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Japanese Urushi ware Abroad

Hiroshi KATO

From the second half of the 16th century all kinds of Japanese wrushiware was
exported to Europe to be used in palaces and the like. There are three groups: European
style furniture; u#rushi furniture not in European style; and the 18th century Chinese style
urushiware which was exported from China. The surfaces of these lacquered objects were
decorated with flower patterns in gold and silver wmakie, raden and other materials.
Nowadays the research of the decoration categories of exported lacquer is advancing in
both Europe and Japan. The perspective of this paper is to examine the decoration of
these exported wrushiware from a different point of view, that is to find the reason why
Europeans imported so much Japanese wrushiware then.

During the 17th and 18th century, Europeans used lacquer materials like copal and
sandarac. These lacquers were transparent and almost colorless. Copal, a kind of
fossilized resin found in the ground, is melted and dissolved in oil. Braunschweick is one
of the places where they used oilcopal varnishes and various lacquered ohjects were
produced there.

Especially Johann Heinrich Stobwasser, in 1757, discovered a black paint and used it
for snuff boxes. There were several steps used for his special technique.

A Fossilized resin was melted bu heating until 360 °C and then dissolved in linseed oil.

B The object’s body was made of papier maché and coated 30times with the oil copal
varnish.

C Then the objects were heated until 100°C in a stone oven for several hours. The
transparent paint turned pitch black.

Far Eastern furniture became popular in Europe and from the 16th century Europeans
started importing ebony from Madagascar. Black wooden furniture was decorated with
stained glass and pietre dure. But this kind of furniture had several problems. Ebony was
very hard and special skills were needed to work with it and furniture manufacturers needed
to invite craftsman from India. The cabinets were also very heavy and not easy to move.

Why did Europeans choose ebony as a material > Maybe because the color black they
got in Europe at that time was not the black we have in wurushi, raven-black. Later
hornblack and boneblack were used to give a better result but only ivoryblack gave a pitch
black color. Around this time they also started to import black wrushiware from the Far
East. The lacquered furniture was lighter and more comfortable to use. Johann Stobwas-
ser was famous in this period because he also produced nearly perfect black lacquerware.

In my opinion, the reason why European people chose Japanese urushiware is not only
they liked to use gold and silver makie and raden but also they loved to use #rushi which was
truly black.



