A vase by Shoji Hamada, 20" century

In 1921, the 27 year old Japanese potter Shoji Hamada travelled to Ditchling in Sussex, with
his friend Bernard Leach. It was a visit which would change his life and ultimately lead to him
becoming the most famous potter in Japan. Leach and Hamada had come to England the
year before and set up a pottery in the Cornish town of St Ives. Hamada had been impressed
by the artisans he encountered in St Ives, making everyday things using the old traditional
ways. At Ditchling he visited the weaver Ethel Mairet and the sculptor Eric Gill. Mairet and
Gill were both in the early stages of building communities of like-minded artists at Ditchling,
based on the Arts and Crafts ideas set out by William Morris. They wanted simple rural lives,
making useful and beautiful things with their own hands. Hamada was growing to love
traditional handmade objects of all kinds and, after visiting Ditchling, he decided that is how
he wanted to live.

On his return to Japan in 1924 Hamada decided to work as a potter in Mashiko, 100 km
north-east of Tokyo. He chose Mashiko because it was a rural village which had been making
traditional domestic pottery for 400 years. Hamada did not come from the area, but he
knew about Mashiko from a type of teapot made there that he had seen in his schooldays.
Being an outsider, the Mashiko residents viewed him with suspicion, and for several years he
rented small spaces at existing potteries, regularly moving from one to another. In 1929
Leach arranged for Hamada to visit England again and he had a solo exhibition in a Bond
Street gallery. This was a time of growing interest in far-eastern crafts, as people pursuing



modernist aesthetics were looking for more ‘primitive’ alternatives to contemporary western
art. Hamada'’s exhibition was the first ever solo show of contemporary studio pottery in a
Bond Street gallery and it was a great success. The proceeds of the exhibition enabled him to
buy a 20 acre plot just outside Mashiko and there he set about making a creative
environment and community modelled on what he had seen at Ditchling.

Hamada had a thorough training in the technical aspects of pottery, glazes and kilns —
knowledge that was enormously helpful to Leach when was setting up at St Ives. However, at
Mashiko Hamada resolved to avoid using sophisticated technical knowhow, instead relying
on local materials and traditional techniques. He found an outlet for his restless intelligence
in learning about and collecting all sorts of craft objects, including furniture, from around
the world. Later in his life he put his vast collection on display in a dedicated museum on his
Mashiko site.

For most of his time at Mashiko, Hamada had six or seven assistants working for him,
including two of his sons. This made me wonder how | can be sure that the vase (25 cm tall)
with both sides shown at the top of this note was made by Hamada and not, at least in part,
by one of his assistants. Bernard Leach’s wife, Janet (a well-known potter herself) writing of
a visit in 1954, said that the products of the workshop divided into ‘Hamada’s work’ which is
made and decorated by Hamada himself, and the ‘standard stock items’ which are made by
his assistants, although Hamada decorated around half of the stock items as well. For most
of his career Hamada didn’t sign or stamp his pots but, in line with Japanese convention, his
pots would come in a specially made wooden box with an inscription on the inside of the lid.
The inscription on my box (see photo below) has two parts — on the left are two Japanese
characters and a red seal mark. These are the characters of Hamada’s given name, Shoji,
which | think confirms that this vase is ‘Hamada’s work’ in Janet Leach’s terminology. In an
internet search | found that the characters and the seal are identical to those on a box for a
dish presented by Hamada himself to the Swedish ambassador to Japan.




The characters in the columns on the right of the inscription are different from other
Hamada box inscriptions that have been published and | was curious to know what they
meant. Google Translate failed to recognise them as text, but when | asked ChatGPT what
they meant | was told that they said ‘black glaze rust-coloured flow cherry-blossom’. This is
clearly a description of my vase, showing that the box | have matches the vase. The ‘flow’
presumably refers to the method of making the spiral decoration on the surface of the vase
(see below) and maybe ‘cherry-blossom’ is the term used by Hamada for this particular
design.

To western eyes it can be difficult to appreciate the beauty in Hamada'’s pottery, although
the success of his 1929 London exhibition shows that even then he had an appreciative
western audience. Much of the glazing and decoration can seem casual, even slapdash.
Behind Hamada’s approach is the idea that there is a natural beauty in handmade objects,
which is best seen when conscious thought is not allowed to interfere with the making of
the object. In the 1920s these ideas were developed by Hamada, the philosopher Soetsu
Yanagi and Hamada’s potter friend Kanjiro Kawai. They were set down in Yanagi’s book ‘The
Unknown Craftsman’, which celebrates the craftsmen around the world who aren’t
deliberately making works of art but, through repeatedly making the same items until they
are so skilled they can make them without consciously thinking about them, produce works
that have great beauty. The three friends coined the term ‘mingei’ as a name for this type of
folk art.

Hamada’s approach to his own work was to try to get in the right frame of mind, often
waiting until early morning or late evening, and think about other things to avoid focusing
on the work. When making or decorating pots he would make quick decisions and swift
actions, relying on his skills and experience to achieve what he wanted. He used to say that
making a tea bowl means not thinking of making a tea bowl. He also used to joke that he
had an extra problem, which was being self-conscious about being self-conscious. Over time
his pots were shown at exhibitions in Japan and around the world and his reputation grew.
In 1955 the Japanese Government designated Hamada what is informally called a ‘living
national treasure’, more officially a ‘preserver of important intangible cultural properties’; he
was the first to receive this designation from the field of crafts. Later in his life he was
regularly called to Tokyo to teach the emperor about crafts.

Hamada usually decorated his pots by applying a glaze and then brushing or trailing a
decoration on top in one or more different glazes. Often he would also block the glaze from
certain areas by brushing molten wax onto the surface. My pot has an overall coating of
black glaze and then brown glaze spirals have been trailed over the surface on opposite
sides. Hamada used to trail glazes in this way using a ladle. | have tried this technique myself
and | can confirm that it is difficult to produce a controlled trailed line using a ladle. The
consistency of the glaze has to be just right and it needs a lot of skill.



This combination of a brown trailed glaze over a black glaze was such a favourite of
Hamada’s that he used to call it the ‘speciality of the house’. The brown glaze was made
simply from a local Mashiko stone, ground up and calcined (heated to drive off gases which
might affect the firing). The resulting glaze has the name ‘kaki’ which is the Japanese word
for the persimmon fruit, which has a similar colour to the glaze. The colour comes from iron
oxide in the stone. In the Mashiko stone there is too much iron oxide for it all to stay
dissolved in the glassy phase of the glaze and red iron oxide crystals precipitate on the
surface of the glaze during cooling after firing, giving the surface its reddish brown colour
(the technical term for this is a saturated iron glaze).

The black glaze covering most of the pot is made by adding wood ash to the kaki glaze. The
ash allows all the iron to stay dissolved, possibly by causing more glassy phase to form in the
glaze. At these high concentrations of dissolved iron the glaze is black. It appears that the
bottom of the vase (see photo below) was quickly dipped in glaze to give a thin light brown
layer, which was then wiped off the foot so the pot didn’t stick to the shelf during firing.
Then it was held upside down and dipped in the black glaze to give a thicker layer of glaze
over all of the pot except for the bottom where it was being held. While the red-brown
colour of the kaki glaze comes from opaque iron oxide on the surface, the colour of the black
glaze arises from iron dissolved in the translucent glaze, so thicker layers of glaze resultin a
darker black. This black glaze is often referred to as temmoku (or tenmoku).

The wood ash that is added to make the black glaze also makes the glaze more fluid during
the firing. This fluidity can be seen on one side of my pot, where the black glaze has run
down to the chamfered edge of the base, where it has accumulated. The flow of glaze on
this side of the vase is also reflected in the smudging and vertical streaking of the lower part
of the kaki spiral. The spiral decoration is crisper on the other side and it seems likely that
this side was slightly cooler during the firing, presumably due to the path of the flames in
the wood-fired kiln.



Flow of black glaze during firing: at foot of pot and effect on kaki decoration

Hamada died in 1978, but the compound at Mashiko where he lived and worked has been
preserved and is open to the public as a museum and memorial of Hamada’s life. | visited
Mashiko and the Hamada museum in 2016 (see photos on next page). | travelled from Tokyo
on my own by train and had to change onto a minor country line, buying tickets and finding
my train at a rural station where no-one spoke English, which all seemed quite adventurous
to me though it may sound tame to others. The potters at Mashiko stopped making simple
domestic pottery in the 1950s, partly because their products were being superseded by
cheaper factory-made items, but also because Hamada’s fame had made Mashiko famous as
well and there was more money in making artistic pottery for tourists. Hamada was
saddened by this change, which he felt he had inadvertently contributed to, and referred to
it as his ‘Mashiko problem’. When | visited Mashiko the main street was lined with pottery
shops, but by the time | had walked through the village and out the other side to the
Hamada museum the roads were quiet and | was almost the only visitor to the museum.

| have owned this pot a long time. It was the first pot | ever bought that was not made by a
living potter. It was in a sale of pots by Hamada and the potters he taught, organised by the
Welsh potter Phil Rogers, who had good contacts in Japan. The sale was at Phil’s studio at
Rhayader in the very middle of Wales. The setup was that the day before the sale potential
buyers could view the pots. Then on the day of the sale buyers would form a queue before
the sale opened in the morning, and when it opened the first person in the queue would be
allowed in to take what they wanted to buy. Ten minutes later the next person in the queue
would be let in, and so on. To avoid turning up and finding all the best pots had already been
sold, | left my B&B at the crack of dawn and went to Phil’s studio, but there were already six
or seven people in front of me. There were lots of good pots though, and | was very pleased
to come away with this vase, which has given me a lot of pleasure ever since.



Hamada'’s kiln — where my vase was fired

Kevin Akhurst
July 2025

P.S. Much of the information about Hamada in this note was obtained from Susan Peterson’s
book ‘Shoji Hamada, A Potters Way and Work’, which | heartily recommend. Peterson made
an extended visit to Hamada in 1970 and in the book she records the full cycle of making
and many conversations with Hamada.



