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Historical Characteristics of Three-Colored and Green-Glazed Ceramics in Ancient

Japan

Taxkangasar Teruhiko

This paper attempts a historical evaluation of various aspects underlying the forms and figures
of lead-glazed ceramics in ancient Japan.

First, in terms of design, while Nara-sansai—the three-colored ware produced in the Nara
period—ifollowed the Chinese style only on the surface by using three-color glazes, it is possible
to say that the green-glazed ceramics of the Heian period were entirely immitative of the
Chinese style, both in form and pattern. In addition, studying at the whole history of earthen-
ware and ceramic production, we can also assume that a large shift took place in the preference
from the Korean Peninsula to China as the model to follow, during the period from the eighth
century to the ninth century, when Nara three-colored and Heian green-glazed ceramics were
produced.

Next, in terms of purposes and functions, it is possible to identify a great change in quality in
that Nara-sansai wares were used as religious implements for rituals and Buddhist alters, while
Heian green-glazed ceramics were basically used for practical purposes. The change resulted
from the historical context in which lead-glazed ceramics were integrated into ornamental set-
ting of national banquets as court rituals were systematized in the Konin era (810-824).

In regard to the production system, Nara-sansai seems to have been produced in factories
under the control of the central government. On the other hand, it is possible to tell that, for the
production system of Heian green-glazed ceramics, provincial government offices were involved
in the production on a local basis. This indicates that a technical transfer took place from the
center to the provinces. In other words, in terms of skill and technique in ceramics production, it
was the turning point at which the superiority of Kinai (The central regions of the Kinki dis-
trict), had lasted until the Nara period was over, and the Kigai (regions of Japan outside the
Kinai district) started to excel.

Finally, as to technological prototypes, it is supposed that Paekche is the most pertinent
place to be ascribed to because the technique of green glaze of the Hakuho period was intro-
duced from the Korean Peninsula. The author has pointed out the possibility that the technique

was brought into Japan by refugees, who took shelter from the chaotic stage of East Asia dur-
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ing and after the fall of Paekche. For the subsequent Nara-sansai, it is assumed that bead-makers
with skills and techniques of lead glass and glaze in the Hakuho Period, were dispatched from
Japan as Japanese envoys to China in the Tang dynasty and partially introduced the techniques
of Tang three-colored ware to Japan. Therefore, it is possible to say that Nara-sansai was estab-
lished when the basic glazing techniques from the Korean Peninsula and the techniques of
three-colored ware from China were combined with the indigenous texture-molding technique of

Japan.
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