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Six kiln regions that exemplify Japan’s pottery culture 
have shaped the nation’s ceramic heritage over centu-
ries. We spoke with a representative of the Six Ancient 
Kilns Japan Heritage Promotion Council, an organiza-
tion established primarily by the local governments of 
these six regions, to learn more about their history and 
distinctive characteristics.� (Text: TANAKA Nozomi)

Japan’s Six Ancient 
Kilns: Preserving 
the Nation’s 
Ceramic Heritage

From the 12th to the 16th century, each kiln region 
primarily produced practical vessels such as storage 
jars (kame3) and mortars (suribachi3) used for storage 
and food preparation. From the 16th century onward, 
with the rise of the Japanese tea ceremony (chanoyu4), 
production of tea bowls and other utensils surged, 
gradually shaping Japan’s distinctive pottery culture. 

One of the defining features of pottery from Japan’s 
Six Ancient Kilns is its close relationship with the 
natural environment. In most of the regions, except 
Seto, high-fired unglazed pottery (yakishime5) that does 
not use glaze (yuyaku6) is the standard. During firing 
in wood-burning kilns, the action of flames and ash 
creates natural patterns on the surface of the vessels, 
known as “natural ash glazes,” which give each piece a 
unique texture shaped by chance.   

The appreciation for natural forces such as clay, 
fire, and ash, and the valuing of individuality and 
irregularity over uniformity, is a key aesthetic shared 
across Japan’s pottery culture. “What makes Japan’s 
Six Ancient Kilns unique is that they reflect a pottery 
culture and way of life that cannot be captured by any 
single region alone,” says YAMADA. 

“For roughly a thousand years, each kiln region has 
nurtured techniques and traditions that, while pre-
served, have evolved over time to shape Japan’s pottery 
culture. We hope to continue sharing the appeal of the 
Six Ancient Kilns for years to come.”

In addition to sharing information about events 

T he term “Japan’s Six Ancient Kilns” (Rokkoyo) 
refers to six representative ceramic production 
regions where pottery has been continuously 

made from around the 12th century to the present day: 
Echizen (Fukui Prefecture), Seto and Tokoname (Aichi 
Prefecture), Shigaraki (Koka City, Shiga Prefecture), 
Tamba (Tambasasayama City, Hyogo Prefecture), and 
Bizen (Okayama Prefecture).

The name Six Ancient Kilns was coined around 
1948 by ceramic historian KOYAMA Fujio.1 Until then, 
each kiln region had been discussed individually, but 
KOYAMA positioned them as a single lineage repre-
senting the history of Japanese ceramics, organizing 
the six regions collectively as the Six Ancient Kilns. 
In 2017, the six regions were recognized as Japan 
Heritage2 sites by the Agency for Cultural Affairs. 
Taking this opportunity, the Six Ancient Kilns Japan 
Heritage Promotion Council was established to pro-
mote their appeal both domestically and internation-
ally through wide-ranging regional collaboration. 

YAMADA Tomomi, an officer of Echizen Town, 
explains: “These kiln regions have historically devel-
oped while sharing techniques and culture with one 
another. For example, during the period when kilns 
were first established in the 12th century, techniques 
from Tokoname—a leading production center at the 
time—spread to Echizen, Tamba, and Shigaraki. Each 
region then evolved these techniques in ways suited to 
their own soil and climate conditions.”

Map showing the locations of Japan’s Six Ancient Kilns. These 
six production centers are scattered across the country, each 
nurturing Japan’s pottery culture for over a thousand years.
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held in each region, the council has worked to promote 
tours of all six kiln areas, organize exhibitions, and 
hold clay workshops at Expo 2025 Osaka, Kansai, Japan 
(See “EXPO 2025 OSAKA, KANSAI, JAPAN: THE CHARM 
OF KANSAI” in HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN July 2025 issue). 
Going forward, the historic asset of Japan’s Six Ancient 
Kilns will continue to convey the unique charms of 
these regions to audiences across the country.  

1.	 Born in 1900, died in 1975. A leading authority on the history of Japanese ceramics and a ceramic 
artist, he conducted academic surveys of kilns that had previously been considered only on a 
regional basis and grouped them together as Japan’s Six Ancient Kilns (Rokkoyo). 

2.	 A system in which the Agency for Cultural Affairs recognizes the historical and cultural 
significance of a region. 

3.	 Kame: jars for storing water or grain; suribachi : bowls with grooved interiors for grinding or 
crushing food ingredients.

4.	 The Japanese tea ceremony (chanoyu), focused on enjoying powdered green tea (matcha). 
5.	 A firing method in which pottery is baked at relatively high temperatures for long periods, resulting 

in dense clay with low water absorption. The longer and hotter the firing (yakishime), the harder 
the vessel and the less water it absorbs. 

6.	 A glass-like coating applied to the surface of pottery.

CHARACTERISTICS OF JAPAN’S SIX ANCIENT KILNS

Known for its simple, sturdy 
construction and the warm 
textures created by clay and 
natural ash glazes, Echizen-yaki 
uses clay with a high iron content 
and strong heat resistance, 
producing dense, durable vessels. 
Traditional forming techniques 
have been preserved, making it 
well suited for creating large jars 
and pots. 

Echizen-yaki 
Echizen ware; Echizen, Fukui Prefecture
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Seto clay is highly 
refractory and highly 
plastic, and contains very 
little iron, which allows it 
to fire to a white color. 
Making use of these 
properties, Seto has 
produced a wide variety 

of pottery with many types of glazes. From the late Heian period 
(late 12th century) to the Muromachi period (late 14th to late 
16th century), it was the only one of the Six Ancient Kilns to 
produce glazed ceramics. In the late Edo period (late 18th to 
mid-19th century), Seto also began producing porcelain. The term 
setomono, used generally for ceramics in Japanese, originates 
from this region.   

Seto-yaki  
Seto ware; Seto, Aichi Prefecture
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distinguished by the 
bright natural ash glazes 
that form during firing 
and the diverse effects 
created using wood-ash 
and other ash glazes. 
Since the introduction 
of climbing kilns, local 

potters have applied unique techniques, such as the foot-powered 
kick wheel, to create simple yet robust vessels for everyday use, a 
tradition that has been passed down through generations.  
(See “Tohaku Program: Allowing Guests to Stay in the Home 
Village of Tamba-yaki and Experience Local Pottery-Making 
Firsthand,” in HIGHLIGHTING Japan March 2026 issue) 

Tamba-yaki
Tamba ware; Tambasasayama, Hyogo Prefecture
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Shigaraki-yaki is known for its coarse 
texture, containing sand particles, 
and the striking visual effects that 
emerge as the clay changes during 
firing, produced without the use of 
glaze. The region’s highly refractory 
clay allows for a wide range of 
expressions, from everyday functional 
vessels to sculptural works. 
(See “Japanese Good Luck Charm Culture: Shigaraki-yaki Tanuki,” 
in HIGHLIGHTING Japan March 2026 issue)

Shigaraki-yaki 
Shigaraki ware; Koka, Shiga Prefecture
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Tokoname-yaki is characterized 
by high-fired unglazed pottery. 
Its clay, rich in iron, vitrifies even 
at relatively low temperatures, 
making it well suited for producing 
large jars and pots. Today, 
the region is renowned both 
domestically and internationally 
for teapots, which have been 
produced since the 19th century, 
as well as for bonsai pots and 
other items. 

Tokoname-yaki
Tokoname ware; Tokoname, Aichi Prefecture
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by its robust natural clay 
flavor and the varied 
kiln effects that emerge 
from high-temperature, 
long-duration firing 
without the use of 
painting or glaze. During 
firing in climbing kilns, 
each piece is shaped 
by the action of flames and ash, resulting in vessels with unique 
appearances, each one distinct.  

Bizen-yaki 
Bizen ware; Bizen, Okayama Prefecture
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