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TOKYO CHILDREN'S LIBRARY 50TH ANNIVERSARY
A GIFT FROM KYOKO MATSUOKA :
GIVING CHILDREN THE JOY OF BOOKS AND STORIES
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Bringing the Enjoyment of Books and Stories to Children:

The Big, Big Mother Tree

MICthO Okabe birector / Chief curator, Gallery A*
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In forests with rich ecosystems, there are “mother trees” that have
lived for a long time. In Suzanne Simard's book “Finding the Mother
Tree”, a mother tree grows many branches and leaves spanning
many years, dropping fruit, spreading her roots deep and wide
through the soil, and supports the growth of young trees via a
network of fungi, maintaining the balance of the forest. Suzanne
Simard has become a forest ecologist following her passion for
preserving trees and forests since she was a young child.

And in a similar way, Kyoko Matsuoka symbolized a “mother tree”
relationship for children and books. Having made up her mind to
“work for children with books” while studying in the United States,
she generously imparted the wisdom she gained from her own
experiences, put down her own roots, and sowed the seeds, for the
purpose of bringing about happy encounters between children and
books. The way she faced society with dignity and determination,
looking straight ahead, no doubt planted seeds of hope in those
around her. Even as she grew older, like a mother tree when it
grows old and dies, continuing to provide nutrients to the young
trees surrounding it, Matsuoka did the same for children. In this
way, Matsuoka also brought as many people as possible into the
group of “people who believe books are good” " and “cultivated the
soil” for them.

Matsuoka was also a person who planted seeds with great care.
She planted a single seed for her adopted daughter, Emi, dozens
of seeds for children through “Katei bunko” "2, hundreds of seeds
for the staff at the Tokyo Children's Library, thousands of seeds
for storytellers and trainees, and innumerable seeds for children
affected by the 3/11 earthquake. She planted so many seeds in the
hearts of children around the world. One by one, they were planted
in her own works and in the picture books she created. And now,
fifty years have passed. The seeds sown by Kyo-Kyo (Matsuoka's
nickname), having grown in the soft, fertile soil, are now producing
a great profusion of young saplings that will drop their own seeds
in the years to come.

In her interactions with children, Matsuoka also stressed the
importance of being alone and of viewing things from both sides
without prejudice. “It's not what you have done, but how you have
lived that is important.” The importance she placed on being alone
was partly based on her experience of being separated from her

parents when evacuated during the war. In the time she spend
alone, usually with books, fostered a self-reliance and the ability to
solve problems on her own, and became a time precious for her to
develop her own imagination.

And in addition to this, she never forgot her sense of humor that
she possessed. She told the staff at the Tokyo Children's Library
that they “had what it takes”, and encouraged them to maintain
their individuality and not conform to stereotypes. Her motto was
“mishinotakukanito”, which means “Enjoy the time you have”. In the
same way that books are a source of enjoyment for children, and with
the same desire of the book she authored, “In Santa Claus's Room”,
she hoped that a “room for Santa Claus” would be created in the
hearts of children, and that would nurture rich imaginations in them.

At the beginning of her final picture book, “The Busy Life of
Grandma Pea and Grandpa Bean”, she left these words for us: “It's
important to ‘live’- busily and happily, you know.” The life she led,
surrounded by bookshelves in her house in the mountains, provided
her with simple, tranquil, and rich moments, like Henry D. Thoreau
in “Life in the Woods”, even in the midst of her busy schedule. **
With her beloved Emi and cat Cook, rocking in her chair, she would
go back and forth between the world of stories and reality...

She said “Come, spring”. “Surely it will come” soon before passing
away in late January of that year. March was her favorite month
for two reasons:- she loved Spring, and it was the month of her
birthday.

There is a golden elephant in front of the Tokyo Children's Library,
which symbolises the library's concept of “the elephant brings
spring in our mind, riding a balloon”

I would like to take this opportunity to offer my heartfelt
congratulations to the Tokyo Children's Library on their 50th
anniversary.

*1 Matsuoka Kyoko, Children and Books, Chapter 1: Children and Me, 2015,
lwanami Shoten, Publishers.

*2 Matsuoka opened the bookshelves in her home to neighborhood children
and called it "Matsunomi Bunko.”

*3 “l asked the architect, Mitsuhiro Kusano, to build a private monastery for me”,
Jutaku Kenchiku, August 2009.
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Kyoko Matsuoka and the Tokyo Children's Library

Keiko Harikae Director, Tokyo Children's Library

Despite her many achievements in the translation and
creation of children's literature and picture books, as well
as her critical writing on children's reading and international
cultural exchanges, Ms. Matsuoka said, “In the end, it is my
work at the Tokyo Children's Library that is near and dear to
my heart.”

Although she had always loved books since she was a
child, she had never used a library, and it was only after
graduating from Kobe College and transferring to the
Faculty of Letters, Japan Library School at Keio University
that she discovered her love of libraries for children. She
was thrilled to discover that “This was the kind of work | had
always wanted to do!”

After that, she studied in the United States and then worked
at the Osaka Municipal Central Library, but eventually
resigned when she found she could not continue working
in children's services for a long time. In 1967, she opened
a small library called “Matsunomi Bunko” in her home
in Nakano Ward, Tokyo. In 1974, she established Tokyo
Children's Library with people such as Shigeko Tsuchiya,
who had opened two Tsuchiya Bunkos, and Momoko Ishii, a
writer and editor who was also running Katsura Bunko. Ms.
Matsuoka served as the director for over 40 years.

Based on the practical experience she gained in the library
and children's room, she focused on human resource
development through “storytelling workshops” and other
activities, with the aim of promoting the importance of
reading for children's growth and encouraging storytelling
and reading as a way of inviting children into the world of
books. She also worked tirelessly on the publication of the

magazine “Kodomo Toshokan” (Children's Library), the book
list “Our Selection of Children's Books”, and the “Ohanashi
no Rosoku” (Story Candle) series.

The fact that this small private library has been able to
continue its activities for half a century owes much to
its early involvement in human resources development
and publishing, which has helped it to expand its circle
of supporters. In 1997, with funds raised through the 20th
anniversary fundraising campaign, the library was finally
able to have its own building. With this as a foothold, new
initiatives such as the “Serial Lecture on Children's Library”,
an “Internship Program”, and “Reading Support Activities
for Japanese-Brazilian Children in Japan” were launched.
After the Great East Japan Earthquake, driven by a desire
to “deliver happy stories and books to children who have
had such painful experiences”, Ms. Matsuoka went to the
devastated area herself, visited schools, and provided
support for the operation of the children's library in
Rikuzentakata City, lwate Prefecture.

“Words are an expression of love and the foundation of all
mental activity. Imagination is a set of wings that allow us
to take flight from the place where we are into the wider
world. And books are the most powerful means of nurturing
these two powers.” This belief never wavered throughout her
life, and she strongly hoped that libraries, which are places
where children can encounter books in an enjoyable way, and
the role of librarians who make this possible, would be widely
recognized by society.
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Storyteller, Listener, Connector

Mari Ueda Editor of wanami Shinsho's "Children and Books" / Member of the Board, Tokyo Children's Library

Kyoko Matsuoka was a storyteller.

There is no question about her achievements in spreading
the appeal of storytelling throughout the country. However,
Ms. Matsuoka herself had the ability to turn any small topic
into a story of great interest, just by talking about it. It was
easy to find Ms. Matsuoka in a crowd, as she was usually at
the center of a circle of people laughing, and everyone would
be drawn into her stories as if they had been bewitched.

Kyoko Matsuoka was a “listener”.

With eyes sparkling like a naughty child, she would say,
“We're all members of the ‘Self-Congratulatory Society’,” as
she listened carefully to even the most trivial accounts, and
always warmly accepted us for who we were.

After the publication of “Children and Books”, a reading
group was held with Ms. Matsuoka, where readers could
discuss the book. | will never forget the way she listened
with such pleasure as the participants talked about how the
book had inspired them. In the original plan of the book, the
first chapter, “Children, Books and Me”, was to be placed
at the end. After careful consideration, it was moved to the
beginning of the book so that each reader could read it while
thinking back on their own happy encounters with books. Ms.
Matsuoka was a master at subtly drawing out the precious
stories that everyone carries in their hearts.

Kyoko Matsuoka was a “connector”.

She would always say, “You can only encounter books if
someone is there to act as an intermediary, in other words,
an encounter with a book is an encounter with a person.”

In “Children and Books”, she declares that “what is most
important is the person who connects children and books”.
She also emphasized the importance of not withdrawing
into the world of libraries and books, but of connecting with
people from a wide range of fields, saying that “librarians
must create a collaborative network of people who work with
children”.

And she would often refer to the words of Edwin Castagna,
of which she was the perfect embodiment: “We belong to the
camp of those who believe that books are good. Our job is to
invite as many people as possible to join this camp.”

Kyoko Matsuoka was a humorous person.

Even on her deathbed, she eased our worries by casually
joking, “I'm still in the ‘Heian-shitsu’ (room of peace)
now... It's too early for the ‘Reian-shitsu’ (mortuary)!” As
a guideline for the future of the Tokyo Children's Library,
she pointed out mischievously that “we have enough
seriousness”, and emphasized that it is important to be a
little off-center and not too serious, doing so with a touch of
humor. Although the circumstances surrounding publishing,
libraries, and children may not inspire optimism at the
moment, she showed us through her own example how to
remain happy and smiling no matter what.

As someone who brought many happy encounters not only
to children but also to adults who were once children, she
remained a major pillar for children and people involved
in books throughout the country. In retrospect, her very
presence was a special “story” that thrilled us and warmed
our hearts.
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