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Dig a sloping trench up a hillside
for the body of the kiln.
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Build a frame of bamboo and
branches over the trench.
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Pack soil on the arching frame to
complete the “Tsuchigama
(Earthen kiln)”.
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Mountain clay is formed from
weathering rhyolite, a pale
volcanic rock.
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Renewable fuel is collected from

local forests like red pine and oak.
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After its mission as firewood, the
ashes will nourish the earth.

The Tsuchigama Project

In the 1980’s, as a young Bizen Ware potter, | was inspired by remains of the medieval kilns
found in the hills of Bizen region of Okayama, Japan. That led me to initiate the Tsuchigama
Project which eventually succeeded in reconstructing two replicas of a 700-year old kiln: the
first kiln in 2002, and the second was done in 2010 with the cooperation of the Bizen Board of
Education. Conducting demonstration experiments and firing of the kiln proved that the
characteristics of the medieval kiln are superior to those of the modern kilns. “Tsuchigama”,
the word I coined, means a medieval kiln with unique structure and properties. It is a sunken
kiln with half of the kiln below ground level. Compared to contemporary kilns, there are
several major differences. Tsuchigama, with a single tube shape, only uses clay packed around
the frame (without the need for compacting it bricks). Unlike the modern kiln, it does not
have a vertical chimney stack (but rather the whole kiln acts as a chimney), sun-baked bricks,
nor firebricks. The Tsuchigama has unique firing and heat properties, thus making it possible
to “burn the clay” effectively and efficiently as compared to contemporary brick Kilns, i.e. gas
fired kiln or electric kiln. It is now proven that these firing and heat properties produced the
Bizen Ware that prevailed during the medieval period. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated
that local trees were used for these kilns. Finally, I realized through this earthwork research
activity that this type of kiln is an ideal environmental closed-loop cycle, where all the
processes of the kiln, from clay to fuel, are from natural local materials that can return to the
ground. Thus, it is well adapted to the modern global environmental needs.

1. A trench is made and the soil excavated is used to form the ceiling (arched with twigs
and bamboos found nearby).

2. Earthen wares are made of the pottery clay available in the area.

3. The timber fuel available in the area (i.e. carbon footprint neutral) is used for baking
the wares. To ensure protection of the forest resources, use of fallen trees or thinned
trees are an integral concept of the Tsuchigama Project.

4. The residual ashes after the baking become the nutrition for the soil of the location.

From the artistic view point, just like the Planet Earth itself is creating natural beauty; I have
become convinced that the Tsuchigama and the clay are the best apparatus and the materials,
respectively, to produce “beauty”. The horizon of art can be explored by the simplest method.
In terms of the Tsuchigama, the simplest form of art pottery is made from a kiln made solely
of the simplest material clay. We are now entering the very realm of art wherein the concept
of “the pursuit of a universal form of art” is explored. A lesson from the remains of the
medieval kilns left by the early Bizen Ware artists is that “the Tsuchigama” is not merely a kiln
of the past, but is the one that guides us to the kiln of the future, where an expression of art
through pottery reaches beyond our imagination.

Vision of the Project

The Tsuchigama kiln, with an age-old structure from the medieval period, is not simply a
thing of the past, but makes us recall something more important. The Kiln itself is a form of
“land art” with scientifically superior properties (though intuitively so in the Medieval period).
Baking the clay in the local ground brings out the maximum potential of the materials that are
readily available around us. The Tsuchigama kiln, indeed, enables the natural recirculation of
materials suitable for environmental protection.

It would be a pity if we end up dismissing the earthen kiln as merely a thing of the past.
Through the Tsuchigama Project as described above, we strongly desire that more and more
people, at home and abroad, recognize and become interested in the power of the Tsuchigama
kiln. Furthermore, I am convinced that our research and experimental approach to the
Tsuchigama Project thus far accomplished will certainly contribute to the expansion of the
potential of the art of pottery and, more importantly, to the realm of art in a much broader
sense, in Japan and globally.

BIZEN-WARE
)l B Tadashi HIRAKAWA
bizen.tsuchigama@gmail.com



