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FOREWORD
Professor Yasuki Hiramatsu was one of the great pioneers of modern jewellery, creating
works of outstanding beauty and grace.  The methods he employed were often delightfully
simple – work beaten with a hammer, folded by hand and roughened with stone; turning
cold, hard sheets of metal into soft ribbons, playful crumpled up balls and enigmatic forms.
His life’s work was a celebration of gold, its richness, strength and inherent beauty.  Always
present in Professor Hiramatsu’s work is a sense of playfulness; drama combined with
technical genius. 

Lesley Craze Gallery and The Scottish Gallery have both exhibited his work during his
lifetime and both held solo exhibitions in 2001, it is therefore entirely appropriate that
we should unite to celebrate Professor Hiramatsu’s work with a joint memorial exhibition
in 2014, with work made during the last 10 years of his career.  We pay homage to this
modern master in what may be the last opportunity to see his jewellery in the United
Kingdom.  We look forward to see the lustrous golden glow illuminating the gallery once
again.

Lesley Craze and The Scottish Gallery would like to thank Kozo Hiramatsu for making
this exhibition possible.

Lesley Craze and Christina Jansen

Left:Yasuki Hiramatsu at his studio in Tokyo, Japan, 2007
Photo: Miriam Künzli
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FIRST ENCOUNTER 

My first encounter with Professor Hiramatsu’s work was a completely chance sighting in
a gallery in the late 1980s; as a novice collector I was expecting to see some unusual and
beautiful pieces by people I had not come across before, but not quite the impact I
experienced.  There in the window display was a large neckpiece of coiled pale gilt metal,
looking rather like tagliatelle, glinting softly in the light.  When I handled it, it turned out to
have a slightly gritty feel to the surface, which was what produced the gentle reflective
quality, and subtle shadows.  I could not find the join then, and I still can’t – as I learned,
the wearer gives the piece a gentle squeeze and slips it over their head.  I have no
hesitation in admitting that I blew the whole of my then credit-card limit with excitement
and satisfaction, and I have never regretted doing so.  The neckpiece looks wonderful
worn as a prodigy item with Issey Miyake pleats, but equally wonderful with a boat-neck
sweater : there is something informal and unintimidating about it which gives the wearer
confidence to get out in it, despite its size.

So, a bit of research, which told me that the maker was a much respected pioneer of
studio jewellery in his native Japan, making what was then extremely unusual work in a
culture which would become used to western haute joaillerie when it had the means,
but lacked a tradition of experimental fine metalwork.  A look at the available images
certainly showed a confidence in form and texture which denied subservience to
traditional baggage, and paid little attention to convention.  Hiramatsu himself has said
that he was deeply engaged with the process of growing forms out of the metal’s own
properties, and essentially making it form itself, treating it as if it were a living thing, and
encouraging it.  The tagliatelle-like quality of my neckpiece does remind me of extruded

pasta; I never found out how it was actually produced, though I guess that it was a process
which made the metal stretch and wiggle as it did so.  A later ring, in coiled and twisted
square-section silver wire of heavy gauge, looks more controlled and regular, but has some
of the same sense that it was produced by making the metal dance and twist. 

A piece I wear most often, which came from the Scottish Gallery in the early 2000s, is
perhaps also the one which people notice most.  It is a sizeable triangular brooch, with a
wonderful mixed-metal surface, supported on a strong scaffolding of silver planks.  The
surface itself is fused matte silver and gold forming thin sheet which has been crumpled
and folded.  Anecdotally, I have heard that that was how Hiramatsu formed it, by crushing
the metal sheet in his fist as if he were crumpling paper – taking on the nature and
resistance of the metal and making it behave.  Needless to say, the brooch is a talking
point, a welcome subversion of the jacket on which it usually appears, and another very
characteristic and striking example of the work of a much respected and missed magician,
who was confident in the power of experiment, and a maker of pieces which are often
subtle and self-effacing, at least at first, but are a testament to his curiosity and tenacity.

Professor Elizabeth Moignard, January 2014
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TEA WITH THE PROFESSOR 

I had the great privilege and pleasure of meeting Professor Hiramatsu and his wife at
their home in Tokyo, in the company of Emiko Suo, one of his students.  I remember it as
a perfect autumn day, the memory of which will stay with me always.  The following year,
his health took a turn for the worse, and he no longer received visitors.

Emiko Suo and I met through Hitomi Kondo of Gallery CAJ in Kyoto, a few months before
she was to leave for Europe to take up a Gotoh Foundation grant which would allow
her to spend a year building her knowledge of the European art world.  Edinburgh was
one of the places she planned to spend time in, and I was going to help her find a place
to live.  In the event, the few days she was to spend in my guest room in May turned into
the three months she was in Edinburgh, and we were firm friends by the time she moved
on to Rome.

Over the many dinners and glasses of wine we shared, we talked about everything, and
Professor Hiramatsu would wander in and out of our conversations regularly.  I had been
amazed and mesmerized by his work from the first time I had seen it years earlier.  

So I asked Emiko if she would introduce me.  She wasn’t sure – his health wasn’t what it
had been, he didn’t really see many people – it could be difficult.  I didn’t press very hard
– in Japan, “something that could be difficult” is probably not going to happen.  Muzukashii
is a gentle form of no, and I got the message, happy enough to continue to get to know
Sensei through his work.

And then Emiko said we were invited for tea.

I was still in Scotland when I got the good news, so I had time to think of an appropriate
gift.  I had been to the new ceramics galleries at the V&A, and seen a Wedgwood teapot
very similar to one I had at home.  Problem solved – I knew that Hiramatsu-sensei was
known for travelling with his tea making equipment when he ventured abroad, so I thought
turnabout would be fair play.  I bought a tin of Earl Gray, wrapped my teapot in bubble
wrap and put it all in my suitcase.

And then I was meeting Emiko in Tokyo, we were rattling along on the train, wondering
how easy the house would be to find, for all that we had detailed instructions from Sensei.
Within minutes of us leaving the station, he appeared, a hand raised in greeting, on his
way to meet us and guide us home.  It was immediately clear that he was delighted to
see Emiko, and mildly interested to see who it was that she had brought along.  

Our reception at the house was quite formal.  On our best behaviour, we accepted green
tea and one of the largest cakes I had ever seen.  It was made with Japanese sweet potato,
and tasty as it was, it seemed to go on forever.  

As we made polite conversation, it began to dawn on Sensei that we were all doing just
fine in Japanese, we were all gradually relaxing and covering lots of ground, without the
need for anyone to translate.  Which Sensei said was a first for him.  It clearly delighted
him to be able to talk freely, to tell anecdotes and make jokes, and enjoy our time together
without having to worry about language barriers.
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Very soon it was clear that tea was just the beginning.

He had some work that had recently come back after an exhibition.  So we went deeper
into the house, and in a tatami room filled with boxes, he took out piece after piece and
lovingly described each one, and we passed them from hand to hand and carefully handed
them back before the next one came out.  It was an amazing experience to have him put
his work in your hands.  The soft glow of gold in dim light, paper rustling as Sensei dug
into another box, its contents revealing itself as the wrappings fell away.  Simple sensual
and luminous, each piece seemed perfect.

By now it was getting later, but nobody was noticing the time.  Sensei next decided we
could go to his studio.  So he found his torch, and we followed him from stepping stone
to stepping stone down the garden path and up the stairs to his workshop.  

There he pulled open drawers, pulled down tools, but mostly offered up different bits of
metal and talked to us about its essence.  He spoke of how it formed itself in his hands,
how alive it was.  He came alight when he talked about it – he said everyone always
thinks of metal as cold and hard – but it isn’t!  It is warm and soft, and he pressed it into
our hands and said, here feel it, can you see how warm it is?   

I don’t know how long we were there, opening more drawers and picking through wire
and sheet and half finished objects.  But a summons came from Mrs Hiramatsu calling us
back for more food – she had ordered up sushi.  No doubt she was also concerned
about us tiring him out.

So back we trooped, but not before Sensei had whipped open another drawer, and
offered us a tray of silver rings – take one, he said to us, it will make a nice memory of
today.

The scale of the sushi was on the same order as the cake and Sensei plied us with beer
as we tucked in.  He wasn’t allowed to drink anymore, he said, so we had to drink his
portion too.  So we had some more of everything, and the conversation flowed along
with the beer.

At some point, I produced my offering of teapot and tea.  I had found myself quite tongue
tied initially, and missed my moment when we first got there.  Then I was embarrassed
that I had brought a gift I thought he would enjoy, but it wasn’t properly wrapped.  Out
it came regardless, and as I stripped off the offending bubble and told the story of having
seen one just like it at the V&A, both of them seemed genuinely delighted, and the teapot
was passed around, admired, and whisked off to get filled with Earl Grey.

As we drank our final cup of tea, Sensei again recalled his trips abroad and the many cups
of tea he had shared with the friends he had made there.  The year was drawing to a
close, and they were planning a trip to Hokkaido for the New Year celebrations… 

And then it was time for us to go – suddenly we all realised how late it was, and that if
we didn’t move ourselves quickly, we would miss the last train, so with many thanks and
warm wishes on all sides, we were away, laughing and stumbling a bit as we went off into
the dark streets, hoping we were heading in the right direction.

Ruta Noreika, January 2014
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‘The metals which I mainly use are also like living things;
When I make a piece, I play, worry, struggle with it and encourage it.’ 

Professor Yasuki Hiramatsu, 2001

Brooch/Pendant
20ct & 23ct gold, resin
C2006, 50 x 48mm
Photography: Joël Degen
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‘I first bought a piece of Yasuki Hiramatsu jewellery for the National Museums Scotland
collection in the early 90s.  It was a silver bracelet, light and durable, a crumpled foil band
about 2cm wide.  It looked stunning worn over a long sleeved top or loosely over a bare
wrist.  It was one of the first three pieces of Japanese jewellery acquired for NMS and
immediately went on display.  Later I was in Japan during the preparation for Jewellery
Moves (1998) and it was then that I met the Professor and being invited to his home and
studio was a very special experience.  He was generous with his time and his advice.  In
2008 I bought a gold neckpiece by Hiramatsu from Lesley Craze for the NMS collection.
By then we had a growing collection of Japanese contemporary jewellery and metalwork.
Hiramatsu was the Grandfather of jewellery in Japan, not only influencing and leading his
own generation but also teaching, stimulating and encouraging metalwork students and
jewellers of the following generations both in Japan and internationally.  Japan does not
have a jewellery tradition as found in the West.  Professor Yasuki Hiramatsu was a
twentieth century artist who brought jewellery in Japan to fruition.

Jane Wilkinson, February 2014

Bangle
22ct gold, resin, gold leaf
C2006, 96mm ø x 44mm
Photography: Joël Degen

1312



Jewellers of the late 20th century found new ways of drawing out gold’s natural beauty.
By exploring surface treatments and textures they created an effect very different from
the bright metallic glint of polished gold.  The jewellers restored an elemental simplicity
and grandeur to this most enduring of metals.  Yasuki Hiramatsu’s strong forms of
crumpled gold foil reveal the inherent softness of the metal.

Hiramatsu came from a family of metalworkers and is considered to be the first
contemporary artist jeweller in Japan. He used traditional Japanese goldsmithing
techniques, yet transformed these into modern vessels and jewellery with Western
principles.  The gold is thinly rolled almost paper-thin, then folded, crumpled, pounded or
beaten to create highly textured surfaces.  For Hiramatsu it was important how the light
would fall and enhance the surfaces.  His work is however characterised by its simplicity.  

The Victoria & Albert Museum, London

Brooch/Pendant
20ct & 23ct gold, resin
C2006, 16 x 90mm
Photography: Joël Degen
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[Yasuki Hiramatsu’s] knowledge of traditional metalcraft allows him to push and play
against the boundaries of what the material can physically do and in the process create
extraordinary new jewellery.  He hammers silver and gold sheet until very thin and
manipulates it into collars, cuffs and brooches, which seem to hover and shimmer against
the body like gossamer threads.

Amanda Game & Dr Elizabeth Goring, Jewellery Moves, NMS publishing 1998

Neckpiece
Gold plated silver
C2009, 140 x 210mm
Photography: Joël Degen
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Brooch/Pendant
20ct & 22ct gold, resin
C2006, 35 x 35mm
Photography: Joël Degen

Ring
22ct gold
C2006, 35 x 33 x 31mm
Photography: Joël Degen
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For me the appeal of Yasuki Hiramatsu’s work lies in the simplicity of his designs combined
with the textures he achieves by crushing, folding and hammering the metal.

However, as simple as the geometric forms may appear these are sophisticated and
timeless pieces of jewellery in which a great deal of time and effort has been invested in
order to accomplish the maker’s intension of realising the strength and beauty of his
chosen metal.

Rose Watban, National Museums of Scotland, January 2014

Necklace 
20ct gold 
C2006, 135 x 260mm
Photography: Joël Degen
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Brooch
Silver, gold leaf
C2006, 42 x 42mm
Photography: Joël Degen

Brooch/Pendant
Silver, gold leaf
C2006, 13 x 91mm
Photography: Joël Degen

Brooch
Silver, gold leaf
C2006, 16 x 72mm
Photography: Joël Degen
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Ring
Silver
C2006, 22mm ø x 9mm 
Photography: Joël Degen

Ring
Silver
C2006, 20mm ø x 12mm 
Photography: Joël Degen

Bangle
Silver
C2009, 95mm ø
Photography: Joël Degen
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Necklace
Silver
c2008, 245mm ø
Photography: Joël Degen

Series of silver rings
C2006, approx 21mm ø
Photography: Joël Degen
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Brooch/Pendant
Silver, gold leaf
C2006, 150 x 16mm
Photography: Joël Degen

Ring
Silver
C2006, 27mm ø x 15mm 
Photography: Joël Degen

Ring
22ct gold
C2006, 30mm ø x 12mm 
Photography: Joël Degen
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Professor   
1926 Born Osaka, Japan to a metalsmithing family
1952 Graduated Tokyo National University of Fine Arts & Music
1952,57 Twice awarded prizes from the Living Industrial Arts Institute, Tokyo, 

Japan
1969 Gold Prize at 3rd Craft Centre Japan
1970 Prize at the Japan New Craft Exhibition, Tokyo
1990 Created a present for the emperor’s mother to bestow on the empress 

on her enthronement
1991 41st Crafts Award in Excellence awarded by the Japanese Government 

Ministry of Education
1993 Retired as Professor of Tokyo National University of Fine Arts & Music
1994 First non-European to be awarded 'the ring of goldsmiths' from 

Gesellschaft für Goldschmiedekunst in Germany
1995 Awarded ‘Contribution to Design Promotion’ by the Japanese 

Government Ministry of International Trade & Industry
1996 Awarded the ‘Bavarian State Prize’ by the Bavarian Government Ministry, 

Germany
1997 Awarded ‘Kunii Kitaro Prize’ by Japan Industrial Art Foundation
2001- Posts include:

Honoured member of Japan Craft and Design Association
Advisor of the Japan Jewellery Designers Association
Member of Gesellschaft für Goldschmiedekunst

2012 Died Tokyo, Japan

Public Collections include:
The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo
National University of Fine Arts and Music, Tokyo
Kumamoto Museum of Traditional Art and Craft, Japan
Museum für Kunstandwerk, Hamburg, Germany
Schmuckmuseum, Pforzheim, Germany 
Royal College of Art, London
Victoria & Albert Museum, London
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh
Imperial Household Agency, Tokyo
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