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Analysis of Colorants Used in
The Western Kings on Horseback Screen

Yasuhiro HAYAKAWA and Seiji SHIRONO

The Western Kings on Horseback Screens, designated as important cultural properties,
are masterpieces of the early period western style paintings that were created in the
Momoyama to early Edo periods. Today this pair of screens is split between the collections
of Suntory Museum of Art and the Kobe City Museum. Previously, they were handed down
over the centuries at the Aizu Wakamatsu Castle, and their depiction clearly reveals
western style painting techniques. However, the actual history of how, where and when
these screens were created remain steeped in mystery.

The National Research Institute for Cultural Properties, Tokyo investigated colorants
and painting techniques of the screens from 2002 to 2003. Each section has been photogra-
phed using high resolution digital color photography, infrared photography and fluores-
cence photography. X-ray fluorescence analysis and X-ray radiography were also em-
ployed for investigating the colorants.

As a result, it was found that these works were all fundamentally painted with
traditional Japanese mineral-based pigments on paper, and hence technically were not that
far removed from traditional Japanese folding screen techniques. The most distinctive
common feature of the colorants in the screens is that two types of white colorant, shell
white and lead white, are employed as the situation demands. However, differences have
been revealed in the purity and thickness of gold foil used for background between the
screen of Suntory Museum and that of the Kobe City Museum. Red colorant located under
the gold foil and green colorant were also different between the two screens.

These similarities and differences between the two screens may bring understanding of
the mystery regarding The Western Kings on Horseback Screens.
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