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Figure | Chinese temmoku tea bowl. Private collection
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Figure 2 Chojiro’s red tea bowl Kogetsu. Figure 3 Chojiro’s red tea bowl Yugure
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

RAKU HAS THE most fascinating history among the bewildering
variety of Japanese ceramic wares. Originated in Kyoto by the son
of a naturalised Korean tile-maker in the late sixteenth century, it
gained the patronage of the totalitarian military commanders. Cele-
brated tea masters, devotees of the Zen cult, held it in high esteem
for use in the tea ceremony as it exemplified the Buddhist doctrine
of striving for mastery of the spirit over matter. The saga of Raku is
like a fairy-tale of how some small lumps of clay, hand-formed and
baked some centuries ago into tea bowls, are today so revered that
they are counted among Japan’s national treasures and given in-
dividual names.

All art is influenced, even motivated, by the political and social
conditions of the times. Raku ware was no exception. In the political
arena, Japan had been ravished since the middle of the fifteenth
century by strife and bloody warfare between militant provincial
daimyo (landed lords). Toward the latter part of the sixteenth cen-
tury, three daring and cunning military men succeeded in unifying
the country under their undisputed, autocratic rule. They were Oda
Nobunaga (1534-1582), a young daimyo, his leading general

Figure 4 Jokei’s black tea bowl Ajuko.
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

Figure 5 Donyu’s black tea bowl Sanba-So Figure 6 Donyu's yellow tea bowl Yukinoshita
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo
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Figure 7 Chojiro’s black tea bowl Amadera.
Courtesy of Tokyo National Museum

Figure 9 Ichinyu’s black tea bowl Wakamatsu.
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

Figure 8 Chojiro’s black tea howl Sen-sei
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-1598), and Tokugawa Ieyasu (1534
1616), who in 1603 set himself up as the first shogun of the
Tokugawa family that reigned until the Meiji Restoration in 1868.
Nobunaga was assassinated in 1582 and succeeded by Hideyoshi.
A farmer’s son, he had risen through the ranks from his lowly
background to become the military dictator of Japan, a carcer un-
precedented in the class-conscious socicty of that country. He was
a flamboyant individual who gloried in demonstrating his newly
won power in a display of his riches. Following the cxample of
Nobunaga, he built grandiose castles as his residences. One in
Kyoto, called Jurakutei, lent part of its name to the ceramic ware
under discussion, whereas the entire period was called Momoyama
after his monumental castle at that location. The great painters
of the era decorated the insides of these architectural show-places
with magnificent screens whose gold background illuminated the
vast rooms. Daimyo, nobles and even members of the increasingly
affluent merchant class were extravagantly entertained there. It was
a time of great vitality and ebullient spirit, animated by the new
political unity and the country’s rapidly developing prosperity.

Figure 10 Sonyu's black tea bowl Ayame.
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

Figure 11 Ryonyu’s black tea bowl. Anonymous gift to Charles
B. Hoyt Collection. Courtesy of Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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Figure 12 Chonyu’s red tea bowl. Courtesy of Board of
Trustees, Victoria and Albert Museum, London

touched it, the bowl was turned slightly and passed to the next
guest. Besides the deep bowls which—owing to their shape and the
low conductivity of the material—kept the liquid warm and the
hands cool, shallow conical bowls were used in summer when these
characteristics were of lesser importance.

Raku-yaki was made by two methods. In one, the clay was rolled
into pencil-thick ropes that were coiled one on top of the other to
form the body of the object. It was then given the finishing touches
by deft hands. Though traces of the rope might remain visible, they
were regarded as marks left by the artist as evidence of his crafts-
manship. The foot was formed separately from a coil of clay and
luted to the body.

In the other method, a lump of clay was manipulated with the
fingers and a bamboo spatula into the shape of a hollow ves: The
lower part of it was left massive, to be formed subsequently into the
base, with the object turned upside-down. Finger-marks and the
impression of the spatula were often still noticeable after firing, but
only enhanced the artistic value of the object, It was not technical
proficiency but “an unpretentious rusticity, an archaic imperfec-

Figure 13 Sonyu’s black tea bowl. Courtesy of Board of
Trustees, Victoria and Albert Museum, London

tion”, to quote D.T. Suzuki, an eminent interpreter of Zen aesthe-
tics, that appealed to adherents of that cult and its outgrowth, the
tea ceremony.
When the article
cuit was covered with soft, thick glazes, often in several applications
that left the colour of the first coat to glow through a subsequent
one. There was no striving for evenr

was sculpted to the artisC’s satisfaction, the bis-

s of flow as irregularity was
respected as emulating one of nature’s inherent characteristics. The
predominant glazes were black and red, though not in those defined
colours but in a range of subtle gradations. Especially with red, the
type of material used in firing might transmute the colour to other
tinges. Part of the glaze was at times scraped away or a splash of a
contrasting colour added to form vague outlines that could be per-
ceived as views of nature, plant or animal life. Connoisseurs studied
this “scenery” with the same scrutiny they gave paintings and,
imaginatively interpreting (hese surface patterns, coined poetic
names for the objects. Occasionally, the glaze meandered half-way
down the body with a wavy edge, leaving the lower part exposed
This was called “‘curtain formation” and added greatly to the item’s
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Figure 14 Kyomizu Rokubei’s red tea bowl.
Private collection

charm. It was seen as the artist’s ability to blend his skill harmoni-
ously with the carthy nature of his material.

Each Raku piece was individually fired, at low temperature, in a
small kiln. The item was placed on a support inside a fire pot, sur-
rounded by charcoal or another fuel kept hot by constantly blowing
air onto it through a bellows. When after a few hours the glaze began
to melt, the piece was cooled by immersing it in water. Marks of the
tongs used to remove the object from the fire pot are frequently seen
on Raku-yaki. Like other visible remainders of the work process,
they increased respect for the object and its maker.

Of the various utensils used in the tea ceremony, tea bowls played
the most active and important role. It is on them that the Raku pot-
ters concentrated their artistic cfforts, producing vessels of sculp-
tural beauty. Not beauty in the usual, eye-pleasing sense but the
abstract beauty of deliberate artlessness, exuding strength and vital-
ity. The illustrated tea bowls of the Raku masters, dating from the
first to the ninth generation with the exception of the sixth and
cighth, show how closely all adhered through two and a half cen-
turies to the style conceived by Sen-no-Rikyu and interpreted by

Figure 15 Hon’ami Koetsu’s black tea bowl. Courtesy of Board
of Trustees, Victoria and Albert Museum, London

Figure 16 Hon’ami Koetsu’s black tea bowl Shichiri.
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

Figure 17 Hon'ami Koetsu's red tea bowl Ju'o.
Courtesy of the Gotoh Museum, Tokyo

Inlv-Atinnst 1991

Figure 18 Hon’ami Koetsu’s red tea bowl Seppo.
Courtesy of the Hata

ama Collection, Tokyo






