











The Six Ancient Kilns Travel Note —
Tracing the origins of pottery

Takahashi Koji
[Product Designer/ The Six Ancient Kilns
Japan Heritage Creative Director]

“The Six Ancient Kilns weren’t the only
production areas of medieval Japan, so when
you’re talking about the pottery of that era,
you have to look into where the craftsmen
and the techniques of each production area
came from and what they were striving

for.” The potter Koie Akira told me this

on my first interview with him at Tenjiku,
Tokoname, one of the production areas of the
Six Ancient Kilns. Those words still linger in
my mind.

In the spring of 2017, the Agency of Cultural
Affairs added the Six Ancient Kilns to the
Japan Heritage list. I visited the production
areas countless times for a year since
assuming the role of creative director,
meeting various people while deepening

my understanding of the Six Ancient Kilns.
It will be my second year this year, and
considering the meeting with Koie as a point
of entry, I decided to take a new step forward
into the examination of the rich relationship
between soil and humanity as well as fire and
humanity, which will allow me to grasp the
framework of the Six Ancient Kilns.

The origins of the Six Ancient Kilns

Koielearned pottery from his father, Koie
Ryoji, who was also a potter. He began by
helping him build kilns and trained by his
side for twenty years. Perhaps his philosophy,
“akiln is complete when one masters firing
pottery,” is influenced by those times.
Initially drawn to the firing process, he
focused on the practice at his acquaintance’s
kiln. From there, he continued to learn

many other aspects of pottery beyond kilns,
including how to process and mold clay. A
turning point came around the time he was
experiencing repeated failures with the firing
of the kilns: his acquaintance invited him

to participate in the excavation research of
ancient kiln ruins of the medieval period in
Tokoname. Among the excavated artifacts,
he found a kiln stand from which he could
distinctly sense the vestiges of medieval
craftsmen — the traces of his predecessors
who have practiced the same craft using just
their hands in the veryland he was born into
approximately a thousand years ago. After
this surprising encounter, Koie became
strongly interested in pottery of the medieval
period and even older. He said his goals took
shape through this experience. Afterward,

in search of the origins of pottery, he crossed
the ocean to Korea and learned from a master
potter there, and continues to visit there
today.

Two months after my first meeting with
Koie, I attended his solo exhibition. His
works displayed at the gallery of the kimono
fabric store Mizunoya, located in Handa, a
city neighboring Tokoname, were all well
made and simply handsome. It seemed
attention was given to how best utilize the
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unique qualities of Tokoname clay —its
richness in iron and weak resistance to heat.
I'was impressed by his approach of relying
solely on the material; how the pottery’s
shape, expression, size, function, and more
are all guided by the characteristics of the
soil. Listening to him talk about Sue pottery
and medieval Tokoname ware, which have
influenced his works, I decided that I wanted
to take my time in the future to learn more
about the Chinese and Korean pottery,
which have served as the foundation for the
establishment of the Six Ancient Kilns.

An encounter with Sanage kiln

Three weeks after my visit to the solo
exhibition, the Aichi Prefectural Ceramic
Museum held the exhibition “Sanage kilns:
Ancient pottery of Aichi prefecture” on
June 30th. Sanage kiln refers to a group of
ancient kiln ruins, which are the remains of
kilns that were active in the classical (538-

1185) and medieval periods dotted about the
Sanageyama Seinanroku Koyousekigun (a
hilly terrain stretching east of the current
Nagoya city), located in the border of Owari
and Mikawa provinces of Aichi prefecture.
Seto and Tokoname of the Six Ancient Kilns
originate from this very kiln.

Influenced by the glazed ceramics of Tang
dynasty China, the Sanage kiln produced
high- quality pottery that was valued by the
upper class of the time. However, with the
soaring influx of Chinese ceramics that came
along with the expansion of trade between
Japan and China during the Song dynasty,
the demand for Sanage kiln’s glazed pottery
decreased. This pushed them to focus on the
needs of people other than the upper class as
well, beginning to mass-produce low-priced
unglazed bowls or dishes. The production
area started to expand with this change.
Starting with Sue pottery’s self-supporting
production method within each district,
then the production of glazed wares at the
Sanage kiln, Seto and Tokoname emerged

Journey. One thousand years. The six ancient kilns.
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asnew production areas that supplied mass-
produced daily necessities such as jars, pots,
mortars, and more throughout the country.
In this manner, pottery of medieval Japan
underwent various changes while receiving
influences from China, which eventually lead
up to the establishment of the production
areas of the Six Ancient Kilns throughout

Japan.

The continuing legacy of medieval Kabuki

On September 8th, I visited Bisei of Ibara
city, Okayama, the home town of the
folklorist Kanzaki Noritake, to see Bitchu
Kagura (a type of Shinto theatrical dance),
an Important Intangible Folk Cultural
Property. I met up with Kanzaki at Kurashiki
city before heading to the Bitchu province.
On our way, he told me about the origins of
Bitchu Kagura.

“Kagura was originally a ritual performed
by each medieval village to comfort
Ubusuna-Kojin (god of the land of one’s
birthplace). There are two types of Bitchu
Kagura: the medieval Kagura resembles the
aforementioned ritual, while the modern
Kagura has strong theatrical elements.
Performers wear masks and colorful clothes
in the case of the latter but in the former, they
perform without.”

Unfortunately, when I arrive, the venue

was changed to a gymnasium of a primary
school due to therain (on a clear day, Kagura
is enjoyed under a starry sky). In spite of
that, the space was overflowing with the
excitement of the locals, ranging from senior
citizens to families with children, who filled
the venue. It began asI took a seat at the rear
of the stage. The spectators’ gaze turned to
the sound of the taiko (drums).

The medieval-style Bitchu Kagura began
with the Sakaki dance. Beginning with

the shrine, all things related to Kagura —
space, things, and people —were cleansed.
Afterward, the Yakuzashi dance and the
dances called Byakkai- gyoji and Houhei-
gyouji continued. During the Yakuzashi
(literally “finger ring”) dance, a taiko
accompaniment called, “Sanya,” spread
throughout the gymnasium and during the
Byakkai-gyoji, as an act to invite the gods
and pray for their enshrinement, a performer
manipulated the rope attached to the
byakkai (a ceiling ornament decorated with
paper), which hung down from the center of
the shrine, to the sound of taiko and chants,
movingitin all directions, quietly at times
and at times shaking it violently. After the
Michibiki dance came the Sarudahiko dance,
where they expelled the evil spirits before the
god. The first act of the ritual ended with the
performance of the Ureshiki dance.

Looking at the kabuki, I remembered

the words of the Shigaraki potter Tani

Q. Growing up surrounded by medieval
Shigaraki ware, Tani continues to wonder
why medieval potters abided by complex
techniques to make pots. He speculates that
they intentionally chose to make elaborate
works of pottery to use as special vessels
where people can store offerings to the gods.

Tani’s pots all have a quality of ambiguity
and gentleness that gives me a different
impression on different occasions. I feel
that this too is his intended stylistic choice.
Those works appeared before my eyes,
superimposed to the medieval Kagura’s
tranquility and reverberations. A special
container to store offerings and a dance to
comfort the god. It was a day I witnessed the
legacy of medieval culture living on.

A culture where people lift dishes to
mouths

After the New Year’s, in January 2019, the
exhibition Journey. One thousand years.
The Six Ancient Kilns: Where fire, soil, and
water meet humanity opened at Tamba. In
the hopes of creating a meeting place for
the contributors of the Six Ancient Kilns
and those who are interested in pottery, the
exhibition was held at Echizen and Bizen in
2017 and Shigarakiin December 2018. We

plan to open at Seto and Tokoname next year.

The main exhibition featured an assemblage
of pottery of the Six Ancient Kilns from the
medieval period leading up to the present,
in an attempt to visualize approximately
thousand years of change. For the medieval
section, we selected Tokoname yama-
chawan (literally “mountain tea bowl”),
Seto suichu (fresh -water container), Bizen
mortar, and Shigaraki big pot; for the

early modern section, we selected Tamba
Ukidokkuri (literally “floating sake flask™)
and Kasadokkuri (literally “umbrella sake
flask”), Bizen Hotei-tokkuri (a sake flask
with alow relief of Hotei, a big-bellied god
of good luck), and Shigaraki kisha-dobin
(teapots used on trains); for the modern
section, we selected Seto novelty, Tokoname
clay pipes; and for the contemporary section,
we selected a potter from each production
area of the Six Ancient Kilns to exhibit their
works and collection together with their
comments.

Apart from this, I held a one-day-only

talk event with the Tamba potter Imanishi
Masahiko and the ceramist Uchida Koichi,
who had a solo exhibition at the Museum of

Ceramic Art, Hyogo around the same period.

Uchida has traveled to pottery production
areas allaround the world and over

time, familiarized himself with various
techniques unique to each region. Having
such experience, he explained that the
characteristic of pottery of various
production areas within Japan is that they
have evolved out of necessity and boasta
variety second to none even on a global scale.
For instance, there are personal chawan (tea
bowls) or yunomi (teacups) and dishware
dedicated to specific menus, seasons, or
ceremonial occasions. People’s preferences
are diverse and detailed even for a beer
glass—such as the thickness of its rim

or whether itis a work of pottery. His
explanation of the phenomenon made sense:
“Itis the result of our culture of lifting dishes
to mouths; the culture where the distance
between dishware and the body isindeed
very close.” “I remember the surprised

reactions my acquaintances from abroad had
when they saw the locals holding up dishes
containing hot food and blowing on it before
eating or eating an easily crumbling food,
such as tofu, with their chopsticks,” Uchida
said. He speculated that the Japanese custom
of selecting from a wide variety of dishware
is the result of our culture of using our bodies
to feel what we eat. Perhaps one of the main
factors that contributed to the continuation
of the Six Ancient Kilns was the Japanese
people’s remarkable love for pottery and their
fastidiousness with dishware.

Making progress by way of the techniques
and influences from China and Korea, the
Six Ancient Kilns emerged as a Japanese
prototype. Pottery as a special container to
store offerings to the gods and pottery as
dishware for daily meals — they can be seen
both as a utensil and spirit our predecessors
have passed down with their significance
conveyed to usliving in the present day. The
Six Ancient Kilns will continue to remain
as arepresentative production area that has
maintained this tradition.

Takahashi Koji

[Product Designer/ The Six Ancient Kilns Japan
Heritage Creative Director]
Takahashiwas bornin 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 himselfin various
projects centered around product design, while
servingas 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.

Journey. One thousand years. The six ancient kilns.



My pottery

Potters currently active in each production
area introduce works that have been
produced to cater to the lifestyle and culture
of each period since the beginning of the Six
Ancient Kilns in the late Heian period.

@ “Shigaraki Higakimon Kotsubo,
Muromachi period (15th century)

Selected by
Tani Q (potter)

This pot was found inside a big pot that was
excavated at the foundation stone section

of the ruin of the five-level pagoda of
Hyakusaiji. Glass beads were found within,
which suggests its use as a cremation urn. As
a fellow potter, I can’t help but notice the fine
craftsmanship successfully expressing the
aesthetics of yugen (subtly profound grace,
not obvious) of the Muromachi period. I
believe the creator intended to leave behind
a culturally significant item for future
generations.

Collection of / photo by the courtesy of
Hyakusaiji Temple

@ Bizen Mizusasi, Azuchi-Momoyama
period (16th century)

Selected by
Kaneshige Yuho (potter)

The raised rim of the pot was made sturdy
to maintain a good appearance when used
without the lid. Perhaps its impression will
change again once there is water inside. I
believe it is my job to contemplate what to
make in the present with the knowledge of
such detailed techniques.

© tokoname mizugame,
Late Heian period (12th century)

Selected by
Koie Ryoji (potter)

While working at the Tokoname Municipal
Ceramic Art Research Institute in my 20s,
Iset out to mountains and fields nightand
day to examine the soil. I was obsessed with

the potsand jars dug up from the ancientkiln

ruins while simultaneously making pottery
myself and being exposed to the soil of the
area. Through this hands- on experience,

I gradually familiarized myself with the
activities of people who have lived in this
land along time ago. This is a pot that came
into view through a crack in the ground on
atyphoon season. Everything begins with
coming into contact with the uncovered land
within nature. Remember to dig first!

Collection of / photo by the courtesy of Aichi

Prefectural Ceramic Museum (Originally
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donated by Koie Ryoji)

O Tamba rakkyoudokkuri, Early Edo

period (17th century)

Selected by

Shimizu Toshihiko (Toshihikogama)

This is a rakkyo-tokkuri boasting a beautiful

akadobe-yu (red clay glaze) finish. 15 years
ago, I builta noborigama (chambered
climbing kiln) together with my then

pupil at the place I've inherited from my
teacher. A typical climbing kiln at Tamba is
inclined atan 11-to-12-degree angle but the
noborigama was built ata 20-degree incline.
Itis believed that this method was first
introduced to Tamba in the early Edo period,
allowing potters to fire beautiful works of
akadobe-yu finish. This is the very rakkyo-
tokkuri that triggered my journey into the
world of akadobe-yu pottery.

© Seto Ash-glazed bottle with fish and

wave design(14th century)

Selected by
Kato Kiyoyuki(potter)

This pot was originally bequeathed toa
temple in Iwate. According to the legend of
the temple, it came from Kyoto and was used

to store the cremated remains of a high priest.

We were able to identify its origin through
the identical gyohamon on a fragment of
pottery I had in my collection, which T had
excavated from Kayakari ancient kiln ruins
in Seto. This potislarger than the typical
pots of Koseto (old Seto), filled to the brim
with gyomon (fish design) and seigaihamon
(semicircular repeated wave design), and
features an elaborate, high-quality design.
It’s important to note that fragments of
pottery inscribed with letters have also been

excavated at the Kayakari ancient kiln ruins.
Kayakariancientkiln is the only kiln out of
the Koseto kilns where people discovered a
work of pottery with lettering design. The
only complaint I have is that this work isn’t
designated as a National Treasure.

Collection of Nagoya City Museum

0O Echizen Jar with Two Handles

Muromachi period (15th century)

Selected by

Reiko Cohen(Cohen kiln)

I had traveled to various pottery production
areas within Japan with my late husband Ben
Cohen. Along the way, we came across this
double ear pot and other simple and sturdy
pottery created at Echizen, and decided to
move there. Ben spent his days meditating

in front of the double ear pot every morning
before going to his apprenticeship atan
Echizen ware kiln. There is a message Ben
became aware of through his life at Echizen:
“Clay belongs to the earth. I give it shape and
fire gives it colors and patterns.”

Collection of Fukui Prefectural Pottery
Museum
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The possibility of pottery persisting one
thousand years

Hints for the future arising out of the
reevaluation of the Six Ancient Kilns

Shirotani Kosei (designer)

It was around six years ago when I conducted
apottery project, where I was in charge of
guiding young potters for a year ata county
in Korea called Buyeo at the request of the
Korea Cultural Heritage Foundation. The
theme I had selected for the project was
“inventing a tradition.” This idea was taken
from the book The Invention of Tradition
by the British historian Eric Hobsbawm,
where he argues that many traditions which
appear or claim to be old are often quite
recent in origin and sometimes invented
and that they were created by intellectuals

in the modern era who sought to legitimize
their country’s individuality in the face of
the homogenization of society resulting
from the advancement of industrialization.
Considering the lack of significant
traditional craftin Buyeo, I thought we
should try to create together a lasting “new
traditional craft” that will eventually be
considered its traditional craft fifty years
later. Upon extensive research, I realized the
importance of taking into consideration the
increasing severity of environmental issues in
the future, and thus proceeded to prescribe a
traditional pottery style for the region where
potters will have to make the most out of the
soilin the region rather than transporting
soil from faraway locations, and in order to
keep the carbon monoxide emission resulting
from the firing process to the minimum, to
complete the firing of pottery in one step
(the so-called yakishime [firing unglazed
pottery ata very high temperature] method).
Simultaneously I conducted research not
only on pottery but also on the ancient
cultures and lifestyles of this region, such as
painting and woodworking. I approached
the question of what style a craft should
follow in order to persevere, not from the
perspective of taste but the environment and
circumstances of the society. Coincidentally,
the resulting pottery from this process had a
similar feel with the pottery works of Buyeo
approximately 1,500 years ago, at a time
when pottery flourished as the center of its
culture. Perhaps, before the present day,
where individuals strive to create pottery

as works of art, Irealized that it might’ve
been only natural for people to follow the
kind of pottery making thatis rooted in the
environment and lifestyle of a region. With
the reevaluation of the Six Ancient Kilns

as well, Ilook forward to seeing how each
production area will reassess their history
and culture and connect it to the pottery
making of the future.

Shirotani Kosei

Shirotani was bornin Nagasakiin 1968. He
moved to Italyin 1991 and worked at a design
office at Milano. He engaged in several
handcraft projects with Enzo Mari. In2002
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he came back to Japan and founded STUDIO
SHIROTANI in Unzen city, Nagasaki.

He carries out collaborative works with
production areas of traditional craft within
Kyushu, such as Karatsu, Koishiwara, and
Beppu. Some of his works are stored at the
National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo.

The relationship between pottery and
food

Hiramatsu Yoko (essayist)

People usually say “to serve” food on a dish.
However, if the piece of dishware were to be
awork of pottery, I want to use the verb “to
return.”

Food is cultivated via soil, water, sun, and
wind; namely, nature. I believe pottery is no
different. Its constituents are soil and water,
and its glaze is comprised of trees and fire.
Moreover, they share a common origin of
needing the mediation of human hands.
Through the act of eating, they connect back
together.

Thus, “to return.”

Ididn’t start out thinking this way - I was
able to see pottery in a different light through
the visits I made to kilns of variouslocations
and deepened my relationships with many
potters. Kneading clay, turning the pottery
wheel, laying on a board to dry, applying
glaze... Witnessing a variety of processes, I
realized I've seen a similar sight somewhere
else and started to wonder what. I couldn’t
callit to mind right away but years later, it
chanced upon me. A person reaping rice, a
person cultivating the land for farming, a
person mending a fish net, a person picking
anunripe plum from the recently grown tree,
a person who butchers the caught deer or
wild boar with a single knife. Various hand
movements by people who handle food came
into sight before my eyes.

The thought helped me to not feel the
unnecessary nervousness when holding a
work of pottery in my hands - in the end, it’s
the same as holding a Chinese cabbage, tofu,
ahorse mackerel, or a squid. I realize you
might think it’s an absurd thing to say, butit
is the truth. Exerting too much force during
the pottery making tends to resultin a work
thatslants or faces the wrong side when
placed on a table, which reminds me once
again thatitis made by the human hands.
The bidirectionality, or affinity, between
pottery and food links together its creator
and user. More than 20 years ago, when I
visited Shussaigama at Izumo city around
the year-end, the potters were firing a
noborigama. I still vividly remember the
sight of people’s sweaty faces dyed in red
staring intently at the fire inside the kiln.

A moment when everything was entrusted to
avast power unknown to man.

Hiramatsu Yoko

Hiramatsu is a writer who specializes in

the fields of food culture and literature.

Her books include A Taste You Can’t Buy
(Chikuma Shobo, 2010) and Soba - The
World of Standing Soba (Honnozasshisha,
2018). Her latest book is Unforgettable Taste
- 27 Chapters About “Eating” (Kodansha,
2019)
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@ Tokoname ware
[Tokoname, Aichi]
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Tokoname was the largest production area
of the Six Ancient Kilns. Products from its
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kilns were transported across Japan. Large-
scale pots and jugs were produced through a

method called “yakishime” whereby items
remained unglazed. From thelate Edo period,
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
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@ Seto ware

[Seto City, Aichi]

Asis evident from the fact that the common
word for ceramics in Japanese is “setomono,”
pottery production hasbeenrootedin thisarea
of Japan from ancient times. Dating from the
late Heian era to the Muromachi era, Seto is
the only area among the Six Ancient Kilns to
produce glazed pottery known as “koseto.”
In thelate Edo period, 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-

Heian period. In the Azuchi-Momoyama
period, tea enthusiasts admired the simple
yetrustic characteristics of Bizen ware. Its
unique texture and variation in color that
was created by not using a glaze.

Bizen City Industry and Tourism Division
Tourism Promotion Division

126 Higashikatakami, Bizen City, Okayama
705-0022

TEL 0869-64-1832/ FAX 0869-64-1850

charcoal as fuel) were made, and from the mid-
1940s, a variety of products such as tilesand
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

TEL 0748-69-2188

8701 Japan
TEL0561-88-2807 / FAX 0561-82-2931

© Tamba ware
[Tamba Sasayama, Hyogo] Journey. One thousand years.
The Six Ancient Kilns

Surrounded by mountains and within close Second Part: Inand Around The Six Ancient Kilns

© Echizen ware
[Echizen, Fukui]

Among the Six Ancient Kilns, Echizen is
the only production area that faces the Sea
of Japan and the climate that accompanies
the Hokuriku region of Honshu. Although
originally called, “Kumadani ware” or “Ota
ware,” the ceramics scholar Fujio Koyama
renamed the region’s pottery as Echizen
ware in 1947. It draws influences from
Tokoname ware, and has a rustic impression
created by the use of “yakishime” (high-
fired and unglazed) as well as ash glazes.

Echizen Town Commerce and Industry
Tourism Division

Fukui, Nyu-gun, Echizen town, Nishitanaka
13-5-1,916-0192
TEL0778-34-8720/FAX 0778-34-1236

O Bizen ware
[Bizen City, Okayama]

Bizen ware came about from the Inbe area
justas Setouchi City’s production of Sue
pottery, which began in the 6th century,
came to an end during the latter half of the

proximity of Kyoto and Osaka, Tamba Sasayama
isstilla thriving pottery-makingarea. Tamba
ware began production in thelate Heian period
and remained aligned with the demands of the
times, Tamba potters are never tied to traditional
techniques, they are flexible, innovative and
continue to make products thatare relevantand
very much rooted in the lives of the times.

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

0 Shigaraki ware

[Koka City, Shiga]

Shigarakiislocated in the southern part of
Lake Biwa, surrounded by mountains, rich
in raw materials. It has also been historically
known asa transportation hub since ancient
times. Shigarakiware isunglazed and fired ata
high temperature (referred to as “yakishime”).
Like Bizen ware, it offers a rich variety of
expressions. From the 19th century, teapots
and hibachi (a Japanese heating device using
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