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On the Restoration of "Sakura Makie Kikyokit”

Kivomi Okukubo

Introduction

“Sakura makie kikyoku” is a chest with a design of a cherry blossom tree. It is
owned by the East Asian Art Museum in Cologne, Germany, and is believed to have
been manufactured sometime between the latter half of the 17th century and the
beginning of the 18th century. It is a box-shaped chest with a door that opens
upward on its front face. On the inner sides of the chest are regulae for a shelf board
and, although the shelf is missing today, it is clear that the chest was used to store
tea ceremony goods.

Description

The chest is made of what appears to be Japanese cypress. A very thin urushi
foundation is applied over this substrate and the entire surface of the chest is coated
with black urushi. The outer face of the chest, except for its bottom, is decorated
with cherry blossoms and a Japanese garden in makie. A cherry blossom tree
growing on an embankment is depicted on the front lid and the top board and onto
the right and left sides. On the back side of the chest are found an imitation
mountain, a waterfall cascading from the mountain, a flowing river and birds
playing on the river, depicted with perspective. Several makie techniques are used,
including nashiji, kivikane, logidashi makie and hivamakie. Since logidashi makie was
used, the uppermost urushi coating film is not black urushi but suki-urushi. On both
sides of the door (front and back) are inserted wave-shaped brass fittings and a
shell-shaped metal fitting with a keyvhole; at the center of the top board is a handle.

Present condition

There were traces of several repairs having been made with urushi and
European lacquer. The entire surface of the chest, with the exception of the bottom
board, had been covered with wax or shellac, at least in three layers. There were
horizontal cracks of the substrate close to the center of the door. The joint portion
of the bottom board and the side had been nailed, but not jointed properly due to
past repair. There were also traces of past repairs on the edges of the chest where
cracks had been filled, and the surface coatings had turned red. The shelf board
inside had been lost, and the regulae for the shelf had become detached from the
sides because of the distortion of the side boards. Furthermore, since the back board
had cracked at the center, it was possible to see light from behind. All the metal
fittings were European-made and had been added later.
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Restoration policy

Since the chest had become distorted by past repairs and the metal fittings of
the door would not fit propérly, it was decided to remove them temporarily and to
repair them. It was also decided to remove the European coating material that had
been applied on the surface as well as the noji shitaji and calcium carbonate which
had been used in past repairs and to use urushi for repair. Decorative parts that had
been added later were also to be removed and replaced with reproductions made
with original materials. The metal fittings were to be repaired for re-use.

Process of restoration

The metal fittings were removed by expert metal craftsmen. Each metal fitting
had become greatly distorted and the nails that had been used had also become bent
inside the hoards. So a request was made to have the distorted metal fittings fixed
and the nails changed with new ones. Traces of the original metal fittings were
found when these metal fittings were removed, and it was discovered that the
original muakie decorations had been hidden around these fittings.

The European coating material that had been applied on the surface was
removed with alcohol. But it was very difficult to remove the coating material
that had been applied in several layers. Various types of solvents were used for
cleaning in addition to alcohol and, as a result, the original urushi coating film
was uncovered.

Removal of past restorations

The epoxy resin that had been used to fill the cracks on the door and the back
board was removed. After using maugi-urushi for adhesion, the cracks were filled
with kokuso and foundation. Traces of past repairs found on the edges were also
removed. Since past repairs had been made over areas larger than the actual area
of cracks and missing parts, it was possible to uncover original makie portions that
had bheen hidden under these repairs. In addition, missing parts were filled with
kokuso and foundation, and original material was used to reproduce the nashiji.
Visual damages were repaired.

Because the surface of urushi becomes covered with cracks and rough with the
passage of time, although these may not be visible, it is necessary to reinforce the
original surface. So the entire surface of the chest was reinforced with urushi: after
applying urushi diluted with a solvent, the surface was completely wiped so as not
to leave any unwanted urushi. Urushi was rubbed in (suri-urushi) to places where
the coated surface had become extremely rough.



Faiildelg 53

Attachment of metal fittings

Since the chest had become distorted due to past repairs, positions of metal
fittings were adjusted by placing hard rubber boards on the inner sides of the
inserted metal fittings on the door. The metal fittings were reattached by fixing the
distortion and using nails with appropriately adjusted lengths. As the holes made by

nails in past repairs were large, they were filled before nailing the fittings.

Concluding remarks

When one spends over a year on restoring an object, one ohserves the designs
and makie well. It was possible to learn many ways of expression by looking at the
technique of makie used on this chest. For instance, different ways of expression are
used to depict waterfowl. Two kinds of waterfowl are depicted on the back side of
the chest: those that are at the water's edge and those that are about to take flight.
A comparison of these birds shows that kakiwari is used for the details of the first
kind of birds while harigaki is used for the second kind. This distinction shows the
artist’s attempt to differentiate birds which are close at hand from those which are
far off. Other examples may also be mentioned: although the waterfall and most of
the stream are depicted in silver makie, for some reason gold makie is used on the
left side; the cloud on the upper portion of the back side is not continued unto the
side. Through the work of restoring the chest, it was possible to notice details of

designs that are normally easily overlooked or to interpret the makie designs.
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Sakura Makie Kikyoku (before restoration) Foundation applied in the past treatment
(after restoration)

65 [n] () 68 fEIER O ERD: (Eapd)
Sakura Makie Kikyoku (after restoration) Removing the old fillings

66 Toul M (i) 69 fITES (fERk)
Foundation applied in the past treatment Partial reconstruction

(before restoration)
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70 fRi-iEEOEL () 73 I6) (EREi%)
Old gesso fill (during restoration) Proper right back top corner (after restoration)
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Old gesso fill (after restoration) Wax around the lock plate (before restoration)
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Proper right back top corner (during restoration) Around the lock plate (during restoration)
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Overpainting (before restoration)

T8 nl PRNEAERLOER L (R
Removal of past treatment (during restoration)
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77

[+i]
Noji-shitaji applied in a past treatment on the edge
of the right side and the back (during restoration)

Bt (s8ik)
Retouching of wnashiji (after restoration)
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80 g RAEmE B T (L) 83 Il o e (fEnmen)
Metal fitting (before restoration) Treatment of the back of the metal fitting

81 [l AR (WEntii) 84 GTLE bl BT
Adhesive on the back of the metal fitting Remade lock pin
(bvfm" restoration)

82 HO Fofgal (e 85 I
Cleaning where the metal fitting was Re-fixing metal fitting
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86 E LR BE () 89 FRLINEE (ERTR)
Cleaning of wax traces (during restoration) Inside of the kikvoku (after restoration)

87 HroWiHi (fEmig) 90 LYOEH & A Ga)
Lock (refixed) Bird in the background with detail lines in

harigaki technique

88 WHERTICIH Ay (fEPLT%) 91 B fHE e GER
Retouching of makie Bird in the foreground with detail lines in

tsukegaki technique





