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Who was it who first noticed the exceptional talent of Kamoda Shoji, the artist who catapulted his way
across the firmament of modern Japanese ceramics like a veritable comet? While both Nagasaki Taro, the
Vice—Chancellor of Kyoto City University of Arts, and his teacher, Tomimoto Kenkichi, were aware of his
abilities, it was in fact Hamada Shoji who, on encountering Kamoda’s work for the first time, recognised
the full extent of his genius. At that time many aspiring young potters went to Mashiko to visit Hamada.
Hamada took an immediate liking to Kamoda and from the outset treated him as someone special. The
story goes that Hamada invited Kamoda into the Uendai, the old farmhouse at the back of the complex of
buildings that is now the Shoji Hamada Memorial Mashiko Reference Museum (Hamada Shoji Kinen
Mashiko Sankokan), where they spent several hours talking and poring over the many books about
ceramics Hamada had in his library. In 1959, by which time Kamoda had established his workshop in
Mashiko, Hamada visited Kamoda as he was unloading his kiln after his second firing. Hamada’ s praise for
what Kamoda had made is said to have been the reason why Kamoda’s ceramics, to which nobody had
previously paid any attention, began to sell. Hamada later made it a point to visit all of the three—person
shows of works by Kamoda, Mori Togaku and Ezaki Issei held at Gallery Te in the Tokyo Kotsu Kaikan

from 1969 onwards.

The Mashiko Museum of Ceramic Art (Mashiko Togei Bijutsukan) covered the full gamut of Kamoda’s
rich and constantly changing oeuvre in three successive exhibitions held in 1999, 2001 and 2003. These
were entitled Tsuchi no Seimei o Motomete (In Search of the Spirit of Clay), Seimei no Katachi (Spirit
Incarnate) and Hisho suru Seimei (Soaring Spirit). Thirteen years have now passed since the last of these
was held. This exhibition at Nakacho Konishi Arts is a welcome occasion on which to revisit Kamoda’s

achievements.

No. 1 Ash—glazed flower vase, circa 1965

This is one of the ash—glazed works Kamoda made during the period 1964-1967. Its overall shape and the
sharpness of the treatment of its mouth anticipate the characteristics of his subsequent work. The piece
he showed at the 1966 Dento Kogeiten (Traditional Kogei: Art Crafts Exhibition), which was purchased

by the Agency for Cultural Affairs, was also an ash—glazed vessel.

No. 2 Silver—glazed vase, 1968

Kamoda’s spring 1968 solo exhibition at Gallery Te consisted solely of faceted unglazed stoneware
works. In his third Kamoda Shoji Sakutoten (Exhibition of Ceramics by Kamoda Shaji) at the Takashimaya
Department Store that autumn, however, he showed a mixture of unglazed stoneware pieces and about
ten works decorated in silver. Rather than being applied directly to the clay body, the silver was painted

over a layer of colour.



No. 3 Polychrome vase, 1973

Kamoda is known to have submitted works of this type in late 1973 to the Central Gendai Togeiten
(Central Contemporary Ceramics Exhibition) and the Gendai Togei Senbatsuten (Selected Contemporary
Ceramics Exhibition). They belong to the end of a series of glossy, polychrome works he had begun to
make in 1971. Judging from the titles he used for early examples of works in this series, for example
Tsubogata Saito (jar-shaped polychrome ceramic) and Tsutsugata Saito (cylinder—shaped polychrome
ceramic), it seems he was less interested in stressing the forms of his works than the fact that they were
polychromatic. In this sense he was placing ceramics in the same camp as sculpture and painting.
However, from 1973 onwards, the colours he used became more subdued, which suggests his interests

were moving in a new direction in which other considerations were more important.

No. 4 Vase, 1973
On this vase Kamoda used the technique he had developed to create his fish—scale patterned polychrome
ceramics. In this case the geometrically swirling grey bands are areas of the high—fired clay body to which

he had not applied any colour.

Nos. b & 6 Vases, 1974

Kamoda exhibited vase no. 5 at a solo exhibition held in May 1974. The overall form and incised surface
patterning are, as is often said, reminiscent of ancient ritual vessels. Vase no. 6, which was exhibited at
the Takashimaya Department Store in September of the same year, is decorated with a freely executed
pattern of inlaid white slip. One can see how in a matter of only a few months, Kamoda had moved on from

using one method of decoration to another.

No. 7 Coloured vase, 1975
The patterning on this strikingly matt-red coloured vase is reminiscent of the comb—feathered decoration
used on English slipware. Meticulous application of the pigment created the sharp white lines separating

the areas of colour.

No. 8 Vase, 1976

The application of areas of glaze and the omission of colour to reveal thin lines of the stoneware body
seen on this vase are both patterning techniques Kamoda had previously used. What is different about
this work is its shape, which is reminiscent of square brown paper bags of the type used in supermarkets
of the time. The surface design stands on its own as a compelling example of modern art. The combination

of form and decoration is an eloquent reflection of Kamoda’s genius.

No. 9 Square bowl, 1977

The blackness of the bowl’s surface, the cutting away of its corners and the razor-like sharpness of its
rim give the work an intensity that is combined with Kamoda’s distinctive sense of pictorial design.
Although he called it a ‘bowl’, it is far more than that. This is a work that devotees of Kamoda will be

much excited by.



No. 10 Vase, 1978
The patterns on the reddish stoneware body of this vase were applied as thin circular lines of glaze. The

contrast between the materiality of the clay body and the glazed patterns is especially striking.

No. 11 Vase, 1978

Kamoda first used the technique of laying down or painting thin lines of glaze on his works in 1977, the
year before he made this particular piece. It required a great deal of concentration and effort. In contrast
to the smoothly rounded shapes of the reddish stoneware works Kamoda produced, most of the pieces in
this series were more sharply angular in shape and were decorated with straight rather than circular lines

of glaze.

No. 13, Plaque, 1978

When made by Kamoda, even ceramic plaques came alive as powerful works of art. Why Kamoda started
making plaques at this late stage in his career, when he had pursued the vessel form for so long, is
something of a mystery. But if one looks at his oeuvre as a whole, one can say that the exploration of the
boundaries between art and craft was one of his perennial concerns. It is likely that making plaques with

no utilitarian function represented a form of artistic exercise for Kamoda.

This exhibition consists of twelve larger works and a group of cups made over a twenty—year period from
the 1960s through to 1980. Only twelve, or perhaps one should say as many as twelve, none of them fails
to move or impress. One of them is of particular importance, namely the silver—glazed vase belonging to
a group of similar wares he exhibited in 1968 together with a selection of unglazed stoneware works.
Kamoda’s ceramics are generally distinguished by sharp mouthrims and geometry of form. But the
silver—glazed works he exhibited that year were quite different. Their mouths were thick and heavy, and
their bases were deeply and boldly sculpted in the manner of massive split footrings. These features and
the use of colour beneath the silver glaze resulted in ceramics of enormous beauty and originality.
Kamoda made less than a dozen works of this silver—glazed variety, so this is a rare opportunity to see
one at first hand. Indeed, it is worthwhile visiting this exhibition just to see this one vase. As a museum
curator I feel ashamed at instinctively wanting to keep this masterpiece to myself rather than sharing it

with others -+- but despite my better self, that is how I feel.

On 28 February 1967 the selection committee for the Takamura Kotaro Prize met at the Shiseido Parlour
in Tokyo. This happened to coincide with the first day of Kamoda’s second solo exhibition at the
Takashimaya Department Store. Because Kamoda had been recommended as a candidate for the prize by
Imaizumi Atsuo and several other members of the committee, the request was made to have ten of his
works brought over from the Takashimaya Department Store to the Shiseido Parlour for viewing. This
resulted in Kamoda being chosen as a winner of the Takamura Kotaro Prize, which was being held for its
tenth and final time. The category for which Kamoda qualified, zokei (lit. ‘creating forms or shapes’;
broadly synonymous with ‘plastic arts’), embraced an extensive range of activities including sculpture,
architecture, garden design and crafts such as ceramics. Kamoda was the one and only ceramic artist to

receive an award in the whole history of the Takamura Kotaro Prize.



‘Many of the [the prizewinners] have shared in one way or another Takamura Kotars’ s spirit in
their approach to and way of living.’
(comment by the poet Ito Shinkichi at a group discussion (zadankai) about the
achievements of the Takamura Kotaro Prize held at Tonoki in Kagurazaka on 22
September 1968; recorded in Takamura Kotaro Memorial Committee (ed.),

Tenkyoku o Sasu (Pointing to the Celestial Poles), 1969)

‘So it means that everyone who received the prize led a Takamura Kotaro-like way of life.’
(comment by the poet Kitamura Ta’ichi at a group discussion (zadankai) about the
achievements of the Takamura Kotaro Prize held at Tonoki in Kagurazaka on 22
September 1968; recorded in Takamura Kotaro Memorial Committee (ed.),

Tenkyoku o Sasu (Pointing to the Celestial Poles), 1969)

In his third solo exhibition at the Takashimaya Department Store held in the autumn of 1968, Kamoda
presented a number of unglazed stoneware works (sekki). These marked a major turning point in his
career. They were the beginning of his exploration of unglazed stoneware that was to lead to what are
generally considered his greatest achievements, namely his unglazed stoneware vessels with carved wave
patterns. Bursting with the energy of fresh invention, Kamoda stopped participating in the Dento
Kogeiten and withdrew from the Nihon Kogeikai (Japan Kogei [art crafts] Association). Independent of
and without any kind of organisational backing, he moved his studio to the quiet remoteness of Tono in

Iwate Prefecture and devoted himself wholeheartedly to the making of ceramics.

[ have entitled this essay ‘Pointing to the Celestial Poles’ after the Takamura Kotaro Sho Kinen
Sakuhinsha (Collected Works Commemorating the Takamura Kotars Prize). The work with which Kamoda
won the prize was an ash—glazed bowl. It is often said that early works by an artist contain all the key
elements of everything they subsequently create. One cannot but bow one’s head in admiration at the
foresight shown by Imaizumi Atsuo and his fellow jurors in recognising Kamoda’s genius in this early
work. The exhibition at Nakacho Konishi Arts consists of works in many different shapes and with multiple
styles of decoration. Regardless of which piece one looks at, one cannot fail to see the singularity of focus
that Kamoda maintained throughout his career. He was a living manifestation of Takamura Kotaro’s

adage that ‘whichever way the needle is spun, it will always end up pointing to the celestial pole’.
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