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The gold-leaf ground in large Yamato-e paintings in Japan s Middle Ages:

Inferring the technique used in Matsu-zu Byobu folding-screen artwork

Banno Tomohiro
(Aichi University of the Arts)

Abstract :

In this study, a survey was conducted of phenomena related to the painting materials considered
to be gold ground, and/or of gold-leaf working methods, that were used in Japan in the 14th-17th
centuries. The purpose was to clarify relationships between gold-leaf working methods and painting
techniques, with the chief focus being the technique surmised as having been used for Matsu-zu
Byobu (Tokyo National Museum collection), the “Pine Trees” folding-screen artwork with a gold-
leaf ground, made in the late Medieval period.

Regarding the ladder-like overlapping of leaf in the Matsu-zu Byobu, it was concluded that a
forced “brushing off” (i.e., intentional physical removal) of layered gold leaf was not the technique
used for this artwork. Instead, there was at first no backdrop of gold-leaf covering. Thereafter,
rectangular clippings were made of gold leaf, much like the “cutout” process used in contemporary
art. One observes a scattering of different gold-leaf forming methods used in Japan’s early modern
period, and we think that the same variety of methods was also used during the Middle Ages.

We thus believe there to be sufficient grounds to consider that, with regard to leaf overlapping,
when gold leaf was used to completely cover the backdrop, this overt “leaf-building” style for
overlapping leaf was not simply used for “mass” market production during the early modern period,

but it also reflected the taste of the artist(s) involved.
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