Okabe Mineo at 100

‘My father believed that the essence of art lay in humanism, and that both humanism and art
were universal. He viewed his work not only as the outcome of being Asian and Japanese, but
as the product of a common humanism that transcended time and place. He dedicated his life

to the expression of these principles.’

(Okabe Miki, spring 2018)

This is no ordinary exhibition. Commercial it is of course. More importantly, though, it is a personal
remembrance of Okabe Mineo (1919-1990) by a daughter who has long wished for him to be properly
understood for what he was. And it takes place, according to the traditional East Asian system of
reckoning age, in the year he would have turned 100.

Of the 20 works in the exhibition, 14 are from the collection of Okabe Miki, the second of Mineo’s two
daughters, whose words are cited above. Two have been published previously (nos. 4,10), as have four of
the six other works (nos. 1,2,3,19). All the pieces in the exhibition were made between 1952 and 1969.
For Mineo, this was a period of domestic happiness (he married in 1950 and his two daughters were born
not long afterwards), immense creative activity and the receipt of widespread critical acclaim. On the
other hand, it also saw him suffer from a worrying bout of tuberculosis that coincided with the death of
his much-loved grandmother in 1960 and the scandal of the Einin Jar incident, which hit the headlines in
August of that year. This infamous event alienated him even further than already from his father, Kato
Tokuro (1898-1985), whose name Japanese commentators still today avoid mentioning when writing
about Mineo and his achievements.

Even before he graduated from the Aichi Prefectural Seto Ceramics College in 1937, Mineo had
developed into a fully-fledged potter capable of producing reworkings of historical Koseto, Yellow Seto,
Shino and Oribe wares of sufficient quality to keep the family pottery business afloat. Indeed, his
interpretations of medieval Koseto wares were so skillfully made that, unknown to him, many of them
began to circulate on the art market as originals. When he learnt about this in 1939, he was so mortified
and outraged that he destroyed the firebox of the specially modified anagama kiln in which he had fired
them.

Mineo’s skills as a potter were coupled with an artistic streak that manifested itself in the form of many
paintings made during and after his time at the Seto Ceramics College. He also had a strong scientific
aptitude, which later served him well as a ceramicist, that he sought to develop by enrolling at the Tokyo

School of Physics in April 1938.



As it turned out, Mineo’s academic progress was hampered by the demands of the family business, which
meant he had to keep returning to Seto, unable to avoid the unhappy circumstances from which he had
hoped to extricate himself by moving away from home. After a frustrated two-and-a-half years at the
Tokyo School of Physics, he decided to abandon his studies and join the army. He was initially posted to
Inner Mongolia, where he arrived in December 1940, a year before the start of the Pacific War. He was
posted to the Philippines in September 1944, where he remained, following Japan’s defeat in August
1945, as an American prisoner of war. He was repatriated in January 1947.

When Mineo returned to Japan, he had been away for more than six years. His time in the Philippines
had been grueling in the extreme and had sown the seeds of his belief in the central importance of
humanism to civilized existence. ‘If only | had the strength of Michelangelo or Beethoven’, he once
observed. ‘Humanism is fundamental and universal to human existence,” he noted, ‘and the foundation
upon which art is built. Art unrelated to humanism is meaningless.” More emotively he stated, ‘Music
extolling life’s superiority over the bleakness of death wreaked by the Gods of War — that is Art.’

Almost immediately after his return, Mineo resumed his work in ceramics. He built a house and
workshop in Hiratobashi, about 15 kilometres southeast of central Seto. The notebooks that survive from
this time onwards are a rich source of information about his ceramics and the many experiments he
conducted, and also about his thoughts concerning life, art and music, the last of these being very close
to his heart.

We know from his notes and surviving ceramics, which he started signing in 1950, that he worked in a
wide range of styles that drew extensively on historical Japanese and Korean precedents, and from about
1960, when he began experimenting with celadon, Chinese models as well. A parallel to the latter was his
interest in Chinese style Temmoku glazes, which he pursued alongside his other work.

It is interesting that Mineo came to celadon and Temmoku not directly, which would have been the more
usual way, but via Koseto wares. Many of these, as he knew from the work of archaeologists and ceramic
historians such as his friend and mentor Koyama Fujio (1900-1975), were originally made as substitutes
for imported Chinese ceramics, notably celadons and brown- and black-glazed wares, during the
thirteenth to sixteenth centuries.

As a boy Mineo had often wandered the hills of Seto, picking up shards from the waste heaps of long
defunct kilns. The greens and browns of ash-glazed and iron-glazed Koseto wares were thus etched into
his mind from an early age, ash glaze in particular becoming an enduring fascination to which he would
repeatedly return. It is well represented among the works in the current exhibition, which includes a
bottle (no.19) from the important group of such pieces he made in the aftermath of the Einin Jar

incident.



The other Japanese glaze type extensively represented in the exhibition is Oribe green, whose deep, rich
colour is very different from the paler tones typical of ash glaze. It is intriguing to compare how these two
glaze types work on the ribbed and sculpted shapes of the freshwater jars in the exhibition, and to
witness the variety of shapes on which Mineo used Oribe green.

Oribe green has a special place in the trajectory of Mineo’s career in that it was for the Green Oribe
Jémon Jar he submitted to the 10™ Nitten Exhibition in 1954 that he was awarded the Hokuto Prize. A
similar combination of Jomon rope-patterning and Oribe green can be seen on the lower part of the
Shino-Oribe vase (no. 2), which dates from about the same time.

A second vessel with Jomon characteristics is the Shino vessel (no.1), which was submitted to the g
Nitten exhibition in 1952 and is thought to be Mineo’s first major work in this new style. His embracing of
Jomon rope-patterning marked the start of a phase of explosive energy and experimentation whose
results are so abundantly visible in this exhibition.

For Japanese ceramicists, especially those with avant-garde leanings, Jomon earthenwares have been of
comparable importance to Momoyama tea wares as starting points for new work. Mineo began with the
latter, discovered the former and then became fascinated by China. These evolving interests and the
works they resulted in did not replace one another but continued in parallel. Hence it is that you have,
sometimes independently and sometimes combined, Mineo the interpreter, Mineo the innovator, and
Mineo the inventor.

That Mineo was successful in everything he turned his hand to was due to his seriousness of purpose and
immense hard work. If one were asked, however, what the pinnacle of his achievement was, the answer
would surely be his engagement with the primitive.

For Mineo, the primitive was not a matter of being inspired by an example of tribal art chanced upon in a
museum, nor, in the case of Jomon, was it a question of exploring issues of national identity and the
autochthonous in ways done by others. Primitivism is what he experienced first hand as a young man in
the Philippine jungle. He knew about the fear of starving, of the constant imminence of death. He was
also deeply conscious of the threat of apocalyptic destruction in the nuclear age in which he and his
young family lived. That ‘genshi’ meaning ‘primal’ and ‘genshi’ meaning ‘nuclear’ are homophones had a
compelling resonance for him.

Mineo’s two daughters were born in 1952 and 1953. He embarked on his Jomon journey in 1952. His
favourite composer was Beethoven. Beethoven’s String Quartet No. 15 in A minor, Op. 132 was played at

his funeral. Hauntingly beautiful, it was an apt expression of farewell to a very remarkable man.

Rupert Faulkner

Senior Curator, Japan

Asian Department

Victoria and Albert Museum



REBIEEMOAREZ b2 —~v =X AR HLTWELE, ba—~v=ANIAFEEBOLOTH
D, ZEWHFENEEBOLO THHZ LA MEHL CWELT, S BT ADOEME, BPEEIT T
720 BRI Tl LGBz - NS B O=T 2, €D NEZ=FckiToba—~
A LDOEBUCHET EL,

(2018 FR4R [t 36 &)

AR ITEH OEIFEFE CORBES T I/ RX—h ¥ ¥ TV —COMRBTHLH, BERDIL, &
JEIE, A2 -4 (1919—1990) % IE M ITHRMRL TERRLWEEA TE - £ ESAOME AR BN ANAD
LIz ERTHD, Tl FEOKIFICLAE, BB DA 100 FI2Hi=5,

AREOHRIESR 20 KOS5, 14 703, LICsI L8 E oKk - fEFEZISADENBEOLD THD,
55 2 L (TEME S 4, 10) IO H 80D 6 J805H D 4 8 (FEHE S 1, 2, 3. 19) IZBEICH %
WL ARSI CODHEDTHD, IHBIEIZT T 1952405 1969 FEDOMDIETH D,
BHICE- T, ZORIE, FENOEAR (1950 FITHERE, DR LR, T ADRIEETD) | I
BERAWETE S #LRER DB OIRIRWIEE LN FV DLW H Th -7, £ DK, i e iEL -
1960 £FI2i3, BB RS TLARY | [ 8 HITHIBIMKmE 2 RO LI K OB F I E > THD,
ZOFARIE, A IR JLAR (1898 —1985) LD BfR & — EBREZRb DL LT, 4 B Th, #5 DHERIT
DWCEED R Tl FFILER DA 1TH F0fIlILHAL TR,

WP, 1937 4RIC BN AL B3R CARRTIAHI ) 2231 BR10 16 MEICIT, BEIC, &l
FLW B B S OBAEEFEL , HEE L ZONDIEE DOKIEIZETHIZOTIEFI
AR LT, FE PO I 0 E0ICh RERMRIR AADHBLZ AL TR L
LCHEW D Tz, 1939 4, ZO LA M-I B ITRVOH Y, HlfEDT-HIC B LY LIz R4
DB AZEL TLESTUZE Th o7, BHDIEMEL TiE> TV S O HBDIIRWNIZEM T b
TUe,

FSRELCOFRRITHELY, 8B OEITMEIL, WAL | ST ER IO
EHEWIZZEITH AT ZENTED, SHITRAICH I ReZ Bl 1938 4F 4 T AU B2 A% (BLHUA
PR R ICAFL CELIZHFRZ RS SO E LTz, ZOMFITHITIER D _E TRV DI EERD,



Fa T RELRRUDPSHT IO EL TR DD FHE LR DT OB HMILSF ILET /N GaRE
AED IATEES FF VRSN, R OEZA, FRIGENIEM T HZ LD, B4 DEIEOITITOR
P 3ETSEM B TR LT t%  RITHF LD ABEIRE T D, A OEEAMTHLNE
WIS TZ DI 194042 12 A OZ & KPR O 1 ERTCTh -T2, 19444 9 HITIT7 AV IBE)
. 194542 8 H O A ARDRE | BI CRERMBT LR o7z, AARIIFELIZOL 19474 1 HOZETH
o7
BAEUEXITE, 3BT 6 ERMLLED HAREHEN TV LT/, 7AUE T IIT DR Tl e
KBRS, B DD NEIDFIEICE > TDLa—~ = R AD BEMA~DE AOFEZH -, 58513k
DINTFESTND, [TV xnk N —h—_ % HOBRSEMIRLNDR, |IHIZ, Tba—~v=
A5, NEOREIH =D D> DERSRVEa—< = A A TN EROARE TRTHTRNETZY
135, ba— v = ALTERBIRVEN R A TR, | LF W5, F7zTHG O MRERIL AR ICH T
IV AEDOENL AT BT HF S, TN, | S BEA A D TR
B BE B LTI, MEMZ T2, WP 0D BIC 16 FlZ BN E G o I E L
LEatkz, B TELH T, TORENROOEOHIETLEITIAFL TWD, HOIERCIT o 7ok« 72
AAER BRI OW T2 Tl D AR, 5T, BRSO DO L5 T2 F RISV TOBE
DI ONDLHBEIRE R THD,
FRSNTREERROAE L (1950 FE00 B AARIZE0 A ANLERDT2) BSAGNI T 2D1%, B AR E o s
CHEDFRREIRD T2 1960 FENDIT, 1 E O &R DA 2 2R N BaEZ BREL T
HTETHD, SHIT, MOAFLFRC, FEROR B f~BLR TS T,
BLRZRV O, 38 B O EERER B ~OBED | 8H L3Ry BT, 4/ m LGl
BN ThD, BB VRRKANLLTHED, BiEBIIWZ/NUE 15 (1900 —1975) & 4EFHE T 55 &
F PR TE R OFUTH LA TWZDEHBEN T, bbbl O 2<%, FrioEH EL K B Oftifif
FRRE 1B HES 16 ML ICHNT THES - E O ARG A AL TEO N cb D Th o7z,
DRI O LEE R O IKR 2B R 24 o720 L TV icka B E o T KRS
DO EWT ORI AT E XD DK FIN T, KRR DI QN2 L, EOH%ARD
ELUHITEL TODZENDBINNRDIND, RETIEZOREFDFURHBIN TRBY, KEOF|FHD
R EZ TR OHIEL e BB R T O (TR 5 19) B E N TD,



HURMESOH— DD ERLRDOIEHBIBOMES THY , RHOY AT OVE S L 13 HRA I L7
W, FREREAFROWD WA RS, KR F OZ OBV AR 82 8B I LT Hnd Zo
DHORT L | BB E &l o T Edm DR 2 ZRIETE D BINSE R LT LN TED,

5 OMED P CHBBIRN B ANDD ST THAIZ LI, 5 10[E AR CTH BT #cE A0}
HaZHLIZZLDB b TODE LIV, EELHIER 2RI U< 2, EIFkmEE (1E o %
5 2) O TS RO SCOME B SCEREF RS O S DO ER A2 D,

HESLORFEZFEF OB —DOIERIC, 19524FDHE 8 [|] A RIZH &, ZOFLWERTHITEL 725k
HIOBEERAMEREHRSNTWD, SBRTE (TELE S D) 23525, MO B STERED IV 1T, A
JE& CHBINNIR DI, K IR EZIE BN & BRI H 7R DR VI H D Th D,

A ARDIERFRIZE ST, BRI S OIERICE > T, M hamiddk LAl A T, KRERANEDIR
LipoTEIz, BB OLE L, ETHRILZEMIC A E ST MSCER AL, 2L CHEBRE~EEL T
7o TNENOIERA~DBELIEEZ DYEBLThHH1EMIT, FERFITNTRBAL T o 7o Tlidze< | [RIRE
FTL T o7z, ZOXINT, B2 TS, K2 (XRIREIC, fRRE L LT R L LT BHELLTO
P ERADIENTED,

FRF b DT XTI Z D T=D1, 385 OB/ A B EE N5 I OB T D, LinL
W DOIHERE O fe @G I E b oo | ZIUTRIGEO VA THDHEE X T2,

BB ICLo T AL, A ClB T D RIK A A AL —va b Ll E bl Z
NEEREBLEZORFEMOMBEL THRTHZLTHRD o7, TS LEFENRLDTHY,
FAEDOFE T D, JURDLFE DM TS NRNS, TAUE L DUy TV THRRLIZL D Th o7z, SbiT
PNTFHRAE DN R DRIEDNEETRFRIZOLDD D RO EERBT LT IOEB Thbh o7z,
JRAR LR 1R AT REETHLIEIT BB ITL-> T, JHICREREWREL > T,

5D ADEIT 1952 FFL 1953 FFICE NENAEFILCND, MESLOHBERIL 1952 FITHAE ST,
BRI U72AE I ST AN — =N e, 3855 OZRE TIE D ZE§ 5N —h— U ORI I HZR i 55
15 &A 5 Op.132 STz, 5 TRYVIENNIZINTE LW DL, ZOFEF ~D 5SSO L]
NDORBLTHo72EN > TR,

NorS—he Ty
VAU T & T S — M
BEER ALY LEEER



