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MUSEUM CLASSROOMto the

Joslyn Art Museum  
Gyotaku in the Classroom 
Created by Julie Daigle 

 
3rd Quarter – Asian and Ancient Egypt 

 
Focus:   Incorporating Japanese Gyotaku into your Classroom 

Objectives:   

• Discover how the Japanese used printmaking techniques for both practical and aesthetic purposes.  
• Explore the art of Gyotaku printing. 
• Compare and contrast the modern and ancient purposes of printmaking. 

 
Instructional Strategies that Strongly Affect Student Achievement – Robert J. Marzano 
   01 Identifying similarities and differences     06 Cooperative learning 
   02 Summarizing and note taking      07 Setting goals and providing feedback 
   03 Reinforcing effort and providing recognition    08 Generating and testing hypotheses 
   04 Homework and practice      09 Activating prior knowledge 
   05 Nonlinguistic representations 
 
Resources:  
 
Check out the Teacher Support Materials online for additional resources. 
 
Suggested Materials: Reproductions of Japanese art, Gyotaku PowerPoint presentations, Gyotaku rubber 
fish, paint (tempera or acrylic), brushes, paper, chop materials (clay, foam, or vegetable). 
. 
 
Vocabulary: Gyotaku (pronounced ghee-oh-tah-koo), printmaking, brayer, chop.  
Procedure: 

• Engage:  Introduce the art of Japanese Gyotaku printing. In Japanese, "gyo" means "fish", and "taku" 
means "rubbing." The history of Gyotaku is dependant upon the source. I have heard that the art form 
is thousands of years old or only a few hundred… I will let you decide! This is a good way to encourage 
students to use higher order thinking skills in the classroom.  

• You can compare/ contrast the stories.  
• Students may write a brief reflection after hearing the stories from the perspective of the artist and the 

artist’s intended purpose. 
• Have students develop a new fictional story to describe the history of fish printing to be displayed with 

their artwork. 
• Students may write a reflection about how fables or stories develop or change over time. 
 
• Story 1: Gyotaku began in the fishing villages as a way to sell their daily catch. The fish was inked and 

the paper was hung to show the available fish. As customers purchased the fish, the fish was taken 
from storage and wrapped in the paper. The images were so accurate that they later were developed 
into an art form of their own. 

 
• Story 2: As the story goes..... an old samurai fisherman caught a fish and laid it on the riverbank while 

he continued fishing. For the long walk back to the village, he wrapped the fish in a cloth to sling over 
his back. When he unwrapped the fish in the village, the muddied side of the fish had left a beautifully 
detailed "mirror-image " of the fish.  
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• Story 3: Gyotaku was an art form originating in Japan in the mid 1800s, originally as a practical way for 
Japanese fishermen to record the fish they caught. Unlike photography, a print can retain the specific 
texture, proportions and details of the fish. As time went on, these gyotaku prints developed beyond just 
a method for record-keeping into an art form 

 
 
• Warm Up:  Discuss the ancient and modern purposes of Japanese prints. View PowerPoint 

presentation of traditional and contemporary fish prints.  
 

 
• Project:  

1. Begin by looking at the interesting characteristics of the fish. What areas would  you like to 

 highlight? What colors would you like to use? The colors could be  representational of the 

 original fish or inspired by your imagination.  

2. Using a brush, paint colors on the fish replica.  Paint lightly. Heavy or thick paint  will create a 

 blurred image. This should be done quickly to keep the paint from  drying. 

3. When you are happy with the painting, press the paper on top of the fish replica.  When 

 printmaking, the paper is always placed on top of the plate or object. 

4. Rub the entire surface. Be careful to press lightly into the grooves of the fish. 

5. Pull the print evenly and slowly to reveal the image. 

6. Next we need to sign our print. We will create a traditional Asian chop to sign our  work. Create a 

 chop (this is your signature) using clay, foam, or potatoes. We will  use Model Magic to create 

 our chop today. 

7. Roll a small piece of Model Magic Clay to form a rectangle or cylinder. 

8. Gently press a design in the bottom of your chop. Once your design is complete,  press the 

 design gently into the red ink and stamp your artwork.  

 


