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The Conception and Practice of Upcycling in Modern History of Japan

Summary

This paper is an investigation of the concept upcycling and aims to find out its theoretical
and practical origins in Japan by tracking its historical development. Originally, the
concept of upcycling refers to a process of transforming wastes into new product dealing
with environmental problems. It was introduced to Japan and become a loanword that
being written in Katakana. The concept of upcycling in Japan is distinguished from this
in English and because of that it is written in “Japanese upcycle” in this paper. The
reason why upcycling is differed in Japan and Europe is that the concept of reusing the
waste was once called Haibutsu riyo(BE## ) during the Meiji and Taisho periods in
Japan. The fact that the meaning of upcycling is developing over times should not be
forgot as well. Even though these three words emphasize different aspect of value of
waste considering their historical background, they are alternatives for waste
management. And most importantly, they give new perspective to the relationship
between waste and resource, design and sustainability, and human beings and objects.
In the first part of this paper, activities of upcycling in Japan and Europe were analyzed
and compared. Firstly, the first chapter is based on the analysis of two different case
studies to show practical possibilities of upcycling in the point of view of construction
sites and industrial manufacturing. One is about interior designer Reiner Pilz and the
host of recycle community Thornton Kay. They were trying to build houses with waste
materials. Pilz created furniture, fittings, and interior goods out of waste materials,
while Kay formed a community of sharing waste materials. The other case is about
architect William McDonough and chemist Michael Braungart. They were trying to
establish circular production system by developing reusable materials. Different from
the small-scale of zero-waste community that suggested by Pilz and Kay, their activities
indicating the possibility of building zero-waste society.

The second chapter pointed out that there are two directions of development of Japanese
upcycle. One is called “value creation”. It means the development of new technology can

turn recycling into upcycling by creating new value. The other one is called “value
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growth”. It means developing or purchasing upcycling product can lead to an eco-lifestyle.
Especially, Japanese upcycle is characterized by crafts and handicrafts that the value of
waste material could be found, preserved, and increased.

In the second part of this paper, the meaning of Haibutsu riyo was explored deeply with
the use of the database of publications from the Meiji and Taisho periods. Haibutsu riyo
was mainly meant technology development during Meiji period but changed its point of
view to handicrafts in the Taisho period. The third chapter focused on Haibutsu riyo in
the Meiji period. It was firstly a kind of science-based technology and introduced as the
application of alternative materials in the manufacturing process of papermaking and
spinning. Then it became popular among entrepreneurs as measures to cut cost. During
Meiji period, Haibutsu riyo was dealing with the scarcity of energy and resources that
caused by the rapid modernization. Besides, Haibutsu riyo became a topic of welfare
activities and shown its ability to solve social issues, for example poverty. In the late
Meiji Period, Haibutsu riyo was becoming a habit of frugality and one of the main
problems of daily life.

The fourth chapter based on the analysis of activities of Tatsukichi Fujii(1881~1964) to
indicate the meaning of Haibutsu riyo in the Taisho period. Fujii was a craftsman and
graphic designer who had been introducing methods of adding pattern to decorate and
renew used things. He encouraged readers to come out with new design and try to awake
their aesthetic consciousness. His activities provided a new perspective to relate crafts
with upcycling. This paper pointed out that Fujii had the foresight to indicate an
upcoming measure of upcycle in Japan.

Above all, the innovative idea to reusing waste materials that born in different periods
of history, have been influencing the meaning of upcycling in nowadays. Whether the
activity is called Haibutsu riyo or upcycling, they are challenging conventional thinking

and addressing social issues with a flexible mindset.
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Abstract

This article is about UEMAE Chiyu (1920-2018) an artist based in Hyogo after World
War II. He was a member of “GUTAI” , which was active both domestically and
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internationally, but he has not been widely known compared to GUTAI’ s leader
YOSHIHARA Jiro (1905-1972) and SHIRAGA Kazuo (1924-2008) who drew paintings
with his legs. Because GUTAI has been reevaluated overseas as a pioneer of
“Performance art” and “Happening”. when he belonged to the group, he consistently kept
drawing paintings. His time-consuming works stood in stark contrast to GUTALI. For this
reason, his works had been unremarkable and even in the current research on that group,
and few studies have focused on him.

His non-representative works were composed of many dots with oil paints, collage with
many match sticks, and "NUI" cloth works were sewn many times. The common feature
of these works produced through the act of accumulation, but there were no mention
from the part of his text about the purpose or coherent approach. In fact, he reflected in
his paintings what he saw in the factory where he worked.

Chapter 1 describes what young UEMAE learned from his experiences and how he
acquired knowledge of art based on diary and autobiography. Next, the author thinks
that his works from 1944 to 2012 are divided into seven styles in chronological order and

each stylistic character is explained.

Chapter 2 focuses on the 2nd period (1953-1957) and 3rd period (1957-1962), from
periods of the above seven styles. Oil paintings drawn with dots and lines made in 2nd
period painted over them many times to become paintings below almost invisible. The
3rd period works were collages with oil paint tubes, sawdust, match sticks. He was
interested in casting manufacturing process in the factory and described about “molds”
and “cores” used for casting. According to him, casting mold has complex spaces inside
that cannot be seen just by looking from the outside. He operated cranes near the ceiling,
observed the inside of the mold, and applied its internal construction to his own works.
Each collage works conscious of showing the inside, therefore, the purpose of UEMAE's
layering of paints and materials was to create internal forms.

Chapter 3 deals with 4th period (1962-1974), oil paintings called “TEN” or “SEN” and
objects. “SEN” were drawn by leaving a gap between the paints so that the colors
underneath can be seen. Objects were continuous works with paintings. In both cases,
he was conscious of underlying layers and internal structure.

Chapter 4 focused on 5th period, “NUI” sewn with thread and “NUI3D” sewn objects.
Although the materials were different from his previous oil paintings and collage works,
so these were sometimes mistakenly identified as “Fiber Art”, but he continued to create
“NUI” series as the same “Pure art”. According to UEMAE, the characteristic of "NUI"
glimpsed the color underlying cloth through small gaps between stitches. That is
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continuous with "SEN" made in the 3rd period. From 1986 onwards, "NUI" had complex
processing on the back side. In fact, those complex process were influenced by the factory.
And he said to have focused on the "flow" and complex "forms" that make up the entire
factory site. He said “NUI3D” were inspired by the steel industry, and that its shape was
"mimics the process of creating internal construction of mold with a core in the factory".
In this way, "NUI" have in common is that they attempted to form the surface and the
lower layer or the inside - the "internal construction". this study shows that UEMAE
approached his work with a consistent interest in how the artworks were constructed,

even if the materials and forms of the works changed.
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