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Shiraki Kougei is a company manufacturing many
of the Bon chouchin (Bon festival lanterns
displayed beside a Buddhist altar) in Yame City
known for green tea production and traditional
crafts industry. Our artisans are mostly young
females who are tackling with creating new types
of lanterns with delicacy and warmth only gener-

ated by hand suitable for our modern life styles
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Yame chouchin lanterns

Yame chouchin used to be called Fukushima chouchin as
they started to be made in Fukushima town in Yame city,
Fukuoka prefecture. All the materials necessary to produce
chouchin lanterns such as mokurou (wooden wax) for
candles, washi (traditional Japanese paper) for hibukuro (a
lamp shade), bamboo for bone, and wood and lacquer for
gawa (the top and the bottom parts of the shade) are
available in Yame district. Therefore, chouchin production
became one of the main industries in Yame district in Meiji
and Taisho eras (1869-1926) and Yame came to be widely
known as Bon chouchin producing area throughout Japan.
Nowadays, the artisans in Shiraki Kougei spend one year
to make many of Bon chouchin lanterns for just a few days
of Bon*' festival observed all over Japan every year.

A chouchin lantern is made by coiling takehigo, flexible
thin bamboo sticks to form the bone and pasting washi
(Japanese paper) onto it which transmits light, and putting
a candle inside to produce light. Chouchin had been used
in every Japanese household until electricity widely spread.
Chouchin with pictures are especially called Bon chouch-

*2 and commonly used as essential items for the festival

in
even in present days when chouchin lanterns have been
replaced with electric lights. People hang them at the door
or decorate them beside an Buddhism altar in the house
during Bon festival as landmarks to lead ancestors’ spirits

to come back home.

*1 [Bon] There has been an ancestor worship since the ancient times
before the introduction of Buddhism into Japan. Souls are immortal
and ancestors are thought to come back to their respective family
during the Bon festival. It is an important occasion for an annual
family reunion for those who live away from their families.

*2 [Bon chouchin] In the old days torches or bonfires were lit to
illuminate the paths to welcome souls of ancestors and to see them
off. Bon chouchin lanterns became popular after a Buddhism altar
came to be placed inside the house.
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Yame, Fukuoka Prefecture

Pass a baton of Yame tradition

Yame district is located in the south
western part of Fukuoka prefecture
at the foot of mountains.

People have been living in this
district since ancient times as exca-
vated traces of human habitation in
Jomon (12,000BC-2,400BC) and
Yayoi (500BC-300BC) periods show.
It has good natural conditions such
as abundant water, forests, mild
weather, flat landscape and beauti-
ful sceneries. It is one of the largest
clusters of traditional crafts industry
in Kyushu as well as a famous agri-
cultural region of rice and tea.
Elderly farmers in the mountainous
areas used to make chouchin as their
side job. Their skills have been
passed on to the young artisans
working in Shiraki Kougei.
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Yame time

The locals in Yame enjoy slower pace of rural life than
that of urban areas. They call it Yame time. They
relax and do not rush nor worry too much. They
begin doing things, saying “Yoka, yoka”, which means
to accept everything naturally. Their flexible life style
of living with nature and not against it has existed for
a long time.
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Hibukuro

Lamp shade

Shiraki Kougei's specialty is making Hibukuro (a lampshade
literally meaning a fire bag), which is the main part of
chouchin where the light is produced. Once the Hibukuro
is lit, the picture becomes partially shadowy and partially
transparent, allowing the light to penetrate through the
paper. The candle light inside the Hibukuro generates a
fantastic effect of creating a three-dimensional scene of
the picture on it as if it were floating in the light. Chouchin
can be regarded as a light handy device used by anyone
for producing a mysterious space in any place. Buddha
and ancestors are intangible and invisible. Bon chouchin
lanterns are a kind of art to be appreciated as works
produced to make us imagine their invisible figures, respect
them and thank them. Gentle and simple pictures drawn
on lanterns may originate from warm and compassionate
mind of the Japanese in the old days who tried to present a
peaceful place for the deceased and to appease sorrow

and loneliness for the bereaved.



Katagumi and Higomaki

Framework and Bone

The bone of Hibukuro is made of thin and long bamboo
sticks stretched and coiled horizontally and thin threads
stretched vertically. Chouchin is very light and decently
collapsible thanks to the bamboo sticks coiled evenly with
the delicate touch of skillful artisans. The wooden frame-
work can be disassembled to be taken out after the cover-
ing paper is glued to the bone sticks.

Haritsuke, Tsugimegiri and Katanuki

Pasting washi or silk cloth, Cutting seams and Taking out frames

Hibukuro is covered with either washi (Japanese paper) or
silk cloth pasted on the bone made of bamboo sticks.
Yame chouchin used to be covered mainly with traditional
hand-made washi made in Yame but silk cloth was intro-
duced later for luxurious chouchin lanterns. Washi
produced warm light while silk cloth cool light. The
process of pasting extremely thin Japanese paper on the
curved surface without making any wrinkles or covering it
with silk cloth by applying dosa® to add its strength cannot
be mechanized.

* [dosa] a mixture of nikawa, liquid glue, and myoban, a material used

to prevent the paint from being blurred

Etsuke

Painting

Traditional design motifs for Yame chouchin lanterns are
mainly plants and sceneries to make people feel cooler
during the humid Bon season in summer.

These rapidly drawn motifs with a brush and the gradation
backgrounds painted with a spraying method add a myste-
rious depth to Yame chouchin: they look like a picture
when the lantern is not lit and look three-dimensional when
it is lit.
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Quality control

Drawing pictures without a sketch on
an uneven surface of the lantern made
of extremely thin washi or silk is one
of the chances for chochin artisans to
show their skills which require a
dexterous technique of delicate
adjustments to make the pictures look
beautiful through the light. Creating
the bone of Hibukuro made of thin
bamboo sticks and pasting washi or
silk onto it must be done properly to
draw delicate designs on it. The high
quality of Yame chouchin is the result
of careful work in each process.
Shiraki Kougei makes it a rule to keep
the same production pace for the
proper amount of production in order
to produce traditional crafts with high
qualities.
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Spirits dwelling in the crafts

Spirits dwell in the crafts made with human hands. Making
lanterns by hand means producing them within the range of
human control. This leads to producing and selling them in
limited quantities in order to maintain their high-quality
with traditional materials and techniques, which cannot be
achieved by mass production.



Individuality of artisans

Respecting young people’s individuality and
personality is the key to raising artisans in the next
generation. An idealistic process of their creating
gentle, comfortable and pure light of chouchin is
to think on their own and have a healthy mind.
Shiraki Kougei company hires all artisans as
fulltime employees and teach them how to make
chouchin from its rudiments so that they can make
a living only by engaging in chouchin production.
One of our appealing points is to present an
environment where they can grow to acquire true
craftsmanship to be able to produce unique and
original chouchin. Shiraki Kougei is now produc-
ing most efsuki chouchin (chouchin with pictures) in

Japan. It has become the company which manufac-

tures new products from a new perspective by
collaborating with other traditional crafts indus-
tries, various creators; and expanding our business
overseas. This enables our company to have
become an extraordinary and unique company
creating not only traditional chouchin but also
modern ones made by young artisans.
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Life with chouchin

One of the customs deeply rooted in the
Japanese culture since old days is “gassho”,
praying by holding the palms and fingers of
both hands together. There used be a
Buddhist altar in many houses and children
followed their adults’ gassho in front of the
altar every day to show their respect and
gratitude to their ancestors. The routine of
this custom has nurtured Japanese people’s
gentleness and compassion. However, the
custom of gassho has been disappearing in
our daily lives due to the change of time
and the decrease of household Buddhist
altars as nuclear families have increased
with the decline of birth rate. As a result,
seeing Bon chouchin in Bon festival in
summer has been less and less common. As
a chouchin company we have been thinking
what we can do to prevent the traditional
customs of decorating chouchin from disap-
pearing.

There are two agendas to consider: to come
up with innovative ideas about Bon chouch-
in lanterns to cope with the decline of their
needs caused by the decrease of household
Buddhist altars; and to face the reality of
decreasing demand of lanterns due to the

change of residential environment. We
have started to develop a new line of
products as answers to the above agendas:
chouchin to fit the small space in the house
and a simple Buddhist altar; and chouchin
used as a light all year around not neces-
sarily lit only for Bon festival in summer. To
think about new types of lanterns is to shed
light on the space and time with lanterns in
our modern lives while in the past chouchin
placed beside a Buddhist altar was too
common to pay attention to. We propose a
modern life with chouchin as a natural sight.

Shiraki Kougei will learn and adopt new
ideas positively without being too much
influenced by trends and grow slowly but
firmly with Yame time. We would like to
contribute ourselves from a good old town
Yame to the succession of traditional crafts-
manship and skills through continuing to
manufacture Yame chouchin with high
qualities, and selling them to customers; and
through employing young workers to trans-
mit traditional skills to them.
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Company Profile

Company name: Shiraki Kougei Limited

Shinkansen g:
Founded: January, 1980 %‘iﬁz‘gg“"agoya Sta. §T<
Established: October, 2004 NEMNE
Address: 198-1 Odama Yame City, Fukuoka, Japan 834-0041 I_:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:-:I:-:-:-:-:-:
] JR Chikugofunagoya Sta. JR Hainuzuka Sta.
Capital: 10,000,000 yen IR SR IINE IR FRIF
Business Area: Production of chouchin lanterns +—--——tt+—t++ -
. 209 Line
Employees: 8 employees (2 males and 6 females) 200 S48
C . Omuta Kurume
ompany History KA MK
Jan. 1980 Shiraki Kougei was founded, which produced hibukuro lampshades T Kyushu-do Yame IC
of Bon chouchin lanterns. /O JUINENAZIC
Oct. 1998 Chouchin Kobo Tomo was founded, which produced chouchin Astarabista _/
lanterns. TARFERZ @ AL
Oct. 2004  Shiraki Kougei Limited was established. JA Yame Mag‘)ko”j'Akj_i{‘; o B
2011  Shiraki Kougei Limited and Chouchin Kobo Tomo were merged. czram ®L ég
2015 Chouchindo project was launched. Y
H : JA Country Yame-gakuin
2020 A new line of chouchin Cocolan was released. Q 0 IABu by P rion
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