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IMAGES ON SATSUMA 

The attraction of Satsuma earthenware is  partly in the sometimes breathtaking refinement of the 

paintwork. Besides of the quality of the brushwork there is also a lot to see what is on it, and much of 

the charm of Satsuma yaki can be traced back to the exotic attraction that it exerts on Western eyes. 

Not coincidentally of course because Satsuma pottery from the Meiji era was to a large extent 

intended to charm the west. Originally, these products were scarcely decorated , because for the 

Japanese people the beauty of Satsuma eartheware was in the beautiful body of the earthenware 

itself. The ivory coloured of the clay, deepened by the fine-grained crackle of the glaze did not need 

more as just a sparing decoration what was in perfect balance with the ivory-white of the body.  

But in Europe and the United States, in Early Meijiperiod one 

was excited and full admiration about Japan, a country what in 

these years started to reveal itself after centuries of isolation.  

The west wanted to see this exotic Japan, and Satsuma 

producers merely responded to the demand from the west, 

portraing it in the way they wanted it: glamorous geishas, 

noble warriors, gods and dragons in mysterious, but 

enchanting landscapes were painted according to  western 

criteria of beauty, and by applying new learned techniques like 

the use of fluid gold or washed enamels. From the beginning of 

the Meiji period, we see an increase of this kind of paintwork 

which sometimes completely covered the body itself, and in a 

style what is much different as seen in the period before.  It is 

this pictorial richness of Satsuma ware what explains much of 

its appeal, and the stunning way in which that exotic, arcadian 

and archaic Japan was depicted is still a source of joy for the 

Satsuma collector.  

This data file tries to give an impression of the way in which ancient Japan was presented to the West 

as well as  other representations what can be found on Satsuma earthenware.  

¶ Tales and Myths 

¶ Gods , Demons and Mythological creatures 

¶ Celebration, Processions and Festivities 

¶ Children at Play 

¶ Samurai- World 

¶ Enchanting nature 

¶ Daily life in old Japan 

¶ A view of the World outside 

  



1. Tales, Legends and Myths 
Legends or monogotari ( ) as it is called in Japanese language, are allways fictional stories, even 
when it is based on a historical event. Since these monogatari are grained deeply in Japanese culture 
and society, it is not surprising that many of these stories were also depicted on Satsuma products. 
But these tales may be embedded in the cultural awareness of every Japanese, this is certainly not 
the case for Westerners. We grew up with another framework of tales and legends, and looking at a 
beautifull picture painted on a Satsuma-saucer we are not able to recognize the story what is behind 
it.  Unfortunately, because it should give an extra dimension in the appreciation of the work itself, 
and a deeper understanding of the rich culture Japan has to offer. 
 It is impossible to give an overview of all the stories that you can encounter on Satsuma products. It 
is also not useful if it is not linked to a concrete example. This data file therefore assumes the 
opposite: It shows a Satsuma object on which a story is depicted and gives a brief description of that 
story. The number of examples is still small, but will increase as time goes on. New examples are 
therefore very welcome. If you think you can contribute a new story to this database, please contact 
us: info@satsuma-database.nl .  
 
-The tale of Kaguya, the moonprincess  
-The tale of the fishersman Urashima Taro  
-The tale of Tokimasa and the goddess Benten  
-The legend of emperor Jimmu  
-The story of lady Tokiwa  
-The story of Chushingura  
-The Story of Kinko riding 
on a carp 
-¢ƘŜ {ǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ nǘŀ 5ǁƪŀƴ  
-¢ƘŜ ¢ŀƭŜ ƻŦ {ŀƛǘǁ 
aǳǎŀǎƘƛōǁ .ŜƴƪŜƛ  
-The death of the 
historical Buddha  
-The story of Minamoto 
no Yoshitsune  
- The legend of Princess 
Joruri 
-The Story of  Momotaro  
-The Tale of Hikaru Genji 
-The Heike Monogatari 
-The Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove 
- The story of the Cowherd and the weaver                                                                                  
 
 

mailto:info@satsuma-database.nl


The tale of Kaguya, the moonprincess 
 

  
 
This beautifull  45 cm charger depects Princess KaguyaΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻƻƴ ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎǎΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎŎŜƴŜ 
from the  Tale of the Bamboo Cutter, one of the oldest Japanese narratives, dating from the 10th 
century.  As a baby she was found inside the stalk of a glowing bamboo plant by an old and childless 
bamboo-cutter. The old man and his wife raised her as their own child, and called her Kaguya. The 
little girl grew up and became a very beautifull young woman. Her beauty was so extra-ordinairy that 
several important man and samurai warriors wanted to marry her, but she all turn them down. And 
even the Emperor of Japan, the Mikado, came to see Kaguya, felt in love and asked her to marry him.  
But, Kaguya rejected his request for marriage as well, telling him that she was not of his country and 
thus could not go to the palace with him.  Her parents  were concerned about her behaviour and 
eventually she confessed to them that she was a princess from the moon and must return to the 
moon again. 
The charger shows us Princess Kagua, sitting in a winterforest, in the light of the full moon. She is 
surrounded by the men who wanted to marry her, but she has turned her back to them, symbolizing 
that she cannot marry them, because she is a princess of the moon.  The charger is unmarked but 
painted by a great master. It dates from the 19th century, probably  around 1870. The size and the 
quality of the charger makes it likely that is was made on command.    

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emperor_of_Japan


The tale of the fishersman Urashima Taro 
     

      

             
 
This set of 36cm tall reliefvases by Ryokuzan shows us two large panels in" Mezzo Relievo" with 
ōƻǊŘŜǊ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƳŀƴ ¦ǊŀǎƘƛƳŀ ¢ŀǊǁΣ  ŀƴ ƻƭŘ ŦŀƛǊȅ ǘŀƭŜȅΣ 
with several versions. Urashima is a fisherman who is rewarded for rescuing a turtle, and carried on 
its back to the Dragon Palace (wȅǹƎǹ-Ƨǁ) which lies beneath the sea. There he is entertained by the 
princess Otohime as reward. Urashima decides to return to his home after three years and was given 
by the pricness a memento box ,  which he should not open. When he arrives home, he found out 
that not three years, but 700 years has passed since he has left his hometown. He cannot restrain the 
temptation to open the box, wich he was cautioned not to open,  and changed into an old man.  In 
ǎƻƳŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭŜ ŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ¦ǊŀǎƘƛƳŀ ¢ŀǊǁ ǘǊŀƴǎŦorming  into a crane, and his wife reverting 
back to the form of a turtle, the two thereafter revered as ƳȅǁƧƛƴ (Shinto deities).   
On the first panel we see Urashima on the turtle, at the horizon the contours  of the seacastle. The 
reverse panel shows us Urashima and a crane, symbolic for his transformation into a crane.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fishermen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ry%C5%ABg%C5%AB-j%C5%8D
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otohime
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My%C5%8Djin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shinto


The tale of Tokimasa and the goddess Benten 
 

 
 
This 36cm charger by Yamaguchi Kogetsu shows the story of the warrior Hojo Tokimasa in a cave 
near Enoshima, the name of an islet near Fujisawa city.  The legend tells that in 1190, five years after 
a Samurai government was established in Kamakura, Tokimasa  who worked as an assistant of the 
{ƘƻƎǳƴ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƻƴ 9ƴƻǎƘƛƳŀ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ нм ŘŀȅǎΦ IŜ ǇǊŀȅŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ 
ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ DƻŘΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǇtance of his prayers in the form of three scales left by the 
dragon.  Benten appeared to him in the form of a white dragon, promising Tokimasa that his wishes 
would be answered and leaving behind three scales, which are the origin of the crest of the Hojo 
family.  The pitcher shows Tokimasa dressed in full armour with his tiger-skinned scabbard, 
brandishing a blazing torch as the Goddess Benten, standing beside a dragon, appears before him to 
grant his prayers.  

  



The legend of emperor Jimmu 
 

    
 
On this unmarked Edo-period plate we see Amaterasu, goddess of the sun, bestowing her blessings 
upon Jimmu, Japan's first Emperor. In her hand the ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ƭƻƴƎōƻǿ ŀǎ WƛƳƳǳΩǎ ǿŜŀǇƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ 
In Shinto belief, Jimmu was a direct descendant of the sun goddess, Amaterasu.   
According to the Kojiki όŀ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻŦ WŀǇŀƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅύ and Nihon Shoki (a work including the 
lives of the earliest Emperors as well as the Creation myths) the emperor Jimmu  was born on  
February 13, 711 BCE and died on March 11, 585 BCE. As the legend goes, Jimmu and his older 
ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōƻǊƴ ƛƴ ¢ŀƪŀŎƘƛƘƻΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ YȅǹǎƘǹ (modern day Miyazaki prefecture). His 
brother, Itsuse no Mikoto,  initially led the migration and brought the clan to the east. During his 
travels, Itsuse no Mikoto was killed in a battle at the hands of a local chieftain, Nagasunehiko. Jimmu 
took over and with the guidance of a three legged crow, Yatagarasu, reached Yamato where they 
again battled Nagasunehiko but won this time. After this batle, the remaining clans of Honshu 
surrendered and declared their allegiance to the victor. Jimmu also became the official guardian of 
ǘƘŜ {ŀƴǎƘǳ ƴƻ WƛƴƎƛ όǘƘŜ ¢ƘǊŜŜ {ŀŎǊŜŘ ¢ǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ WŀǇŀƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ƻŦ WŀǇŀƴΩǎ ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ Ǉŀǎǘύ 
handed down through Ninigi from Amaterasu herself. 
 During the Tokugawa bafuku, as the military ruled Japan and the Shoguns exercised power, the 
Emperor was still revered and remained the unquestionable sovereign until only at the end of World 
War II when his divinity was renounced.  
 

  

http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Jimmu,_Emperor_of_Japan
http://www.kcpwindowonjapan.com/2014/12/the-tokugawa-bakufu/


The story of lady Tokiwa  
 

         
 

          
Two lobbed chargers and a vase of Tokiwa Gozen. Tokiwa Gozen,  also known as Lady Tokiwa, was a 
Japanese noble woman from the 12th century, and the wife or concubine of Minamoto no 
Yoshitomo, the head of the Minamoto clan. With him she had three sons.  Lady Tokiwa is here 
depicted during a war between different clans, reffered as the Heiji Rebellion. Tokiwa had to flight  
through the snow, protecting her three young sons within her robes, From her flight through the 
snow was made in 1842 a famous blockwood print by Utagawa Kuniyoshi , what must have inspired 
the Satsuma artists. The lobbed bowls are not signed, the vase is signed Nishida.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minamoto_no_Yoshitomo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minamoto_no_Yoshitomo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minamoto_clan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utagawa_Kuniyoshi


The story of Chushingura 
 

                        
 
The historical basis for the narrative begins in 1701. The ruling ǎƘǁƎǳƴ Tokugawa Tsunayoshi placed 
Asano Takumi-no-kami Naganori, the ŘŀƛƳȅǁ of !ƪǁ, in charge of a reception of envoys from 
the Imperial Court in Kyoto. He also appointed the protocol official (ƪǁƪŜ) YƛǊŀ YǁȊǳƪŜ-no-suke 
Yoshinaka to instruct Asano in the ceremonies. On the day of the reception, at Edo Castle, Asano 
drew his short sword and attempted to kill Kira. His reasons are not known, but many purport that 
an insult may have provoked him. For this act, he was sentenced to commit seppuku, but Kira did 
not receive any punishment. The shogunate confiscated Asano's lands (the !ƪǁ 5ƻƳŀƛƴ) and 
dismissed the samurai who had served him, making them Ǌǁƴƛƴ. 
Nearly two years later, nƛǎƘƛ YǳǊŀƴƻǎǳƪŜ ¸ƻǎƘƛƻ, who had been a high-ranking samurai in the service 
of Asano, led a group of forty-six/forty-seven of the Ǌǁƴƛƴ (some discount the membership of one 
for various reasons). They broke into Kira's mansion in Edo, captured and executed Kira, and laid his 
head at the grave of Asano at Sengaku-ji. They then turned themselves in to the authorities, and 
were sentenced to commit ǎŜǇǇǳƪǳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭƭ ŘƛŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ Řŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅŜŀǊΦ nƛǎƘƛ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜǘŜƭƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ !ƪǁ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘΣ 
or, in its fictionalized fƻǊƳΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŜŀǎǳǊȅ ƻŦ [ƻȅŀƭ wŜǘŀƛƴŜǊǎ ό/ƘǹǎƘƛƴƎǳǊŀύΦ  

 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tokugawa_shogunate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tokugawa_Tsunayoshi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daimy%C5%8D
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ak%C5%8D,_Hy%C5%8Dgo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imperial_Court_in_Kyoto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/K%C5%8Dke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kira_Yoshinaka
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kira_Yoshinaka
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edo_Castle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wakizashi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seppuku
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ak%C5%8D_Domain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samurai
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C5%8Dnin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C5%8Cishi_Yoshio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sengaku-ji


The Story of Kinko riding on a carp 
         

                      
   

               
 

Yƛƴƪǁ ό), the Taoist Immortal, riding on a carp, vase with reliëfdecor signed Nikkozan, 36 cm.  
 The vase depicts  the Daoist sage Kinko -- also known as Sennin in Japanese or Sennin Kinko.  A 
Sennin is a person who has realized the way of Tao, and can live to be a thousand years old while 
retaining the appearance of a youth or child. Kinko was an artist whose specialty was painting fish, 
ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƪƛƭƭ ƴƻǊ Ŝŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ŀǉǳŀǘƛŎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ ¢ƻ ǊŜǿŀǊŘ Ƙƛǎ ǾƛǊǘǳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ά5ǊŀƎƻƴ YƛƴƎέ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ 
Kinko to visit him in his palace in the sea world and sent forth a giant carp to carry him across the 
water. On his way back, Sennin Kinko encounters Kannon, the god or goddess of mercy and gives 
him/her a scroll that illustrates the Buddhist principle of protecting the lives of all living 
creatures.This is said to demonstrate the merits of Kinko as he reaches the divine. d 
On the vase we see Kinko riding the carp among the waves while at the other side is a 
representation of  Kannon and other gods and rakan. 
 

  



The Story of nǘŀ 5ǁƪŀƴ  
 

                      
 
nǘŀ 5ǁƪŀƴ όмпон-1486) was a Japanese samurai, poet and Buddhist monk. But he is best known as 
the architect and builder of Edo Castle (now the Imperial Palace in Tokyo) and he is considered the 
founder of the castle city around that fort, which became Edo / Tokyo. At the end of the 16th 
ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ 9Řƻ /ŀǎǘƭŜ ƻŦ 5ǁƪŀƴ ǿŀǎ chosen as the new home of Tokugawa Ieyasu, who brought the 
ǎŜŀǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƭŀƴ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ǘƻ YŀƴǘǁΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻƪǳƎŀǿŀ ǎƘƻƎǳƴŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мтǘƘ 
century, Edo Castle became the center of the shogunate government. After the restoration of Meiji, 
the castle became an imperial palace. 
5ǁƪŀƴ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜŀŘ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ όIŜƛŀƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘύ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƪƛƭƭŜŘ ǇƻŜǘΦ 
hƴ ǘƘƛǎ ōƻǿƭ nǘŀ 5ǁƪŀƴ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ  ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻŜǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀǎΣ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
front of Edo Castle which can be seen in the background.  
 

 

  



¢ƘŜ ¢ŀƭŜ ƻŦ {ŀƛǘǁ aǳǎŀǎƘƛōǁ .ŜƴƪŜƛ 

 

          
 
aǳǎŀǎƘƛōǁ .ŜƴƪŜƛ όммррς1189) lived during the Genpei wars. His appearance is described as that of 
a bogey man who could break someone's skull with one hand.  Despite his reputation, Benkei was 
peaceful. As a young man he joined a monastery, but that proved not challenging enough and he 
was banned from the monastery because of his wild behavior. He then built his own one-man 
ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ DƻƧǁ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƻŦ YȅǁǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
ōǊƛŘƎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƭŜϥǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƻǊΦ hƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜƳǇƭŜ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ DƻƧǁ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ƛƴ YȅǁǘƻΣ a series of 
battles were fought. Benkei stood on the bridge every night and stopped 999 samurai who were not 
allowed to continue if they could not defeat Benkei. Benkei collected the swords and armors of the 
defeated samurai. However. But in his 1000th fight, Benkei lost in a rather exuberant fight against 
Minamoto no Yoshitsune. Benkei was very impressed and spent his entire life serving as a follower 
of Yoshitsune. Benkei is still a beloved character in Japan today and can often be found in various 
media ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƳŀƴƎŀΣ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊ ǇƛŜŎŜǎΣ ƴǁ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΣ ƪŀōǳƪƛ ǘƘŜŀǘŜǊΣ ŀƴƛƳŜΣ ǿƻƻŘ ǇǊƛƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴΦ 
On this vase from the private collection of the Dutch painter Mesdag Benkei is depicted in several 
scenes of his life and tales. 
 

  



The story of Endo Morito 

 

                  
 
This vase from the private collection of the Dutch painter Mesdag depicts the monk Mongaku 
Shonin in repentance beneath a waterfall, with Buddhist figures looking down at the event. The 
design is based on the legend of Endo Morito (1139-1203), the secular name of Mongaku, who was 
originally a samurai guard of the imperial family in Kyoto. In his late teenage years, he fell in love 
with Kesa, the beautiful wife of his samurai colleague Watanabe Wataru. She rejected his persistent 
entreaties until one night she agreed to receive him in her house at night, where she said he would 
find her husband asleep in a room and could kill him. However, too late, Morito realized that the 
person he killed was actually the lady herself, who had put herself in her husband's place to save her 
honour. Morito repented his evil ways and became a monk using the new name of Mongaku. As a 
harsh penance, he prayed under the waterfall of Nachi in Kumano (present-day Mie and Wakayama 
prefectures) in the freezing winter for twenty-one days, reciting incantations to the deity Fudo 
Myoo (Sanskrit Acala) . It is said that at the point of death, Mongaku was rescued by the two 
attendants of Fudo Myoo, Kongara (Sanskrit Kimkara) and Seitaka (Sanskrit Cetaka), so that he could 
complete the full three weeks of austerities. The design is taken from an illustration by Katsushika 
Hokusai (1760-1849) in Ehon sakigake (Picture-book of Warrior Heroes) published in 1836. 
 

  



Nehan zu: The death of the historical Buddha 

 

       
The story of the Buddha's death and final achievement of enlightenment is filled with both lingering 
sadness and joy. Having reached old age, he had his young disciple Ananda prepare a place for him 
between twin sala trees in the grove in Kushinagara. He then lay down on his right side with his 
head facing north, and his followers, along with a variety of supernatural beings, birds, beasts, and 
even his mother (descending from heaven at the upper right), gathered around him. They all 
grieved: "The light of the world is now put out." Even the plant kingdom was affectedτthe sala 
trees bloomed out of season and the forest was strangely silent. The Buddha addressed his 
followers:  άDǊƛŜǾŜ ƴƻǘΗ ¢ƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ƧƻȅΤ ƴƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǎƻǊǊƻǿ ƻǊ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƎǳƛǎƘ ƘŜǊŜΦ bƻ Ƴore shall 
I receive a body, all future sorrow now, forever, done away; it is not meant for you, on my account, 
ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀƴȅ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎ ŦŜŀǊΦέ ό.ǳŘŘƘŀŎƘŀǊƛǘŀ мфпу-67). 
Here, Buddha's divine nature is represented by his large size relative to that of his attendants. The 
vivid portrayal of grief-stricken animals is unique to Japanese paintings of this event and reflects a 
particular sensitivity to nature's all-encompassing quality. 
 
The story is depicted on this rectangular dish, within a stylised border, made by Kaizan. Length 
24.25cm, width 15cm.  ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ .ǳŘŘŘƘŀΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƭƛƎƘǘƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ 
paintings and scrolls, this artwork seems to be almost almost a copy of a 15th century scroll by an 
anonymous maker.  
 

  



The story of Minamoto no Yoshitsune 
 

 
 
A 39cm charger, painted by Sozan for Kinkozan company,  the centre depicting Minamoto no 
Yoshitsune and his retainers on the shores of a lake, waiting to board an approaching ship that will 
take them to Ezo.  
Minamoto no Yoshitsune (1159 - May 17, 1189) was the son of Minamoto no Yoshitomo, who was 
defeated and killed during a civil war by Kiyomoro.  Kiyomori  took the beloved mother of 
Yoshitsune and Kyoto's most beautiful lady as a concubine, but he kept Yoshitsune and his half-
brothers alive, and they grew up with Kiyomori as father figure. At a young age, however, he had to 
spend a Buddhist monastery, just like his brothers. Here Yoshitsune became aware of his Genji 
(Minamoto) descent. Instead of training in the teachings of Buddha, he developed his martial art 
techniques here. His Buddhist name was Shanao. During the Genpei war between Minamoto (under 
Yoritomo) and Taira (under Taira no Kiyomori) Yoshitsune was the most important general. In 1184, 
he achieved an important victory in the Battle of Ichinotani, and in 1185, the Taira clan was defeated 
after Yoshitsune's victory in the Battle of Dan-no-ura.  
 
However, Yoshitsune's growing popularity was seen by Yoritomo as a threat to his own position.  
Yoshitsune was forced to flee to Hiraizumi where he was betrayed and forced to commit suicide. 
Another version of thel legend says they managed to escape to Ezo (present day Hokkaido) where 
they were worshiped by Ainus as Gikyo Daimyojin (Great God Yoshitsune).  

 

 

  



The legend of Princess Joruri 
 

 
 
This deep dish made by Togo Jukatsu depicts a scene from the love story between Ushiwakamaru 
(the young Minamoto no Yoshitsune) and Princess Joruri also known as .Jorurihime. Here, 
Ushiwakamaru performs a serenade to Princess Joruri on his flute, accompanied by Jorurihime's 
koto. 
The legend of Princess Joruri is a tragic love story between Minamoto no Yoshitsune and Princess 
Joruri, the princess of a chief in Yahagi, Mikawa (now Okazaki town). Yoshitsune falls in love with 
Princess Joruri on his way from Kyoto to Oshu to revive the Minamoto clan, but leaves her with the 
flute "Usuzumi" when he leaves for Oshu. The legend of Princess Joruri in Yahagi says that the 
princess was so saddened by the parting that she ended up throwing herself into the Otogawa River, 
but the legend in Kambara is slightly different. 
On her way to Oshu, Yoshitsune fell ill and died in Kambara. When Princess Joruri heard the news, 
she rushed to Kambara and wept over Yoshitsune's corpse. Her tears flowed into his mouth and 
brought him back to life. Then Yoshitsune left again for Oshu. The princess was so saddened by her 
separation from Yoshitsune that she could not return to Mikawa and died in Kambara. Out of 
sympathy and love for her death, the people of Kambara built a hill to commemorate her. Six pine 
trees were planted on the hill, which later became a guide for travelers. 



The Story of  Momotaro 
 

 
 

  
 
A beautiful 30 cm vase, adorned with four panels illustrating scenes from the tales of Tales of Genji 
(see the following part), the neck with a continuous stripe depicting the story of Momotaro.  
aƻƳƻǘŀǊǁ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ōƻǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇŜŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ōy childless foster parents. There are 
several versions of this story. In the best-known version, Momotaro comes to earth in a giant peach. 
An old woman without children sees the fruit and takes it home, they see the child at home if they 
want to open the fruit. The child says that heaven has sent him. 
 
In the various stories at the age of fifteen, OƳƻǘŀǊǁ ƎƻŜǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ όhƴƛƎŀǎƘƛƳŀύ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜǎ 
three flour balls from his mother. He gave it to a dog, a heasant and a monkey, who accompanied 
him. They defeated the oni on the island and took home the treasures and the stolen girls. 

                                                                                                                                                             
 



The Tale of Hikaru Genji 
 

  
 
The Tale of Genji  (in Japanes Genji Monogatari)  is a classic work of Japanese literature and was 
written by lady  Murasaki Shikibu in the early 11th century. The tale is about the life of Hikaru Genji, 
the son of an ancient Japanese emperor and his concubine Kiritsubo Consort. The tale concentrates 
on Genji's romantic life and gives us a unique depiction of the lifestyles of high courtiers during the 
Heian period.  CƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǎŎŜƴŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ά¢ƘŜ ¢ŀƭŜ ƻŦ DŜƴƧƛέ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƻƴ {ŀǘǎǳƳŀ 
ware, allthoughit is sometimes difficult to recognize.  Probably this is also due to the way the tale 
was written. The work does not make use of a plot but merely describe events happening to 
hundreds of nameless characters who are only referred to by their function or role in the tale. But it 
gives a unique depiction of  the customs of the aristocratic society during  the Heijan period, and 
therefor a rich source for many artists and decorators of satsuma ware. Most of the times it is just a 
one-scene depiction what makes it difficult to say it is a scene from the tale. For instance, a Sastuma 
plate depicting a group of women in traditional dresses, playing music can be an allusion to chapter 
35 (Wakana II) in the 'Tale of Genji', in which all the women in Genji's Rokujô mansion assembled to 
carry out a concert. But it can also be a group of women in traditional dresses, playing music and 
nothing more. 
On the vase above, there is no doubt that the decoration refers to the Tale of Genji, as it illustrates 
in many scenes the life and lifestyle of high courtiers during Heijan period, just as the written 
version does. This beautiful, 38 cm. tall vase was made by Jukan, at the end of the 19th century.  
 
 
 
 

 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lady-in-waiting
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Murasaki_Shikibu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hikaru_Genji
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_emperor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Courtier
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plot_(narrative)


The Heike Monogatari 
 

 
The Heike Monogatari is a long epos compiled of stories and legends telling about the struggle for 
control of Japan between the Taira clan and Minamoto clan at the end of the 12th century in the 
Genpei War (1180ς1185). For Japanese culture it is comparable with what the Iliad is for western 

culture  Its overall theme is the tragic downfall of the Taira family. Heike ( ) refers to the Taira 

( ), hei being an alternate reading of the first kanji. 
 
The Heike monogatari  features the exploits of Minamoto Yoshitsune, the main heroe, and covers 
many episodes of the heroism of aristocratic samurai warriors. It opens with the tolling of a temple 
bell that, proclaiming the impermanence of all things, reveals the truth that the tyrannical Taira 
Kiyomori, whose powers seem unlimitedτwill be brought low like dust before the wind. The Taira 
suffer a series of defeats, culminating in a sea battle off Dannoura (1185) in which the seven-year-
old emperor and many nobles are drowned. The work concludes with an account of the subsequent 
life of the empress mother, born a Taira. She dies in a remote convent to the tolling of a bell. 
 
The story is depicted on this storage box with "metal" hardware and "hinged" carrying handles, the 
fitted lid designed with a helmet and face mask finia. It is, signed elaborately in gilt Dai Nihon 
Satsuma Dannoura Hododa sei Gassan and with red seal Gassan.   
 

  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Taira-family
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Minamoto-Yoshitsune
https://www.britannica.com/topic/samurai
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Taira-Kiyomori
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Taira-Kiyomori


The Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove 
 

                 
  
The Seven Sages of the Bamboo Forests is originally a Chinese story, dating back to the third 
century. In Japan, the motif of the Seven Sages of the Bamboo Forest (Chikurin shichiken) has been 
known and widely represented in Japanese art from the 16th century to the Meiji period, and was 
also depicted many times on Satsumaware. It is not always recognized as such, because groups of 
sages, rakans and immortals coming together is one of the most common depictions on Satsuma.   
 
In a time of political turmoil, a small group of scholars chose to dedicate their lives to discussion, 
poetry and music, rather than putting this wisdom at the service of the government. It was typical of 
the Taoist qingtan ("pure conversation") movement that advocated freedom of individual 
expression and hedonistic escape from corrupt court politics. The group gathered in a bamboo 
forest near the estate of the writer and alchemist Ji Kang in Shanyang (in the south of the present 
province of Henan).  
The independent thinking of these scholars was conceived as a contempt of the dignitaries at the 
court and their long cherished Confucian ideal of virtue deserved by the public service. This led to 
the execution of Ji Kang, after which the wise men were forced to flee in order to continue their 
own way of life. The 51 cm vase shown here depicts in gloomy enamel colours the moment that 
warriors approached the Seven Wise Men of the Bamboo Forest. On the vase we see more than 
seven people, which is not unusual because they are sometimes accompanied by Gods or by women 
and children. 
 
The theme of individual expression through art,  literature and music was also popular in Japan 
among members of the ruling samurai class who, like the Chinese Seven Wise Men of the Bamboo 
Forest, often gathered in their villas and tea houses to cultivate their personal interests in poetry, 
music, painting and the tea ceremony. 
 

 

  



The cowherd and the weaver 

                                                

The gosekku ( ) are the five seasonal festivals celebrated in Japan. They are traditionally 
Chinese festivals celebrated in Japan since the eighth century.  In the early Edo period, however, 
they were formalised as official festivals by the Tokugawa shogunate, on days with odd numbers in 
both month and day, i.e. on January 1 - March 3 - May 5 - July 7 and September 9.  
One such festival is the Tanabata, also known as Star Festival, celebrated every year on July 7 on the 
seventh day of the seventh month. It celebrates the meeting between the gods Orihime and 
Hikoboshi and is associated with fulfilling your dreams, perfecting your skills through hard work and 
celebrating love. Its origin is an ancient Chinese legend called "The Cowherd and the Weaver", 
which tells the story of Orihime, the daughter of Tentei (the Heavenly Kei). She is a skilled and hard-

working weaver, sitting on the banks of the Amanogawa, or "River of Heaven" (─  is the 
Japanese name for Mily Way) weaving the most beautiful clothes. To reward her for her hard work, 

Tentei gives her permission to marry a cowherd called Hikoboshi (  Star Boy). However, the 
couple is so much in love that they both start neglecting their daily chores. Tentei is furious and to 
punish them, he sends them each to a different side of the universe, on opposite sides of the 
Amanogawa. Orime is distraught and sick with grief, and eventually Tentei allows the pair to see 
each other again, albeit only on one day of the year: on the seventh day of the seventh month and, 
of course, on the condition that they do not neglect the hard work and their daily tasks for the rest 
of the year. But: this happens only on a clear night, when the magpies can form a bridge over the 
Heavenly River with their wings. But unfortunately, when it rains, they cannot and the two lovers 
have to wait another year. Orihime and Hikoboshi plod through the year and can finally fulfil their 
big dream of seeing each other again. Only one day a year can the two lovers embrace, the rest of 
the year they dream of this day and work hard to make a new meeting a reality.  Tanabata is not a 
public holiday, but is widely celebrated by hanging bamboo branches in front of gates and doors, 
decorated with colourful threads and long thin strips of paper with wishes written on them. The 
latter are often offered in poem form (tanzaku, poem strip), as was done many, many years ago. 
After Tanabata, the bamboo branches decorated with offerings are thrown into the water of a 
nearby river to fulfil all the wishes. Tanabata is not a public holiday, but is traditionally celebrated by 
throwing hanging bamboo branches in front of gates and doors, decorated with colourful threads 
and long thin strips of paper on which wishes are written. The latter are often offered in poem form 
(tanzaku, poem strip), as was done many, many years ago. After Tanabata, the bamboo branches 
decorated with offerings are thrown into the water of a nearby river to fulfil all the wishes.  
  
On the plate is an image of the Tanabata Festival. Two women and two children hang tanzaku 
(poem-slip) decorations on bamboo stems. The plate was made by Kinkozan, and is part of a series 
of 12 plates depicting festivities throughout the year.  



2. Gods, Demons and Mythical Creatures 
Satsuma objects are sometimes lavished with the images of gods,deities and holy men, the so called 
immortals, sitting together in a smaller or largere  Group, sometimes on their own. They all can be 
traced back to the complex mixture of religions and  beliefs that has merged in Japan, with influences 
coming from Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism and Shintoism.  
 
Shinto is said to be the oldest relion in Japan, probably originated from the same time as Christianity. 
¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǎƘƛƴǘƾ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻŘǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƘƛƴǘƻ ƎƻŘǎΣ 
ǘƘŜ YŀƳƛΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǇŜǊǎƻƴƴŜƭ ƎƻŘǎΩ ŀǎ ǿŜ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
can live anywhere. It is the spirit that is believed to be present in nature, in mountains and oceans, as 
well as in natural phenomena as storm and thunder.  
In the 6th century, Buddhism was imported from Korea, with a different view on life and nature and 
with different Gods to worhip. After a period of resistance eventually  several of these Buddhas 
(butsu or nyorai in Japanese), and bodhisattvas (bosatsu) were adapted, interwoven with the shinto 
gods.and placed in a religious concept what only can be found in Japan. This mixture of Shinto gods 
an budhistic holymen grained deeply into Japanes cultural and spritual life, what was also reflected in 
Japanes art. These Gods,deities and immortals were depicted frequently on blockwoodprints, 
ƴŜǘǎǳƪŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŎǊƻƭƭǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻƴ ǎŀǘǎǳƳŀ ǿŀǊŜǎΦ 
 
This datafile tries to give a brief survey of the religious figures and mythical creatures what can be 
found on Satsuma-ware. 
 

                                         
 
 

  



Gods, Rakans and Immortals 
RAKAN and IMMORTALS 
 
Among the many images 
that are found on 
Satsumaware those of 
gods, holy men and 
ancient scholars are the 
most frequently 
depicted. They are 
generally referred to as 
Gods,  Immortals or 
Rakan, allthough there is 
a difference. On 
Satsumaware they often 
are grouped together. 
 
Immortals are considered 
to be  men who were of 
such greatness that they 
were unable to die, 
forced to live a life of 
study, worship and 
poverty. The Japanese 

term sennin  means 
mountain-man or hermit,  
but in Chinese ό·ƛņƴǊŞƴύ 
 it means "immortal 
person".  They are no 
holy men, are depicted 
without a halo around 
the head. Often they are 
shown  as scolars. 
 
Rakans (Japanese name),  
Arhats (Sanskrit) or 
Lohans (Chinese name) 
are in Buddhist stories 
the  examples of true 
believers who therefore 
has gained insight into 
the true nature of 
existence and rewarded 
with entrance to  
Nirvana.  Traditionally, 
there are 16 Rakans, all 
have names and have 
various associated 
symbolic items.  One can 
recognize them by the 

    

                                                 
          

       
 

                   
 



Halo around the head, 
unless they are in the 
presence of Buddha 
himself in which case it 
should not be proper to 
depict them with a Halo.  
 
The Gods, or Kami in 
Japanese, are spirits 
beyond human 
understanding; literally, 
άǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ƻƴŜǎΦέ Φ ¢ƘŜ 
word is usually translated 
ŀǎ άƎƻŘǎέ ƻǊ άŘŜƛǘƛŜǎέ ƛƴ 
English, but has a much 
broader meaning 
because it includes also 
natural forces such as the 
sea and Mountains and 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΦ They can 
either  live in heaven as 
on earth. Though the 
kami are divine, they are 
not all equal in power. 
The number of Kami is 
countless, since these 
deities are connected 
with every natural 
phenomenon and every 
family in Japan.  
 
They can be depicted as 
the personification of  
virtues like happiness, 
but also of a natural 
phenomen, as άǘƘŜ ƎƻŘ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƳέ  
 
 
 

 

                  
 
 
 

                    
 
 
 



KANNON, god of 
Compassion and Mercy 
 
One of the most depicted 
figures on Satsuma ware 
is  a somewhat 
androgynous person, 
known as Kannon. 
Kannon has transformed 
in time from more 
masculin, although 
appearing with attributes 
of both genders to 
female and eventually 
became a symbol of 
the divine mother . 
Kannon is regarded as 
the god or goddes of 
Compassion and Mercy. 
In fact Kannon is not a 
Buddha, but 
a Bodhisattva, a being 
who is able to achieve 
Nirvana but prefers to 
stay on earth to help 
people in times of 
suffering. 

 

 Kannon (male/androgyn 
version) sitting on a ShiςShi or Foodog 

  
Kannon (female version) on an Edo period vase. 

  

http://www.onmarkproductions.com/html/kannon.shtml#FemaleMale


SHICHI FUKUJIN,  The seven gods of Furtune   
In Chinese Taoism, the Eight Immortals are eight individuals who gained eternal life. Stories about 
them were used to illustrate the ways a man or woman might achieve enlightenment. The eight 
influenced the creation of the Japanese Shichi Fukujin, or Seven Gods of Good Fortune who were 
chosen from Hinduist, Buddhist, Taoist and Shintoist religion, and probably grouped together around 
the 17th century. On Satsuma ware they are shown in small groups, or all seven  together and 
frequently they are gathered around Kannon, sometimes sitting in a Treasure Boat or Takarabune. A  
large dragon is also frequently seen. They all represents a certain virtue as honesty, fortune or 
prosperity. 

Ebisu  
Ebisu  is the God of 
Fishing, Shipping and 
Commerce. The virtue he 
represents is Honesty. 
He can be recognized by 
a fishing rod in his right 
hand and a large fish 
under his left arm.  
 
His origin is Japenese. 

                             Ebisu 

Daikokuten  
Daikokuten is the God of 
Wealth and Prosperity, 
and he represents the 
virtue of Fortune. He is 
depicted by a happy-
looking smile on his face 
and is often presented 
with a bag with money 
his shoulder, carrying a 
magic mallet and  
standing on two bales of 
rice.  
 
His origin is Indian 
Buddhism. 

                                     Daikokuten 

 



Bishamonten  
Bishamonten is the God 
of Warriors and the 
Defence against Evil. The 
virtue he represents is 
Dignity . He is dressed in 
armor, holding in one 
hand a weapon, and in 
the other hand a pagoda 
or stupa, attributes what 
makes it easy to identify 
him.  
 
His origin is Indian 
Buddhism. 

   
     

        
     Bihamonten 

Benzaiten / Benten 

  
Benten is the Goddess of 
Arts and Knowledge. The 
virtue she represents is 
Joy. 
She is almost always 
presented as a beautiful 
dressed lady playing the 
biwa, sometimes the 
flute.  
 
From origin she was a 
watergod in Hinduism,  

 

       
     Benzaiten 

  



Fukurokuju  
 
Fukurokuju is the God of 
Wealth, Happiness, and 
Longevity. The virtue he 
represents is Longevity. 
He is easy to recognize by 
his elongated forehead 
and often is holding a 
walking stick with a scroll 
tied to it.  
 
His origin is Chinese 
Taoist-Buddhism. 

 

     
  Fukurokuju 

Hotei  
From chinese beliefs, 
Hotei (a.k.a Budai) is the 
God of Happiness and 
Abundance. The virtue he 
represents is Happiness 
Hotei is represented as a 
Buddhist monk holding a 
sack and a wooden staff. 
He can be recognized by 
his a smiling face and a 
prominent belly. 
 
 His origin is Chinese 
Buddhism.    

 Hotei 

WǳǊǁƧƛƴ  
Jurojin  is the God of 
Wisdom and this is also 
the virtue he represents. 
He is presented as an old 
man of slight stature with 
a long white beard 
holding a knobbled 
walking staff with a scroll 
tied to it, sometimes a 
fan as well. In contrast 
with Fukurokuju, who is 
presented in a similar 
way, Jurojin has not such 
an elongated forehead 
and commonly wearing a 
hat. His origin is Chinese 
Taoism. 

  

  Jurojin standing in brocade 
patterned robes and holding an uchiwa, with impressed seal Satsuma Gyokuzan 



Some more Gods and Demons 
/I!bDΩ 9 
/ƘŀƴƎΩŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ goddess of 
the moon 

 /ƘŀƴƘΩŜ ŀǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘƻƴ ŀ 
set of miniature vases by Chin Jukan XII. She seems to float through the 
sky. 

AMATERASU 
is the goddess of the sun 
and the universe. The 
name Amaterasu derived 
from Amateru meaning 
"shining in heaven." The 
Emperor of Japan is said 
to be a direct descendant 
of Amaterasu.  

 

 

          
 

             
Saucer, signed Dai Nippon, Kyoto, Nishiki 



RAIJIN  
is a god of lightning, 
thunder and storms in 
the Shinto religion and in 
Japanese mythology. His 
name is derived from the 

Japanese words rai (, 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨǘƘǳƴŘŜǊΩύ ŀƴŘ 

shin ( Σ ΨƎƻŘΩ ƻǊ ϥƪŀƳƛϥύΦ 
He is typically depicted as 
a demon-looking spirit 
beating drums to create 
thunder, usually with the 
symbol tomoe drawn on 
the drums. 
Tomoe is a Japanese 
symbol that is widely 
accepted as the symbol 
ƻŦ {ƘƛƴǘƻΦ Ψ¢ƻƳƻŜΩ Ŏŀƴ 
roughly be translated as 
ΨŎƻƳƳŀΩΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴƛǘǎǳ-
ǘƻƳƻŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ΨǘƘǊŜŜ 
ŎƻƳƳŀǎΩΦ  

 

Raijin with the Tomoe-drums above a mother and child , walking in the 
storm as depicted on a beautifull vase, by Rizan.. 

TENGU 
Tengu is a Japanese bird 
monster that often takes 
on human form. As 
humans they have big 
noses and wings to fly. 
Tengu were long 
considered enemies of 
Buddhism who corrupted 
followers and monks. 
However, in modern 
times they are viewed as 
protectors of sacred 
forests and mountains. 
They are considered to 
be a type of Shinto god 
(kami) or ȅǁƪŀƛ 
(supernatural beings).  
 

 

    
Tengu  attacking female deities, probably representing Budhistic virtues, 
on a wonderfull Kinkozan masterpiece.  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kami
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Y%C5%8Dkai


RYUJIN  
In Japanese mythology 

wȅǹƧƛƴ or wȅǁƧƛƴ ( ) is 
the god of the sea. He 
looks like a dragon but 
can also turn into a 
human being. wȅǹƧƛƴ 
lived in wȅǹƎǹ-Ƨǁ, his 
palace under the sea 
built out of red and 
white coral, from where 
he controlled 
the tides with magical  

jewels, the kanju (  ). 
Seaturtles, fish and jellyfi
sh are often depicted as 
wȅǹƧƛƴϥǎ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΦ 
wȅǹƧƛƴ ƛǎ considered to  
be one of the ancestors 
of the Japanese imperial 
dynasty. 
 

  

                   
                 Ryujin on a vase 
 

KIRIN  
The Kirin is the Japanese 
form of the "qilin", a 
Chinese mythological 
creature of great power. 
Over time, the Chinese 
and Japanese versions 
have changed into 
slightly different 
creatures. In Japanese 
mythology, the kirin is 
considered the most 
powerful and sacred 
beast of all, before the 
dragon and the phoenix. 
Despite its power, it is 
also a noble creature. 
When it walks, it does so 
without trampling a 
single blade of grass. Its 
beauty is surpassed only 
by its rarity; the unicorn 
kirin appears only in 
periods of world peace. 
They are only seen in 
countries owned by wise 

 
The Kirin on an unmarked vase. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japanese_mythology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ry%C5%ABg%C5%AB-j%C5%8D
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coral
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_turtle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fish
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jellyfish
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jellyfish


and benevolent people 
and during the reigns of 
noble and enlightened 
rulers, where they usher 
in a golden age. Although 
kirin never harm good 
and pure souls, they are 
quick and ferocious to 
attack when threatened, 
breathing sacred fire 
from their mouths. 
Japanese artists tends to 
portray the kirin as a 
deer with a horn on its 
head, with variants like 
dragon-like elements, or 
an oxtail instead of a 
lion's tail.  Because of the 
horn on its head it is 
often compared to the 
western unicorn.  

  A procession in 
which Kannon, the goddess of mercy is riding a Kirin, as depicted on a 
wonderful Naruse Seishi plate (see Satsuma on Display-2). 

SHACHIHOKO 
Shachihoko is  
a creature with the head 
of a tiger and the body of 
a carp covered with 
poisonous spikes. They 
were believed to protect 
against fire and were 
carved in wood and often 
coated in gold when 
placed on the tops of 
castles. On Satsumaware 
they are rarely depicted. 
 
 
 

 

     
 

    Rar depiction of Shachihoko  on a fine ceramic 
lidded tripod censer, standing 14cm tall, finely painted all over with two 
cartouches displaying  a rare picture of  a Shachihoko - on one side and 
Ho-o (phoenix) on the other. Early Meiji, using gosu blue.  

HO-O 
¢ƘŜ Iǁ-ǁ is a mythical 
bird,  comparible yet not 
to confuse with the 
Greek-Egyptian phoenix. 

 
 
 



It origins from China and 
is worshiped in all east-
Asia. Iǁǁ ŀǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ 
with only positive 
annotations. Because of 
their purity, they only 
appear in lands that are 
blessed with peace, 
prosperity, and 
happiness . The 
ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ƙǁ-ǁ ƛǎ 
an omen to signify the 
beginning of a new era in 
history.  
 
 
They are described as 
having the beak of a 
rooster, the jaw of a 
swallow, the head of a 
pheasant, the neck of a 
snake, the back of a 
tortoise, legs of a crane, 
and the tail of a peacock 
with five distinctive tail 
feathers. As a symbol in 
Japan, the Ho-o is most 
often used on items 
related to the Emperor. 
The Ho-o can be seen on 
all kind of art and is also 
on Satsumaware well 
represented.   
  

 The Ho-o as depicted 
on the same censer a s above.  

  A Ho-o on a 18 
cm. bowl , late 19th. century with a decoration of Mount Fuji and a Ho-o 
above waves. Signed Tatsuraiken zo. 

  



ONI  
An Omi can be translated 
as devil or demon, and 
their images can vary 
widely. In general they 
are depicted as horrible 
creatures with sharp 
claws, wild hair and 
horns on their heads.  
 
Originally it was said that 
oni were lucky charms, 
who fended off evil. It 
was also said that they 
punished people who 
had done harm. Over 
time, oni became 
strongly associated with 
evil and were seen as the 
harbinger of disasters, 
creatures who only want 
to destroy.  
 

 

 
 

 
 This impressive late 19th century charger painted by Kagetsu for 
Choshuzan workshop  depicts a battle between the good  (deities,the 
dragon)  against the evil (the oni-creatures) . Signed in gold on reverse:   
"Nagasaki, Dai-nippon Choshuzan Hosei-in saku,Kagetsu hitsu. The 
charger is 26cm.  

 
!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƻƴƛΩǎ ŀƴŘ Yŀƴnon, on a deep bowl by Kinkozan. 



SHOKI 

 {Ƙǁƪƛ  is a deity 
ŦǊƻƳ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ¢ŀƻƛǎǘ 
pantheonLegends about 
{Ƙǁƪƛ reportedly first 
appear in Tang-era (618-
907) Chinese documents. 
The deity reached Japan 
by at least the late Heian 
Period (794 to 1185), for 
the oldest extant image 
ƻŦ {Ƙǁƪƛ ƛƴ WŀǇŀƴ ƛǎ ŀ 
scroll at the Nara 
National Museum dated 
to the reign of Emperor 
Goshirakawa 

 (1127-1192). 
Numerous legends 
ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘ {Ƙǁƪƛ ƛƴ WŀǇŀƴ 
and the West. The three 
most widespread are: 
{ƘǁƪƛΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ǇŜŀƪŜŘ 
in Japan during the Edo 
period, when people 
began to hang images of 
{Ƙǁƪƛ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
houses to ward off evil 
spirits during the Boys' 
Day festival (Tango no 

Sekku ─ , May 
5 each year, but now a 
festival for all children of 
both sexes) and to adorn 
the eaves and entrances 
of their homes with 
ceramic statues of the 
deity. Today, {Ƙǁƪƛ ƛǎ ŀ Ƴ 
who was depicted often 
in Edo-period (1615-
1868) Japanese 
sculptures and paintings, 
but one who is today 
largely neglected. 

 

   
Beautiful huge 75 cm. vase, ormolu-mounted at base, decorated with 
three cartouche panels of immortal scenes. The  cover topped with a 
sitting boy holding  a fan, this panel is decorated with Shoki and Oni. 
Unidentified artist signed at the panel right. 
 

 
A rare meijperiod tripod Koro (attr. to Chin Jukan XII) showing Shoki with 
ŀ ǎǿƻǊŘ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ hƴƛ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛŘΣ ŀƴŘ н jƴƛΩǎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ 
over the Koro as handles. 
 



GAMA SENNIN 
 
This two-panel vase 
depicts the Daoist 
immortals, Gama Sennin 
and Tekkai Sennin .  The 
two are often depictid 
together because of their 
corresponding powers.  
Depicted on the right is 
Gama Sennin, also known  
ǘƘŜ ΨǘƻŀŘ ƘŜǊƳƛǘ.Ω The 
legend goes back to the 
10th century about civil 
servant and alchemist Liu 
Hai , the Chinese name 
for Gama Sennin. He can 
be identified easily by  a 
large, three-legged toad 
by which he can be 
identified. With the aid of 
his magical toad Gama 
was able to release his 
spirit from his body, and 
fly.  
 
TEKKAI SENNIN 
Tekkai Sennin is the 
Japanese name for one 
of the Chinese Eight 
Immortals, based on 
Taoism and other folk 
stories. Just as Gama he 
is capable to travel by 
releasing his spirit free 
from the body. One of his 
disciples was supposted 
to watch over his body, 
but burned the body 
instead. When  ¢ŜƪƪŀƛΩǎ 
spirit return, he found his 
body gone, leaving him 
no choice but to adopt 
the corpse of a dead 
beggar waht was laying 
beside the road. Tekkai is 
traditionally represented 
with a gourd that 
signifies his ability to 
transcend the body and 
to offer healing.  

 

  
Gama Sennin (to be recognized by the toad on his head) and Tekkai 
Sennin, surrounded by children. Unmarked, late 19th century vase. 



JIZO  
Jizo is a Bosatsu 
(Bodhisattva) a person a 
who has attained  
enlightenment, but 
postpones Buddhahood 
(Nirvana) to help others 
to attain enlightenment 
and transcend the 
άǿƘŜŜƭ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέ. 
Jizo is the protector of 
children and travelers: he 
guides us on our travels 
and gives power to those 
who are weak (such as 
children) and to those in 
dangerous places. 
Jizo  is often depicted 
with a staff in one hand, 
ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀƪǳƧǁΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ 
shakes to awaken people 
from their delusions; in 
the other hand he holds 
ŀ ƧŜǿŜƭΣ ǘƘŜ ƘǁƧǳ ƴƻ 
tama,  which bestows 
wishes upon all who 
suffer.  Jizo does not get 
angry, nor does he ever 
give up.  

 Jizo 
accompanied by children as depicted on a large tray by Narsu Seishi. 

HANDAKA SONJA  
Handaka Sonja, is a 
rakan, one of he 16 
special desciples of 
Buddha.  
like all rakan, its origin is 
more Indian than 
Chinese. He can be 
recognized by his shaved 
head and a bowl that he 
carries with him, from 
which a dragon becomes 
visible in a cloud of 
smoke. 
 
 
 

 
A bowl, 25cm , unsigned, depicting Handaka Sonja and the dragon. . 


