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Ut pictura poesis in modern lacquer art:

The case of Rokkaku Shisui

Kitamura Hitomi

From the latter half of the Meiji period to the early Showa period (1890-1930), as lacquerware was
modernizing, one aspect of lacquer artists’ expression was aspiring to be “like painting.” For example,
Shibata Zeshin (1807-91) and his son Shibata Reisai (1850-1915) began showing work that applied
the tableau format found in paintings. In about 1900, Akatsuka Jitoku produced works that realized a
painterly poetic sentiment in maki-e. Rokkaku Shisui (1867-1950), the subject of this essay, also took
part in that trend, but his approach was not to borrow painterly styles or motifs from paintings. On the
contrary, Rokkaku’s reference points were craft objects, particularly Han-dynasty Lelang (J: Rakuro)
lacquerware and ancient Japanese lacquerware in the Shoséin Treasury.

Rokkaku focused on the lines and techniques used in those works. He absorbed long-forgotten
techniques that none of his contemporaries had attempted to use, creating new works that suited his
times. While referring to ancient craft works, he realized, in maki-e, a freedom of line and light and dark
shades of colors, “as painted in a picture,” ut pictura. His work became the trigger for further innovation
in lacquerware styles, which had been constrained by convention from the Edo period.

What Rokkaku attempted was to change the line itself used in lacquerware. While remaining
grounded in the crafts, he tried to revolutionize that field. That is, his stance was not “first, to be a
painting” but while keeping lacquer, his material, and maki-e, his technique, as his axis, to restore
creativity to the “line” in maki-¢ and lacquer paintings. He sought to confirm his freedom to draw.

Rokkaku’s work, in which he sought creativity in the line itself in maki-e and lacquer paintings,
attempted to produce a place for freedom of expression not only in lacquerware but more broadly in the
field known as the crafts. Consequently, he influenced those aiming for stylistic innovation, regardless

of whether the crafts should take the functional, vessel form or the painting-like panel form.

(Translated by Ruth S. McCreery)



