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On the Restoration of

Ornamental Coffer with Flower and Bird Design in Makie and Raden Techniques

Tatsuya Matsumoto

Name of the object: Ornamental Coffer with Flower and Bird Design in Makie and Raden Technigues
Collection: Museum fiir Ostasiatische Kunst, Kéln (Germany)

Period of manufacture: 17th century, Edo period

Dimensions: Width 117.0cm  Depth 47.5cm Height 57.5¢m

Restorers: Tatsuya Matsumoto, Shigeru Kitamura

Place of restoration: Restoration Studio, Museum fiir Ostasiatische Kunst, Kéln (Germany)

Duration of restoration: October 2007 (1month)

1. Structure
The coffer is made of wood and coated with urushi. It has a dome-shaped lid. On the front is a metal
lock and on the back are hinges. There are handles on both sides and corner metal fittings on each corner.
There are cartouches on all the sides. On the front and side cartouches are motifs of trees and flowers
like maple, orange, camellia, paulownia and Chinese bellflower as well as those of birds and animals like
deer, butterflies, birds and Chinese style lions (Fig. ). The designs on the back are those of arrowroot and
morning glory, while on the inner side of the lid is a design of a cherry tree and flowers, a willow tree and
three birds (Figs.2, 5). Cartouches are partitioned with a consecutive hall=wheel pattern and surrounded
by interlinking circles (Figs.3, 4).
With the exception of some, the metal fittings are made of copper with no decoration. Gold gilding
1s not observed on the surface. On the metal fittings at the base of the handles on both sides and the nail
- covers on the inner side of the body is a design of a chrysanthemum. All the metal fittings other than
those at the base of the handles and nail covers are later additions.
Muakie technique used include gold and silver hiramakie with translucent urushi coating. Abalone
shell pieces of medium thickness are used on some of the flowers and [ruits as well as on the interlinking
circles and consecutive half=wheel pattern. There are fine line drawings (tsukegaki) on the gold hiramakie

ol all the designs.

2. Conditions of damage
Overall
- The surface coating film of the coffer lacks luster and appears dark due to the application of European
coating material in the past. Moreover, that coating material has deteriorated and become opaque.
- The metal lock, handles, corner metal fittings and copper nails were all made in Europe and had been

used to replace the original,
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Front

Many of the very small shell pieces scattered on the front center of the lid (mijingai) have become
lifted or lost. Some of them have been reattached, but too much adhesive was used and the shell pieces
were positioned carelessly, destroying the beauty of the coffer.

Silver coating material was used to coat the white foundation found on the front of the lid where the
shell pieces had been lost, and there are microcracks on this coating (Fig.8).

On the top board of the lid, inside the rhombus-shaped cartouche, the coating film has become dark due
to the coating film that had been applied in the past, making it difficult to see the makie decoration.
The urushi coating film and the shell pieces on the area around metal fitting on the front left corner of
the lid have become detached and the substrate exposed (Fig.7).

The surface coating film that had been applied in the past on the front of the body has become opaque
at the center and to the left due to deterioration (Fig.6).

The coating film and the shell pieces on the lower portion of the front of the body have become lifted
or detached, and the detached coating [ilm was found on the table on which the coffer was placed.

Three of the copper nails were missing from the metal fitting of the front lower right corner.

Right side

The surface coating film has become dark and its condition is bad especially around the handle.

There is much lifting and detachment of the coating film and the shells on the corner of the lid. Parts
where the shell pieces have fallen are coated with a silver coating material (Fig.13).

There are cracks on the joint of the substrate on the lower side face of the body. The coating film

around the crack have become lifted or detached.

eft side
The gold color of the makie has become dark due to the many layers of coating material.
Lifting and loss of the coating film and shell pieces are quite conspicuous, more so than on the right
side. There is a great risk of their becoming detached and lost even with a slight contact.
Almost all of the coating film on the lower side have been lost and there are cracks on the joints of the

substrate.

Back of the lid

Much of the coating film and the shell pieces on the lid have fallen and some areas have been restored
with European coating material.

The condition of the coating film at both ends of the lid is not so good, there being much lifting and
loss.

There are cracks on the joint of the substrate.

Three of the nails on the right hinge are missing.

Inner side of the lid

There are two cracks on what is thought to be the joint of the substrate.
Coating film on the left and right side has been damaged, probably by the lid having been hit by
something.
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- The coating film was damaged by nails when the lock on the lid was replaced.
- There are stains on the coating film on the inner corner. These are considered to have been made by

fungi.

Inner side of the body
- The inner side of the body has been completely recoated with European coating material.

- Coating film and fragments of shell pieces that had fallen as well as dust were found inside the coffer.

3. Restoration specification
In accordance with the principle of conservation of urushi cultural properties that is conducted
under the guidance of the Agency for Cultural Affairs, it was decided that the fundamental principle of
restoration would be one of the maintenance of the present condition. Restoration work for fiscal year
2007 consisted of the continuation of the work from the previous year. It was decided that focus would be

placed on the left and right sides of the coffer. Restoration process for this fiscal year is noted below.

4. Restoration procedures for fiscal year 2007
Confirming the procedures of restoration
- Restoration procedures for this year was decided after reconlirming the work done last year and

examining the condition of damage now.

Photographs before restoration
- Photgraphs were taken before beginning the work so that the coffer before and after restoration might

be compared.

Removal of coating material from the past — cleaning

- Solvents tested and used to remove coating material applied in the past. work which was done last year,
was tested again in order to select the solvent. This year the focus of the work would be on the removal
of the coating material from the left and right sides. Care was taken to avoid places where there was
risk of the urushi coating film or shell pieces becoming detached.

- This year, 3 people were asked to help for 5 days each in removing (cleaning) the coating material from
the past.

- The first solvent used to remove the coating material was a mixture of 50% absolute ethanol in distilled
water. A cotton swab was immersed in this solvent and used to soften the coating surface. Then,
absolute ethanol was used to wipe off the coating material (Figs. 9, 10, 11, 12).

- This year coating material that had been applied in the past was removed from the left and right sides,

part of the front lid and part of the front body.

Reattaching the urushi coating film and the shell pieces that had become detached

- The surface urushi coating on the left and right sides of the coffer had become lifted or detached
considerably. Normally, they would be reattached by applying pressure after the coating material
applied in the past had been removed. However, since there were many places where there was fear of

the damages becoming enlarged, it was decided that animal glue would be used to reattach and stabilize



those parts where the coating film and the shell pieces had become detached and where there was risk
ol further damage. Removal of the coating film was done after this.

- For press-stabilizing, the coffer was placed in a wooden frame and the resiliency of thin bamboo sticks
were used (shimbari technique). First, ethanol was impregnated under the detached coating film and
shell pieces to make it easy for animal glue to permeate. Then animal glue was impregnated with a
brush. A small amount of ethanol was also added to animal glue to increase permeation (Figs. 14, 15,
16,17, 18).

- This year, the left and right sides and the back of the body were press-stabilized.

Photographs after the completion of restoration work

- Photographs were taken of the coffer after the process of restoration for this year was completed,





