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The Ryukyu Kingdom, established in 1429, preserved their nation for 450 years until the 

establishment of Okinawa Prefecture in 1879. In addition to the tributary relationship with China that 

began in the 14th century, bilateral relations embedded in Japan’s shogunate system continued since 

the invasion of the kingdom by the Satsuma and Shimazu Clans in 1609. The Ryukyu Kingdom devised 

national administration policies with their economic foundation based on the trade with China, Japan, 

Korea, and various other Southeast Asian countries. Consequently, people, goods, and information from 

various Asian countries passed through Ryukyu, and an internationally rich Ryukyu culture was formed. 

In particular, lacquerware were presented as offerings to Chinese emperors or Japanese shoguns and 

daimyos. Furthermore, lacquerware contributed to the kingdom's foreign relations as trade goods, thus 

supporting its economic foundation. The royal government established the Kaizuribugyosho as the 

position of managing the production of lacquerware and endeavored to maintain its quality in which the 

kingdom took pride. While Ryukyu lacquerware demanded materials, techniques, etc., from various parts 

of Asia, the wet climate of Ryukyu nurtured rich decoration techniques, such as Raden (mother-of-pearl), 

Chinkin (gold-inlaid lacquerware), Hakue (gold leaf pictures), and Tsuikin (Ryukyuan technique), and 

established the distinctive beauty of Ryukyu lacquerware.

The kingdom fell in 1879 through the establishment of Okinawa Prefecture, and the royal 

governmental institution that was the Kaizuribugyosho, which was the core of the production of 

lacquerware used as offerings, was also dismantled. Since then, circumstances began to change, 

with the lacquerware of Okinawa Prefecture being produced in private workshops as a promotion of 

industry. The lacquer art of the Ryukyu Kingdom was famed as a treasure of dynastic culture, but 

through the kingdom's fall and the chaos of World War II, techniques, lacquerware handed down from 

generation to generation within families, etc., vanished.

Although there is only a very small number of Ryukyu lacquer art historical materials, with the 

results of analytical research through physical investigation of recent years, scientific and objective 

information has been shared, and a new shape of Ryukyu lacquer art is being constructed.

In this paper, I decided to work on written records and existing lacquerware as much as possible, 

although it may only be within my narrow personal view. I will explain from  viewpoints such as “The 
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Summary of Ryukyu Lacquer Art History,” “The Lacquer Trees of the Ryukyu Islands,” “Symbols that 

are Possibly Involved with the Royal Family” and “Lacquerware Offered by the King of Ryukyu to the 

Emperor of China.”
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