
JAPANESE 'SAWASA' OVAL HINGED TOBACCO BOX
A RARE JAPANESE 'SAWASA' OVAL HINGED TOBACCO BOX

DECORATED ON A GOLD GROUND IN BLACK LACQUERED CHISELED APPLIQUÉ WITH AN ORIENTAL LANDSCAPE
CONSISTING OF PAGODAS AND BRANCHES OF CHERRY AND PLUM BLOSSOM. THE SIDES WITH CONTINUOUS

DECORATION AND THE INTERIOR GILDED
LATE 17TH - EARLY 18TH CENTURY

SIZE: 3CM HIGH, 10.5CM WIDE, 8CM DEEP – 1 INS HIGH, 4 INS WIDE, 3 INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

SAWASA OBJECTS WERE MADE FOR THE EUROPEAN MARKET AND CONSIST OF AN ALLOY OF COPPER WITH GOLD, SILVER
AND ARSENIC DECORATED WITH BLACK LACQUER AND GOLD. THEY WERE THE PRODUCT OF CULTURAL INTERACTIONS
BETWEEN ASIA AND EUROPE WHICH RESULTED AS A CONSEQUENCE OF EUROPEAN EXPANSION INTO ASIA AND GLOBAL
TRADE IN THE 17TH CENTURY, AND A GROWING MUTUAL INTEREST IN THE PECULIARITIES OF EACH OTHERS CULTURE.

FROM CIRCA 1700 SAWASA WARES WERE TO BE FOUND IN EUROPEAN ROYAL ARMOURIES AND COLLECTIONS OF
CURIOSITIES AND WERE SOMETIMES DESCRIBED AS 'TONKINESE CHISELED WORK' OR 'COCHIN CHINA WORK'.

COMMISSIONED BY THE DUTCH EAST INDIA COMPANY THESE TOBACCO BOXES IMITATED A EUROPEAN SHAPE, BUT WERE
DECORATED IN ORIENTAL STYLE, AND AS THE JAPANESE, WHO WERE ACCUSTOMED TO CATERING FOR ASIAN MARKETS,
REGULARLY COPIED THE CHINESE AND THEIR PRODUCTS, IT IS NOW DIFFICULT TO DETERMINE WHETHER A TOBACCO

BOX WAS MADE BY A CHINESE OR JAPANESE CRAFTSMAN.
THE V.O.C. DIRECTOR OF BENGAL, JAN ALBERT SICHTERMAN (1692-1764) OWNED A LARGE COLLECTION OF SAWASA AND

THE AUCTION CATALOGUE OF HIS ESTATE LISTED 29 SAWASA OBJECTS 'BEAUTIFULLY AND ARTFULLY WORKED BLACK
WITH GOLD AND WITH RAISED CHISELED RELIEF OF JAPANESE COMPOSITION'. SAWASA BOXES DESCRIBED AS

'TONKINESE WARES' ARE ALSO FOUND IN THE FAMOUS DUTCH ROYAL CABINET OF CURIOSITIES.

 


