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Abstract

THE PUBLIC ART USING THE JAPANESE LACQUER
- Focused on a Field Study in Japan and South Korea -

Graduate School of Art Doctor’s Course Industrial Crafts Design
Byungmil Chung

Urushi (Japanese lacquer) is perceived as a traditional and unfamiliar object to use among most
people. The aim of this thesis is not only to dispel this perception, but also to create urushi works
reflecting a modern edge in order to suggest new possibilities of urushi. The research will show that u
rushi has the potential to be used in a variety of ways as well as in a practical way, and [ wanted to i
ncorporate urushi as public art to make it more familiar.

This study summarizes the components of urushi, the types of raw material, decoration techniques
and has researched examples of using urushi in modern times. In addition, the present author defines
public art as a work of art that all people can see and enjoy together in public spaces, and
summarizes its system and functions.

There are five functions of public art. The first is the symbolic function showing the
characteristics of the installation site. Next is the aesthetic function which conveys the aesthetic
beauty to the perception or mentality of the viewers. The practical function adds features to sculpture
s such as chairs or lighting. Fourth, the environmentally harmonious function lessens the pressure
from modern buildings and softens stark spaces so that people can feel at home. The final one is the
function of space division that divides spaces, such as partitions.

Based on the above, I investigated public art currently installed and divided the results into works
using urushi and those not using it. Firstly, I investigated twelve cases in Japan and six cases in South
Korea regarding public arts not using urushi. Although the public arts that I investigated are
symbolically, aesthetically, and environmentally harmoniously working well, sites with practical fun
ctions and functions of space division were less common than I imagined.

Secondly, I investigated fourteen cases in Japan and five cases in South Korea regarding public arts
using urushi. Also, I acquired information about public art installed in United States by interviewing
the artists who created them. During this field study, three artists, Yui Higashibata, Natsuki
Kurimoto, and Nobuyuki Tanaka, were believed to be especially important, and accordingly, they we
re researched more deeply than the others.

The public art using urushi was often installed in inaccessible places such as airport VIP lounges and



hotel suites. It is expected that opportunities to install them in more accessible places such as station
s, airports and shopping centres will increase in the future. From the investigated works, there were
more flat pieces than stereoscopic ones as it is believed that flat works do not interfere with
passengers and guests and the production period is relatively short. However, in my own view, u
rushi works need to be created half-stereoscopically instead of simplifying the shape to a flat plane
in order to show the charm of urushi’s decoration techniques. When it comes to raw materials, w
ooden, or dry urushi techniques were used the most, but it is necessary to widen the possibilities to
sculpture by combining urushi with various materials such as metal or glass. Moreover, in the five
functions described above, most of the public pieces that were investigated had aesthetic and
environmentally harmonious functions. However, only a few public arts have symbolic, practical, or
space division functions. It is necessary to clarify the reasons why those works should be in those
places by adding symbolism to them. Also, post-installation management is needed, as many of the
works were inadequately maintained.

In addition, information about the future of urushi was obtained though interviews with the com
panies that commission urushi pieces. Public art was mostly installed outdoors, but the demand for
installation is recently shifting to indoor space as outdoor public arts reach capacity. It is also expected
that the commission of urushi from the hotel industry will increase for the upcoming 2020 Tokyo
Olympics. Furthermore, producing space as a concept of “Modernization of Japanese style” has
socially come into the spotlight in recent days. Accordingly, using urushi to create contemporary
public art that is suitable for indoor installation and can effectively show the traditional beauty of
Japan is consistent with the demands made by modern society.

In the future, it will be important for artists to actively propose ways to utilize the works rather than
accepting requests from companies or clients unilaterally. For instance, renting the pieces for a set p
eriod or suggesting how to use urushi in the interior of a building such as hotel doors, handles,
ceilings, etc., would be effective.

Lastly, the two types of works of the present author can be described as for the interior of a build
ing, and for public art. The model piece based on public art was created on the assumption that it
will be installed at the Main Press Center (MPC) of the 2018 Pyeong Chang Winter Olympic Games.
The slogan of the Olympic Games,“Passion. Connected.” represents the Olympic spirit of the players
and the harmony of the world. The ice wall formed by gathering small crystals was used as a design
motif in order to symbolize the unity of effort and the passion of the athletes. The production of the
piece was divided among several people, and I served as the director as well as an artist. A
woodcraft artist was commissioned to produce an original form, made in a half-stereoscopic f
orm. I was in charge of completing the urushi portion of the piece. The various techniques,

including mother-of-pearl technique, were combined and a laser processing machine was used as well.



The aesthetic function was enhanced by seeking new techniques of expression such as sprinkling
terrapins, layering clay powder with low lacquer thickly to express the texture, or using masking tape.
It is expected that this work will be in harmony with other pieces in the Main Press Center (MPC)
and show the symbolism of the Pyeong Chang Winter Olympic Games.

The following three points are considered to be particularly important though the works produced f
or this thesis. The first point is to pursue new expressions by developing and combining techniques.
The second is to share and combine skills and ideas with experts in other fields through division of
labor. The third is to actively utilize cutting-edge equipment. With these in mind, new possibilities of
public art using urushi should be perused.

In conclusion, it is hoped that an efficient way of utilizing urushi as public art will become more p
revalent and that the number of people who are interested in urushi will increase. If there are more
opportunities to access to modern urushi public art in public places, people would feel more familiar
with urushi. It is expected that public art using urushi will become more popular and this will enrich

our daily lives.
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