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A hiramaki-e lacquer ewer

Cypress or cherry wood, black lacquer, gold hiramaki-e and

nashiji

Japan

Edo period

h. 21.5 cm (8.5 in.)
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The traditional use of this kind of hot-water ewer (yutō 湯桶) makes it a relat‐

ively rare type of object in the West, unlike export lacquers proper—coffers, cas‐

kets, cabinets, necessaires—better suited to Western usage and made specifically

for the Western market. The decoration of Japanese kerria (yamabuki ヤマブキ)

leaves and flowers is executed in hiramaki-e, one of the three kinds of maki-e (蒔

絵), literally ‘sprinkled picture’, a form of decoration in which motifs of gold or

silver are applied in the last layers of lacquer, before the final polishing. Hiramaki-

e (平蒔絵), ‘flat sprinkled picture’, stands midway between takamaki-e (高蒔絵),

in higher relief, and togidashi-e (研ぎ出し蒔絵), almost without relief. The under‐

side of the lid is decorated, for its part, with the motif known as nashiji (梨地), or

‘pear skin’, obtained by scattering in the lacquer countless irregular flakes of gold

which, covered with translucent lacquer and then polished, gleam against the black

ground.

This decoration, simple and pared-down, belongs to the style known as kōdai-

ji maki-e (高台寺蒔絵), after the Kōdai-ji temple in Kyoto, famous among other

things for its immense  maki-e decoration, conceived in the Azuchi Momoyama

period (1573–1615); in this style, historical or literary scenes give way to gilt leaves

and flowers. Although this ewer probably does not date from that period, the sim‐

plicity of its design remains very close to that of Edo-period lacquers, and may be

compared with that of a  hiramaki-e yutō in the Tokyo National Museum (inv.

H-4489).
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