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“An artifact of such utter simplicity and perfection that it seems it must be either the first object or the last, something that either instigated the Big Bang or awaits the final precipitous descent into universal silence. At the very end of things awaits the hikaru dorodango, a perfect three-inch sphere of mud. At its heart: the unthinkable.”

William Gibson, author





What is Hikaru Dorodango?

Hikaru dorodango is the Japanese art of making beautiful spheres from mud. Perhaps the simplest of all art forms, mastering it nevertheless requires persistence and skill.

I first learned of the art form while skimming through an issue of Tate Magazine in October, 2002. Something on the last page caught my eye: a series of images arranged vertically, like a photo booth strip. The images clearly depicted the transformation of regular dirt into something beautiful—a dark, glassy sphere.

Scanning for an explanation, I landed on the famous paragraph on the previous page. I was already hooked. My initial reaction was the same as innumerable others in the West: “How have I not heard of this before?”




	
An Uncertain History

A traditional pastime among the children of Japan, hikaru dorodango’s exact origins are still unknown. In Japanese, doro means “mud” and dango is a type of flour cake. Dorodango are balls created from mud, molded into spheres by hand, then dried and polished to a luster (hikaru means “shining”).

The childhood tradition was dying out until it was taken up by Professor Fumio Kayo of the Kyoto University of Education, Japan, in 1999, as a means to study the psychology of children’s play. In dorodango, Kayo believed he had found an essential form of experimentation in children’s play that had previously been overlooked.

Since launching my website in 2006, I have heard from not only Japanese but also Filipino and Chinese correspondents who fondly remember the activity from their childhood. There is still a lot I do not know—perhaps a full history will be the subject of another book.




	
The Art of Process

In the years since 2002, I have been drawn deeper and deeper into this intriguing art form. I am struck by how these objects, created from such a humble material, are the near-perfect expression of process refinement. The process itself is art.

No animals or plants are harmed.

No rocks are destroyed.

No toxic chemicals are used.

No expensive tools are needed.

Every stage has a way of grabbing your attention. I love settling into the work with a cup of hot tea and just getting lost in the process of creation.

For a process with only three elements, the art of hikaru dorodango is surprisingly complex and challenging. It is all the more rewarding because of that. Each stage presents unique difficulties. Some problems may require more attention than you think; others will resolve themselves later on and can be safely ignored. For this reason, I suggest reading through the entire book to get a feel for the process before attempting your first piece.

It is my sincere hope that this book will convey some of the ineffable elegance and scope of hikaru dorodango that William Gibson managed in a single paragraph.
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The Steps

Step 1: Preparation

In a clean container, add dirt to water. Start by adding a small amount of dirt, mix, and slowly add more dirt until the mud reaches an even consistency, like cookie dough.

Step 2: Creating the core

Grab a handful of mud and begin to shape it into a sphere with both hands, squeezing out as much water as you can. Eliminate irregularities from the mass by gently shaking it. The vibration removes voids, increases surface moisture, and facilitates compaction. As you shape/shake the mud, clayey particles will migrate to the surface, forming a slip layer that will make it easier to smooth the mass into a sphere. Proceed to step 3 when the ball becomes tacky to the touch.

Step 3: Building the capsule

Holding the ball in one hand, grab handfuls of dirt with the other and sprinkle the dirt over the ball. Rotate the ball as you work and continue until cracks begin to form. Store the dorodango in a plastic bag long enough to rehydrate the surface. Repeat.

Step 4: Creating the shell

Run your hand through screened dirt and pat the fine particles that stick to your hand into the surface of the dorodango. Repeat until the surface feels oily or until particles fail to stick to the surface.

Step 5: Finish

Polish with a soft cloth—carefully at first if any moisture is present, or the cloth will mar the surface. Polish or buff more vigorously once the ball is dry. A glass bowl can be used to compress the surface and bring about a higher shine.

I created the piece opposite to show the different layers: core (1), capsule (2), and shell (3). Otherwise, I never mix types of dirt.
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Preparation

“I discovered that my own little postage stamp of native soil was worth writing about and that I would never live long enough to exhaust it.”

William Faulkner, author

One of the most compelling aspects of hikaru dorodango is the way it changes one’s perspective of dirt. Just learning of the art form is enough to bring about the conversation: “If this is true, what else have I overlooked?” The act of creating a dorodango irrevocably completes the transition; dirt is no longer “dirty”—it is an art medium.

In the preparation stage, you’re choosing your medium. It might be a gorgeous color of dirt you noticed on a road trip or it might be dirt that is meaningful to you in some other way. Regardless, here is where you get your first glimpse of the dirt’s qualities and where you begin to wonder about the possibilities.


Materials neeed



Shovel

Containers

Screens







Tools

When I first started creating dorodango, I used only four types of implement: a shovel, a bucket, a plastic container, and plastic bags. These were more than enough. After all, the genesis of the art form is to be found in generations of Japanese children playing with mud. Over time, you will add tools to your own list. Until then, the following might come in handy:
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