
27.  Japanese Stacked Lacquer Box 
 
Height: 30.0 cm. (11 3/4in.) 
Width: 22.8 cm. (9 in.) 
Late Edo period 
19th century A.D. 
 
Acquired in Japan 
 
This stacked food box (jubako) is of square form, the flat lid with rounded corners, the bottom tier 
slightly deeper and the top tier slightly shallower than the two middle sections of approximately equal 
size. Each section is formed with two narrow square-cut feet running the length of the base on two 
sides. Each tier of the box was applied with polychromatic lacquer pigments—red, black, browns, 
deep mustard, ivory and moss green—enhanced in areas with fine lineament in gold, enriched with 
flecks of gold, and studded with mother-of-pearl highlights. Organically conceived patterns alternate 
with geometric patterns to produce the opulent, eye-catching design. The lid design is comprised of a 
lively tangle of exotic, idiosyncratic, and imaginative buds and blossoms, swelling like ripened  fruits, 
with large floppy leaves and smaller ones balancing on stems, coral-like scrolls outlined in black 
meandering between, and kaleidoscopic mother-of-pearl fragments providing highlights, all against 
an ivory-toned densely crackled background, This design is repeated with a bit of variation on the 
walls of the second and lower tiers.  Notable are giant blossoms in pairs on the four sides of the 
bottom-most level. The upper and third tiers carry the geometric designs, the upper tier with 
ascending and descending gold-veined, blue, red speckled-with-gold, and mother-of-pearl palmettes, 
and the third tier with an ornate diamond-lozenge pattern centered with florets issuing small sprays 
of coral.  The moss or olive-green ground of these latter tiers forms a strong contrast to the ivory 
ground of the other tiers while the static designs provide counterpoint to the organic jumbles above 
and below. The interiors and base are lacquered in red and densely sprinkled with gold. A spare cover 
consistent in style with the first completes the set. 

 

                                     
 
The designers or decorators here were intent on producing a jubako that looked as if it were 
wrapped in a furoshiki made from a particular kind of fabric. It is not surprising that the 
precise fabrics on which the designs were based have not been identified. Although 
decorative patterns in Japanese textiles, ceramics, and lacquer could be interchangeable, 
when the designs of one medium were borrowed for the décor of another, modifications 
usually occurred.  In the present lacquer box décor, however, the patterns and color scheme 
were obviously based on a fabric fashionable in Japan since the 17th century, known as 
sarasa. The material was used in a number of ways including the fabrication of furoshiki (fig. 
1), small satchels to hold tea caddies, (fig. 2), and cases for the delicate chashaku or tea scoops 
(fig. 3), all of these associated with the culture of tea in Japan.  Some sarasa designs are quite 
similar to the patterns on the present tiered box, such as a quite common diamond-lozenge 
pattern with florets (fig. 4). Numerous floral motifs also relate to the lacquer designs (figs. 5-
6), while the meandering line that forms a coral-like motif remains quite elusive, even though 
some sarasa examples appear at least distantly related (fig. 7) 
 
Although the import and use of European brocades and other opulent fabrics via the 
Portuguese trade in the 16th century greatly enriched the wardrobes of Japanese noblemen, 
the cotton fabrics produced in India, called sarasa, were also intriguing to aesthetes in Japan 
whose tastes could be quite comprehensive. Although the name was derived from the place 



in India that was a major source for the cloth, it was also applied to cottons printed, painted 
or dyed in sasara style made elsewhere, such as in Persia, Indonesia, and even in Japan, as in 
Nagasaki-sarasa or Nabeshima-sarasa, made in imitation of the much sought after imported 
material. While patterns and motifs of the original madder-dyed or printed cottons were 
Islamic in nature, a Chinese flavor is present in textiles especially of Japanese manufacture, 
making this world of design a very rich and varied one. 

 
Sarasa patterns often juxtapose designs: geometric ones including stripes, circles, lozenge 
designs, and formalized florets alternating with scrolling or related displays of botanical 
forms, and in a potpourri of colors. The Japanese, who had a natural flare for combining 
what might seem to the rest of us incongruous or incompatible, were quite easily drawn to 
the sarasa aesthetic and utilized the fabric in many ways, some of which were noted above. 
Kimono were sometimes made from the fabric, as seen in a painting illustrated here (figs. 8-9) 
and sarasa fabric was also used in the mounting of paintings, in place of the sumptuous 
brocades that had been the tradition. A painting in the Kaikodo collection was mounted with 
sarasa fabric along the top and bottom borders of the painting and the green color of the 
ground is, in fact, strikingly similar to that of the lacquer box (figs. 10-11). The great 
popularity of such textiles by the late Edo period, likely the time when the present rare tiered 
box was produced, resulted in swatches or samples being collected, classified, and mounted 
in albums and it is perhaps access to these sources by lacquer workers that resulted in such a 
distinctive design as that on the present box.1 
 
By the late Edo period the Indian fabrics and their imitations had become quite popular 
outside of tea circles and were used to fabricate even such items as cigarette cases. That the 
present box was made during this time, likely during the 19th century, is supported by the 
use of an ivory-colored lacquer, seen as the background of the lid and two of the tiers, 
which, as has been pointed out to us, was not in use in Japanese lacquer until the 19th 
century. 
 
Two further features of the lacquer box should be noted.  Firstly, the jubako was produced 
with a second lid, a convenient way to protect the contents of more than one tier when the 
box was in use and its tiers separated (fig. 12).  Secondly, it has been suggested that the box 
might have originally been made with five tiers, the fifth with a flat-bottomed base.  While 
this configuration would conform to the norm, four-tiered jubako are known and one 
published example is resting not on a flat base but on a foot (fig. 13). 

 In pursing an extensive collection of old Japanese auction and exhibition catalogues, which 
we acquired from the David Newman library after his passing, and after having finished the 
write-ups for this exhibition, I came across two jubako that relate to the present. One box is a 
four-tiered jubako with sarasa-style decor (fig. 14). The second is also a four-
tiered jubako supported on feet similar to the present and, interestingly, with several lids 
stacked on the upper tier, one for each tier when in use (fig. 15). No information is provided 
in the catalogues, both from 1936 exhibitions, one in Tokyo and the other in Kyoto, aside 
from the brief descriptions typical of these publications. 

1.  For further background on these textiles, see Yumiko Kamada, “The Use of Imported 
Persian and Indian Textiles in Early Modern Japan,” Textile Society of America, Symposium 
Proceedings, 13th Biennial Symposium Proceedings, September 19-22, 2012, pp. 1-11.     



 

Fig. 1:  Sarasa furoshiki for the box of teabowl 
“Fuyuki,” 17th-18th century A.D., the Gotoh 
Museum, Tokyo, after Edo Kaleidoscope: Sarasa, Biidoro, 
Oranda, (Miho Museum Exhibition), Kyoto, 2014, pl. 
117 (top), p. 126. 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 2:  Sarasa satchels for tea caddies, 17th-18th 
century A.D., after Sachio Yoshioka, Sarasa, Printed 
and Painted Textiles, Kyoto Shoin’s Art Library of 
Japanese Textiles, no. 20, Kyoto, 1993, pl. 83, p. 61. 

 

 

 

Fig. 3:  Sarasa case for tea scoop, 17th-18th century  
A.D., Eisei Bunko Museum, Tokyo, after  
Sachio Yoshioka, Sarasa, Printed and Painted Textiles,  
Kyoto Shoin’s Art Library of Japanese Textiles,  
no. 20, Kyoto, 1993, pl. 89, p. 63. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 4: Sarasa textile fragment with diagonal 
diaper design, 17th-18th century A.D., Suzuki 
Hajime Collection, after Edo Kaleidoscope: 
Sarasa, Biidoro, Oranda, (Miho Museum 
Exhibition,), Kyoto, 2014, pl. 38, p. 90. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Fig. 5: Sarasa textile with floral design and ivory- 
colored ground, 17th century A.D., Tokugawa Art  
Museum, Aichi, , after Sachio Yoshioka, Sarasa, Printed  
and Painted Textiles, Kyoto Shoin’s Art Library of  
Japanese Textiles, no. 20, Kyoto, 1993, pl. 29, p. 34. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 6:  Page from album of sarasa fragments, 17th-
19th century A.D., Miho Museum, Shiga, after Edo 
Kaleidoscope: Sarasa, Biidoro, Oranda, (Miho Museum 
Exhibition,), Kyoto, 2014, p. 42 (lower right). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 7: Sarasa textile with meandering line design,  
17th-18th century A.D., Ii family collection, Tokyo  
National Museum, after Sachio Yoshioka, Sarasa,  
Printed and Painted Textiles, Kyoto Shoin’s Art Library  
of Japanese Textiles, no. 20, Kyoto, 1993, pl. 40, p, 39. 
 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 8: Female figure wearing a kimono made 
with sarasa fabric, “Portrait of Nakagawa 
Hideshige’s Wife,” hanging scroll, ink and 
colors on silk, 17th century A.D., Daizenji, 
Kyoto, after Kano Painters of the Momoyama 
Period: Eitoku’s Legacy, Kyoto National 
Museum, Kyoto, 2015 p. 97 (lower half of 
painting). 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 9: Detail of figure 8. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 10:  Detail of 
sarasa textile in 
mounting of “Summer 
Landscape” by 
Tokuyama Gyokuran  
(A.D. 1728-1784), 
Kaikodo. 

 
 
 
 

Fig. 11: Detail of sarasa 
textile in mounting of 
“Summer Landscape” 
by Tokuyama 
Gyokuran  (A.D. 
1728-1784), Kaikodo. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 12:  Second lid of the jubako. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Fig. 13: Four-tiered lacquer box with Portuguese 
figures, late 16th-17th century A.D., Museu Nacional 
de Arte Antiga, Lisbon, after Oliver Impey and 
Christiaan Jörg, Japanese Export Lacquer: 1580-1850, 
Amsterdam, 2005, pl. 119, p. 80. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 14: Lacquer jubako, after Tokyo Bijutsu Club: 
Nakajima Hanbei Collection, Tokyo 1936, no. 161. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 15: Lacquer jubako, after Kyoto Bijutsu  
Club, Kyoto, 1936, no. 297.  

 


