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, Katō
Tōkurō (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 I 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
Jōmon Jar he submitted to the 10th Nitten Exhibition in 1954 that he was awarded the Hokuto Prize. A
similar combination of Jōmon 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 Jōmon characteristics is the Shino vessel (no.1), which was submitted to the 8th
Nitten exhibition in 1952 and is thought to be Mineo’s first major work in this new style. His embracing of
Jōmon 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, Jōmon 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 Jōmon, 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 Jōmon 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.
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