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Abstract 

Sayers, Robert. The Korean Onggi Potter. Smithsonian Folklife Studies, num- 
ber 5, 292 pages, frontispiece plus 117 figures, 1987.•Korea's onggi potters, 
producers of a class of domestic food jars used to prepare and store soy sauce, 
kimch'i, and other diet staples, work even yet in circumstances reminiscent of 
those prevailing during the Yi dynasty (1392-1910). Not only their repertoire 
of tools and techniques but the very conditions by which they live and organize 
themselves into work groups mirror those described in nineteenth century 
accounts. In this study, we consider the history of the onggi industry, exploring 
a link between the artisans and a community of religious dissenters driven 
into hiding nearly 200 years ago. We also discuss the extant ware forms and 
their practical uses and report on the state of the contemporary industry as 
indicated in field survey data collected at 11 workshops in six South Korean 
provinces. A bibliography of Korean, Japanese, and Western language sources 
on onggi accompanies the text. 
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Preface to the Series 

In 1978, the Smithsonian Office of Folklife Programs established 
Smithsonian Folklife Studies to document folkways still practiced (or 
recreated through memory) in a variety of traditional cultures. This 
Office has accumulated more than a decade of research accruing from 
fieldwork conducted for its annual production of the Festival of 
American Folklife. Against the background of this rich and continually 
replenished resource, the Studies were conceived in a unique format: 
each consists of a monograph and a film that complement each other. 
The monographs present detailed histories and descriptions of folk 
technologies, customs, or events, and include information about the 
background and character of the participants and processes through 
photographs (historical and contemporary), illustrations, and bibliog- 
raphies. The films add a living dimension to the monographs by 
showing events in progress and traditions being practiced, the narra- 
tive being provided mostly by the tradition bearers themselves. Thus, 
while each monograph is planned to permit its use independent of the 
film (and vice versa), their combined study should enhance the edu- 
cational and documentary value of each. 

The genesis of the Smithsonian Folklife Studies dates back to 
January 1967, when the Institution began plans to convene a group 
of cultural geographers, architectural historians, and European and 
American folklore scholars in July ofthat year. One recommendation 
of the conference stressed the need for new directions in documen- 
tation to keep pace with the ever-broadening scope of the discipline, 
as it extends from the once limited area of pure folklore research to 
encompass all aspects of folklife. It was further proposed that the 
Smithsonian establish model folklife studies, although no specific 
forms were prescribed. The Festival was one form developed to meet 
this challenge and the publications program was another. Smithsonian 
Folklife Studies were designed to provide new perspectives on earlier 
research or to investigate areas of folklife previously unexplored. 

The topics proposed for the publications range widely from such 
traditional folklore interests as ballad singing to newer areas of con- 



cern such as occupational folklore. Included are studies of "old ways" 
in music, crafts, and food preparation still practiced in ethnic com- 
munities of the New World, centuries-old technologies still remem- 
bered by American Indians, and "homemade" utilitarian items still 
preferred to their "store bought" counterparts. American folklife is 
the primary (but not exclusive) concentration of the Studies. 

Nearly all of these traditions have been transmitted orally or 
absorbed through repeated observation, involving several generations. 
Learning traditions this way, of course, extends beyond childhood. 
The degree to which oral, even non-verbal, tradition operates, among 
blue collar workers, is one focus of occupational folklore: imitation 
and personal instruction are the best vehicles for transmitting the 
technique and knowledge necessary to do the work. Because mere 
words cannot always communicate, apprentices must be shown the 
technique. 

Many of the activities documented in the Studies, however, are 
practiced in a world apart from that of the factory. By modern 
standards of mass production, the technologies shown may seem 
inefficient and imprecise. In some of them the proportions used, 
arrived at through years of trial and error, are often inexact or employ 
measuring tools no more precise than the dimensions of the human 
hand. It is also a world where the craftsman eschews technical termi- 
nology, preferring instead to employ names that derive from "what it 
looks like." Many of the traditions presented in the Studies date back 
to times when the pace of work and passage of time were relatively 
unimportant. Deliberateness is often commensurate with accomplish- 
ment, and, for the folk craftsman, quality of his products is a result of 
the care and time devoted to their manufacture. 

The decline of many folklife traditions has paralleled the general 
social breakdown of communities, in many instances the result of 
advances in technology. Concurrent with this social dissolution has 
been the disappearance of many utilitarian items that the maker 
traditionally created for himself or his family. Many of the traditions 
associated with these products are near extinction or alive only in the 
memories of the oldest members of a community. 

Because a major role of the Smithsonian is that of a conservation 
institution, the Office of Folklife Programs accepted the obligation to 
document the traditional folkways it researches, and its early commit- 
ment to filming them should be noted. During the 1967 Smithsonian 
conference, roughly edited film footage of Georgia folk potters was 



shown to demonstrate a new approach in describing the technology 
behind artifacts in the Smithsonian's collection of folk material culture. 
After final editing was done and a soundtrack and supplementary 
footage were added, this film was issued as Smithsonian Folklife Study, 
No. la, to accompany the monograph titled "The Meaders Family: 
North Georgia Potters." The initial screening of this pottery film took 
place at a time when film documentation of folklife was a novelty. In 
fact, in 1967 the American Encyclopedia Cinematographica listed a 
silent film on Amish breadmaking as its single motion picture entry in 
the category of American folk culture. This dearth of folklife films 
reflected the fact that, for the most part, folklorists were continuing 
to document the artifact more than the craftsman. 

Folklorists have not been alone, however, in being late to recognize 
film documentation as a necessary adjunct to verbal descriptions of 
culture. The late anthropologist, Margaret Mead, whose efforts helped 
to establish the Smithsonian's National Anthropological Film Center 
in 1975, took to task her own discipline's continuing refusal to 
appreciate the value of film documentation: 

Department after department, research project after research 
project fails to include filming and insists on continuing the 
hopelessly inadequate note-taking of an earlier age; while before 
the fieldworkers' eyes the behavior [disappears] which film could 
have caught and preserved for centuries (preserved for the joy of 
the descendants of those who dance a ritual for the last time and 
for the illumination of future generations of human scientists) 

•Margaret Mead, [Introduction] "Visual 
Anthropology in a Discipline of Words," in Principles of Visual 

Anthropology, ed. Paul Hockings, The Hague 
and Paris: Mouton Publishers, 1975, pp. 4-5. 

In expanding our study of folklife beyond mere artifacts and 
texts, we have come to recognize that much of what we witness is 
performance. And though performance can be described verbally or 
transcribed in print, only through sound motion picture can we hope 
to capture the complete flow of events, the character of their perform- 
ers, their speech patterns, moods, and personalities. Hence, by incor- 



porating artifact, text, and performance in the complementary mon- 
ograph/film format, these publications bring to readers and viewers, 
respectively, the immediacy and subtlety within folk culture. The 
Smithsonian's aim is to document folklife in all its dimensions. 

A list of the monographs and films that have been issued in the 
Smithsonian Folklife Series appears at the end of this volume. Regula- 
tions governing the submission and acceptance of manuscripts are 
described inside the front and back covers of this monograph. 

Thomas Vennum, Jr. 
General Editor 
Office of Folklife Programs 
July 1984 



Acknowledgments 

Fieldwork for this project was initiated by Ralph Rinzler in 1971 and 
1972, with assistance from Emilie Museum Director Zozayong (Cho 
Cha-yong), from businessman and onggi enthusiast Roger I. Eddy, and 
from Thano Johnson, a ceramics professor at the College of Marin in 
northern California. In 1981, Rinzler and Sayers benefited once again 
by the enthusiastic support of Zozayong, Korea's premier folk art 
scholar and collector. We were assisted as well by historian Yun Yeol- 
su, whose good humor and unusually broad knowledge of Korean 
traditional culture proved of inestimable value in the field, and by 
Kim Young-pil ("Phil"), whose bilingual abilities and great rapport 
eased our entry into the potters' communities. 

Robert Sayers relied greatly on the expertise of several prominent 
Asianists while he was assembling the manuscript. He is most deeply 
indebted to Chang-su Houchins of the Department of Anthropology, 
Smithsonian Institution, and to Kim Joohee of Sungshin Women's 
University, Seoul, both of whom spent long hours reviewing our 
detailed and often confusing interview transcripts and other source 
materials. Without their selfless commitment of time and their willing- 
ness to reply to countless letters and telephone inquiries, the project 
would have been greatly handicapped. 

Louise Allison Cort of the Freer Gallery and Robert E. Buswell, 
Jr., of the University of California, Los Angeles, provided translations 
of critical Japanese and Korean language materials on onggi (collected 
in the main by Yun Yeol-su); Louise Cort, a specialist in the area of 
Asian ceramics, also made a significant editorial contribution to the 
final text. Special thanks are also extended to John W. Hosterman, a 
scientist with the U.S. Geological Survey in Reston, Virginia, who 
generously volunteered to analyze clay samples brought back from 
the field. 

Other individuals who are deserving of acknowledgment for 
contributions large and small (and who are not already cited in Ralph 
Rinzler's Introduction) include Joan Bacharach (Washington, D.C.), 
Patricia Berger and Yoshiko Kakudo (Asian Art Museum of San 

10 



11 

Francisco), Rev. Dr. Andrew Ch'oe Sök-u (Research Institute for 
Korean Church History, Seoul), Ron DuBois (Oklahoma State Uni- 
versity), Father Sean A. Dunne (Columban Fathers), and In Kwan 
Hwang (Bradley University, Peoria, Illinois). Also Bo Kim (Washing- 
ton, D.C.), Prof, and Mrs. Lee Sung-goo (Korea Institute of Science 
and Technology/University of Maryland, Seoul), Evelyn McCune 
(Berkeley, California), Sunjoo Pang (Washington, D.C.), Jim Patton 
(Berkeley, California), Jacqueline Schonewald (San Francisco), Clark 
Sorensen (Vanderbilt University), In-soon Shin Smeenk (Washington, 
D.C.), and Key P. Yang (Library of Congress). Archie Green and Tom 
Vennum must also be credited for editorial advice and much construc- 
tive criticism as must Daphne Shuttleworth for her superlative line 
illustrations. 

Finally, our principal acknowledgment must go to the factory 
owners and potters in South Korea who repeatedly took time from 
their chores to answer our many questions. It is hoped that this 
monograph, by bringing their history and their work to a larger 
public, will benefit them in important ways. 

Robert Sayers 
Department of Anthropology 
California Academy of Sciences 
San Francisco, California 94118 



Introduction 

The field survey that led to Robert Sayers's research and preparation 
of this study began in October 1971, shortly after my wife and I 
arrived in "Du-Gil," a rice-growing village near Oryu-dong, Yöng- 
düngp'o, South Korea, where we had traveled to work with a school 
for orphan girls. On the way from the airport to the village, my gaze 
picked out a significant leitmotif on the landscape: large, handsomely 
shaped ceramic vessels, full and rounded in form, ranging from one 
to three feet tall and covered with lids that looked like big inverted 
platters. In rural areas, these stood next to every dwelling we passed 
on the highway; in congested communities, they were arrayed on 
apartment-house roofs. As soon as we arrived at the school, I saw a 
cluster of these pots on top of a flat-roofed out-building and learned 
that the pots were as common in Korea as refrigerators are in the 
United States, serving as the storage vessels for condiments and sauces 
that accompany every meal consumed in the Korean household. 
Having already studied the equivalent tradition in rural America,1 I 
decided to learn more about the forms, glazes, production methods, 
and makers of this exceptionally appealing Korean traditional ware. 

We had taken portable video equipment with us, to document 
the innovative educational methods newly instituted by a California- 
based scholar-cum-educator, Dr. Lola Hanson, at her mother's village 
mission school. Mrs. Hanson's son, Kim, agreed to use our equipment 
to videotape the technology behind the production of these pots as a 
step towards learning more about the function, meaning and value of 
the vessels in contemporary Korean life. By asking a few questions of 
a pottery purveyor at our local open-air food market in Oryu-dong, I 
learned of the nearest kilnsites. I was able to visit them within a few 
days to photograph the workers and observe the full range of clay 
processing, forming, glazing and firing operations in a largely but not 
completely mechanized production center. 

Wherever I enquired about onggi, my interest elicited embarrass- 
ment, smiles, mild surprise; nonetheless, I persisted. My next step was 
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to locate a young anthropology student, Mr. Kim, willing to work with 
me as interpreter. Together we developed an interview format to 
obtain basic information about the following: 

1. Technology, glaze formulae and pot forms. 
2. Function of each form made. 
3. Economics of the operation. 
4. Training techniques. 
5. Status of the workers and owners of the kilnsites. 
6. History of each kilnsite. 
7. Potters' sense of identity as craftsmen. 
A colleague at the American Embassy introduced me to Roger 

Eddy, a retired military man, who headed his own construction and 
management consulting firm and who had a vigorous interest in onggi 
ware and the traditions behind it. Eddy had taken thousands of still 
photographs at kilnsites throughout South Korea, which he generously 
showed me. He also assisted me in visiting several kilnsites, where we 
interviewed the potters and owners, video-taping the work processes 
as well. 

Having gone to Korea without any thought of pursuing this kind 
of project during the visit, I was totally unprepared for the task, but 
curiosity replaced prior knowledge as an incentive. I learned from 
Roger Eddy that there was nothing in English on the tradition; lacking 
reference material to fall back on, we learned by asking as we went 
along in the field. 

I began by visiting Dr. Kim Wan Yong, Director of the National 
Museum at Töksu Palace in Seoul. He was polite but amused and a 
bit baffled as to why I would seek information about onggi. He seemed 
incredulous when I said that, as nothing was available in English on 
the subject, I might consider preparing for publication a short mon- 
ograph on the ware, its history, and the production traditions. 

Once in the field, with Mr. Kim as interpreter, it was clear to me 
that there were problems interviewing workers, but I could not 
determine why I was unable to transcend a barrier I felt existed 
between me and the pottery workers. Another year would pass before 
I began to arrive at my understanding ofthat problem. 

During my three-week stay, Kim Hanson, Mr. Kim, and I worked 
at video-taping and shooting still photographs interviewing as best 
possible, both on-camera and with a cassette tape recorder. Finally, as 
I was leaving to return to the United States, I learned of Mr. Zozayong 
(Cho Cha-yong), an architect, art collector, and owner of a museum 
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of folk painting. I could not see him before leaving, but my wife and 
Mrs. Hanson managed to visit his museum, and within six months 
Zozayong's daughter, Margaret, was part of our household for a long- 
term visit. During her stay, I began to understand why communication 
with the potters had been so difficult, but it was not until I benefited 
from her father's collaboration in the field that I fully understood the 
earlier problems. 

In October 1972, I returned to Korea to follow up on the work 
I hastily had begun a year earlier. We could not have effectively 
continued with this project had not Zozayong contributed his consid- 
erable skills, time, and resources to the task. Thano Johnson, an 
accomplished potter and teacher, framed questions about technical 
matters, while I developed an appropriate format for general ethno- 
graphic documentation. As a first step, Zozayong brought us together 
with a group of his colleagues from the Emilie Museum, which he 
designed and built to house his collection of Korean folk painting. 
The occasion was a meeting of his newly formed "Folkist Society"• 
an informal organization of Korean and American colleagues con- 
cerned with the collection and study of the artifacts of Korean folk 
culture•and we took the opportunity to discuss our fieldwork plans 
with the group. Shortly thereafter, Zozayong, an old friend of his, 
Kim Chun Bae, who served as our interpreter, Thano, and I left for 
a two-week field survey of South Korean potteries.2 

The itinerary was designed by Zozayong and negotiated with me 
as we traveled. Essentially, it was based on his interpretation of our 
field plans from the Folkist Society discussion. Added to this were the 
imperatives imposed by the geographical distribution of Zozayong's 
friends who were collectors of folk painting and with whom he had 
museum business to transact. Development in 1972 in South Korea 
was such that, once we left Inch'ön, the highways connecting all major 
cities became dirt roads; pavements were to be found only in the cities 
and towns themselves. The method we devised for locating working 
kilnsites involved, on entering a town, finding the open market 
wherein a pottery vendor's stall could be found, and asking the vendor 
about the source of his ware. This question was posed only after we 
had had an opportunity to inspect the ware and to determine what 
kinds of forms, glazes, and decorations were different from what we 
had seen in other regions. We then decided on a kilnsite to be visited, 
based on the most regionally distinctive ware represented in the 
market. Occasionally we would visit several kilnsites in a region when, 
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as was frequently the case, they were clustered within the space of a 
few miles. 

After each kilnsite was targeted, Zozayong would either go off 
himself or send the driver on a short mission. As a result, we always 
arrived at the pottery works with a supply of rice biscuits and makkölli 
(strong rice wine). Unlike my initial field experience at the potteries, 
Zozayong approached the pottery owners and their workers as he 
would people from whom he sought to purchase folk paintings. His 
skill in establishing rapport was unparalleled. First, we ate and drank 
with the workers, sitting for a long while talking and joking as well as 
explaining the purpose of our visit, gently and indirectly. 

I soon understood that the potters were, for the most part, 
itinerant workers with little or no status or security. They lived in 
"company housing," with a primitive kitchen facility shared among 
several families. The owners of the potteries were most frequently 
businessmen; only occasionally did we encounter one who was himself 
a turner. Women and children helped with clay processing at some 
worksites, but they never worked at the wheel turning ware. That the 
potters were of low status and their ware considered to be of no 
esthetic or cultural value to Koreans at the time explains the astonish- 
ment of museum personnel and Korean friends when they learned 
that I was interested in writing about these craftsmen and their humble 
produce. 

Without a carefully conceived, determined approach, the barrier 
between visiting foreigners and well-clad, upper-class Koreans, on the 
one hand, and pottery workers on the other was impenetrable. Our 
success in transcending obstacles and learning from these skilled and 
creative craftsmen can be attributed to the gregarious and sensitive 
leader of the expedition, Zozayong. His charm, intellectual involve- 
ment, and dedication to the endeavor were decisive factors in our 
ability to gather a large body of detailed technological, historical, and 
personal data from the workers and owners. 

After completion of the 1972 work in Korea, Thano Johnson and 
I stopped in Japan, where we visited Mashiko and interviewed Hamada 
Shoji, with whom Thano had studied many years earlier. Hamada 
clearly understood and identified with our interest in the skills of 
Korean potters whom he had observed in the 1920s, both in Korea 
and as "indentured" workers brought to serve at kilnsites throughout 
Japan. Hamada's shared insights and experiences were drawn from 
his collaboration with Yanagi Sôetsu and Bernard Leach in the crafts 
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movement in Japan and abroad. He also enabled us to understand 
that it was only a matter of time before economic development in 
Korea would change the prevailing attitudes about onggi and its highly 
skilled and creative makers. 

When I returned to Korea in 1981 with Robert Sayers, almost all 
of the Seoul I had known in the 1970s had given way to an urban 
style reminiscent of Los Angeles and Tokyo. Forty minutes south of 
downtown Seoul was a commercially operated "Korean Folk Village," 
a multi-acre park with several dozen examples of traditional, regional 
house-types, each documented, furnished, and decorated in the style 
of the region from which it had been moved. Each had its array of 
onggi in the kitchen and at the well-site. In fact, onggi was everywhere 
to be seen. We learned that it was now recognized as a respected, 
surviving symbol of an earlier, culturally significant life-style. Zoza- 
yong acknowledged that collectors sought out the older, larger, grain- 
storage vessels, highly prized for their extraordinary size, graceful 
form, and lead-free, matte, slip glazes. 

What I had learned from Hamada vis-à-vis Japan a decade earlier 
proved to be applicable to Korea and is now understood to be a global 
phenomenon: as "the technological destruction of distance that char- 
acterizes our epoch is rapidly tending to fuse all of the metropolises 
of the world into instances of a single type,"3 we see that people have 
come to value objects and expressive cultural traditions that evoke the 
rich and comforting cultural distinctiveness of an earlier period. The 
current interest in antique furnishings, folk cultures, and older archi- 
tectural structures speaks to the fear that, "if we do not learn how to 
counter the homogenizing impact of the mass media on our cultural 
environment, there will be no reason to travel . . . and none to stay at 
home."4 

Onggi, its history, and the creativity characteristic of its makers 
now enjoy national recognition in Korea as significant aspects of its 
cultural history. 

Ralph Rinzler 
Smithsonian Institution 
June, 1986 



The Onggi Potter 

Of all classes of Korean ceramics, none is more agreeably suited to 
observation and study•and none presumably has deeper roots in 
Korean history and culture•than the foodware known as onggi. Until 
recently, virtually every household in the Republic of Korea, rich and 
poor, retained at least a few pieces of this ware for the storage of soy 
sauce, pickled vegetables, and other foodstuffs (Figure 1); and yet, 
because onggi has never been judged the aesthetic equivalent of the 
so-called "classical" ceramics•the Yi dynasty white porcelains and the 
elegant gray-green celadons of the preceding Koryö period•our 
understanding of the ware and its makers has been greatly handi- 
capped. 

Today many Koreans profess not to know the origin of such jars. 
The immediate source of the ware, people will acknowledge, is the 
vendor in the marketplace. Beyond this, little is known. What is left 
in the public consciousness is a very curious, sometimes ribald folk- 
lore.1 Preserved in oral tradition, for example, are tales of criminals 
and other fugitives hiding in the jars, peasants living in them•even 
lovers using them as a rendezvous spot. Whether one chooses to 
believe these stories is a matter of faith. Indeed, where folklore merges 
with history cannot be demonstrated at the present time, because the 
oral literature is as ephemeral as it is ubiquitous. 

If onggi has long been neglected, a change appears imminent. We 
now know where the jars originate and who makes them. It is, in fact, 
especially ironic that a visitor to a famous celadon revival workshop 
southeast of Seoul will almost certainly overlook surrounding ceramics 
factories that connect in vastly more important ways with the social 
and economic fabric of feudal Korea. What ultimately emerges then 
is an uncommonly interesting account of a "catacomb" community of 
highly skilled artisans who work today in circumstances clearly remi- 
niscent of a much earlier period and whose complicated motor skills 
are entirely unfamiliar to studio potters in the West. 
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