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Ninsei’s Pheasants: Treasures of Overglaze Enamel

The two pheasant-shaped incense burners in the center of the room are masterworks
crafted by seventeenth-century ceramicist Nonomura Ninsei. Modeled after the green
pheasant, they portray a mated pair: a brightly colored male and a muted female. They
are exceptional even among Ninsei’s many celebrated works.

Ninsei was active in Kyoto in the mid- to late seventeenth century. After training at
kilns in Kyoto and Seto (in what is now southern Gifu Prefecture), he set up his own
kiln near Ninnaji Temple in the foothills of western Kyoto. The techniques he
developed there, particularly his use of overglaze enamels, were instrumental in the
evolution of the city’s distinctive Kyd ware.

Kyd ware was deeply intertwined with both life at court and tea culture. Many of
the earliest surviving examples—including these incense burners—are utensils used in
chanoyu, or tea ceremony. Incense is burned in the tea room to heighten the sense of
purity and tranquility for the occasion.

Ninsei became one of the first among famed artisans to apply a personal potter’s
mark, a signature-like stamp identifying the creator. This practice signified a shift in
thinking that elevated potters from anonymous laborers to known, individual artists.

Ninsei was also influential in the development of Kutani ware in Kaga domain
(now Ishikawa and Toyama Prefectures). The ruling Maeda family and their retainers
deeply admired his style and acquired many of his works, including the male pheasant
displayed here.
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Plumage and Pigment: The Colorful Male

Ninsei was best known as a master of the potter’s wheel, but this piece shows he was
also skilled in handbuilding, painting, and glazing.

For example, the pheasant’s tail: this long, perfectly horizontal extension from the
main body is extremely difficult to produce, as clay tends to droop under its own weight
or crack during firing. To counteract this, Ninsei placed supports beneath the tail as it
went into the kiln, leaving two small marks on the underside.

Viewed from the front, the bird’s head is very slightly cocked, giving it an alert,
animated expression. To produce this pose, Ninsei had to account for the way clay
shrinks and warps when fired. The ability to anticipate such changes is the mark of a
master, and the close fit of the top and bottom halves of the burner are further evidence
of Ninsei’s skill. Note the continuity of the feather patterns across the split, which help
to disguise the small gap.

The male’s realistically rendered plumage is a fine example of iro-e, an overglaze
enamel technique in which the artist paints colored glazes over the surface of a
previously glazed and fired piece. The item is then fired again at a lower temperature to
fuse the two layers of glaze. Because the paints change color and become fluid during
firing, the potter must clearly envisage the desired effect and have a comprehensive
understanding of the materials’ behavior at various temperatures. Given that the iro-e
technique had only recently been introduced from China in Ninsei’s time, his recreation
of the kaleidoscopic plumage of a male pheasant is remarkable.

The Male Pheasant Incense Burner was designated a National Treasure in 1951 under
slightly unusual circumstances. Sometime in the late seventeenth or early eighteenth
century, the Maeda family gifted it to one of their retainers, whose descendants
eventually sold it to the Yamakawa merchant family in the late nineteenth century. The
Yamakawas so highly treasured the piece that only a select few were allowed to see it.
In fact, when the government wished to designate the work a National Treasure, the
Yamakawas refused to bring it to Tokyo for the official exhibition and designation
ceremony. As a result, the designation was granted without a public display.
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Silver and Gold: The Subtle Female

The markings of green pheasants, like those of many birds, differ drastically between
males and females. While the males have developed flashy colors to attract mates,
females have muted grays and browns that help them blend into their surroundings and
avoid predators.

Ninsei recreated that sexual dimorphism in his feathered pair. Despite the female’s
sober palette, her coloring required no less skill to create. In fact, the complex shading
of the brown plumage was achieved by using silver paint. As the silver content
oxidizes in the kiln, gradations of brown and black appear, mimicking the variegations
in a female’s dun coloring.

On the female’s head, Ninsei took some artistic license. Female green pheasants do
not have the red wattles or ear tufts that males do, but he included them in this piece.
Perhaps Ninsei wished to add a hint of color and create a visual tie with the male.
Another theory suggests that he had access only to a male pheasant as a model and
altered the female’s body coloring based on memory. A third, intriguing conjecture is
that both pheasants are male. In this case, the “female” version would represent a male
seen at night, when colors are muted in darkness.

Ninsei was skilled at anticipating changes the clay would undergo in the kiln,
allowing him to produce complex shapes. This is evident in the bird’s posture: the tail
rises at a 45-degree angle and the neck turns in a smooth arc toward the back, as if the
bird is preening. (This preening posture is a convention used in East Asian painting to
designate the female of a pair.) The incense burner’s vents are cut in the shape of
feathers to help them blend into the pattern.

In recognition of its artistic merit, this piece was designated an Important Cultural
Property in 1960.
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Reuniting the Pheasant Pair

Because the two incense burners seem to form a male—female pair and are similar in
size and style, they are thought to have been produced at the same time. However, the
male was purchased by the Maeda family, and the female sold elsewhere. The female
resurfaced in Tokyo in 1991, when its owner, Mizuno Fujiko, donated it to the museum.
More than 300 years since the pheasants were first produced in Ninsei’s kiln,

the pair are reunited and on permanent display.
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Frogs
Otton frog / Babina subaspera / Otton-gaeru/ %4> b T /)L

This large frog is found only on Amami-Oshima and neighboring Kakeroma Island.
The female and male are similar in size (12 to 14 centimeters long) and coloring—a
mottled tan back and whitish abdomen, with brown bands on the hind legs. The Otton
frog is found for the most part near streams in forest areas, where it feeds on insects
and snails. While most frogs have four toes on their front feet, this frog has a fifth toe
with an unusual feature. Inside the toe is a concealed weapon—a sharp, retractable
claw that the male uses to hold on to a female when mating, often leaving scars. The
male has also been observed using the claw in combat with other males, sometimes
even attacking an opponent in the middle of mating. The Otton frog has been
designated a prefectural natural monument. It was listed as endangered after its
population declined due to deforestation and the proliferation of mongooses and feral
cats, but the numbers are believed to have been increasing in recent years. Its name
comes from the word for “big” in the Amami dialect.

Amami Ishikawa’s frog / Odorrana splendida /| Amami Ishikawa-gaeru/ 7 < I A
AU )V

The brilliant coloring of this rare amphibian has earned it a reputation as the most
beautiful of Japanese frogs. Its body (9 to 12 centimeters long) is a bright yellowish-
green, with blotchy areas of gold and purple on its bumpy back, head, and legs.
Though once thought to be the same species as a type of frog found on Okinawa Island,
it is now believed to have diverged from that species more than 2 million years ago,
and is only found on Amami-Oshima. The frog’s habitat is near mountain streams, but
it can climb trees using the large suction cups on its toes. It feeds on
insects, snails, and earthworms, and breeds in headstreams in the forest, where it lays
eggs in rock crevices or underground. The tadpoles spend up to two years in the larval
stage and can move long distances in streams from the spot where they hatched. The
Amami Ishikawa’s frog is now designated an endangered species and a prefectural
natural monument.




@ =%F

BRBBI  —pumpAssaxamrnesn

{&:R (1./1)

naﬁﬁFDEY@'ﬂinR ( H 2Kl:ll:l DR)

Frogs
Otton frog / Babina subaspera / Otton-gaeru / AYMHIIL

BEASLNEEMEOHCERITIAENTIOERRE, MEHLOREON, HICAUE
FTHPCEEROIBNGDD. BVIEERE KRB VRNIMERRICHD. I(Cﬁd)ﬂlﬂ(l)‘/;‘é;nuﬁl_k
BN BROITYLVEZENRD, BEOHITIVIRISERE4AROIEZRON AV HIILEE
LWSAEDIE. FE(CEFEROTeMZRLE 5. NS EORRICHECIE D28, JKBHEAT .
FIe. HIBOMANTTIRE T2 LEHD. K2 REFOBFAOKEBLEHRR N TS, BOD
KA ZMESN., BRMKIREINRIED V> — Z S LDENRD. HERfEIRELIEEEN TV
e IEFEMBER TOSERTF . BRIOHERFEEDIT S TI KEV [EWSELK,

Amami Ishikawa frog / Odorrana splendida / Amami Ishikawa-gaeru /
PIZASHhIHIN

BN R BEEAZF DEKRTAI~12cmOEULVHIIVEZEA—FELVHIILESN. EFONRER

BORICEEROM AN T EIUEE I, BICH2. LEIETHEARTO/SHIHTIVEE
FaLEEDONTULED, 200 5FEMU LHICDIZURESN., STIEBEBEXEDHFTRESNS, ZHRO

FOERADEICERTEN, DEFXOWARHEE N, RKEEDZENTES, BH. hFYVAUPIZ

A%ZBL. ROBEROEDIREIR(CINZEH ., FEhET 2, AINSvIS ThIERRE26
(FEATU., BHEUIIBPAINSO0MERBEN T BENTED, PNZAINTHTIVESHEREIEE
LHIBEINTHN., BOXRAEL S TEHD.

XrﬁnR(EZ':nnnR)J(i 9&; ﬁ#nﬂxd)lﬂé‘-ﬁﬁﬁE ?67‘—&)' ERELT:%%E*J'-G?o
BREAGXDETELITEREZTYT .,



—REAEEEAN RS RS N
BB A OGRS & 540 RN PHEOE

019-002

AVSFHIKR ST Emma Steen Ili Saarinen

. . NEE N
Lisa Wilcut HE

fESRX (1./2)

NE(L, FEALUBISETENN., SCENICIEFET. HhHDPIL, [BIREEH T . HMPR
ENBTEDISREBNNTEINELSR. HEATEORRF. mANRBAINTS, 5258
DLANVIEELGREY . EHAEFIREEZEDT, BLVEEBMEFRTES, [99E L
UVOBEREBOERKRGBITENTOBH, [THPRAEIOREKIESBITEINTUVRLD T, CNHER
BRI NIEENOIEES,

Kayabuki no Sato, the Village of Thatched-Roof Houses

Miyama has more than 200 buildings with traditional thatched roofs. The highest
concentration of these buildings is in Kayabuki no Sato, a village where some 40
thatched-roof houses line a hillside overlooking farmland with forested mountains in
the distance.

Footpaths winding between the houses lead to attractions such as the Miyama Folklore
Museum, which occupies a reconstructed nineteenth-century farmhouse and is one of
the few places where visitors can view the area’s traditional architecture from the
inside. Another house open to the public is the Little Indigo Museum, in a residence
from 1796 that is the oldest extant structure in Kayabuki no Sato. The village is the
most visited place in Miyama and hosts events such as the annual Snow Lantern
Festival. English-speaking guides provide tours that offer an in-depth overview of the
village’s history and culture.

The historic houses and traditional environment are maintained by the residents, who
work to protect the structures and the vibrancy of the community. Kayabuki no Sato
was designated a Preservation District for Groups of Traditional Buildings in 1993,
ensuring the village’s conservation by mandating the maintenance of its buildings in
their original state. This upkeep includes periodically rethatching the roofs. The
residents of Kayabuki no Sato cover the associated costs and provide employment
opportunities for local youth by jointly funding a company that operates businesses
such as restaurants and souvenir shops in the village.
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Most thatched-roof houses in Kayabuki no Sato are between 150 and 200 years old.
Each one is rethatched every few decades in a labor-intensive undertaking that starts
with growing the miscanthus grass (susuki) used as thatch. Each household used to
have its own grass field for this purpose, but residents now share a field across the
Yura River from the village. The grass is harvested in late autumn, before the snowy
season, and bundled for drying in the open in winter before being stored indoors from
the following spring. The attics of the farmhouses traditionally doubled as grass
storerooms, but nowadays a communal warehouse is used instead.

Thatching used to be a cooperative effort that involved the entire village but is now
carried out by professionals using locally grown miscanthus grass. The work is usually
done in spring or summer, and the grass from old roofs can be reused as fertilizer.
Larger houses are often rethatched in sections, with work on one side typically carried
out in one year and the other side the following year.
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