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Doppo (Stand Alone) — Kitaoji Rosanjin’s Pottery and the Renais-
sance of Modern Japanese Ceramics

Warashina Hideya

This essay documents the activities of Kitadji Rosanjin (1883-1959) within the framework of the
developments termed the “Renaissance of modern Japanese ceramics” or the “modern revival of Momoyama
ceramics.”

The trajectory of three-dimensional modeling within Japan owed considerably to the arrival of Buddhist
sculpture together with the doctrines of Buddhism during the Asuka period (538-710). Thereafter, Buddhist
sculpture alternated between localization of style and the arrival of new modes from overseas. After the
emergence of the Kei school in the Kamakura period (1185-1333), however, it entered a long phase of
stagnation.

Tea ceramics (chato), the wares used in the context of whisked the mode of tea preparation introduced
from China, emerged as though an alternative to Buddhist sculpture. Thereafter, tea ceramics evolved as if to
follow the precedent of Buddhist sculpture, not only moving in the direction of localization, but also becoming
a vessel for Japanese concepts of materiality and spirituality, and blossoming in the Azuchi-Momoyama era
(1574-1600). In the ensuing Edo period (1600-1878), ceramics developed fully as an industry merging
aesthetics and mass production.

Japanese ceramics from the Meiji era (1868—1912) onward continued the technology perfected during the
late Edo period while gradually pivoting toward a mode of modern individualism. From the Taisho era (1912—
1926) into the prewar years of the early Showa era (1926-1989), emerging potters paid attention to ceramics
from the Chinese mainland, the Korean peninsula, and earlier Japan. Their activities could be said to
correspond precisely to the way in which the Renaissance movement in Europe opened a new world through its
efforts to revive the classicism of ancient Greece and Rome. Against a background of research reflecting a
positivist approach continuing from the early modern period, and of new approaches to ceramic history, these
potters strove to revive historical ceramics and their modes of production. They emerged on the scene of their
own volition and gradually created a new mode of modeling. No other example can be found in the
development of modeling in Japan during the early modern and modern eras of a field of endeavor showing
such a tight connection between past and present. The forerunner in this field was Rosanjin.

Born in Kyoto, Rosanjin ocupies a unique position among Japanese ceramic artists of modern Japan. He
first engaged in the fields of calligraphy and seal carving. In 1913 he found a patron and moved to Nagahama
in Shiga Prefecture. There he had the opportunity to become acquainted with the prosperous Kyoto industrialist
Naiki Seibee (1878—1955). Naiki instructed Rosanjin, born into poverty and misfortune, on the nature of art. In
1915, Rosanjin moved to Ishikawa Prefecture, where Hosono Entai (1872-1961) became his benefactor.
Hosono took him to Yamashiro Onsen, where the master potter of Kutani ware, Suda Seika I (1862-1927),
introduced him to ceramics. This was Rosanjin’s fateful encounter with clay.

At the same time, Rosanjin cultivated his longstanding fascination with food. In addition to the influence
of the gourmet Naiki, he received instruction in classic cuisine from the proprietor of a restaurant in Kanazawa,
Ota Takichi (1852-1932).

In 1919, in Tokyo, Rosanjin collaborated with Nakamura Takeshiro (1890-1960) to open an antique shop
they named Taigadd. Rosanjin gained a reputation for the food he cooked in the shop for his own meals. As a
result, in 1921 he opened the members-only “Gourmet Club” on the shop’s second floor. At first, he served
meals on the antique ceramics that the shop sold, but as the club’s membership grew those vessels were no
longer sufficient, and he began producing tableware to his own design at the kilns of Suda Seika I and, with
Naiki’s introduction, the Kyoto potter Miyanaga Tozan I (1868-1941). Like his calligraphy, the tableware that
he created during this period showed the influence of Chinese style.

The Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 destroyed Rosanjin and Nakamura’s shop. Seizing an opportunity,
they took on management of the Hoshigaoka Saryd, which had been in operation since the Meiji era, with the
endorsement of its owners. Nakamura became the president, while Rosanjin served as adviser and head chef.
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Despite common misunderstanding, the Hoshigaoka Saryd had not originated as a restaurant. Tea practice was
at the core of its operation as a center for socializing among the elite; its character was close to that of the clubs
of England.

The responsibility for management of the Hoshigaoka Saryo served to intensify Rosanjin’s involvement in
producing ceramics. The establishment attracted guests of status incomparably superior to those of the earlier
“Gourmet Club.” In 1926, to produce wares for the Hoshigaoka Saryd, Rosanjin opened a kiln in Yamazaki,
Kita Kamakura. In the course of this development, the quality of his ceramics underwent a transformation.
Responding to the original purpose of the Hoshigaoka Saryd, Rosanjin turned to production of wares in the
mode of historical ceramics used for tea (chato). This change is thought to have been inspired, as well, by Ota’s
presentation to him, in Kanazawa in 1926, of a tea bowl attributed to a famous cultural figure of the early Edo
period, Hon’ami Koetsu (1553-1637). The bowl bore the name “Yama no O,” after the name of Ota’s restaurant
as well as the name by which Kanazawa was known for a while during the Momoyama period. As a result of
that gift, Rosanjin confronted the tea practice that stood at the core of traditional Japanese culture.

Rosanjin shifted his interest from the simple tea bowls made on the Korean peninsula that had captured
the affection of tea practitioners of the Momoyama period toward Shino ware made in Japan around the same
time. It was as though the tea bowl “Yama no O” guided him to the roots of beauty. Certainly, Shino ware was
also admired by tea afficionados (sukisha). But Rosanjin considered Shino ware to be the epitome of ceramic
beauty. In the same way, Rosanjin and his contemporary, the oil painter Kishida Rytsei (1891-1929), first
admired Northern Renaissance drawings, beginning with Albrecht Diirer (they studied from reproductions),
then came to esteem the paintings of Chinese Song and Yuan period artists, which had been held in high regard
in Japan from the Ashikaga period (1336-1573) onward by sukisha and others. Rosanjin had no formal training
in ceramics from an art school or a workshop. His concepts of ceramic form and evaluation were influenced by
the early writings of Yanagi Muneyoshi (Soetsu, 1889-1961) in the literary journal Shirakaba. (Ryusei also had
a connection to that publication.) Today Yanagi and Rosanijin are perceived as holding opposing opinions with
regard to aesthetics, but they were not simply rivals.

Rosanjin wanted to know the location of the kilns that had made Shino ware in the Momoyama period. At
the time he was searching for the kiln sites, he seems to have believed that Shino and other types of ceramics
made for tea use during the Momoyama period had been produced in Seto, Aichi Prefecture. — But in 1930, a
member of Rosanjin’s pottery workshop staff, Arakawa Toyozd (1894—1985), discovered Shino shards at the
Ogaya Mutagahora kiln site in Mino, modern Gifu Prefecture. This site was close to where Toyozo had been
born and raised.

Toyozd’s discovery of the Shino shards made clear that Shino— as well as Oribe, Ki-Seto, and Setoguro
wares of the Momoyama period — had been made at kilns in Mino. Potters Kato Tokuro (1897-1985) and Katd
Hajime (1900-1968) also took part in the kilnsite investigations. This project marked the concrete beginning of
the modern revival of Momoyama ceramics. Although Rosanjin did not discover the Shino shards, he played an
important role through his early advocacy of the significance of Shino ware in a modern cultural context. In
1936, Rosanjin’s complex temperament and a variety of other issues led to his departing from Hoshigaoka
Saryd and turning it over to Nakamura. For the rest of his life, however, he continued producing ceramics at his
kiln in Kita Kamakura.

The distinctive trait of Rosanjin’s ceramics is the manner in which he reintroduced vitality to the styles of
traditional tea ceramics which, in the course of their perpetuation over a long time, had lost their expressive
power. A concrete example is how he freely combined a clay body from one ceramic tradition with a glaze from
a separate tradition. His method, which could be called a “mash-up of traditions,” was not something he
practiced consciously, but it clearly fits within the parameters of twentieth-century modernism. This method
was not confined to Rosanjin alone. It can be seen as well in the work of another potter who followed the same
trajectory, Kawakita Handeishi (1878-1963). However, comparison of their attitude toward old ceramic
traditions shows that the pioneering Rosanjin was subjective, whereas Handeishi (like Toyozo and various other
potters as well) was objective and analytical. Through his efforts in reviving tradition, Rosanjin strove to
discover himself (the establishment of a modernist ego). That approach had the potential to oppose tea culture
with its heavy burden of traditional standards (as well as orthodoxy). At the same time, Rosanjin’s stance
differed from that of the academy, represented by the Teiten, and the Mingei movement espoused by Yanagi. It
exerted influence on the period of his own life as well as on the potters who came after him.

(Translated by Louise Allison Cort)
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