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Existing Crafts Art Society (Jitsuzai Kogei Bijutsu Kai), 1935-1940:
the “Function equals Beauty (Yo soku Bi)” of Crafts

Kida Takuya

In 1935, almost ten years after the establishment of the art crafts division in the Teiten exhibition,
metalworker Takamura Toyochika (1890-1972) and his fellow members of the former “Mukei” led a
group of eleven craft artists to form the Existing Crafts Art Society (Jitsuzai Kogei Bijutsu Kai). This
society recognized the existing state of affairs, where “art crafts (kogei bijutsu)” had departed from
the practical to focus on art appreciation and “fallen into a slump, held captive to expression for
expression’s sake and decoration for decoration’s sake.” It therefore raised the banner of “Function
equals Beauty (Yo soku Bi)” to overcome this stifling situation and recover the life force that origi-
nally existed in crafts. “Function equals Beauty” was not the addition of beauty to a functional form,
but an assertion of that state of beauty brimming forth from the construct itself of a configuration.
This was the true form of crafts, existing in both “industrial crafts” and “art crafts.”

This critical thinking revealed that through the arrival in Japan of the crafts-related concept of
“design,” cultivated in the west in modern times, and the subsequent birth of a new category of
crafts called “industrial crafts,” “art crafts” stood on a narrow path of ground between the realms
of “art” and “things.” The activities of the society were a record of the explorations to ascertain the
meaning of the existence of craft artists in the modern world. In the activities of the latter half of the
1930s, one sees reflected the conflict of the craft artists who ventured to pioneer a way for crafts with
pride and passion, while harboring anxieties about the future of “art crafts.”

The main activity of the society, which was inaugurated to reexamine “value as crafts,” was an
open exhibition. During the four and a half years from October 1935 to April 1940, when activities
were suspended, the society held four annual exhibitions and two group shows. This paper explores
these exhibitions and throws light upon the actual state of these activities and their achievements.

In addition, the society, which advocated “Function equals Beauty,” endeavored to correct the
course of “art crafts,” which had become art appreciation centered, by closely connecting “art
crafts” and “industrial crafts.” This relationship is studied by examining the relationship between
the society and artists who exhibited their works at the society’s exhibitions. These artists are Yam-
awaki Michiko (1910- ) and Ono Tamae (1903-1987), who had studied at Bauhaus, Nishikawa To-
motake (1904-1974) and Yoshitake Mosuke (1909-1993), from the Industrial Arts Research Institute,
and Sugita Kado (1886-1955), who played a central role in Sokosha, while providing instruction in
“industrial art” as the head of the Osaka Prefectural Crafts Industry Promotion Department.

The society advocated “Function equals Beauty” and worked toward the self-reformation of “art
crafts” by using the aspect of being “function” as the starting point. It did this because it perceived
that the meaning of existence itself of craft artists in society was shaky, as “art crafts” had become
divorced from the “practical” and had even surrendered its role as a wall of the domain of art to “in-
dustrial crafts.” The word “existing,” in name the Existing Crafts Art Society, symbolically indicated
its intention, which was to recover the value originally found in crafts and restore its relationship
with society by drawing it closer to the realm of “things.”
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