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Foreword

Dating back several thousand years in Chinese history,
the art of lacquer can claim to be one of the most ancient
and venerable expressions of Asian culture. The tra-
ditional techniques of lacquer that had initially been dis-
covered for protecting wooden or woven bamboo uten-
sils from humidity and insects were naturally conveyed
along the many trade routes that linked China with its
neighbours and rapidly spread to other countries in
Asia. These techniques developed throughout the ages,
became more complex, and resulted in an enduring art
form combining vast know-how and astonishing practi-
cality. Lacquer became a thriving industry of worldwide

renown.

However, there is growing apprehension that this tra-
ditional knowledge, so firmly rooted in people’s daily
lives as part of their cultural expression, is under threat
as never before. Over the past decades, the number of
people employed in lacquerware workshops, and partic-
ularly the younger generation, has fallen dramatically all
over Asia. Although many art books have been pub-

lished in recent years recognizing the beauty and refine-

ment of lacquer, they are mainly of a descriptive and aes-
thetic nature. While they serve to remind the reader of
the beauty and refinement of this time-honoured craft,
they do not contribute directly to the protection and

transmission of lacquer techniques.

Lacquerware in Asia, today and yesterday, published in
the Intangible Heritage series, breaks new ground in this
field. It offers a comprehensive picture of a savoir-faire
that partakes of both creative arts and craftsmanship. It
also allows the reader to compare the different methods
and materials used in Cambodia, China, India, Korea,
Japan, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam, to name but a
few. There is indeed remarkable similarity of approach to
the craft of lacquerware in regions that could hardly be
farther apart. This resemblance became very clear during
the workshop on traditional lacquerware techniques
organized by UNESCO in Myanmar, in 1997, and
attended by a large number of lacquer specialists and art
historians from different countries. Not the least of the
merits of this meeting was that it underscored the

artisans’ crucial role as guardians of traditional lacquer
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techniques; they are the only ones who can hand down
to the younger generation what they themselves inher-

ited from their peers. The intangible heritage is one of

the basic tenets for safeguarding the diversity of cultures

that make up the history of humankind.

U e

Koichiro Matsuura

DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF UNESCO
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Lacquerware in Asia: past and present

Preface

MONIKA KOPPLIN

Lacquer is a unique material. It is produced in East and
South-East Asia from the sap of the many species of lac-
quer tree that grow in the temperate to subtropical zones
of the region. Rhus verniciflua, for example, is harvested
in Japan to produce a lacquer of superior quality called
urushi in Japanese, urushiol in English. The resin
secreted from cuts in the bark of the lacquer tree is col-
lected to produce raw lacquer, a natural product with
extraordinary properties. After filtering, it is ready to be
used for lacquer pastes or glue and as a primer and
impregnator. Dehydration and homogenization further
modify the chemical properties of the lacquer, resulting
in a refined substance that is both viscous and

transparent.

While the harvesting of lacquer sap and the initial stages
of processing are very similar throughout East and
South-East Asia, the use of additives (such as tung oil)
and colouring methods vary according to local tradi-
tions. In its processed form, lacquer can be used in a
variety of applications: as adhesive, impregnator, durable

preservative and protective water-resistant coating.

Besides these features, which are particularly important
when working with wood, lacquer also offers the de-
cisive benefit of being glossy and enhancing the irides-
cence of colours. It is thus ideally suited to artisanal
crafts, particularly the applied arts, because not only
does the polished lacquer surface possess an aesthetic
value, but its lovely soft smoothness is also highly pleas-
ing to the sense of touch, and this imparts a tactile

quality to lacquerwork.

Lacquer as a decorative and civilizing art was developed
in China, where the properties of the Rhus tree were first
discovered and put to use. The famous bowl dating from
around 4000-5000 B.C. discovered in Ché-chiang pro-
vince is regarded as the oldest extant piece of lacquer-
ware. The vermilion used to colour the bowl demon-
strates that the technology had already evolved beyond
the initial stages of the art. The existence of this bowl is
a tantalizing suggestion that other such artefacts may
still lie undiscovered. Lacquer processing — one of the
oldest art forms in China — developed long before the

Christian or Common Era, and reached a first peak
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during the Han dynasty during which lacquer painting,
usually in the classic interrelationship of red on black,
was invented. This same period also saw the invention
of inscribing and inlaying techniques. And it was the
Chinese who discovered the inimitable interplay
between glossy black lacquer and shimmering mother-
of-pearl. They developed these techniques to produce
variegated effects, and subsequently combined lacquer
with other precious materials: mother-of-pearl, tortoise-
shell, stones and precious metals, to name but a few.
However, the greatest achievement of Chinese lacquer
art is carved lacquer: here, the lacquered piece is fin-
ished to exquisite perfection by applying multiple layers
of lacquer coating, which are then sculpted with inscrib-
ing knives to produce a modelled quality. The Chinese
also developed a type of dry lacquer that was especially
suitable for modelled art — a technique that remained

unknown to European artists due to the unavailability of

the special materials required.

In time, the technologies of lacquerwork were transmit-
ted from China to neighbouring countries by means of
the trade routes. Korea and Japan were the first to work
with lacquer, initially by adapting Chinese models and
then through their own independent lacquer designs.
The technique of lacquer inlays flourished in Korea.
Here, the masters perfected this particular form almost
entirely to the exclusion of other lacquer styles. They
were not only extremely inventive in developing new
techniques that were copied in other countries, but they
also evolved their own styles independently of the
Chinese models. Following the movement of Korean lac-
querwork around the globe reveals the impressive and
surprisingly dense network of trade routes and global
cultural exchanges that already existed in the sixteenth

and seventeenth centuries.

Along with the Korean mastery of mother-of-pearl inlays
and the antique samples of Chinese lacquer art, the
Japanese masters of lacquerwork approached perfection

with the development of sprinkled pictures, where lac-

quer and gold fuse with an intensity that has produced
unsurpassed effects. It is difficult even for specialists to
keep track of the variety and names of all the different
techniques that were used by the Japanese to produce
their effects, which are at times highly showy, and at
other times subtly restrained. Perfect craftsmanship and
a refined aesthetic sense were carried to the limits in

Japanese lacquer art.

The work created in other countries in East and South-
East Asia is less familiar and therefore less well known.
The Ryukyu Islands, due to their location on trade
routes, were exposed to a broad variety of influences
that resulted in the development of an individual style of
work. The lacquer produced in this formerly indepen-
dent kingdom reveals how techniques and elements of
style and materials were continuously exchanged
between countries. The mother-of-pearl from the mol-
luscs indigenous to the region’s temperate coastal
waters, for example, was a highly popular raw material

for lacquerwork in neighbouring countries.

Using gold foil on black lacquer to decorate their pieces,
Thai lacquer masters perfected a technique that was
highly suited to filigree artwork. In order to create an
independent style the Myanmar masters, on the other
hand, used earth tones and a great density of ornamen-
tation on inscribed and filled lacquers that were almost
certainly based on Chinese originals. In contrast, the
lacquer art produced in Viet Nam is notable for the
excellence of the polishing techniques used to expose
undercoats and inlays of widely differing materials — it is
as if they had been raised from the bottomless depths of

the lacquer base.

The ancient heritage of Asian lacquerwork, constantly
enriched through contact with other cultures, found
itself confronted by increasing industrialization at the
end of the nineteenth century in Japan, and during the
twentieth century in other countries. It was, very simply,

the collision of two separate and dissimilar worlds.



Industrialization aims to replace labour with machines
and to shorten and simplify working procedures, but
lacquer is the product of time-consuming procedures
that begin with the laborious harvesting of the lacquer
sap itself and end with the final hand-polishing of the
perfect piece of lacquerware. The process requires a high
degree of specialized knowledge, precise craftsmanship
and, most importantly of all — given the long drying
periods and hours of polishing so essential to lacquer
art — patience. Rushed work is unknown in this branch

of art.

Thus it is only natural that lacquerware and the art of
lacquer are declining in Asia. Even in Japan, where the
state very early recognized the importance of this
national treasure, lacquer is disappearing from everyday
life. Lacquered trays, food containers and bowls
remained the standard in Japanese dining and table cul-
ture until just after the Second World War, but they have
been widely replaced today by porcelain and plastic
dishes. The desire for modernity, and the supposedly
more progressive utensils from the West, resulted in the

discarding of traditional materials and designs.

The decline was also facilitated by a growing demand for
a higher standard of living that could not be satistied on
a large scale by the time-consuming and laborious pro-

duction of lacquerwork. Even in areas that are tradition-

L 21 ]

ally linked to and even economically dependent on lac-
querwork, the number of people employed in the field,
particularly younger people, continues to fall. This
decline has been accompanied by a general shortage of
traditional materials, even of lacquer itself. There are
fewer and fewer lacquer trees growing in a natural state
today, and there are even fewer people left who know

where to find them and how to harvest the sap.

Aware that this ancient tradition is slowly nearing
extinction, UNESCO organized a conference in Yangon
(formerly Rangoon), Myanmar, in 1996, where lacquer
specialists from the countries involved were able to meet
for the first time. The conference aimed to record the
current situation in each country and to find ways of
helping the art of lacquerwork survive the challenges it
faces today. The participants agreed that it was essential
at least to document existing work and the procedures
practised in the past as well as the present, so that
knowledge of raw materials and techniques would not
be lost. This book therefore aims to juxtapose past mas-
terpieces with the work of today and to disclose the
sobering facts and figures that recount the slow demise
of an art form. The decisive factor in helping this declin-
ing art to survive may very well be to create public
awareness and a wider appreciation for what lacquer-
ware represents. It is to this end that this book has been

written.

Preface



PART ONE
The art of lacquer, past and present




China, Korea, Japan and the Ryukyu Islands

Lacquerware in Asia:

MONIKA KOPPLIN

CHINA

Along with porcelain and silk, lacquer represents one of
China’s greatest cultural achievements. Recent research
has shown that the manufacture and application of the
natural raw material extends as far back as Neolithic
times (approximately 8000-2000 B.C.). Archaeological
findings in the south Chinese province of Ché-chiang in
1978, for example, uncovered a red lacquer wooden
bowl, which, along with the site, was dated to around
4000 B.c.!

The excellent preservation and aesthetic properties of
the sap from the lacquer tree, which grows in the warm,
temperate climate of East and South-East Asia (Rhus ver-
niciflua or, to give it its systematic botanical name,
Toxicodendron verniciflua), were discovered by the inhab-
itants of prehistoric China. Today, the tree is cultivated
mainly in the south and central Chinese provinces of
An-hui, Ché-chiang, Fu-chien, Hu-pei, Szu-ch’'uan and
Kuang-hsi. The ch’i-shu, as this deciduous tree similar to

the ash is called in Chinese, secretes a resin-like, greyish-

white, milky sap. This rapidly changes colour on ex-
posure to the air, turning dark brown, and then begins
to harden slowly (Fig. 1). Trees that are between four-
teen and fifteen years old produce the best quality resin,
which can vary — sometimes greatly — depending on the
tree species, soil and climate, as well as on the time of

harvest and the care taken during processing.

Before it can be applied, raw lacquer is carefully filtered
through ramie or hemp fabric (Fig. 2). Excessive mois-
ture is evaporated by gentle heating and continuous stir-
ring, which also homogenizes the final product (Fig. 3).
The viscous brownish lacquer, which is now almost
90 per cent pure urushiol,? can then be applied with
spatulas and brushes in very thin coats to produce a
transparent varnish. Or it can be used with different pig-

ments to create a variety of colours.

Until recent times the range of possible colours was very
limited. Only five colours were permanent — red, black,
red-brown, green and yellow. Red was created by adding

vermilion (Chinese red, HgS) to the lacquer, and black
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1. Harvesting lacquer resin.

2. Filtering lacquer resin by squeezing.

3. Drying and stirring raw lacquer to ripen it.

4. Preparing cores or bodies: filling cracks in the wood with strips of
paper or gauze.

5. Polishing wooden cores with stones prior to lacquering.

Figs. 1-5, from Arts, métiers et cultures de la Chine . .. Art du vernis,
par le P. d’Incarville, Paris, 1814. Miinster, Museum fiir Lackkunst.

by adding pine or lamp soot and, later on, iron sulphate
filings. Green was produced with a mixture of indigo
and powdered malachite (copper carbonate, CuCO,),
yellow with auripigment (arsenic trisulphide, As,S,) and
red-brown with iron oxide (iron rust or vitriol red). Old
text sources such as the Nan-ts'un cho-kéng lu (Notes
while Resting from Ploughing) published in 1366, refer
to quite differentiated grades and qualities of colour. The
author, T’ao Tsung-i, said the following about red lac-
quer: ‘The colour in red lacquer depends on the season
and weather. In winter, natural lacquer must dominate
in the mixture of raw lacquer, boiled lacquer, vermilion
and colour extracted from the leaves of the red Tung
tree to produce a dark red. Spring and autumn are good
for medium red. The best — a gleaming vermilion — is
produced in the fourth, fifth and seventh months.”
Besides red, black was a main colour, and was used from
the outset. The Chinese and Koreans did, however,
regard black as inferior to the magnificent reds. It was
only in the late nineteenth century that the Japanese, in
particular Tahara Sakae in Hiroshima, discovered how to

produce blue, white and purple lacquers.

Lacquer was applied to a wide variety of materials.
Besides wood, these included fabric, stone, ceramic,
wickerwork (bamboo, for example), metal (brass and
tin), tortoiseshell and ivory along with paper, papier
maché and leather. Chinese lacquer, however, was most
often applied to soft pinewood. The knots and joints in
the wood for lacquer furniture, boxes and containers
were smoothed with a mixture of raw lacquer and glue
(shao-tang). The wood was subsequently coated with
raw lacquer. Hemp or, later on (at the very latest, after
the Yuan period) ramie fabric, was then applied to the
wood with adhesive to prevent tension and cracking as
well as to stabilize the structure (Fig. 4). The base was
then primed with several increasingly refined coats of
lacquer paste mixed with glue, clay fragments, brick
dust, ash, grinding-stone powder or other ingredients
such as hog’s blood or rice-flour paste for cheaper prod-

ucts. These were applied to even out small irregularities

Lacquerware in Asia: China, Korea, Japan and the Ryukyu Islands
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in the base material. As each of the first covering coats
of lesser-quality lacquer dried, they were carefully pol-
ished with a sanding leather before another coat was
applied. Thus the lacquerwork proper could begin only

after months of preparation.

As with priming, lacquering progressed from the bottom
up, with very thin applications of lacquer of increasing
quality brushed on to the object, one layer after another.
The layers were thin so that they would dry more
quickly in the warm but humid climate (up to 70 per
cent humidity) within a few days. The air in the drying
room — thought to have originally been a leaf-covered
pit, the so-called shadow house (yin-shih) — had to be
kept as dust-free as possible. Each layer of lacquer was
allowed to dry completely, then polished. The final layer
was carefully polished and smoothed with fine linen
cloth, rape oil and antler powder until a smooth, silky
lustre, characteristic of Chinese lacquerwork, was pro-
duced (Fig. 5).

Monochrome lacquer and
lacquer painting

Monochrome lacquer (red or black) and lacquer paint-
ing (miao-ch’i) are the simplest and oldest lacquer tech-
niques in China, and fragments of red or black lacquer-
coated vessels and containers been found in graves
dating from the mid- to late Shang period (c. fourteenth
to eleventh century B.C.). Two very well-preserved red
lacquer vessels were also discovered in the north
Chinese province of Liao-ning; carbon-dating situates
them at around 3500 B.C.* They are thus the oldest evi-
dence we have of a Bronze Age culture that was highly

developed from the very beginning in China.

The succeeding Chou dynasty (end of eleventh century
B.C. to 256 B.C.) gives the first documented evidence of
extensive lacquer production. The Chou-li, a book
describing the rites at the end of the Chou period, for

example, records that lacquer was applied to chariots,

royal carriages, armour, and bows and arrows. The many
chariots discovered in the large graves at Hui-hsien, in
Hu-nan province, are evidence that lacquer was increas-
ingly used for preserving and decoration in the manu-
facture of carriages and military equipment. The wood
used to build the carriages has long since rotted away,
but the lacquer has survived in the form of scales, or

flakes, in the earth.

The picture becomes clearer, however, only afterwards,
in the Warring States period (480-221 B.C.), the Ch’in
(221-206 B.Cc.) and particularly the Western Han
(206 B.C.—A.D. 9) periods. Many excavations undertaken
in recent decades have uncovered thousands of lacquer
items, particularly in the Hu-nan, Hu-pei and Ho-nan
provinces.”> They demonstrate that lacquerworking
developed alongside metallurgy to become a leading
craft. A wide variety of different utensils and sophisti-
cated ornamental designs reflects the demand of the
court and the ruling classes for lacquered tableware and
other objects. Such work was frequently produced in
sets: mirrors and cosmetic containers (lien), dining
plates (p’an), wine cups (tsun or chih) and two-handled
cups or bowls, the so-called ‘cups with ears’ (érh-pei),
three-legged food containers (ting) and spoons (pi), but
also trunks and other furniture, sarcophagi, idols, sacri-
ficial basins (chien) and musical instruments. All these
items were generally coated with black lacquer over a
core of wood and adorned with vermilion patterns that
have frequently retained their lustre even after thou-

sands of years.

A magnificent two-handled drinking cup, found in the
Han graves of the Chinese Lo-lang colony in northern
Korea — like many other items from the Ch’in period —
possesses a dated inscription on the bottom providing
the

processes in the state workshops with their highly

information about highly organized working

specialized workers:

Fourth year of Yuan Shih (A.D. 4). Shu Commandery. West



factory. Imperial cup of wood, lacquered, engraved and
painted, with gilded handles. Capacity one sheng, 16 yiieh.
Initial work, 1. Application of lacquer, Li. Top work, Tang.
Gilding of bronze handles, Ku. Painting, Ting. Engraving, Feng.
Finishing, Ping. Production, Tsung Tsao. Official in charge of
the soldiers of the factory guard, Chang. Manager, Liang.
Deputy, Feng. Assistant, Lung. Head clerk, Pao Chu.°

The numbers 1450:4000 and 2173:3000 on two p’an
bowls excavated in Pyongyang (Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea) convey an impression of the huge
quantities of lacquered utensils produced for daily use,
funeral rites and export (as far as northern Mongolia and
the north-west of Kan-su province) by imperial and
princely manufactures as well as private workshops.
Mass production, complete with bureaucratic-type man-
agement, was highly developed.” At the same time, cul-
tivation of the lacquer tree began during the Ch’in
dynasty at the latest. It is thus no accident that ch’i yiian
(lacquer-tree garden) is one of the most common place-

names in China.

Lacquer was applied until the late Chan-kuo period over
a heavy, solid inner core of wood. However, the core was
gradually lightened and made thinner and was occasion-
ally replaced by rough fabric. Lacquer work over a base
made from hemp became more widespread during the
middle Western Han period. This dry lacquer technique,
which in Chinese is called t'o t'ai (without body) or chia-
chu (filled with hemp), required first that a model be
made from wood or clay and covered with several layers
of hemp or ramie fabric. It was then soaked several times
in lacquer paste and allowed to dry, and the basic form
thus produced was lifted off the model and sent to lac-
querworkers and painters for further treatment. An
increasing number of items were produced by this
method during the Eastern Han period (A.D. 25-220),
particularly wine cups and drinking bowls, cosmetic
containers and boxes. This complex type of production
required a high degree of skill, which along with the cost

of the materials was reflected in the prices of the fin-

ished objects. According to one contemporary source,
the Yen-t’ieh lun (Salt and Iron Explained), a lacquer érh-
pei brought ten times the price of the same two-handled
cup in bronze. Gold-plated, solid gold and silver mount-
ings, such as those produced in the famous Shu work-
shop, enhanced the luxurious character of lacquerwork
from the late Han period onwards. The high value of
these items may explain why the owner’s name was fre-

quently inscribed on them.

In the beginning, painted decorations imitated the geo-
metric, X-shaped and lozenge motifs in contemporary
inlaid-bronze and textile work. But by the fifth to fourth
centuries B.C., the styles started to drift apart, and
bronze work later came to be influenced by the new lac-
quer styles of the Chan-kuo period, characterized by
stylized dragons, birds, clouds and whirls, which it imi-
tated in turn. The main colours were vermilion on a
black lacquer base or vice versa; sometimes rhythmically
alternating red and black colours were applied over a
brown base. Usually a black overcoat on the outer sec-
tions complemented luminous red on the interior sec-
tions — rarely the other way around — to create a lively
two-tone effect. The viscous lacquer was applied using
thin and wide brushes alternately, so that the frieze-like
design of parallel borders with zoomorphic decorations
developed a surprising elegance and vitality of line. The
trend towards the ornamental dissolution of motifs that
began in the Ch'in period terminated during the Eastern
Han period in a calligraphic style. Here, linear abstracted
decorative elements intertwined in sweeping flows made
the stylized animals appear ‘to rush through space’

(Sherman Lee).

At the same time, a realistic and very lively figurative
style of painting with lacquer developed, with a wider
range of colours. The apogee of this style is the well-
known woven basket from the Tomb of the Painted
Basket in Lo-lang, northern Korea (Fig. 6).% The basic
reds, blacks and browns were supplemented with green,

blue, yellow, light and dark flesh colours, as well as by
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6. Painted wicker basket from the Tomb of the Painted Basket
in Lo-lang, northern Korea (replica). 22 X 39 X 18 cm.

gold and silver from the second century onwards. Pure
lacquer colours were mixed with oil paints produced
with tung oil from the seeds of the tung-ye tree
(Aleurites fordii) of the paulownia species; they were also

pigmented with gold and brass powder.’

The lacquer industry that flourished during the late Han
period, with its peculiar and highly cultivated lacquer
painting, appears to have come to a sudden end with the
decline of the Han Empire. Painted lacquer decorations
seem to have been neglected for more than a millen-
nium, after which innovation focused on new tech-
niques: lacquer with rich gold, silver and mother-of-
pearl inlays, much admired by the extravagant T’ang
dynasty, and carved lacquer in the twelfth and thirteenth

centuries.

The monochrome lacquers of the Sung (960-1279) and
Yuan (1271-1368) periods, found in the graves along
the lower reaches of the Yang-tzu River in the triangle

composed by the south Chinese provinces of Chiang-su,

China (Sichuan), second century (Eastern Han dynasty).

Stockholm, Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities.

An-hui and Ché-chiang, are a remarkable high point of
this period. Most can be dated back to the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, and many bear inscriptions, but few
offer any information about the place of origin or artis-
tic period. The shapes and colours of Sung lacquers
show that they were probably influenced by — and also
influenced — the ceramic styles of the time, particularly
the ivory-coloured and brown Ting stoneware from Ho-
pei and the legendary imperial Ju-ware. Bowls, bowl
stands, plates and trays predominate in the findings,
indicating that the items produced were mainly table
utensils. Life-enhancing properties were attributed to
lacquer in Sung Taoist literature, and this probably
explains the proliferation of tableware: it was thought
that people would absorb healthful properties by dining

from lacquer plates.

The shapes of these monochromatic or occasionally two-
tone plates are simple and well proportioned. Carefully
proportioned, overlapping and intrinsic modelling in the

shape of blossoms, with gently curving outlines, gener-



ate an air of aristocratic elegance and restrained sophis-
tication. The ‘uncompromising monochrome’ (Regina
Krahl) and the silky gloss finish so pleasant to touch
express the ideal aesthetic of the Sung, who cultivated
the calm beauty of lacquer in its essence (Fig. 7). A rev-
erence for the absolute combined with perfect under-
statement corresponds to what has come down to us
through the Ch'ing pi-ts’ang (Collection of Artistic
Rarities), in which it is related that certain lacquer items
for the Sung palace were produced with a gold or silver
core. The core was invisible, but knowing that it was

there ennobled the piece.

The art of carved lacquer, developed to perfection in the
subsequent Yuan (1271-1368) and Ming (1368-1644)
periods, entirely replaced monochrome lacquer. Its cap-
tivating, unpretentious charm was rediscovered only in
the eighteenth century under Emperors Yung-cheng
(1723-1735) and Ch’ien-lung (1736-1796) and was
imitated in what was almost a Sung revival with the pro-
duction of nostalgic lacquer containers'? and even coral-

red porcelain.!!

It is thought that polychrome lacquer painting (the
latest archaeological discoveries date from the Wei
dynasty, 220-265) flourished again only towards the end
of the Ming period. Surviving examples are usually
narrow, either tall or wide, rectangular boxes whose
sides were often made up of fine bamboo or cane
wickerwork, or trays with upward curving bowl-like
edges.!? Almost without exception, they date from the
Wan-li period (1573-1620) and bear many inscriptions
with cyclic dates, but painted lacquerwork was pro-
duced throughout the seventeenth century, including

during the transitional period (1644-1682).

Tray surface designs were mainly created on luminous
red lacquer bases using polychrome painted lacquer and
oil paints. Pure gold lacquer on black was also used.
Rims with carved scroll designs or ornamental engrav-

ings rubbed with gold were executed with the images of

7. Dish with lobed edge in the shape of a mallow blossom,
red lacquer. 2.8 x 18.5 cm diameter. China, Song dynasty (960-1279).
Tokyo. Lee Collection.

fabulous animals and complete landscapes. Box lids gen-
erally showed reception ceremonies, courtly scenes and
historic episodes with many figures, often framed in
sweeping reservations and embedded in gold lacquer
bases with patterns composed of tiny segments (Fig. 8).
The works are traditionally assigned to south China —
‘south of the Yang-tzu’ — whence they influenced and
helped to create the style of lacquerwork produced on
the Ryukyu Islands.!® The production centre was proba-
bly Canton, which appears to be confirmed by the
inscription on a tray dating from 1595 now in the pos-
session of the Munster Museum fur Lackkunst. Canton
came to specialize in the export of painted lacquer arti-
cles to Europe from the Kang-hsi period onwards
(1662-1722). The export of this so-called Kanton-Lack
(Canton lacquer), particularly to England, reached a
peak during the first half of the nineteenth century. The
furniture, boxes and fans were adapted to European taste
and for export, hence they were excessively decorated
with gold and silver and were mass-produced as well.

But the painted lacquer produced during the long reign
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8. Audience scene, with river landscape in the background.
Rectangular box, black lacquer with polychrome painting surrounded

of Emperor K’ang-hsi, even for export, was of remark-
ably high quality. The most outstanding example of
Kang-hsi lacquer painting is the screen with rich poly-
chrome design on the back of the Berlin throne ensem-

ble, which was probably produced in the early 1670s.'*

Carved lacquer

By far the most important lacquer technique invented in
China is carved lacquer. Its probable origins can be
traced back to wooden items produced from the middle
to late Shang period. The flat parts of the carved reliefs
were painted red and the raised areas were black.
Alternating red and black lacquer in rhythmic designs is
also characteristic of the oldest examples of genuine
carved lacquer in China. A suit of leather armour coated
with carved lacquer, dating from the eighth or ninth cen-

tury and excavated in Fort Miran in East Turkestan in

by a gilt border and with basketry panels. 12 x 47.5 x 34.3 cm.
China, c. 1600 (Ming dynasty). San Francisco, Asian Art Museum.

1906, has always been regarded as the oldest piece of
carved lacquer, but an exceptionally well-preserved box
dating from the fifth century in the Lee Collection in
Tokyo is today regarded as the earliest known piece.!®
The fact that the technical and ornamental features of
the so-called guri lacquer were already fully developed

may suggest that even older pieces exist.

The Japanese term guri, which is now universally used
to describe this type of carved lacquer, means ‘arch and
circle’, referring to geometric decorations consisting of
circles, spirals and three-lobed, sweeping cloud-like
shapes reminiscent of a pince-nez called ju-i (after the
ju-i congratulatory sceptre). From the start, the hsiang-
ts’ao vine scroll consisting of weaving volutes was also
used, mostly for edge patterns. Always symmetrical or
concentric, these motifs expand to densely cover plates

and boxes as well as long, narrow ‘stretched’ trays.



Another outstanding feature of guri work was the two-
tone or multi-coloured layering of lacquer coating. The
layers of colour were applied so that each individual
colour comprised many different numbers of individual
coats, usually in a recurrent pattern of red and black,
sometimes red and green or ochre. The top layer gener-
ally set the tone and determined whether the intermedi-
ate layers would be less or more dominant, and whether
black or red guri lacquer was to be the final product. The
carving knife was held at an angle to carve the individ-
ual motifs in V-shaped cuts, producing a lively contrast

of colours in alternating layers.

The development of the style is particularly apparent in
early examples, although the method of creating layers
of colour, the carving techniques and even the classic
guri patterns remained almost unchanged until well into
the nineteenth century. The guri lacquers of the Sung
period are remarkably light; their sides are thin and the
lacquer coating is made up of comparatively few layers.
The extremely flat cut of the decoration creates fine,
sharp burrs, giving the pieces a graphic, almost brittle,
character. In the Sung period, the geometric spiralling
patterns were complemented with floral motifs height-
ened with pairs of birds resulting in a figurative style of
guri lacquer. During the Yuan and Ming periods, the lac-
quer carvers produced spiral and especially ju-i motifs,
which they carved into a heavy, almost ‘muscular’, relief
of thick coats of lacquer dominated by black (Fig. 9).
Polished round and silky contours intensify this impres-
sion and invite the viewer to feel the tactile attraction of
the soft surface. Chinese guri work declined after the
Ming period, but the technique continued to thrive and
develop after its introduction into Japan (traditionally
assumed to have occurred in the fourteenth century)
down to the present day; the style has achieved an extra-

ordinary technical precision and aesthetic perfection.!®

Besides floral seasonal designs enlivened with pairs of
birds, the second and largest group of carved lacquer

used mythological dragons and phoenixes as imperial

9. Tray, carved brown and red lacquer with guri pattern.
China, Yuan dynasty (1271-1368). Beijing, National Palace Museum.

symbols, along with figurative motifs embedded in land-
scapes as scenic and anecdotal elements with architec-
tural counterpoints. Like the guri lacquers, these pieces
were produced with a fabric-covered wooden core, to
which increasingly finer and harder undercoats were
applied, and which were then finished with less-refined
lacquer and finally with very thin outer layers of the
finest lacquer a mere 0.03 mm to 0.04 mm thick. As
each coat of lacquer required three to four days to dry,
and carvings were usually cut into lacquer with an aver-
age thickness of approximately 4 mm built up from a
hundred or more individual layers, it is apparent that the
process was complicated, and that many months could
pass before the lacquer master began work with the

carving knife.'”

In contrast to the alternating layers of colour used in guri
lacquer, only one colour was used on carved lacquers,
usually with representational motifs. Particularly during

the Ming period, the ‘Bright Dynasty’, the luminous
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monochrome vermilion of the classical red carved lac-
quer (t'i-hung, cut red) prevailed over black lacquer (ti-
hei, cut black), which can usually be dated to an earlier
time, that of the Yuan period. In the Yuan and early Ming
periods (up to around 1500) both colours were built up
on an ochre base, which is revealed in the narrow gaps
in the carved decoration to create a soft brocade-like
contrast. Frequently, just 1 mm above the ochre base,
there is a thin layer of black lacquer in the red (and vice
versa), which warned the carver that his blade had pen-
etrated too close to the yellow base. It appears as flat
background almost exclusively in conjunction with
dragons and phoenixes or with plant motifs, which
range over rim borders in dense patterns or as the main
design of the surfaces and vessel walls. In contrast to
these ornamental compositions filling the entire space,
probably imitated from silk embroidery, scenic depic-
tions with their greater ‘emptiness’ required a different
style of background decoration so that the desired figu-
rative illusions could be achieved. The earth was thus
represented by squares with double lines, or by rhom-
boids filled with stars. Water was represented by stylized
waves made up of counteracting curves. Air was sym-
bolized by a rather complex pattern of horizontally lay-
ered groups of lines running as offset serpentines
(Fig. 10). Backgrounds with the three combined patterns
formed a style that was abandoned only towards the end
of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth cen-
turies in favour of two patterns or finally just one. Those
who produced non-court-commissioned objects in the
late Ming period eventually no longer knew the meaning
of the symbols, and they were frequently confused. At
the same time, the style of carved lacquer with floral
decorations changed. Ornamental density was replaced
towards the end of the fifteenth century by wider spaces.

This development finally led even to the ochre base

10. Landscape with pavilion and reception scene. Standing
table screen (section), red carved lacquer. Height, 58.5 cm.
China, beginning of fifteenth century (Ming dynasty).
Stuttgart, Linden-Museum.

falling into disuse and being replaced in the sixteenth

century with geometric patterns.'®

Chinese carved lacquer reached its peak in the late four-
teenth and early fifteenth centuries during the reigns of
Emperors Yung-lo (1403-1424) and Hsuan-té (1426-
1435). These light- to dark-red lacquers on ochre-yellow
bases are characterized by a style of carving with
rounded edges and silky polished surfaces whose soft
appearance is unique. The three-dimensional effect of
the dense relief on all sides contributes to the quality of
these pieces. The complicated and overlapping, artisti-
cally scrolling leaves, and the lively but carefully
engraved interior composition of the design, generate a
high degree of plasticity and spatial depth. The fine
attention to detail is also apparent from the care with
which the various plants — mainly peonies, chrysanthe-
mums, gardenias, lotus and plum blossoms — were
reproduced. The representation is botanically correct:
each stamen has a different pattern, and the veining on
the tops and bottoms of leaves differs exactly as it would

in nature (Figs. 11 and 12).

The immediate predecessors of these masterpieces were
the red and black carved lacquers of the late Yuan
period. It was probably not by chance that two of the
most famous Chinese lacquer masters — Chang Ch’eng
and Yang Mao — worked during this time, the period of
the rising Ming dynasty. The Ké-ku yao lun (Outline of
Antiquities) published by Ts'ao Chao in 1388, the clas-
sic reference work of all the Chinese art manuals, has
the following to say about these two masters: ‘At the end
of the Yuan dynasty, Chang Ch’eng and Yang Mao, both
pupils of Yang Hui of Hsi-t'ang, were famous for their
carved redware. . . . Carved red lacquer is greatly
favoured by [the] peoples of Japan and the Liu Chiu
Islands.”'® Tt therefore comes as no surprise that a series
of early Chinese carved lacquer from the Sung, Yuan and
early Ming periods has been preserved in old Japanese
temples, including the famous plate with peacock deco-

ration with a possibly authentic Chang Ch’eng signature

Lacquerware in Asia: China, Korea, Japan and the Ryukyu Islands
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in the Daitoku-ji in Kyoto.?* The fame of the two artists
survived for centuries. Many copies of their work were
made, and the facsimiles of their signatures here mean
that the pieces were produced in the style of Chang
Ch’eng and Yang Mao or that they were modelled on
original works by the two artists. Many fraudulent imi-
tations by Chinese and particularly Japanese lacquer
carvers also exist, where the signatures intend solely to

convey the impression of an original work.

The best-known region for lacquer carving was centred
along the lower reaches of the Yang-tzu River and
extended as far south as Cheé-chiang province where
Chang Ch’eng, Yang Mao and their students worked in
Hsi-tang. This region had already risen to fame during
the Sung period for its lacquer workshops where, under
the supervision of the authorities, items had been pro-
duced for the imperial court. The astonishingly good
condition of the pieces surviving from the early fifteenth
century demonstrates the careful craftsmanship and the
high technical skills prevalent in these manufactures.
Much of the lacquerwork produced under Emperors
Yung-lo and Hstuan-té bears markings made by needles
and knives into which gold was rubbed. It is a subject of
intense debate by lacquer art historians whether the
marks were applied at the time of manufacture or

whether they were applied at a later date.?!

The carved lacquers produced during the late fifteenth
and early sixteenth centuries have not been studied in
depth. There is a gap of almost one hundred years
between production under Emperor Hstan-té (died
1435) and under Emperor Chia-ching (whose reign
commenced in 1522). Only two marked or inscribed

and dated pieces are known to have survived from the

11. Peony, lotus and chrysanthemum sprays. Vase, carved red
lacquer. Height, 15.5 cm. China, beginning of fifteenth century
(Ming dynasty). Miinster, Museum fiir Lackkunst.

12. Camellia sprays. Dish (section), carved red lacquer. China,
beginning of fifteenth century (Ming dynasty).
Beijing, National Palace Museum.



time of Emperor Hung-chih (1488-1505). But, during
this period of transition, the floral lacquer decorations
unmistakably moved away from formally dense orna-
mental compositions towards insular, often freer and
more naturalistic representations on carpet-like areas of
background patterns. The scenic motifs appear to push
staffage and landscapes into the background in favour of
a rich veduta-like palace architecture. The contemplative
calm and intimate tranquillity of the late Yuan and early

Ming scenes were replaced by larger detailed panoramas.

Subsequently, a new style emerged under Emperor Chia-
ching (1522-1566); many marked pieces have survived
from this era. These include vessels and containers with
surfaces divided into small sections by ornamental bands
and cut-out medallions. These narrow spaces were filled
with a wealth of compositions consisting of different
patterns, floral and scenic motifs, Taoist good-luck
emblems and magic written characters. The trend
towards decorations overloaded with motifs and
arrangements was accompanied by the development of
irregular eccentric shapes, for example, in the form of
bar-, ring-, pumpkin- and leaf-shaped, irregularly
pointed containers. There also arose a preference for
expressive, flowing and expansive dragon postures,
which - frequently in conjunction with phoenixes —
became a leitmotif for Chia-ching lacquer (Fig. 13). The
agitated, mannerist-like style was enhanced by multi-

coloured lacquer decors.

During the long reign of Emperor Wan-li (1573-1619),
the two-colour and multicoloured layering of carved lac-
quer (t’i-ts’ai, cut colours) was continued particularly in
combinations of yellow, green and red. A decided prefer-
ence for a lively polychrome effect can be seen in the
enthusiasm of the period for five-colour porcelain. The
framing of individual decorative depictions with medal-
lions or curving panels represented a continuation of the
Chia-ching style. In a clear contrast to the extravagant
contours of Chia-ching lacquerwork, the artists of the

Wan-li era returned to studied calm and simple shapes

which they covered with evenly dense and symmetric
carved designs. Rectangular boxes with recessed but also
increasingly projecting edges are particularly character-

istic of the Wan-li period.??

Although the penultimate Ming emperor, T’ien-ch’i
(1621-1627), worked as a lacquer carver himself, the art
declined inexorably with the fall of the dynasty. It was
only in 1680 under the consolidating reign of the most
important Ch'ing ruler, K'ang-hsi, that a court manufac-
ture was once again set up in the Forbidden City. But
again, a lack of pieces that can be safely dated to this

period makes it difficult to define the K’ang-hsi style.??

The last great moment in Chinese carved lacquer com-
menced with the Ch’ien-lung lacquers created in 1746.
These bear the earliest dated inscriptions and were influ-
enced by the emperor, who in his spare time was a poet,
painter, artist and antique collector. He enjoyed every-
thing that evoked bygone eras, so that a taste was cre-
ated for a nostalgic ‘imitation of olden times’. Carved
lacquer that copied models from the Yung-lo/Hstan-té
and the Chia-ching/Wan-li periods has survived along-
side particularly amazing examples in the style of mono-
chrome Sung lacquerwork. Their vermilion, however,
displays the light tone and hardness so characteristic of
Chlien-lung lacquer, while the relief work lacks the soft
surface lustre so characteristic of the pieces from the fif-
teenth century. Some other stylistic irregularities also
reveal their late production date. A tendency towards
technical virtuosity, expressed as complicated winding
and sharp-edged precision carvings, is unmistakable.
The popular prime example — one that also impressively
documents the emperor’s preference for red carved lac-
quer — is Ch’ien-lung’s throne, now housed at the

Victoria and Albert Museum in London.?*

Coromandel lacquer

Coromandel lacquer represents a special, late type of

carved lacquer. This term, widely used by art historians
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13. Winged dragon against background of green waves, framed by
six-petalled prunus border. Octagonal container, carved red lacquer.

only since the beginning of the twentieth century, orig-
inated in the French vernis de Coromandel, and was first
documented in 1748.% In turn, the French expression
may be traced back to the Coromandel Coast in south-

east India, where the French maintained trading posts

13.7 x 22.5 cm diameter. China, mid-sixteenth century (Ming dynasty).
Tokyo, Lee Collection.

in Pondichéry and Madras for shipping goods from the
Far East until the British took over in 1761. The
English literature of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries called Coromandel lacquer ‘Bantam work’

after the base operated by the Dutch East India



Company in the port of Bantam on Java (Indonesia),
where exported lacquerwork passed on its way to

Europe.

The Chinese used the terms k’é-hui (engraved ash) and
k'uan-ts’ai (engraved polychrome) for this type of lac-
querwork. The latter appears for the first time at the end
of the sixteenth century in Hsiu-shi lu (Records of
Lacquer Ornaments), a major treatise on lacquer com-
posed at that time by Huang Ch'eng and later com-
mented by Yang Ming in 1625. The work proves that
this procedure had already developed by the late Ming
period. It states: ‘Lacquer paints are used in conjunction
with oils for the “engraved polychrome” technique. . . .
The use of silver and gold has a magnificent effect on the
colour and enhances the pleasing appearance of the
. Yang Ming adds, ‘The

design is incised in the same way [as for] a wood print-

work’s beauty even further. .

ing plate. . . . The colours are then filled in. This is how

the technique gets its name.’?°

Yang Ming’s comparison with wood printing plates is
very clear. The core plates used in the Coromandel tech-
nique — usually pinewood — were repeatedly coated with
a primer. To this day the precise composition of the
primer is not known. It probably consisted of a mixture
of hog’s blood and raw lacquer to which ashes had been
added. After careful polishing, this primer was coated
with several layers of brown or black lacquer. Once the
lacquer had hardened, a scenic or floral decoration was
cut in relief into the lacquer down to the lacquer/ash
base. The incisions were then painted in colourful fill-
ings or with gold powder mixed with glue. The lively,
lustrous variety of colours and the embedded inner
drawing, set off in very fine lacquer relief, evokes
Chinese woodcuts and their wealth of motifs. A fabulous
variety of imaginary palatial scenes and crowded gather-
ings of Taoist gods, complete with landscapes, hunting
scenes and the classical blossom-and-bird motifs range
across the main fields, bordered by wide fringes of floral,

Taoist or Buddhist adornments.

Coromandel lacquer was an innovation of the late Ming
period, but these items are more characteristic of the
K'ang-hsi era, from which many high-quality examples
have survived.?” These are usually magnificent, twelve-
section screens, dated and inscribed with long dedica-
tions, that were given to deserving functionaries on their
birthdays or other anniversaries. In the late seventeenth
century, and increasingly in the eighteenth century,
Coromandel lacquer objects — mainly screens, cabinets
and boxes — were also exported to Europe, some of it
even made to order. The centre of production was prob-
ably in the south Chinese provinces. The Coromandel
screen at the Cologne Museum for East-Asian Art, for
example, names an unknown master, Ts'ai Ch’ih-chu
from Chang in Fu-chien province.?® The oldest safely
dated example is the screen made in 1659, now in the
Freer Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. (Fig. 14). But
many Coromandel screens were also produced during
the nineteenth century and exported to FEurope.
According to Michel Beurdeley, these late pieces possess

a greyish primer composed of glue and ground slate.?”

Engraved, inlaid and filled lacquer

In addition to polychrome lacquer painting, the Han
period developed the technique of engraving designs
into the covering coats of lacquer with needle-like
gouges. This technique was called chui-hua (needle
painting). However, these thin-lined incised drawings in
the calligraphic and abstract style so characteristic of the
late Han period were not produced to the exclusion of
other lacquer styles, and patterns carved out over wider
areas and filled with thin gold or silver plate were also
common. And it was particularly in the T’ang period
(618-906) that this expensive technique, known as
ping-to (shallow scooping), influenced by Persian
styles, achieved a high degree of arabesque filigree deli-
cacy. According to reports of the time, it reached the
height of its popularity under Emperor Hstian-tsung
(713-755). The lacquer containers stored in the Shoso-

in treasury in Nara (Japan) and a long-necked jug with

Lacquerware in Asia: China, Korea, Japan and the Ryukyu Islands
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14. Scene in Imperial Palace with numerous figures.
Coromandel screen (section). China, dated 1659 (Qing dynasty).

lid owned by the Japanese Emperor Shomu (724-749), a
contemporary of Hstian-tsung, and a lid fragment at the
Linden Museum in Stuttgart are some of the few surviv-
ing examples that convey a glimmer of the sophistica-
tion of p’ing-t'o lacquer from the T’ang period.*° Its effect
is comparable to that of the eighteenth and nineteenth
century piqué work in Europe, with gold and silver

inlays in tortoiseshell.

Dated excavations have shown that engraved lacquer

was already familiar to the Chinese by the Sung period,

Washington, D.C., Freer Gallery of Art.

at the very latest. The designs were etched into black,
red or, less frequently, green lacquer. They were then
filled with gold leaf. Although directly stimulated by the
highly developed gold and silver engravings of the T’ang
and Sung periods, engraved lacquer probably developed
from the lacquer of the late Han period. The Nan-tsun
cho-kéng lu published in 1366 by T’ao Tsung-i calls this
technique ch’iang-chin-yin (decorating with gold and
silver). As explained in the document, this technique
involves ‘the inlaying of gold and silver foil into engrav-

ings on black lacquer. The incised representations —




landscapes, figurative and historic scenes, flowers, build-
ings — are filled with Korean (Silla) lacquer, which for
gold plating was mixed with sublimed sulphur and for
silver plating with shao powder. The cut-out gold foil
which sticks to the lacquer is wiped firm with cotton

wool.3!

The ch’iang-chin (decorated with gold) technique
reached a high level during the Yuan period, which is
demonstrated by a series of nine Sutra boxes that have
been in the possession of Japanese collections and tem-
ples for centuries. Four of these have inscriptions dating
them to 1315.3? The black-gold ch’iang-chin lacquerware
with parallel hatching resembling brocade embroidery
was not only exported to Japan during the fourteenth
and early fifteenth centuries, but also to the Ryukyu
Islands, where the technique fell on particularly fertile
soil and greatly influenced the development of an indi-
vidual local style. While ch’iang-chin decorations devel-
oped and continued to the present day in Japan and the
Ryukyu Islands as chinkin-bori (engravings with inlaid
gold), the style using engraved and gold-plated lines
exclusively on black lacquer had fallen into disregard in
China by the early fifteenth century. From this time on,
the style was combined with the technique of tiien-ch’i

(filled-in lacquer) work, and later with lacquer painting.

In the classic tien-ch’i technique, flat depressions were
scooped out in usually red or red-brown lacquer that
was not quite hardened.3® These depressions were then
filled in with different-coloured lacquers. Subsequent
polishing frequently caused the colours to blend and
produced soft, sfumato-like contours. The outer and
inner contours of the sketch-like pictures were then
carefully engraved and powdered gold was rubbed into

the markings.

The combination of gold-filled lacquer engravings with
colourful lacquer inlays, like that seen on the small cab-
inet box dating from the early fifteenth century in the

possession of the Victoria and Albert Museum in

15. Dragon and phoenix in ogival panel. Cabinet, filled and incised
lacquer. 49 x 56.8 x 42 cm. China, first half of fifteenth century (Ming
dynasty). London, Victoria and Albert Museum.

London (Fig. 15), reached its peak only during the six-
teenth century under Emperors Chia-ching and Wan-li.
The high esteem for these lacquers, which were known
as tiao-t’ien (incising and filling) by the court, appears to
have surpassed even the taste for red carved lacquer of
the late sixteenth century. Examples of inlaid or painted,
small area-filling background patterns with embedded
decorative curving medallions are documented only for
the Wan-li period and thus represent a reliable dating
aid. The complicated, time-consuming and very expen-
sive procedure resulted from the laborious decorative
depressions and lacquer fillings, which were sometimes
replaced by painted lacquer. This change appears to have
already occurred during the Wan-li period. The usually
visible wear caused by continuous use makes it possible
to differentiate between real tien-ch’i pieces and simpler

copies.

The promotion of lacquer art under Emperor Ch'ien-
lung resulted in a revival of the filled engraving tech-
nique in the eighteenth century. Besides an entire series

of high-quality, marked pieces from the emperor’s
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manufacture, a surprisingly large group of almost identi-
cal sixteen-lobed containers have now been dated to the
Ch'ien-lung period. The technique of using expensive
lacquer fillings was replaced by the use of thinly applied
lacquer painting that magnificently complemented the

web-like, densely woven, gold engravings.

Mother-of-pearl lacquer

A technique that has been associated with lacquer art for
thousands of years is the use of mother-of-pearl inlays.
Fragments found in An-yang in the north of Ho-nan
province in the royal graves of the Shang dynasty, dating
from the twelfth and eleventh centuries B.C., possess
mother-of-pearl and other materials inlaid in a red lac-
quer coating. But this technique known in Chinese as lo-
tien (polished conch inlay) reached an initial peak only

under the T’ang rulers.

The effect of lo-tien is based on the elemental contrast
between the bright shimmering mother-of-pearl and the
black lacquer background. The design was ‘lifted out’ of
the base of many coats, and the thickly cut pieces of
mother-of-pearl were glued into the depressions. Sub-
sequent layers of transparent lacquer were then carefully
polished away to create a smooth surface. Frequently, a
thin layer of transparent lacquer was left to protect the
incrusted container walls.>* As this technique did not
guarantee that the mother-of-pearl inlay would be flush
with the lacquer bed, the minute decorative parts were
also applied directly to the base, and the gaps bet-
ween the patterns were afterwards filled with layers of

lacquer.

This method developed at the same time as the
absolutely perfected technique of applying silver and
gold inlays. Both styles were probably influenced by
Sassanidian and Indian art. Probably the most beautiful
surviving object from the T’ang period, the belt con-
tainer owned by the Japanese Emperor Shomu — now at

the Shoso-in at Nara — is decorated in the shape of a fil-

igree rosette made from inlays of mother-of-pearl, gold
and colourfully underpainted rock crystal on black lac-
quer.®> The combination of different materials, such as
honey-coloured translucent tortoiseshell or jade, with
the milky-white and finely engraved mother-of-pearl
from the trochus marine snail (Turbo cornutus) is typical
of the T’ang period and is also encountered in the form
of incrustations on fragrant sandalwood. The craftsman-
ship and the refined, luxurious taste expressed in such
items were much admired, especially in Japan and
Korea, where they usually arrived as imperial gifts — and
consequently stimulated the production of mother-of-

pearl lacquer in these countries.

Chinese writers also mention mother-of-pearl lacquer
during the Sung period. The Ké-ku yao-lun, published in
1388, explains: ‘Those made in the past or for the Sung
Imperial Court were in solid lacquer. Some of them have
copper thread inlays. They are very good.?® Examples
that have survived from the Sung period to the present

day are extremely rare.’’

Larger quantities of mother-of-pearl lacquer have come
down to us only from the fourteenth century, which is
the late Yuan period. These pieces demonstrate the
exceptional skills of the lacquerworkers. The style was
already fully developed, and its influence extended from
the 300-year Ming period into the Ch'ing era. The thick
pieces of mother-of-pearl, the so-called ‘solid mother-of-
pearl’ used in the ornamental decorations during the
T’ang period, were replaced by fine to paper-thin pieces
from the luminous iridescent mother-of-pearl produced
by the marmorized trochus or more frequently by the
sea-ear (Haliotis tuberculata). The French name for this
snail, burgau, gave its name to this technique known as
laque burgauté. In this technique, frequently called ‘soft
mother-of-pearl’, tiny particles were inlaid and then
coated with black lacquer, and finally polished after the
drying period. In the larger section of the design,
mother-of-pearl inlays were usually combined into figu-

rative representations, which were bordered on the
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16. The palace of Hsi Wang-mu and the Eight Immortals.
Octagonal container, black lacquer with mother-of-pearl inlays.
23.4 x 36 cm diameter. China, Yuan dynasty (1279-1368).

Tokyo, Lee Collection.

17. Flowering plum tree with crescent moon in night sky. Tray, black
lacquer with mother-of-pearl inlays. 3.3 x 34.4 x 33.6 cm. China,
fourteenth to fifteenth century (Yuan/early Ming dynasty). Miinster,
Museum fir Lackkunst.

blossom-shaped curving or polygonal edges or sides of
the containers by means of alternating geometric pat-
terns, circulating vine borders or scenic motifs grouped
into medallion-shaped areas (Fig. 16). Related surface
patterns appeared as additional ornamental filling in the
overall composition, while the faces and clothing of the
figures were carefully engraved in minute detail. The
larger objects used thousands upon thousands of tiny,
individually cut mother-of-pearl pieces that were applied
to the lacquer base. Such refinement in design, particu-
larly that of Yuan lacquer, was not to be achieved again

at this level until the K'ang-hsi period.>8

The mother-of-pearl lacquer of the Ming period contin-
ued the style developed under the Mongol emperors.
Decorative motifs focused on fabulous subjects taken
from woodcuts. The use of the different mother-of-pearl
colours from the sixteenth century onwards produced an
increasingly illusory picturesque effect here. The lacquer
master Huang-ch’eng, author of the above-cited treatise
on lacquer adornment, Hsiu-shi lu (1625), remarks, ‘The
greater the care that is taken with the details of [the
mother-of-pearl] inlays in creating a similarity to paint-
ing, the better. The fact that different shells have differ-
ent colours should be put to use for the individual sec-
tions of the designs.>® At the same time, however, the
dating of mother-of-pearl lacquerwork from the Ming
dynasty style raises unanswerable questions, because
there are no reliable datings or cyclic inscriptions that
allow specific styles to be attributed to this or that exact
period.* The stylistic proximity of the styles to mother-
of-pearl work in Korea and to lacquerware from the
Ryukyu Islands also sometimes makes it difficult to
determine precisely the date, or even the geographic
origin, of the pieces. Dreamy, romantic pictures with
blossoming plum branches under half moons or with
pairs of birds, inherited from the Yuan tradition, which
in turn copied them from the ink drawings of the Sung
period, appear to have been continued only until the

fifteenth century (Fig. 17).
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18. Terrace with the Eight Immortals. Screen from throne ensemble
(detail of centre panel), black lacquer with mother-of-pearl inlays and

The mother-of-pearl lacquers of the Ming period usually
bear no official marks (there are a few exceptions) and
they were less popular at the court than carved lacquers
(fifteenth century) and lacquer with filled engravings
(sixteenth century). The technique of mother-of-pearl,
however, enjoyed renewed enthusiasm and official
approval during the K’ang-hsi era. The major work of art
from this period is the ensemble at the Museum fur
Ostasiatische Kunst in Berlin, comprising a throne and
screen, and it dates from the early 1770s and — along
with other items of furniture with mother-of-pearl inlays

produced for the imperial court — is proof of the exis-

gold. 286 x 330 cm. China, c. 1670 (Qing dynasty). Berlin, Museum fiir
Ostasiatische Kunst.

tence of imperial workshops. The masterly style of this
piece indicates the continuation of a trend that began in
the late sixteenth century towards a picturesque view of
the world and facial features for the figures. The use of
iridescent pink, green and violet mother-of-pearl, sprin-
kled mother-of-pearl dust and complementary inlays of
very thin gold and silver foil made the rich scenes

appear even more complex and realistic (Fig. 18).

The excellent quality of these mother-of-pearl pieces is
evident not only in magnificent imperial furniture, but

also in smaller, lacquered utensils and charming orna-



mental objects produced from the seventeenth century
onwards and manufactured in greater quantities during
the eighteenth century. Many of these artistic miniatures
bear stamps in gold foil or mother-of-pearl with the
artist's name, particularly Chiang Ch’ien-li, an almost
legendary master of laque burgauté working as the Ming
dynasty was succeeded by the Ch’ing. Very little is
known about a certain ‘cup and bowl Chiang-Ch’ien-I{’,
but his style and skill were regarded as exemplary, and
many imitators even copied his signature mark to
express that the pieces were ‘produced in the style of
Chiang Ch'ien-lIi".

Beginning perhaps in the early seventeenth century and
continuing until later, the mother-of-pearl inlays appear
to have been painted, or else foil was applied on the
underside to intensify the colours. Recent research
attributes many of these colourful objects to the Ryukyu
Islands, partly because the use of added wire inlays, and
the lining of bowls and cups with tinfoil, is thought to
have been imported from Kyushu. In the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, the Ryukyu Islands were the
centre of an export-oriented manufacture of Chinese-

style mother-of-pearl lacquers for Japanese customers.

Chinese lacquer art in Europe:
reception and research

The earliest information about Chinese lacquer in the
possession of European aristocrats appears around the
late sixteenth century. The ‘exotic rarities’, as they were
called, were exhibited with other ‘Indian’ rarities in royal
art and wonder chambers.*! Europe really discovered
Chinese lacquer art, however, only during the K’ang-hsi
period, that is, towards the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury, when the Dutch and British trading companies set
up a regular lacquer import and export business.*? The
growing number of imports of Coromandel screens and
cabinets and richly decorated gold-lacquered furniture
from the trading centres in southern China stimulated

demand as well as the desire to reproduce this material,

so highly regarded for resistance, hardness, sheen and

exotic decoration.

The search for production secrets had already resulted in
highly speculative ideas and even ‘scientific’ analyses by
the sixteenth century. But it was only in the Novus Atlas
Sinensis published in Amsterdam in 1655 by the Jesuit
priest, Martinius Martini, that the first correct hypothe-
sis about the ‘glue’ that ‘sweats out of trees’ appeared.
Soon, more detailed explanations about production and
processing of the special resin followed, such as the
Nouveaux mémoires sur l'état présent de la Chine pub-
lished in 1696 by Louis le Comte, and the famous
Trattato sopra la vernice detta communemente cinese, by
Filippo Bonanni, published in 1709 in Latin and in 1720
in Italian. Bonanni clearly knew that East Asian lacquer
could not be produced in Europe, so he revealed all the
lacquer recipes in his possession to imitate ‘Chinese
veneer’. This book of recipes and the variations subse-
quently published, along with richly illustrated travel
reports and Chinese and Japanese exports, induced a
wave of ‘lacquer chinoiserie’ — a serious yet playful imi-
tation of East Asian lacquerwork in the late seventeenth
century. The Chinese and Japanese lacquer art that
entered aristocratic and also some bourgeois homes,
especially in the Netherlands, provided the stimulus and
basis for the development of European lacquer art. It
also enriched the Baroque and Rococo styles with an
infinite world of fantastic and bizarre motifs found on

the lacquer pieces.

Japanese lacquerware, due to the fad for everything
Japanese in the late nineteenth century, drew the atten-
tion of public and private collectors. In contrast, the sig-
nificance and variety of Chinese lacquer art was recog-
nized only at the beginning of the twentieth century by
a few collectors such as A. Breuer, Fritz Low-Beer, Soame
Jenyns, Mrs Walter Sedgwick and Sir Harry and Lady
Garner. Today’s state of research into the art is due to the
knowledge they acquired over years of collecting, and to

their subsequent publications.
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After their initial approaches dealing with the history of
Chinese lacquer as an art at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, the standard works (which to this day
remain essential, such as Fritz Low-Beer’s essays,
‘Chinese carved lacquer of the early fifteenth century’
and ‘Chinese lacquer of the middle and late Ming
period’) were published only in the early 1950s. Other
important works were published later, such as Werner
Speiser’s Lackkunst in Ostasien in 1965; Lee Yu-Kuan’s
Oriental Lacquer Art in 1972; and Harry Garner’s Chinese
Lacquer, which is as recent as 1979.*> The most impor-
tant works to be recently published in the West are the
catalogue by George Kuwayama for the ‘Far Eastern
Lacquer’ exhibition of 1982 at the Los Angeles County
Museum; Klaus Brandt’s Chinesische Lackarbeiten collec-
tion catalogue issued in Stuttgart in 1988; James Watt’s
and Barbara Brennan Ford’s catalogue of the Florence
and Herbert Irving Collection published in 1991;
Chinese Carved Lacquer, published by Derek Clifford in
1992; and the catalogue of the 2000 Years of Chinese
Lacquer’ exhibition presented in 1993 by the Art Gallery
of the Chinese University of Hong Kong.

But the magic of Chinese lacquerwork had already been
perceived in the Japanophile second half of the nineteenth
century; this is demonstrated not only by an article en-
titled ‘Les Laques’ by Albert Jacquemart published in the
Gazette des Beaux-Arts as early as 1859/1860,* but also
by the Chinese connotations in the gentle Far-Eastern
references in Poissons d’or, the third piano piece in
Claude Debussy’s Images of 1907 — inspired by the pic-

ture of a goldfish on a piece of Chinese lacquerware.
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KOREA

Lacquer work fragments and simple black lacquer ves-
sels found during excavation work at the ancient cul-
tural sites of Ch'ongong-ri and Taho-ri, as well as other
locations on the Korean peninsula, indicate that lac-
querwork was already being produced during the pre-
historic Bronze Age. The much-imitated Chinese style of
the Han Empire (206 B.C.—A.D. 220) influenced Korean
culture through the thriving colony of Lo-lang in north-
ern Korea, where burial-site finds such as the famous
‘Painted Basket’ depicting paragons of filial piety! indi-
cate that highly developed painted Chinese lacquerwork
was already known to Korean society. Chinese lacquer-
work also left its mark on the development of art created
during the period of the Three Kingdoms of Silla, Koryo
and Paekche (57 B.C.—A.D. 668).

Fragments that have survived in royal or aristocratic
burial sites are also evidence of an increasingly refined,
expanding branch of lacquer art. Coats of black and red
lacquer were embellished with stripes and flowers cut
from gold foil; these were then attached with nails and
decorated with painted black, white and red designs.
The presence of white reveals the desire for a wider
range of colours and demonstrates that oil-bound pig-
ments were used, to which lead oxide was already being
added as a siccative (drying agent), as the lacquerwork
found at the Silla burial sites shows. Most items, how-
ever, are decorated in alternate colouring, i.e. red on the
outside and black on the inside or vice versa, along with
geometric designs, birds and other pictures of animals,
occasionally with stylized landscape elements, coated in
red or ochre lacquer paintings, whose light, elegant,
easily recognizable brush strokes reflect the calligraphic
Han style. Besides domestic objects such as bowls,
beakers, bottles, ladles and combs, the variety of lac-
quered items also widened to include riding saddles,
masks and scholarly equipment as well as sarcophagi
and burial gifts. The importance of lacquer craftsman-

ship and production is shown by the Samguk-sagi
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(History of the residential city of Kyongju). In 1975 and
1976, archaeologists digging in the mud of the artificial
Anapchi pond, part of expansive palace grounds used by
the Silla kings until the early tenth century, found over a
hundred lacquer items and many other artefacts.> These
objects, which had lain at the bottom of the lake for
more than a thousand years and which are exemplary of
the technique and style of Silla lacquerwork, also
included lacquer vessels with ornamental metal inlays.
Besides various containers and utensils, luxurious lac-
quer-coated bronze mirrors were also found into which
gold and silver arabesque-like filigree patterns and figu-
rative designs had been inlaid, a procedure known as
piing-t'o (Chinese) or heidatsu (Japanese). This tech-
nique had been developed in China during the T’ang
period (618-906) where it was subsequently forbidden
as a luxury by Emperor Su-tsung (756-762). The few
pieces surviving from this period have been dated to the
eighth and ninth centuries; they closely follow their
Tang Chinese models, which themselves were influ-
enced by the Sassanian Empire. Encrustations of shards
of turquoise, tortoiseshell and milky-white mother-of-
pearl appeared during the same period to complement
each other in the creation of colourful decorative effects.
The oldest known example, a bronze mirror with pre-
cious inlays excavated in Kaya,> can be compared with a
second piece, similar in decorative style and production
technique, that has been kept at the famous imperial
treasury of Shoso-in at Nara, Japan, since the eighth cen-
tury and which has traditionally been assumed to be
Tang Chinese.* The courtly, refined and secular T’ang
culture with its lavish production of magnificent crafted
art transmitted a decisive influence on Korean art. One
of the most fruitful techniques was mother-of-pearl inlay
in lacquerwork, which probably appeared for the first
time during the early days of the Unified Silla.

In the centuries that followed, mother-of-pearl inlays
(najon ch’ilgi) became a dominant form of art in Korea
and have remained so to this day. The inlays are not

actual inlaid (intarsia, or mosaic) created by incising

contrasting-colour decorations into solid surfaces. With
the najon ch’ilgi technique, the base material (usually
pine wood) was carefully smoothed and impregnated
with lacquer. All the cracks and branch holes were
sealed with a mixture of sawdust, boiled rice and raw
lacquer. Subsequently, a stabilizing fabric coating was
applied with an adhesive made from raw lacquer and
boiled rice, which was then coated with a final primer.
Then, the small decorative mother-of-pearl components
were glued on in the specified arrangement using fish
glue. These were then compacted with a hot iron. Only
when this stage had been completed could the lacquer
filling be applied in layers alternating with glue until the
decoration was entirely concealed. The top layers were
then polished down with whetstones and generous
applications of water, and then ginkgo charcoal, until
the pattern, now flush with the lacquer base surface,
reappeared to create the impression of a mosaic. Several
coatings of a fine, transparent lacquer alternating with
charcoal polish and a final finish with powdered tooth
and soy bean oil gave the surface tenacity and the
desired sheen.”> The lacquer-inlay technique still prac-
tised in Korea largely adheres to these traditional meth-
ods. The high regard that this type of art elicits even
today in the south of Korea is demonstrated by its recog-
nition as ‘Important Intangible Cultural Property’ (IICP)
and in the generous patronage awarded to lacquer artists

by the state.

The high esteem for the excellent najon work from the
Koryo era (918-1392) existing to this day even beyond
the borders of Korea is moreover reflected in the degree
of interest shown by art historians in Korean mother-of-
pearl lacquerwork. Jan Fontein, stimulated by the publi-
cations of Tomio Yoshino and Jo Okada,® has begun to
distinguish the characteristics of Korean mother-of-pearl
lacquer from those of Chinese and Japanese origins.”
B. Gray, J. Figgess, G. Gompertz, S. Hayashi and M.
Shono have all published detailed studies of the mother-
of-pearl boxes from the Koryo period.® An opulent

Japanese monograph published in 1986 provides



Western readers with excellent picture material of
Korean mother-of-pearl lacquer produced during the
Koryo and Yi dynasties. It thus also offers an overview of
a tradition that is over a thousand years old.? In spite of
intensive efforts to define the stylistic traits of Korean
lacquerwork to distinguish it unmistakably from
Japanese and particularly Chinese work, while also out-
lining developments in the style, there are still many
questions in regard to both the Koryo and the early and
middle Yi lacquers due to the lack of surviving works

and reliable datings.

Korean lacquerwork blossomed and indeed reached its
artistic peak during the Koryo dynasty (935-1392). And
although few items have survived, historic sources are
now also beginning to reveal information about produc-
tion methods and the reputation of the works. The
report by the Chinese scholar and calligrapher Hsu
Ching is particularly important in this regard. He was a
member of the imperial legation sent from Sung China
in 1123 to the court of the newly crowned king, Injong
(1123-46).19 An attentive and careful observer, trained
in the fine arts, Hsit Ching recorded his impressions in a
report published in 1124: ‘They are not very good at lac-
querwork, but their mother-of-pearl inlay is minutely
executed and worthy of esteem.'’ Commenting on the
cavalry and chariot horses, Hst Ching mentions lac-
quered and artistically adorned saddles with mother-of-
pearl inlays used by the royal cavalry. A description of
the extensive cultivation of lacquer trees during Injong’s
reign, including economic aspects, accompanied Hsu

Ching’s impressions.

Historians have found information about the importance
of lacquer crafts in the official Koryo-sa (History of the
Koryo Dynasty). For example, the Chung-shang-sh, the
official palace workshop, had possibly already been
established by King Songjong (982-997) and was com-
missioned to produce palace equipment. Painters, car-
penters, polishers and other craftsmen were employed

along with lacquer painters and mother-of-pearl inlay
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workers. Specialization was frequently restricted to one
stage of work within a well-organized production pro-

cess that ranged from design to final polishing.

The Koryo-sa also mentions the chonham togam, another
official workshop founded temporarily in 1272 exclu-
sively to produce a set of mother-of-pearl boxes for ‘an
Empress’ (hwanghu). The recipient of this special work
seems to have been the wife of the Mongolian ruler
Kublai Khan, who not only took over the (north)
Chinese throne in 1260, but also ruled Korea as a vassal
state, since it had been subjugated in 1232 by Ogodei.
These lacquer boxes were used to store the sacred
Buddhist scrolls that the empress collected as a result of
her enthusiasm for Chinese religion. This unusual com-
mission demonstrates the high esteem in which Korean
mother-of-pearl lacquer was held, even at the Chinese
court. Thus a report in the Tongguk Munhon Pigo ency-
clopaedia states that such lacquerwork was already
being presented as official tributes to Emperor Liao
during the rule of King Munjong (1047-1083).
Funerary frescoes on the grave of Chang Shih-ch’ing, a
civil servant to the Liao court who died in 1116, show
the reproduction of a Sutra box that apparently origi-
nated in a Koryo workshop. This is just one illustration
of how widespread this work was, and how highly it was

regarded in the early twelfth century.'?

There are fewer than twenty surviving pieces of Koryo
lacquerware, including those cited by various authors.
Most of them can be recognized by their rectangular
shape of slightly varying sizes and sloping, roof-like lids
(Fig. 19). Some of these boxes contained Buddhist
Sutras, as confirmed by the inlaid mother-of-pearl
inscriptions, whereas the round, crescent-shaped or
lobed containers were used in luxurious toilet sets or to
hold incense utensils and rosaries. The decorations on
the Sutra boxes are almost identical: regular patterns of
plant shoots with small, stylized, star-shaped blossoms
over the surfaces on all sides. The elegant proportions of

the undulating leaf shoots and the rows of blossoms can
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19. Rows of chrysanthemum leaves. Sutra box. Black lacquer
with mother-of-pearl and silver-wire inlays. 25.4 x 47.6 x 25 cm.

be assumed to be based on models taken from textile
design. The thin, comma-shaped, curving leaves, which
accompany the spiralling stem in dense rows, caused
Beatrix von Ragué to coin the apt and vivid term of
‘centipede scroll’ (Tausendfiifslerranke) to describe the
design.!® The stems and the frames bordering the orna-
mental fields and the reinforced corners have been inlaid
with smooth or twisted copper or silver wire, while the
leaves and blossoms, created with blue-green-pink iri-
descent, sometimes finely engraved awabi mother-of-
pearl (the Japanese word for sea-ear or abalone, Haliotis
tuberculata), stand out from the brown-black lacquer
bases. Tortoiseshell painted in yellow or red on the
reverse side after Chinese models (fu-hung, covered red,
or fu-ts'ai, covered colour) were also being used at this
time to intensify luminosity, and they supplemented the

use of mother-of-pearl — a technique still used by master

Korea, twelfth/thirteenth century (Koryo dynasty). London,
British Museum.

craftsmen in the nineteenth century. Besides the use of
metal wire inlays (this technique appeared in China only
towards the end of the Yuan period, 1279-1368), the
peculiar pattern of the leaf decoration can also be
regarded as an unmistakable Korean feature. It marks
the beginning and the early peak of the development of
an individual Korean style that prevailed between the

tenth and early twelfth centuries.

This method was important, even for the production of
ceramics, as is demonstrated by the well-known celadon
porcelains of the Koryo period, whose decoration was
probably based on the lacquer and metal inlays so pop-
ular in Korea: encrusted floral or figurative sanggam dec-
orations,'* which can be traced back to burial-site finds
dating from 1159. In addition, the evident proximity of

the Korean ‘centipede scroll’ style to Chinese lacquer-



20. Lotus scrolls. Box. Black lacquer with mother-of-pearl inlays.

4.4 x 26.4 x 18.4 cm. Korea, sixteenth/seventeenth century
(Yi dynasty). Tokyo, National Museum.

21. Lotus shoots. Document box. Red lacquer with mother-of-pearl
inlays. 7 x 37 x 25.5 cm. Korea, fifteenth/sixteenth century
(Yi dynasty). Hamburg, Museum fiir Kunst und Gewerbe.

work produced during the Yuan period demonstrates
remarkable Korean influences on Chinese production,
which was probably due to the close relations main-

tained by the Koryo dynasty and the Mongolian court.!®

The technical perfection achieved in Korean lacquerware

in the twelfth century and the remarkable flourishing of
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this art in the thirteenth appear to have been followed by
a less productive phase during the fourteenth century
when a transitional style emerged that has still scarcely
been researched in any great detail. The change of
dynasties in 1392 provided fresh artistic impetus during
the course of the fifteenth century, recognizable as a fun-
damental stylistic change in the technique of mother-of-
pearl inlays. However, the scarcity of written or authen-
tically documented datings makes reliable assignment to
certain periods difficult, particularly of work from the
early Yi period (1392-1910). The vase dating from the
tifteenth century, one of the earliest pieces of Yi lacquer-
work, which is housed at the Fitzwilliam Museum in
Cambridge, shows this new style.!® The dense, highly-
charged centipede scroll mosaic made up of hundreds
and hundreds of tiny pieces of shimmering mother-of-
pearl was replaced by a decoration in which leaves
unfold in a generous, free rhythm. The individual deco-
rative elements become larger, and blossoms and leaves
appear more substantial. The leaf stems were no longer
created with wire inlays, but with rows of thin mother-
of-pearl rods. In the sixteenth century, this style — which
in comparison to the minute finesse of the Koryo style
appears coarser at first, but also bolder — developed a
charming elegance of line. The leaf work freely mean-
ders in widely curving volutes over the lacquerwork,
and during the course of this ‘movement’ the order of
the elements becomes increasingly symmetrical (Fig. 20).
Mother-of-pearl discs, a fundamental motif in the rows
of mother-of-pearl rods already used in the Koryo
period, as well as small butterflies, frequently enliven
the spaces between the leaves, and individual strands
and branches often terminate in alternating buds and
blossoms. The forks of the splayed stems are highlighted
with a three-pointed node that imparts an apparent in-

and-out movement to the leaves.

The predominantly red-coloured writing box with rein-
forced corners so typical of Korean lacquerwork, now
located at the Museum for Applied Arts in Hamburg,
was probably produced for the royal court (Fig. 21); a
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few years after his accession to the throne in 1419, King
Sejong forbade the use of red lacquer for the people, and
this prohibition was apparently maintained until the
final decades of the Yi dynasty when the ban was no
longer scrupulously respected. A further unique feature
of Korean lacquer (still apparent on work produced even
in the nineteenth century) was the mother-of-pearl inlay
crackling known by the Japanese term warigai (cracked
shell), which functioned not only as a lovely inner
design, but also made it possible to affix larger pieces of
mother-of-pearl to curved surfaces. The artificial warigai
cracks were produced by first gluing water-soluble paper
to the thin mother-of-pearl pieces cut to the desired
shape. The mother-of-pearl was then broken on a
wooden base, beneath its protective covering of paper.
Once the mother-of-pearl decoration had been applied
to the base material and dried, the paper cover was

removed.1?

After the two invasions by the Japanese and the destruc-
tion of Korea by Toyotomi Hideyoshi in 1592-93 and
1597-98, the development of Yi lacquer art ended
abruptly at the end of the sixteenth century. The Korean
lacquer pieces carried off by the Japanese invaders to
Japan, however, became highly admired objects — partic-
ularly by Japanese tea masters. The ornamental Yi style
and Korean mother-of-pearl techniques came to have a
lasting influence on the Japanese raden used to decorate

the utensils of the tea masters (Fig. 22).

In spite of a steady decline in Korean art, artists during
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries continued to
produce lacquer of excellent craftsmanship. The decora-
tive box at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London is
a good example of the virtuoso mastery of the inlay tech-
nique and also shows a change in the style (Fig. 23).
Here, the lively style of the warigai crackling technique
was continued, but the mother-of-pearl was recombined
with smooth or twisted copper wire inlays and occa-
sionally with painted tortoiseshell. The flickering leaves

of the sixteenth century were replaced by stiffer, more

22. Landscape with crescent moon. Serving table (board). Red and
black lacquer with mother-of-pearl inlays. 8 x 32 x 32 cm. Japan,
early seventeenth century (Edo period). Kamakura, Meigetsu-in.

23. Lotus shoots. Box. Brown-black lacquer with crackled mother-
of-pearl, tortoiseshell and twisted copper-wire inlays.

42 x 44.8 x 23.5 cm. Korea, eighteenth century (Yi dynasty). London,
Victoria and Albert Museum.

comma-shaped, curved, flaky leaves, while the metal leaf
stems and shoots subsided into a strictly symmetrical
order. Whereas the sixteenth-century scroll decoration
freely ranged in a melodious flow of line across the lac-

quered surfaces, limited at most by gentle edging made



24. Vines. Clothes box (detail). Black lacquer with mother-of-pearl
inlays. 19 x 48 x 76.5 cm. Korea, nineteenth century (Yi dynasty).
Tokyo, National Museum.

25. Phoenixes and lotus shoots. Cabinet (detail.) Brownish lacquer
with sprinkled-in gold flakes together with sharkskin, tortoiseshell,
mother-of-pearl and brass wire inlays. 16 x 86 x 38.3 cm. Korea,
nineteenth century (Yi dynasty). Miinster, Museum fiir Lackkunst.
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from thin mother-of-pearl rods, the central ornamental
fields were now bordered by wide ornamental strips with
powerful patterns created with mother-of-pearl rods,
lozenge bands, Taoist emblems and other adornments.
The lotus and peony scrollwork that had dominated
since the sixteenth century was now supplemented by
new motifs: semi-asymmetric vines with luscious leaves
and heavy fruit umbels, created in magnificent warigai
mother-of-pearl and frequently populated by squirrels
and little people engaged in risky climbing manoeuvres
(Fi