

[image: ]




[image: ]




Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 65–10263
Copyright © 1965 by Bernard Rudofsky
All Rights Reserved

eISBN: 978-0-307-82036-5

v3.1





To Governor Masanori Kaneko





Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

A note on the illustrations



Advertisement

The Initiation

Kimonology

Guidemanship

Ladies Last

A House for the Summer

Hedonism for the Destitute

On Language

An Appetite for Rice

Train Travel

Taste by Edict

Forbidden Directions


Text references






Acknowledgments

The author’s thanks go to Mrs. Anne Freedgood for editing the manuscript; to Mr. D. L. Philippi for helping me to acquire a collection of Japanese pre-Westernization books that furnished most of the illustrations in this book; to the librarians Miss Elizabeth Roth, New York Public Library, and Mr. Philip Yampolski, Columbia University, for their help in obtaining additional illustrations; more particularly, to Miss Nobuko Uenishi for her candor in interpreting to me things Japanese in general.


A note on the illustrations

No pictures adequately reveal Japan and the Japanese. Whether seen through the eyes of a Hokusai or the lens of a Nikon, the image is misleading. Japan cannot be fathomed as matter-of-factly as England, Holland, or Disneyland. Some danger of misrepresentation is ever-present, indeed, unavoidable.

The woodcuts and drawings that accompany the text are primarily meant to convey some of the aroma of the Japanese cultural climate, with its baffling inversion of standards and values. To suggest the quality of the original illustrations, the pages were reproduced as they look to the reader, with the print on the adjacent pages showing through the thin Japanese paper.
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The classical Japanese landscape is hydraulic rather than heroic: rain-soaked, mist-hooded, bathed by brooks and waterfalls. From a Guide to Nikko, 1728.


Advertisement

As late as the middle of the last century, every continent except Europe held its geographical mysteries. The globe was dotted with blank spaces which were either too hot or too cold for comfort, too dangerous or too poor, attracting only the most dedicated explorers or the most desperate adventurers. It was a time when a subcontinent like Alaska could be bought as readily as a city block in mid-Manhattan and for about as much cash. The only unknown country with a tolerable climate, with a fascinating albeit incomprehensible civilization hermetically sealed against contamination from the outer world, was Japan.

The picture the West had formed of her was rather two-dimensional—a country resembling nothing so much as a stage set. Like many a stage set it was exuberant and stylized at once: scenes resplendent with waterfalls, rocks and misshapen pine trees; swirling brooks and rivers; more bridges than houses; and, to confuse the eye, all this was innocent of perspective, without depth, with only some low clouds or ground fog to indicate distance.


The beasts and people who animated the moist setting were no less irregular. There was an abundance of dragons but not so much as the shadow of a cow; there were tigers, herons, eagles—a veritable ranch of heraldic animals. Even the human figures did not add much reality to the scene. Western eyes accustomed to the somber colors of nineteenth-century clothes found the Japanese theatrical, an impression strengthened by their smallness—about three-quarters life-size, which is the height of Sicilian marionettes. They were neither children nor dwarfs, just very short. What accounted for their peculiar attraction (for everybody who had come face to face with them commented on their charm), was the way they moved—pattering along jerkily, bowing violently, doubling up, as in a mechanical ballet.

The toy box has long since been pried open, the forbidden land surveyed and assessed, a census taken. The rocks and trees and waterfalls are still there, but they look somewhat frayed in the presence of billboards that advertise the very same waterfalls, trees, and rocks. The flying dragons have turned into helicopters, the tigers into Jaguars. The people have taken to wearing sweat shirts and plastic raincoats. They are growing taller every year, and for all we know may grow into giants. And yet, the mystery persists. If anything, it has deepened and darkened.
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A sampling of animals from a seventeenth-century encyclopedia. Left to right: dragon, dragon-snake, human-faced pheasant, woodpecker, lion, and holy goat.

The ancient legends’ sharply defined black-and-white contrasts of good and evil have given way to a thousand melancholy shadings of mediocre goodness and badness. Old virtues and vices are now suffused with schizophrenia. Moreover, everything is impermanent. Everyday life is experimental and brisk (at a Japanese pace) and looks even more so against the background of monolithic tradition. The testing ground of humanism Japan has been called, and a country in transition. Indeed, so long she has been in transition—and will probably remain so—that we ought to consider her as being in permanent transition. The narcotic atmosphere of feudalism, of two-edged swords and two-sworded knights, has yielded to a nightmare of up-to-dateness. The country is one big laboratory on a nationwide scale where the elixir of life is being distilled from the latest formulas. Anybody who wants to study Americanization had better go to Japan these days. Although theirs is a spotty, Japanese Americanism, its fragrance is overpowering. Except for complexion and stature, the Japanese are the most flattering imitation of Americanhood. None of them seems troubled by the dilemma of how to reconcile the historic concept of their superiority with their eagerness to assimilate the attributes of an alien race. Centuries-long seclusion, at a time when other nations were traditionally engaged in trading merchandise and blows, left an indelible mark on their character. There is something spinsterish about the Japanese. Their breathless pursuit of novel sensations does not quite conceal signs of melancholy regret—an unpleasant awareness of having wasted the pink of condition on internal bickerings.

The Western world came lamentably late upon Japan, and the “opening” brought disappointment. The things that tumbled out of the treasure chest were thought to be ordinary, not to say primitive, by Western standards. Early travelers—the Spanish and Dutch traders—who had taken Marco Polo’s golden roofs at face value, soon gave up hope for a big loot. If anything, the country was poor—a land of peasants and fishermen. Even the big towns were no more than sprawling villages. If there were rich people, their riches were not apparent. What caught the eye and touched the heart was the spectacle of a country at perpetual peace; a harmoniousness of man and nature that had departed from the Western world with the advent of industrialization.

Before the Japanese began to lay waste their country in the name of Westernization, it must indeed have been paradise. Visitors grew rhapsodic over its charms. “How inviting are the shores with their cheerful dwellings!” exclaimed Siebold (Japan’s Humboldt) when he first entered Nagasaki Bay. “What fruitful hills! What majestic temple groves!”1 The picture one gets from these early reports resembles nothing so much as that of archaic Greece. In those days when travelers were inclined to quote Homer rather than the stock market, Japan’s shores forever evoked comparison with classical images. And with good reason. Japan was in many respects the Oriental counterpart of Greece, that bucolic-heroic country which Europe had just then delivered from centuries of slavery under Turkey’s yoke. Like Greece, Japan was blessed with groves of ever green cedar, oak, and laurel, windswept islands, rocky beaches, and snowcapped mountains. And towering in the humid sky was an Oriental Olympus of gods every bit as eccentric and querulous as that of their Greek cousins.
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Seventeenth-century masks from a reference book on armor.

Commodore Matthew Perry’s men were the last to see Japan intact—mostly through binoculars. According to the official Narrative of the Expedition, “all the officers and men were in rapture with the beauty of the country; nothing could be more picturesque than the landscapes wherever the eye was directed … a scene of beauty, abundance, and happiness, which every one delighted to contemplate.”2 Japan’s medieval society, miraculously preserved for two and a half centuries in a nearly perfect state of embalmment, collapsed when the country was forced to join the international brotherhood. The recklessness and speed with which the Japanese caught up with the presumed advances of the outer world made for a great success story. When success went to their heads and led to their downfall, the recovery from disgrace was as spectacular as their erstwhile conversion to Western culture. Her conquerors were thrilled, for nothing appeals to an American more than a redeemed sinner. Our ultimate failure to steer them along the simple lines of joyous redemption is to be blamed, however, less on abstract verbal barriers than on the real gap between two nations harboring absurd opinions about themselves and each other.

For never have two peoples, so utterly different in makeup—excluding a few striking similarities—been so eager to flatter each other, to convert each other, to explain themselves to each other, to study every wrinkle of each other’s psyche, to copy, adopt and exchange (after a fashion) each other’s proudest achievements—democracy and Zen, beat and Buddhism, striptease and Noh, flower arrangement and baseball—never has there been so much self-examination and cross-examination, so much talk about double alienation and double identification, with so little avail. Japanese have plotted with desperation a path through the muddles of American upper and lower middle-class values, of bureaucratic and academic principles, while Americans have been living doggedly in musty Buddhist convents, inhaling the odor of sanctity and seeking revelation through undernourishment and overfatigue.

Of all the contradictory intelligence we have on foreign peoples, that on the Japanese is the most contradictory. Clichés utterly fail us: Frenchmen are frivolous, Italians are lazy, but what shall we make of the Japanese? They are at once geniuses and copycats, aesthetes and vulgarians; their politeness is as exquisite as their rudeness, their wisdom often indistinguishable from stupidity. Although they carry a heavy burden of comparison with the past, they are nothing less than proud of having transformed a mythical jungle into a modern desert. Many a person who from a distance contracted a passion for Japan and has been fanning it over the years is seized by doubts on approaching Japanese shores. The phantasmagoria of the ultimate sublime may dissolve, he fears, into a mire of mediocrity. Indeed, if he looks for a flash of enlightenment on contact, he is disappointed for even the shores may turn out to be largely metaphorical. What he needs is a divining rod or an article of faith.
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Except for the addition of room telephones, electric lights and electric fans, traditional teahouses and inns have not changed.


The Initiation

Pity the man who cannot muster a feeling of awe, a sort of intellectual creeps, at the thought of visiting Japan. And by visiting I do not mean having a fling with Japan—an all-expense tour with room reservations at the Imperial Hotel. I mean the total immersion in the ooze of a culture as antithetical to ours as it can possibly be. If there are moments of self-doubt, all the better; humility will find its reward. If you “feel indescribably towards Japan,” as Lafcadio Hearn put it, if you want to turn your first meeting into a love-match, do not leave a thing to chance. Give it a push in the right direction. The outcome will depend in good measure on your own resources—whether you possess the curiosity and stoicism that mark the true explorer; whether you can summon the abnegation of a novice taking the veil. Make allowance for maxims such as: Time is of no account, or, Language serves for hiding one’s thoughts. Be prepared for the fact that in Japan there is no sin, original or otherwise.

It goes without saying that the right time for a rendezvous with Japan is the first consideration. One trouble with Japan is the fickle weather. Often violent, never intolerable, it is perhaps more than commonly unstable. The Japanese are overly fond of it and celebrate its vicissitudes in that meteorological species of poetry called haiku.

“The fan-seller: / A load of wind he carries, / Ah, the heat!” (Kakô).

Or, Sampû: “In the summer rains, / The frogs are swimming / At the very door.”

Haiku are short-short poems—to be exact, poems of seventeen syllables; hardly the kind to take your breath away or raise your blood pressure. Their brevity and vagueness recall our whimsical weather forecasts. Alas, the weather does not always live up to either, and moments of poetic flight are eclipsed by long stretches of numbness. Winter is grim, if pretty. Not that it is forbiddingly severe—far from it. It just happens that Japanese houses are unequipped for cold weather. In Japan, hibernation lacks the cosiness that goes with porcelain stoves.
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Painting by the poet Yosa-no-Bûson (1716–1783).

“It is cold” and “It is hot” are conventional greetings, not laments. People never complain about the weather. They never think of rainy days as bad-weather days—on the contrary, rain is considered a blessing since it keeps their rice-baskets filled. Typhoons apart, there is no such thing as bad weather, and to farmers even typhoons are more often a benefit than a calamity. Like those other islanders inured to moisture, the English, the Japanese enjoy rain and fog. The only people who feel unhappy about the rain are foreigners wearing the wrong clothes. Yet, unless one is a poet—there is more than a vein of watery poetry in the Japanese—raindrops falling into a lotus pond do not strike us as different from raindrops falling on asphalt. It is all a matter of upbringing.

Spring, elsewhere the poets’ bonanza, in Japan is likely to dampen their spirit. A succession of rainy days, it has little to recommend it to the non-Japanese. Cherry-blossom time, much touted, is but one of the many wet periods that turn the country into one big swamp. There is mud in the fields, mud in the streets, mud in the gardens, and everybody hobbles along on high-stilted rain-weather clogs. Cherry-blossom time, when you get down to it, is a state of mind, a time for merrymaking, for drinking and getting drunk. But the inner warmth generated by hot sake provides only moderate immunity against the melancholy side of wetness. Boredom waxes, and the suicide rate climbs to twenty-two per day.

Japan is without doubt at its most becoming in summer. There is rain aplenty, but there are also long days of blue skies. “What happiness, / Crossing the summer river / Sandals in hand!” sings Bûson. During the summer months Japan takes on the radiance of a latter-day Arcadia, with luminous nights, fireflies, and, for good measure, mosquitoes of a mild sting and musical hum. Midsummer, assuredly, is the most propitious time for a visit.

Of far greater moment is the choice of a perfect setting for the first night under a Japanese roof. The circumstances of the first physical contact with Japan, the first embrace so to speak, may spell the difference between affection and dislike. With any luck, the neophyte will experience bedazement, a touch of panic, comparable to the sensation of knowing a woman—in the Biblical sense. The answer to his prayers is an inn.

A true Japanese inn has a utopian flavor; the comfort it offers is unlike anything we know. If its amenities seem to be more in the nature of discomfort, it is only because it is often difficult to draw the borderline between comfort and discomfort as between pain and pleasure of the more exquisite kind. Besides, an inn is not for the mobophile. Anyone attuned to American resort hotels with their kindergarten atmosphere of “planned activities,” playgrounds, and tutors, is taken aback by the Japanese taste for seclusion. In Japan, solitude is a status symbol. “The higher the rank, the greater is the seclusion in which the individual lives,” noted Townsend Harris, America’s first consul to Japan.3
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Print by Suzuki Horonobu (1725–1770).
Three young women indulging in the pleasure of walking barefoot.

The rooms and gardens of an inn combine the airiness of a birdcage with the forlornness of a dungeon. The garden—one to a room—is not meant for loafing. Often no more than a few feet deep, it is in the nature of a trompe l’oeil rather than outdoor space. A stuccoed wall or a closely knit bamboo fence screens it off from one’s neighbors, barely muffling their voices. There is no restaurant or dining room; meals are taken in one’s room. Neither is there a bar at an inn, and even with plenty of corridors, chances of running into another guest are infinitesimal. Moreover, a guest trotting to the convenience place is, according to etiquette, invisible.

A native inn is about as far a point of penetration into Japanese life as Occidentals can hope to reach. But there is the rub: true Japanese inns do not cater to foreigners. Although the rule is broken from time to time, many an innkeeper who weakened has lived to regret it. “After two hundred years of poor success,” one of them said, “Japanese innkeepers have given up expecting foreigners to understand their system.”4 For the unwanted there is comfort in knowing that an inn—not just any inn but one of distinction—is not in easy reach of a Japanese either. Money alone does not open its gates. To be admitted, one needs the good services of influential friends. A letter from a governor may be helpful, and again, it may not. Patience is imperative, for the workings of the Oriental mind are roundabout and circumspect. Threatened by inopportuneness of time, a Japanese will choose postponement. A letter going unanswered is not necessarily a snub. Its recipient may be pondering an answer only to find that his thoughts defy translation into words.

Before asking a friend of long standing for what may seem to you a small favor, consider that to grant it may not be in his power. The way to save him from embarrassment is to approach him by a third person. The more vague your request, the better it will be received. Once the ice is broken, however, and acceptance secured, there is cause for jubilation. The honor verges on being admitted to the company of the immortals or being received into the Church.
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High garden walls, screens, and tightly woven fences release in the Japanese a delicious sense of entrapment rather than claustrophobia.
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The amenities of commercial hospitality are graphically illustrated by Hishikawa Moronobu, 1675.

Withal, the privileges extended seem meager. Although you may come and go as you please, the hospitality is stifling, almost narcotic. Whims and wiles are discouraged. You are not to covet a choice apartment, or maid; you take what you get. The same is true for meals—there is no menu to choose from. You are not allowed to skip a bath or to display antisocial tendencies when sharing bath water with strangers. Moreover, throughout your stay at an inn you are left in the dark about the price of things. When at last you receive your bill, keep in mind that it is not disputed. A bill is for paying. It does not indicate what you are paying for, except in the most summary way: for favors extended. The arrangement has the hallmark of an illicit adventure, and discretion is in order.

The seeming prudishness of the Japanese in money matters, more especially, their reluctance to discuss prices or write out itemized bills, can be traced to their traditional dislike of taking money for what is still considered a personal favor rather than a business deal. In the feudal past, the man who let a wanderer sleep under his roof would no more accept payment from him than we would from a hitchhiker. “The concept of taking money in return for lodgings was vague, if not absent,” says historian Kunio Yanagida.5 Itinerant monks and pilgrims offered prayers instead of money, and nonspiritual travelers paid their way with news and gossip. Noblemen who traveled with a large company were in the habit of taking over an entire house and leaving on their departure a sum of money, correctly gift-wrapped, as a voluntary contribution and token of thanks. A far greater permanent reward was derived from the honor of their visit. In out-of-the-way villages, tourists invariably find their attention directed to some old house that, generations ago, accommodated a traveling samurai for a night. From all of which it ought to be apparent that the most heinous crime of a foreigner is to complain of being overcharged. “It is considered ill-mannered,” warns Ichiro Kawasaki, “to discuss money matters at an inn, where the innkeeper is supposed to offer his best hospitality regardless of how much will be paid for it.”6

Pedigreed inns, of which there seem to be lamentably few, are usually tucked away in the shade of ancient castle walls. The castle has disappeared except for some vestiges—moats, gates, a donjon—which exude the moldy aroma of feudalism and thus lend cachet to the inn, a nondescript if elegant structure of uncertain date. Cabdrivers plead ignorance of its existence, and there is no way of knowing whether they are telling the truth or merely conspiring to protect its whereabouts.

For somebody to whom a red carpet and a canopied doorman are essential for a welcome, who thinks of a hotel lobby as a cross between a shopping arcade and a Kursaal, the first brush with the pleonastic nihon-no-ryokan, a Japanese-style Japanese inn, is a letdown. Often the outside presents a murky picture, and not only does it lack the attributes of commercial hospitality, it does not even pretend to look inviting. Behind a gate set in a garden fence, at the end of a short path half hidden by trees, is an entrance of a sort, paved with cobblestones, suggesting a stable rather than a vestibule. Where the stone floor ends, there is a high step of polished wood and beyond it a wooden platform. Except for a low screen, the hall is bare—no reception desk, no pigeonholes for mail, no hooks for room keys, but then, Japanese doors have no locks. On the wooden platform are kneeling half a dozen young women, bowing low and uttering bird-like noises. There are no pages, no gentlemen in cutaway; in fact, there isn’t a man in sight.

The moment you have wriggled your feet out of your shoes and stepped onto the platform, there is a tussle—twelve long-sleeved arms reach out for you and whisk you away in an onslaught of solicitude and controlled tenderness. The bevy of maids slither in double step through dark uncarpeted corridors over polished woodboards that squeak under their white-gloved feet. They do not ask if you want a snug room or a suite, a room with a view (as a rule, Japanese rooms don’t have views), or if you like to be wakened by the morning sun (every room is tightly shut at night). At an inner chamber that smells of incense the wild chase ends as suddenly as it began.

The monkish world of the traditional Japan is closing in on you—a waft of weariness and dedication. The room is dark and austere, and while you wonder whether this is the last word in luxury or whether a door might open to yet another chamber, one of the maids—the others have left—begins to undress you. She goes about it briskly, expertly, silently, like an impatient lover. From a lacquer tray she fetches a folded gown and mercifully covers your embarrassment. Without a word, she puts her arms around you to fasten the sash of your gown, a summer kimono of starched cotton, indigo-dyed, which doubles as nightshirt. Then, having put away your clothes, she produces cake and bitter tea. The cake resembles chips of hard green soap, the sort that hotels provide free of charge with razor blades and tissue paper. The tea is weak and hot. There is only one cup—this is not a love feast after all.

Although the Japanese are anything but bashful about body functions, the whereabouts of the Great Convenience Place are not advertised. In some souped-up inns catering to foreigners one comes across signs as “Upsteps please” or “Lady” and “Gentleman,” but at an authentic inn with its flavor of mystery, the assistance of an insider is needed to discover what novelist Tanizaki called “the most poetic spot in the Japanese house.” The walk through labyrinthine corridors, past hermetic apartments and garden courts, turns into a general orientation course in Japanese hotel architecture. Most privies are located peripherally or whimsically tucked away in secret corners, and, just as a licensed guide is indispensable to the beginner who attempts the ascent of a major mountain, it is the maid’s business to show the way. Short of the cunning of a Theseus, one also depends on being escorted back to one’s room.

No more congenial setting was ever contrived for the unhurried visitor than the classical Japanese privy: a place for contemplation, a philosopher’s den. Its keynote is darkness. Through a small window a weak shaft of light enters, disclosing a curiously appointed cell. The grain of the stuccoed walls is of the finest; the boards of the ceiling are perfectly matched (a sign of impeccable standards); the floor is black lacquer. In lieu of a hollow throne, there is an oblong hole in the floor, lined with porcelain and closed by a wooden cover with a long handle. Porcelain slippers as big as stepping stones flank its sides.

A still life composed of four objects occupies the top of a low cabinet: a single flower, a little drowsy, in one of those rustic jars we have come to identify with Japanese high taste; a tray from which spirals bluish smoke with no more than the suspicion of a scent; an open fan inscribed in terse strokes with a poem, or a thought for the day, or a sample of scatological humor. The fan is not for show but for use. Nowhere on earth does man go about his most humiliating business with so much dignity and abandon.

A teakwood box contains a wad of paper unlike any you ever saw. It is more like a gossamer sheet of snow, if snow could be formed into sheets. It floats in the air like fluff and makes one wish for a skin of peau d’ange. Whatever Japan has in store for you, you know where to find a sanctuary.

The most exquisite privy of them all is never mentioned in English-language books, and this is as good a place as any to remedy the omission. Among the teahouses and sundry buildings that dot the gardens of the Katsura Imperial Villa is a pavilion referred to as the Covered Waiting Bench of the East Side of the Cycad Hill. Guests invited to a ceremonial tea wait here until summoned to the teahouse proper. The modest structure contains a single windowless room, no more





















OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_011_r1.jpg
)
o)
&,






OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_010_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE KIMONO MIND

v BERNARD RUDOFSKY

AnInformal Guide to Japan and the Japanese






OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE KIMONO
MIND

An Informal Guide to
Japan and the Japanese

Bernard Rudofsky

Doubleday





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Rudo_9780307820365_epub_006_r1.jpg





