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Takuhon 

About Takuhon
Takuhon (拓本)  is a traditional East Asian rubbing process used as a way to record inscriptions, 
carvings, and textured surfaces onto paper. The technique is called takuzuri in China and orig-
inated during the Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE). It was later introduced to Japan during the 
Nara period (710–794 CE) through cultural exchange with China. In Japan, takuhon became an 
important method for documenting and preserving Buddhist inscriptions, temple records, callig-
raphy, and items from nature that might have otherwise eroded over time.
In Japan, people use the technique of takuhon to make rubbings of inscriptions or poems from 
their family gravestones. The process is a tactile and personal way of connecting with family, 
history, and memory.

How It’s Made
The process of creating a takuhon print involves placing washi (Japanese paper) over stone, 
wood, metal, or other suitable textured surfaces. Ink, graphite, or charcoal is then gently rubbed 
or dabbed across the surface to reveal an image of what is beneath. In Japan, takuhon contin-
ues today as both a cultural practice and a contemporary art form. It encourages close observa-
tion, the use of touch, an awareness of texture and builds an understanding of history through 
direct physical contact with materials.

What We can Learn
Takuhon is a tactile and physical way of experiencing and appreciating the structure of things. 
Students can learn to see the world in a different way, through touch and texture. They can re-
interpret and repurpose objects, blending them to create new and unique images.

lesson three

How to Say It
Takuhon — TAH-koo-hohn

taku 拓 (rubbing/impression) hon 本 (script)
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Washi (Japanese paper) 
Other, more commonly-found 
paper can also work. Paper with a 
smooth surface creates a cleaner 
tracing.
 

MATERIALS NEEDED

On each workspace:

Graphite Sticks* 

*Graphite sticks come in different grades from hard 
to soft. Using several grades will produce a print 
with dark, medium, and light values. 

Graphite sticks are also available in different 
colours. 

Oil pastels also work. Chalk pastels are too soft.

Objects!!

Students can bring items from home such as 
coins or old keys. Identifying items is part of the 
process, encouraging observation. Students 
might look at objects with a different perspec-
tive, assessing their potential as possible items 
for a rubbing. 

Trophies or medals work well, as does any 
hard surface with inscriptions or raised images. 
Inscriptions, carvings, and raised surfaces can be 
combined in one composition. 

Classes can also search for objects in the class-
room that would make good takuhon.
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1. Place the paper on top of the object, and hold it in place. 
2. Rub the side of the graphite stick all over the paper. The image of the item will 
start to reveal itself as the graphite is repeatedly passed over the paper
3. Multiple rubbings can be made on one paper. Patterns can be made by repeating 
or repositioning.

Process
Demonstrate! Demonstrate the result of rubbing various surfaces, both inscribed 
and raised. 

Things to watch for 
• 	 If the paper moves, the image will be blurred or repeated. This effect can also be 

done on purpose. 
• 	Depending on how the student uses the graphite, the results will differ. They can 

experiment with using the end of the graphite or the side of it. They can try press-
ing harder or lighter.

Protecting Clothes and Skin
• 	Graphite easily transfers to clothes and hands so students should dress appropri-

ately and wash their hands afterward. 
• 	Once the work is finished, a spray fixative can be used to prevent smudging.
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Assessment, Modifications, Extensions

Assessment/Reflection 
There is a satisfaction in seeing an image appear as the graphite is rubbed on the 
surface. It is a tactile and physical way of experiencing and appreciating the struc-
ture of things. Students can reflect on what they learned about the objects since 
they are seeing them through the process and will look more carefully and with 
more interest. It is as if seeing with their hands.

Modifications 
Students can use the images that they create as a starting point to create something 
else. For instance, an image may appear abstract but suggests a landscape. Some-
times other images appear from the rubbed texture of an object; for example, an 
image of an animal or person might be seen in the tree bark takuhon.

Art Extension 
Students can also prepare and create a textured surface for use. This could be done 
using modelling clay. Students can scratch lines, words, or images onto the surface. 
Keep in mind that a sharper edge will yield a sharper image.

If students are also taking part in the gyotaku and suminagashi lessons, takuhon 
can be added to these artworks, adding text or textures to the swirls or fish images.

Cross-Curricular Access 
Social Studies students can interview their older family members, grandparents, 
uncles, aunts, and/or other important people in their lives. As the family members 
share memories or stories from their lives, the students can make connections to 
the past and their family history. Perhaps those interviewed will have an object that 
can be used for takuhon. Alternatively, the students can find a texture that reso-
nates or acts as a symbol for the stories shared or the experience as a whole.

Language Arts 
Students make a visual poem about themselves through textures. First, discuss how 
different textures are used as metaphors. What could the physical look of a texture 
represent? Begin by finding textures on personal items such as the soles of their 
shoes, jewellery, zippers, and buttons. Look for textures on their backpacks, pencil 
cases, etc. Compose a “texture poem” about them with an option to add text, either 
found or through further rubbings.


