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On the Restoration of Mondlaute Japanese (Gekkin)

Shigeru Kitamura

Name of the object: Mondlaute Japanese (Gekkin)
Collection: Museum fiir Vélkerkunde Wien

Period of manufacture: 19th century, Edo-Meiji periods
Dimensions: Length 55.5cm  Width of the body: 31.4cm  Height 6.7¢cm

Duration of restoration: October 2007 (1month)

1. Structure

The body and the neck are made of paulownia. The top board of the body is plain wood. The side face
and the back of the body were made by coating black urushi over an urushi foundation and decorated
with designs in slightly raised gold and silver hiramakie. The designs on the side face are those of insects
including butterflies, moths, mayfly, bees, grasshoppers, crickets, snails and beetles. On the back are
designs of flowers like Japanese bush clover (hagi), Japanese plum (ume), iris, narcissus and maple
depicted inside circles. Hangetsu, a cresent-shaped ornament on the body, and rento, an ornament above
the pegs, are made of Bombay black wood. A dragon is carved on the hangetsu and a phoenix on the
rento. The pegs around which the string is wound is believed to be made of ¢bony. There are two jade
ornaments carved in the design of plants on the top board. The pick guard is dyed green and lined with
Japanese paper, but its material is not known (normally, skin of a python or nishiki fabric is used). A

plectrum accompanies the instrument.
#*One of the objects donated in 1877 by Wartinberg who visited Japan to investigate volcanoes;

Wartinberg took many objects, including armor, back from Japan and donated them.

2. Conditions of damage

- There were cracks on the coating film on the side face of the body. The urushi coating film had
become lifted from the substrate and damaged. It is believed that these cracks were caused by tension
placed on the urushi coating film due to the shrinkage of the substrate and subsequent gaps that
appeared at the joints of the substrate.

- Urushi coating film was missing next to the part where the neck is attached to the body, exposing
the substrate. This part had been painted black. The urushi coating film around the missing area had
cracked in two directions and become lifted.

- Many small liftings and losses of the urushi coating film were observed on the part where the side face
of the body and the back meet.

- The neck had become loose. Because the neck was unstable, the urushi coating film around the

mortise into which the tip of the neck was inserted had become damaged, exposing the foundation and
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the joint.

European coating material had been applied thinly to the surface of the urushi-coated sides of the body
in a previous restoration and fingerprints were found on it.

Only a very thin layer of coating material had been applied on the urushi coating film and the makie
decoration on the back so that the luster of urushi had been maintained in a stable condition.

A part of the jade ornament inlaid into the board had been lost and was replaced with a new one.

The pick guard had become lifted from the body.

The strings had become loose and one was not wound around the peg.

3. Restoration specifications and process

Principle concerning the restoration of designated cultural properties - that of the maintenance of the

present condition - was followed.

Lz
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6.

It was decided that the content of restoration would be limited to what could be done within a period
of one month.

[t was decided that restoration would be conducted basically only on parts where urushi had been
applied.

Photographs were taken of the entire object and details, including those of the damaged parts, prior to
restoration.

Small strips of gampi paper were adhered to areas around the urushi coating film that had become
lifted and were at risk of becoming completely detached. Diluted starch paste was used to adhere the
strips. This was done so as to prevent further damage during restoration.

Parts where plain wood is used, such as the top board of the body and the neck, were cleaned by using
a dry brush and cotton swabs. Inventory number and the name of the object written on the top board as
well as natural stains caused by handling were left untouched in their present condition in accordance
with the owner’s request. Care was taken so as not to destroy the overall atmosphere.

Rather than using animal glue or similar adhesive to temporarily adhere the green pick guard attached
to the top board, it was considered best to leave it as it is and to adhere it again when it would become
completely detached. At that time its material and adhesive would be investigated. Thus, no treatment
was conducted in this restoration and the pick guard was left in its present condition.

Parts of the jade ornament on the top board that had been restored previously were left as they were.
During this restoration work, the other jade ornament came off. Observation revealed that kneaded rice
had been used to adhere it. The adhesive was removed by applying a little moisture in order to make
it swell and using a bamboo spatula. After preparing the adhesion surface, kneaded rice was used to
return the jade ornament to its place.

Distilled water was used to clean the coating material that had been applied over the urushi-coated
surface of the side face and the fingerprints as much as possible. It was found that the coating material
that had been applied on the side face and that which was believed to be shellac could easily be
dissolved with liquid, making it easy for fingerprints to be left if they were to come in contact with the
coated surface. For this reason, it is necessary to avoid touching the urushi-coated surface with bare
hands when handling the object in the future.

The cracks and liftings on the urushi coating film of the side face of the body were not caused by the
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loss in the adhesive power of the urushi coating film but by the tension resulting from the shrinkage
of the substrate. For this reason it was difficult to return them to their former condition by applying
pressure. If they were press-stabilized by force, it would cause tension on other parts and lead to
new cracks. Thus, places where the coating film had become lifted and where it was not possible to
completely press-stabilize the coating film were left as they were. Instead, kokuso and sabiurushi were
used to close the gaps caused by the lifting of the coating film. This way, it was possible to prevent
further damage to the coating film. Suriurushi was applied several times to adjust the color and luster
and to harmonize the restored parts with their surroundings.

. Kokuso was used to reshape the areas on the side face and next to the joint with the neck where the
urushi coating film was missing. Kiwasabi using blackened sabiurushi was applied. The surface of the
area where sabiurushi was applied was made slightly lower than the urushi-coated surface in order not
to damage the original urushi-coated surface. Then layers of suriurushi were applied to adjust luster
and color and to harmonize the treated arca with the surroundings.

. With regard to the urushi coating film that had become lifted due to the cracks that ran in two
directions from the area next to the joint of the neck where the coating film was missing, it was feared
that the cracks would extend to the makie decoration if left untreated. So, first, the part of the layers
of urushi coating film that overlapped was slightly scraped off. Then cracks on the urushi coating film
were adhered with muginrushi and pressure was applied gently to the urushi coating film that had
become lifted by using the shimbari technique. In this way it was possible to prevent further damage.
The color of the parts where the coating film was adhered was adjusted by applying kiwasabi.

.1t was decided that using animal glue to adhere the neck, which could easily be detached from the
body because the joint had become loose, would be difficult since there was a gap between the body
and the neck. Therefore, mugiurushi into which saw dust and hemp fibers had been added was used to
fill and adhere the gap, taking care that it would not soil the plain wood area. As for the area around
the mortise on the body into which the tip of the neck was inserted, the tenon and mortise were first
joined with mugiurushi. Then kokuso was used to adjust the shape of the part where the coating film
was missing. Then kiwasabi using sabiurushi that had been blackened by adding soot was done to
smooth the surface. Next urushi was rubbed in several times (suriwrushi technique) to adjust the luster
and color of the restored part with those of the surroundings.

. Kijomi urushi was applied to the parts around the corner where the side face and the back of the body
meet and where the urushi coating film had been lost. After kijomi urushi had hardened, blackened
sabiurushi was used to adjust the shape. This was then followed by applying suriurushi several times
to adjust the luster and color to the surroundings.

. The string that had been unwound from the peg was rewound.

. Photographs were taken of the process of restoration. In addition, enlarged photographs taken with a
digital camera were taken of the makie decoration, the adhesive used for the jade ornaments, the green
pick guard and the surface black urushi coating film on the side face.

. Photographs were taken of the object after restoration and of the parts restored.

*A workshop on the restoration of urushi objects was held for students, restorers and curators for two
weeks beginning on November 2. The restoration of this Gekkin was introduced in the lecture as an

example.
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