






Journey through the Six Ancient Kilns 
- report from the kilns

Takahashi Koji
Product designer/Creative Director of the 
Six Ancient Kilns Japan Heritage Utilization 
Council 

“It is important to re-examine the Six Ancient 
Kilns as well as to consider what the medieval 
period was like.” I kept repeating the words 
of Kanzaki Noritake, a renowned scholar 
of folklore studies, with deep knowledge 
of pottery, in the car on the way to a kiln 
in Bizen. During my travels to the Six 
Ancient Kilns since my appointment as the 
Creative Director of the Six Ancient Kilns 
Japan Heritage Utilization Council in June 
1987, I discovered my newfound resolve in 
continuing to work with the Six Ancient 
Kilns. My role was to unravel the medieval 
period, to trace and to share the influences it 
had on modern- day pottery.

Bizen ware
- Bizen city, Okayama prefecture

This is my third visit to a firing at Bizen 
Ichiyougama. Twice a year in the spring and 
fall, they spend about two weeks filling the 
kiln. They then spend an astounding ten 
days (and nights) firing the kiln. The mood is 
almost festive as the flames are continuously 
fed with firewood. In fact, as if being drawn 
to the fire people from all over the country 
gather bearing gifts, and naturally, a party 
begins. 
When I was first approached to join this 
project, I first consulted Kimura Hajime. I 
met Mr. Hajime about three years ago while 
I was reporting on the hidasuki technique, 
involving the wrapping of rice straw on 
pottery. Mr. Hajime is quite the chef and he 
treated us to home-cooked dishes served on 
pottery he had created. Apart from enjoying 
Mr. Hajime’s superb cooking, it gave me an 
opportunity to consider the relationship 
between pottery and vessels.
When Mr. Hajime drinks wine, he always 
drinks from both a wine glass and a Bizen 
Yaki cup. He decides which cup to use based 
on its congeniality with the chosen wine. 
You might think, wine served in a Bizen yaki 
cup? But the concept is soundly grounded 
in history. Wine is said to have originated 
in Georgia, where grapes are fermented in 
buried clay pots called Kvareli. This wine was 
fermented and consumed in pottery, and this 
tradition still continues today. Mr. Hajime 
may also be influenced by a vintner, whom he 
regards very highly, and the black cup he uses 
so that the flavor of the wine is not affected 
by the color of the wine.
Mr. Hajime also created a mortar from Bizen 
ware only to respect Bizen ware, which was so 
strong it gave birth to the Edo-period phrase 
“throwing a Bizen won’t break it,” when he 
was looking for a suitably strong vessel to 
make baby food. I was so enthralled by Mr. 
Hajime’s approach and passion for his craft, 
which resulted in very many visits to Bizen.

After eleven years of working as a product 
designer for Muji (Ryohin Keikaku Co., Ltd. ), 
I resigned and relocated with my family to 
Tokoname in Aichi prefecture, two years 
ago. Using the experience from my previous 
job, and through product development, I am 
involved in a wide variety of activities, such as 
connecting artisans and users, the branding 
of Tokoname pottery, and the development of 
the next generation of artisans. 

Seto ware
- Seto city, Aichi prefecture

Once I returned to Tokoname, I made my 
way to Seto, which is also located in Aichi 
prefecture. I had visited Seto before as 
they had made some Muji pottery, but my 
knowledge of Seto ware was limited. I first 
stopped by a shop that specialized in glazes. In 
the shop, I saw a hand-written poster saying 
“You can get everything you need for pottery 
in Seto.” Seto is self-sufficient in tools and 
materials, as Seto is where processes related to 

pottery were specialized over a long period of 
time. In particular, the abundance of locally-
sourced soil was important to maintain this 
tradition and speaks volumes as to the reason 
why such traditions were maintained for over 
one thousand years. 
There are many soil mines located within Seto 
city. I visited one of them called Akatsuki. 
Spanning four acres, the Akatsuki mine is 
impressive, with 20 thousand tons per annum 
of white and rough clay production. The clay 
mined here is used in Seto as well as shipped 
across the country. The ground under our 
feet contains clay made from stone weathered 
over 5 million years ago. I am humbled by the 
abundant supply that has nourished Seto ware 
and the incredible amount of time it took for 
the clay to form. A member of the creative 
team traveling with me mutters, “traveling to 
the old kilns is a journey through time.”

Seto ware is characterized by its glaze. It 
was ahead of its time, with glazes being 
used from the medieval period and has been 
a production area for porcelain for many 
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years. Thereafter, during the Edo period 
porcelain manufacturing techniques, were 
transferred from Hizen in Kyushu, and Seto 
became a rare production area making both 
porcelain and pottery since. Here, they refer 
to pottery making as the “principle” business 
and porcelain making as the “new” business. 
At Setohongyogama, they still make pottery. 
Mizuno Hanjiro is the 7th to inherit this 
name from his master and is the owner of this 
kiln. He has spent much energy in preserving 
the Hora area, which is the central location of 
principle pottery. Mizuno Yusuke, who will 
be the 8th person to inherit the name Hanjiro, 
showed me around the Hora area.
Though similar to Tokoname, in that pottery 
is very much a part of the scenery, there are 
some differences. In Tokoname, earthen 
pipes and bottles line the walls and floors as 
part of the architecture. In the Hora area, 
they use tools such as the tsuku (a beam used 
to pack firewood into the kiln) and ebuta (a 
lid to cover the kiln). 

We visited the large multi-chambered 
climbing kilns as well. The ceilings are high 
enough to play a game of catch in the kiln, 
and the width of 8 meters illustrates the 
heyday of Seto’s production volume. Here, it 
seems they fired pottery for about 30 days, 
and I was amazed by the skills of the yakite, 
or “bakers,” craftsmen who specialized in 
kilns, whom I was able to see in action in 
the kiln-firing videos from those times. 
The yakite vigorously and precisely throws 
the firewood into a small kiln hole using an 
underhand throw, so that the firewood can 
reach the center of the kiln. It is said that 
during the war, in order to make a living, they 
fired the kiln and raised black smoke, despite 
the fear of airstrikes. 

Backgrounds of various works of pottery

Many say the Six Ancient Kilns don’t follow 
a set of principles. Behind this popular belief 
is the history of each production area, which 
has worked with a wide range of pottery 
catering to the needs of the era, beginning 
from medieval Japan (1185 -1603) leading up 
to the present day.
In the Heian period (794 -1185) and 
Kamakura period (1185-1333), the production 
of everyday objects and religious wares 
prospered, and in the Muromachi period 
(1336-1573), with the advent of the Japanese 
tea ceremony, tea bowls. After Japan opened 
its doors to the West, craftsmen produced 
ceramics for export, and during wartime, they 
responded to the demand for munitions by 
producing grenades, landmines, and vessels 
to store fuel for fighter jets. In the postwar 
period, along with the country’s rapid 
economic growth, there was a surge in the 
creation of daily necessities such as dishware, 
tiles used for buildings, and sanitary wares. 
Today, the sales of some production areas 
are led by ceramic parts for high precision 
machines called, fine ceramics (also known as 
“new ceramics”).
This is the reason why it’s difficult to describe 
the defining characteristics of the Six Ancient 
Kilns in a single phrase. 

Tamba ware
- Tamba Sasayama city, Hyogo

On my second trip to Tamba Sasayama-
with the introduction from a mutual 
acquaintance -I was guided by Kosuge 
Nobuyuki, the owner of archipelago, a variety 
store nearby JR Furuichi station repurposed 
from a grain warehouse. 
We first visited the Toshihikogama. The 
kiln owner, Shimizu Toshihiko, belonging 
to the Tamba tachikui traditional craftsmen 
association, is the living witness to the 
Tamba ware. His long beard reminds one 
of a sage living in the mountains. Learning 
from a pupil of the potter Kawai Kanjiro, 
he continues to use local soil and employs 
ornaments and glaze unique to Tamba ware 
in the creation of pottery made for specific 
purposes. 
We began the conversation around the 
fireplace. According to Shimizu, the origins 
of Tamba ware dates back to the late Heian 
period and the beginning of the Kamakura 
period. Craftsmen have depended on the 
anagama (cellar kiln) before the arrival of 
noborigama (chambered climbing kiln) in 
the early Edo period. With it, they focused 
on the production of tea utensils such as 
chaire (tea containers), mizusashi (fresh-
water container), chawan (tea bowl), and 
towards the late Edo period, fostered healthy 
competition among skilled craftsmen within 
the Sasayama domain. Overall, they have 
a history of mainly producing objects for 
everyday use. Perhaps it is only natural for 
Tamba ware to receive attention from Yanagi 
Soetsu, the founder of the Mingei movement, 
considering its long history of creating 
pottery works for the people. 
Afterward, we visited the Taigagama, Old 
Tamba Pottery Museum, and Tansougama 
while Shimizu recounted tales of Tamba 
Sasayama and the surrounding area, Tamba 
ware’s 800 years of history, kerokuro (a 
pottery wheel operated by kicking) that spins 
the opposite direction, and more. 

Our final stop was Imanishi Masahiko’s 
Miyanokitagama. In Tamba, it’s yet 
unknown where the old potters dug their 
soil from, troubling the current Tamba ware 
creators. Imanishi told us about the ongoing 
collaboration carried out by researchers 
and creators, both from and outside the 
production area, to toil away on the research. 
Stories of soil continued as we passed by the 
wattle and daub hut made by a plasterer using 
stories of soil continued as we passed by the 
wattle and daub hut called utekisei,  made 
with a type of potter’s clay used for Tamba 
ware. Imanishi smiled as he told us that every 
time he comes across a construction site-with 
its layers stripped bare-he consults the people 
there if he can, and occasionally does bring 
some soil back with him. By firing the soil as 
is inside the kiln, he continues to investigate 
the possibilities of various types of soil. I got 
excited as I listened to Imanishi, whom we 
can all benignly call, a lover of soil. We left 
the Miyanokitagama after promising my next 
visit to learn more about his experimentations 
on various types of soil. 
Thanks to Kosuge, I was able to earn various 

perspectives to help me better understand 
Tamba ware. The presence of someone, a 
good communicator, with a keen sense of 
understanding of the production area is very 
much needed by the people there as well. At 
archipelago, a store that has a careful selection 
of handcrafted products from all corners 
of the country on sale, they put utmost 
importance on taking time to converse with 
the creators. Two years have passed since they 
opened. Although they do not have works of 
Tamba ware in store yet, Kosuge is perhaps 
working on getting them in stock. By then the 
surroundings had darkened and the ridges of 
the Tamba mountains were out of sight. 

Shigaraki ware
- Koka city, Shiga prefecture

Shigaraki, similar to Seto and Tokoname, 
is a production area that handles both the 
production and wholesale of wares within 
the district. The area has produced various 
pottery works varying in size over the years 
and focused on fostering human resources 
relevant to the pottery industry. 
There is a residential facility set up at the 
Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park, where 
they annually invite approximately 50 
potters from all around the world. The 
facility houses an atelier with equipment 
that allows for larger-scale works, which acts 
as a major appeal to the potters. I spotted 
several large-scale works dotted about the 
site. Many artists end up donating the works 
because of the inability to transport them 
back home due to their size or weight. I 
also came across a book that gave fame to 
the name “Shigaraki” abroad: Shigaraki, 
Potters’ Valley (1979), written by Louise 
Cort, an American researcher focusing on 
the history of ceramics. It was the first work 
that introduced Shigaraki ware overseas, 
and with it, the name Shigaraki started 
getting recognition all around the world 
as a pottery production area. She selected 
Japanese ceramics as the theme of her 
master’s thesis at the University of Oxford 
and visited Japan in 1967. Deeply impressed 
by a large-scale pot from the medieval 
period she’d encountered at a museum in 
Tokyo, Cort began to frequent Shigaraki 
and eventually put together her findings 
into her thesis. Its content is wide-ranging, 
dealing with topics from excavated ancient 
kilns to the history and culture of Shigaraki 
ware that molded the remarkable skills of 
potters. She continued to visit Shigaraki for 
the following 50 years, and according to a 
young creator that I’ve met here, they are 
currently preparing for Cort’s exhibition 
and event.

To document and pass on to the future

Traveling the Six Ancient Kilns, you come 
across traces left behind by foreigners 
who were drawn to Japanese pottery; 
another example is that of the Canadian 
film director Marty Gross. Filming 
production areas, collecting and digitally 
re-mastering archival films on Japanese 
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pottery, Gross has devoted himself to the 
production of video records to pass on to 
future generations. Despite being a small 
island country, there are countless pottery 
production areas other than the Six Ancient 
Kilns. The works of the two visitors from 
abroad have offered me many fresh insights 
into the world of pottery. Documentation 
is a vital act of conveying the work, history, 
and culture of each land to the future 
generation. This is why the project Journey. 
One thousand years. The Six Ancient Kilns 
also puts importance on documenting and 
publishing its contents via various mediums 
including paper, website, and video.

A craft that reflects the nature and its 
characteristics 

Mass production and mass consumption 
became the mainstream of Japanese 
production trend in the postwar era. To 
manufacture a profuse amount of goods, 
Japan focused on the economically rational 
factors of easy to make, fast, and cheap. Due 
to such tendency, the “obvious” practice-
passed down for generations-of using 
materials available within the surrounding 
region, started to lose meaning. The human 
craft of pottery making, which has long 
existed in close connection with the region’s 
natural characteristics began to crumble. 
Among the people I have come across at the 
six production areas, those whom I feel I 
could discuss this matter with all night long 
tend to be those who are born and raised 
in the land. Perhaps learning to live with 
the nature and climate of one’s birthplace 
is a sort of fate, but it’s heartening to see 
individuals who are genuinely enjoying 
and taking their time to learn a craft that is 
uniquely available in their region. 

Echizen ware
- Echizen town, Fukui prefecture

I visited Echizen town a week after the 
prefecture was hit by the heaviest snowfall 
in 37 years. Echizen ware is the smallest 
production area out of the Six Ancient 
Kilns. Clay freezes up often in snowy 
regions, making it difficult to operate kilns 
throughout the year. With the advancement 
of various technologies today, it became 
possible to create pottery regardless of the 
season or location. However, Echizen ware 
is an assemblage of artists’ kilns, which 
limits its production load. 
Echizen ware was born under the inf luence 
of the Tokoname ware techniques, which 
circulated to the area in the late Heian 
period. Focusing mainly on the production 
of pots, jars, and mortars, its products have 
been transported across the nation via land, 
rivers, and sea. Being the only production 
area out of the Six Ancient Kilns to border 
the Sea of Japan, it not only exported 
goods but also served as a point of access 
for the people and goods from the Korean 
peninsula. 
There are several ancient kiln ruins in the 
Ozowara area, the birthplace of Echizen 

ware. I visited the studio-cum-house located 
in the area, inhabited by Domoto Michihiro 
and Kumiko. The studio reminded me 
of a cave, completely covered by the snow 
except for its entranceway. It was a very 
quiet studio: during my last visit in fall, 
I occasionally heard fallen tree berries 
rolling down the roof, but this time around 
I heard the melted snow falling. Mr. and 
Mrs. Domoto purchase their clay from the 
local tile shop and firewood-collected from 
the nearby mountain-from the local lumber 
store. Using three wood-fired kilns they 
had built with their own hands, the couple 
produces pottery as a team, including those 
made via the method of firing unglazed 
pottery at a very high temperature called, 
yakishime (literally, “firing to be sealed”). 
They continue to explore the possibilities of 
yakishime pottery, fascinated by the ever-
varying expression of the resulting work.         
“I don’t feel that there’s something special 
about my approach to pottery making. 
I’m just doing the obvious.” Mr. Domoto 
said with warmth. It’s indeed surprising 
how their method, which follows after the 
traditional ways, appears to me as new. 
Much research or excavation on the old kilns 
in Echizen town remains to be done, but in 
a way, left untouched, possibilities continue 
to exist. 

Tokoname ware
- Tokoname city, Aichi prefecture

There is a tourist spot called the Pottery 
Footpath in Tokomae city. It is a renovated 
area that used to be the biggest source of 
Tokoname ware production in the modern 
era. This is where I live, in an old rented 
house within the area. The window next 
to the bath opens up to a wall of giant clay 
pipe piled onto each other. Defective clay 
pipes and shochu (Japanese liquor distilled 
from sweet potatoes, rice, etc.) jars have 
been put into use in public works projects. 
There is an abundance of clay pipes within 
the town, to the point they are seen used as 
grave posts. Despite being an urban area, 
due to the narrow, winding roads and many 
slopes within, the town has evaded major 
urban developments. This is the reason why 
it maintains an atmosphere of the past when 
craftsmen fired countless clay pipes. 
I came across clay pipes traveling around 
the Six Ancient Kilns as well. From what 
I hear, Tokoname craftsmen specializing 
in clay pipes made their living by visiting 
production areas that have suffered an 
economic downturn and teaching the 
people techniques of mass production.
It is said the potters have traveled and 
operated kilns in various places since the 
medieval period, and the works of pottery 
that are believed to be inf luenced by 
the techniques of Tokoname are called, 
Tokoname-kei (Tokoname-style).
When I began my position as the creative 
director, I felt eager to establish a 
connection among the Six Ancient Kilns, 
but the more I delve into the regions, the 
more I learn about the long-standing 
relationship among production areas.

A journey to trace craftsmanship back 
to its roots

It’s astonishing how people in the medieval 
period were able to shape and fire firm 
pots or jars the size of their bodies. There 
wasn’t as many equipment available today 
as well as means to transport goods to 
faraway locations. They simply found ways 
to use raw materials found within their 
land as tools and ingredients for their craft. 
They operated kilns and fire without a 
thermometer and proper clothing. Perhaps 
people depended solely on their instincts 
back then.  
It can be said, “Japanese pottery” has its 
roots in these simple and powerful works 
of pottery. The journey to explore one 
thousand years of the Six Ancient Kilns 
has just begun. It is a journey to discern the 
origins of craftsmanship, cultivated over a 
long time by the Japanese.  

Takahashi Koji
 [Product Designer/The Six Ancient Kilns Japan 
Heritage Creative Director]
Takahashi was born in Oita, in 1980. He graduated 
from Tama Art University in 2004 and designed 
lifestyle products for Muji at Ryohin Keikaku Co., 
Ltd. from 2005 to 2015. Currently, he is based 
in Tokoname city, involving himself in various 
projects centered around product design, while 
serving as the coordinator for the Tokoname City 
Ceramics Industry and Art Promotion Project, 
and from 2017, as the creative director for the Six 
Ancient Kilns Japan Heritage Utilization Council.
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Medieval Pottery

Potters currently active in each production 
area introduce works that have been 
produced to cater to the lifestyle of the late 
Heian period and Kamakura period. 

1   Big pot, tokonameyaki 
Heian period / Collection of Tokoname 
Tounomori  

Selected by
Koie Akira(potter)

Pottery from the medieval period are objects 
of my admiration and what I strive for. A 
couple of decades ago, I had a stimulating 
experience of participating in the research 
excavation of Tokoname, where I was able to 
witness the traces of works and handprints 
left behind by the people of Tokoname 
approximately 1,000 years ago. The works 
were produced by way of a limited number 
of equipment and tools, unlike today. The 
techniques used were efficient, suitable 
for mass production and some were even 
fired in a specific way to cater to its usage. 
Behind their simplicity and sturdiness, one 
can see the high-level techniques and design 
used. They very much remain relevant and 
surpass that of the present day, and I can 
learn a lot by working at Tokoname, where 
such practices have been maintained for 
generations. 

2   Large Jar Natural glaze, Tamba ware
Kamakura period / Collection of Old 
Tamba Pottery Museum

Selected by
Imanishi Masahiko(Miyanokitagama)

I try to focus on the beauty of Tamba’s 
old pottery spread inside me with 
conviction. The time I spend imagining and 
thinking about this beauty is a process of 
irreplaceable importance. It is a time that 
renews my approach towards pottery-a vital 
one for me to continue the act of “firing.” I 
spend my days thinking of these old wares, 
and instead of getting hung up on “what is 
correct,” I pay attention to the instinctual 
in trying to understand and feel the works. 
I notice a change occurring within me 
via my changing feelings towards beauty. 
Through the accumulation of this change, 
I would like to continue to deepen my 
understanding of the essential value of old 
Tamba pottery.  

3   Bizen ware Tanetubo Mizusasi (Seed pot 
fresh-water container), Bizen ware
Azuchi-momoyama period/Collection of 
Ichiyougama

Selected by
Kimura Hajime (Bizen ware potter, Ichiyogama) 

Tanetubo are the most prominent Bizen 
ware pots of the medieval period. Despite 
their big size-requiring one to use both 

hands to hold them-they boast impressive 
shapes that are hard to forget. I couldn’t 
comprehend why people used them to store 
seeds back when I was merely studying its 
shape. However, a few years back, after a 
conversation with an acquaintance who 
grows non-hybrid plants and reuses their 
seeds in Okayama, I was finally able to 
understand why. Seed preservation is a 
challenging process given the high humidity 
levels in Japan. Today, one starts by buying 
seeds or seedlings to grow plants, but in 
the past, people had to harvest seeds from 
the previous year’s crops and store them 
for a couple of months before using again. 
To a certain degree, storing seeds inside 
unglazed yakishime pots, which have 
moisture-absorbent qualities, served a 
practical purpose. And one more thing, I 
think people believed in storing things of 
importance inside pots. 

4   Shigaraki ware Otsubo Mei Shichiya
Muromachi period (15th-16th century)/
Private collection

Selected by
Furutani Kazuya(potter)

Shigaraki pots feature varying details 
throughout, making no two facets the same 
wherever one looks-each charming in its 
own right. I believe Shigaraki pots have 
unparalleled qualities in making one feel 
the nature, as well as warmth and strength. 
As a creator, I get great joys from simply 
imagining what kind of firing methods 
and kilns birthed the various surface 
attributes of the clay-its scarlet color, 
naturally occurring ash glaze and scorch 
marks. It wasn’t easy to select a single work 
of Shigaraki pot for this occasion but the 
reason why I chose “ Otsubo Mei Shichiya” 
is in its abundance of expression. I am 
currently trying to explore the possibilities 
of anagama (cellar kiln) with my works, and 
as one of my approaches, I attempt to bring 

out various expressions from the resulting 
works. I am certain the people of Shigaraki 
in the medieval period were delighted to 
take out pots with rich expressions on them 
from the kilns. To feel those emotions, I 
continue to face clay and fire and create 
pottery. 

With the cooperation of MIHO MUSEUM

5   Echizen Large Jar Nejitate Technique
Muromachi period (16th century) /
Collection of Fukui Prefectural Pottery 
Museum of Ceramics

Selected by
Domoto Michihiro(Makigama sakka 
(wood-fired kiln artist)

After a full tour around the Fukui 
Prefectural Pottery Museum, which has a 
vast collection of medieval Echizen ware, I 
always end up stopping at the big jar of the 
Muromachi period. It’s a jar big enough to 
fit one person. As if to consider the act of 
firing a greater number of sturdy wares the 
mission of utmost importance, potters of the 
Muromachi period have developed bigger 
kilns and high-temperature firing methods 
over time. Due to the nature of my job, I have 
a habit of making observations on the clay 
used, its shortcomings, and imagining the 
molding or firing techniques. That is why 
I am enlivened at the straightforwardness 
of yakishime wares that have been fired 
in large batches, rendering my inquiries 
useless. A few years ago, I saw an impressive 
work of ikebana (f lower arrangement) made 
in the big Muromachi Ogame. Its beauty 
made my heart f lutter, which reminded me 
of the reinvigorating emotion I got from 
my first encounter. What I am looking 
at, however, is merely a single aspect of 
the work. These pots or jars don’t serve a 
practical function in the present day, but I 
believe they continue to create links with 
the ceaselessly expanding world resulting 
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from the increasing variety of perspectives 
of people. It is through pottery that I realize 
I am an existence on the journey to find 
oneself within this realm. 

6   Ash-glazed jar with four handles with 
stamped chrysanthemum design, Seto 
ware
Kamakura and Muromachi period (Late 
13th century-early 14th century)

Selected by
Mizuno Yusuke(potter, the Setohongyogama)

  I chose this pot because it is the 
embodiment of techniques still in use at 
the Setohongyogama today, such as the use 
of inka (f lower stamp) and kushigakimon 
(comb-marked decoration) for its decoration 
and tamabuchi-style (thickened mouth rim 
made by rolling up the lip) for its shape. An 
in-depth look at the history of Hongyogama 
will lead one to the Koseto (literally “old 
Seto”) style, which is considered the 
beginnings of Seto ware. In the medieval 
period, it was the only style out of the Six 
Ancient Kilns to use artificial glaze to fire 
pottery. After a long history of producing 
solely unglazed wares, by the 5th century, 
the methods of using pottery wheels and 
building anagama on slopes were introduced 
to the Japanese via naturalized potters 
from the Korean peninsula. Also, it is told 
that craftsmen who have traveled in search 
of natural features well-suited to pottery 
making settled at Mount Sanage and Seto, an 
area that has been accumulating good quality 
clay and resources for more than 3 million 
years. They learned from Chinese ceramics-
celadon and white porcelain-to create unique 
Japanese ash-glazed wares. In other words, it 
was through this very pot I was able to learn 
about all these factors that led up to my work 
and Seto today. 
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The possibility of pottery persisting
one thousand years 

Not describing a beautiful thing beautiful 

Kurata Takashi (philosopher)

“Not describing a beautiful thing beautiful - 
the essence of this culture lies in the restraint of 
expression.” An excerpt from Forgotten Japan.

Okamoto Taro, who stated the quote, 
discovered at the root of the Japanese lifestyle 
culture, “moving qualities of life” and 
activities rooted in an area out of necessity. 
Let’s examine one instance.  
In the dialect of Hakusan city, the word 
mutsushi is used to describe slash - and - 
burn fields and their size. Interestingly, the 
word also implies a timescale of 25 years in 
its definition, which has several meanings in 
itself. Mutsushi is an area of land farmers can 
use for slash-and-burn agriculture for 25 years. 
To begin, 25 years signify the time they use the 
land as a “natural resource.” This doesn’t mean 
they cultivate the land for the entire duration. 
Slash-and-burn isn’t a single occasion of 
burning; farmers need to move over to new 
areas to burn. They create a field by burning 
forests or mountains and use the resulting 
ash as a fertilizer. No other fertilizer is used, 
resulting in the gradual depletion of nutrition 
in the field as years go by. They choose which 
crops to grow accommodating to this change, 
but by the fifth year, nothing will grow. That 
is when they move and burn the next area. You 
call an area of land where one can go about 
this cycle five times, “one mutsushi.” Why 
five times - 25 years after the initial burn, 
the woodland will have been restored to its 
original state and can be used as a field again 
after burning. In other words, the 25 years of 
mutsushi signify the time it takes for “nature” 
to recover. Not only that, mutsushi refers to 
the number of years people engage in “labor.” 
25 years is the length of time an adult male 
is entrusted with a land until his retirement. 
Why 25 years - by then the child of the man 
will have grown old enough to take over his 
task. The 25 years of mutsushi also represents 
generational replacements, in which we see a 
layer of “life” incorporated in the word. 

Resource, nature, labor, and life. The exquisite 
intersecting point of these different phases 
create the 25 years of mutsushi. Perhaps this 
is the definition of being rooted in the land. 
A sense of inevitability is at the foundation of 
craft, which has a long history. This is the case 
for the Six Ancient Kilns as well. It is indeed in 
need of the reevaluation today - in a way where 
one wouldn’t descrInbe a beautiful thing 
beautiful.  

Kurata Takashi
Kurata is a philosopher. He was born in Hyogo, 
in 1970, and graduated from the Graduate 
School of Human and Environmental Studies, 
Kyoto University. Currently, he is an associate 
professor at the School of Science and 
Technology at Meiji University Press. Kurata 
specializes in philosophy and environmental 

sociology. He has written the book Intimité 
de MINGEI - Designing the “Beloved” 
(Meiji University Press, 2015) and made an 
appearance as a Mingei guide in Syumidoki! 
- The Mingei I Like, broadcasted on NHK 
Educational TV in 2018.

Tile, a material that awakens dormant 
feelings

Onishi Maki (architect)

It was through an unexpected encounter that I 
began to incorporate tiles into my architectural 
designs. Mr. Mizuno of MIZUNO SEITOEN 
in Tokoname, whom I’d met for the first time 
at the party I was at, took out a wide array of 
tiles in blue, yellow, white, and more from the 
bundle wrapped in cloth he was holding under 
his arm and laid them on the floor saying, “It’s 
pretty right? I thought you might like them.” 
He talked about the tiles the way I imagined 
a merchant from a medieval market would. 
Each tile was closer to a piece of dishware than 
an architectural material. I was drawn to its 
subtle variations in glaze and simplicity of clay 
as the material - I could tell each tile was made 
with care. 

Through this experience, I realized that I’ve 
been drawn to tile all along. For instance, the 
tiles used in the bathroom of Le Corbusier’s 
Villa Savoye. One can lie down on the cool 
surface of the curving blue tiled-bed after 
taking a bath. And the tiles in the staircase 
of Gaudi’s residential building called Casa 
Batlló. It is a vertically long space reminiscent 
of a deep well with a skylight on its uppermost 
section. Starting with a deep blue color 
on the bottom and gradually shifting to a 
lighter hue towards the top, the space calls to 
mind an experience of looking upwards to a 
bright surface from a seabed. The tiles in the 
Portuguese architect Álvaro Siza’s design of 
Santa Maria Church in Marco de Canaveses 
were beautiful as well. The simple tiles of 

white glaze on red clay were attached to the 
walls without joints. In all of these structures, 
something about their texture made me want 
to touch them. I was impressed by how the 
light made minute dispersions on tile surfaces, 
resulting in a unique space filled with soft light. 

The interesting thing about tile is that, 
despite its industrial qualities, it reminds one 
of a living thing. It can stir up the onlooker’s 
mind like the scales of a fish and the armor 
of an armadillo. Looking up at a large-scale 
tiled building, I feel a sense of absurdity at 
the infinitely continuing rows of tiles, but at 
the same time, believe that the act of densely 
lining up small objects, one after the other, 
is one form of activity that gives pleasure to 
human beings. I feel a renewed possibility 
towards tiles as an architectural material, 
which awakens feelings dormant within 
people. 

Onishi Maki 
Onishi is the co-founder of 
onishimaki+hyakudayuki architects / 
o+h is a partnership led by Onishi Maki 
and Hyakuda Yuki. She is a guest associate 
professor at the Y-GSA (Yokohama Graduate 
School of Architecture), Yokohama National 
University. She engages in various projects 
centered around the field of architecture 
including social welfare facilities, community 
centers, private residences, urban planning, 
and more. Some of her most prominent works 
include the Double Helix House and Good 
Job! Center KASHIBA /STUDIO.

Imagining the future of pottery

Dominick Chen (researcher)

Our family is very fond of pottery. Every time 
we go to a store or an antique market, we spend 
a good amount of time observing various 
works of pottery. Participating in a beginner-
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level pottery workshop where I painted 
cups or made imitations of Jomon pottery, I 
was amused at the unknown life space (the 
idea that one’s behavior is manifested solely 
within the factors of the current “life space”) 
expanding within my imagination. 
In Yanagi Soetsu’s The Beauty of Everyday 
Things, he talks about examining the “spirit” 
of a plate. “A plate is an object but who can say 
that objects don’t have a spirit? Endurance, 
soundness, honesty, or other virtues are the 
kind of spirit inherent in them.” The true 
intention behind Soetsu’s statement neither 
lies in a sort of animistic worship nor a vain 
attempt to personify a plate. Rather, it refers to 
the importance of an individual’s autonomous 
act of forming a relationship with an object. 
Instead of depending on an external reference 
system - as it tends to be an established order 
in the art world - he suggests finding the value 
arising out of the relationship between one’s 
soul and the object, which is what he refers to 
as an object’s “spirit.” 

This way of thinking detaches the product’s 
user from a passive state and instead, 
posits them in an active one. It changes the 
dichotomy between the creator and user into 
a circular relationship. According to this 
thought, the user experience (UX) of a piece 
of dishware isn’t something that designers 
can control but one that is autonomously 
created by their users. As you can grasp from 
this short phrase by Soetsu, “A good artisan 
does not pursue things beyond the nature’s 
intentions,” he stresses the importance of 
“being one with nature,” in other words, to 
turn to the “unintentional” when searching 
for an affordance (a feature of an object that 
show possible actions users may take with it) 
in an object as an active judge. 
In the act of creating and communicating, 
disregarding the intent or deliberateness is 
indeed possible for the ceaseless production 
of pottery for everyday use rather than for the 
cases of special tea utensils or one-of-a-kind 
artworks. I believe new production methods 
such as the 3D printer, which expands the 
possibilities of altering the shapes of ready-
mades, will serve as an opportunity to give 
birth to a new “beauty of everyday things.” 
From there, a new horizon comes into sight, 
one that transcends the dichotomy between 
analog and digital as well as one-of-a-kind and 
mass-produced items.    

Dominick Chen
Chen earned a Ph.D. in Interdisciplinary 
Information Studies. He is an associate 
professor at Faculty of Letters, Arts and 
Sciences, Waseda University, the director of 
NPO Commonsphere (Creative Commons 
Japan), and the co-founder of dividual inc. 
Ltd. He was certified as a Super Creator under 
the IPA Unexplored IT Human Resources 
Development Program in 2008 and served as 
both a juror and Focused Issue Director for 
Good Design Award in 2016 and 2017. 

A wish to enjoy the products of today

Koike Kazuko (creative director)

Yakimono (pottery). Perhaps it was a 
commonplace term used in everyday life 
since the medieval period. After all, the Six 
Ancient Kilns have been up and running in 
their respective areas since the Muromachi 
period. I also want to mention the term, 
nichijyo -sahanji (everyday occurrence, or 
literally “daily tea and meal”). It symbolically 
expresses the quotidian time of human beings 
through everyone’s decided daily occurrences 
of drinking tea and eating a meal.
I get a warm feeling when I imagine people of 
the medieval period depending on pottery for 
their daily tea and meal - I wonder what kind 
of dishware they used for their food, in what 
kind of residential spaces. The literature on 
pottery often lists pots, mortars, and jars as 
popular products. The countless number of 
people who have eaten - in other words, lived 
- every day of their lives, must have used some 
kind of dishware to serve their rice, vegetable, 
fish, and such before eating. Were they flat 
plates? Deep bowls? Postulation alone is very 
interesting to me.

Today we live surrounded by an overflowing 
number of objects. The category of plates 
alone comes in all kinds of shapes and 
materials. I think it is possible to zero in on the 
role of pottery in the present day and create 
both necessary and acceptable contemporary 
wares. Perhaps they will arise out of the 
products currently being produced at the Six 
Ancient Kilns. Contemporary creators need 
to use preexisting materials to shape and 
disseminate the new possibilities of pottery. 
Honest craftsmanship is maintained in the 
present day, but I cannot interest myself in 
pottery that arises out of newly acquired 
knowledge. I also believe it is important to 
have a variety of sources of pottery making 
whether it be workshops or studios and by an 
anonymous person or an artist. 

The most important thing is how new forms 
of pottery can best cater to new and optimal 
forms of living. Finding the perfect material 
- while taking into consideration the limited 
resources available - to give birth to a pottery 
product that will appeal to those who live 
unadorned lifestyles. I believe the Six Ancient 
Kilns possess many years of accumulated 
knowledge needed to achieve this goal. In 
the end, whether objects created based on the 
sensibilities of each moment in time will have 
a long life depends on their users. 

Koike Kazuko
Koike is the director of the Towada Art 
Center. Between 1983 and 2000, she founded 
and directed the first alternative space in 
Japan called Sagacho Exhibit Space. From 
2011, she set out to examine and showcase 
works, activities, and archives revolving 
around Japanese contemporary art as the 
Sagacho archives. Her latest book is WHERE 
DID ISSEY COME FROM? - The Work of 
Issey Miyake (HeHe, 2017). She is a professor 
emeritus at Musashino Art University. 
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1   Tokoname ware 
[Tokoname, Aichi]

Tokoname was the largest production area 
of ​​the Six Ancient Kilns. Products from its 
kilns were transported across Japan from 
the Tohoku region in the far north to the 
Kyushu region in the far south, via its sea 
routes. Much like the Setogama, Tokoname 
kilns originated from the Sanage kiln. Yet 
Tokoname ware differs from Seto ware. 
Large-scale pots and jugs are produced 
through a method called “yakishime” 
whereby items remain unglazed, and a 
method called “yoriko zukuri” in which the 
potter creates the shape by rotating himself 
instead of using a pottery wheel. Due to the 
spread of railroads and sewer systems in 
the Meiji era (1868-1912), there was a high 
demand for clay pipes, which were made 
using wooden molds. From the Edo period 
(1603-1867), an unglazed red Chinese 
imitation teapot was widely produced and 
continues to be a representative product 
from this area. 

Tokoname City Environment and Economics 
Department Commerce and Tourism 
Division 
4-1 Shinkai-cho, Tokoname City, Aichi, 479-
8610 Japan
TEL 0569-47-6116 / FAX 0569-35-3939

2   Seto ware
[Seto City, Aichi]

Seto City has been an important fixture in 
Japanese pottery and culture, as is proven by 
the fact that the common word for ceramics 
in Japanese is “setomono.”  It is said that 
Seto ware was started by Kato Shirozaemon 
Kagemasa, who learned pottery techniques 
in China during the Kamakura period (1185-
1333) and started a kiln in Seto. However, 
there are earlier remnants of kilns from 
the Heian period.  Among the Six Ancient 
Kilns, dating from the late Heian era to 
the Muromachi era, Seto is the only area to 
produce glazed pottery known as “koseto.”  
Pottery production began in and around 
the late Edo period (1603-1867) and various 
kinds of pottery were produced, establishing 
Seto as one of the leading areas producing 
ceramics in Japan. 

Seto City Regional Promotion Division 
Monodzukuri Promotion Division
64 -1 Oiwake-cho, Seto City, Aichi, 489-8701 
Japan
TEL 0561-88-2807 / FAX 0561-82-2931

3   Echizen ware 
[Echizen, Fukui]

Among the Six Ancient Kilns, Echizen is 
the only production area that faces the Sea 
of Japan and complements the climate of 
the Hokuriku region of Honshu (including 
Niigata, Toyama, Ishikawa, and Fukui).  
Although originally called Kumadani ware 
or Ota ware, ceramics scholar Fujio Koyama 
renamed the region's pottery as Echizen ware 

in 1947. It draws inf luences from Tokoname 
ware, which also has an ash glaze, leaving 
a rustic impression. The soil used to create 
Echizen ware contains a high amount of iron 
and can withstand high temperatures. When 
fired, it appears red in color.  A representative 
product would be the Echizen red tile, 
which, thanks to its ability to withstand cold 
weather, has been used in places such as the 
Fukui castle ruins and the Kanazawa castle 
trace, and was widely distributed around the 
coastal areas of the Northern Sea of Echizen.  

Echizen town Commerce and Industry 
Tourism Division
Fukui, Nyu-gun, Echizen town, Nishitanaka 
13-5-1, 916-0192
TEL 0778-34-8720 / FAX 0778-34-1236

4   Bizen ware
[Bizen City, Okayama]

As Setouchi City's production of Sueki 
(also known as Sue pottery), which began in 
the 6th century, came to an end during the 
latter half of the Heian period (794-1185) 
Bizen ware came about from the Inbe area, 
almost as a direct response. In the latter 
half of the medieval period, there was 
popular demand in Bizen ware, especially in 
products such as earthenware mortars. In 
the Azuchi-Momoyama period (1573-1603) 
tea enthusiasts admired the simple yet rustic 
characteristics of Bizen ware. The unique 
texture and variation in color that was 
created by not using a glaze garnered many 
enthusiasts and still continues to inspire fans 
today.

Bizen City Industry and Tourism Division 
Tourism Promotion Division
126 Higashikatakami, Bizen City, Okayama 
705-0022
TEL 0869-64-1832 / FAX 0869-64-3845

5   Tamba ware
[Tamba Sasayama, Hyogo]

Surrounded by mountains and within close 
proximity to Kyoto and Osaka, Tamba 
Sasayama is still a thriving pottery-making 
area. Tamba ware began production in the 
late Heian period (794-1185) and used the 
same kiln construction and pottery making 
processes as Tokoname ware and Echizen 
ware. When fired, a natural glaze formed 
from ash would coincidentally create a 
beautiful finish. During the medieval period, 
Tamba ware products were often pots, urns, 
and mortars, while in the early Edo period 
(1603-1867) there was a shift towards using 
the noborigama (climbing kiln), yuyaku 
(glazes) made out of ash and iron, as well as 
the rokuro (pottery wheel). In the latter half 
of the Edo period, a signature vessel called 
Shiro Tamba was created using white soil. 
Always aligned with the demands of the 
times, f lexible and innovative Tamba potters 
created products that were relevant and very 
much rooted in the lives of the ages.

Tamba Sasayama City Agricultural Capital 
Creative Department, Commerce and 
Tourism Department
41 Kitashinmachi, 
Building 2, 2nd Floor, Tamba Sasayama 
City, Hyogo, 669-2397, Japan
TEL 079-552-6907 / FAX 079-552-2090

6   Shigaraki ware 
[Koka City, Shiga]

Shigaraki is located in the southern part of 
Lake Biwa, surrounded by mountains, rich 
in raw materials. It has also been historically 
known as a transportation hub since ancient 
times. Shigaraki ware is unglazed and 
fired at a high temperature (referred to as 
“yakishime”). Like Bizen ware, it offers 
a rich variety of expressions.  The area 
drew influences from Tokoname ware and 
produced large pots and jugs from the 13th 
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century.  In the 15th century, everyday items 
such as unglazed mortars, pots, and jugs 
were produced. In the Azuchi-Momoyama 
period (1573-1603) tea bowls were created, 
and in the 19th century, teapots and hibachi 
(a Japanese heating device using charcoal 
as fuel) were made. From the mid-1940s, 
a variety of products such as tiles and 
architectural materials were produced. 

Koka City Industry and Economy Division 
Commerce and Labor Policy Division 
Commerce and Industry Labor Council
 6053 Minakuchi, Minakuchi-cho, Koka 
City, Shiga, 528-0005, Japan

17/17


