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STUDY OF THE FANTASTICAL EXPRESSIONS IN JAPANESE PAINTING:
EXPLORING POSSIBILITIES OF LAWN AS OVERLAY CONTEXTURE

by

Yuki TAIRA

ABSTRACT

Lawn has been frequently used as base materials in Japanese painting. As an artist pursuing
expressions of fantasy, the author considers lawn as an essential material in her art works.
In the pursuit of personal fantasy expression, various characteristics of lawn will be
analyzed to show how they are linked to the effective expression of themes in painting.
This dissertation consists of five chapters incorporating three aspects of analysis: the
history of lawn as a material in Japanese painting, experiments on and with lawn and
exploring fantasy expressions using lawn.

Chapter 1 investigates a variety of materials used in Japanese painting. Competing
against the abundance of western colors, numbers of mineral pigments rich in color
variation were developed during the Meiji period. With the introduction of the Salon
system to Japan, large sheets of Japanese paper came to be produced. These changes
enabled artists to create Japanese paintings as impressively large and colorful as western
paintings.

Chapter 2 focuses on the use of lawn in Japanese painting. In the Meiji period, lawn
was known as a cheap but intractable material. But in the Taisho period paintings using
lawn started to appear, in which the material with its distinctive features was effectively
adopted as a medium for particular expressions. The analysis of such works enabled the
author to identify the properties of lawn in painting as ‘fixation’, ‘transparency’, ‘overlay
effect’, and ‘unique material texture’.

Chapter 3 compares the results of experiments conducted using Japanese-painting
base materials and lawn. Lawn alone was not sufficient as a base material for Japanese
paintings; however, through pasting paper on the reverse side, pigment and color fixation
on lawn improved greatly and its quintessence was eventually revealed with great impact.
With further painting on top a special overlay effect was created. In addition, a transparent
effect emerged through the unique, rough texture of the material.

Chapter 4 reflects upon the author’s creative theme of “Fantasy”. The definition of
the term and its creative use in the arts, novels and so on demonstrate its multifaceted
expressions. Fantasy in the author’s works is expressed in the multiple layers and
connections of real and unreal motifs and their heterogeneous coexistence. It evolves
around themes such as transformation of objects in the real world, causing the reality to
vanish and revealing the ambiguity of one’s identity.

Chapter 5 examines the three fantasy expression modes using lawn overlay, namely,
the effect on paper mounted on lawn, the effect of pigment particles, and the effect of silver
leaf layering. The plain woven texture of lawn effectively shades off the details of motifs



and forms painted on the mounted paper. Color pigments applied on the lawn surface, fixed
well and increasing in brightness, further add layers of expression. Complex multi-laying
effects of the materials enabled the author to produce her own original expressions of
fantasy art.

This study and its resulting productions demonstrate that the remarkable
development of mineral pigments over modernist to post-modern times greatly ameliorated
the affinity between traditional Japanese painting materials and lawn. The multi-layered
lawn in Japanese painting thus successfully gives expression to the author’s pursuit of the
fantasy theme, revealing overlay, fusion and ambiguity in the real and unreal worlds.
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