Prof. Shigeru Toma
Okinawa Prefectural University of Arts

“Regarding the Techniques of Decoration and Restoration of Ryukyu Lacquer
Arts”

Until 140 years ago, Okinawa existed as the independent Kingdom of the Ryukyt, and
developed a different history and culture from those of mainland Japan. It was located in
the middle of China, Japan, Korea, and the Southeast Asian countries, and due to its superb
geographic location and lucrative trade, developed its own unique culture while
absorbing the culture of other countries.

The Ryukyu lacquer arts were cultivated in such an environment and underwent a
different development than the Japanese lacquer arts, and came to express its own unique
techniques. In terms of the decorative techniques, such as the creation of those not
practiced in other prefectures, beginning with tsuikin (pigment paste), this included
chinkin (gold inlay lacquer), raden (mother-of-pearl inlay), hakue (gold foil painting),
mitsudae (litharge painting), and so on. Among them, shinkin and raden were called “old
Ryuky1,” that is, the arts that were said to have flourished in the sixteenth century. The
technique was used to decorate not only the ritual objects of the royalty, but also the
decorated gifts presented to the Chinese emperor and to the Japanese shogun.

In my presentation, I will first introduce contemporary decorative techniques used in
Okinawa, and will then describe the restoration projects in which I have been involved.
Regarding the restoration of the chinkin deposit in particular, contemporary tools are
different than the ones used in the Ryukyt period, so a proper restoration needs to start
with the recreation of period tools. In addition, in the restoration of raden, it was possible
to reproduce the correct light color shade used in the past by adhering the shell with the
rarely used nikawa animal glue.

"Restoration” is not just to make something resemble in its appearance, but to reproduce
as thoroughly as possible with the methods available at the present time. Restoration
needs to be based on the historical background of the object and on research into all its
elements, from the structure of the wooden core to the lacquer decoration. In the process
of the restoration, it is possible to clarify techniques and solutions that had been
unknown until now, and to connect the preservation of traditional techniques with their
inheritance into the future. In addition, restoration projects create new forms of
employment, which give new strength to the overall field of lacquer production.
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