
JAPANESE NATURALISTICALLY CARVED BOXWOOD NETSUKE
A JAPANESE NATURALISTICALLY CARVED BOXWOOD NETSUKE OF A HUMAN SKELETON BEATING A BUDDHIST TEMPLE

GONG ‘MOKUGYÅ​’ THE HIMOTOSHI OR CORD HOLES WITH IVORY RIMS 
SIGNED: SHOKO – HIDA SCHOOL
MEIJI PERIOD MID 19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 3.5CM HIGH, 4CM DEEP, 2.5CM WIDE – 1¼ INS HIGH, 1½ INS DEEP, 1 INS WIDE 
SEE: FINCH & CO CATALOGUE NO. 19, ITEM NO. 63, FOR ANOTHER SKELETON NETSUKE BY SHOKO

CF: NEIL DAVEY ‘NETSUKE’ NO. 741, A BOXWOOD SKELETON MIXING MISO BY SHOKO, EX MRS ISOBEL SHARPE
COLLECTION

 
LITERATURE

'MOKUGYÅ​' ARE GONGS USED BY JAPANESE BUDDHIST PRIESTS AND THIS NETSUKE MAY REFER TO THE ANCIENT
LEGEND OF MUGEN. IT WAS ONCE COMMON FOR BRONZE MIRRORS TO BE GIVEN TO TEMPLES FOR MAKING INTO GONGS,
BELLS AND IMAGES. ONE WOMAN GAVE HER MIRROR, WHICH SHE HAD INHERITED FROM HER MOTHER WHO IN TURN HAD
INHERITED IT. SHE REGRETTED GIVING HER HEIRLOOM AWAY SO MUCH THAT WHEN THE TIME CAME FOR THE GONG TO

BE CAST HER MIRROR WOULD NOT MELT. THE VILLAGERS KNEW WHO HAD DONATED IT AND HER HEART WAS REVEALED
TO ALL AS BEING AS HARD AS THE METAL OF HER GIFT. EVENTUALLY SHE KILLED HERSELF IN ANGER, LEAVING A NOTE TO
THE EFFECT THAT AFTER HER DEATH THE MIRROR WOULD MELT AND THAT GREAT WEALTH WOULD COME TO WHOEVER

MANAGED TO BREAK THE GONG INCORPORATING HER DONATED METAL. ONCE CAST, THE GONG WAS CONSTANTLY
BEATEN BY THOSE TRYING TO BREAK IT TO OBTAIN THE PROMISED WORLDLY WEALTH, THE RESULTING INCESSANT

DISTURBING, NOISY CLANGING FINALLY PROMPTED THE PRIESTS TO ROLL IT DOWN THE HILL AND PUSH IT INTO A SWAMP
WHERE IT STILL LIES IN OBLIVION, LEAVING ONLY THE LEGEND BEHIND TO BE PONDERED UPON.

 


