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Sumo Frogs Incense Box (no. 3) take the shape of a lotus leaf, with a segment cut away at the point 

where the leaf joins the stem, it also incorporates two very playful frog wrestlers who seem to have 

sprung from the pages of a manga, executed in bright colors rarely seen in lacquer before the twen-

tieth century. In a similarly playful vein the Farmhouse Incense Box (no. 6) traces its roots to house-

shaped boxes made in earlier times but its design has a more rounded, cozy and inviting look and it 

opens to reveal not human occupants but a meticulously depicted rat. 

Alongside maki-e, Mushū loves to work in one of the oldest Japanese lacquering techniques, kanshitsu 

(dry lacquer) which had its heyday as a medium for Buddhist sculpture back in the eighth century. He 

used kanshitsu for the marvelous Dry-Lacquer Tea Bowl (no. 7) that mimics a ceramic bowl made in the 

Raku style. The walls of the bowl were created by wrapping many layers of lacquer-soaked cloth around 

a wooden form that was removed when the lacquer began to harden; the way that the shape of the 

walls was then adjusted by hand is very close to the way Raku potters give their wares their distinctive 

irregular form. Mushū spared no effort in his bid to create an exact replica, using different powders 

mixed with lacquer to capture the look and texture not only of the glazed sides and interior but also of 

the unglazed base. Finally, he used gold lacquer to imitate the gold lacquer repairs one might see on an 

antique Raku piece, a gently ironic touch that can be taken, perhaps, as a metaphor for Mushū’s search-

ing, creative engagement with Japanese tradition.

Erik Thomsen

New York, March 2014

We are delighted to introduce this fifth selection of work by Yamazaki Mushū, one of the finest lacquerers 

working in Japan today and an artist whose work triumphantly transcends the often contentious divide 

between “traditional” and “contemporary.” Born the eldest son of a lacquerer, in his late teens he entered 

the workshop of Nakamura Shūzō to receive instruction in the techniques of Kaga-maki-e, a regional style 

of lacquer decoration dating back to the time of Maeda Toshitsune (1594 –1658), lord of Kaga Province 

(present-day Ishikawa Prefecture). Toshitsune, head of the second wealthiest feudal family in all Japan, 

invited master lacquerer Igarashi Dōho to leave Kyoto, the imperial capital, and settle in his domain, 

which remains to this day an important center for a range of craft traditions, including not only lacquer 

but also textile dyeing, metal inlay, and the production of gold leaf, a luxury material that plays a vital 

role in lacquer decoration.

Originally named Yamazaki Atsushi, Mushū assumed his artistic name in 1990 when he became an inde-

pendent artist. It is written with two characters that mean “Boat of Dreams,” expressing his determina-

tion to use the ancient art of lacquering as the vessel through which his creative vision would be given 

tangible physical form. While some lacquerers in Japan today content themselves with making works 

that are barely distinguishable from nineteenth-century examples, Mushū constantly strives to develop 

new styles of expression without ever deviating from the exacting artistic and technical standards 

he absorbed as a young apprentice. The Autumn Leaves Box (no. 1), for example, transforms a time-

honored theme through minute, naturalistic delineation of the process of decay and introduces a novel 

sense of depth by means of an unusually wide range of hues including not only metallic gold and silver 

but also brown and red lacquer. The sense that Mushū is working here almost with the sensibility of 

a watercolor artist is underlined by the way he textures the background with a “wash” of both nashiji 

flakes and kinji powder.

Several works in this selection (nos. 2, 6, 8, and 10) incorporate the artist’s signature micro-inlay tech-

nique, kirigane, which uses a mosaic of tiny, individually cut pieces of gold, silver, or even platinum 

to recreate the texture of a leaf, the details of a building, or the surface sheen of a petal. Kirigane has 

a long pedigree, but historically it was mostly applied for its decorative effect rather than as a means 

of naturalistic representation, and the individual pieces were large by comparison to Mushū’s minus-

cule shards of metal that are barely visible to the naked eye. Some of the shapes reproduced on the 

following pages will be familiar to lovers of Japanese lacquer from the Edo period (1615 –1868) and 

the Meiji era (1868 –1912), and Mushū’s exquisitely judged placement of motifs on the surface of a 

box or tea caddy often calls to mind Shibata Zeshin and other great masters of the nineteenth century, 

but others remind us of his determination not to be overawed by tradition. Not only does the playful 
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Autumn Leaves Box 
Fukiyose makiebako

吹寄蒔絵箱
平成21年 

H 1 ¾ × L 10 ¼ × W 7 ¾ in.

(4.5 × 25.8 × 19.6 cm)

Date: 2009

Rectangular box with rounded corners decorated in togidashi 

lacquer with scattered autumn leaves caught by a rope. The 

withering leaves, in various stages of decay, are rendered 

using many hues of gold, silver, brown, and red lacquer. The 

side and top surfaces have sprinklings of fine nashiji gold 

flakes and kinpun gold powder. All inside surfaces and the 

bottom are densely decorated with nashiji gold flakes; the 

reverse side of the lid is signed “Mushū” in black lacquer. 

The box body is made of hinoki cypress and the rims of solid 

silver.

The box comes with a fitted kiri-wood tomobako box that 

is inscribed on the cover “Fukiyose makiebako” and signed 

“Mushū” with a square black seal reading the same.
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Morning Glories Box 
Kobako asagao makie

小箱朝顔蒔絵
平成23年

H 1 ½ × L 3 ½ × W 3 ½ in.

(3.7 × 9.1 × 9.1 cm)

Date: 2011

Box in a rounded square form decorated with a small spray 

of morning glories. The box is made entirely in the kanshitsu 

dry-lacquer technique, using many layers of lacquer rein-

forced with cloth instead of wood. The morning glories are 

rendered in takamakie raised lacquer using sprinkled pow-

ders of silver and gold in two hues as well as in micro-inlays 

of tiny, individually cut and inlaid kirigane gold-foil pieces, 

which are barely visible without the use of magnification. The 

contrasting dark outer surface of the box is finished using 

seidō-nuri lacquer, a mixture of lacquer, shakudō metallic 

powder, and charcoal that results in a red-brown surface 

simulating patinated bronze. The inside of the box lid has 

additional decoration of seedpods and flying seeds in two 

hues of takamakie raised gold lacquer on a nashiji gold-

flake ground, and is signed “Mushū” in gold lacquer fol-

lowed by a square red-lacquer seal reading the same.

The box comes with a protective silk cloth and a fitted kiri-

wood tomobako box that is inscribed on the cover “Kobako 

asagao makie” (Small box with morning glories in gold lac-

quer) and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal reading 

the same.
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Sumo Frogs Incense Box 
Kaeru sumō makie kōgō

蛙相撲蒔絵香合
平成23年

H 2 in., D 3 in.

(5.3 cm, 7.4 cm)

Date: 2011

Kōgō incense box made of keyaki-wood in the shape of a 

round lotus leaf with two frog sumo wrestlers on top. The 

frogs are decorated in hues of green, black, red, brown, and 

beige lacquer; the leaf surface is in two colors of hiramakie 

gold lacquer and the sides in roiro black lacquer with nashiji 

gold flakes. The matte-black irregular surfaces on the inside  

and the bottom of the box simulate antique patinated bronze, 

made from a mixture of black lacquer, charcoal powder and 

smoke. The bottom is signed “Mushū” in gold lacquer.

The box comes with a protective silk pouch and a fitted 

kiri-wood tomobako box that is inscribed on the side “Kaeru 

sumō makie kōgō” (Sumo frogs gold-lacquer incense box) 

and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal reading the 

same. 
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Pea Pod Incense Box 
Kanshitsu kōgō soramame

乾漆香合空豆
平成22年 

H 1 ½ × L 4 × W 1 ½ in.

(3.5 × 9.9 × 3.5 cm)

Date: 2010

Incense box rendered naturalistically in the shape of a pea 

pod, formed entirely of many layers of lacquer reinforced 

with cloth in the kanshitsu dry-lacquer technique. The surface, 

which exhibits naturalistic details, is finished in different hues 

of green and brown using lacquer mixed with powders of 

yellow minerals and charcoal. The bottom is signed in relief 

“Mushū.”

The incense box comes with a protective silk cloth and a 

fitted kiri-wood tomobako box that is inscribed on the side 

“Kanshitsu kōgō soramame” (Dry-lacquer pea pod incense 

box) and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal reading 

the same.



5

Bush Clover Tea Caddy 
Hagi makie ōnatsume

萩蒔絵大棗
平成22年 

H 3 in., D 3 in.

(7.4 cm, 7.4 cm)

Date: 2010

Tea caddy in the classic ōnatsume form with décor of hagi 

bush clover in takamakie high-relief black and gold lacquer 

on a cherry-wood core. The mirror black, high-relief leaves 

stand out against the rustic matte surface of seidō-nuri-

lacquer mixed with metallic powders and charcoal. The inside 

and the bottom are decorated with a dense application of 

nashiji gold flakes; the bottom bears the “Mushū” signature 

in black lacquer.

The tea caddy comes with a protective silk cloth bearing a 

square black seal reading “Mushū” and a kiri-wood tomobako 

box that is inscribed on the side “Hagi makie ōnatsume” 

(Bush clover gold-lacquer tea caddy) and signed “Mushū” 

with a square black seal reading the same.
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Farmhouse Incense Box 
Kanshitsu kōgō kominka makie

乾漆香合古民家蒔絵
平成21年

H ¾ × L 3 × W 1 ¾ in.

(2 × 7.7 × 4.5 cm)

Date: 2009

A kōgō incense box in the shape of a farmhouse with thatched

 roof, formed entirely of lacquer reinforced with cloth in the 

kanshitsu dry-lacquer technique. The outside is decorated 

with multiple hues of gold lacquer using the hiramakie, 

takamakie, and togidashi lacquer techniques, as well as 

with very fine nashiji gold flakes, inlays of minute kirigane 

gold-foil pieces, and inlays of mother-of-pearl. The side 

and the bottom surfaces are covered with a rustic matte-

green lacquer, and the rims are made of pewter. The inside 

is decorated with a rat holding a tama jewel, made of gold 

takamakie raised lacquer, red lacquer, and micro-inlays of 

tiny kirigane gold-foil pieces. The details of the rat’s fur and 

eye are extraordinarily fine. The inside of the cover has a 

square red-lacquer seal reading “Mushū.”

The incense box comes with a protective silk cloth bearing a 

square black seal reading “Mushū” and with a fitted kiri-wood 

tomobako box that is inscribed on the cover “Kanshitsu kōgō 

kominka makie” (Dry lacquer farmhouse incense box in gold 

lacquer) and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal reading 

the same.
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Dry-Lacquer Tea Bowl 
Kanshitsu kuro chawan

乾漆黒茶碗
平成22年

H 3 in., D 5 ¼ in.

(7.4 cm, 13.4 cm)

Date: 2010

Tea bowl simulating traditional tea ceramic ware with thick 

black glaze and extensive gold-lacquer repairs. It is formed 

in the dry-lacquer technique, using many layers of lacquer 

reinforced with layers of cloth. The surface is rendered in 

fine details using a mixture of lacquer and dried powders of 

black or white lacquer, producing the irregular glaze surface 

and the sandy bottom. Lines of takamakie raised gold lacquer 

simulate gold-lacquer repairs. Next to the bottom rim is a 

signature reading “Mu” for “Mushū,” depicted as if the moist 

clay had been inscribed before firing.

The bowl comes with a protective silk pouch and a fitted kiri-

wood tomobako box that is inscribed on the side “Kanshitsu 

kuro chawan” (Dry-lacquer black tea bowl) and signed “Mushū” 

with a square black seal reading the same.



8

Clovers Tea Caddy 
Kisekisō naganatsume

奇跡草長棗
平成22年

H 3 ½ in., D 2 ¼ in.

(8.7 cm, 5.8 cm)

Date: 2010

Naganatsume slender tea caddy with a cherry-wood core 

and a décor of clovers in takamakie high-relief gold lacquer 

on a polished togidashi ground. The clouds are made of 

kinpun gold powder and fine nashiji gold flakes. The flowers 

are rendered in lacquer mixed with white-seashell powder 

and the leaves in polished gold lacquer of two hues with 

inlaid pieces of kirigane gold and platinum foil. Many of the 

leaves have micro-inlays of tiny, individually cut and inlaid 

kirigane gold and silver foil pieces, which are barely visible 

without the use of strong magnification. The clover leaves 

are bunched in clusters of three, four, five, six, or seven petals, 

each number of which has a specific meaning in Japanese. 

The inside and the bottom are densely decorated with 

nashiji gold flakes; the bottom bears the “Mushū” signature 

in gold lacquer.

The tea caddy comes with a shibori-silk protective cloth 

and a kiri-wood tomobako box that is inscribed on the side 

“Kisekisō naganatsume” (Clover slender tea caddy) and 

signed “Mushū” with a square black seal reading the same.
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Shells Tea Caddy 
Kaiawase makie hiranatsume

貝合せ蒔絵平棗
平成23年

H 2 ½ in., D 3 ¼ in.

(6.2 cm, 8.5 cm)

Date: 2011

Hiranatsume wide tea caddy with a keyaki-wood core and a 

striking décor of ten seashells in takamakie high-relief lacquer 

among pine seedlings on a red and gold powder togidashi 

ground. The shells themselves are decorated with gold and 

silver lacquer in auspicious seasonal motifs; the pine seedlings 

in hiramakie gold lacquer of two hues are symbols of the New 

Year; the togidashi ground appears to be gold or bright red, 

depending on the angle of reflection. The inside and the bot-

tom surfaces are decorated in silver lacquer with nashiji gold 

flakes; the bottom is signed “Mushū” in gold lacquer.

The tea caddy comes with a protective silk cloth bearing 

a square black seal reading “Mushū” and with a kiri-wood 

tomobako box that is inscribed on the side “Kaiawase makie 

hiranatsume” (Shell-matching game tea caddy in gold lac-

quer) and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal reading 

the same.
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Clovers Sake Cup  
with Stand 
Kisekisō makie taihai haidai

奇跡草蒔絵大盃盃台
平成23年

H 1 ½ in., D 5 in.

Stand: H 6 ½ × L 6 ½ × W 6 ½ in.

(6.2 cm, 8.5 cm, 

16.6 × 16.6 × 16.6 cm)

Date: 2011

Sake cup of keyaki-wood and matching stand of hinoki-wood, 

decorated on all surfaces with seidō-nuri, a mixture of black 

lacquer and charcoal that dries to a matte, rustic surface simu-

lating antique patinated bronze. The cup is decorated with a 

bright cluster of three clover flowers and myriad leaves; the 

flowers are rendered in white and gold lacquer and the leaves 

in takamakie raised lacquer using gold of two hues. Many of 

the leaves have micro-inlays of tiny, individually cut and inlaid 

kirigane gold and silver foil pieces, which are barely visible 

without the use of strong magnification. The sake cup is signed 

“Mushū” on the bottom in gold lacquer.

The sake cup comes with a protective silk pouch and the set 

with a kiri-wood tomobako box that is inscribed on the front 

“Kisekisō makie taihai haidai” (Gold lacquer clover large sake 

cup and cup stand) and signed “Mushū” with a square black 

seal reading the same. The tomobako box comes with a sec-

ond, outer protective box, which is lacquered on all surfaces 

with clear tamenuri lacquer.
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Gold Lacquer Sake Cup 
Shuhai yume makie kinji

酒盃夢蒔絵金地
平成23年

H 1 ½ in., D 4 ¾ in.

(3.7 cm, 12.2 cm)

Date: 2011

Sake cup with brightly polished kinpun gold powder on a 

keyaki-wood core, decorated with a stylized character “Mu” 

(Dream), the first character of “Mushū.” The character is in 

brown lacquer sprinkled with fine nashiji gold flakes and 

gold powders. The bottom is decorated with nashiji and 

okibirame gold flakes and has a silver-lacquer plaque with 

the character in red lacquer for “shū” or “boat” (the second 

character of “Mushū”).

The sake cup comes with a protective silk pouch and double-

fitted, kiri-wood tomobako boxes. The outer box is lacquered 

on all surfaces with clear tamenuri lacquer. The inner box is 

inscribed “Shūhai yume makie” (Sake cup with a dream in 

gold lacquer) and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal 

reading the same.
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Red Lacquer Sake Cup 
Shuhai yume makie shunuri

酒盃夢蒔絵朱塗り
平成23年

H 1 in., D 4 in.

(2.6 cm, 9.9 cm)

Date: 2011

Sake cup in red lacquer on a keyaki-wood core, decorated 

with a stylized character “Mu” (Dream), the first character of 

“Mushū.” The character is portrayed in brown lacquer, sprin-

kled with fine nashiji gold flakes and gold powders. A square 

gold-lacquer seal on the bottom reads “shū” or “boat” (the 

second character of “Mushū”).

The sake cup comes with a protective silk pouch and double 

fitted kiri-wood tomobako boxes. The outer box is lacquered 

on all surfaces with clear tamenuri lacquer. The inner box is 

inscribed “Shuhai yume makie” (Sake cup with a dream in 

gold lacquer) and signed “Mushū” with a square black seal 

reading the same.



The Japanese gold lacquer technique in which powders of 

gold, metals or minerals are sprinkled onto still-wet lacquer. 

The sprinkled surface is then polished until it becomes glossy.

Makie which has been raised above the surrounding area 

with several layers of lacquer.

Makie which has been raised and modeled with a mixture of 

lacquer and clay or charcoal. This is the same mixture used to 

prime the wood surface before applying the many layers of 

lacquer.

Technique in which makie is first applied on the lacquer 

ground and then completely covered with additional layers 

of black lacquer, hiding the makie decoration. The surface is 

subsequently polished with fine pumice and powders until 

the decoration reappears, now incorporated into the totally 

flat polished surface.

A method of building a body using only lacquer and cloth. 

Layers of cloth and lacquer are let dry over a wood form. 

When the body has stiffened, it is removed from the wood 

form and receives further layers of lacquer reinforced with 

cloth until the desired thickness has been reached. Since no 

wood is inside the body, it is light and extremely durable.

Glossary

Techniques:	 Makie

		  Hiramakie

		  Takamakie

		  Togidashi

		  Kanshitsu

Decoration of relief parallel lines created with a stiff brush on  

partially hardened lacquer.

Surface of fine gold dust which has been polished to a high gloss.

Small pieces of thick gold foil cut into squares, rectangles, or 

triangles and inlaid into the surface, forming brilliant accents, 

often as a mosaic.

Small irregular flakes of gold foil, suspended at varying an- 

gles in many layers of translucent brown lacquer. The result-

ing shimmering surface is often used for the insides and 

bottoms of boxes.

Black lacquer which has been polished to a mirror surface.

A cylindrical tea caddy used in the tea ceremony.

A lower and wider form of the natsume.

Incense box used in the tea ceremony.

The original fitted wood box which an artist commissions  

for his art work. A tomobako usually bears the inscription, 

signature and seals of the artist.

Surfaces:	 Hakeme

		  Kinji

		  Kirigane

		  Nashiji

		  Roiro

Objects:	 Natsume

		  Hira-natsume

		  Kōgō

		  Tomobako



Exhibition at the Baselworld Fair in collaboration with watch-

maker Peter Speak-Marin.

Exhibition and demonstration at M&R Salon de Montres, Ginza.

Work included in the exhibition The Hidden Code of Animals 

in Japanese Art at the Clark Center for Japanese Art and Cul-

ture, Hanford, California.

Receives the Ishikawa Prefecture Traditional Industry Out-

standing Performance Award.

Receives the Japanese Lacquer Ware Cooperative Society 

Prize.

Yamanaka Mushū is a member of the International Netsuke 

Carvers’ Association and has worked as the leading artist 

and artistic controller for Pelikan Pen’s Lacquer Fountain Pen 

Project.

Born Yamazaki Atsushi, eldest son of lacquer master  

Yamazaki Geishū.

Starts his apprenticeship with the Kaga-maki-e artist 

Nakamura Shōzō.

Establishes his own independent studio, using the art-name 

Mushū (Dream Boat).

Participates regularly in a wide range of local and national 

exhibitions including the Modern Arts Exhibition; the Japan 

Traditional Arts Exhibition; the Japan Traditional Lacquer 

Arts Exhibition; the Ishikawa Traditional Crafts Exhibition; the 

Kenrokuen Tea Meeting Exhibition; and the Yamanaka Maki-e 

Lacquer Exhibition.

Takes part in a craft demonstration and exhibition on Salt 

Spring Island, Vancouver, Canada.

Participates in the Netsuke Carvers’ New Creations Exhibition 

and the Contemporary Netsuke Exhibition.

Receives many awards including the Ishikawa Prefecture  

Governor’s Prize (six times); the Kaga City Prize (five times); 

the Yamanaka Town Mayor’s Prize; the Yamanaka Town Pre- 

servation Prize; and the Kaga City Preservation Prize.

First exhibition by Erik Thomsen Asian Art at the International  

Asian Art Fair, New York; since then his work has been 

featured in other exhibitions in New York, Palm Beach, Los 

Angeles, and San Francisco, as well as in Germany, Belgium, 

and Switzerland.

Work included in the exhibition Contemporary Netsuke: Mas-

terful Miniatures at the Museum of Arts and Design, New York.

Exhibition of maki-e and sculptural works in Yokohama.

Yamazaki Mushū
山崎夢舟
Kaga Lacquer Master

Biography 		  1966

			   1985

			   1990–

			   2004

			   2005–

			   2006

			   2007

			   2008

			   2010

			   2012
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