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9) Repair of Folk Gultural Assets
Folk cultural assets

Folk cultural assets are deeply entwined into our daily
lives. By utilizing folk cultural assets, we can find out about
the aspects and transition of life styles that have developed
from a local area, and by look at those aspects within larger
frameworks such as the Japanese archipelago or East Asia, we
can also find out about regional characteristics and cultural
links.

According to the cultural property protection system
of Japan, folk cultural objects correspond to folk cultural
properties, and are divided in to the two main categories of
tangible folk cultural properties and intangible folk cultural
properties. Tangible items refer to objects that can be touched
with our hands, and intangible items refer to actions and words
which cannot be physically sensed. Basic ideas concerning the
repair of tangible folk cultural properties are contacted in this
section.

Please note that the contents described in this section are
not necessarily authorized by the cultural properties protection
authorities, and that the contents include personal views
currently held by the author.

Repair methods
The repair methods of folk cultural assets (tangible folk

cultural properties) and their policies largely differ from those
of tangible cultural properties such as arts and crafts items and
buildings, or from those of designated monuments including
remains and scenic areas.

Folk cultural assets are made not only of traditional natural
materials such as wood, iron, paper and plant fiber, but are also
made of chemical substances including plastic, rubber, and
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nylon. Moreover, in many cases, natural and chemical materials
are used in combination.

The repair techniques specific to each material are as described
in this document, and those techniques are also used for repairing
folk cultural assets. However, effective methods for repairing
chemical material have not necessarily been established. This
is a major problem since, at the current stage, the treatments
performed only go as far as slowing down the speed of age
degradation to a certain extent. When repairing folk cultural
assets, various repair techniques suitable for each material should
be used aside each other and in a well-balanced manner.

Furthermore, since folk cultural objects cover the overall
daily life, the objects have a wide variety of shapes and sizes.
Take fishing tools as an example, from fish hooks sized a few
centimeters to a vessel with a length of tens of meters, all
fishing-related tools and items included in this single category
are folk cultural materials. For this reason, depending on the
form of the folk cultural material, in some cases the material
must be disassembled in order to perform sufficient repair
work, or treatment must be performed on-site because the
material is too large.

As for the level of achievement of the repair in the physical
sense, the goal is not necessarily set at restoring the relevant
folk cultural material to the state in which it was while in
actual use. This is not only because actual use of the repaired
material is not assumed, but also because it is highly likely that
recovering the material to that state will strain the material.
In principle, the goal is to restore the item to a state that can
tolerate exhibition at a museum or similar utilization.

Repair policy
What differs between folk cultural materials and tangible
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cultural properties is the repair treatment. The goal for a
cultural properties repair among the latter items would be to
restore the “original” forms and sizes. While repair activities
are based on restoring the item to the conditions at the time
it was designated as a cultural property, depending on the
progress made in research concerning the item, the possibility
of performing repair work to return the item to its state prior to
designation or to its initial state is also evaluated.

While the basic repair policy for folk cultural materials is
also to recover and maintain the condition of the item to that
at the time it was designated as a cultural property, value is not
necessarily placed on returning the condition of the items to that
of prior to the designation or to the initial condition. Actually,
attention is given to the fact that the item in its present form
was developed by adding and removing various elements over
time. The state of the item which reflects its comprehensive
history is evaluated carefully, and the goal is to hand it down to
the next generation as it is in its present state without changing
anything.

Furthermore, considerable numbers of folk cultural materials
cannot be identified within a single time period; for example,
some items used today have been in use for a few centuries
since the Edo period. Although consideration is given to the
timeline, there are a diachronic side and a synchronic side
to folk cultural materials; not only is it unproductive to try
to fit them into a certain time period, but in many cases it is
impossible to classify that in the first place.

As a result of this characteristics being reflected, folk cultural
materials are repaired not only by specialized institutions but
also by the people of the region where the relevant folk cultural
material was either used or crafted.

For example, among the fishing equipment in Rikuzentakata
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City in Iwate Prefecture, an area severely damaged by disaster,
the repair techniques traditionally developed by fishermen
through their fishing practices over time have been applied to
repair some items. While specialized institutions are involved
in repair work of attaching and modifying the items using
chemical agents and such, repair work by fishermen consists
of disassembling and then reassembling the items or fixing
the items by using similar materials that are contemporary. Of
course, repair work is performed by both parties with a deep
understanding of the basic premise that the items are to be
returned to the condition prior to being damaged by the disaster
without changing the form, size or other elements. Moreover,
the repair work for some items is completed after they are
treated both by a specialized institute and a fisherman.

Based on this repair policy for folk cultural materials, not
only the locally repaired materials but also items invented in
the local community can be regarded as folk cultural materials.
The term “latent folk culture items” is used in the field of folk
culture tool studies to refer to folk cultural materials that exist
in the memories of local people. Items which were materialized
using appropriate methods to embody these latent folk culture
items inevitably should be classified as “folk cultural assets”.

It must be noted that this type of repair is limited to the
framework of folk activities. In other words, the repair work
must be based on traditional techniques of the local community,
and only those who retain traditional techniques must be
involved in the repair work. Thus, the following attempts do
not qualify: attempts of repair by residents of other regions,
attempts by a local person who has no experience in repairing,
attempts by specialized institutes using techniques that imitate
traditional techniques, and similar practices. Naturally, an
item modified by a specialized institute is nothing more than a
replica.
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Tips for making steady progress in repair work
The premise for possessing the ability to make the repair

work progress steadily is to regularly perform research and
organization of folk cultural materials without delay. Since
the repair of folk cultural materials is based on recovering and
maintaining the conditions of the item to those at the time of
designation (or at the time it was collected), specific levels for
successful achievement of the repair work for each material
cannot be determined without the information on the item’s
conditions when it was designated. Whether or not a judgment
can be made on whether the item was partially damaged by the
disaster or prior to the disaster depends on whether or not the
pre-disaster conditions were appropriately grasped.

Research and organization of folk cultural materials refer
to collecting information regarding the material (e.g. material
name, place of usage, usage, the time period in which it was
used) by interviews and photography of the material. It is even
better if a measured drawing is created. Then, arrangements
must be made to create a condition in which this data can
be accessed at multiple locations. By this, repair work will
progress smoothly since performance goals for the repair of
each material can be set and specific repair methods can be
evaluated based on those goals.

Moreover, data for such research and organization will take
a great effort when performing salvage activities at the time
of a disaster. Since data organization had been completed at
the minimum level for the fishing equipment of Rikuzentakata
(1,922 items) registered as nationally designated tangible folk
cultural properties in 2008, while some items were lost by the
tsunami, more than 90% of the items were salvaged. The list
of items created at the time of registration and the photographs

WE S B A D OIERR TR & v o o RERO
BHZECEESINDL & FHRE - 7— & X— 2EK
7 & OEFEB R R E R O ALK ST E 3. MR
WA ZEL2wEZATY,

REBEHDHEE

REroBHEIZ, HMNICGHREL L. Z0E2 )
BULTFLLFICHMERTVWE LRV T A, Fh
BRBERDPHEOLES LICELELEIDTHLI L
WC—W2H Y 5, A bDES LICHEILL TV A DS
B, TER TUE ] & LTE#ERS Izl wo T,
LaL, #EEEEE RBERIAZDELLOH S L
CHICRUTHHENIZETLHY T TNE[EFR]
(bl ] & UCTHMUTRAE - i Z X% 0%, HiE
FEAR L RERREOTRBHL DV T T,

[ 0Me | [HIR T3] R v KU TFOFHES
FARY R E LAYE B, RGBT IS A £ o0
e LM PRE L IR B2, RYEDOERTOHIBLO
KKAEZDEELZY—VELRDLTLL Y. RBERD
BEIE, ZINEBERLRY—KRDTY,

ARTHF K LAz BERTE T Tl # TR oN 4
ME AR W EEZTE L. ZLTES. Axdk
ATETEDS LIS 2 WA IE. el H i 7
FEICPUK SN TV L RIBERIZT L holzb o ThHill
ETEDNTA. TNVEFBREOLL LR SLQE LW
LYV AF 2 =3, KRN RIEHEPED ST

taken at the same time served as highly useful tools for the
salvage activities. Those salvaged materials are currently being
repaired methodically and carefully by the staff of RTCM and
IPMM, local fishermen who are also folk cultural materials
collection support staff members of the RTCM, professional
repair service providers and other related individuals.
Organization of the materials is the most important duty
and, at the same time, a fundamental task. We could lose our
foothold on the future if this is not performed. Since the fiscal
year of 2005, the Agency for Cultural Affairs has been offering
a registration program for nationally designated tangible
folk cultural properties in order to support these activities.
Once the cultural properties are registered after performing a
minimum of data registration, such as creating an items list and
photographing the items, subsidies are provided for expenses
required for organizing materials such as creation of individual
databases and for purchasing necessities such as storage boxes.
We hope that this program is utilized by many communities.

Possibilities of folk cultural materials

The repair of folk cultural materials entails many technical
problems, and its basic tenets have still not become common
knowledge. One of the reasons for this is that folk cultural
materials are intimately related to our daily life. Because these
materials are internalized in our everyday life, they are unlikely
to be recognized as “materials” or “cultural properties.” Yet,
on the other hand, this means that folk cultural materials are
always present wherever people live. It is the duty of museum
curators and those involved in the protection of cultural
properties to identify such items as “materials” and “cultural
properties,” and to preserve and utilize them.

While slogans such as “decentralization” and “localism” are
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Fig. 1 Discussing the treatment of large, immovable folk cultural
property
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gaining excessive attention today, going beyond the activities
of local museums and the framework of cultural property
protection, folk cultural asset will become important topics
for important decisions on the future of local communities.
The repair of folk cultural materials is an important step for
reaching that stage.

In Rikuzentakata City, which was briefly introduced in this
section, much damage was caused by the tsunami to the villages
on the coast. It is not an exaggeration to say that following the
disaster, the RTCM’s collection of folk cultural assets is now
the only physical evidence concerning the lives of people who
lived in those villages for generations. Those objects were
recovered by relevant officials, staff and volunteers who put
forward extraordinary efforts and provided enormous support
for the salvage activities, and are now being treated for a basic
repair. If someday these salvaged folk cultural materials serve
as indispensable material for discussing the future of the lives
of the people of Rikuzentakata City, the city will have truly
recovered on that day.

Satoru Ishigaki (Agency for Cultural Affairs)
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Fig. 2 Organizing the “Fishing Equipment of Rikuzentakata”, registered
tangible folk cultural properties. The information collected at this time
served an important role in supporting various post-disaster activities.
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Fig. 3 Repair work by a fisherman
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Fig. 4 Repair work by a staff member of a specialized institution
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