
Japanese ceramics is admired all over 
the world. Its individuality is said to 
be based on religion. If we try to 
get to the bottom of this formula of 
cause and effect, we can discover our 
own cultural identity.

We live in a world of specialists. 
There are experts for matters 

of faith too. Our profession usually makes 
such demands of us that we do not im-
merse ourselves in religion. This is also 
true if we ask about the religion that gives 
Japanese ceramics its character. The indi-
vidual potter in Japan is no more of an 
expert on his religion than we are. And 
he certainly is not worried about what 
it is like in Western Christianity. There 
are reasons why it looks different here 
to there. The only way to put it is that 
faith has become part of people’s flesh 
and blood and they do not need to know 
about it. The profound incomprehensibil-
ity of religion led to Japanese ceramics 
for the tea ceremony in the 18th century 
acquiring an aura that still attaches to it 
in now and then in people’s memories.

The East and the West followed differ-
ing paths, starting out from natural reli-
gion. The former retained the belief that 
all of nature possessed a soul, the latter 
only conceive of God outside the world 
and to scripture. Westerners with their 
remote god are extroverted, their atten-
tion is directed outwards; Easterners are 
introverted, look inwards, concentrating 
on mankind’s inner life. In the West, peo-
ple say “Belief is not knowledge”, but in 
the East they don’t for there the mind is 
a means of gaining religious insight. Thus 
the typical Western conflict between sci-
ence and religion is unknown there. In 
Christianity, there is a remote Holy Spirit 
and close human spirit that is not content 
with ignorance. Westerners hope for re-
demption from God as an external force. 
If you use the world or money for God, 
you get the complete picture of Western-
ers. They want knowledge, technical mas-
tery, to seize money or possessions. The 
pinnacle of their needs is self-fulfilment. 
In the East it is self realization. Mankind 

itself is the only cause of redemption. 
God is not required for this. The world is 
full of suffering and happiness can only 
be achieved if the three spiritual poisons 
of greed, hate and delusion are avoided. 
This occurs in accordance with the Noble 
Truths on the Noble Eightfold Path, which 
includes meditation. Zen Buddhism is 
Meditation Buddhism; the Japanese word 
for meditation is “Zen”. It formed the in-
tellectual foundation of knighthood, the 
samurai, and developed an aesthetic that 
permeated literature just as much as the 
other arts borne by the samurai class, 
the tea ceremony, flower arranging and 
sumi-e painting. Zen priests, who were 
responsible for the tea ceremony, did not 
follow scripture, but like their example 
Buddha were immersed in contemplative 
meditation. Richard Davison, a neuro-
scientist at the University of Wisconsin, 
studied the mental effects of meditation 
and discovered in monks who had medi-
tated for 10,000 hours, in contrast to stu-
dents who had only done a crash course 
in meditation, that long meditation leads 
to increased activity in regions of the 
brain associated with positive feelings. 
It enhances states of happiness and in-
creases sympathy and empathy. The cera-
mist Horst Kerstan submitted himself to 
a crash course in a Zen monastery to be 
able to empathize with Japanese ceramics, 
but after the results of Davison’s study, 
he can’t have got far. Not only because 
of that: in his work he was preoccupied  
with emulating Chinese Song ceramics 
like most mid-20th century Western cera-
mists. However, Chinese ceramics differs 
from Japanese ceramics inasmuch as its 
aesthetic was determined by which cups 
the emperor drank his tea from. He sent 
his quality controllers to the potteries to 
guarantee the perfection of the ceramics. 
In contrast, the aesthetic of Japanese ce-
ramics is determined by priests, for whom 
the guiding principle was not perfection 
bit “nothing”, the “not-self”, which is in-
accessible to the rational Western mind. 
In the West, skill is dominated by knowl-
edge. Even Hermann August Seger said 
I can do what the Chinese do if I know 
their recipes. With the aid of chemical 

analysis, he found the recipe for copper 
red oxblood glaze, which even a hun-
dred years after him is still the pièce de 
résistance of Western ceramic art. What 
was held to be art in Western ceramics 
has always been imitation, first of Near 
Eastern ceramic art, then of Chinese and 
now Japanese.

In 1952, the Americans said enough 
is enough, we want to be artists like 
painters, sculptors and print makers with 
our own creativity. When Horst Kerstan 
paid a visit to a living national treasure 
in Japan, he took a vessel from his own 
woodfired kiln as a gift to him. The old 
man asked, “Haven’t you Westerners got 
anything of your own?” This left a lasting 
impression on a potter who had been ac-
customed to success. Since 1952, ceram-
ics as art among the arts has had many 
followers, in Japan too, where traditional 
Japanese potters still have no knowledge 
of science for, it is said, small knowledge 
does not become great knowledge. Their 
art of letting things happen has funda-
mentally different roots than in West-
ern culture. It has a philosophical back-
ground: whereas in Western thought we 
strive to know the world, to dominate and 
master it, that we break its resistance so to 
speak against the force of gravity, Eastern 
thought clings to natural facts, submits to 
gravity as it were, places itself above the 
subjectivity of cognition, and the weaker 
this becomes the brighter and more domi-
nant the beauty of the world, of things, 
becomes. The Chinese scholar Zhuāngzi 
(also Chuang-tzu), 365-290 B.C.E. wrote 
in his Southern Florescence that because 
he allowed his nature to work together 
with the nature of the material, people 
thought it was a divine work.

The East-West Antithesis
For the Japanese, religion is wisdom, 

for the Western world religion is a private 
matter, separate from practical actions  
even including state governance. From 
this, a concept of freedom of religion fol-
lows that is not so much a human right 
but that happens by the way, as toler-
ance. The West understands wisdom not 
as religion but as knowledge derived from 
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research. In contrast, belief is not knowl-
edge. For Western potters and ceramists, 
nature consists of the properties of the 
material and its behaviour, i.e. of chemis-
try and physics. This can be controlled in 
accordance with the individual’s techno-
logical knowledge. The traditional Japa-
nese potter lets it happen. He is happy 
when a pot falls over in his climbing kiln 
and a stone sticks to it. He seals a gap-
ing crack with gold lacquer, applies glaze 
thickly and unevenly. It is not supposed 
to be smooth and perfect but of uneven 
thickness, with pinholing if possible. 
Right and wrong are interchanged. And 
what about ethics, religion and the mean-
ing of art?

We can learn something about East-
ern spirituality and its enigmatic depths 
from a psychological perspective in the 
work of C. G. Jung, from an intellectual 
perspective from Hermann Hesse, Nobel 
Prize winner for literature in 1954, and 
Elias Canetti, Nobel Prize winner in 1981. 
They all wanted to grasp humanity in its 

totality. Psychologist C. G. Jung was in-
terested in the universal human psyche 
of Eastern people that the Western world 
had not been interested in before. He had 
found an approach to the ancient wisdom 
of India and China suitable to scientific 
thinking and he wanted East and West to 
come closer together. He discovered what 
there was in common in the collective un-
conscious and wrote about it in his book 
Psychology and Religion: West and East.

However, Byung-Chul Han is more 
important for us; he has explained the 
culture and philosophy of the East in his 
book, Abwesen (Berlin, 2007 - the title 
in German is a neologism meaning ap-
proximately non-being or absence). In his 
definition, the title implies an event that 
simply happens, without the self specifi-
cally having caused it to happen. Thus it 
means letting things happen, beyond ac-
tivity and passivity. In Eastern sensibil-
ity, unintentional action has something 
noble; in contrast, activity is not noble. 
Withdrawing and disappearing behind 

events is noble. 
This is a Buddhist ideal, a formula for 

redemption. Activity, and not letting go, 
mean suffering. We also learn much that 
interests us a ceramists in particular. For 
example, he explains filling a crack with 
gold lacquer saying things are beautiful 
when they bear traces of nothingness, 
have evidence of their end in them. The 
beautiful – ā, “wabi” in Japanese - is not 
immaculate, it is imperfect, ephemeral, 
fragile, irregular. Enlightenment (“satori”) 
has nothing to do with seeing the light, 
but like nirvana, it originally meant “ex-
tinction”. 

Light and dark cling to each other, 
which is characteristic of Zen ink and 
wash painting according to Byung-Chul 
Han. He says that light covers the land-
scape with a sense of absence. It does not 
push darkness aside. As a further example 
of the void he cites rice, which has no 
taste and adopts any flavour. In ikebana, 
he says the flower has life because it is 
given death. The Japanese garden, he goes 

Famous teabowl by Hon'ami 
Köetsu, Seppo (Snow-capped 
Mountain), early 17th century. 
The gaping crack in the bowl 
was repaired with a mixture 
of colourless lacquer and gold 
powder



on, is a garden of absence and emptiness 
without a trace of vitality. It places nature 
in a state of satori, fading enlightenment. 
The Japanese garden spritualizes nature 
by cutting off the soul: “Transported away 
from ‘life’ and ‘death’, nature shines out in 
emptiness and absence.”

Byung-Chul Han also attributes the 
love of the peony to the fact that it loses 
its petals almost instantaneously instead 
of slowly withering. It consents to its de-
mise without hesitation, reflecting a soul 
that has cast aside its natural desire to 
cling to existence. In daily life, the young 
treat the aged with reverence; they bow 
deeply when they enter their room. The 
deep bow is said to empty one’s being, 
to negate the self. And what about the 
meaning of art?

In Eastern culture, it is derived from the 
work, it is deductive. In the West, the artist 
injects meaning, it is inductive, variable 
and dependent on creativity. Since mod-
ernism, the artistic element is allegorical 
in the West, it is no longer skill coupled 
with talent. Eastern philosophy also has 
its own explanation for art objects that 
we say can express something for which 
there are no words. It comes from Confu-

cius himself: Silence is not a consequence 
of inadequacy, which would not be appro-
priate to the object. It is emptiness, noth-
ing, the not-self. Heaven does not speak 
because it does not need to. When we seek 
what is hidden, the origins, the word flees. 

In the history of art, the Momoyama 
Period is described as a major cultural as-
set. It is art whose meaning is not covered 
by the rational Western designation as 
“semantic information”.

The designations assigned to this kind 
of ceramics are intended to awaken an 
idea usually by indicating a season, only 
becoming complete in observation. For 
this kind of ceramics, the same is true as 
what the Anthology of Poems Ancient 
and Modern (Kokinshu), from 905,   said 
about haiku: “Many things move people 
in this life: They then try to express their 
feelings in images that they draw from 
what they see.”
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Shino water jar from the 
late 16th century, known 
as “furugishi” (deserted 
beach). Shino glazes 
emerged in the Mino 
region, where white-firing, 
alkali rich clays are found 
similar to our lime-rich 
white earthenware clays. 
When the carbonates of 
the alkalis decay, carbon 
dioxide bubbles are 
formed, which migrate 
outwards through the 
glaze in single firings. Just 
below the surface of the 
glaze, they shrink when 
they cool and draw the 
surface downwards in 
a funnel shape, like an 
implosion. This causes the 
pinholes in the otherwise 
rare “lemon skin” glaze 
(yuzuhada). The prereq-
uisite is a glaze with high 
surface tension which 
is achieved with a large 
proportion of magnesium 
and calcium, i.e. the use 
of the same clays in the 
glaze. 


