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Gyotaku 

About Gyotaku
Gyotaku shares roots with other Asian cultures. Yuta, a similar art form, originates in China. In 
Korea it is known as eotaku. Throughout Asia, fish represent strength, prosperity and harmony, 
with each country having their own style of fish prints that might include text, landscape, or 
scientific records. The region has an abundance of fish to choose from and a wide selection of 
papers suitable for printmaking. 
It is believed that in the mid 1800s, prior to the widespread use of cameras, Japanese fishermen 
first started making gyotaku in order to make a record of what they caught before preparing it 
for a meal.
These “fishermen” were often samurai who were no longer required to defend territory and 
protect their lords following the disolution of the feudal system. They were refined members of 
nobility. In addition to fishing, they performed other cultural activities like poetry, music, and art. 
Eventually, gyotaku was popularized as an art form. As it spread to other countries, artists start-
ed using colour as well as the traditional black sumi-ink. 

How It’s Made
Gyotaku is made by applying paint or ink on the body of a real fish. The paint is then transferred 
to washi (Japanese paper) by placing the paper on top of the fish and gently pressing in order 
to transfer the pigment from the fish to the paper. It is a simple process and by following basic 
guidelines, students can successfully make their own gyotaku. Fabric can also be used in place 
of paper.
The eye is traditionally added after the print is complete, making the art work come alive. 

What We can Learn
Like many other art forms, one of the most valuable lessons from creating gyotaku is learn-
ing as you go. Students are able look at their prints and ask themselves – was it too wet? are 
there parts of the fish missing? is there enough paint? do I like the colour or the way the fish is 
positioned on the paper? They can use this feedback to make another print. Fish can be used 
multiple times and both sides of the fish can be used. 
Beyond the basic principles, students are free to arrange the specimens how they want and use 
colours as desired. Often younger students will want to paint stripes of bright colours on the 
fish, turning our local species into tropical delights! 

How to Say It
Gyotaku — gyoh-TAH-koo

The "g" is soft, like in "go."

lesson one

gyo 魚 (fish) taku 拓 (rubbing/impression)



2

魚
拓fi

sh prints

On each workspace:
MATERIALS NEEDED

3. Brushes

sumi ink

rockfish

sole

tilapia

2. Paint**

watercolour

tempera

acrylic

4. Washi (Japanese Paper)
The best paper is absorbent, soft enough to curve over 
the body of the fish, and strong enough that it will not 
tear when wet. Suitable papers made in China, Taiwan, 
Japan that can be found in rolls and single sheets. 

Washi (rice paper) is not actually made from rice. When 
people refer to “rice paper”, it is a term casually used to 
mean paper made from plant fibres, most commonly the 
mulberry tree in Japan. If you ask for “rice paper,” people 
will understand what you are looking for. 

1. Fish!*

In the classroom, set up table tops covered with newsprint/newspaper to protect the 
surface. 

Pro tip: keep paper on a separate table until ready to use 
in order to keep it clean.

For the fish: 
synthetic fiber 
flat brushes 
about 3/4 and 1” 
wide. 
For the eyes: 
smaller pointed 
end brushes.
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Lots of paper towels: things 
get messy fast!.

*Notes on Fish
The best fish to use for gyotaku are whole fresh fish that have not been cleaned, with stomach 
contents inside, head and all fins  present, and scales intact. 
Fish with larger scales and large or distinctly shaped fins are ideal. The ink or paint will sit in the 
forms of the scales, and when the paper is placed on the fish, these shapes/patterns transfer 
to the paper. 

Local species like rockfish, and flatfish like flounder, sole and skate work well. Commercial 
fish like tilapia, carp, or similarly shaped fish are also good. Squid and small octopus or oc-
topus legs can be used as well. Fish that are very round, slimy or have a lot of sharp barbs are 
not suitable for classroom practice. 
Fish should be kept refrigerated until the class starts

**Note on Paint
Many kinds of paints can be used for gyotaku. Each type of paint has its own characteristics. If 
printing onto a t-shirt, acrylic paint is best.

Trays/containers for holding 
the fish when not in use.

Small containers or lids suit-
able for the type of paint being 
used and for cleaning brushes.

Also . . . 

Newsprint/newspaper to put 
the fish on to absorb body fluids 
and water
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PROCESS
Prior to class, fish are rinsed. Water can be run through the mouth and gills and the 
fish should be handled carefully so the scales do not come off. If there is a lot of 
mucous (or slime) on the fish, use table salt to break down the mucous while rinsing. 

DEMONSTRATE! Before students begin, demonstrate the process so the students 
can see all the steps. Teachers should try the process ahead of time – please review 
the video for most important steps for success.

1. Choose the fish! Students choose 
their fish from the cooler.

2. Pat it dry. Use paper towels to ab-
sorb any water. Do not rub the fish! 
Pro tip: Pay special attention to gills and 
eye areas when drying the fish.

3. Start painting! Traditional black sumi 
ink can be used, but younger students 
typically like bright colours or their fa-
vourite colour.

4. Paint the fins. Remember to paint 
the top and bottom fins.

NOTE: The consistency of the paint and amount of paint applied to the fish deter-
mines how effective the prints will be. The paint should not be too watery or too 
thick. Apply enough paint to cover the fish while still being able to see the scales 
through the paint.
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5. Place the paper on top of the paint-
ed fish.*

*NOTE: As soon as the paper touches the fish, the paint will start to transfer to the 
paper. Lightly press and move your hands over the whole surface of the fish. De-
pending on the weight of the paper, the paint might be visible through the paper. 
This allows the student to see if they have pressed on all the areas of the fish. 

Pro tip: This part of the process is quick. Pressing too much or too many times leads 
to loss of detail. It is a magical process of discovering the fish shape through paint-
ing, touching, revealing. 

6. Lift the paper! There is usually a lot 
of anticipation and excitement to see 
the fish image they have made! 

The print can be hung on a line that has been prepared with clothes pegs or placed 
flat if there is a large open area to spread the work out to dry.

Clean hands thoroughly with soap and water after handling fish. 

7. Pro tip: paint in the eye! It makes the 
fish print come alive. You can paint it in 
any time after the print has dried.

8. Admire your work! Great job. Let's 
make another.

Classroom set up
Depending on class size, the age of students, and the number of fish available, the 
lesson could be set up in different ways – including as a station combined with other 
art activities.
Consider how the fish will be disposed of after using. Pro tip: keep the fish in the 
freezer before composting day to keep it from smelling.
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Things to watch for:
•	 The condition of the fish. Check that there is nothing coming out of the mouth, gills, nose 

hole or anus of the fish. These areas can be patted dry but if there are contents coming 
from the anus, the fish might not be useable. 

•	 If the fish has had its stomach contents removed, the stomach cavity can be filled with 
paper towels to recreate the fullness of the body.

•	 It can be difficult to tell if the scales of the fish are still intact. It is very common for scales 
to be missing because of the way they are handled once caught.

•	 Fish vendors should be able to help you determine the freshest fish for this activity. 
•	 The scales on the following fish are more likely to stay on the fish: lemon sole, tilapia, 

carp, sea bass. If you use other things like squid, skate and octopus, they don’t have 
scales so it is natural for the body to not show any scale texture. 

Depending on how long the class is, several prints can be made. If students want to change 
colours, pat the fish with a paper towel to remove previous colours or use a wet brush with 
clear water, then dry the fish. Fish can be used multiple times. If both sides are in good 
condition, either side can be used for creating the image of the fish going to the left or right. 
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Assessment/Reflection
While in the process of making, were the students using feedback from the print to guide 
next steps and adjust their decisions (as one does in making everyday life decisions)? Were 
the students encouraged to use happy accidents to inform their next steps?
After the work is displayed, take time to look at the artwork as a whole class activity. Stu-
dents give written or verbal comments about the artwork either with guiding questions 
such as, “What did you notice as you were making your prints? How do you think your 
prints might differ from the prints made by Japanese fisherman?” and/or they can offer their 
general observations about the experience.

Modifications
For those sensitive to touch, or if fish is not available, the same technique can be used to 
print seaweed, shells, leaves, any surface that can take paint or ink. A walk in the neigh-
bourhood or local beach to collect suitable materials could foster connections to the stu-
dents’ location/place and to nature.

Art Extension
Other surfaces can be used to make a print which can then be added to a fish print or used 
on its own as a new art print. Pro tip: Fabric can be used instead of paper for the activity, 
including tea towels, totes, and t-shirts.  

Cross-Curricular Access
Science Study the anatomy of fish and other marine life.

Social Studies This lesson could segue into further studies on Japanese Canadian history.

Environmental Studies Consideration of the safe disposal procedures for used materials 
can be part of a larger discussion on art and environmental impacts and responsibilities of 
artists.

Language Arts Addition of text to the prints with sumi ink or watercolour, for example, 
could be part of a poetry unit.

Assessment, Modifications, Extensions


