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ens are whilf'often come to mind when

one thinks’

of decorared Japanese pens.
However, they are only one of several tra-
ditional art forms thar have found appli-
cation in a new medium. Below are some
recrospective thoughts on some Japanese
pens and the design techniques that were
used to create them.

The term kamakura-bori refers to a
.NPE(I‘HL craft introduced from China over
one thousand years ago. Applicarions

have included plates, boxes, jewelry, and

almost every conceivable item that can be
decorated. It is created by the application
of many layers of urushi lacquer, usually
applied over a wood substrate, which is

then carved to create the design. Superb

examples are found in many museums,
and artisans throughout Japan continue to
practice this craft to produce arrifacts of
grear beauty.

In pen terminology, kamakura-bori
usually refers to a pen to which one or
more layers of urushi are applied to an
ebonite barrel and cap and a geomerric
pattern is subsequently scalloped into
the pen. Most common in the lare 1930s
and through the 1950s, kamakura-bori
pens are favorites of many collectors.

However, this is an chr;l‘mp“i‘i(ation

of the genre.

Prior to the advent of the applicarion of maki-e to pens, the kamakura-bori technique was used on pens

in the late Taisho (1911-1925) and early Showa (1925-1989) eras. On the example shown in Fig. 3, one

can count ar least eighteen layers of urushi applied over an ebonite cap, barrel, and blind cap. The carving is
almost 2mm deep at some locations and extends into the ebonite. It portrays the traditional matsu no tsuru,
or pine tree and crane design, both very popular and symbolic of good fortune and long life, and is signed
by the artist. Like most pens of this era it is an eyedropper filler with shut-off plunger.
The other kamakura bori (Fig. 2) is slightly smaller and from the early 1930s. The rechnique is the
same; urushi applied in layers over the ebonite barrel and cap and a design carved into the layers.
Ebonite was not the only substrate used for carved decoration, The two pictured in Figs. 4 and

7 are of plum and olive wood. Each was coated in clear urushi before being carved. The mountain is

probably Mr. Fuji and the masks are those of demons. Each comes in a presentation box of pawlonia

wood with dedications from the pen maker to a presumably young woman. The arrists name was

Shoukei and the pens were made in 1957, presumably in Niigara Prefecrure.

Opposite: Fig. 11. Yotsubishi, c. 1956, Pond scene with fish (kanshitsu technique). This page: Fig. 3. Yotsubishi,
€.1955, I-r; brushed silver dust mixed with urushi, raden (abalone strips), raden (crushed abalone shell).
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So-called ‘demonstrators’ have always been of interest and the question as to whether they were
meant to be used or were truly juse for, well, demonstration, is readily answered by those examples found
in Japan. Though there was a small number of true demonstrators, most were meant to be used with
their transparency and translucency as inherent design features.

Vibrant colors and unusual designs in celluloid and acrylic were in their heyday in Japan in the
1950s. Demonstrators (called skeleton pens in Japan) were produced alongside regular pens and sold with
the entire line. A small number of demonstrarors appear to be giveaways and two of those pictured in Fig. 10

are medical-relaced. One is from a maker of medical supplies and another has a medical cross on the

cap. Note that the transparent blue
pen sold for more than a simple real
(not screened!) maki-e pen made at
the same time by the same company,
It was made by Platon, who went out
of business in 1953,

Black hard rubber pens were the
norm in Japan until the 1930s, when
small numbers of red and other color
rubber pens were introduced. Even
then, the majority of pens during the
1930s were made of black ebonite
with a single light application of uru-
shi for protection from wear.

Today, the Japanese company
Marukin is known as a seller of seafood

specialties. Seventy years ago they pro-

duced, amongst other irems, fount
pens. Pens by Marukin are considered
somewhat rare by collectors in Japan and
are of high quality with excellent nibs.
The two pictured in Fig. 8 were made by
a craftsman named Kasahara in Showa

7 and 9 (1932 & 1934). Both are boxed

with inscriptions naming each pen afrer
mythical dragons. They are eyedropper
fillers with shut-off plungers.

A few years ago my interest in col-
{EL[[I]SJR‘]J“Cﬁ{' ]JC"S i1:lL] \V;lf]t‘({ lli'l[ll
[ visited a small shop in Kochi where
my wife and her family are from. The
shop has been owned by the same
woman since prior to World War II,
I was fortunate enough to acquire sev-
eral pens from her that she said were
made by a company from Osaka named
Yotsubishi (four diamonds). Yotsubishi
made pens from before the war to the
late 1950s and was known for its deco-
rated pens. Never having seen pens like
this before, my interest was piqued and
I had to find more.

Little is known of Yotsubishi and, for
some tine, I considered them a jobber
who sold the clips and bands to different
penmakers. The consistency and quality
of the pens tell a different story.

Yorsubishi made a variety of pens

from simple kamakura-bori, decora-
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