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Meanings Attached to Medieval Food Vessels in Japan:
A Quantitative Approach
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Meanings Attached to Medieval Food Vessels in Japan:
A Quantitative Approach

Unro, Takao

The food vessels used in medieval Japan (middle twelfth to middle sixteenth century) include
not only ceramics but also wooden, lacquer, and iron wares, each of which were produced and
exchanged under different scales of economy, from East Asia wide to a province wide. The au-
thor argues that various meanings and functions were attached to these various types of food
vessels, and that temporal and spatial differences in the assemblage of food vessels to some ex-
tent reflect changes in social structure. In order to approach the meaning and function of indi-
vidual food vessels, the author has applied both typological and quantitative analyses, the results
of which are then compared with the nature of archaeological sites where discovered.

The food vessels may be classified three functional categories, namely for storage, cooking,
and serving. The vessels in each category are further divided into two calsses; 1) those copied
or adapted from other vessel types, most notably a porcelain imported from China, and 2) those
in uniquely their own forms. Most of the Japanese glazed stonewares and some of non-glazed
stonewares, earthenwares, and lacquered wooden wares fall in class 1, while most of the
Japanese earthenwares, non-glazed stonewares, and lacquered wooden vessels fall in class 2. The
results of these typological classifications are then subjected to qualitative analyses; ie. which
type of food vessels comprises what portion of the entire pottery assemblage at a site.

Results of the quantitative analyses show that those in class 2 that were not glazed or lac-
quered comprise more than 90%at many sites from northern Kyushu to northeastern tip of the
mainland Japan, although the ratios vary from one site to another depending on the nature and
function of a site. Moreover, these vessels that were presumably used for serving purpose do
not retain evidence of use and were discarded in large numbers at once. It is likely that they
were only used at one-time special occasion, such as religious ceremony. It is accordingly possi-
ble to suspect that the class 2 food serving vessels were used for ritual purpose, and this prac-
tice probably originated from the imperial palace in Kyoto in the ninth century or later. Lack of
glaze and non-adaptation of other forms probably symbolize the concept of purity.

On the other hand, the use of the class 1 food vessels was probably a reflection of the social

status of people who used them. The class 1 vessels in the form of other high quality porcelains,
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some of which were glazed, probably had visual impact. Whether food vessels used daily were
high or low quality depended on the status of the user. Although a similar correlation between
the functional types of pottery and the social status of users once existed in ancient Japan
(eighth and ninth centuries), the author assumes that people of the samurai class adopted a
practice of symbolizing the social status by the use of pottery in medieval Japan.

Lacquer wares were used not only ritual purpose, as in class 2, but also for daily purpose, and
therefore played the major role in serving in medieval Japan. Although pottery pan and caul-
drons were adaptation from iron counterparts, they were a part of the class 2 vessels because

they comprised a very small portion of the entire food vessel assemblages.
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