In retrospect, it is easy to
connect the dots to explain
how something of significance
came into being. But when
starting out on this journey, the
motivations and decisions will
often be just arbitrary or by
chance. The "heritage business
preservation eco-system" that
is Whole Love Kyoto and Kyoto
Traditional Culture Innovation
Laboratory, is one such case.
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Imost on a whim, Professor Sakai set his
A fashion design class at Kyoto University

of the Arts the task of coming up with
some design concepts related to discovering
Kyoto. What resulted was a pair of shoes that
married the essence of old Kyoto with the
practicalities of modern life. HANAO SHOES are
a mixture of the elegant traditional "geta" wooden
sandals worn with kimono and the practicality
of comfortable sneakers. It was an eye-catching
design. It also became the catalyst for a new way
of thinking about how to preserve Kyoto's rich arts
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taking the shoes from a quirky design for a class
project, to the first product of Whole Love Kyoto
(WLK), the company Sakai founded to synthesise
the best of Kyoto's traditional craftsmanship with
modern design sensibilities.
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VINYL WAGASA
(Vinyl Umbrella)

This update of the wagasa,
the iconic Japanese
umbrella, retains the
bamboo frame but
replaces the oiled paper
covering with plastic. The
Whole Love Kyoto take on
Wagasa wants to challenge
the negative environmental
connotations involved with
disposable umbrellas,

as well as highlight the
elegance and beauty
that defines the Japanese
umbrella. This umbrella is
beautiful, practical, and

a perfect fit for traditional
Japanese clothing. This
everyday product brings
what is useful in the
modern version to what is
really attractive about the
original.
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"Old is New" is both catchphrase and core
concept for WLK. Sakai explains, "If you are able
to change the way you look at traditional products,
traditional practices, and traditional ideas, it is
possible to create new products while not losing
the essence of the originals." Breathing new life
into traditional handicrafts, and making them
useful in a contemporary context is a consultative
process, which requires borrowing the artisans'
techniques and knowledge, and re-shaping things
in a way that is attractive to a younger market. This
process is best illustrated with the story HANAO
SHOES' development.

Consultation and collaboration are the
foundation

Originally the brainchild of budding designers,
HANAO SHOES became a real product through
a series of consultations with traditional Japanese
shoe artisans, refining the design, materials,

and manufacturing techniques for the strapping.
For shoe production, they engaged Moon Star,

a footwear company with a 150-year history

of making rubber-soled shoes. The sales and
marketing are done under the brand name Whole
Love Kyoto, using modern concepts such as
pop-up stores, social media marketing, online
shopping, and collaborations with major fashion
brands such as Beams Japan. Applying modern
marketing to a re-designed product is a relatively
straightforward recipe for success, but the
implications of their work goes deeper.

Talking to Kyoto's artisans yielded Sakai, and the
core young designers that became WLK, more
than insight into their techniques. They came to
understand the reality of the challenges facing the
arts and crafts industry. While Kyoto is home to
over 600 businesses that have existed for more
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than a hundred years, and many of them for
much longer, heritage businesses face seemingly
insurmountable problems. These include declining
sales, which is part of not having products geared
to today's society, and not having the ability to
expand into larger markets to sell the products
they make. On top of this, even if they have viable
businesses, they often have successor problems
with no one able to inherit their legacy.

Sakai had always focused on western fashion,
paying little attention to the traditional design and
craftsmanship surrounding him. The potential of
HANAO SHOES was a revelation for Sakai, and
the pathway forward for heritage businesses
became clear. "To continue sustainably is the
most important thing, it means there has to be

a way to make a profit from their activities, not
just for WLK, but to sustain the artisans and to
have their works better known." His solution was
to record and disseminate the city's important
cultural legacy in traditional arts and handicrafts by
creating the Kyoto Innovation Research Center for
Traditional Culture (abbreviated to KYOTO T5) as a
heritage research organisation based at the Kyoto
University of Arts.

Archiving precious knowledge opens new
doors

Started with just three people in 2018, KYOTO
T5 has grown rapidly. Now, the organisation

has approximately 30 students and affiliated
researchers that go into the Kyoto community
recording the works and life stories of the cities'
artisans and heritage businesses. The interviews
are published online and serve as an archive of arts
and crafts heritage alive in Kyoto today. Although,
the goal of communicating heritage has a dual
purpose, as the research process also creates an

extensive network of artisan relationships that can
be drawn upon by WLK to realise new designs
based on a deeper understanding of their crafts.
With both KYOTO T5 and WLK operating in
tandem and being local, it is possible to establish
long-term relationships with the artisans for follow-
up research and consultation. It allows them

to discover new and interesting aspects of an
artisan's work that would not be clear in a single
meeting. It also enables them to freely propose
ideas and do follow-ups, bring the artisans
prototypes, and get feedback on the product's
development. There is also great diversity within
the creative pool in KYOTO T5, where the ages
and interests of the researchers are varied,
complementing the diversity and richness found
within the heritage businesses.

It is this rich pool of perspectives and creativity
that gives shape to the designs and possibilities
of WLK products. Over a four-year period, the
collaboration has generated dozens of products of
artisanal quality that have compelling backstories.
All WLK products are made using local and
Japanese inputs. Sometimes the artisans will
make the entire product and WLK will do the
packaging and sales; other times, the artisan will
contribute to only specific aspects of development
when creating a new WLK product.

For Sakai, it is critical to make heritage industries
as sustainable as possible. "Japan's market

has little capacity to formally support artisan
industries, and there was no organisation working
to help them continue into the future. Therefore,

it is necessary for organisations like KYOTO

T5 and WLK to act as middleman to facilitate
artisans to create new markets and generate new
income. Having young people and people with

an understanding of contemporary fashion trends
and sense can also help artisans create, package
and sell a product.”

Looking beyond Kyoto for markets and
ideas

Sakai thinks it is vital to expand into the
international market for heritage industries to
survive. This prompted him to pursue cooperation
with design institutions in Europe, to develop

new sales channels, and to further challenge
traditional artisan practices with fresh perspectives
from abroad. Apart from holding seminars

and exhibitions abroad, KYOTO T5 also offers
placements to international students, pairing them
with Japanese counterparts to do fieldwork with
artisans. Noting the influx of fresh perspectives,
Sakai considers the move a success, "The
overseas students are very engaged and more
enthusiastic about the opportunity to work with
masters in Kyoto than most of the Japanese
students."

Directly exposing the public to Kyoto's handicraft
masters is a core WLK activity. Before COVID,
they regularly held workshops with artisans,
offering a privileged insight for participants, while
generating income for the heritage businesses.
During COVID, this ground to a halt. Responding
to calls from artisans struggling to sell their wares
and bereft of customer interaction, they started
online workshops. However, WLK went a step
beyond passive viewing by sending workshop kits
to Japanese-speaking participants worldwide,
allowing them to follow the artisan's instructions
online to make things such as miniature lamps
(Chochin), or decorative packaging.

In recent years, KYOTO T5 has gained significant
attention, and they are now getting inquiries from
companies and cultural organisations, and are
frequently requested to research on particular
artisans and handicraft techniques or facilitate
introductions to heritage businesses. Also, when
they have an idea for a product that would benefit
from collaboration with a larger company, they now
have the credibility and track record with KYOTO
T5 to actively make proposals for collaborations.

In turn, WLK has also looked beyond just Kyoto,
for example, doing a themed variation of HANAO
SHOES based on characteristics of each of
Japan's 47 prefectures. Sakai believes, "Japan has
a lot of potential to preserve and draw upon the
cultural treasures and skills of the nation, but this
needs to be done in cooperation with industry as
the scale is quite large."

TOCHU:

Tochu translates as
"incomplete" in Japanese.
This elegant scarf has been
carefully prepared between
tied blocks and dyed

by a master craftssman
using the traditional
shiborisome (squeezed
dyeing). However, it is

sold o the customers in

an incomplete form. It is
only when the strings are
released that the scarf
appears in its full form. This
creation has a sense of
discovery or completion
of a master's work that
highlights the process

as much as the finished
product, and is designed
to help people understand
and appreciate what
goes into making the
product.
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ICE CREAM GIFT:

The complimentary
wooden spoons
accompanying ice cream
cups are rarely given any
thought. However, WLK
saw it as an opportunity to
re-evaluate such carefree
disposability by having a
range of artisans create
versions of the spoon.
Starting with lacquer, they
used the same design

for decorated metal,
glass, stone and many
more versions. Exposing
people to these various
forms of the simple

spoon helps people to
consider artisanal crafts.
They also provide an
opportunity to put a range
of tfraditional techniques
intfo a standardised

form to encourage the
appreciation of the variety
of approaches and allows
qualitative comparison

of skills and sensory
experience.

EfiEm

RO NS L ERESEREMIREEY
INRAGF 0 {8 WLK BBR/VA
A FREREEHER AT
BT RE-FET S
EABMEREIRRAETF -
MRS - BAEE
I - BMERE T RS K
I BAMBRME KRS
FROIBIERAE - ABAMRE
ZEAFE - FFTLIER
—HELERSAERIE
ERAMRES TN FX
5%étt§s‘e7i‘lﬁlﬂ’ﬂﬁ§$uﬁﬁﬁ
BEES o

22

Valuable lessons applicable anywhere
What Sakai and his colleagues have done is to
create a "heritage business preservation eco-
system." It has all levels of engagement, from
contacting and researching artisanal businesses,
to making them co-developers and designers
for new products that are updated and adapted
to changing market conditions, while also taking
care of the production, marketing and sales

of the products. They are doing it with the aim
of providing a sustainable and long-standing
business environment for artisans that may
otherwise not have sustainable futures.

When asked about the importance of heritage
preservation, Sakai responds, "It doesn't matter
where you are, and it doesn't have to be about
preserving culture, it is just as much about
preserving the essence of the country or the
region, it is important to preserve the objects
and products that contribute to this. If you don't

preserve it you will lose the flavour of a city, region,

or even country. In that sense, our activities
can serve as one model for how to go about
preserving the elements that are important to
retain the character of a place."
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Yousuke Sakai

Yousuke Sakai is a designer
working in graphic, book
and jewellery design. He
holds the dual positions of
Associate Professor in the
Affiliation Department of
Spatial Design, and Director,
Kyoto Innovation Research
Center for Traditional
Culture, af the Kyoto
University of the Arts. He
also heads up the design
companies Chimaski and
Whole Love Kyoto.
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