaku
Hokoku, 1888, p.796.

Note 9 OMURA Seigai, “Chosoron,” Kyoto Bijutsukyokai Zasshi, No. 29, Oct. 1894.
Note 10 TAKAMURA Kotaro, Takamura Kotaro Zenshu, Vol.4, Chikuma Shobo, 1957,
pp. 302-303.

(4) Size and Surface Sculpture

Some scholars point to size as an important difference between dolls and sculpture.
Things that are “relatively small” are dolls, while sculptures are relatively “large.” In
this respect, both those who study sculpture and those who study dolls often seem to
agree. YAMADA Tokubei, who was born into a family that dealt in dolls wholesale,
defines a doll in his Nihon Ningyoshi as “something that resembles a human, is
relatively small, and is mainly cherished by children and women.” (Note 11) Certainly, if
we consider statistics having to do with size, dolls, on the average, are smaller. Ivory
sculptures are frequently categorized as craft products, and this may have something to
do with the size of netsuke, their predecessors. However, if size were to determine what
is to be called sculpture, then we would have to conclude that important modern
sculptors such as TAKAMURA Kotaro, and NAKAHARA Teijiro are not creating



sculptures. Just as craft products and sculpture cannot be differentiated by size, size is

not essential for deciding what is a doll and what is a sculpture.

Rather, the saying found in an old commercial that “the face is the life of a doll” is closer
to the truth. Facial expressions, dress, and even surface details are all very important.
Whether touching up his work or adding something, the doll maker can never relax
when doing “surface sculpture.” Dolls demand, not just a “rough outline” of their form,
but “detailed attention” to their surfaces. The attitude that this requires of the doll
maker is the antithesis of what is taught in Japan concerning sculpture (clay sculpture)
at Japanese universities of fine arts, particularly since Rodinism, with the idea that
artists should grasp the overall form of an object in order to express what is inside and
its true nature, rather than let themselves be distracted by the fine details. This fits in
with the conventions of classic Western sculpture, which held that one should avoid
showing clothing and accessories that are unrelated to the depiction of the flesh of the
human body itself, with the detailed unevenness and wrinkles of its surface. (Note 12)
However, since the 1960s, sculptors and figure makers who are concerned with “craft”
type or “doll” type surfaces, have been steadily increasing, especially those who were
trained in Italy. NAKAMURA Yoshitaka and KITAGAWA Hiroto, who are taking part in
this exhibition and are introduced in 2. Doll-like Personified Shapes Created by Modern
Artistsare of this group.

Originally, the expression of Japanese sculpture, whether Buddhist statues, shrine
sculptures, or Noh masks, emphasized the careful and detailed carving of the surface.
Considering that Japanese sculptural figure making centered around colored carvings,
we can even say that figure-making before Japanese “sculpture” was originally doll-like.
In the days when “sazku” meant “figure making,” all sorts of images—Buddhist statues,
dolls, Noh masks, netsuke, and the like—were made in the artists’ workshops, which
were called “sarkuba’ and “koba.” 1t is understandable that TAKAMURA Koun, unlike
his son Kotaro, was not necessarily negative about dolls. (Note 13) Last year,
MIYAGAWA Kozan’s decorative pottery, TAKAMURA Koun’s carved works, and
SUZUKI Chokichi’s worked-gold art were all entered in the same exhibition. It would be
quite valid to judge that all these works fall within the broad category of
saikutechnique. (Note 14)

As stated above, Japanese figure makers as a whole have put emphasis on “surface

sculpting” since the days before there was “sculpture,” exhibiting a spirit of



“craftsmanship.” The word “saiku’ used in the past is the equivalent of the present-day
“zokel” It transcends the fashioning of the surface and means figure-forming that
“extends to and includes the surface.” In other words, the artist of course feels
responsible for the beauty of the form he creates, but he also feels a responsibility for
everything, including its surface. This could be called a typically Japanese approach to
various genres of figure-making, including not only dolls, but also dyeing, lacquer ware
making, metal working, and pottery, which make full use of a variety of materials and

techniques.

Note 11 YAMADA Tokubei, Nihon Ninngyoshi, Kodansha Gakujutsu Bunko, 1984, p.18.
(Written based on the late YAMADA Tokubei’s Shinpen Nihon Ningyoshi, Kadokawa
Shoten, 1961, as the standard text.)

Notel2 WINCKELMAN dJohann Joachim, Gedanken tiber die Nachahmung der
griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst, 1775, trans. Daigoro
Sawayanagi, Zayuho Kankokai, 1976, pp. 25-35.

Note 13 TAKAMURA Koun, Koun Kaikodan, Banrikaku Shobo, 1929.

Note 14 Modern Age in Japanese Sculpture, Miyagi Museum of Art, et al., 2007.

(5) Where Do We Find the Spirit of Buddhist Statues and Dolls?

Most literature on the history of sculpture discusses Buddhist statues from the
standpoint of history, as if it were self-evident that they belonged there. Further, when
we study the history of Japanese art, we find that Buddhist statues are almost always
taken up under the heading of “sculpture.” The tendency shown by many scholars
toward dealing with Buddhist statues in the framework of the history of sculpture as a
matter of course and excluding dolls (doll-like objects) from the mainstream of the
history of art is derived, for one thing, from the fact that size does not constitute a valid
basis of judgment. As explained above, KUNO treats gosho-mimgyo and isho-ningyo of
the Edo Period as “doll sculpture” in his Nihon no Chokoku. (Note 15) This suggests

that “sculpture” is a concept superior to that of “dolls.”

The introduction of Buddhism was, of course, responsible for the appearance of
Buddhist statues, but one of the reasons why they were categorized as “sculpture” was
that many Buddhist statues that were brought to the Kanko Bijutsukai [Exhibition of
old works of art] held in Ueno, Tokyo in 1880 were classified as “sculpture.” The fact
that these Buddhist statues provided a motivating impetus for wood-carving artists and
the fact that Buddhist statue artists such as TAKAMURA Koun were invited to



educational institutes like Tokyo School of Fine Arts and taught “sculpture” laid the

groundwork for Buddhist statues to be regarded as sculpture.

Incidentally, some think that the spiritual nature of Buddhist statues, quite apart from
the materials and techniques or methods used in making them, qualify them as
sculpture. They claim that before the advent of “sculpture,” it was Buddhist statues that

provided support for the human spirit, supplying human “spiritual needs.” (Note 16)

It is true that the modern concept of “sculpture” has been directed at its inner qualities,
apart from the physical aspects of its creation, such as materials and techniques.
“Sculptures” dating from the end of the Meiji Period into the Taisho Period, during
which time humanism took hold, having been preceded by realism and imitation, and
then portrait sculpture, put emphasis on inner qualities, the spiritual aspect. The
statement by OGIWARA Morie that the main object of sculpture is the expression of
“inner power”’ implies the importance of the spirituality of statues as opposed to
“outward delineation.” (Note 17) Buddhist statues have characteristics similar to those
of sculptures in that a spiritual exchange is expected to take place between the statues

and those who observe them.

However, many Japanese have experienced such spiritual communion with dolls as well.
Buddhist statues acquired special and superior status thanks to their connection with
Buddhism (for example, the feeling of “worship”); nevertheless, the faith of the
Japanese has not only been directed toward Buddhist statues with their Buddhist
religious background, but also to a wider range of objects. For the Japanese, who believe
in myriads of gods and approve of animism, dolls could have been the object of folk
religion and a spiritual support for individuals. The works of YABUUCHI Satoshi that
appear in this exhibition cover a broad base of objects, from Buddhism, folk religion,
legends, traditional lore, and this fact seems to indicate the trend that we have just
touched upon. We could go so far as to say that dolls are characters that can give us
spiritual support, and Buddhist statues were also dignified popular “characters” so far

as people were concerned.

Note 15 KUNO Takeshi, Nihon no Chokoku, Yoshikawa Koubunkan, 1959, p.79.
Note 16 NAKAHARA Yusuke, Gendar Chokoku, Bijutsu Shuppan-sha, 1987, p.25.
Note 17 OGIWARA Morie, “Yo ga Mitaru Tozai no Chokoku,” Geijutsukai, Aug. 1908.
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