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Do scientific researches on artworks end up with the alteration of authorial intention?
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In 2004, The National Research Institute for Cultural Properties Tokyo announced astonishing results of the scientific research on

OGATA Korin’s Folding Screen with Red and White Plums.  According to the report there were many discoveries previously invisible

to unequipped eyes not only of us but also of trained art historians of Japanese art, but among these discoveries the most surprising one

to the art historians was the fact that Korin did not use gold leaf for its background but only coated it with gold-dust and a kind of

vegetable dye called Kariyasu.  They were forced to alter their interpretation on the authorial intention and concluded that the intention

of the author was to make believe his audience.  But does the significance of the scientific research or technical examination end up with

the mere alteration of authorial intention?  Is it enough to shift the interpretative responsibility onto the silent author?  To make this point

clear I examined whether the discovery can be exhaustedly interpreted with the frame of “partial and moderate intentionalism”.  After

comparing the interpretation of pentimento revealed in Johannes Vermeer’s Young Woman Reading a Letter at an Open Window and of

gold-like depiction in Nicolas Poussin’s The Adoration of the Golden Calf with Korin’s case, it becomes clear that the real significance

of the scientific research is in the revelation of some wrong interpretative assumptions with which art historians of Japanese art interpret

their object, especially their arbitrary use of genre.  In addition it also revealed the prevalence of another interpretative method which

does not aim at authorial intention.  It is the method that treats every single point on a painting as perfectly equivalent material with no

regard to genre, subject, motif, nationality, and authorial intention.
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