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Medieval Japanese Pots and Kettles: Termporal and Spatial
Variations in their Names
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Medieval Japanese Pots and Kettles: Temporal and Spatial Variations in
their Names

Isocawa, Shin’ya

The author examines the temporal change and spatial variations in the terms meaning pots
and kettles in medieval Japan. To achieve the goal, old dictionaries, inscriptions on some cast-
iron cooking vessels, as well as drawings were consulted. The old Japanese dictionaries only con-
tained the vocabularies used in the Kinki District that was the political and cultural center of
Japan in the late medieval period. During a time period between the middle twelfth and the be-
ginning of the thirteenth centuries, the Chinese characters $) and % , which means pot and ket-
tle respectively, were pronounced as “kanahe,” which now means a tripod cauldron. A unclear
distinction between these two terms in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries is also evident in in-
scriptions on some cast iron vessels. Nearly all brimmed pots were referred to as “kettle %&,”
and some pots without brim that should be considered as a “pot” by the present-day terminolo-
gy, were also labelled as “kettle.” At the end of the thirteenth century, the character % mean-
ing a brimmed pot, the one # meaning a pot without brim, and the one 5 came to be pro-
nounced as kama, nabe, and kanahe, respectively, thereby these three were all distinguished.

In the fifteenth century, tsurunabe 5258 [pot with two “ears” as handles] appeared in addition
to the three mentioned above, and the tsurunabe became widely used. Moreover, the vessel
forms that had not been historically well known, such as kuwansu & F , semban R{# , and yakan
4  became apparent. These various kinds of pots in the fifteenth century became prototypes
of cooking vessels of later time periods, while the term kanahe came to mean a non-practical treas-
ure or old-fashioned vessel.

QOutside the Kinki District brimmed pots were not widely used in the medieval period. There-
fore, the character % that should ordinarily mean kettle remained locally to mean pots without
brim. This is evident in illustrations of encyclopedias and catalogs in early modern period (after

sixteenth century).
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