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Journey to Self

Historical objects tend to evoke a direct emotional response in the viewer, while contemporary objects
often feel somewhat lacking, as the underlying complexities of the maker's intentions become too
apparent. When viewing newer objects, the viewer's intellect tends to take the lead, whereas with old

objects, there is no space for the intellect to intervene, and they resonate directly with the bodly.'

In the summer of 1973, 40-year-old Kamoda Shaji (1933-1983) embarked on his only prolonged
overseas trip in his lifetime. He participated in an 18-day study tour of ceramics and decorative arts led
by archaeologist and ceramic art historian Mikami Tsuguo (1907-1987), visiting England, France, ltaly,
Turkey, and other countries. The impressions from this trip were compiled in his essay European Travel
Impressions, where the words above appear. As a concrete example of 'objects that evoke a direct
emotional response in the viewer, he cited the lasting impression left by the Egyptian room af the Louvre
Museum in Paris®. At the young age of just 31, Kamoda achieved the remarkable feat of becoming the
third ceramic artist based in Mashiko, Tochigi prefecture, to be made a full member of the Japan Art
Crafts Association (Nihon Kégeikai), following Hamada Shaji (1894-1978) and Shimaoka Tatsuzd (1919-
2007). Even then, before establishing his career, he was already saying, 't is said that when ceramics sell,
they become complacent. The fact that one can make a living from it leads to the creation of unchalleng-
ing work®! Though Kamoda rarely commented on the contemporary ceramic art scene, the few surviving
interviews uncover the fension he invested in his work to create pieces that evoke emotional responses

from viewers.

When discussing Kamoda Shaji's ceramic work, it is inevitably highlighted that since establishing his own
studio in Mashiko in 1959, his approach to pottery underwent continuous transformation. Within a short
period, he produced a diverse range of expressions using the same method, which is evident in the
selected works in this exhibition, starting with the iron-glazed jar (#1) created during his first years as an
independent potter. What was Kamoda seeking through this constant change? He once revealed, 'l
change my methods because | want a sense of freshness—meaning, | dislike complacency. Actually, |
would like to continue working with a fresh attitude without changing anything®. and he admitted that the

shifts in his practice were not planned.

On the other hand, Kamoda reflected in one of the interviews on his high school years in his birthplace,
Kishiwada, Osaka prefecture, where he became deeply immersed in oil painting in the art club and
encountered Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) through an artist monograph. 'l think Picasso lived more intensely
than anybody else. He died with the grace of a great tree’s natural decay”.' he says, expressing how he
felt a sense of human strength in Picasso, who, among 20th-century artists, showed the most radical shifts
in his pictorial experimentations and continually sought to break free from conventions and precedents. In
Kamoda's case, his exploration of forms and surface decorations changed dramatically over short
periods—sometimes within just a few months, or at most two to three years—with a pace so rapid it could
be described as excessive. This protean approach fo ceramics was grounded in the solid technical skills
and sculptural abilities he had developed since his graduation from the Ceramics Department of Kyoto
City University of Arts (Kyoto-shiritsu Bijutsu Daigaku af the time, now Kyoto-shiritsu Geijutsu Daigaku). It is
well known that Kamoda was committed to eliminating as many unpredictable phenomena as possible in
the firing process, stating, 'By the time | fire it, | want to have done 99% of the work, the outcome already

decided.® focusing on completing the piece exactly as he had envisioned it in three-dimensional form.

Potter Yasuda Takeshi (b. 1943), who set up his studio in Mashiko in the 1960s, had regular interactions



with Kamoda and even had the opportunity fo visit Korea with him. He recalls two events that made him
distinctly realise Kamoda's exceptional presence in the ceramic art world at the time, referring to them as

‘incidents””

The first instance was when Kamoda received the Takamura Kotaré Prize in 1967, This award was
established posthumously to honour the achievements of the poet and sculptor Takamura Katars (1883-
1956) in the fields of poetfry and sculpture. From its inception, it was infended to be awarded only ten
times. Kamoda became the 10th recipient, making him the first and only potter to receive this prestigious
honour. In an era when ceramic artists were already creating sculptural objects without utilitarian purpos-
es, Kamoda's exceptional sculptural ability and the high artistic quality of his work within the form of a

vessel earned him significant recognition.

The works that were considered for this historic award were Kamoda's ash-glazed pieces, which he
refined through frial and error with reduction firing since setting up his studio in Mashiko. The starting point
of his ceramic journey during this period was a ‘modermn sensibility that transcended eras, connecting to
the present day® which he found in the Sue ware from the Kofun period, displayed at the Kyoto National
Museum during his university years. The ash-glazed tea bowl (#2), vase (#3), square bottle (#4), bowls
(#7), and dishes (#8) all embody Kamoda's ability to conjure the suggestion of life from clay upon the
wheel, the strength of his sculpture on full display.

The second ‘incident’ was when, amidst the national attention Kamoda received after winning the
Takamura Kotara Prize, he unexpectedly resigned from his position as a full member of the Japan Art
Crafts Association. As Kamoda himself later recalled, being selected for the Japan Traditional Art Crafts
Exhibition had initially been an important goal for securing financial stability.” However, after gaining
widespread recognition, Kamoda swiftly moved beyond conventional ideas of stability and public
expectations, pushing forward with his own creative intuition. Symbolising this shift, he distanced himself
from the ash-glazed works, which had been acquired by the Japanese Agency for Cultural Affairs and
were regarded as representative of his work, pieces that were expected to continue being exhibited as

his signature creations.

In his search for new methods, Kamoda decided to replace the traditional wood-fired anagama kiln with
a downdraft square kiln that operated on crude petroleum. This new kiln significantly shortened the firing

fime and became an essential tool for his experimental endeavours, allowing him to create highly original
works. The hand-built stoneware plate (#5) was produced using this new kiln. The series of works, named
sekki ('stoneware’), were created using a unique method: a fire-resistant slip was applied to the surface of

the bisque-fired form, which was then intentionally removed after firing, revealing a rustic texture similar to
earthenware on areas that had not been exposed to direct flame. Reflecting on the shift to hand-building,
Kamoda remarked, "When | started making things by hand again, | felt a sense of reassurance, as if | had

returned to my student days'’

In the summer of his 36™ year, at the height of his career as a rising star in the ceramic art world, Kamoda
made the bold decision to leave his wife and children behind and relocated his studio from Mashiko to
Tono in lwate prefecture, seemingly to distance himself from the constant influx of visitors in Mashiko.
While a variety of factors influenced this move, the key reason was the clay he had sourced from a clay
pit used by a local roof tile factory. Upon returning to Mashiko after his visit to Tono, Kamoda went to
Yasuda's studio and, unable fo hide his excitement, declared, 'l found an incredible clay in Tono. | feel as

though the heavens have blessed me'". Kamoda's new studio was built on land next to the clay pit, which



had become available by chance™?. The Tano clay, rich in iron and primarily composed of granite,
contained an abundance of pebbles. Kamoda began experimenting with this new material even before
his relocation, marking the start of his challenge with a clay unsuitable for throwing on a wheel. The stone-

ware dish (#6) was created during this fransitional period, using the Téno clay.

In March 1970, more than six months after his relocation, Kamoda held his solo exhibition at Nihonbashi
Takashimaya, where he presented a significant body of work created in Tono for the first time. The series,
known as ‘kyokusen chemon’, literally ‘engraved curves’, was shaped using coil-building techniques and
crafted from the distinctive clay of Tono, with each piece characterised by surfaces covered with undulat-
ing, wave-like ridges. This new mode of expression marked a radical departure from Kamoda's previous
works, and in an impressively short time, he established an entirely new visual language that made a
lasting impact on viewers. The exhibition was a revelation, and Kamoda's transformation astounded the
art world. Following this, he held solo exhibitions in Tokyo two to three times a year, frequently participat-
ing in group exhibitions, which expanded his public presence. For nearly a decade, until illness forced
him to move to Tokyo, his continuous stream of innovation solidified Kamoda's position at the forefront of
contemporary ceramic art. Critics acclaimed his work, stating, ‘There is no potter quite like this artist,
whose work is constantly changing. With each new exhibition, he intfroduces something fresh and

innovative, always meeting, and often surpassing, the expectations of ceramic art enthusiasts™’

In the plate (#9) created in 1971, Kamoda continues to centre the undulating relief pattern that had
previously astonished the public, while alternating coils of Téno clay and white clay to produce a dynam-
ic form. Following his solo exhibition at Gallery Te in Tokyo that spring, he made another dramatic shift in
his approach, developing a new series of coloured ceramics. In this series, he carefully mixed silica with
the pigments to achieve a matte effect by layering them, which he then applied meticulously with a brush
to decorate the surfaces with intricate patterns. The tea cup (#10), the black-striped box (#11), and the jar

(#12) are examples of this new direction.

In the autumn of 1973, a few months after returning from his European trip, Kamoda held a solo exhibition
at Green Gallery in Minami Aoyama, Tokyo. This exhibition featured a collection of jars, distinguished by
subdued colours and surfaces incised with parallel straight lines and undulating curves. Among the works
created during this period is a jar (#13), with a grey-red coloured body achieved through reduction firing,
decorated with red-brown patterns. Reflecting on the jar form, Kamoda remarked, ‘From the perspective

of the production process, it feels like the most honest form. It is a shape that withstands the firing process

well“” He revealed that jar was a shape he found particularly suitable for realising his vision, and one

that he greatly preferred.

In the spring of 1975, Kamoda held another solo exhibition at Green Gallery in Minami Aoyama, where
a collection of new works was presented, this time characterised by the striking contrast between white
grounds and vibrant vermillion slip decoration, demonstrated by a square shallow bow! (#14). Similarly,
see the sake cup (#17), where the same vermilion draws attention, the artist having skilfully left the texture

of the clay exposed in order to bring out a distinct impression

The largest jar in this exhibition (#15) features a coarse stoneware body, adorned with rhythmic lines in
enamel. Between 1977 and 1979, Kamoda experimented with this surface decoration technique,
combining it with various types of clay bodies to explore a variety of expressions. Distinguished by its
sharply defined mouth, this jar is also one of Kamoda's signature works, famously exhibited at his tenth

solo exhibition at Nihonbashi Takashimaya in 1979.



The jar (#16) was created in Mashiko in 1980, after Kamoda had returned from Tono and established a
new studio in Higashikurume, Tokyo, af a time when his health had already begun to deteriorate. This
piece was shown in the exhibition Ceramic Works of Kamoda Shaji at Tamaki Kageikan in Utsunomiya,
Tochigi prefecture, ultimately his final solo exhibition during his lifetime. The form, crafted from a semi-por-
celain body, is covered with diamond-shaped patterns in enamel. It is said that these diamond motifs

were inspired by the work of Kamoda's close friend, the painter Arimoto Toshio (1946-1985)".

The art critic Yoshida K6z (1915-2013), who had recognised Kamoda's talent early on, was candid in
his opinion when Kamoda presented a series of new works in 1974-75 featuring inlaid patterns resem-
bling Sanskrit characters. Yoshida expressed that he did not particularly like the works. In response,

Kamoda is said to have replied:

I've always known what people would enjoy, so I've been making those kinds of things. However, |
realised that this wouldn't allow me to express my true self. After all, | too carry unpleasant things within

me, and little by little, | intend to expose them™.

Kamoda Shaji's ceramic art was built upon meticulous planning and a long process of technical experi-
mentation to bring his ideas to life. However, he never relied solely on intellect. Instead, he continually
refined his sensitivity, ensuring that his works retained their vitality and never became dry or devoid of
feeling. In modern society, we are unconsciously shaped by our surroundings, bound by common sense.
What Kamoda sought was to free himself from these constraints and return to a more innocent, authentic
sensibility. For him, this was what it meant to ‘continuously transform,” to maintain a ‘sense of freshness,’
and fo create works that ‘evoke a direct emotional response in the viewer.” This unwavering pursuit, it

seems, was at the very core of his creative journey.

Yamada Masami (Victoria and Albert Museum, Curator, Asia Department)
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