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In 2010 Nakano Koéichi was named a Holder of an Important Intangible Cultural Property:
Maki-e, a title more popularly known as Living National Treasure. Maki-e is the 1,200-year-old
Japanese art of sprinkling powdered gold, silver, and other precious metals onto lacquer designs.
True to his conviction that the finest care must be given precisely to parts that will not be seen,
Nakano executes every step of the lacquer work himself, from preparing the surface of the
wooden base to creating the lacquer ground and applying the ornamentation.

This film follows Nakano at work on a new project featuring shishiai togidashi maki-e, or “raised

and burnished maki-e,” one of the most involved and complicated techniques in the craft.

(01. Introduction

On the “Full Moon” box by Nakano, rabbits scamper
along an autumn hillside, bathed in glowing moonlight.
Nakano starts with close daily study of animals and
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plants around him. He then turns his observations into
vibrant motifs that he arrays dynamically across his
three-dimensional lacquer field. He brings an extensive
vocabulary of decorative techniques to bear as he

explores new expressive possibilities for maki-e.

(2. Preparing the base

The gently rounded form of Nakano’s planned
new piece was inspired by a precious box from
the thirteenth century. Its deep fitted lid gives
him ample space on which to render his designs.
Once the base arrives from a trusted wood
jointer, Nakano sets about his first task—that of
laying a foundation over the surface.
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()3. The art of Nakano Kaichi

Nakano studied for three years under the
renowned lacquer artist Oba Shogyo. While still
in training he received the Chairman’s Prize in
the eighteenth Japan Traditional Art Crafts
Exhibition, for his box using eggshells to
represent honeysuckle blossoms. It would be a
long and hard quest, however, before he finally
established his own style.

04. Spreading the lacquer ground

According to Nakano, creating the lacquer
ground—the so-called body work of a piece—is
the foundation of lacquer craft. He carefully
applies the base- and middle-coat layers using
high-quality black roiro lacquer.
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08. Applying the surface finish

Nakano covers the entire surface of the box, including
the design, with a final coat of black roiro lacquer. He
carefully brushes away dredges of lacquer from the
edges of the relief, where they are prone to collect.

09. Polishing

Nakano rubs down the lacquer finish with charcoal,
working on the contours of the relief to smooth their

rise from the surface. After smoothing fine scars

from the surface with powdered feldspar and a paste
of clay powder and rapeseed oil, he gives a very last

polish with rapeseed oil and titanium powder
applied directly to his palms and fingertips.

10. Maki-e box with design of
squirrels and grapevines

Inspired by a centuries-old masterpiece, the form
of the box evinces gentle grace. Squirrels raised in
subtle relief bask in the soft light of the sun,
clutching grapes as they chatter back and forth in
a heartwarming autumn scene rendered by a
master at the height of his art.

05. Developing
and transferring the design

Nakano develops his ideas for the design by sketching
directly on the box with a titanium solution. He
copies the finished design onto a thin sheet of washi
paper, then traces the lines with burnt lacquer to
transfer them back to the box.

06. Relief work

The intricate process of shaping the relief begins with
building up selected portions of the design with sabi, a
mixture of raw lacquer and fine clay powder. After
spreading this to a uniform height and letting it harden,
Nakano then adds more, to model subtle gradations.
Next, he burnishes the relief to define its form before
applying black roiro lacquer and polishing again.

7. Sprinkling maki-e powder
Using mesh-covered cylinders Nakano sprinkles
powdered gold, platinum, and dried lacquer over
the design. By varying his choice of powder and
sometimes layering one kind over another, he
introduces subtle differences in shade that give
rich texture to the squirrels and grape leaves. The
powders are fixed with lacquer.

Maki-e: The Lacquer Art of NAKANO Koichi
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