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The development of western plaster mold technology in Japan began in the Meiji era. It 
revolutionized the pottery and porcelain industry and allowed for mass production of many 
types of wares that had - prior to this era - only been shaped by hand. This technology  took a 
bit of time to gain ground with the ceramic industry, but by the beginning of the Taisho era 
(1912) was well established. When Nippon collectors talk about Molded-in-Relief they are 
referring to products that include smoke sets, plaques, ashtrays, humidors, tankard sets, and so 
many more that utilized a mold to create a porcelain body with a three-dimensional appearance. 
The painting and decoration applied to the product of the mold enhance the unique dimensional 
aspects. The items were molded as a single piece, not in parts and assembled. The designs and 
shapes produced are thought to appeal to masculine collectors, but there are beautiful pieces 
for all. Collectors often refer to these items (affectionately) as “blown out.” This is an effort to 
describe the look of the finished product which appears as though upward pressure was applied 

Molded-in-Relief: Molded items have a 3-dimensional look that may be expressed in a range 
of raised areas from high to low relief (the degree to which the design protrudes from the 
lowest point to the highest point of the mold). The process begins with a prototype.  A vase, 
humidor, plaque, or other already cast item is used as the base. Potash soap or oil-kneaded 
clay are used to fashion the pattern or design which is then attached to the base. A copy of 
this is made which serves as the mold. This is filled with slurry (plaster with water added 
to make it semi-liquid). The plaster mold absorbs the moisture from the slurry, and the 
surface in contact with the mold hardens. It must have time to dry before removing the 
piece from the mold. Once sufficiently dry, any excess clay around the opening is removed 
and then the plaster mold is removed. At this stage this is called greenware. Next, the piece 
is fired after which the piece is painted/decorated and a final decoration firing is done. 
When all is done, one should be able to look inside the piece and see the “back” of the 
design.  

Green M in Wreath (JVP 47) 



to the underside to create raised, defined areas. Unlike glass which can be created by blowing 
the desired shape, these ceramics rely on the mold for the depth and dimension. They are 
definitely not “blown out.” 
 
These unique molded items were produced after the opening of the Nippon Toki Factory in 
1904 (Morimura Group) when the company had the technology, like kilns and mold 
advancements, to produce them. Most are marked with the backmark M-in-Wreath, known to 
be used from about 1911 until 1921, though some are found with the Maple Leaf.  
 
Momoki Saburo, who later served as president of another Morimura Group company, TOTO 
Toki, is credited with devising a 4-step molding technique that used a prototype, disposer, case, 
and model. Dr Itani reports that this was the mold process used by Nippon Toki Kaisha and 
later adopted by all the ceramic companies in Japan.  
 
Molded-in-relief items are complicated pieces requiring artistry and the ability to conceptualize 
the finished item. Some of the pieces made in this era use heavy moriage decoration that confuse 
some collectors into thinking they are molded. When assessing if this was the technique used 
to create the ware, one should look at the “back” or “inside” of the mold to see it this area 
mimics the shape of the design. (Green M in Wreath ‒ JVP 47).  
 

 
  
 
 
 

 

Above: Front side of a Molded-in-Relief Large Oval Plaque;  
Bottom: Back of the Oval Plaque showing the recesses in the mold that reflect 

the pattern created on the front.  



 
 
Below is a magnificent example of a vase with high relief. The painting and decoration 
skillfully add subtle shading that accentuates the uneven surface and adds to the feeling of 
dimension. The overall feel of the ware is that it is highly textural. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
        
 
 
 
 

M in Wreath ‒ JVP 47 
 
 



The beautiful vase below is an example of a mold that produces an item with a low relief 
pattern.  The leaves are the only area on this mold that are subtly raised. The color of the 
leaves and the brown moriage accents help create a sense of autumn. Perhaps this vase was 
part of a fall line for Morimura Brothers? It is marked with the M in Wreath backstamp (JVP 
47). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


