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In 1983, I had the opportunity to visit the home of bamboo artist Fujinuma Noboru and see
his work in person. There, one of his pieces caught my eye. It was a large basket roughly
woven from lustrous susutake (smoked bamboo). And it struck me that if the sculptor Claes
Oldenburg were ever to create something in bamboo, this might be what it would look like.
It was in that very moment that something clicked, and a new door opened within me.

At that time, I had just left a record company in Tokyo and was preparing to start my own
business, focusing on what we would now call branding and marketing. The encounter with
this bamboo basket made me think, “Couldn’t this fascinating craft be introduced to the
world?” So I began to engage with bamboo craft as one of my new endeavours; organising
exhibitions, pitching stories to magazines, and even creating posters for flower arrangement
schools featuring bamboo baskets.

In 1985, the Craft Gallery of the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo held an exhibition
titled ‘Modern Bamboo Craft.” It was the largest and most significant postwar exhibition
devoted to bamboo craft, and it was there that I first encountered the works of masters such
as Iizuka Rokansai, Tanabe Chikuunsai, and Shono Shounsai.

Seeing these pieces helped me see the lineage of traditional bamboo craft, and inspired me
to hold an exhibition exploring “contemporary bamboo art.” I approached a local newspaper
and together we visited Living National Treasure Iizuka Shokansai to seek his advice. There,
instead of encouragement, I was met with fierce objection which crushed my aspiration into
pieces. Looking back, though, it’s understandable. For a renowned master to be approached
by an unknown young man proposing a bamboo art exhibition, it probably just didn’t seem
realistic.

My first professional involvement with bamboo came a little later, when the Tochigi
Prefectural Museum of Fine Arts planned an exhibition on Iizuka Rokansai and sought my
advice on how to attract visitors. Although Rokansai was born in Tochigi and was celebrated
from the Meiji period (1868-1912) through the prewar years, by then even local residents
barely knew his name.

To spark renewed interest, I reached out to Kateigaho magazine with the idea of a feature
on bamboo baskets. Until then, bamboo crafts had only been featured in art journals, never
in the context of fashion or women’s lifestyle: I saw an opportunity to reach an entirely new
audience there.

We asked flower artist Kawase Toshiro to arrange flowers in Rokansai’s baskets, and the
result was stunning, so much so that the photographs became a full feature spread.

Until that article, virtually no editor at women’s magazines such as Kateigaho had any
knowledge of bamboo craft, not to mention Rokansai. After its publication, other major



magazines for female audiences like Fujingaho and Waraku began to run special features
as well. Since many of their readers practiced ikebana (flower arrangement), the bamboo
basket features were always well received.

Even then, my involvement with bamboo still remained more of a passion project than a
profession. Japan was in the height of the economic bubble, and my main business focused
on corporate identity work for professional baseball teams and the Japan Racing Association,
often collaborating with designers from Disney.

In the late 1990s, I heard that bamboo art was becoming something of a trend in the United
States. Lloyd Cotsen, who used to be the chairman of the skincare brand Neutrogena, had
amassed a large private collection of bamboo works and his exhibition was touring the
country, drawing great acclaim.

I had the privilege of visiting his storage facility in Los Angeles, which housed more than a
thousand pieces, from historical works to contemporary creations. Standing there, I was
reminded of how many remarkable bamboo artists Japan had produced, and how richly
varied their works were. The trip to the United States reopened my eyes to the craft of my
own country.

Cotsen hoped to bring his traveling exhibition back to Japan. I acted as his representative
and persuaded Nikkei Inc. to take on the role of organiser. As a result, ‘Bamboo Masterworks:
Japanese Baskets from the Lloyd Cotsen Collection’ toured six museums across Japan from
2003 to 2004. In hindsight, this project ignited my next phase, where the greater part of my
life has been somehow related to bamboo craft.

Despite the popularity in the United States, bamboo craft was still largely overlooked in
Japan then. Antique shops, shrine markets, and second hand stores were full of baskets:
some exquisite, some not, but I bought anything that caught my eye, and learnt directly
from interacting with the objects.

Other than going to these markets, something else began around that time that helped my
bamboo collection grow rapidly: the internet. Many bamboo baskets started surfacing
online and it enabled me to find unique bamboo works without taking a step outside the
house. In the early years of online auctions, there were only a few people bidding on bamboo
baskets. The collector Travis Lundy was one of the few. We used to bid against each other
all the time, and later became close friends. (I hope you’ll enjoy reading our dialogue on
Japanese bamboo art in the special feature on Iizuka Shokansai in Me no Me magazine,
August 2011, and in the catalogue for ‘Fendre I’air: Art du bambou au Japon’ in 2018.)

Around the same time, I became acquainted with Bill Clark, another American collector of
Japanese art when his exhibition ‘Delightful Pursuits: Highlights from the Lee Institute for
Japanese Art at the Clark Center’ was touring Japan. When I visited his museum in
California and learned that he also collected bamboo baskets, we quickly became good
friends.



One day, he asked me to see works by contemporary artist Uematsu Chikuyu. Some of
Uematsu’s works are larger than two metres wide, and I wasn’t sure if I could find a space
large enough to display them. It was then the local public museum in Uematsu’s hometown
kindly offered their space, which led to a one-day exclusive private exhibition. Bill was very
pleased and acquired all of the pieces. In 2008, the Japan Society in New York held an
exhibition titled ‘New Bamboo: Contemporary Japanese Masters’ and there was a special
booth dedicated to Uematsu’s works. It is all part of a fond memory now. Bill’s collection,
including Uematsu’s works, was eventually donated to the Minneapolis Institute of Art and
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston after his passing.

It was around then that bamboo craft started to receive more recognition in Japan: general
appreciation and pricing for bamboo crafts were soaring, with Rokansai being at the centre
of this trend. On the other side of the ocean in America, even galleries specialised in bamboo
craft were opening. I started receiving inquiries and requests from abroad.

My own home, meanwhile, was overflowing with baskets. I held small exhibitions in galleries
which helped organise my collection, but it was never enough. I constantly wrestled with the
same dilemma: “I want to look for new baskets—but I have no money to buy them.”

To sustain the cycle, I began selling works mainly to foreign collectors and museums, then
used the proceeds to acquire new pieces. I found out that many bamboo works had already
been exported overseas long ago, many of which had yet to receive proper appraisal. In fact,
I bought back quite a large number of Japanese bamboo art pieces from foreign galleries.

The enthusiasm for bamboo craft in America soon spread to new generations and regions,
with more collectors and museums developing an interest. Around 2007, a towering, nearly
two-metre-tall American man visited my home in Tochigi to see my collection. As we talked,
we discovered we had watched the same films, listened to the same music, and were even
born in the same month of the year.

His name is Michael Sonnenfeldt and my dear friend now. Michael’s knowledge in Japanese
crafts ranges deep and wide, from bamboo to dolls. He sincerely cares for the future of
Japanese culture, and is a major supporter of JapanCraft21, an initiative I helped launch in
2021 to nurture the future of Japanese craftsmanship.

The late 2010s saw a series of major exhibitions of bamboo art in renowned museums
internationally; ‘Japanese Bamboo Art: The Abbey Collection’ held in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in 2017, and ‘Fendre 1'air : Art du bambou au Japon’ held in Musée du Quai
Branly — Jacques Chirac in Paris, France in 2018. On both occasions, Mr and Mrs Abbey
and the director of Quai Branly museum Stéphane Martin came all the way to my home in
Tochigi. I was delighted to welcome them, and honoured to assist with exhibitions as much
as I could.

In 2016, the National Gallery of Victoria in Melbourne, Australia held ‘Bamboo: Tradition
in Contemporary Form,” featuring the Myer family collection. I was involved only slightly,



but was amazed when the Myers personally flew me in their own plane, something I had
never experienced in Japan.

As international interest in bamboo grew, Japan too saw a wave of major exhibitions.
Among them was ‘Lines and Shapes, Lines and Spaces: The Bamboowork of lizuka Rokansai
and Tanabe Chikuunsai,” a project I had long envisioned, realised in 2018 at the Kikuchi
Kanjitsu Memorial Tomo Museum. It was a very significant and moving moment for me.

The following year, the MET’s bamboo exhibition travelled to Japan as ‘Japanese Bamboo
Art From New York: The Abbey Collection’ and was held at several museums, including the
Craft Gallery of the National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo.

Lately, I'm delighted to see younger artists and designers in fashion, architecture, and other
fields rediscover bamboo art. Fashion designer Kurogouchi Maiko presented the Mame
Kurogouchi 2023 collection inspired by the works of Rokansai and other masters. I was
invited to see the Paris show, which was wonderful: when a model wearing garments
reminiscent of bamboo baskets walked the runway, someone in the audience shouted,
“Rokansai!”—a moment I will never forget.

This exhibition can be considered as a continuation of ‘Bamboo Modern,” a smaller show
held at the Mashiko Museum of Ceramic Art in 2023 centred on Yokota Hosai. He collaborated
with the French architect Charlotte Perriand and his work has drawn interest among those
in architecture and interior design. Even now, the world of bamboo craft still holds countless
fascinating artists and works that remain largely unknown.

My relation with bamboo art began as a casual curiosity, and now has become a forty-year
journey, which has been filled with countless events, exhibitions, collaborations, and
encounters with extraordinary works and people. The pieces in this catalogue are those that
came in my hand during the period, and have stayed with me, closest to my heart.

Many that have passed from my hands have connected me to others around the world. I
never imagined that bamboo baskets would bring so many people into my life, and the
names I mention here are only a small fraction. Thanks to the friendship and passion shared
by dozens and hundreds of people across the globe, both my own path and the world of
bamboo art continue to grow. Sharing the same emotion and reaction with someone upon
seeing the same object, and connecting with such people is, I believe, one of life’s greatest

joys.

SAITO MASAMITSU






