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Interdisciplinar y Research on the Lacquer Culture of Ryukyu and 
Scientific Analyses of Ryukyu Traditional Lacquerwares (Review)

MIYAKOSHI Tetsuo, HONDA Takayuki and MIYAZATO Masako

      Lacquer is a unique process in Asia that uses sap tapped from lacquer trees grown wild or cultivated 

in areas of East Asia such as Japan, China and Korea, and from the Ryukyu Islands to Southeast Asian 

countries such as Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. It has been used to prepare crafts 

or wares for more than 8000 years. The surfaces of objects made of wood, bamboo, cloth, paper, 

porcelain, leather, and metal are coated with lacquer sap not only for protection but also for esthetic 

effect. Despite differences in the nations, languages, and customs in Asian countries, the interlinked 

lacquer cultures demonstrate interrelations and are also part of modern life.

     Okinawa, located in southernmost Japan, has a nearly 500-years history as the Ryukyu Kingdom and 

has a Ryukyu lacquer culture with its own characteristics. During its history, the Ryukyu Kingdom 

maintained good relations with both China and Japan and also traded with Southeast Asian countries. 

Ryukyu people actively imported neighboring countries’ cultures and technology via trade activities 

and formed a new culture characterized by complex cultural elements. Therefore, we find similar 

materials and techniques in the lacquer crafts to those of Chinese, Japanese, and Southeast Asian 

countries. That is, the history of Ryukyu lacquerwares overlaps with the history of the Ryukyu Kingdom, 

and clarification of Ryukyu lacquer crafts will increase understanding of the history and culture of 

Okinawa. In addition, identification of lacquer species is important in the conservation and restoration 

of valuable ancient Ryukyu lacquerwares.

     We analyzed many kinds of Ryukyu lacquerwares belonging to the Urasoe Art Museum by Py-GC/

MS, and detected urushiol and/or laccol pyrolysis products, suggesting that the laquerwares were 

prepared using the lacquer sap from Toxicodendron vernicifluum and/or Toxicodendron succedanea. 

Many of our research results have shown that analytical pyrolysis is an effective method for 

characterization of lacquer films. Moreover, microscopy and cross-section studies demonstrated that 

the lacquers had a multi-layer coating structure. X-ray analytical microscopy was carried out directly on 

the surface of lacquerwares to determine the presence of different pigments. The analysis results on 

Ryukyu lacquerwares based on our research papers revealed that lacquer sap tapped from Toxicodendron 

vernicifluum and/or Toxicodendron succedanea lacquer trees grown on the Asian continent were used 

alone and/or combined as a coating material. Ryukyu was an independent kingdom at same points in 
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its history and traded very actively with surrounding countries. Analysis of the results of our research 

confirmed that Ryukyu people efficiently used the imported coating materials alone or in combination 

to make lacquerwares using many techniques, such as mitsuda-e, haku-e, chinkin, urushi-e, raden and/

or tsuikin decorating techniques in Ryukyu lacquerwares. These investigations provide scientific 

support for the conservators, restorers, and archaeologists of lacquer. 
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