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Yanagi Muneyoshi’s Study of Religion and Art:
Early Thought and Activities

Seunghyun LEE

Philosopher of religion Yanagi Muneyoshi (1889—1961), born in the Meiji period
and active throughout the Taisho and Showa periods, propagated a unique view of
religion known as the “religion of aesthetics” (b no shiakyo).

At the beginning of his career, Yanagi studied western culture through his participa-
tion in the “White Birch” (Shirakaba) literary group. He later turned his attention to
eastern culture and formed his own thoughts on religion in the course of founding the
“Folk Art Movement” (mingei undo). His activities at this time encompassed a wide
spectrum, ranging from a quest for “pure” religious truth to the study of art. Yanagi
embraced both religion and art at once, and stated that they were in fact originally
“not two” (funi), but rather one and the same. When Yanagi became interested in
eastern culture he also encountered Korean folk culture for the first time. Strongly
impressed by the beauty of items for daily use, created by simple Korean people who
did not personalize their works by imprinting their names upon them, he began to
advocate a theory of “folk art.”

Previous studies of Yanagi have been undertaken from the three separate disci-
plinary viewpoints of folk art, Korean culture, and religious studies. However, for
Yanagi himself, these three aspects remained inseparable throughout his entire life.
This article attempts to keep his perspective in mind.

It is in the interest of maintaining this inclusive perspective that I focus on Yanagi’s
early religious thought, from the years 1910 to 1924, while focusing initially on his
activities in the Shirakaba group and his relationship with Korea. It was during these
years that he chose the career of a philosopher of religion, began the search for a
universal concept of religion which would fuse eastern and western ideas, and finally
created a theory of religion and art which considered both as an indivisible entity. His
initial encounter with the Korean people also falls into this period. Investigation of
this stage of Yanagi’s life will, I believe, reveal the most essential foundations of his
thought.
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