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2017 Summary of Doctoral Thesis, Graduate School of Design Research, KOBE DESIGN UNIVERSITY

Kobe Western-Furniture Industry : A Study of Structuring of the Industrialization Process and
Formative Process of Social Usefulness, from the Origins in the Meiji Period through the Post-WWI|
Economic Growth Period

SANO Hirozo / Kobe Design University

1. Objectives and Methodology

The origins of the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry are attributed to the demand from Westerners
living in the foreign settlements and mixed residential areas formed with the opening of the Hyogo (Kobe)
Port in 1868 for repairs, renewal and sale of Western furniture. There were two linages in its origin: Maki
Wood Workshop, a lineage of ship carpenters, and Ryosuke Nagata's R. Nagata, Ltd., a lineage of tool
vendors. They developed into Western furniture businesses having learned manufacturing techniques and
expertise through their experience repairing and renewing furniture for sale. The Kobe Western-Furniture
Industry arose spontaneously from market demand rather than government-driven technology transfer. It
is also a rare design phenomena, autonomously passed down over 150 years from the early Meiji period
through the present time. This paper surveys and analyzes historical facts, the objective being to present
the structure of the industrialization process in each period and the process by which the industry came to
be an important part of society.

Studies of specialized interior design have failed to address the reality of the Kobe Western-Furniture
Industry, and historical materials were lost in the second World War and the Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake, leaving only limited information for us today. Given this dearth of primary materials, studies
of the industry have moved ahead based on case studies, as well as combinations of documents such as
printed maps of related areas and statistics/registers from the time, supplemented by interviews. Surveys
of entrepreneurs have been by period, based on the two lines which founded and built the industry, the
shipbuilders and the tool vendors.

For purposes of this study, we will divide the time from the early Meiji period through the high-growth
post-WWII period and the period of stable growth which followed in the late Showa period into six phases.
The process of the industry becoming an important part of society involves a combination of the following
three types of value elements:

(1) Technical values related to manufacturing and design needed to achieve the function, structure and
quality that users expect

(2) Market values—precise supply capacity to meet market demand

(3) Cultural values emblematic of the lifestyle and culture leading to self-fulfillment of the users by

satisfying their mental demands

2. Early period: Opening of the port through the late 1880s (1868-c.1889)

The origins of the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry can be directly attributed to requests outside of
normal business stemming from interactions with foreigners in the settlements and mixed residential
areas. Foreigners posted to Japan, which had no history of using chairs in daily life, struggled at the time
with the problem of repairing or supplementing their furniture, or disposing of it when returning home
or moving. They asked shipbuilders to repair Western furniture and tool vendors to dispose of unneeded
items, and these became the pioneers of the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry, going on to become the
business leaders driving the industry. The process of these pioneers turning furniture Technical values
related to manufacturing and Design needed to achieve the function, structure and quality that users
expect into a business was a matter of trial-and-error, making replicas based on the limited abilities they
had in techniques for processing and reproducing, and empirical knowledge (Fig. 1).

In the earliest period there were at least 15 Western furniture makers: three pioneers and 12 who

entered the market in the first stages, a transition period in which the foundational framework of the
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industry was laid (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1. Stages of the industrialization process in the earliest period Fig. 2. A Western furniture factory in Kobe, from a book of prints published in 1882
« Priority on real-world judgments and innovation in techniques ) % W e
3 28 FE AR
Starting point: Problems (damage, shortages, disposal) iﬁj‘.""‘ AT t 2 ﬁ‘% i"lv_\_j'jiwr‘:'rflf

1 (1) Direct requests from foreigners
Concept: current techniques, side business

1 (2) Repair, renewal and sale, Imitation production
Results: adaptive solutions

1 (3) Rediscovery of demand
Assessment: Satisfaction and trust from client

1 (4) Professionalization and market expressions
Circulation

3. Growth period: 1890s through the end of the Meiji Period (c.1890-c.1911)

The period of growth saw the birth of entrepreneurs specializing in production and those specializing
in sales, bringing about partnerships between the production domain and the sales domain (Fig. 3). In this
growth period a guild of furniture businessmen was established, leading to a firmly-rooted, organizationally
connected Kobe Western-Furniture Industry. The Kobe Western-Furniture Industry achieved nationwide
recognition, with some businesses also exporting to Europe (Fig. 4). At the same time, the challenge arose
of acquiring the design techniques needed to address increasingly diverse demand.  During this period,
there were at least 37 Western furniture businesses.

Fig. 3. Phases of the industrialization process in the growth period Fig. 4. Cupboards exported to England, Meiji 39 (1906) (R. Nagata, Ltd.)

+ Priority on overall judgment and technical creativity
Starting point: orders, market demand

L (1) Job requests
Challenges: Shortage of case studies and information

1 (2) Imitation production, applied production
Accomplishments: Adaptive solutions

| (3) Expanding demand, establishment of the industry
Assessment: production technology, market supply capacity

1l (4) Inspection, reflection, market demand
Circulation

4, Reform period: Taisho Period (1912-1926)

As Western-style living spread, the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry expanded from domestic urban
clients to other regions and overseas. Western-style architecture grew rapidly in the Kobe region, spurring
demand for Western furniture.

The pioneers absorbed expertise and design techniques from the Kyoto Higher School of Design
and the Vories Architectural Office in order to deal with diversifying market demand. The result was
a restructuring of production segments into a process allowing “creative production” linking design
(designers) and production (craftsmen) (Fig. 5). This also addressed ship outfitting and production of the
unique furniture of Frank Lloyd Wright and others (Fig. 6).

There were at least 113 businesses operating during this period of reform.

Fig. 5. Phases of the industrialization process in the reform period Fig. 6. Restored furniture at the Yamamura residence (R. Nagata, Ltd.)

« Priority on overall judgment and technical creativity
Starting point: market demand, new demand
1 (1) Jobrequest, diversification
Challenges: Absorbing molding techniques and expertise
1 (2) Imitation production, adaptive production, creative production
Accomplishments: Proposal-based solutions
1 (3) Diversification of Demand and Sales Outlet
Assessment: production techniques (creative production), market supply capacity
1 (4) Inspection, reflection, new demand
Circulation

5. Mature period: From the early Showa years through the beginning of the Word War Il (c.1927- c.1941)

The crucial societal background for the mature period was the aggregation of large houses of the
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bourgeois classes in the Kobe suburbs, developed by the railway companies. The railway companies
and the residents themselves built a wide variety of cultural and entertainment facilities, hospitals, and
schools, creating a rich living environment. These suburban residential areas contained elements of both
international culture from Kobe and traditional Japanese culture from Osaka, forming a unique regional
culture integrating Western living styles and traditional Japanese values. The Kobe Western-Furniture
Industry played a meaningful role in the formation of this culture (Fig. 7).

In 1930, Zenju Nagata, the third-generation proprietor of R. Nagata, Ltd. and alumnus of Kyoto Higher
School of Design, toured Europe at his own expense for six months to observe the furniture industry in
Europe, notably Bauhaus. Although it was still too early for Japanese customers at the time to accept the
Constructivism furniture design which had been his original objective in visiting Europe, he created his
own Western-style furniture positioned between historical styles and modern designs, taking into account
the environment in Japan where they are used (Fig. 8).

After returning to Japan, Zenju collaborated frequently with Takenaka Corporation; representative
works designated Cultural Properties include the James Residence (1934), Unzen Kanko Hotel (1935),
and the Inui Residence (1936) (Fig. 9). The distinguishing feature of the mature period was addressing the
psychological desires of customers, the business concept being driven by an integrated creativity which
proposed furniture reflecting regional cultural values.

At least 131 high-income businesses existed during the mature period, and many more in reality.

Fig. 7. Phases of the industrialization process in the mature period Fig. 8. Small chair adapted to the Japanese use environment (R. Nagata, Ltd.)

+ Priority on integrated creativity and technical concepts
Starting point: Market demand and individual demand
1 (1) Jobrequests, sophistication
Challenges: Western furniture in Japan
1l (2) Imitation production, applied production, creative production
Accomplishments: Proposal-based solutions
1l (3) Demand from lifestyle consciousness
Assessment: Regional cultural taking form
1 (4) Inspection, reflection, culture
Circulation

Fig. 9. (left) Dining room of the James Residence; (middle) Hotel cupboard;

6. Reconstruction period: Post-war through mid-1950s (1945-c.1954)

The aerial bombardment of the Kobe region in 1945 left its industrial production capacity completely
destroyed at the end of the war. As with other industrial areas, the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry got
its new start from the extraordinary demand from production allocations for furniture for the houses of
allied forces personnel. While other post-war industrial areas used technologies for mass-produced pre-
manufactured furniture, the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry continued with the technique of small-lot
orders focusing on hand-made furniture, resuming its progress with the custom-made high-end furniture
that was its legacy since the opening of Japan.

The chaotic social situation in the reconstruction period made consolidation of the industry impossible.

7. Competitive period: Showa Period, its 30's to its late years (c.1955-¢.1985)
The industry grew in size with the expansion of demand for high-end furniture and exports in the

backdrop of rapid economic growth. There were about 90-100 Western furniture businesses in Kobe
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during this competitive period, with the number having retail stores hovering around ten.

In order to address the growth in the Western furniture market during and after the period of high
economic growth, the central concept of the industry became making managerial decisions to improve
production efficiency, while maintaining the hand-made, craftsman techniques (Fig. 10). Design technique
functioned at the stage of sales planning to determine product specifications (Fig. 11). In 1965, 38
Western furniture companies formed the Kobe Wood Working Center, aiming to rationalize production

and improve working conditions (Fig. 12).

Fig. 10. Phases of the industrialization process (prioritization of technical creativity) in the competitive period
Fig. 11. Phases of the industrialization process (prioritization of market concept) in the competitive period
Fig. 12. Overview of Wood Working Center and People at Work (1985, from a pamphlet)
Fig. 10.Phases of the industrialization process Fig. 12 Overview of Wood Working Center and People at Work
(prioritization of technical creativity) in the competitive period (1985, from a pamphlet)

« Priority given to managerial decisions, technical creativity

Starting point: Westernized living styles, new client demographics
1 (1) Rapid growth in market demand

Challenges: Efficient production with currently possessed technology
1 (2) Imitation production, applied production

Accomplishments: Determination of specifications (standardization)
1 (3) More efficient made-to-order production

Assessment: High quality and differentiation (history)
1 (4) Addressing high-growth markets

Circulation

Fig. 11.Phases of the industrialization process
(prioritization of market concept) in the competitive period

« Prioritization of management concepts, market concepts
Starting point: Expanding demand, sales planning

l (1) Forecasting of high-end markets and market demand
Assessment: High quality and differentiation (history), market supply capacity
l (2) Supply efficiency, pre-production
Accomplishments: Determination of specifications (standardization)
l (3) Imitation production, applied production
Challenges: Producing efficiently with existing techniques
l (4) Supply to non-specific expanding markets
Circulation

8. Formative Process of Social Usefulness

At the beginning of the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry, at the center of its social usefulness were the
technical values allowing the repair and renewal of furniture, which then evolved in form in the growth
period, as the market matured, based on technical values and market values.

In the reform period, with proposal-based solutions based on creative production becoming possible,
the social usefulness took the form of a high-level equilibrium between different elements of value. During
the mature period, the industry also responded to customer demands at the psychological level with forms
embodying the regional culture of the Kobe region, reaching a high point of technical values and cultural
values and gaining a solid reputation for its social usefulness while maintaining a high level of market
values as well.The post-war period saw the emergence of the industrialization process prioritizing a
market concept involving production in advance, with the entire industry tending toward acquiring market
values. As a result, at the end of the Showa period (the late 1980s), the challenges for the industry became

grooming successors, developing new products, and transmission of information.

9. Conclusions

What is most emblematic of the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry, which has adapted flexibly and on its
own to changing social conditions from the beginning of the Meiji period through the current day, is its
own “Western furniture fit for Japanese houses”, created during its mature period. The social contribution
of the Kobe Western-Furniture Industry reached its zenith in this mature period, which brought to life
symbolic forms of regional culture, based on the industrialization process centered on integrated creativity,
starting with the reform period during which proposal-oriented solutions based on creative production

integrating various elements of value became possible, and this became the backbone of the industry.
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