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 I
n 1927, the Japanese folk art theorist Yanagi Sôetsu entered 
a ceramics shop in the town of Kurume in central Kyushu 
Island. Scanning the stock, he was surprised to fi nd wares 
which, although apparently new, displayed characteristics 
of old handmade pieces dating from the pre-industrial Japan 
of decades earlier. Confi rming that the pieces were indeed of 
contemporary manufacture, Yanagi asked the source of the 

solid, subdued tableware. He was told that they came from a village 
near the town of Hita, in Oita prefecture, about fi fty miles away. 
Eager to document another example of surviving traditional craft, 
Yanagi immediately decided to visit the birthplace of the pieces, a 
potting community called Onda Sarayama. What he found there 
confi rmed his ideas about the traditional nature of ceramic produc-
tion required to create the items he saw in the shop. The account 
Yanagi Sôetsu wrote on his experience, Hita no Sarayama, ushered 
in a new era in the history of the ceramic known as Onda ware.
 Production of Onda ware began around the year 1705, when 
the ceramics specialist Yanase San’uemon was sent from the pot-
tery village of Koishiwara to the mountains near the shogun’s 
governmental outpost of Hita. After locating suitable stoneware 
clay, Yanase and his family settled in what is now Onda Sarayama 
and began making utilitarian ceramics to supply the needs of the 
surrounding area. Taxes from the sale of early Onda ware also 
provided income for the shogunal representatives, who were 
charged with reporting to the central government on develop-
ments throughout the island of Kyushu. Onda ware fl ourished, 
and Yanase found it necessary to train other villagers as potters 
to meet demand. By the early twentieth century, the number of 
potting families in Sarayama had become stabilized at around ten, 
although until the postwar period such households farmed as well 
as made pottery.
 Little is known about the character of Onda ware during its 
fi rst century of production. It is thought that the Sarayama kilns 
made items common at other utilitarian stoneware workshops 
such as sake bottles, jars of various shapes and sizes, and perhaps 
the mortar bowls with serrated interiors known as suribachi. 
Production of tableware like plates and dishes is less certain, since 
areas throughout Kyushu and elsewhere generally used Arita 
porcelain for food service. In keeping with their humble utilitarian 
function, Onda ceramics did not feature identifying kiln marks 
until well into the twentieth century. Adding to the problem of 

identifi cation is the fact that it is extremely diffi cult to distinguish 
between early Onda wares and their cousins created at nearby 
Koishiwara. Moreover, because of the small amount of usable land 
in Sarayama, homes and kilns have had to be rebuilt on top of their 
earlier predecessors, making archaeological investigation of earlier 
production impossible.
 There are, however, a few surviving pieces that do seem to 
be Onda ware of the pre-modern period. Almost exclusively jars, 
these wares bear inscriptions dating from the fi rst half of the nine-
teenth century. Although none of the pieces are inscribed with the 
name Onda, these rare examples are generally formed of relatively 
fi ne, grayish-brown clay, and covered in a brown or black glaze. 
The inscriptions are executed in a white or yellow clay slip, or by 
carving through the dark glaze, techniques not ordinarily found in 
contemporary Onda wares.
  Although certain old techniques like inscribing in slip are 
no longer part of the Onda potter’s repertoire, plenty of other tradi-
tional methods survive. The use of white clay slip as a surface coat-
ing for a pot came to Japan from Korea at the end of the sixteenth 
century. Clay slip decoration continues to be used at Onda, and is 
usually applied by dipping, brushing, or daubing. A pattern in slip 
can also be made by wiping with the fi ngers, or by chatter-marking 
the partially dry slip in a technique called tobikanna. Pouring and 
dripping of glaze (nagashigusuri) is another method of decoration 
with early roots that continues to be popular among fans of Onda 
ceramics.
 Since the time of Yanagi’s visit, the ten potting families of 
Onda Sarayama have staunchly preserved most of the aspects of 
their ceramic production that so impressed him. Because of the 
limited space in the mountain hamlet as well as the scarcity of 
natural materials, only one son per potting household is allowed to 
carry on the tradition and no potters are allowed to move in from 
elsewhere. Clay is still dug from the traditional source near the 
village and is crushed by the water-powered pounders that were 
common in Kyushu pottery villages one hundred years ago (Onda 
is the only place in Japan that they have remained in constant use). 
Glazes are made from readily available raw materials: ash, glazing 
stone and mineral colorants such as iron and copper oxides, while 
decorative techniques continue to be limited to those in use at the 
time of Yanagi’s visit. Shapes are made for use in Japan, not for 
export, and generally functional in nature, although the largest 
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LARGE PLATE WITH 
TOBIKANNA AND 
HAKEME
5 x 19 x 19”
ON969 
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pieces (jars and chargers) are now used almost exclusively as objects 
of display. Pieces are fi red in wood burning noborigama (climbing 
kilns) descended from those introduced by Korean potters in the 
late sixteenth century. The sole twentieth century innovation has 
been the introduction of the electrically powered potter’s wheel, 
now used by most of the craftsmen.
 In a sense, Onda Sarayama is a place caught in a time slip. The 
potters there have made remarkably few concessions to moderniza-
tion. The small size and isolation of the village have enabled the el-
ders to control the course of production for decades. Had Sarayama 
gone undiscovered by Yanagi, the production of Onda ware might 
well have died out, or at least changed considerably. It should not 
be concluded, however, that Yanagi Sôetsu redirected the course 
of Onda; rather, by fi nding value in what the potters were already 
doing, he reaffi rmed the value of the established tradition.
 Further affi rmation of the value of Onda production came 
in 1954 when the famous English potter Bernard Leach visited 
Sarayama, spending twenty days there learning traditional slip 
techniques from the potters and in turn teaching them his own 
technique of pulling handles for pitchers. The Japanese media 
gave considerable coverage to Leach’s visit, which helped to foster 
the “folk craft boom” of the next several decades. As a result of 
the heightened visibility of Onda ware products, the pottery was 
designated an “Intangible Cultural Asset” in 1970. The resulting 
prosperity ultimately enabled the potting families of Sarayama to 
turn their attention to full time folk ceramics production, a situa-
tion that continues today.
 Some fi nd the lack of innovation or change in Onda ceramic 
shapes and decorative techniques proof of the stultifying infl u-
ence of the mingei (folk art) movement. It should be remembered, 
however, that the avowed purpose of the movement was to raise 
appreciation for honest, traditional craft - the antithesis of sharply 
innovative, individualistic creation and interpretation. Whereas in 
the past, craft traditions survived naturally as a result of the steady 
consumer demand for utilitarian products that often varied little 
from generation to generation, in the industrial and post- industri-
al worlds, such crafts cannot survive without great and consistent 
dedication on the part of both craftspeople and consumers/patrons. 
To ensure the continuation of their tradition, Onda potters have 
taken necessary steps to limit what can be made and how it can be 
produced. Village potters who wish to create overtly individualistic 
ceramics must do so elsewhere. 
 Do virtually all Onda ceramics made today fall within fi rmly 
established boundaries of shape,  glaze and decoration? Undoubt-
edly, yes. Within those parameters, however, there is endless room 
for creativity. Splashed glazing, for example, is infi nitely variable, 
and allows the craftsman to vividly express both his own energy 
and the energy inherent in the materials and techniques he uses 
directly on the surface of the pot. Moreover, both the tobikanna 
chattering technique and the brushed slip hakeme decoration can 
be applied very regularly or in a much freer manner -- communi-
cating either great control and concentration or carefree abandon-
ment to the vagaries of chance. 
 As for the shapes of the ceramics themselves, the generous 

potting of the high quality clay creates pieces that are sturdy and 
stable. They almost beg to be used, held, handled. The stoneware 
body conducts heat moderately without becoming too hot when 
used for food or drink. The simple shapes are unobtrusive and the 
soft-colored, mottled glazes provide a muted background suitable 
for a wide variety of comestibles. 
 In spite of the importance of “group” identity in their culture, 
the Japanese have long tended to keep their eating utensils per-
sonal. Onda ceramics and other Japanese stoneware connect very 
strongly with this tradition, since no piece is exactly like another. 
Moreover, through the process of use, the identity of the owner/
user and his or her ceramic piece grows closer together, as the 
possessor comes to feel that the possession in some way refl ects 
him/herself. This is at least partly due to the natural warmth of 
ceramics in general and stoneware in particular, which harmonize 
with other natural materials, yet retain a distinct identity. Adding 
to the intimate feeling of stoneware is the process of change that 
takes place in them over a prolonged period of use. Ceramic objects 
used daily have a more personal feeling associated with them, 
change more quickly and entail a greater risk of breakage. Those 
used sparingly change gradually and tend to bring back memories 
of their use on special occasions. Those that go unused may remain 
timeless and pristine, but usually fail to accumulate any rich as-
sociations, apart, perhaps, from the memory of the circumstances 
of their acquisition.
 Onda ceramics fulfi ll all the necessary requirements of the best 
utilitarian wares. They are made by well trained, highly skilled 
potters working in their traditional mode, using materials found 
near at hand, using techniques that have been passed down from 
father to son for generations. The works are straightforward and 
honest, and combine solid and restrained shapes with a variety of 
decorative methods executed in a limited palette of colored glazes. 
Examples of Onda ware lend an air of quiet repose to their sur-
roundings, from large pieces displayed in the corner of a room, to 
smaller items gracing the kitchen table or cupboard. Onda ware re-
fl ects an ancient but living tradition, and that tradition is palpably 
communicated in every plate, jar and teacup.

— Andrew Maske
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LARGE PLATE WITH HAKEME
4 ½ x 24 x 24”
ON512

LARGE BOWL WITH HAKEME
12 x 18 x 18”
ON860
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LARGE BOWL WITH 
TOBIKANNA AND 
HAKEME
11 ½ x 20 ½ x 20 ½”
ON728

LARGE BOWL WITH 
TOBIKANNA
11 ¾ x 22 ¼ x 22 ¼”
ON747
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LARGE PLATE WITH TOBIKANNA
4 ½ x 20 x 20”
ON783

LARGE JAR
17 x 16 x 16”
ON854 
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LARGE LIDDED BOWL
14 ¼ x 14 x14”
ON850

LARGE PLATE WITH TOBIKANNA
5 x 19 x19”
ON968
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LARGE BOWL WITH TOBIKANNA
6 ½ x 16 x 16”
ON978 

LARGE LIDDED JAR WITH HAKEME
25 ½ x 22 x 22”
ON912
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LARGE LIDDED JAR
23 x 18 x 18”
ON919

LARGE JAR
17 x 15 ½ x 15 ½”
ON932
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JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
16 x 14 x 14”
ON913

LARGE LIDDED JAR
20 ¾ x 13 ½ x 13 ½”
ON855

LARGE JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
15 x 15 x 15”
ON999
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LIDDED JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
17 ½ x 13 x 13”
ON933

LARGE JAR WITH HAKEME
19 ¾ x 16 ¾ x 16 ¾”
ON916
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LARGE JAR
15 ½ x 17 x 17”
ON935

LARGE JAR
15 ½ x 13 ¾ x 13 ¾”
ON387

LARGE JAR
16 ¾ x 12 x 12”
ON384
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LARGE JAR WITH HAKEME
20 x 15 ½ x 15 ½”
ON966

LARGE JAR
16 ½ x 20 ½ x 20 ½”
ON744
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LARGE LIDDED JAR
25 ½ x 19 ¾ x 19 ¾”
ON272

SMALL PLATE
1 ½ x 7 ¼ x 7 ¼”
ON1038

SMALL PLATE
1 ½ x 7 ¼ x 7 ¼”
ON1039
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LARGE LIDDED JAR
26 x 20 ¼ x 20 ¼”
ON721

SAKE BOTTLE
5 ½ x 2 ¾ x 2 ¾”
ON1110

SAKE BOTTLE
5 ¼ x 2 ½ x 2 ½”
ON1111

SAKE BOTTLE
6 x 2 ¾ x 2 ¾” 
ON1112
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LARGE LIDDED JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
23 ½ x 15 x 15”
ON868

LARGE LIDDED JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
16 x 12 ½ x 12 ½”
ON862 



19 

LARGE LIDDED JAR
18 ¼ x 14 x 14”
ON724
 

LARGE LIDDED JAR
19 x 15 x 15”
ON970
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SET OF FIVE PLATES 
WITH TOBIKANNA
1 ¾ x 6 x 6”
ON1055-ON1059

SET OF FIVE BOWLS 
WITH TOBIKANNA
3 ½ x 7 x 7”
ON1060-ON1064
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SET OF FIVE PLATES 
WITH TOBIKANNA
2 ¼ x 8 ½ x 8 ½”
ON1040-ON1044

SET OF FIVE BOWLS
3 x 6 x 6”
ON1045-ON1049
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SET OF FIVE BOWLS 
WITH TOBIKANNA
3 ½ x 8 ¼ x 8 ¼”
ON1065-ON1069

SET OF FIVE PLATES 
WITH HAKEME
2 ½ x 9 ½ x 9 ½”
ON1070-ON1074
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SET OF FIVE PLATES 
WITH TOBIKANNA
1 ¾ x 8 ¼ x 8 ¼”
ON1050-ON1054

SET OF FIVE OC-
TAGONAL PLATES
1 x 7 ¾ x 7 ¾”
ON1075-ON1079
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SET OF FIVE CUPS WITH HAKEME
3 ¼ x 3 x 3”
ON1100-ON1004

SET OF FIVE CUPS
3 ¼ x 3 x 3”
ON1105-ON1109

SET OF FIVE TEA CUPS
2 ¼ x 2 ¾ x 2 ¾”
ON1095-ON1099

LIDDED JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
11 x 10 ½ x 10 ½”
ON965

LIDDED JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
11 x 10 ½ x 10 ½”
ON964

LIDDED JAR
11 ½ x 9 x 9”
ON1114
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SET OF FIVE CUPS
3 ¾ x 3 ½ x 3 ½”
ON1090-ON1094

SET OF FIVE SOBA BOWLS 
WITH TOBIKANNA
3 ½ x 4 ½ x 4 ½”
ON1080-ON1084

SET OF FIVE CUPS
3 ¼ x 3 x 3”
ON1085-ON1089

LARGE BOTTLE WITH 
HAKEME
17 x 7 ½ x 7 ½”
ON1000

JAR WITH HAKEME
11 ½ x 11 ½ x 11 ½”
ON738
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LARGE JAR
16 x 16 ½ x 16 ½”
ON1113

LARGE JAR, OKINAWA
20 x 15 ½ x 15 ½"
ON378



11

LARGE BOWL
6 ½ x 14 ½ x 14 ½”
ON740
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LARGE LIDDED JAR WITH TOBIKANNA
23 ½ x 16 x 16”
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