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Spirits (Keshiki) Emanating from Objecthood 
(Mono)-Or the Destiny of the In-formed 
Materiality 

Shigemi Inaga 

1. "Carving Out" a Statue 

One of the major literary giants of modern Japan, 

Natsume S6seki (1867-1916) wrote a story of the 13th­

century sculptor Unkei in his short piece Ten Nights of 

Dreams (1908). In its sixth-night episode, the narrator 

rushed to Gokokuji, located in present-day Tokyo, upon 

learning that Unkei was carving an image of Two Guardians 

(J: Ni6; S: Vajradhara) for the temple's main gate. He found 

Unkei diligently at work, utterly indifferently to spectators. 

Unkei had just carved out an inch-high eyebrow clean 

across the forehead. Then, without a movement s hesitation, 

turning the blade straight down, he struck it slantwise 

from above. As he gouged the hard wood off and the thick 

wood-shavings flew away like echoes of the mallet-blow, the 

side of an angry nose with flaring nostrils sprang into view. 

His style of carving was indeed unceremonious but showed 

no least uncertainty. 

"It 50 amazing how he can at will create eyebrows 

and a nose when he wields his chisel in such a casual 

manner, " said I as though to myself; for I was most terribly 

impressed. The young man thereupon remarked "Ah, you 

just don 1 understand. He isn 1 making eyebrows and noses 

with his chisel. What he s really doing is excavating with 

the help of mallet and chisel those nose and eyebrow shapes 

that lie buried in the wood. He can 1 go wrong. Its just like 

digging stones up from the soil. " 

I had never before heard such an analysis of the 

sculptor s art. It made me begin to think that, if it were true, 

then anyone might be a sculptor. And I suddenly felt that 

I myself would like to carve a guardian god; so I left off 

watching Unkei and hurried home at once. 

Taking a hammer and chisel from my toolbox, I went out 

to the backyard where I found a whole pile of wood-logs 

just suited to my purpose, all bits of oakwood from a tree 

uprooted in a recent storm which I had had sawn up for 

firewood. 

I chose the largest log and began to carve with great 

spirit. But unfortunately I found no god within it. From the 

next log also, by sheer ill-luck, I failed to dig a guardian 

free. Nor in the third log was a god concealed. I dug 

through every log in the woodpile, one after another, but 

nary a one contained a guardian god. And finally it dawned 

on me that guardian gods were not, after all, buried in trees 

of this present age; and thus I came to understand why 

Unkei is living to this day. I 

This sixth-night episode of S6seki's short story was 

serialized from July 25 to August 5 in 1908 in the daily 
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Asahi. Widely known in Japan, it has attracted almost 

no questions. Strangely enough, however, little has been 

noted about a view quite distinct from the conventional 

understanding of sculpture prevalent in modern Euro­

America. The idea of carving out a form already embedded 

or hidden therein markedly differs from the artist's role 

as a creator as understood in Western society since the 

Enlightenment. Sculpture can be made through two basic 

methods: modeling and carving. In the former, when 

modeling with clay or casting in bronze, it is the artist's 

idea that is shaped and material is poured into this shape. In 

the latter, when carving such materials as stone and wood, 

the artist customarily disregards the material's inherent 

nature or grain, as has been always the case in the West 

since ancient Greece and Rome. Accordingly, while masons 

would provide sculptors with homogenous material, carvers 

would project their intended forms onto three-dimensional 

matter and chip off what is superfluous from it. 2 

A method of reviving pneuma (breaths of life) or 

spirits embedded and concealed in material has long been 

prohibited in the modern West. It would be strenuous to 

rehabilitate this technique using Western languages, because 

the basic linguistic system constructed and nurtured by 

Western philosophy precludes such thinking. All the more 

so, no effort must be spared in reviving the wisdom of this 

method. How can we open up a path to this method by 

using the Japanese word mono, which cannot be reduced to 

the English thing or material? What follows is my humble 

attempt to take on this momentous task. 

2. Minakata's Mandala 

fig.! 

I 
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Eight years before penning Ten Nights of Dreams, 

S6seki studied in England, On his way there, he passed a 

ship on the Indian Ocean which carried another Japanese 

scholar back home: Minakata Kumagusu (1867-1941). 

In December 1893, while in London, Kumagusu sent a 

letter to Doki H6ryu, a Shingon priest at Mount K6ya, 

the headquarters of Shingon Esoteric Buddhism. The 

letter included a now famous diagram (fig.l) consisting 

of two circles, one marked with a Chinese character !1m 

(J: mono; E: thing) and the other Ii:., (J: kokoro; E: heart), 

with their overlapping section inscribed $ (J: koto; E: 

event). An extremely simplified vision, it alludes to a basic 

understanding: when a thing touches a human heart, the 

heart therein comprehends an event. This can safely be 

rephrased in a Western language as follows: a phenomenon 

arises at the contact plane of the spiritual and material 

worlds. I hope that thus understood, Kumagusu's diagram 

is not so hard to comprehend for students who have studied 

philosophy in the West. 3 

After he returned home, he sent another letter to Doki, 

dated July 18, 1903, with a more elaborate diagram 
(fig.2), in which several events in the phenomenal world 

were connected intricately with causalities behind them. 

Individual events were also covered by a net of numerous 

causalities, some having clear direct relationships and some 

others being too remote to show any connections. Generally 

speaking, modem Western science is predicated upon the 

mono-linear, chain-effect causal relationship in which 

a given effect results only from a single specific cause. 

However, Kumagusu intended to critique it, because the 

phenomenal world in actuality cannot be explained away by 

the linearly defined causality of A begetting B betting C and 

so on so forth . This author has conjectured that Kumagusu's 

diagram illustrated JlI1. $ f!lt ~ l! W. , or "interpenetration of 

deeds and laws," as expounded in ~,**I or the Avtamasaka 

Sutra. 4 

According to this theory, situated on a net of numerous 

laws, an event arises as a node of interrelationships; no law 

that governs events can remain dissociated from individual 

events. This much can already be easily branded a dark 

magic by modem science. Still, what kind of scientific 

ground exists to justify the claim that a given event is 

associated merely with a certain law and unrelated to all 

others? Modem science has made extraordinary progress 

by accepting numerical values measured on specific 

coordinates and discarding all others. However, his 

experience at the British Museum compelled Kumagusu to 

recognize the limitation of such methodology of modem 

science. 

In less than a month, on August 8, Kumagusu sent to 

Doki yet another diagram with two images (fig.3), which 

~ 
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he called ~~,m (mandala). In this diagram, the right image 

shows a triangle in which the contact between kakara and 

mono engenders kata . The kata is labeled ~ (J: na; E: 

name), which will become t:P (J: in; E: sign). This force 

field is labeled ~ (J: kin or kan), likely signifying ~ ~U W­

~ ~ ,m (J: Kangokai mandara; S: Vajradhatu Mandala; E: 

Diamond World Mandala). The left image is marked with 

Ml (J: tai), signifying Ml~W-~~,m (J: Taizokai mandara; S: 

Garbhadhatu Mandala; E: Womb World Mandala). 

While the Diamond World represents the phenomenal 

world or the conscious world that can be cognized through 

the senses, the Womb World represents a unconscious or 

preconscious phase, in which the seeds of phenomena are 

stored in the pre-germination state. The right represents m 
(J: ken), or a revealed world, whereas the left represents 

W (J: mitsu), or a concealed world. The Womb World is 

organized by two axes, 129 (J: in; S: nindana; E: cause) and 

* (J: ka; S; hetu; E: effect), along which is depicted ~ Il:9 
(J: engi; S: paticca-samuppada; E: origin or circumstance), 

which is related to 129 . Kumagusu added an explanation to ~ 

as "being engendered as 129* (J: inga; E: causality) and IZ§ 

51! intersect." In his letter, Kumagusu acknowledged that in 

today's science, 129 as causality could be readily understood, 

but ~ ,engendered by the intersection of causalities, could 

not. Therefore, he exhorted Doki, it was their task to study 

~ . It is not too absurd to see Kumagusu's idea in line with 

those of his contemporaries, such as Saussure's structural 

linguistics, Freud and others' psychoanalysis, and Einstein's 

relativity theory, in a broader intellectual context. 5 

Kumagusu's mandala is useful in analyzing S6seki's 

dream about Unkei. If a modem sculptor picked up a chisel 

and mallet to carve a block of wood, no Two Guardians 

could be found therein. S6seki's observation, "[G]uardian 

gods were not, after all, buried in timbers of this present 

[Meiji] age," made a biting and ironical critique of Meiji 

Japan, which was governed by the scientific law of 

causality, which defied superstitions that underscored the 

vision of guardian gods hidden in woodblocks. If a carver 

should see only impurity in grains, tree-ring patterns, and 

distorted knots of natural wood, he lacked an ability to see a 

sign of a Buddha in them and carve out the deity under their 

guidance However, Unkei, who knew the "interpenetration 

of deeds and laws," could see the sign of Buddha in the 

intricate undulation of organic structures concealed in 

woodblocks and successfully carve the image of Two 

Guardians from it. 

The expression "Unkei is living to this day" is rather 

mysterious. Still, since the 13th century, when Uneki carved 

many of them, Buddhist images have undergone various 

changes over time, now bearing wrinkles, unevenness, or 
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cracks that did not exist when they were made, with some 

statues even having been exposed to elements and scorched 

under the sun. Unkei skillfully carved Buddhist statues as 

though he had taken account of the subsequent shrinkage 

and cracks of the wood. Despite all the changes over years, 

the old wood has come to assume a certain character and 

the wood Guardian is thus certainly "living" today. From a 

human-centered view, the sculpture began deteriorating the 

moment it was completed. Yet, the aesthetics expressed in 

S6seki's dream defies such a worldview, gladly submitting 

to nature's action.6 

3. Primary Conception by Brain and Secondary Output 

by Hand 

How, then, was technicity understood in ancient Greece, 

which has since become the benchmark of modem Western 

civilization? It is worth reviewing certain basics of Western 

philosophy history that are crucial to our discussion. The 

Greek word translated into Japanese as 1i iIi: (J: shitsuryo; 

E. material) is hyre, which etymologically derived from 

wood (timber) and was translated into Latin as material. 

Its etymological origin can still be found in Spanish, in 

which madera means wood. When Plato discussed the 

wood, he had in mind that found at a carpenter's workshop 

as material for desks. Carpenter in Greek is tekton, which 

shares its etymological origin with techne, or "technology" 

today. Its Latin translation is ars, which has since become 

art in English. 

According to Plato, the form of "desk" arises as a 

phenomenon in accordance with its eidos (ideal). Material 

is to fill the ideal yet empty form. The desk's physical 

material presence inevitably diverges from its eidos, for it 

is understood as the degeneration of eidos. The eidos lying 

behind the phenomenon is ideal, with its phenomenon 

being a mere shadow or a lesser copy7 Ancient carpenters 

were engineers who gave hyre the form-or morphe in 

Aristotelian terminology-of desk. Since the antinomy 

of morphe was amorphe, which means "that which has 

no form," it can be inferred that material or hyre was 

regarded as formless as a physical entity by ancient Greek 

intellectuals who formed the leisure class liberated from 

manual labor. 8 

On the one hand, eidos in ancient Greek became idea 

(and its equivalents) in modem Western languages. On 

the other hand, the act of "creation" associated with 

Christianity was alien to ancient Greek philosophy. Creation 

was originally a power solely attributed to the God who had 

created the whole world from nothing (ex-nihilo) . However, 

since the 18th-century Enlightenment, the talent for creation 
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was extended to extraordinary individuals. In parallel to 

this development, in the mid-18th century and onward, 

artistic creation came to be considered the act of geniuses. 

Even so, artistic creation was consistently identified with 

the realization of eidos in the phenomenal world, that is, 

the material actualization of an ideal or inspiration. In 

other words, the primary importance lay in the idea that 

visited the artist's mind; the rest was a mere matter of its 

realization. In Italian, disegno signified the act of quickly 

sketching the idea in the artist's brain. In 17th-century 

France, it morphed into dessein(g), which in the 18th 

century spawned dessein, meaning "design" (in the sense 

of "plan" and "intend"), and dessin, meaning "drawing." 

Needless to say, the English design derived from the French 

dessein. 

Either way, priority was given to the brain that 

received an idea over the physical realization. Behind this 

development was the changing status of painterly crafts. 

Since the Renaissance, the heads of craftsmen's guilds, 

who occupied a social place similar to the heads of artisans' 

groups, increasingly demanded to join the intellectual 

classes on the claim that their labor required intelligence 

equivalent to that of brain workers who composed texts; 

painting, which requires intellectual planning, should be 

separated from artisanship that merely required meticulous 

handiwork. As a result, at the 19th-century French Art 

Academy, students were encouraged to draw their initial 

plans and conceptions through intentionally rough drawings 

called ehauches, then transfer them to detailed partial 

studies varyingly called esquisses or etudes. They were 

taught to apply the intellectual disciplines of perspectives 

and human anatomy during this latter stage, and to transfer 

these studies faithfully to the final tableau, which would be 

completed after colors were applied. This intricate process 

was instilled in the academy's students as the absolute 

prerequisite for works submitted to the Salon and other 

competitions. Thus, an artist was given a privilege to create 

intentionally rough plans and ehauches as the sign of their 

genius. In the 20th century, the Academy's dominance in art 

administration would decline in the advent of modernism. 

Yet, this conception of the genius has endured with a firmly 

held belief. 9 

What should not be overlooked is the relationship 

of the brain to the hand and fingers. Granted, painters 

needed proficient skills and accurate drawing techniques. 

Still, excessive proficiency and rigid correctness could 

signal artisanship. Of course we cannot really infer that 

the intellectual conception was always favored over the 

physical realization through handicrafts, and yet it cannot 

be denied that handicrafts remained secondary to the 
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brain's conception, being relegated to the task of realizing 

the brain's design. This is because scholars emerged from 

schole (leisure) in ancient Greece and theory, which derived 

from theoria, was dissociated from praxis, i.e., real-world 

experiences and practices. We must not forget that ancient 

Greece, where democracy originated, was sustained by 

slavery. (Still, we also have to remember that the meaning 

of "slavery" varies from culture to culture, from period to 
period.) 10 

4. Design's Hegemony in the Post-Industrial Era 

It can be summarized that the Industrial Revolution, 

begun in the 19th century, prompted the replacement of 

most handiworks with the machine. In this process, laborers 

and handicraftsmen at times took a hostile attitude toward 

the machine for fear it would take away their jobs. In 

some sectors which required specialized skilled labor, this 

antagonism persisted to the late 20th century. However, 

today, in the 21 st century, the conflict between the machine 

and skilled labor is an outdated paradigm. Instead, the 

conflict resides in the marketplace, where expensive 

products made by skilled laborers simply cannot beat far 

cheaper mass-produced disposable products. If skilled 

laborers socially transformed themselves into artists and 

created an alternative market wherein rarity is valued, their 

conflict with industrial products would have been resolved. 

As time passes, however, it is inevitable for a number of 

traditional handicrafts to be eliminated and vanish in the 

process. In any era, no matter how intricate and mature a 

given technology becomes, it is destined to be mercilessly 

discarded as an unnecessary relic and disappear from the 

industrial frontline if it does not suit the need of the time. 

In addition to such a familiar course of history, a 

yet larger change is rapidly taking place, which may 

be characterized as the "end of art" and what I would 

dare to call the "hypertrophy of design." Generally 

speaking, modem design originated in industrialization . 

Functionalism encouraged the rationalism and mechanistic 

functions of industrial technology, disproving the 

affectation of decorative aesthetics from the previous era. 

Instead, function exemplified modernist beauty. If the 

art of architecture in the past laid in the concealment of 

unrefIned cast-iron skeletons under aesthetic decorations, 

steel skeletons now shed the coat of decoration to reveal 

themselves. Eventually, exposed structures and their 

functionality triumphed as the canon of a new beauty. In 

ancient times, the Latin ars was translated from the Greek 

techne. In modern times, the scientific and industrial 

revolutions intensified the separation of art and techniques 

to a degree that they are incompatible to each other. 
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As science and technology progressed, the category 

conventionally called "art" has increasingly lost its vanguard 

status in human intellectual endeavors. Nowadays, the 

work of art is deprived of its privilege and symbolic place 

as the cornerstone of culture; it is turned into a superfluity 

of industrial society, serving as a temporary security of 

financial capital management. In reverse, design saw its 

day come with its ability to equip science and technology 

with appropriates forms. If plaster drawing becomes an 

empty technique devoid of utilitarian value other than 

a requirement for an art school's entrance exam, design 

capable of giving suitable functional forms to industrial 

products is gaining hegemony largely upon the demand 

of the business world. In the first half of the 20th century, 

when handicrafts still competed with industrial technology, 

design (which was also called ~ ~ [zuan], which literally 

means "illustrated plans," in Japan) retained the remnant of 

handicrafts. However, with the standardization of industrial 

products, as exemplified by the prewar Bauhaus, and the 

progress of electronic appliances from the 1960s onward, 

design steadily departed from handicrafts. Especially from 

the 1990s onward, design began to assume the status of a 

specialized occupation tantamount to a purely intellectual 

labor of form-planning. 

Today, in the 21 st century, the industrial world has 

invented machines that use some physical media to output 

the three-dimensional forms that the brain conceives by 

directly transforming them into numeric information. It 

is now possible to enlarge a scale model to actual size by 

entering appropriate parameters, undertaking a simulation, 

and factoring structural mechanical calculations . The 

resulting three-dimensional model can encompass all the 

necessary coefficients. We can easily conduct the feasibility 

test of a plan constructed solely by the brain to see what 

kind of material and structure is necessary to withstand 

gravity. Some thirty years ago, such a test required a great 

deal of time and labor provided by students at a university'S 

architecture department. However, today, manual drafting 

is obsolete, regarded as a waste of time; instead, computer­

generated graphics, which can be deduced from purely 

cerebral operations, replace blueprints made on sensitized 

paper. Liberated from an array of physical limitations, the 

brain now has acquired sheer freedom. However, I think 

this is nothing but the hypertrophy of design. But why 

hypertrophy? 

5. In-Formation Processing: Filling Material in Form 

Let us now examine the word information. Above all, 

it should be noted that a great gap exists between the 

translations made in the Chinese ideographic cultural 
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sphere by combining ideograms and the original European 

languages. For example, '00' ¥a (1: johO) signifies the report 

( ¥a ) of the state of affairs ( '00' ). In the Chinese ideographic 

cultural sphere, this is the meaning of information. In 

fact, in our everyday life, this translation causes little 

inconvenience. However, this translation reduced 

information to communicational material, losing the aspect 

of information as being "molded form" which requires 
"encoding" and "decoding." 

Etymologically, information is a noun derived from 

in-form, the act of guiding something in(to) aform-the 

fact which is barely registered in the Chinese ideographic 

cultural sphere. Vilem Flusser is a philosopher who focused 

on this "forming" aspect of information. He emphasizes 

that information means to press (aufdrucken) material into 

the mold, that is, to make a form by pouring material into a 

mold. If so, the present task of design as outlined above can 

seamlessly linked to the Western definition of information: 

to design is to materialize a form depicted by the brain's 

theoretical conception by filling an appropriate substance 

in it. Here an obvious Platonist residue is undeniable. The 

value system underscored by this view became the object 

of a slightly cynical philosophical critique of Flusser, who 

surely understood the development of electronic apparatuses 

pushed the principle of filling material in an immaterial 

form beyond a certain critical point. What matters for 

him is not the electromagnetic working of a CD's display, 

but the immateriality of this display as an empty form 

that accommodates any content. Design as a technique of 
materialization has its foundation in its immateriality." 

Flusser also made a few important observations. First, 
the proliferation of electronic information allowed unO. 

thing-like things (undingliche Ding) to run wild. It has 

weakened people's attachment to things and strengthened 

their orientation toward that which is literally physically 

ungraspable (unbegreiflich), ghosts of things, so to speak. 

The recent trend of young people losing the desire to buy 

automobiles, unwilling to acquire books, and preferring 

the virtual experience of games to actual international 

travel saliently underscores the orientation toward unO. 

thing-like things. Borrowing from postrnodern conceit, we 

may say that the desire for possession has been inverted 

to the possession of desire. The basic assumption of 

consumer life is completely inverted, from information 

gathering for the sake of consumption to consumption for 

the sake of information gathering, from the possession and 

accumulation of wealth to the exchange and passing of 
wealth. 12 

With regard to this inversion, Flusser makes a second 
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observation: while the hands lose the meaning of grasping, 

the fingers gain its sensitivities. In German, BegrijJ (E: 

concept) derives from begreifen (E: to grasp), but the 

traditional view that to "understand" is to "grasp" the object 

or the state of affairs recedes to the background, while a 

new worldview of operationalization-we can change the 

world by manipulating the keyboard-comes to the fore. 

At its most extreme is the end of the world that might be 

brought about when the presidents of the superpowers 

press the button of nuclear weapons. In our everyday life, 

the keyboard is a tool to manage and manipulate the world 

financial markets, while misplaced touches on the keyboard 

can cause panicky jumps and falls of stock prices. Such a 

worldview is unquestionably imposed even on elementary 

schools, where classes of arts and crafts are replaced by 

computer literacy classes, the change being willingly 

manipulated by the demand of the political and economic 

spheres. It should be noted, however, that an expectation 

that we can experience the change of the world or open up 

the freedom to encounter the limitless world is no more 

than an illusion. Pressing certain keys with fingers may 

guarantee the freedom of selection and decision. Still, it is 

a freedom to trigger a predetermined program. If we don't 

think we are bound by the programs, that is because the 

individual's life expectancy is not long enough to test all 

the possibilities in them. I3 

6. Blueprint and "Projection" into the World 

Thus the prosperity of design can be understood as the 

reverse side of the same coin with the brain's uncontrollable 

desire to control the whole world. Both of them owe their 

overwhelming hegemony to the rapidly expanding space 

of virtual reality, which served as their ideal seedbed. In 

relation to this state of hypertrophy, the third observation 

by Flusser to be noted here refers to two terms, project 

and Entwurf Entwurf usually means design and planning 

and, by extension, design studies, blueprints, and sketches 

in a more concrete manner. Etymologically, it combines 

ent (outward) and werfen (throw), which together means 

the act of throwing the mental idea-which has visited the 

brain-in front of the eye. Latin-derived, project combines 

pro (forward) and ject (throw). Entwurf and project are 

interchangeable depending on the context, with the German 

Entwurf often used to translate the English project. As a 

term of philosophy, Entwuif can be translated into Japanese 

as toki :&1£ , in reference to Heidegger's terminology. We, 

who exist in this world having thrown in without knowing 

why (which is called Dasein), must make a decision 

(Entscheidung) to werfen our existence. In doing so, the 

philosopher claims, we can change our existence. 
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However, these words are not part of its vocabulary in 

Japanese society. In the Japanese language, project is an 

import word pronounced purojekuto . However, its core 

meaning of "projecting a plan that one's brain conceived 

into the world, realizing the brain image in reality" is 

not easily understood. Purojekuto, in the Japanese mind, 

means a great, or lofty and vast plan put together outside 

the reach of their concern. Once the purojekuto sets a goal, 

we have to devote ourselves, even sacrifice our family, 

and do our best to realize it by any means possible-this 

is how Japanese workers have understood since the 1960s, 

when the Japanese were ridiculed as "economic animals." 

As for the philosophical term toki, society at large doesn't 

understand it even as part of basic cultural knowledge, 

despite the vast accumulation of translated philosophical 

treatises and all the efforts made by philosophy instructors. 

In fact, because its homonym is w: ~,a financial term 

meaning "speculation," people tend to mistake it for 

money-making adventures. This is a sad fact of Japanese 

life. 

Entwurf contains a conception of "how to design the 

world." In Japan, it is almost impossible to teach the 

distinction between conception (koso :m:~!) from concept 

(gainen ;jwt ~) to university students, let alone ordinary 

people. Conception originally means "pregnancy." The 

sense of "impregnation of a womb with a seed(s) of 

descendent generation" is extended to "impregnation of 

the brain with an idea." The etymological end-product of 

this impregnation is concept. The Japanese inability to 

distinguish the two points to its unfamiliarity of "nurturing 

an idea in the brain." Furthermore, the will to realize it 

as a concrete project has not been actively encouraged in 

old as well as modem Japan. It is not an overstatement to 

say that in importing the latest science and technology, 

Japanese society since ancient times almost uncritically 

adopted the preceding projects of Western invention (China 

locating also "west" to Japan). In the process, Japan made 

every effort to catch up with and eventually overtake the 

West. As a result, what it manages to achieve is often 

haunted by gross hypertrophy with anachronistic delay. 

Examples abound, ranging from kofun mausoleum (burial 

mounds) and bronze dotaku of the Tumulus period to the 

construction of the battleship Yamato in modem times. The 

"shrink-orientation" (termed by Lee O-Young) in postwar 

Japan, as exemplified by Sony's transistor radios, merely 

compensates the hypertrophic tendency. 

7. Crafting Hands and Thinking Fingers 

In Eine kleine Philosophie des Design (1993), Flusser 

discusses Japanese pocket radios to compare design culture 
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in the East and the West. In the West, to design is to press 

some sort of form onto a formless mass of material. In 

contrast, in the East, to design is to make an aesthetic 

project (Heideggerian Entwerf) of one's self onto the non­

self. Whereas Western design is informed by the Christian 

mission of overcoming death, Eastern design is underscored 

by the Buddhist challenge of overcoming the pain of the life 

cycle of metempsychosis. 15 I am curious how Flusser, who 

posited such an East-West comparison, would have reacted 

to S6seki's episode ofUnkei, reincarnated in the Meiji era 

through Ten Nights of Dreams. 

This kind of comparison is now criticized for being 

cultural essentialism and cultural determinism. However, 

it is important to acknowledge the diverging outcomes 

resulting from the same aspirations for design. Unease felt 

by S6seki and Kumagusu is evident. Or, at the least, it is 

useful to observe how the matter-of-course assumption for 

design in the West may be somehow lost in Japan and not 

transplantable, so far as it will afford an occasion to explore 

detailed evidence or counterevidence. 

Following Flusser's discussion with this in mind, I cannot 

but notice that a few crucial elements are missing from his 

provocative thought. First, the kind of material to be used 

to fill the form offered by design. Second, the difference 

between the linguistic media and the tactile media (hands 

and fingers) in the form-making of information. Third, the 

relationship between the brain and the hands or fingers. 

Let us begin with the third point. A characteristic of 

design sensitivity in the Far East that Flusser singled out 

is a "distinct aesthetic quality expressed in the melding 

with the surrounding world and the self-obliteration." 

This observation must be informed not only by how 

Flusser actually saw them but also by the aesthetics of 

Verschmelzung (fusion) offin-de-siecle Vienna Japonismus, 

while invoking a hint of the stereotyped Zen aesthetics. 16 

Having said that, what can we see if we apply this 

observation to S6seki's dream? An act of finding the image 

of Two Guardians in woodblock makes a marked contrast 

with the view of design that an artist should project his 

subjectivity onto an object. With Unkei, it is not the brain 

that casts the form onto material, but it is the sense of arms, 

hands, and fingers that hold a chisel and strike a mallet on 

it that respond to and probe a thing buried in the materiaL 

A sharpened sense permeates the studio of woodcarving. 

Unless the sculptor melds (verschmelzen) with the world 

and accepts the self-obliteration, the image will not appear 

from the woodblock. 

Nakai Hisao is a psychoanalyst known for his 
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extraordinary insight into the importance and danger of 

touch in psychiatry. Nakai admonishes against the doctor's 

active intervention because it is motivated either by his 

inability under pressing circumstances or by his ambition 

outside medical treatment. It is important to "listen 

carefully" with one's body, as much as listen carefully with 

one's ears. If a therapy is going well, a doctor has very little 

sense of his own self or anxiety, just like a surgeon whose 

operation is going well. No doubt, the state of mindlessness 

that S6seki observed with Unkei is similar to the surgeon's 

state of mind. 17 

According to Nakai, with patients in an acute crisis 

of persecution delusion with the high risk of harming 

themselves or others, it is an effective treatment to give 

them a lump of clay. By holding something in their hands, 

they can recover a sense of reality. By pressing the clay 

with their hands and fingers, they can find a form emergent 

in their hands. The slightest sense of achievement can be 

very important to them.18 The tactility felt in their hands 

and fingers and their engagement with a plastic material 

can help them recover the sense of their being. When the 

physical contact with the world and the haptic sense of 

touching are secured, one's mind and body gain a sense of 

unity. Furthermore, one's sense of collaborating with the 

world may arise. Importantly, the form made by hands and 

fingers here completely circumvents the route of projecting 

an Entwurf (plan) that the brain has conceived onto a thing 

in the material world. If we borrow Kumagusu's diagram, 

when mono (material thing) and kokoro (mind and heart) 

make a contact, koto (matter) is conceived as an accidental 

encounter between them; and by nurturing this koto, kokoro 

will also be cultivated. In other words, rather than the spirit 

which makes mono by hands (i.e., hand-made object), it is 

the spirit and mind (kokoro) that is cultivated through the 

hands that handle mono (raw material). 

8. Linguistic Information and Tactile Information 

The second issue, the relationship between language 

and fingers , now enters our discussion. Notably, the Latin 

root, calcul, which means "calculation," derived from 

calculi or stones, alluding to the act of picking up stones 

and arranging them by fingers, from which act the brain 

devised arithmetic. When bipedal walking liberated the 

hands from walking, the mouth was in tum liberated from 

predation. When the hands learned to sense width, weight, 

density, and numbers, then calculation became possible. 

It is inferred that the discovery of the decimal system 

was intimately related to the ten fingers of anthropoids. 

Furthermore, "articulation" in spoken language originally 

meant finger joints (athron). Yet the role played by the hand 
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that comprises fingers in "grasping = understanding" is 

today underappreciated. 19 

The ability to establish a phonetics consisting of complex 

combinations of vowels and consonants and to organize 

spoken languages from it is said to have intimately 

depended on the evolutionary process of humankind, 

especially the descent of the vocal cords. The recent 

fossil analyses demonstrate that only when the vocal code 

descended following the shift to bipedal walking did 

humankind gain a kind of vocal code that allowed them to 

deploy spoken language. Today, the skilled hand to type 

~m the keyboard can selectively press keys in accordance 

to the phonetic system of a given spoken language by 

using ten fingers, each of which is assigned specific keys. 

However, we might also take into account, as a hypothesis, 

the invention of the musical instruments whose different 

tones and registers of sound could be controlled through 

manual command by ten fingers. The establishment of the 

musical scale and its manipulability by the assigned fingers 

should have played a certain role in the development of the 

articulation system in spoken language, as well as in the 

higher command of vocal code . 

We now have to examine the word design . As has 

been pointed out above, design derived from the Italian 

disegno , which includes sign in it. Description means 

scribing on paper or a clay pad with (de) a writing utensil. 

It may be etymologically questionable to extend this 

analogy too freely, but so far as we understand it today, 

it is permissible to see in design an act of arranging and 

manipulating signs. It may depend on individuals but in 

phonogramic languages, in order to write a text by string 

together characters (e.g. , alphabets), we catch the sounds 

resonating in the brain and transcribe them as phonograms, 

or we spin together a chain of phonograms syntactically. 

In contrast, arrangement of signs requires more pictorial 

editing, governed by a paradigmatic sense of creating a 

constellation of signs in space. In Minakata Kumagusu 's 

mandala, koto (matter) emergent on the contact of kokoro 

(mind) and mono (material) becomes a seed when it makes 

a unique sign and receives a particular name. In the mystical 

linguistics of Esoteric Buddhism, each Sanskrit character 

(" seed") is said to correspond to a particular Buddha­

nature, revealing its "essence" (J: shinnyo; S: tathiitii) . In 

Saussurian linguistics, as we know, the link between the 

phonetic and semantic aspects of a sign is supposed to be 

artificial, and thus sign is regarded as arbitrary. Unlike 

this structuralist construction, in Esoteric Buddhism, the 

pronunciation of a Sanskrit sound constitutes a mantra to 

invoke the corresponding Buddha body. It is easy to call it 

a magic, perhaps. However, Buddhist mandalas, in which 



c. c. -('f'-tf -1 /' C "l '5 §~~ rIt'*T G iJ6\~;b~1:.-r 

Go Design ;b~-1 -7 1) 7~0) disegno t;:EI3*T G c. c ti 

Jl)tt;:]illrZt.:;b~, -c c. t;:ti sign T~;bij~B%;b~~*n 

-c" l G 0 ~B]ill description tHg~B}]!~~tJ£mi~ fJ ;ft!i±fJX 
mi~ fJ t;:~iS l-C de ::x:~~~Utl' scribe C. c ~J.jf,,* l 

-C"lG o FiU~O)~*~~l < TG c. c ti, ~~~B"Jt;: 

ti" l ~ ~ ;b~rl=l~Jm ~ d0 is '5 0 t2';b~m'R;O)~~;b~ 6 ~ G;b~ 
~ fJ, f'-tf -1 /' t;:, ~B%~~!c l~1'FT G '§ lj., C "l 

'5~lj.~~Gc.c~~~n~'5o::X:~~~~-C::X:.~ 

:;: < 1'F~t;: ti, 1N!IA~ti d0 is '5 ;b~, 9l~ < c ~ ~lif::x: 

~§~O).~.~~Mc.~Glif~~::x:~~cti~T 

G, d0G"ltilif0)3m~ fJ ~~~O)~ '5 t;:3mj1i~syntagm c 

l-C*1i'&'lliT'§lj. c "l '5 ffiUmi;b~},)j3 ~ l,lo C. nt;::tf 

l-C m sign ~ !C~T G '§ lj. ti, ~ fJ ~~B"J~Iii~:5Z 
frltrt;:lli <, ~rdlB"J t;: ~B%O)JiJ*~;fI~ L -C ~ < iHfJlJ 

paradigm B"J~Jt;b~x!CB"J c t~ G 0 J¥j1JN~fMO)§!*ftt--c' 

"l~t;f, :1:1P c.:t:J cO)~,~t;:1:.*nt.::1 l-ti, 3!R 

~O)m~*~ ~~O)~m~~~~~-C.~C~Go 

W~O)§~t$*l1~t;: ~nt;f, J,t~O c v::> 0 C v::>;b~*~ 

0)1A'[it;::tf~ l-C}') fJ, -cO)}~jO~I*J~T Go '/ ~.;:L­

~§~~~~,~%O)lif~B"Jmmic.,*MB"JmmicO) 

~-EttiA~B"J c ~n, -c c. t;:~B%O)~.'[i;b~m:fTm~n 

Go ti;b~c.nc ti~~-C, W~lifF~--C'ti, J,t~0)?fE 

lif-c 0) ~ 0);b~'7 /' l- 7 c ~~ -c, U¥tf'nG1AJit-c 0) ~ 

O)~~ifQT Go c. n~lJIfrltrB"J,~~ c U¥~O) ti~$J "l;b~, 

-c c. t;: ti, 7Jd~~~t;: l t.:'rw¥R;b~~~-Et;b-lt c ~ fJ, 
§!*fttt;: tir.W~~1*'[i~rMr.f¥ l t.:~B%;b~~~~T Go 

c. c. --C'~~ c ~ G O);b~)f~t;:m~~~tt-cf3e:::RB"Jt;:?fE 

lJlET G ~lmlJlE dyslexia 0) $fJlJ ti is '5 0 7)v 7 7 rZ 'Y l­

~)il1~f0)1~-Ett;: ti,*lH~t;:::X:~O)~Ulm;b~/F1U~l§ c ~ Go 

~ fJ il]iit;:ti,::X:~O)~:fA9;O;b~/F~~ c ~ G ~:mliISt~ c, 

::x:~clif~cO)M-Et~m~;bnG.M.Wc~, ~W 

~nGrZ~ti is '50 c c. is;b~B*~~f,;}:~c T G,'!1f 

0)1~-Ett;: ti, m~$:frO)lj.lmOb ~ < t~ G lJlEfJlJ C, ;b~t~ 

$:frtnt;b~lmOb~ < ~ GlJlEfJlJ;b~?fEmT G c "l '5 0 c. c. 

;b~ 6 ti~t;:, ~J.jf,::X:~ c ~lif::x:~ c ;b~, )f~~0)~ '5 $ 

f:lL--c'Jl!!f]!~n-C"lG, c "l'5~;fI;b~~~ -C < Go ~B3 

.~c.O)m.~.mL-C,::x:~m¥R~mJtcl-CAh 

l ~;b~ 6, m~ti~1l:tf~$f:lL, tJ T tilif~:tf~$f:lL 

--C'.MlfTJl!!f]!;b~t~ ~ n -C" l G, c m:fTmT Go 20 C. nti~ 

~~.~ tl'LiSm~~tJT~,lifFm¥Rc~~m¥R 

c t;::fr~ l -C Jl!!f]! 0) '5 ~ ~*1t-Et ~ n -C" l G ti -r t2';b\ 

-c 0)*I:m~~:m;b~~~ ~ -C "l G, c ~t.: t~ '5 ;b~lEUiti 

is '5 0 ~ 6 t;:~B3ti, C. '5 l t.:~{lc::X:~'[W¥R0).Ml7U 

Jl!!f]!t;:, B*--c'?fE};i~~tj't.: '7 /' tJ·::X:1~0)3!R ~ lli~f~ 

78 

different levels of information are layered, are teeming with 

signs which intensely preserve physicality. But why is this 

mystical tie particularly well preserved and kept relevant in 

Japan? 

We may here refer to the case of acquired dyslexia that 

ensues from brain damage. In the case of alphabet users, 

they literally lose the ability to read characters. To be 

more precise, however, we should separate the destruction 

of the nerve system that administers formal recognition 

of characters and the difficulty in linking characters and 

sounds. However, in the case of patients whose mother 

tongue is Japanese, two different symptoms arise: in one 

group, they lose the ability to read Chinese characters 

and the other, Japanese kana syllabary. This indicates that 

ideograms and phonograms are processed at two different 

parts of the brain. In interpreting this phenomenon, Uchida 

Tatsuru points out that while character information is 

visually input, Chinese characters and Japanese kana 

syllabary are processed parallel but separately at the 

image- and sound-processing parts of the brain. 20 This 

interpretation is rather rough, and needs further elaboration. 

Indeed, it would be more reasonable to consider that both 

Chinese characters and kana syllabary are separately 

processed as sound information and image information, 

which are then integrated; merely the routes and centers 

where they are processed are different. Furthermore, Uchida 

points out the parallel processing of image and sound 

information informs the uniqueness of the manga culture 

developed in Japan.21 Although I believe his argument is 

thinly stretched, he makes a striking point here. Within the 

Chinese ideographic cultural sphere, the two-tier processing 

of Chinese characters-the on-sound-reading (1§' W'il) 

derived from Chinese pronunciation and the Japanese kun­

translated-reading ( wI! W'il )-is unique to Japan, not found 

in China or Korea. As Uchida argues, this suggests the 

marginality of the Japanese language in the periphery as 

it is manifested in the "double-entry," so to speak, in the 

transcription system of linguistic signs, wherein the foreign 

signs which are read as forms are heavily imbued with an 

indigenous physicality by way of superposition. 

9. Toward Recognition of Mono's Ke 

as Iro (= Phenomenon) 

We finally reach the stage to consider the kind of material 

with which to fill the form offered by design. Designing 

a concept drawing or rough sketch cannot be reduced to a 

mere process wherein an eidos-like image originating in the 

cerebral cortex is projected onto the external screen. Rather, 

it also includes the initial trace of the interrelationship 

between mono and kokoro, which reveals itself through 

........ 
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the locus of koto (event that matters) impregnated during 

the dialogue between materiality of objecthood (mono as 

noema) and the mind spreading its tentacles (kokoro as 

noesis). De-sign or Entwuifappears here as the locus drawn 

together with the texture of the material, in contact with­

that is, in collaboration with-a plastic stuff (Stoff) in the 

process of in-forming itself. While phonetically transmitted 

information will be composed into a one-dimensional 

streaming chain of given signs in the designation of chain­

effect causality, design as dekigoto ("event," literally 

"emerging [deki] matter [koto ]"), that is, disegno in the 

process of its emergency, leaves its traces on a blueprint 

(Entwurj) into which layers of three-dimensional 

volumes, masses, densities, and touches are compressed 

in synchronicity and folded in. It is not a usual projection 

(Entwurj) of the maker's desire and will into the world. 

Instead, it comprises nexuses of a net woven together 

within the existence thrown into the world (Entwurj), as it 

eternally goes to and fro between the parts (individuals) and 

the whole (universe). 

Let us gaze at the form emergent as koto $ (matter) at 

the intersection of kokoro Ii:., (mind) and mono ~ (material) 

mediated by the hand. Let us keep it in view and pour 

our soul into it.22 When we sense the living movement of 

pneuma or spiritus arising from its physicality, we can 

respond to mon-no-ke ~O)~ / 3(\. (J: kelki; Ch: guai/qi; E: 

ghosts/spirits; G: Geist) , that is, empathize ourselves with 

the spirit of the in-formed materiality and visualize its iro 

15 (S: riipam, Ch: se; E: color or sensory phenomenon) in 

its emergency. "Five colors" refer to five senses-sight, 

hearing, touch, taste, and smell. And if we carefully "listen" 

with our body, the "color" 15 that fills the material manifests 

itself from its inner objecthood. Therein, we finally arrive 

at the point where we can now prepare our mind within 

kokoro Ii:., to meaningfully examine mono-ke-iro ~ - 3(1. - 15 , 
the topic of this present volume. 

-Kyoto, May 29,2010 

Shigemi Inaga 
Professor, International Research Center for Japanese Studies 

International Cultural Relations, History of Cultural Exchange 

http://www.nichibun.ac.jp/~aurora/ 

Translated by Reiko Tornii 
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I Natsume Soseki , Ten Nights of Dream, Hearing Things, The Heredity 
of Taste, trans . Aiko Ito and Graeme Wilson (Rutland, Vt. and Tokyo: 
C.E. Tuttle, 1974),47-48. 

2 It can be inferred that Soseki was inspired by an episode of 
Michelangelo carving a statue out of marble. For this , see Inaga, 
"Busshitsu no uchi ni seishin wa yadoruka" [Can the spirit reside in 
matter?J, Aida No.175 (August 2010), 21 -25 . One may certainly ask 
how Unkei's work differs from surgical anatomy. By opening the 
surface, anatomy reveals the truth of internal organs made invisible 
by the skin. The concept of "truth" since ancient Greece defines these 
ideas. Which is to say, knowing truth is to expose that which has been 
covered and concealed under the sun (aleteia = summon back from 
oblivion). Truth can certainly be concealed behind the phenomenal 
world . Still, dissection after butchering an animal intimates a 
philosophy that assumes it good to freely make use of natural materials 
for humankind . This attitude is ultimately oriented toward death . In 
contrast, the philosophy of carving out aliving form from woodblock 

is predicated on the attitude of "utilizing while re-animating" original 
material. These two attitudes of using nature are diametrically opposed. 

3 Still, we can be easily bogged down when we start thinking about how 
to translate mono ("thing," "material" or "matter"?), kokoro ("heart" 
or "spirit" or "mind"?), koto ("deed," "fact," "matter," "object," or 
"event"?). Since deed derives from the verb "to do ," it connotes 
"what has been done," paralleling fact , which derives from the Latin 
facere. Matter relates to material, but especially in English it contains 
ambiguity or healthy ambivalence, straddling over something purely 
physical (as in "dark matter" of astrophysics) and something more 
cognitive, that is, the object of attention for the cognizing subject (as in 
"What is the matter?"). 

4 My interpretation is indebted to Izutsu Toshihiko , "The Nexus of 
Ontological Events: A Buddhist View of Reality" (1980), in The 
Structure of Oriental Philosophy: Collected Papers of the Eranos 
Conference, vol. 2 (Tokyo: Keio University Press, 2009), 151-88. See 
also this article for the question about the philosophical appropriateness 
of translating $ (koto/ji) and JlIl. (kotowarilri) as deed and law. 

5 See Tsurumi Kazuko, "Minakata Mandala: A Paradigm Change for the 
Future ," Institute of International Relations, Sophia University, 
Research paper, A-65 (1995) , 1-14. This author, however, does 
not agree with specific details of her interpretation of Minamikata 's 
mandala. See also Kaneko Tsutomu, "Anmokuchi (tacit knowledge) and 
muishiki no taikai: Kagaku to bukkyo no kosaku kara" [An ocean of 
"tacit knowledge" and the unconscious : On the intersection of science 
and Buddhism], in Kagaku jidai ni okeru ningen to shakyo (Takeda 
Ryasei hakushi taishoku kinen ronsha) [Humankind and religion in the 
age of science (Festschrift to commemorate the retirement of Dr. Takeda 
Ryiisei)] (Kyoto: Hozokan, 2010), 83-98 . 

6 Needless to say, in the ancient world of Greece and Rome, marble 
statues were colored . In the Far East, Buddhist statues were also 
brightly painted and gilded. However, unlike Thailand, Vietnam, China, 
and Korea, Japan after medieval times saw the decline of the tradition 
of renewing old faded statues by replacing gold leaf and repainting with 
ocher. Economic reasons alone do not explain the termination; certain 
aesthetic reasons must have been involved. In contrast, 19th-century 
Europe temporarily revived the practice of restoring ancient sculptures 
and copies to their original colors. In the Baroque period especially, 
some plaster sculptures were colored and colored marbles were used 
in combination to make realistic renderings of clothing and hair. These 
practices ceased by the late 19th century, when drawing from plaster 
casts became central to academic training. Since then , the taste of 
Renaissance Italy has been dominant and the white natural surface 
of marble has been favored. It is not mistaken to say that sculpture is 
understood as the study of three-dimensional form and this purism 
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