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2008. His art brings the beauty of form alive, shaping a variety
of materials from leather to hemp cord to kanshitsu (lacquered

layers of paper and cloth) into works of free-ranging creativity.
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Floral-shaped kanshitsu bowl
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Introduction

For Masumura, the essence lies not in patterns
or ornamentation, but rather in the overall shape
and form of a work.

Observation and sketching

Production of the kanshitsu plate begins with
studying the chosen motif: a geranium. Working
from faithful sketches, Masumura develops his
design.

Crafting a three-dimensional
form

He forms a prototype out of clay, using a movable
template to sculpt elliptical curves.

The plaster cast

From this prototype Masumura makes a plaster
cast that in turn will be covered with layers of
paper, cloth, and lacquer to fashion the thick base
material of the plate.

Base layer

First Masumura paints nori-urushi, a mixture of lacquer
and rice glue, over the cast, polishing it down lightly after
it hardens. Next he prepares the base layer, or iriko—ji.
This is a blend of nori-urushi,a powder called jinoko made
of burnt diatomite clay, and another, finer clay powder,
tonoko, that is kneaded with water. With a spatula he
spreads this mixture uniformly over the surface.
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Lacquered leather box with crossed design
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Paper layers

Nori-urushi glue is used to apply layers of Misu-
gami, a paper made from 4dzo paper mulberry
and white shell pigment.

Fabric layers

A sheet of fine-grained hemp cloth comes next,
followed by others of a rougher weave. Setting
each layer diagonally against the previous one
keeps the fabric from shrinking and warping the
vessel. The layers are then repeated in reverse:
fabric, paper, and iriko-ji.

Forming the foot

Pliable hemp cord is well suited to crafting the
plate’s curved foot. Masumura fills in the coils
with kokuso-urushi (a mixture of nori-urushi glue
and sawdust) before covering the foot and the
underside with Misu-gami paper.

Removing the cast

Masumura pours water over the plaster cast to
dissolve the rice glue he applied beforehand as
a release agent. The rich, graceful curves of the
work are revealed for the first time.

Modeling fine details

Masumura renders rounded lobes, gentle angles,
and other leaf-like effects using knives and sabi-
urushi, a sculpting medium made of nori-urushi
glue and iron-rich clay. He then applies a black
base coat made from pine soot mixed into refined
lacquer, followed by two applications of another
black lacquer called roiro.

The art of Masumura Kiichiro

Masumura honed his singular creative style
through his work both as an artist and as a
teacher and researcher of lacquer techniques at
the Tokyo University of the Arts. In particular
he has become adept at reviving olden ways of
working with leather.

Shaping the leather

For his second piece, a lacquered leather box,
Masumura chooses cow leather for its easily
workable elasticity. He cuts the material into the
required dimensions and soaks it overnight to
soften before wrapping it snugly against a wooden

mold.
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Clear-finished lacquered leather box with geometric designs
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Leaf-shaped kanshitsu plate “Geranium”
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Cloth padding

As different sections of the hide vary in thickness,
hemp cloth is added to even out the thinner

parts. This and many other of Masumura’s
leatherworking techniques draw on his experience
with a past project that reproduced an eighth-
century box from the Shosoin Treasure House in

Nara.

Bamboo frame

Masumura fits a bamboo support around the box
to prevent the rim from warping. The work is
then covered with Misu-gami paper, coated, and
lacquered.

Leather box: completion

Geometric lines and planes accent the fullness of
the leather, the reds and blacks shading beautifully
into the other.

Kanshitsu plate: outer coat

Masumura prepares the cinnabar coating that will
give his geranium plate its final look. Taking a
small amount, he spreads it thinly with the short
hairs of his brush.

Kanshitsu plate: polishing

Repeated polishing follows, using oil, zonoko clay
powder, and titanium oxide.

Kanshitsu plate: completion

Lacquered and polished to perfection, the vivid
red surface mirrors the swaying of the trees
outside.
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