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Summary

What Is Urushi-work? What Is Craftwork?
—The Meishitsu-kai and the Collaborative Complex of Urushi-work—
Ken MARUTA

Urushi-work, which is a type of lacquer work using the sap of the urushi tree, has a long
history in Japan, dating back to ancient times. The Meishitsu-kai, literally translated as "clear +
urushi + society," is a group of people involved in urushi handiwork and concerned about its
threatened future. The Meishitsu-kai was energetically active for some 20 years in the latter
half of the 20t century, with a wide range of activities seeking to maintain and revitalize urushi-
work. The central founding figure who provided the society with direction and integrity was
Sawaguchi Shigeru, but the complementary leadership of Okuda Tatsuro was also of vital
importance. The group had an immediate influence on the world of urushi-work and moreover,
on craftwork in general.

Despite that fact, there has been virtually no serious attempt to survey the various
undertakings of the group, and the basic information necessary for such studies is not easily
available (in part because the society did not record all of its activities, and many of the records
that do exist are now scattered in various places). This article is an attempt to correct that,
describing the elemental activities of the Meishitsu-kai while emphasizing its basic driving

concept: that urushi-work is a collaborative complex made up of various players.

[Key words] Meishitsu-kai urushi collaborative complex, Sawaguchi Shigeru (1925-97),
Okuda Tatsuro (1932-79)
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