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The daily household goods of Japan

Taking a look at the history of daily household goods in Japan, it is clear that
time brings change. Goods and utensils evolve as the functions required of
them and the materials they are made from are altered or replaced.

Items that were commonplace in homes and shops in bygone days, but had
gradually fallen into disuse, may today appear surprisingly fresh and suitable
for use.

In this issue of Found MUJI, we consider what makes for a good utensil or
household item, while also learning a little about the historical background of
each item.
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Kisha dobin (Earthenware teapot used on trains)

Sales of the first ekiben (station lunch boxes) in the Meiji era (1868-1912) were accompanied by kisha
dobin, earthenware teapots used to provide tea on trains. Although they were ceramic, they were of a
very simple construction since they were intended to be used as disposable containers. The handle
is made of wire, and the lid to the pot, which also serves as the teacup, is not airtight. Until plastic
containers appeared in the mid-1950s , ceramic teapots like this were made around the country in
places like Shigaraki and Mashiko.

Although today it may sound extravagant to use ceramic items disposably, in actual fact there are
still regions around the world that use ceramic and glass as disposable containers. After use, you
can crush and bury them, or recycle the glass. There is also the notion in some regions that throwing
these items away without washing helps to conserve water.

If “disposable” containers were to be made of ceramic once again, from a certain perspective,
throwing something away could take on an environmentally friendly meaning.
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Sake cup

This glass cup holds one serving of ichi-go (180ml) sake. Most working-class pubs in Japan have
long served sake in glass cups, but in the 1960s, a new way of buying sake, packaged in glass cups
at stores, appeared. These cups were also sold at station kiosks and in vending machines, conceived
as a product that would enable a new style of drinking, like fast food today, where sake could be
easily consumed anywhere.

The one-serving glass sake cup is still in use today, but production continues to decline year by year.
We hope that these glass containers, which can easily be put to other uses after drinking the sake,
will live on into the future.
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General purpose cloths

Koshi-bukuro (Straining bag)

In the days when there were no electrical cooking appliances, cloths were often used for various
cooking purposes such as straining soup stock or squeezing fruits. Lifestyle magazines from the
1960s sung their praises, noting that, “If you keep several types of koshi-bukuro, at home you’ll find
they come in handy for all your needs, from making soup stock to squeezing oranges, and brewing
coffee.”

Fast forward to today, and now we have convenient items and tools to hand, such as packets of soup
stock, fruit juicers, and coffee makers. With the influence of global food culture and the evolution
of cooking appliances, the scope of Japanese home cooking has expanded and cooking utensils
have become increasingly diverse. However, if you have some koshi-bukuro of varying degrees of
coarseness, you will find that you can do the basics in the kitchen and also save space. You might say
that kitchen work, which once used to take a lot of effort and be a little inconvenient, has come full
circle and now resonates with our everyday lives.

Tenugui (Hand towel)

Originally used for washing the face, bathing, and covering the head, the original material for tenugui
hand towels was hemp, but as cotton became more readily available, these towels were made in cotton-
producing regions. What were originally bleached white fabrics came to be dyed and incorporated
various patterns, so they were less likely to show dirt. Today, tenugui have mostly been replaced by
conventional towels for bathing and face washing, but beyond practical use their popularity has grown
widely as souvenirs and mementos. Nonetheless, they are still used in various scenes in daily life as a
kind of handy, multi-purpose cloth.
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Yukihiranabe (Earthenware hotpot)

This is a small earthenware pot with a lid, handle, and spout. Its main use is for cooking rice porridge,
but given that it conducts heat gently, it can be put to many other cooking uses, including stews and
rice, as well as soup and tea. It is ideal for preparing meals for one person and can be served directly
on the table.

Today aluminium pots are most widely available, and ceramic pots are not as common as they once
were, but the small and deep ceramic yukihiranabe is a kitchen treasure that lends itself to a wide
range of uses unlike those of its aluminium counterparts.
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Tehoroku (lgayaki ware earthenware baking pan)

For more than 100 years, this type of unglazed earthenware pot has been used to roast tea, sesame,
beans, rice, and salt. Although these pots are rarely seen today, they are still produced in Mie
Prefecture, where Bankoyaki ware is made, and other regions.

Their purpose as a utensil for roasting is perhaps the reason they have fallen out of use, but in today’s
world they can be used in a variety of ways other than the traditional method intended, such as
roasting tea and coffee beans to your own liking, or roasting nuts and grains to create hand-made
granola.
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Chawan-kago (Teacup basket)

Today, stainless-steel dish drainers are a common sight in most kitchens, but in days gone by woven
baskets made of thin bamboo or fern stems were used. The legs on the base ensure good ventilation,
but unlike metal drainers, if you leave a damp cup in the basket, it can make the basket mouldy.

Although they require some effort, such as changing the cloth on the bottom of the basket frequently
and quickly wiping dry the crockery placed in the basket and putting it away, they are a serviceable
utensil with a calming appearance when you place crockery in them.
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Chopstick stand

Chopstick stands used to be a familiar sight at home or in canteens. Now that forks and spoons
are also used on a daily basis you will find many horizontal cutlery cases these days. However, this
vertical chopstick stand offers greater space-saving than its horizontal counterparts and enables
chopsticks and cutlery to be stored efficiently in small kitchens and cupboards.

In the past, chopstick stands were mainly made of bamboo cylinders, or wood, or ceramics, and
were only used when they were brought out from the cupboard to the dining table. Ceramic chopstick
stands have a moderate weight, making them a practical option for holding not only chopsticks but
also cooking utensils.
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Drink bottles

Liquor stores and milk stores both used to have systems in place to collect and reuse empty glass
bottles. From the mid-1950s onwards, commercial-use bottles moved from glass to plastic, and the
glass ones gradually disappeared. Today, however, reusable glass is being re-evaluated as part of
sustainability initiatives around the world, with momentum growing to abolish plastic containers and
get back to using glass bottles.
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Katakuchi (Lipped bowl)

This bowl has a lip on one side for pouring liquids. In addition to ceramic versions, it is also possible
to find the same style in lacquerware or metal. At stores selling sake and soy sauce, it was also used
as a measuring cup, being made in different sizes of 1 or 2 go (180ml or 360ml). It is still popular as
service-ware for meals, but it can be more useful depending on what you need it for.

Those with a longer lip and a sleek shape for pouring can also be used as a sake carafe or for drip
brewing coffee. If you are using it mainly as service-ware, then a shorter lip is better, and the best
shape is one with a circumference and depth that make it more bowl-like and easier for serving food.
It can be fun to choose the shape you want.
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Fly net (Cotton mesh plate cover)

From the rainy season through the summer, this item is ideal for protecting food from flies and dust.
They were made from wire mesh that is well ventilated, or covered with woven fabric in a pattern that
resembles a series of tiny shelves, and from the 1920s onwards nets that could be folded away just
like an umbrella were a ubiquitous presence on dining tables around the country. Although they are
no longer in great demand, they are nonetheless still a relevant and usable utensil in this day and
age, as they can temporarily protect food and also be folded away to save space when not in use.
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Zabuton (Floor cushion)

The zabuton floor cushion can still be seen today in traditional ryokan inns and Japanese-style
restaurants, as well as in other tatami rooms. However, as fewer homes have tatami rooms these days,
so too has use of these cushions declined.

The characters for zabuton literally mean “a mattress (futon) for sitting on” and like futons, they have
been made of various materials such as linen, silk, and cotton, depending on the season and purpose.
In addition, as housing styles have changed, the variation in sizes has increased to match the size of
the space to be used and the intended purpose. There are various types depending on use, such as
the meisenban, known colloquially as “social housing size,” the larger meotoban, which is the cushion
of choice for rakugo comic storytellers, and the compact chasekiban, which is comfortable when
kneeling formally on the floor at a tea ceremony where many people gather.

Zabuton cushions can be stacked in the corner of a room to save space until they need to be laid out
to accommodate large numbers of visitors. They can also be lined up to make a small mattress perfect
for taking a quick nap, and small ones can be used as a chair cushions. They can be adapted to all
scenarios in modern-day living.
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Washbowl

This is a utensil for collecting and working with water, and is known for having been used to wash
clothes before washing machines became a part of daily life. Originally, they were also used as a
bowl for washing hands and faces, and today they are made of various materials and sizes to match
different usage scenarios. This is a bowl with great versatility, including use as a laundry basket,
outdoor bowl, footbath, or pet bath.
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Clothes basket

This basket is often seen in changing rooms in ryokan inns and public bathhouses. It is designed
to have a raised bottom, so as to improve ventilation. Today these baskets are rarely seen, having
largely been replaced by inexpensive plastic versions. However, the sight of many of these hand-
woven baskets lined up against the tiles of a bathroom is one that warms the heart.
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Yukago (Bathing goods basket)

These baskets were used to carry towels and soap when locals or visitors would go to the baths in a
hot spring town. Other similarly shaped baskets with handles are also used in agriculture as harvest
baskets to gather such produce as wild vegetables and strawberries. Although these baskets are not
commonly seen in daily life, they are used in a variety of situations. Easy to carry around with things
stored inside, they are valuable to have in the house.
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Wooden box (Tea chest)

This box is made to store tea leaves for sale. The inside is made of corrugated metal, and the joints of
the boards are covered with paper. This construction protects the tea leaves from moisture and pests.
Originally, tea was stored in ceramic urns, but as wooden chests were better suited to transporting
tea leaves, the production of wooden boxes became popular, particularly in tea-producing regions.
Although originally intended for professional use, they are also suitable for storing clothing, keeping
out moisture and pests, just as they do for tea leaves.
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Found MUJI

‘Searching and Finding’ has been MUJI’s perspective on daily life since the beginning.
Instead of creating new products from scratch, much-loved everyday items are found from
around the world. MUJI then slightly alters the found products and sets fair prices to suit
different lifestyles and cultures.

‘Found MUJI’ is about closely looking into ways of living.
It’s about appreciating the values and the communication we have with the makers.
Based on this, we produce items that would meet the standards that MUJI is renowned for.

Found MUJI began in Aoyama in 2003. To this day, it remains a place for cultivating a
perceptive attitude to finding and integrating the essence of enduring everyday items into
the lifestyles of today.

Join us as we continue our Found MUJI journey.
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