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TOKONAME

Tokoname in Aichi Prefecture is an area renown for earthenware production where potters have
long used local clay and traditional techniques to craft new pottery wares. This famous reddish-
brown pottery is in itself an attempt to explore and manifest the science behind this earthenware.

Home to one of Japan’s Six Ancient Kilns, pottery production has continued uninterrupted in
Tokoname since medieval times. As the largest of these six kiln centres, Tokoname flourished
during the Middle Ages and its influence extended to Tanba, Shigaraki, and other pottery centres.
Its location along Ise Bay was ideal for transporting the household utensils and large jars and
urns produced here to locations across Japan by ship. In the modern era, Tokoname has focused
on mass-produced clay pipes and other construction ceramics, as well as on porcelain sanitary
ware such as toilets. As Japan entered its postwar period, Tokoname underwent a new shift from
industrial ceramics to the ceramic arts, a focus that continues to flourish today.

One of the main reasons for the region’s unbroken 1,000-year history of pottery is the abundance
of clay produced by Tokai Lake, a body of water that existed in the area 6.5 million to 1 million
years ago. Tokoname clay is rich in iron, making it easier to fire at lower temperatures than most
clays used for porcelain and earthenware, as well as resistant to water seepage and leakage even
when left unglazed.

In most pottery regions in Japan, the three main processes—preparing the clay, shaping, and
firing—are carefully studied and combined to craft the type of pottery best suited to an object’s
particular use and the volume to be produced. This leaflet looks at each of the three processes
involved in crafting Tokoname-yaki.

03



- -

i+, B, §R/0x
th+ m

BB TRN AL CBLE—DREbOEE FICHLITLT, BEDIELE, LCBENTOBEOR, f8
BELERT MR THD CRE. 3BNIHIE KEMATR-THLE D B0, SRBOL> LR
DEAEDBRELELET,

WA LRI HTEL ST, BETTLNIRESEH. IS HAEEBH T, BEbH 5 ERN L,
B LWRBICADET, BT, PHELEFECAVT, MEIEVEEORBREENTHERARTOES
DEDCHE LS,

HLid, BAOTICHELET, 525 a4 LBOICERTHEIHE ET, RBAED CKPBHIZL
ft, K BER. FEOBBELLICAVTEELE,

BBTIRNBLTH. WEIC L T2 REBBMERSE. BIALUERPSThEEENLEPELNED (S
TEELA

DR+, A : Ut MOEH

ay (left); mountain clay for dishware (right)

Tokoname Clay from Mountains and Rice Fields

Dishware crafted from mountain clay

This earthenware dishware is crafted from clay obtained from the mountains and rice fields in
Tokoname with no clay from any other area added. After crushing the stones, sand, and plants
within the clay into tiny pieces, the clay is passed through a screen, water is added, and the mixture
is kneaded to create clay for pottery that has the look of raw earth.

Mountain clay, which is deposited in the upper reaches of rivers, is raw, alkali rich, sandy, and highly
fire resistant. When fired, the stones burst, and the pottery takes on a rough texture. In medieval
Tokoname, pottery was made mainly from mountain clay, using wood-fired kilns dug into the
mountain slopes.

The clay dug up from the bottom of rice fields has a high iron content and is fired at comparatively
low temperatures. Its fine texture prevents water seepage, the reason it has been used for hibachi
braziers, sake sets, and the red shudei (vermillion clay) teapots for which Tokoname is known.

The same Tokoname clay has completely different characteristics depending on the stratum from
which it is extracted, and since ancient times potters have styled their pottery to highlight the
different characteristics.
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Oxidation Firing and Reduction Firing

Dishware crafted from rice field clay

The firing process is one of the elements that greatly affect
the look of the finished pottery. Oxidation firing takes place
with sufficient supplies of oxygen in the kiln. Reduction
firing, by contrast, is firing with insufficient oxygen in the kiln,
resulting in incomplete combustion.

The same clay, obtained from rice fields in Tokoname,
produces a reddish-brown colour when fired using oxidation
firing in an electric kiln, but produces a matte charcoal-like
black when in a gas kiln with reduction firing

Potters continue today to study each individual element
of the firing process. They test the kiln heat source, the
combustion temperature and time, and the supply of oxygen,
revealing an aspect of the potter that resembles the scientist
holed up in the lab conducting experiments.
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Chara

Dishware crafted from mountain clay

Chara, a material unique to Tokoname, is a cosmetic slip coating used on mass-produced traditional
kyusu teapots. It is sprayed only on the inside of roughly textured tableware crafted from mountain
clay to prevent liquid from seeping into the pottery.

A type of stoneware with characteristics somewhere between porcelain and earthenware, Tokoname
kyusu teapots are left unglazed during firing, making fine scratches left on the clay more noticeable.
Chara was developed as a cosmetic application to hide these fine scratches and improve colouration,
while leaving the surface looking like the unglazed ceramics fired at high temperatures known as
yakishime.
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Preparing the Clay

Yakishime dishware

Knowing how to refine clay is an important skill for diving
deeper into pottery. Clay is formed when layers of weathered
iron, sand, soil, and water are piled on top of each other over
hundreds of thousands of years, mixing with plants and
other organic matter in the process.

Water sifting is a method of preparing clay that the potters
dig up themselves in mountains and rice fields. First, they
place raw soil in a large container filled with water, agitate
the water, and remove any twigs or grass that float to the
top. The muddy clay is repeatedly passed through a sieve
or mesh, until the clay develops a consistent grain size.
Depending on the size of the holes in the mesh, the resulting
clay can be rough and sandy or smooth and finely textured.

“I get anxious if | haven’t gotten my hands in the mud for
a while.” These words by one potter who works with the
raw materials every day “preparing clay” leave a deep
impression.
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Creating with Clay

Yakishime dishware

A potter’s thoughts centre on preparing the clay, taking the time to build up clay that is enchanting.
As the soft, pliable clay is kneaded, the squishing and slapping sounds are comforting and charming,
as if the potter and the clay are talking to one another. Keeping an eye on the clay’s water content,
the potter shapes the object on the potter’s wheel, setting up a satisfying and soothing rhythm. The
pieces are left to dry overnight, then shaved to further refine the shape. Hollowing out the bottom of
the dish with a plane creates a flat base called gokezoko.
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Wood-Firing

Yakishime dishware

The anagama kiln is a half-underground tunnel-shaped kiln
with a firebox area and a single stoke hole at the front, built by
the potters themselves. The kiln is long and narrow, some ten
meters long from the stoke hole to the chimney and only about
a meter high by a meter wide.

The potter loads the dried pottery into the kiln, pointing out
how important this step is and determining the placement of
each object according to its fire resistance and shape. The
pottery is stacked in the kiln to fit as many pieces as possible,
with rice husks used as cushioning between to help each
piece withstand the weight and prevent them from adhering to
each other during firing.

Once the kiln is loaded, the entire kiln is heated. Wood and
wood waste that will serve as fuel is placed in the kiln in the
beginning, and the entrance is sealed with firebricks except for
the stoke hole. Once the fire ignites, water seeping into the kiln
appears as steam, and smoke rises gradually accompanied by
the smell of burning wood. Wood is added little by little to keep
the fire going and slowly heat up the entire kiln.
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Wood-Firing

Yakishime dishware

The kiln is heated overnight until it becomes hot enough, and the gaps between the bricks are filled
with mud, restricting airflow into and out of the stoke hole and chimney. The potter studies the smoke
rising from the chimney, the flames at the stoke hole, and the sounds from inside the kiln as the wood
burns, adjusting the firing conditions as needed.

Kiln firing is modelled after the charcoal making process, which was inspired by medieval potters
who made excellent pottery using materials that were close at hand. This method requires minimal
fuel and manpower to create sufficient heat and ensure that the earthenware is baked all the way
through during firing.
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Tools for Brewing Tea

The traditional Japanese teapots called kyusu made from Tokoname shudei (vermillion clay) are
modelled after the teapots that arrived in Japan from Yixing, China in the late Edo period (mid 18th
to mid 19th century) . Although enjoyed only by the elite at that time, the custom of drinking tea at
home became increasingly common after World War Il , and demand for tea utensils soared. This
led to teapots hand-thrown by skilled artisans, as well as the beginning of mass-produced teapots
made with plaster moulds.

Today, kyusu teapots are available in a variety of shapes and sizes, with tea strainers of varying
specs and shapes, crafted specifically for different uses. Regardless of how they are made or how
much they cost, all Tokoname teapots are designed with a no-drip spout and a lid and body that fit
together seamlessly .
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Kyusu Teapots on the Potter’s Wheel

Due to their many parts and unglazed firing at high temperatures, Tokoname kyusu teapots require
highly refined craftsmanship. Here, each step throughout the process—from preparing the clay
and throwing on the potter’s wheel to assembly, firing, and finishing—is done by hand by a team
of husband and wife potters. By hand-shaping each individual part of the kyusu, they are able to
achieve fine variations in thickness, creating teapots with a delicate, clean look.

At studios where pottery is mass-produced, the process is often streamlined by using fewer
variations of clay, but craftspeople with many years of experience use the nerikomi technique for
creating pottery in multi-coloured clay. This type of pottery features unique mixtures of clays in six
different colours, including vermillion and black clays.

The more this type of teapot is used, the more polished and shinier the surface becomes. Kyusu
change over the years, offering years of growing pleasure.
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Ikomi Cast Kyusu Teapots

Kyusu teapots made using the ikomi (casting) technique
are formed with moulds made of highly absorbent plaster.
Technically, ikomi cast pottery is easier to produce than
pottery that is hand-thrown on a potter’'s wheel. Since
multiple potters can be involved, this technique is more
suitable for mass production and keeps prices lower.

The plaster moulds absorb the liquid in the slurry so that
the clay hardens gradually, beginning from the surface in
contact with the mould. When the clay has hardened to
the suitable thickness, the remaining slurry is drained from
the mould, and the part is left to dry into shape. Finishing
techniques are required to remove mould seam marks and
to ensure that each part is of uniform thickness.
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Once the lid, spout, and other parts of the kyusu have been shaved, hollowed, and shaped, the
teapot is assembled. The same clay used to craft the kyusu body is dissolved in water and applied
to adhere the individual parts together. After an initial firing, the teapot is coated with a chara glaze
and fired in an electric kiln at approximately 1,120°C to create the reddish-brown teapot. These
teapots may then be loaded in a kiln lined with rice husks and fired a second time, allowing a film of
carbon to form on the teapot’s surface to create black kyusu.
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A Landscape of Pottery

Walking the streets of Tokoname, clay pipes and shochu bottles are embedded in walls and used for
reinforcement. In the early Meiji period (mid to late 19th century), as the country moved to develop
modern infrastructure with the construction of sewage pipes and railroads, Tokoname was the first
area in Japan to successfully mass-produce ceramic pipes using wooden moulds. People in the
community also put defective products to use, creating a unique cultural landscape.




REFHELTORELD

BRTHEVE, BEMLEORERIES CEEINTEE LA,

BBOLEHAD S ENETOERESL0. TIRELE BT SEDOPEL0ELTEDITEEL
Fo $7-. BEFHARBEVI LU, LREIPAFCAVSEELELLTERLEDR, FBGEDEEIC LS
LIALHBLITT

Pottery for Storage

Storage vessels such as jars, urns, and shochu bottles have long been produced in Tokoname.
Rich in iron and suitable to firing at low temperatures, the clay in Tokoname has been used mainly to
produce vessels for storing liquids. Its reddish-brown colour also seems to account for its popularity
in tools used on earthen floors and in kitchens, rather than for dishes laid out on the dining table.
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Tools for Preserving Food

Fermentation pot

The pot body is cast with a thick wall of clay made mainly of clay from Tokoname and the Chita
Peninsula. This particular mix of clay keeps the contents from being affected by the outside air and
protects them from the rapid change in temperatures that is bad for lactobacilli and yeast bacteria. In
addition, these pots are glazed, making them easy to clean and protecting fermentation bacteria from
damage by mould and other fungi. Resistant to acid and salt, these pots are suitable for preparing
and storing nukazuke and other pickles, miso, and umeboshi pickled plums.
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Tools for Storing Food

Unglazed pots

Porous clay is used to increase water absorption, allowing
the clay to breathe and preventing changes in humidity
levels. These pots are suitable for storing salt and other
substances that do not tolerate humid conditions well.
Since ancient times, mayake pottery that is fired at high
temperatures and has low water absorbency has been used
to store sake, water, and other liquids. Grains and other dry
goods, on the other hand, were stored in jars and pots made
from akamono pottery that is fired at low temperatures and
regulates humidity levels.
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Tools for Maintenance

Whetstones

Even blacksmiths and professional chefs may not be aware that the whetstones they use to sharpen
their knives are mass-produced in Tokoname. While some are made from natural stone or resin, in
Tokoname whetstones are mainly made of pottery.
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The work done at this small factory is divided among some 30
workers. A powder mixture made up of mainly aluminium oxide and
clay is pressed into rectangular bars and then carefully released
from the high-pressure press. The clay whetstone bars are loaded
on carts and slowly moved through a tunnel-shaped kiln, which
operates 24 hours a day, over a two-day firing period. Skilled
craftspeople carefully check each fired bar by hand and smooth
them out over and over again to eliminate the slightest warping that
is just barely detectable with precision instruments, in a process
called suriya. The whetstones are then placed for about one month
in a drying room that utilizes the residual heat from the kiln.
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Containers for Growing Plants

Daon-bachi flowerpots

It was in the early Showa period (early 20th century) that the
prototype for the quintessential flowerpot now so familiar
throughout Japan came to be in Tokoname.

These standard flowerpots, called daon-bachi, are stacked
both in the kiln and during shipping, making them more
efficient and lower cost for both production and logistics.
The glaze applied only to the thick rim, preventing the entire
stack other than the flowerpot on top from being stained even
when exposed to wind, rain, and snow, is also a technique
utilized from the very beginning. When the Tokoname kiln let
all potters in on these design techniques, production volume
soared and daon-bachi became the market standard.
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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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