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Kakurezaki Ryiichi's chawan (teabowls) - forms fashioned from fire and clay

In Japan’s historical pottery-making areas, the sayings ‘first clay, second firing, third forming’ or ‘first
firing, second clay, third forming’ have been passed down as adages for many generations. Ceramics
specific to particular regions were traditionally made using locally obtained ‘clay,” appropriate ‘forming’
techniques for fashioning it, and ‘firing” methods that displayed its characteristics to maximum effect.

Since the beginning of the modern period, the rise of the individual potter has resulted in the
emergence of new types of ceramics created using an ever increasing range of materials and
techniques. A key driver of this has been the connection between ceramics and chanoyu (tea
ceremony). Like mirrors reflecting the spirit of their time, tea ceramics are manifestations of their
makers’ ideas about tea culture and their thoughts about what constitutes the ‘vessel’. Unlike standard
tea wares and their emphasis on functionality and practicality, the originality and innovation in form
and design of many of the tea ceramics made by individual makers have been embodiments of their
creators’ unique artistic visions.

One of the most representative types of Japanese ceramics is Bizen ware. This has an unbroken history
stretching back many hundreds of years from the end of the Heian period up to the present day.
Produced in and around Bizen City in Okayama Prefecture, Bizen ware is a type of high-fired unglazed
stoneware (muyd yakishime t6) typically fired in wood-burning kilns at temperatures above 1,200
degrees Celsius. The clay becomes extremely hard during firing and interacts in the kiln with the flames
and fly-ash from the burning fuel. The unpredictability of this way of firing results in the rich variety of
texture and surface patterning (yakinari) for which Bizen ceramics are renowned.

Bizen clay is very distinctive. There are two main types (fig.1). The first is finely grained and highly
plastic tatsuchi (paddy field clay; locally known as hiyose) extracted from beneath rice paddies. The
other is coarse, refractory yamatsuchi (mountain clay) dug from the surrounding hills. Depending on
where clays are sourced, they vary in plasticity and how they react in the kiln. Makers choose clays
depending on the desired outcome, sometimes using clay from a single source and at others using a
blend of several types.

The range of choices that makers have today is much greater than in the past. This applies to types of
clay, variety of kiln types, and approaches to and ways of working with clay. Kakurezaki Rytichi (1950-),
who lives and works in Osafune in Okayama Prefecture, makes full use of the opportunities available
to him in the exploration of his own creative vision.

In addition to the tatsuchi and yamatsuchi clays characteristic of Bizen ware, Kakurezaki uses a third
kind of material that he has developed himself and called konkétsuchi (mixed clay) (fig.2).! When he
began using konkotsuchi he used the term ‘marble’ when speaking about it and to entitle the works
he made from it because of the marble-like surface patterning it produced when fired. He became
increasingly enamoured of konkétsuchi and in 2012 held a solo exhibition using the title Una Mistura
(Italian for ‘mixture’) that marked a new step in his artistic journey. In the publicity material for the
exhibition he explained why he had started using konkotsuchi by stating, ‘This is an experiment in
seeing how we might engage with society at a time when Bizen clay is becoming increasingly scarce’.2
Although he wrote of his use of konkotsuchi as an experiment, the clarity of thought and assuredness
of technique manifested in the works he exhibited made clear his belief that konkétsuchi ranked
alongside tatsuchi and yamatsuchi as a third and similarly important type of Bizen clay.



Konkétsuchi consists of kuzutsuchi (reject clay) dug up and discarded when paddy fields are excavated
in search of the tatsuchi hidden beneath them. Kakurezaki talks about konkétsuchi in terms of
‘diamonds mixed with gravel’.® This is an appropriate way of describing a mixture that contains both
tatsuchi, which has traditionally been regarded as the most desirable variety of Bizen clay, and coarse
non-plastic clays full of impurities and pebbles. Kakurezaki makes his konkétsuchi by combining seven
or eight different kinds of raw clay including kuzutsuchi. Because konkétsuchi is low in plasticity, he
makes slabs of clay which he turns into basic shapes using moulds or by wrapping them around plastic
pipes before refining them into finished forms.

The reason why Kakurezaki is attracted to konkétsuchi and calls it a ‘clay with great potential’ is because
he finds the difficulty of working with it stimulates his creative drive.* Looking at his work gives one a
strong sense of his questioning what kind of clay is good for making ceramics and what kind of clay
sparks the desire to create.

This exhibition of 38 teabowls consists principally of works Kakurezaki has made during the past four
or five years.” It marks the 38 years since he became independent of his teacher and set up his own
workshop in Osafune.

The bowls are made from classic Bizen tatsuchi and yamatsuchi or from konkétsuchi. In one instance
he has used konkétsuchi, a mixture of Bizen clays blended with clays from other parts of Japan.® In
each case they display the material qualities of the clays from which they are made to maximum effect.
With his konkétsuchi teabowls, he has on occasion masked what might otherwise be overwhelmingly
marbled surfaces with semi-porcelain and white slip. While this applies to only a few bowls, Kakurezaki
has been at pains to use clays sourced locally from the same areas as those from which his tatsuchi,
yamatsuchi and konkotsuchi clays are sourced.

In terms of forming techniques, Kakurezaki switches between wheel-throwing and slab-moulding
depending on the clay’s plasticity and the intended shape. Some of his wheel-thrown bowls look as if
they could not possibly have been made on the wheel. In these cases he uses highly plastic clay that
allows him to beat and sculpt them into irregular shapes after throwing.

For teabowls made by slab-moulding Kakurezaki uses thin slices of konkétsuchi.” Konkétsuchi is an
unblended mixture of clays of varying properties whose rawness he is concerned to preserve as much
as possible. This explains the rounded forms with inward-curving mouths that characterise
Kakurezaki’s konkotsuchi bowls. He may have hit upon this formula by chance, but having discovered
it, he has made it his hallmark way of combining sculptural incisiveness with the imparting of a
powerful sense of materiality.

Traditionally, Bizen ware was always wood-fired. This is still largely the case today, with many makers
producing unglazed high-fired stoneware. Kakurezaki on the other hand uses both a specially designed
anagama and an electric kiln to impart the hi-iro (scorched red surface markings) characteristic of
Bizen ware. The attention he pays to hi-iro resonates with the efforts of his predecessors, but rather
than following in their footsteps, he is primarily interested in forging an unfettered mode of individual
expression. Hence his use of an electric kiln in the production of unglazed high-fired stoneware and
his use of glazes to broaden his artistic horizons.

Kakurezaki’s work with konkétsuchi has inspired many younger makers to follow his example. Not only
is konkotsuchi a novel material, but working with it signifies the embracing of a new system of values.



Kakurezaki’s teabowls and other forms are inextricably rooted in Bizen and its materials. What makes
them so compelling is how they are born out of a struggle with the diverse and sometimes intractable
properties of the different clays he uses, and how they manifest his highly developed skills at firing.
Kakurezaki is uncompromising in his negotiation of a creative vision that, although never in thrall to
precedent, pays respect to and works within the constraints intrinsic to the nature of the materials and
processes he employs.

This exhibition represents the closing of a chapter of Kakurezaki’s artistic journey, but there is no doubt
that he will continue to explore new forms of expression that expand the horizons of what is meant by
Bizen ware.

Karasawa Masahiro
Director, National Crafts Museum

" An ash-glazed wide-mouthed konkétsuchi vase made in 2004 was shown in the exhibition Kakurezaki
Ryuichi no togei — katachi to hy6jo no hensen (Ceramics by Kakurezaki Ryuichi — transitions of form and
expression) held at the Setouchi City Museum of Art, Okayama Prefecture, 23 October - 19 December
2021.

2 Solo exhibition Una Mistura — Kakurezaki Rydichi, Nakacho Konishi, 12 — 26 May 2012.

3 Interview with the artist, 26 October 2013.

4 Ibid.

S Kakurezaki writes chawan with the characters %35 rather than the more usual Z3#i.

& In addition to clays from Bizen, Kakurezaki has used clays from Shigaraki, Iga and elsewhere.

7 Interview with the artist, 6 August 2024.

fig. 1 tatsuchi (left) and yamatsuchi (right) fig. 2 konkotsuchi used by Kakurezaki Ryaichi

Translation: Rupert Faulkner, Kyoko Ando



