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Looking Through
Traditions to a Clear Future
Zap Glass Studio

Donovan Goto

Zap Glass Studio is a glass blowing studio that started in
2009 by Funo Yasushi. Zap Glass Studio is a member of the [Shimane R
Product] group. The other craftsmen are in fields like kumiko
craftsmanship, sekishu-washi Japanese paper, blacksmithing, and
woodcrafting. Together the five craftsmen make up [Shimane R
Product], in which the “R” represents [Relay]+[Renewal] + [Reborn]
[Revolution] of the traditional crafts to the newer generation.

In the peak of summer, we visited a glass blowing workshop in
[zumo. This wasn't the first glass studio I had ever been to. As a matter of
fact, I had been to one before at my college in Hawaii - but this one was
totally different. Zap Glass Studio is a small, independent workshop, self-run
by owner Funo Yasushi himself. Yasushi-san graduated from a college in
Nagoya and decided to come back to Shimane to continue his glass blowing
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in a small studio behind his house. In fact there used to be glass blowing in

the Izumo region before, but that was strictly for the purpose of making
glass ball buoys. Behind his studio runs a train track where you can hear a
train pass by at least once an hour. Not much of a distraction to him, but
Yasushi-san jokingly admits that his son has more interest in the trains that
pass behind the studio than in glass blowing. He eventually wants to pass

on the craft of glass blowing to his son.
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The border of the glass blowing
studio and the outside world is marked by
sliding doors where, upon entering, you are
welcomed by heat that radiates from two
furnaces that burn 24/7. Upon entering the
studio, a wide chair sat in front of me- wide
enough it could be considered a king's
throne. Just behind this chair hung a very
peculiar set of shears and tongs. If I had not
been told what this place was beforehand, I would have been sure that, with
the heat, shears and tongs, this place was definitely a yakiniku restaurant.

Funo Yasushi, the owner of Zap Glass Studio, welcomed us into
his studio allowing us to watch as he goes through the process of blowing
glass. First, he explains that an easy way to think of glass is to think of it as
water with higher melting and freezing points. He explained that we usually
see glass in its solid or “freezing” state, but when we heat it past 1000 C, we
get to see it in its liquid state - the state where he begins to work his magic.
The idea of water is also a main theme for his glass blowing, and can be
seen quite often in his works.

When he took the cover off the first furnace, you could feel
the heat of the studio increase as your eyes were met with a light so
intense that you might as well be looking into the sun. He then chose his
blowpipe and dipped it into the furnace -- with a little spin he picked up
the molten glass making an orange sphere at the end. He explains that
when you blow glass you have to be constantly spinning the blowpipe in
order to keep it in a balanced spherical shape. If you spin it too fast, it
expands unevenly; if you spin it too slow, it also expands unevenly - you
have to get it just right. He joked that spinning the pipe makes for a bad
habit when he goes fishing because he tends to find his fingers
constantly wanting to twist the fishing pole.

He then took the orange ball of glass and began to blow life
into it — with each breath it started to get bigger and bigger. He then
stopped every ten seconds to put the orb into a separate furnace to
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reheat the glass; this allowed him to easily keep forming the glass. He
explained that blowing glass is a battle with time; he says he can get
about a good ten seconds out of it at a time before the glass must go
back into the furnace. Once he got the glass to a nicely sized bubble, he
then took it to the throne-like chair. There, he placed the blowpipe in
front of him lying on the arms of the chair and started rolling the glass
ball back and forth. Slowly rolling the blowpipe back and forth, he then
takes the wooden paddle and starts to form what will be the bottom of
the cup. Once happy with the shape he then grabs another blowpipe and
attaches it to the bottom of the cup. With a wet metal file he makes a
small mark in the neck of the glass on the original blowpipe and with a
gentle tap it releases from the cup. He then grabbed a jack and started
to form the mouth of the cup, rolling it back and forth on the arm rest.
He repeats this a couple times, going to and from the furnace and the
chair. Once he is happy with the shape and thickness of the newly
formed cup he gets ready to separate it from the blowpipe. With a quick
hit to the blowpipe, the cup cracks off and is placed into another furnace
where it is slowly cooled.

After becoming cool enough to handle he engraved his name at
the bottom of the glass. On the bottom a mark from where the blowpipe
once connected remains and he explained that some craftsmen leave it and
some don't, but it's a defining mark of being a glass blown cup without the
use of a mold. In fact molds are most commonly used in Europe where glass
cups are mass-produced. He talked about a time when he had been to
Europe for an exhibition, and told us about how he was praised by fellow
European glass blowers for his consistency without the use of a mold. That
is proof of the level of skill that Japanese craftsmen have and strive for. The
pride that they hold in each completed piece is what he wants to see
relayed to the next generation of craftsmen.
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The Harmony of Tradition and Modernity
The Birthplace of Kumiko and the Yoshihara Wood Workshop
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SHIMANE R PRODUCT is a
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group assembled from June 2012 %i E 'Ell“
consisting of five artisans from Shimane that i :: - :@: . :!
specialize in kumiko craftsmanship, seki-shu = !*- .i.:;.-}; : ,:.
Japanese paper, glass, blacksmithing, and =% ??ﬁ:? .::
wood crafts. The “R” in SHIMANE R product \iE&‘E ) ;..’-:i-L T! ![!
stands for ‘relay”, ‘renewal’, “reborn’, and !I i'.. .-‘f‘:‘_t -::*\",t ::.;
“revolution”. In this edition of the Shimanean E__q 'r_: dé- - ? “I

s w4 e

we will be featuring the arts and crafts of
Shimane. In this article we will enter the world of kumiko craftsmanship.

What is kumiko? Well, kumiko is a traditional technique of
taking precisely cut pieces of wood and assembling them into patterns for
doors, frames, and even furniture, without the use of nails or metal fixtures.

The wood workshop we visted is nestled deep in the mountains
of Hamada on the west side of Shimane prefecture. After driving up the
windy roads in the mountainside we finally reached the Yoshihara Wood
Workshop. This workshop has been around for 60 years and is currently
being run by the young Yoshihara Keiji (2nd Generation), who took over
from his father Yoshihara Shigefumi (1st Generation).

Due to influences from his father at the young age of five,
Yoshihara-san aspired to become a craftsmen when he got older. After
graduating from high school, he wanted to focus on learning about kumiko
and decided to start working at a wood workshop in Toyama prefecture.

After six years there, he decided to move back to his hometown
in Shimane. Soon after that he started working at his dad’s wood workshop,
making this year the 20th year since they branched off to producing
kumiko. The Yoshihara wood workshop is split into two parts, one part is
run by his dad who specializes in making furniture and tools. Another part
is run by Yoshihara san who
specializes in kumiko. In total there
are about 11 workers. At the
entrance to the workshop there is
a schedule board that is filled with
work orders. Most of the work
orders are all custom job requests
and while there are many orders

the orders come from the Kanto
region. What caught my eye when
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[ was glossing over their schedule board, was an order from Australia.
Yoshihara-san said he started to get orders from overseas after winning
awards at the Interior Exhibition in Paris (Maison et Objet) in
2012/2013/2014.

The materials being used is very important when it comes to
kumiko. Because the wood has to be finely cut and assembled; conifer tree
wood as well as wood from cypress and Japanese cedar trees are suitable
matches. Materials are quite expensive because they are chosen one-by-one
by the skilled artisans that will use them, and the naturally grown Japanese
cypress is said to be the ideal wood for kumiko. High density wood is
marked with tight tree rings, and are regarded for their high quality.

Kumiko is a very delicate job, with even the slightest difference
in density between pieces and the assembling process would not be
possible. While the tools are very important, I respect how Yoshihara-san
carefully matches the wood by density and then cuts them without
hesitation using his custom-fit cutting tools.

The clumsy me, that by no means can do such a job like that,
then asked how long it would take and what would it take for someone
aiming to become a kumiko craftsmen.

First, they have to apprentice at Yoshihara woodshop for 5
years. After five years they will have the ability to create a piece from start
to finish, but being able to design their own piece from scratch will take
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another five more years to that. For aspiring kumiko craftsmen, Yoshihara
san says that the most important thing to have is a strong mental attitude to
aspire to be better.

Such small pieces of wood can be turned into such spectacular
designs. Some common patterns include ones of hemp leaves (asa), sesame
seeds (goma), cherry blossoms (sakura), and forest paths (rindou). Each
pattern has its own connection to a season, scene, or meaning to Japan.
Some designs display the beliefs and hopes for the younger generations
growing up in life.

Kumiko is mostly found in traditional Japanese houses, and with
the increase of more western style houses the demand for kumiko has
started to decline. Yoshihara-san strays away from the stereotype of kumiko
only matching traditional Japanese houses and suggests that instead of art
or decoration it can be made into sliding doors, lamp shades, and partitions
that can even match the western styled homes. An example would be his
masterpiece called “the wave” (nami) which started off as a planar concept
which evolved into a 3-dimensional curved partition which he later took to

the Interior Exhibition in Paris (Maison et Objet).

As the times change, the traditions within our life also change,
and I would like to applaud Yoshihara-san for being open to trying new
things and willing to challenge himself further. And I hope that through
Yoshihara-san we can see a new generation of kumiko in Shimane.

TEDERD A TS M AL RO ENESTRET ST ETED
DIREZNTIET 2 ERDADSN TS,

HADEHEFBIC I DN TOIHHT I FERRENEZSICONT. ZD
FHE DR DDH S, THH RS AMIHF D EREBIEFILUES LS
RAZBTHROERFEDA > TITICE FIZIE VT D5 [E - [
B/ S —T—>a VR LI TF OBz AT, TEMmE UTOIER TRV £
XL FDONBZERMEUTOHETHIREL TS,

LROTHNIA VTV TEERIRAY Y« L4 T Vr in Paris I H R EAME
BT BUELTHE U S—T —Y a YT I FRNEE Wb N 7D
RERARZ 12 = RoeOERT Y A > TEENTAHETH S,

BHRIZIEATEAZE DS TOE D> TOEFDOHR CE#HET LV U HL
WhSA % IEDEWE R EADT v L DITHFEED 0 BHEOHETHEF
SAIEC RIRICEEDIOET B X IITHED .



>

Shang Yalong

On July 10th 2017, I joined a group from the Culture &
International Affairs Divison to interview Mr. Shusuke Kotou, head
blacksmith from the “Hiromitsu Blacksmith Workshop” in Shimane. From
prior research, I learned that after graduating from university, Mr. Kotou
was both a businessman in Tokyo and worked at an art museum, before
finally joining the family business. Upon asking Mr. Kotou why he changed
careers, the simplicity of his reason surprised me: “since childhood I've
helped out at the family blacksmith, so it was natural to take over from my
father.” To be honest, | had no knowledge of Japanese blacksmithing before
visiting Hiromitsu. China also has a long history of crafting iron swords and
farming equipment (called “Tie Jiang”), but very few people today possess
this skill. This lack is probably due to industrialization, and the focus on
profits over tradition.

Perhaps there is a fundamental “simplicity” that has allowed
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Hiromitsu Blacksmith Workshop:
Flickering of Flames and Passion

Japanese traditional craft - such as at the Hiromitsu Blacksmith - to flourish
in modern Japan.

Preservation of Traditional Craft

The Hiromitsu Blacksmith, formerly known as “Unshu
Hiromitsu,” has its roots in the Edo Period (Tenpd Era, 1830-1844).
Through the use of foot bellows, Hiromitsu produced cutlery, small farming
equipment, and everyday tools; in addition to its sword-making, it quickly
became a respected establishment. Remains of the old town can be seen
close by at the Kanayago Shrine, devoted to the god of ironworks, where
blacksmiths would go to offer prayers. In 1961, Mr. Hironari Kotou - the
10th generation owner of Hiromitsu - began his swordsmith training. In the
beginning, there was a strong demand for Hiromitsu's decorative swords
and farming equipment. However, Japan experienced a rapid growth in
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mass production after World War Two, and traditional handicraft became a
relatively costly affair; as a result, profits stagnated at Hiromitsu. In the
1970’s, many blacksmiths were forced to close permanently, but
Hironari-san - determined not to let his generation be the last - continued
the family tradition.

Moving with the Times

Nowadays it is almost impossible to survive producing only
handmade swords and farming equipment. When I talked to Shusuke-san,
he showed me an interesting book. The title “A Collection on Candelabra”
stood out predominantly on the bright red cover. It was a book that he had
found by chance reading a newspaper advertisement. Upon promptly
visiting the author, Shusuke-san borrowed a number of actual implements.
Through months of trial and error, and by the light of his family forge, he
was able to faithfully recreate the decorative candlesticks. Although
appearing as simply an old book detailing Edo Period lighting technology,
“A Collection on Candelabra” was a great source of inspiration for
Shusuke-san. Today, the Hiromitsu blacksmith continues its tradition of
Japanese swordsmithing, as well as producing new handicrafts using a wide
variety of steel. In moving with the times, and combining tradition with
modern welding and machining techniques, Hiromitsu blacksmith creates
new items with the experience of generations.

Opening a new market

Although sales at Hiromitsu were slow at first, the latter half of
the 1980s saw the increased interest of interior designers, major
department stores, and the media. Among being displayed in Tokyo's
Daikanyama shopping neighborhood (at the popular Tsutaya department
store), many people currently enjoy Hiromitsu's unique handicraft. In a shift
from swordsmithing to the production of candelabra, vases, and other useful
everyday goods, new markets for forged iron goods opened up not only in
Japan, but overseas in Italy, America, and China, among other countries.

During our trip to Hiromitsu, I was able to try my hand at forging,
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but it was much more difficult than I had thought. We were given the task of
bending the end of a rod into a hook, but none of us really achieved a decent
result; it was a testament to the fact that becoming a blacksmith takes years
of rigorous training. The foundry was hot and humid, and we all laughed
while profusely sweating and hammering pieces of iron. Shusuke-san was
very kind and patiently taught us with great detail. In the blistering heat of
July and working next to a crackling blaze, I saw that Shusuke-san’s passion
for his craft radiates just as bright as the fires of his forge.
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Sekishu Washi-
A Powerful Tradition

Borkhodoeva Natalia

During my student days, when I dreamed of going to Japan, I
considered even a single piece of washi (Japanese paper) as treasure. Never
would I ever have imagined living in a place like Shimane—one that was so
exemplary of Japanese culture. I was given the opportunity to sit down and
listen to the stories of experts in kumiko craftsmanship, blacksmith, seki-shu
Japanese paper, and glass. These experts started [Shimane R Product] so they
can introduce the traditional arts and crafts of Shimane to the world. From this,
['was able to see the uniqueness of Shimane from a new light and have tried to
put together my conclusions below.

A tradition that connects generations

On a peaceful summer day filled with abundant greenery in bloom, I
paid a visit to Nishida Washi Studio where, under the strong Sekishu-gawara roof
tiles, equally strong washi was being made. What started in 1830 as a family
business has been passed down from generation to generation. Now, Seigi Nishida
(the 7th Washi Artisan) together with Masaru Nishida (the 8th) have worked to
preserve the traditional methods of Seki-shu banshi (a type of washi) recorded as a
UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage while adapting to present-day needs. With raw
materials such as the essence of tororo-aoi root (called neri) and fibers of kozo
grown near the workshop added to the pure waters of Shimane, paper is adjusted to
the desired thickness, color and size using bamboo screens. This eventually results in
the finish product of Seki-shu banshi, which is made from a 100% natural materials.

A tradition that is dependable

In Russia, the 2nd year anniversary of marriage is referred to as the
“Paper Anniversary” because the couple has only been married for a short while.
However, [ feel that if they were referring to “seki-shu banshi’(Japanese paper) rather
than a “Paper Anniversary”, it would be for celebrating a 50th year anniversary; washi
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is so durable that it could be used for over a thousand of years. In the eras when there

were no machines, accountants used washi as important company ledgers so that
they would be able to save the recorded data by throwing the ledgers into the well in
the case of a fire. In fact, I can attest to the robustness because for two years now, [
have been using the same card holder made from washi.

A tradition that sustains tradition

Washi is seen as beautiful and versatile because of its strength. For
instance, in “Iwami Kagura,” traditional performances in Shimane that tell mythical
stories through dynamic dances, the masks of the Gods and the costumes of the
fearsome eight-headed serpent by the name of Oroch, is made out of washi.

A tradition that brings people together

Seki-shu Banshi is held in high regard. It is used in the form of lamp
shades in domestic luxury sleeper trains, and displayed alongside other Shimane R
Products in a popular and fashionable book store in Daikanyama, Tokyo.
Internationally, the designs and techniques of Seki-shu Banshi have attracted the
attention of countries such as France, England, America and Bhutan, playing a role in
not only bringing generations of people together, but also bringing countries together.
When you visit the Nishida Washi Studio, you'll have the opportunity to make postcards
for yourself. In addition to that, you can also buy anything from practical items like a
backpack made out of washi to even a custom-ordered wedding dress. Who would have
known that something we think of as common as paper had such capabilities? Overall, I
think it's truly amazing that the people of Shimane have long treasured and kept the
traditions and techniques of Seki-shu Washi going for over a thousand years.
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