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Summary  

This study explores the origins and history of gyotaku techniques from their possible 

beginnings in the early 1800's until today. The nature of the relationship between gyotaku, art and 

science is investigated in terms of printmaking and print culture, the art of fishing and natural 

history illustration. The development and spread of gyotaku from Japan to America and the rest of 

the world is traced and analysed taking into consideration the coherence between the techniques of 

the gyotaku print (such as its materials, tools and methods of production); the subject matter, the 

aesthetics, 'style' or outward appearance of the compositions; the gyotaku practitioners and those 

who commission gyotaku prints; the effects and significance of particular cultural perspectives; the 

diversity of disciplines in which gyotaku is currently encountered and the prevailing interest in 

animal welfare, environmental issues and 'safer practices' within printmaking. 

The paucity of information concerning gyotaku in English and the generalisations and 

contradictory data relating to its origins and history which is found in the existing information, 

coupled with the fact that gyotaku is frequently categorised under the generic term 'nature printing' 

and yet it has its own distinct characteristics, unique printed results and its origins are in the Far 

East (unlike the European based 'nature printing') are factors which indicate that this is a subject 

worthy of study in its own right. Although the Internet features some information about 

contemporary gyotaku practitioners several of the most influential persons do not have websites and 

references to their work or available images are limited. Hence the data examined and included in 

this study comes from diverse literature and non-text based sources as well as personal 

communications with individuals and groups. Each chapter establishes a rationale which links 

gyotaku to the different facets of its relationship with art and science and its interdependence upon 

particular materials such as certain types of paper and ink as well as establishing the fact that 

gyotaku provides a versatile, accessible, 'eco-friendly' and relatively in-expensive printing process 
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which does not require a printing press and is suitable for printing a range of natural specimens and 

man-made items.    

This study makes a significant contribution to the existing body of work concerning gyotaku 

which is currently available in English. It questions the preconceived idea of gyotaku as a 'fish print' 

in the light of contemporary practice evident from the 1950's onwards which embraces a wide range 

of subject matter. In conclusion I suggest that the importance of the relationship between the 

techniques, materials, subject matter and the cultural context is recognised. Not only have these 

factors influenced the origins of gyotaku, its development and aesthetics but they have also played a 

significant role in the techniques spread from Japan to the USA and formed the basis of its use in a 

wide range of disciplines. Based upon the diversity of works produced by contemporary gyotaku 

practitioners I propose the adoption of a modern definition of gyotaku which, similar to other 

printmaking processes, is not dictated by the subject matter that is printed. I also suggest that a 

fourth method of gyotaku and the most recent development is recognised, called the 'Hawaiian' 

gyotaku technique or method. The application of the ink, the finishing process and the results are 

significantly different from the traditional direct gyotaku although there are similarities in the 

printing stage. Both theoretically and empirically this study confirms the importance of gyotaku as a 

contemporary printmaking process. 
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Resumo 

Este estudo explora as origens e história das técnicas gyotaku das suas possíveis origens no 

início dos 1800's até hoje. É investigada a natureza da relação entre gyotaku, arte e ciência em 

termos de técnica de impressão e cultura de impressão, a arte da pesca e ilustração da história 

natural. É traçado o desenvolvimento e expansão do gyotaku do Japão para a América e para o resto 

do mundo e analisado tendo em consideração a coerência entre as técnicas e impressão do gyotaku 

(como os seus materiais, ferramentas e métodos de produ­«o); o assunto, a est®tica, o ñestiloò ou 

aparência externa das composições; os praticantes de gyotaku e aqueles que encomendam 

impressões gyotaku; os efeitos e significado de perspetivas culturais particulares; a diversidade de 

disciplinas em que se encontra atualmente o gyotaku e o interesse prevalente em bem estar animal, 

assuntos ambientais e ñpr§ticas mais segurasò de produ­«o de impress»es. 

A pobreza de informação relativa ao gyotaku em English, assim como as generalizações e 

dados contraditórios sobre as suas origens e história, conjuntamente com o gyotaku ser 

frequentemente categorizado sob o termo gen®rico de ñimpress»es de naturezaò, e no entanto tem as 

suas características distintas, resultados de impressão únicos e as suas origens no Extremo Oriente 

(em contraste com a ñimpress«o de naturezaò europeia), s«o fatores que indicam que ® um assunto 

que vale a pena estudar por direito próprio. Embora a Internet contenha alguma informação sobre 

praticantes de gyotaku contemporâneos algumas das pessoas mais influentes não têm sítios na 

Internet e as referências ao seu trabalho ou imagens disponíveis são limitadas. Daí que os dados 

examinados e incluídos neste estudo venham de literatura diversa e fontes não textuais assim como 

comunicações pessoais de indivíduos ou grupos. Cada capítulo estabelece uma lógica que liga o 

gyotaku a facetas diferentes da sua relação com a arte e a ciência, e a sua interdependência de 

materiais particulares, como seja certos tipos de papel e tinta, assim como o gyotaku ser uma forma 

vers§til, acess²vel, ñamiga do ambienteò e relativamente pouco dispendiosa do processo de 
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impressão que não requer uma prensa e pode ser utilizado para imprimir uma variedade de 

espécimes naturais e feitos pelo homem.   

Este estudo faz uma contribuição significativa para o conjunto do trabalho que se refere ao 

gyotaku atualmente disponível em inglês. Questiona a ideia pré-concebida de que o gyotaku é a 

ñimpress«o de peixesò ¨ luz da pr§tica contempor©nea evidente a partir dos anos 1950's que abraça 

um conjunto largo de objetos. Em conclusão, sugiro que a importância da relação entre técnicas, 

materiais, objeto e contexto cultural é reconhecido. Não só estes fatores influenciaram as origens do 

gyotaku, o seu desenvolvimento e estética, mas também tiveram um papel importante nas técnicas 

que se expandiram do Japão para os Estados Unidos e formaram a base para o seu uso num vasto 

grupo de disciplinas. Com base na diversidade dos trabalhos produzidos pelos praticantes 

contemporâneos de gyotaku proponho a adoção da definição moderna de gyotaku que, por analogia 

a outros processos de produção de impressão, não é ditado pelo objeto que é impresso. Também 

sugiro que seja reconhecido um quarto método de gyotaku, designado por método ou técnica 

ñHavaianoò. A aplicação de tinta, o processo de finalização e os resultados são significativamente 

diferentes do gyotaku direto tradicional se bem que com semelhanças no estádio de impressão. Quer 

teoricamente, quer empiricamente este estudo confirma a importância do gyotaku como um 

processo de impressão contemporâneo. 
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Glossary of Terms and Abbreviations 

ASTM ï American Society for Testing and Materials. 

Bokutaku ï A Japanese word for an impression made by a rubbing technique. 

Chine collé ï A collage technique in which papers are used to create localised areas of 

colour and/or texture. 

Chokusetsu-ho ï A Japanese word for the 'direct' gyotaku printing technique. 

CIAC ï Cephalopod International Advisory Council. 

CITES ï Convention of International Trade of Endangered Species. 

CMYK - Cyan Magenta Yellow and Key-line (Black). Cyan, magenta and yellow are 

subtractive primaries identified as the opposite to red, green and blue (additive 

primaries). The key-line colour which holds these together is always black. 

Cyanotype -  A photographic printing process discovered by Sir John Herschel (1792 -

1871) also called 'Sun Prints' or 'Blue Prints'. Cyan blue coloured prints are 

made from a mixture of ammonium iron (III) citrate and potassium ferricyanide. 

Daimyo ï A Japanese word for the territorial Lords of pre-modern Japan. 

3-D Printing ï Also known as 'Additive Manufacturing' (AM) is a printing process in 

which layers of a material are laid down (printed) to make a three-dimensional 

object of any shape from a digital model. 

  Embossing ï A firm impression made onto paper from a relief block. When the block 

is not inked it is called 'blind embossing'. 
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Engraving ï An image cut into metal (intaglio) or wood (relief) using a variety of tools 

such as gravers, burins, etc. Copper-plate engravings were often used for 

European natural history illustrations.  

Etching ï An intaglio print process in which acid or another chemical is used to bite an 

image into a metal plate, generally, copper, steel, zinc or aluminium. 

Giclée ï A digital printing process for producing fine art prints either in editions or 

unlimited editions. The information is stored on digital files so that prints can be 

made on demand. 

GNSI ï Guild of Natural Science Illustrators. 

Gyotaku-no-kai ï A Japanese word for the Association of gyotaku artists (sometimes 

called the friends of fish print). 

Haiku ï A very short Japanese poem consisting of 17 on (phonetic units) in three phases 

of 5, 7 and 5 receptively. 

Hanko ï A Japanese word for a seal or 'chop mark' often printed in red on a print. 

Intaglio ï A printing process in which the image to be printed is made below the level 

of a metal plate, by means of etching, engraving or scratching. 

IAPMA ï International Association of Hand Paper Makers and Paper Artists. 

IGFA ï International Game Fish Association. 

IPCNY ï International Print Center New York 

Kabuki ï A Japanese word which can be translated as 'The Art of Singing and Dancing' 

and is a form of classical dance drama in which the performers wear elaborate 

costumes and make up. 



 

12 

 

Kakejiku ï A Japanese hanging scroll. 

Kami ï A Japanese word for the spirits or phenomena that are worshipped as part of the 

ShintǾ religion. 

Kansetsu-ho ï A Japanese word for the 'indirect' gyotaku technique. 

Kata ï A Japanese word for a set pattern of movements which should be practised 

repeatedly either solo or in pairs. 

Kendo ï  Means 'The Way of the Sword' and is a modern Japanese martial art which 

uses a bamboo  practise sword, shinai and armour, bogu.    

Lithography ï A printing process developed by Alois Senefelder (1771-1834), which 

depends upon the mutual repulsion of grease and water. Lithography was made 

on limestone originally and later metal plates were introduced.  

Matsuri ï A Japanese word which means a celebratory festival. Matsuri originated from 

the ShintǾ rites intended to ensure peace, prosperity and purity. 

Monoprint / Monotype ï Various methods of printmaking which produce a unique print 

rather than an edition of prints. 

MSDS ï Material Safety Data Sheets. The American Health and Safety Standard for the 

workplace. 

Nature Printing Society or NPS ï An international organisation dedicated to the art and 

history of nature printing (including gyotaku). 

Nihonga- A traditional form of Japanese style paintings based on traditions over one 

thousand years old and named in the Meiji period to distinguish from those 

works made in a Western style. 
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NOAA ï National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. A scientific agency within 

the United States Department of Commerce. 

Off Set Printing ï refers to a printing process in which an inked image is transferred (or 

'offset') from a plate onto a rubber blanket and then to a printing surface. 

PPAC ï is the standard abbreviation for Professor Emeritus Elizabeth Lewisohn 

Eisenstein's publication 'The printing press as an agent of change'. 

Relief ï A printmaking process in which the upper surface of a material such as wood 

or lino is inked-up and printed from. 

Rubber Stamp- A printing process in which ink is applied to a 'rubber stamp' which 

consists of an image or text that has been carved, moulded, laser cut or 

vulcanised on to a sheet of rubber. The rubber is generally cut out and mounted 

onto a block for ease of printing. 

Samurai ï A Japanese word for the military nobles of medieval and early-modern 

Japan. 

Sensei ï A Japanese word for teacher. 

Screen Printing ï A printing process in which a stencil is made on a screen and the ink 

is pushed through the screen with a squeegee. 

Shimenawa and gohei ï ropes and white paper strips made from rice straw and washi 

hung to mark the area which leads from the profane to the sacred. Often seen in 

ShintǾ shrines and hanging around the trunks of trees. 

ShintǾ ï A Japanese  word which translates as 'way of the gods', this refers to a religious 

tradition associated with the landscape, nature and the people of Japan. 
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Shogun ï A Japanese word for the military governor or 'general' from 1192 until the end 

of the Shoguns rule in 1867. 

ShǾhyaku-sha ï A group of Japanese men who were seeking a reliable way of seeing 

and creating representations of natural specimens without any evidence of the 

hand that made it.  

SITES ï Smithsonian Institution Travelling Exhibition Service. 

Sumi ï Traditional Japanese black ink in stick or liquid form. 

Sumi-e ï A Japanese ink wash painting. 

Suminagashi ï 'Spilled Ink', a type of Japanese marbling. 

Takuhon ï A Japanese word for a rubbing technique used for making impressions of 

stone memorials.  

Tampo ï An ink dabber used in indirect gyotaku for the application of ink and 

sometimes in direct gyotaku to blend inks together on the body or surface of the 

specimen. 

Tengara ï A Japanese word for a type of traditional Japanese fly fishing. 

Tenkara ï A Japanese word for a traditional  type of Japanese fly fishing in which  a 

bamboo rod and flies are used without a reel. 

Tensha-ho ï A Japanese word for the 'transfer' gyotaku technique, introduced by 

Hidenosuke Tanaka. 

UNESCO ï The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation. 

Washi ï Japanese paper made by hand in the traditional Japanese manner. 
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Woodblock ï A Japanese printing process in which the pigments are mixed with water 

and the registration marks (kentǾ) are cut onto each block. The block (hangi) is 

cut down the wood grain (traditionally cherry wood) rather than across it as in 

Western wood engravings. Modern Japanese woodblocks make use of special 

Japanese plywoods faced with cherry, basswood, magnolia, etc. 

Yoshi ï A Japanese word for foreign paper which came into use during the Meiji period. 

Yumizu gyotaku ï A group of people in Japan who are dedicated to the spread of the 

direct colour gyotaku technique as an art form. 
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1. General Introduction  

The purpose of this study is to determine the answers to three main questions, 

firstly what are the origins and history of a printing process called gyotaku. This is 

closely aligned with an investigation into the traditional and contemporary materials and 

techniques used in gyotaku. Secondly, what is the nature of its relationship with art and 

in particular fine art printmaking. Thirdly, what is the relationship between gyotaku and 

science with regards to natural history illustration and, in particular, ichthyological 

illustrations. 

Robert W. Little (1976, p. 91) claims, ñTo my knowledge, the most informative 

work on the Oriental practice of Gyotaku (perhaps the only one in English) is Dr. 

Yoshio Hiyama's book Gyotaku: The Art and Technique of the Japanese Fish Print.ò 

This is a commonly held opinion today, voiced by many gyotaku and 'nature printing' 

practitioners, even though Dr. Hiyama's book was published in 1964. In fact many 

gyotaku practitioners think of Hiyama as their teacher and others began using gyotaku 

because they found a copy of Hiyama's book. One such person is Joe McAuliffe who 

has practised gyotaku since 1992, and declares on his website that: 

 ñThe English translation of the book Gyotaku: The Art and Technique of Fish Print by 

Yoshio Hiyama served as my most important and valued source of information on 

techniques and methods. The guidance provided by this book was absolutely essential for 
my artistic development and I consider Yoshio Hiyama to be my gyotaku Sensei, or 

teacherò (McAuliffe, n.d.).  

The Mexican artist Marcelo Balzaretti (1971-2013) also testifies to the 

importance of Hiyama's publication and explains: ñwhile working on a series of prints 

from three-dimensional inked matrixes such a reproductions of a sheep's head, a skull or 

my own face and body, I found the book Gyotaku: The Japanese Art of Fish Printing by 
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Yoshio Hiyama and after reading the first pages decided to start working on it.ò (apud 

Anderson, 2006, p.2).  Balzaretti created a range of gyotaku impressions which were 

made into nine animated film loops and displayed on light-boxes.  

A number of English publications are in existence which feature gyotaku either 

as illustrations or as gyotaku images accompanied by information about the printing 

process and/or history. These range from examples of individual practitioners work and 

groups such as Gyotaku-no-kai (Association of Gyotaku) and the Nature Printing 

Society (NPS), to subjects such as fishing, cooking, scientific and natural history 

studies, the catalogues and on-line publications of various art exhibitions, lesson plans 

and educational events which feature gyotaku to more general studies relating to the 

history and practise of 'nature printing'. However, the fact remains that there has not 

been a comprehensive study of gyotaku since Hiyama's publication in 1964. I aim to 

redress this issue by investigating the concept of gyotaku and how it has developed from 

a single colour 'trophy print' of a fisherman's catch to the diverse and colourful art form 

as it exists today. This is achieved primarily by placing it in a historical context in 

relation to the visual arts, particularly printmaking and science in terms of natural 

history illustration, and in relation to the materials and techniques used to create 

gyotaku.  

Printmaking and prints are central to our understanding of the past and the 

present as well as for our future. Many scholarly studies exist regarding the centrality of 

printmaking to human culture and perhaps one of the most influential of these is by the 

American historian Professor Emeritus Elizabeth Lewisohn Eisenstein (b.1923) whose 

epic work was first published in 1979 (two volumes) entitled The Printing Press as an 

Agent of Change: Communication and Transformations in Early Modern Europe 
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(Eisenstein, 1979). Alcorn Baron, Lindquist & Shelvin (2007, p.12) commented on the 

book:  

ñWhether viewed as a visionary or limited since the early days of its publication, PPAC 

has dominated and divided conversations about print and its effects. Given our present 

concerns about the fate of the book and reading in this age of electronic technological 
revolution it is clear that the role of print in the historic development of scientific, 

intellectual, and cultural movements remains central.ò  

Despite several explanations about the limitations of the Chinese moveable type 

and Chinese and Japanese woodblock printing Eisenstein's and other scholarly studies 

generally examine prints made with a printing press and do not include 'rubbings' in 

their discourse. Gyotaku is not included in these studies and yet it plays a key role in the 

Japanese culture of fishing and the decline of the military role of the Samurai in Japan.  

However, Georges Didi-Huberman, like Eisenstein, acknowledges the 

importance of printmaking to human culture and yet he asks us to reconsider the 

importance of the actual materials and techniques used in its production and the 

heuristic value of the print This is clearly evident in his publication La Ressemblance 

par Contact: Archéologie, Anachronisme et Modernité de L'empreinte in which Didi-

Huberman proposes that we reconsider the current situation of printmaking and in order 

to understand our encounters with ñimpressionsò we need to be both historians and 

anthropologists. He intends to amend the ways in which we understand works of art in 

their historicity, which he claims is too dependent upon a deductive model that assumes 

a movement of ñprogressò from modernism to postmodernism and that ñevolutionò in 

art is possible. In a rough translation from the French he states:  

ñWe should be willing to put ourselves in front of a sculpture by Donatello, Rodin or 
Marcel Duchamp, as before a print made by a historic hand. With such an impression, in 

fact, we do not know in advance, we must criticise everything we already know from a 

still closer examination of the material itselfò  (Didi-Huberman, 2008, p. 12).  
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Gyotaku has gradually become accepted in the field of contemporary 

printmaking and is often chosen as a means with which to illustrate ichthyological 

studies and yet there is a paucity of information concerning gyotaku and it is a process 

which raises limited discourse in the field of contemporary printmaking. However, this 

is gradually starting to change as the versatile qualities of this printing process are 

becoming recognised and more artists are choosing to use this technique or to develop 

their own variations of gyotaku for creating their art works.  

I aim to establish the origins of gyotaku by analysing the existing literature and 

exploring the interdependence which exists between the printmaking methods 

/techniques, and the materials and tools such as paper, ink, brushes and tampo's with 

their geographic origins. The connection between artistsô materials and techniques and 

the direct contact and feel of these materials when they are used in specific techniques is 

examined in the two volumes of Joseph Meder's publication The Mastery of Drawing 

first published in German in 1919. This was later translated into English and revised by 

Winslow Ames in 1978. Meder suggests the term: ñGraphic ï (from the Greek 

graphikos) to write, draw or incise is the inclusive adjective of drawing, printmaking 

and writing in the handwritten senseò (Meder, 1978, p. 313).  I also suggest a socio-

cultural connection with the materials and techniques used in gyotaku and the traditional 

visual arts of Japan.  

Another art form that is taken into consideration which in many ways aligns 

itself with the practise of martial arts and kata is the art of Japanese fly fishing called 

tenkara, as practised by Samurai and modern day enthusiasts.  Although it is often 

assumed that the earliest prints were made to record the catch from a successful fishing 

trip the connection with tenkara has not been previously explored. With regards to 
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fishing I also explore contemporary gyotaku practitioners fishing philosophies such as 

'catch and release' and eating what they have caught after printing or freezing specimens 

to use again. In 2003 Victoria Braithwaite1 and a team of researchers demonstrated that 

fish feel pain. Further research revealed that fish have cognitive abilities which were 

previously only seen in animals which are accorded protection in most countries such 

as; chimpanzees, dolphins, hawks and lions (Braithwaite, 2010).  Braithwaite's work 

caused a great deal of discussion and feedback from people who either thought that she 

was persecuting fishermen, because they felt fish do not feel pain, or others who 

thought that it was obvious that fish do feel pain, so why bother to perform this 

research?  Furthermore, the question of 'pain in fish' is one which many gyotaku 

practitioners (who print fish and other aquatic life forms) have already developed their 

own ethical philosophies about before the results of Professor Braithwaite's research 

was published. Some people question the idea that gyotaku practitioners are concerned 

with nature conservation and environmental issues because they use a dead fish with 

which to make a print. Therefore, I have examined a selection of artists work which 

include fishes or other aquatic creatures either as live or dead specimens and various 

attitudes towards their works. The more general area of 'animal studies' research has not 

been dealt with in-depth in this study but some theories relating to human encounters 

with fish have been addressed.  

The definition of the word gyotaku remains unresolved in current literature, it is 

generally translated as 'fish print' or 'fish rubbing'. I aim to clarify the meaning and use 

                                                

1 Victoria Braithwaite is Professor of Fisheries and Biology at Penn State University, USA 

and Visiting Professor of Biology at the University of Bergen in Norway. In 2006 she was 

awarded the fisheries Society of the British Isles Medal in recognition of her work and 
contribution to fish biology. 
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of the word gyotaku by tracing its history and development, including early examples of 

the diversity of subject matter. Also, included is a selection of contemporary 

practitioners whose work is technically pushing the boundaries of the gyotaku printing 

process and aesthetically embracing the process as a 'safer method of printmaking' and 

as an art form in its own right. I aim to give an outline of the ways in which gyotaku is 

used today, by whom and the particular reasons why this process is chosen as opposed 

to other printmaking processes. Gyotaku practitioners are a diverse group of people who 

have proved to be difficult to categorise because their work, interests and gyotaku 

practises relate to a variety of disciplines such as visual art and graphic design, natural 

history illustration, the art of fishing, nature conservation, education and even cooking 

(the fact that many of them enjoy cooking and eating their edible specimens at the end 

of a printing session). By exploring a selection of gyotaku practitioners I aim to 

demonstrate the ways in which this process has a value to a range of disciplines and 

crosses the boundaries of certain disciplines, either as simple 'trophy prints' or as a fully 

developed art form. 

In order to investigate these issues, the study examines some gyotaku prints first 

hand including: a collection of Boshu Nagase's gyotaku at the Fishing Museum in 

Concarneau, France; in the USA the works of various members of the Nature Printing 

Society who attended the 2010 Annual Workshop held at the Oregon Institute of Marine 

Biology in Coos Bay, Oregon, a range of Japanese 'trophy prints' and gyotaku works by 

Japanese artists in the collection of Dr. F. G. (Eric) Hochberg, Santa Barbara, 

California, the works of Genny and Shane Anderson and their marine natural history 

collection, Santa Barbara, California, the works of the late artist Jerry Lee Ciblic (1957-

2011) Malibu, California; in the UK the natural history illustrations of the Reeves 
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Collection held at the Natural History Museum, London, a range of illustrations and art 

works from the collection of the Wellcome Trust, London, preserved and live aquatic 

specimens, photographic images and diving equipment from the collection of the British 

Antarctic Survey in Cambridge, natural history illustrations, Japanese woodblock prints 

and Chinese Stone and bronze rubbings from the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge and 

the British Museum, London. A wide range of gyotaku works were also viewed on-line. 

Articles, books, pamphlets, DVD's, CD's, television programmes, exhibition catalogues 

and records of organisations such as the Nature Printing Society and the American 

Museum of Natural History are also important sources of information. I personally 

contacted many of the people discussed in this study in order to gain first hand opinions 

and information about their own particular practice and information about gyotaku, 

fishing and wildlife and environmental conservation in general. 

Utilising these sources, this thesis addresses the issues mentioned in eight 

chapters, the ninth chapter is the conclusion of this study. Chapter two takes an 

overview of the Japanese word gyotaku and defines this by placing it in the context of 

the tradition of European 'Nature Printing'. By drawing on the three recognised gyotaku 

printing processes their origins are explored. This is followed by an examination of the 

spread of gyotaku from Japan to America and the rest of the world. A selection of 

contemporary applications of gyotaku are discussed including ceramics, interior design 

and household objects, scientific publications, wine labels and artists works. 

Chapter three examines the methods, mediums and history of natural history 

illustrations of fishes and other aquatic creatures. Although gyotaku is a process suitable 

for printing a wide variety of subjects the theme of aquatic life forms resounds 

throughout this study because the earliest gyotaku extant are of fish. It also considers the 
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problems with locating specimens, viewing them in their natural habitat, the change of 

colour and how to render the colour accurately and the changes which occur with 

preserved specimens. The effect of technology is examined such as the early forms of 

photography and the introduction of printing processes i.e. lithography and how this 

was used in natural history illustration. It is also argued that Japan had its own tradition 

of natural history illustration which because it was not printed, as in the European 

tradition its dissemination was limited and yet it was highly skilled and accurate with 

the majority of specimens being easily recognised by today's scientists and naturalists. 

Chapter four looks at how gyotaku has developed from early 'trophy prints' to a 

recognised art form. By examining gyotaku and other printing process in conjunction 

with works which are produced with the concept of a 'homage to nature' gyotaku is 

placed in the context of a 'safer practice' or 'eco-friendly' printmaking. The significance 

and use of traditional colours in Japanese arts is explored as is the use of these colours 

in gyotaku. Also, the perspective, compositions and subject matter found in gyotaku 

impressions is examined. 

Chapter five considers the gyotaku work produced by a range of practitioners 

who are loosely categorised under the headings; artists and variations of gyotaku, 

gyotaku masters and practitioners, illustrators and graphic designers, teachers, scientists 

and naturalists and fishermen. The works featured concentrate once again on aquatic 

creatures although many of the practitioner use gyotaku to print a range of subject 

matter. This is in order that an ever present theme is recognised in the works that 

present different styles, techniques, materials and reasons for making such images.  

Chapter six probes the history of papermaking. Taking washi, Japanese hand-

made paper, as its central theme this chapter analyses the most important plants and 
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additives used in its production and the traditional production methods and tools. It 

clarifies what washi is and why it is a vital substrate for use in the creation and 

development of gyotaku. The Japanese papermaking process is contrasted with the 

European tradition, materials and tools. This chapter ends with an appraisal of 

contemporary washi. 

Chapter seven and eight scrutinise the inks, tools and techniques used in gyotaku 

printing. The definition of an ink is clarified and an overview is given of its history and 

the traditional production of sumi ink, which was used in the earliest gyotaku 

impressions and is still used today by some practitioners. It introduces the basic formula 

of modern oil based inks and justifies the standard testing and labelling of modern inks 

in different countries. The tools such as brushes and their history are investigated as 

well as the silicone replica life-forms, various gyotaku kits or patents for special 

chemical treated gyotaku papers. 

It is hoped that this research contributes to a greater understanding of gyotaku, a 

versatile, safer and accessible printmaking process and adds to the existing knowledge 

concerning its origins, history, development and current practise which are worthy of 

dissemination. 
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2. Gyotaku: Fish and Aquatic Life-Forms as Print Matrix  

 

2.1. Introduction  

The first issue addressed in this chapter is to define gyotaku by outlining three 

recognised gyotaku printing processes and by placing them in the context of 'Nature 

Printing' and the European tradition in order to understand gyotaku's' unique qualities. 

The second issue deals with the origins of gyotaku and builds on existing knowledge and 

hypotheses concerning gyotaku's origins and history from the 1800's to today, noting the 

important developments and applications of the techniques. Furthermore, I explore some 

of the cultural symbolism and social conditions in which gyotaku impressions were 

produced. Specifically those connected to Japanese fishing and freshwater fly fishing, 

Tenkara2 as distinct from its European counterpart. I suggest a connection between 

gyotaku as a kata3 and the arts practised by Japanese nobles and Samurai. 

The remainder of the chapter investigates the spread of gyotaku from Japan to the 

rest of the World.  I examine the dissemination of ideas and skills tracing gyotaku's 

journey in America. Firstly, I explore the link of gyotaku with science through the natural 

science illustrations of Janet Roemhild Canning at the Smithsonian Institute. Secondly, I 

consider gyotakuôs links with art and artists and highlight the gradual modifications of the 

Japanese traditional aesthetic. Finally, I investigate the Nature Printing Society and its 

                                                

2  Tenkara is a Japanese word which literally translated means 'from heaven' or 'from the skies'. 

It is a traditional type of fly fishing in which a bamboo rod is used without a reel. 

3  Kata is a Japanese word which means 'form' and is associated with the traditional Japanese 

arts. ñThe establishment and formalisation of the pattern or form (kata).ò (Davies & Ikeno, 
2002) 
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role in education and the promotion of gyotaku globally. The chapter concludes with an 

overview of contemporary gyotaku including; alternative forms of fishing trophies and 

verification of the prize catch used in Japanese fishing tournaments, artistic gyotaku and 

mixed media, natural science illustrations, educational uses, decorative and design 

applications such as apps for iPhones, ceramics, surf boards, clothing, household items, 

and wine labels. This chapter enables the reader to gain insight into; what gyotaku is and 

why it is different from other forms of 'nature printing', the theories regarding the 

techniques origins, the spread of gyotaku from Japan to the rest of the world, how gyotaku 

crosses the boundaries of art, science and sports fishing. Gyotaku is placed in a 

contemporary context indicating the significant events and people involved in gyotaku's 

progression. The publication in 1964 of one of the most influential books in English, 

about gyotaku, was by Yoshio Hiyama4 Since then there have been several printed 

publications concerning 'how to make' gyotaku, catalogues of exhibitions and books 

dealing with the wider topic of nature printing, monographs of gyotaku practitioners 

work, and publications in which gyotaku illustrate the works of marine biologists and 

instructional fishing techniques. Also, an increasing number of articles, videos and 

discussions about gyotaku are available on the Internet. However, an in depth study 

bringing together the many facets of gyotaku has not been published in English and this 

thesis will provide up to date information, and  present  alternative theories about a 

subject which has, at times, been marginalised and overlooked.  

                                                

4  Yoshio Hiyama's book was published under two slightly different titles. One book is titled 

Gyotaku: Fish Print with the 1964 copyright held by the University of Tokyo Press. This book 
was printed in Japan and does not bear a Library of Congress Catalogue Card Number. 

Another version exists with the title Gyotaku: the Art and Technique of the Japanese Fish 

Print.It was published in 1964 by the University of Washington Press and states that this is the 

American edition. The Library of Congress Catalogue card number is 64-8398. 
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2.2. What is Gyotaku? 

In simple terms gyotaku is a Japanese word used to describe specific printing 

techniques whose original intent was to create impressions from fish using the genuine 

fish as the print matrix (plate). Gyotaku techniques do not require a printing press at any 

stage of the process. 

Some confusion surrounds not only the word gyotaku, but also its meaning. For 

clarification it is necessary to examine the two Japanese 'Kanji' characters, 'gyo' and 'taku. 

(Figure 1). Literally translated 'gyo' means 'fish' and is formed from the pictograph of a 

body of the fish, with fins and tail fused with a man bending over to catch the fish. 'Taku' 

means 'rubbing' or 'impression' and is related to the Chinese word 't'a', the common form 

for 'rub' or 'rubbing'. Phonetically, gyotaku is pronounced ghee-oh-tah-koo. Sometimes, 

English expressions are used such as 'fish print', 'fish rubbing', 'fish impression' or 

occasionally, 'Ichthyography'.  

 

Figure 1 - Kanji of gyotaku, gyo = fish, taku = rubbing or impression 

The word 'gyotaku' was promoted in the 1950's by the group Gyotaku-no-kai 

(Fish-Print Friends or Association of Gyotaku) (Hiyama, 1964a, p.9). Prior to this several 
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expressions were used and the group aimed to unify and clarify the different techniques 

by deciding upon the ñproperò word. Yoshio Hiyama declares that: 

 ñIn the past, before the word Gyotaku became widely used, besides Gyotaku, the terms 

Gyo-shu or Uo-zuri were also used with the same meaning as Gyotaku. ñShuò or ñsuriò 
(Zuri is the same as Suri) means ñto printò or ñto rubò (Hiyama, 1964a, p.3). 

Another similar expression is Gyo-kei or Uo-gata, which means ñimpressionò or 

ñform or shapeò of fish. The meaning of the Japanese word gyotaku has changed with the 

passage of time. Originally, it referred to printing techniques in which the print matrix 

was a genuine fish. Subsequently other aquatic specimens were encompassed such as, 

cephalopods, crustaceans, mollusc, seaweeds, rocks and pebbles. Because gyotaku 

techniques can be applied to create impressions of a variety of flora, fauna and inanimate 

objects the word gyotaku is also sometimes used as a general term, referring to the 

printing techniques rather than the subject matter which is printed. For example, today, it 

is possible to use the same printing techniques to make impressions from silicone life-like 

replicas of fish, the prints made from these are still referred to as gyotaku. The artist and 

one of the founder members of the Nature Printing Society, Robert W. Little comments 

on the use of the word gyotaku:  

ñAs I understand it, the Japanese name for fish printing, Gyotaku, means ñfish impressionò 

or ñfish rubbingò. I think the word is misused in the United States. A fish print may be 
called a nature print, but I do not think that a print of a maple leaf should be called 

Gyotakuò (Little, 1985, p. 91). 

Currently, several gyotaku practitioners may disagree with Little's comment, 

making use of the word to refer to the printing methods rather than the subject matter. A 

case in point is Mineo Ryukyu Yamamoto5, who claimed:   

                                                

5  Lecture presented at the Beaty Biodiversity Museum, British Columbia, Canada in 2011, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1bhNI7hssM Retrieved June 12, 2013 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1bhNI7hssM&list=WL57F1CD107E723AFB
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ñThe gyotaku is good record of the shape of flower or fish or any animals, and now I am 

promoting gyotaku should become common word such as sushi, tempura, sukiyaki or 
karaoke or manga. Someday, I wish you can understand and see gyotaku word even the 

print is flower or any animal not only the fish. I am trying in myself, but still I have some 

objection if I say printing flower hard to say fish printingò (Yamamoto, 2012). 

 

 

Figure 2 - Mineo Yamamoto's flyer for the lecture and demonstration at the Beaty 

Biodiversity Museum. Image courtesy of the Beaty Biodiversity Museum, 
University of British Columbia. 

In the present thesis the word gyotaku is used to encompass three specific printing 

techniques for making faithful copies of aquatic life forms, botanical specimens, other 

natural specimens, and man-made objects. I recognise that all three techniques can be 

used to create impressions of natural or man-made items other than fish or aquatic life 

forms as suggested by Yamamoto, but when items such as sand or dried leaves are glued 

onto these aquatic gyotaku I refer to these as 'mixed media gyotaku'. Similarly, I 

understand Little's statement about gyotaku, but recognise that gyotaku techniques have 

been used over a period of time and the subject matter available for printing has 
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diversified. Therefore, I believe this diversity should be taken into account and the 

definition of gyotaku should not be connected to what is printed but the process of how it 

is printed. The names for other printing techniques such as 'screen printing', 'etching' and 

'lithography' do not describe the images or objects which are printed, merely the 

technique or process of production. It should be noted that this categorisation is purely a 

personal preference. Some of the uses and the different meaning of the word gyotaku 

have been briefly described but it is also important to place the technique in context with 

nature printing techniques to enable the reader to understand the unique qualities of 

gyotaku and why it is different from other forms of printing. Occasionally, gyotaku 

impressions are classified as 'nature prints' due to the fact that the image is made from 

either natural or preserved specimens or from life-like silicone rubber replicas which have 

been cast from genuine specimens. However, the term 'nature prints' is a more general 

term and generally refers to a tradition of printmaking, in which a diverse range of 

techniques, including photographic processes, and subject matter can be employed.  

Examples of subject matter for nature printsô with a variety of different techniques 

include flora, fauna, minerals, insects, (lepidochromy from pigments in butterfly & moth 

wings) mammals, reptiles and amphibians, discarded skins (snakes), animal and human 

skeletons (Cave, 2010). Therefore, gyotaku can be categorised as a sub-division of nature 

printing because the subject matter itself is from nature, however, such a definition does 

not take into account the uniqueness and differences of the techniques, materials, 

aesthetics and the fact that man-made subject matter can also be used.   

Nature printing has a rich history and some of the earliest images classified as 

nature prints were made approximately twenty thousand years ago:  

ñIn the cave paintings in many parts of Europe, North Africa and elsewhere, as well as 
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pictures of animals, scenes of hunting and so on, hands form a very common image. 

Sometimes these hands are scratched or painted, in the same way that the images of 
animals were produced, but sometimes one sees hands which have been outlined by 

pigment, in a method much like stencilling. These nature prints from the Peche-Merle caves 

near Cahors, France (or wherever else ones sees them) have a haunting effect. The people 

who made these prints seem more real, more individual, because we can see these hands. 
We have no idea why they made these pictures, whether they had magical or religious 

significance, but considering how most later nature prints use plant forms, it is interesting 

to note that cave paintings seldom, if ever, include plantsò (Cave, 2010, p.14). 

In fact, closer analysis of the image of hands in ancient cave paintings suggest 

they were made from genuine human hands as they have variations such as missing 

fingers and deformities. Apart from these very early examples, the majority of early 

nature prints were made from botanical specimens. There is no evidence of fish or other 

life forms being printed. Simple botanical prints were produced by coating a sheet of 

paper with oil, this was then held in the smoke rising from a candle or oil lamp until it 

became completely blackened. A leaf or other botanical specimen was laid on top and a 

piece clean paper placed on top of this. An impression was made by burnishing the 

specimen through the paper with a smooth surfaced tool. The oil and soot transferred to 

the surface of the leaf.  The leaf was then placed between two sheets of clean paper, 

burnished once again and the result was a transfer print. One of the difficulties 

encountered in producing early botanical prints was the leaking of the plant fluids onto 

the paper (Armstrong & De Zegher, 2004). This could be remedied if the plants were 

pressed beforehand but it was still only possible to create a few prints per specimen using 

this method. Leonardo da Vinci and his friend Luca Pacioli both wrote detailed accounts 

of how to make nature prints from leaves. These are found in Pacioli's book De Viribus 

Quantitatis thought to have originally been written in 1498 (Cave, 2010). Perhaps better 

known is da Vinciôs print of a sage leaf and his instruction about how to make nature 

prints written around 1508 in his folio Codice Atlantico (Brooks & Harris, 1989). During 

the 1500's an interest in the use of medicinal plants in Italy lead to an increase in the 
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production of nature prints to illustrate medical manuscripts. The knowledge of these 

techniques gradually spread from Italy across Western Europe:  

ñFor all its virtues, nature printing had a major weakness. A plant or leaf would not hold up 

indefinitely, and after several inkings and stampings it would fall apart from use. So 
ñeditionsò such as Kniphof's were severely limited. Clearly and alternative to the direct-

print method was needed, one that could transfer the the plant's impression to a printing 

plate.ò  (DiNoto & Winter, 1999, p.95) 

Hieronymous Kniphof, professor and librarian of the botanical society of Erfurt 

city, produced botanical prints (direct-method) in partnership with the bookseller and 

publisher J.M. Funcken in about 1728 called Botanica in Originali se herbarium Vivum 

(DiNito & Winter, 1999). Over the next three hundred years alternatives to the direct-

print method were developed. Both the amateur and professional involvement and interest 

in nature printing played a significant role in these developments. A range of new printing 

processes, printing materials and advances in technology lead to a wider range of subjects 

being printed. Techniques developed included the electrotyping method, stencilling 

techniques, lithography techniques on stones and plate, etched methods including soft-

ground, and Taylor's lace printing method, a range of photography and photography 

based methods for example cyanotypes, gum dichromate prints and sun prints (Cave, 

2010). 

 An important factor which distinguishes gyotaku prints from other nature printing 

processes is the probable origin of the technique in the Far East, independent of the 

European printing industry and 'Western' technological developments and culture. In fact 

the influence of the European print industry only came after the Japanese seclusion from 

the west and the Tokugawa (1615-1868 CE) system ended and with the implementation 

and rise of the Meiji era (1868-1912 CE) when Japan shifted swiftly from a semi-

colonised status to the position of a colonial power (Gordon, 2003). Furthermore, gyotaku 
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prints were originally produced using specific materials found only in the Far East such as 

oriental papers and inks, (explained in detail in chapters six and seven). Nonetheless, 

gyotaku techniques share some technical aspects also used for other nature printing 

techniques. This can be seen in the simplest process of making botanical prints; a leaf is 

covered in ink and paper is pressed onto it, which in many aspects is similar to the direct 

gyotaku technique. However, the use of different materials, composition and aesthetics in 

gyotaku all lead to an 'oriental style'. More importantly, gyotaku prints are always made 

by the artist himself without the use of other artists or craftsman to interpret the artistôs 

original work or to prepare it for printing in another medium, which can be the case with 

some nature printing techniques. 

 

Figure 3 - Photo of fishing tackle shop window in Kobe, Japan, 2004. Photo by the 

author. 

Many peopleôs first encounter with direct gyotaku are the prints displayed in 

fishing tackle shops in Japan (Figure 3) or hands on experience using this technique in 

schools in America or by participating in art workshops or classes. The direct technique is 
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generally the preferred choice of fishermen for creating 'trophy' prints of their prize catch.  

It can be a relatively quick and easy technique and can be performed outdoors with 

minimal materials, in a boat or beside the river or seashore. None of the gyotaku 

techniques require a printing press. A brief introduction to the main gyotaku techniques 

are now outlined and are described in detail and illustrated in chapter eight. 

2.2.1. Direct Gyotaku 

In Japanese direct gyotaku this is called Chokusetsu-ho. The first stage with all 

three techniques is the cleaning and preparation of a specimen. Once this has been done it 

is laid out as flat as possible with the help of supports under the tail and fins. A single 

colour or several coloured inks can be applied with soft brushes or dabbed onto the 

surface of the specimen with 'dabber's', 'dauber's' or 'tampo's'. It is important to ensure 

there are no visible brush strokes and the application of ink is thin and even. Once 

sufficiently inked up a sheet of paper (preferably Japanese or one with long fibres and a 

good wet strength) is placed on top. Then gentle pressure is applied from the fingertips 

onto the paper in order to print the specimen. The impression will be a mirror image and 

if it is made from a fish the eye is painted in by hand once the print is completely dry 

(McAllister, 1986). 

2.2.2. Indirect Gyotaku 

In Japanese indirect gyotaku this is called Kansetsu-ho Once the specimen has 

been prepared a vital stage in this technique is the application of the paper (or cloth). If 

this can be successfully mastered it makes a great deal of difference to the quality of the 

finished print. This stage cannot be performed hastily as there may be the possibility of 
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air bubbles, folds or wrinkles forming in the paper or cloth which will impair the printing 

process and the finished print. Once the paper or cloth has been applied successfully, and 

is fully dry, printing can commence. Ink is applied with dabber's or tampo's onto the 

paper or cloth and the colours and any markings on the specimen are made up gradually 

in layers. Each coloured ink is applied with a separate tampo. When the printing is 

complete the paper or cloth is carefully removed and left to dry. The final stage is 

painting in the eye. This technique results in a right reading image which has a softer 

appearance than the graphic impressions produced using the direct technique (Karstad, 

1987). 

2.2.3. Transfer Gyotaku 

ñA third method is called the Tensha-ho introduced by Mr. HIDENOSUKE TANAKA. The 

Tensha-ho method may be translated as the ñTranspainting Methodò in Englishò (Hiyama, 
1964a, p.12) 

This technique is used for transferring oil based paint or ink from a specimen onto 

a variety of substrates such as leather, wood, metal or glass or for printing onto objects 

such as handbags. The specimen is cleaned and prepared as usual. Special attention is 

paid to ensuring that the specimen is thoroughly dry before the next stage. Oil paint or ink 

is applied directly onto its surface in a slightly thicker layer than is necessary in the direct 

method. A sheet of polythene is placed on top and printed by applying gentle pressure 

with ones fingertips. The polythene is then placed on top of another substrate or object 

and transferred using the pressure from the palm of oneôs hand. This method echoes 'off-

set' printing techniques. 
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2.3. The Origins and Early History of Gyotaku 

Although nature printing, (human hands), can be traced back to twenty thousand 

years ago and the methods used for reproduction have a complex and interwoven history, 

the origins of gyotaku remain obscure. There are two main hypothesis regarding gyotaku's 

origins. The first one recognises China's influence upon Japan and reasons that gyotaku 

probably developed from the ancient Chinese art of stone rubbing. In contrast to this the 

alternative hypothesis speculates that gyotaku originated in Japan independently, and may 

or may not have been influenced by Chinese rubbing techniques or the Japanese rubbing 

techniques called takuhon (Fukuoka, 2012). Due to the lack of documentation it is 

difficult to determine exactly when, how and why gyotaku developed, or if indeed the 

oldest known gyotaku extant, represents the oldest example of a relatively new art form. 

Earlier examples may be discovered in Japan, Korea or China, yet at the time of writing 

the present thesis the oldest gyotaku extant example is of a carp of the Mogami River 

created in 1857 and housed in the Honma Museum in the Yamagata prefecture, Japan. 

(Japan's oldest fish print, c.a. 2010). The uncertainties surrounding gyotaku can perhaps 

be better understood by examining the significance of fish in Chinese and Japanese 

culture, in order to understand some of the reasons that people wish to create and own 

images of fish. 

Ancient pictograms were the basis for the written Chinese language and evolved 

over the centuries in Japan to form Kanji (Dykstra, 1987). Sometimes these are so far 

removed from their origins that they resemble completely unrelated characters. An 

example of this is the Chinese character for fish, yú that was initially represented as a 

simple head, tail and fins and now several hundred years later resembles a combination of 



 

37 

 

the Chinese characters for 'field' and 'fire' and is interpreted as a fish swimming in a field 

of water, its skin flashing like fire in the sunlight (Yibin, 2009). It is not only the 

appearance of the written characters but also the pronunciation which has influenced the 

meaning, for example:  

ñThe Chinese word for 'fish' (y¼) is phonetically identical with the word meaning 

'abundance, affluence' (yú): so the fish symbolises wealth. A picture of a child with a fish 
means 'May you have an abundance of high-ranking sons'ò (Eberhard, 1986, p.106). 

It is interesting to note the association of status with wealth also described by 

Basil M. Alexeive in his lecture delivered at the School of Oriental Studies at the 

University of London on the 28th March, 1926: 

ñThe idea of wealth in both ancient and modern China is peculiar in that it is frequently 

combined with the desire for high official rank. The oppressed people, seeing how rapidly 
and inevitably the holding of an official position was followed by the acquisition of a 

fortune, regarded the two as inseparable. Hence the combination fu kuei wealth and rank ï 

an expression of very ancient originò (Alexeiev, 1928, p.7). 

Fish not only represent wealth and, by association, rank but are also emblems of 

regeneration due to their reproductive powers. They are symbols for harmony and are 

thought to bring good-luck because they are seen to be happy in their element. The iconic 

image of the leaping carp embodies the idea of endurance, courage and accomplishment 

and is a metaphor for success in passing the imperial examinations as this leads to 

employment as a government official, ensuring a life of prestige and wealth (Figure 4). 

Chinese legend proclaims that carp swam upstream in the Yellow River annually to 

spawn. Those that were able to leap up and over the waterfall at Dragon's Gate were 

transformed into dragons (Yingying, 2014). The notion that dragon's were once fish has 

been linked to the large size of their scales. Today, the popular phrase 'Lǯy¼ (carp) jumps 

over the Dragon's Gate' is still in use. Chinese and Western gyotaku practitioners enjoy 

creating impressions of carp as not only are they a symbol of courage, endurance and 
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accomplishment but their scale pattern means they are a  particularly suitable fish for 

printing with either the direct, indirect or transfer methods. The symbol of the fish is 

closely related to union and fertility:  

ña brace of fish is presented amongst other articles as a betrothal gift to the family of the 

bride-elect on account of its auspicious significance, as fish are reputed to swim in pairs, so 
a pair of fish is emblematic of the joys of union, especially of a sexual nature; it is also one 

of the charms to avert evil, and is included among the auspicious signs on the 

FOOTPRINTS OF BUDDHAò (Williams, 1974, p.185) 

It is stated that a person who achieves the 'true Buddha state of emancipation' will 

know of no restraints or obstructions and is therefore similar to a fish which is able to 

swim in any direction.  The three main schools of thought in China, Confucianism, 

Daoism (Taoism) and Buddhism greatly influenced every aspect of ancient Chinese and 

Japanese culture and so the symbolism of the fish prevails today in modern culture 

(Makeham, et al., 2008).  
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Figure 4 - Gyotaku by Joseph R. McAuliffe 'Carp Leaping Over the Dragon's 
Gate'. Image courtesy of Joseph McAuliffe 

Buddhism came to Japan from Korea and China during the sixth century CE. 

ShintǾ, already existed in Japan with its central belief in animistic gods called kami, 

perceived in all aspects of nature while others are sacred to human activities such as art 

and agriculture (Harris, 2001). The symbolic meaning associated with fish may account 

for the desire to create and own images of them thus enhancing harmony, abundance and 

wealth and avoiding evil. Images of fish are much appreciated in China and Japan and are 

frequently depicted as decorative motifs in architecture and on objects such as porcelain, 

textiles, ink paintings, lacquer ware, and live fish are kept in ponds and aquariums.  

In order to create an acceptable gyotaku the fish or other specimen used as the 

print matrix must be dead. Although Buddhism advocates the avoidance of killing 
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animals such prohibitions were not evenly accepted or zealously applied when used for 

food. This exception explains why the prohibition was frequently reinforced in different 

periods; for example, during the Meiji period the official prohibition regarding meat 

consumption was lifted (Richie, 1992). Fish which were printed as gyotaku were usually 

eaten after printing and one of the ways to avoid any spiritual ills was through a ceremony 

which ritually cleansed and avoided evil from the act of killing animals in order to eat 

them. This ritual cleansing could easily be applied to fish which may have been printed 

before being eaten. One such cleansing ritual can be found in the elaborate knife 

ceremony as used by chefs: 

ñThe spiritual dimension of dismembering a bird or fish seems hard to imagine, given that, 

in pre modern Japan, Buddhism provided ample arguments against taking life and ShintǾ 
warned of the contamination from contact with blood and death. Nevertheless chefs 

interpreted the knife ceremony as a powerful way to cleanse any spiritual ill effects of 

taking animal life for food, not only from themselves and their patrons, who included high-
ranking aristocrats and samurai, but also from the fish or bird that found itself on the 

cutting tableò (Rath, 2010, p.39). 

Today, in both China and Japan fish are eaten at New Year, in the hope of 

bringing good luck and prosperity in the coming year. Both countries consume vast 

quantities of fish and have an ancient fishing culture and cuisine. The legendary Chinese 

Emperor Fu Hsi (2953-2838 BCE) was said to have been given his name which means 

ñHidden Victimò because he made different kinds of nets and taught his people how to 

hunt and fish. Margo Demello explains the connection between hunter gatherer cultures 

and some of their beliefs as follows:  

ñWild animals such as bears or wolves tend to be worshipped in hunter-gatherer cultures. 
For example the Ainu, the indigenous people of Japan, believe that a spirit called kamuy 

runs through all living beings, but that bears have more than other creatures, and that when 

gods appear to human kind, they do so in the guise of bears. Generally, those hunting 

cultures that depend on one animal above all else tend to ritually honour that animal, and 
may hold festivals in their honour, as do Alaskan tribes for the whale. Fishing cultures too, 

may have gods that reside in fish, as with the Japanese deity of Ebisu-gami that took on the 

guise of either fisherman or a shark, and was revered among fishing peopleò (Demello, 
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2013, p.313). 

It is possible that the Anui's kamuy could have been integrated into later ShintǾ 

beliefs and become known as kami, in a similar manner that Buddhism did not displace 

the native faith of ShintǾ. Instead the two religions were made to complement each other 

and Japan adopted aspects that it needed or admired grafting the foreign elements onto its 

own existing order. Temples and shrines occasionally merged into one 'sacred space' and 

served the different needs in the lives of the people. In modern day Japan household gods 

and shrines to Ebisu, one of the seven gods of Japan and the patron of fishermen, became 

popular in the Muromachi period (1392-1573CE). Today, there are over one hundred 

Ebisu or seven lucky god shrines in Japan as a whole. Ebisu ensures a good catch for 

fishermen and a safe journey for all seafarers since he himself arrived in Japan from the 

sea. He is always depicted with a beard and pointed cap carrying a large fish either a red 

sea bream or a sea bass dangling from a fishing rod in his right hand or carried under his 

left arm (Fujino & Skinner, 1997). Some of the earliest examples of gyotaku in Japan are 

of red sea bream. Is this merely a coincidence or does it have some specific relevance? Or 

perhaps the frequency of prints of red sea bream is related to its abundance and the 

frequency with which it was caught. No doubt the fish would have been eaten so perhaps 

less tasty fish or inedible specimens were released and did not become gyotaku.  

Despite Ebisu's popularity it is the god of water - Suijin-sama who protects the 

neighbourhood of Nihonbashi and the infamous Tsukiji fish market in Tokyo:  

ñTsukiji's Suijin-sama holds title to a domain that is discontinuous geographically and to an 
increasing extent socially. The tiny Sujin shrine at Tsukiji is a branch of a slightly larger 

shrine to Suijin-sama located in the precincts of the Kanada MyǾjin shrine, several 

kilometres to the north-westò (Bestor, 2004, p.93).  

This is one of Tokyo's largest ShintǾ shrines and is where the old fish market 

stood until 1923. 
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Clearly, an outline of the symbolism relating to fish, fishing and water has been 

explored and evidently certain aspects are still prevalent in modern day Japanese culture. 

However, it is necessary to review gyotaku's relationship with fishing as this undoubtedly 

influenced the techniques and provides support for the hypothesis that gyotaku's origins 

lie in Japan. Editors of a 1972 publication ñGyotaku An Art of Fish Printò claim:  

ñthe oldest known gyotaku was done in 1855 in Yamagata prefecture, Japan, by a knight, 

Mr. Yokomori, who was in the service of Duke Sakai. I believe it is entirely possible, 
however, that still older ones may yet be found. It is clear, however, that this is among the 

youngest of Japanese art formsò (Hiyama et al., 1972, p.3). 

An alternative and earlier explanation about the history and origins of gyotaku by 

Hiyama (1964a, p.7) states the artist was unknown:  

ñA few years after the publication of the first edition of a book on Gyotaku, in Japanese, by 
members of our Association, a newspaper reported the finding of the oldest Gyotaku in 

Japan - and perhaps in the world up to the present moment. These pieces of Gyotaku were 

found in the private museum of Mr. Homma, a millionaire landlord of Sakata City, 

Yamagata Prefecture- a local area of Japan. It is now known that a century ago, LORD 
SAKAI of that district made a big catch in just one night, and to preserve this catch in 

memory of his triumph, fish prints of the catch were made. Beautiful, Gyotaku of Red Sea 

Bream, many of them were large, were probably made on LORD SAKAI'S order, by some 
unidentified artist. Two of the prints, one made by the 'direct method' and the other by the 

ñindirect methodò of Gyotaku was of recent origin, it was indeed a great surprise to see 

these beautiful pieces, made by the ñindirect methodò, among several other fish prints 
dressed on scrolls.ò 

Mr. Yokomori described as a knight may have been a lower ranking Samurai 

whose Lord Sakai was the Daimyo, the provincial Lord, and both of these men may have 

been skilled in the art of fishing and perhaps both in gyotaku, a natural extension and 

keepsake of fishing trips. Kevin Kelleher MD and Misako Ishimura (2011, p.1) describe 

the roots of tenkara or tengara with relation to Samurai: 

ñDuring Japan's 260-year Edo period (1603-1868), the Tokugawa shogun ensured the 

region's security and peace through an iron rule. With this peace came leisure, especially 

for the samurai. These warriors, a significant portion of the populace, were encouraged to 
fish. Some say this was to temper their warlike nature, others say it was to keep them fit 

and trained in stealth, agility and quick reactions- the samurai who were the dominant class, 

made fishing fashionable and commissioned rods from bamboo crafters.ò  



 

43 

 

Because Samurai were encouraged to practise the arts such as calligraphy, poetry 

and fly fishing, it is conceivable that gyotaku was included as a natural extension of fly 

fishing. The modern martial art of Kendo has its origins in the training of swordsmen and 

Samurai. The practice of a set pattern of movements called kata is a highly beneficial 

system for training and maintaining the direct links to the origins of classical 

swordsmanship. These movements are performed so that they can be performed 

automatically, without thinking, leaving the mind empty and clear from distraction 

(Turnbull, 1986). Despite the fact that today kata is associated with the practice of martial 

arts some Japanese artists create works of art in a similar manner and follow a variation of 

a kata or a 'ritual for working' in which they empty their minds almost as if in a 

meditative state and perform gyotaku techniques in a set pattern, similar to performing a 

kata.  

Towards the end of the Edo or Tokugawa period, Japan witnessed the beginnings 

of westernisation and an increasing interest in all things Japanese by the foreign 

government officials working there. The first reference to tenkara fly-fishing in English 

was made in 1878 by Ernest Mason Satow in one of his diaries called 'Diary of Climbing 

Mt. Tateyama' (Allen, 2014). Satow worked under Sir Harry Parkes who is known to 

have encouraged his staff to research and document certain aspects of Japanese life (Ota, 

1998). Another early account of Japanese fly fishing came from George Elliot-Gregory to 

the Asiatic Society on March 28, 1877 in which he describes in some detail the ke-bari 

fly fishing rod as being fashioned from simple bamboo and the line is used without a float 

or sinker and a simple artificial fly (Kelleher & Ishimura, 2011). In fact tenkara was not 

only practised by Samurai and nobles but was a form of fishing used by subsistence 

fishermen and professionals living in the interior of Japan. The forested and rocky 
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geography with streams and rivers meant farming was more difficult in these areas and 

therefore a particular style of fly fishing developed that depended on local materials and 

efficiency. The abundance of bamboo, there are over forty six different genera and well 

over six hundred species, meant that the Japanese rods were made from bamboo. These 

were manufactured in sections, facilitating easy transport and storage and there was no 

need for a reel which was developed in European fly fishing due to the fact that the rods 

were manufactured from heavy wood and the reel helped to extend the reach. 

It is conceivable that professional fishermen and Samurai may have made images 

of fish to record the abundant supply of fish and to bring them good luck. Although the 

majority of the gyotaku housed in the Honma Museum are of saltwater fish there are 

several references in Japanese to gyotaku of the freshwater crucian carp of the Tinsel 

Moat, that may have been printed in 1839 (Shimizu, 1971). Indeed Hiyama (1964a, p.7) 

reports:  

ñThere are many persons in Japan who believe they had independently originated the 

technique of Gyotaku. The late Mr. SEIJN MURAKAMI perhaps first had conceived the 
idea of Gyotaku when he noticed that the fish he caught had left an impression on a white 

paper bag after receiving a coating of some dye from the candy that was also in the bag. 

Another person, Mr. SHIRO SHINOZAKI was very fond of collecting rubbings of stone 
monuments, and for this purpose he developed his own technique; which we now call the 

ñindirect methodò. 

Admittedly, the history of the indirect gyotaku technique can be traced to Mr. 

Shiro Shinozaki, Dorothy Goodwin reports that:  

ñA magazine, Tsuribito (Fisherman) is sponsored by three gyotaku artists, and the ñStory of 
Gyotakuò was told in its July, 1955 issue. In that article gyotaku artist Isshu Nagata reveals 

that he learned the method from the archaeologist, Shiro Shinozaki. He remembers that the 

archaeologist also showed him an old book entitled Rubbing Books and Gyotaku.ò 

(Goodwin, 1956, p.440) 

Isshu Nagata, a member of the group Gyotaku-no-kai, later went on to write about 

gyotaku in Japanese and was one of the editors of 'Gyotaku An Art of Fish Print', 
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published in 1972, the chief editor being Professor Emeritus Yoshio Hiyama. Shinozaki 

also taught Mr. Funaji Endo and Kouyou Inada, perhaps one of the artist with whom 

Western gyotaku practitioners are more familiar with due to the recent publication 

Antarctic Fishes: illustrated in the gyyotaku method by Boshu Nagase. In this publication 

Professors Mitsuo Fukuchi and Harvey J. Marchant explain: 

ñGyotaku Master Kouyou Inada (1897-1974) is credited with the development of the 

polychromatic indirect method in the late 1940s and 1950s. He began by using silk to cover 
the fish, and later moved to the use of fine paper. Nagase-san studied under Master Inada 

for five years. One of the principal living exponents of the polychromatic indirect method, 

he is himself credited as Masterò (Marchant & Fukuchi, 2006, p.18). 

Although evidence exists regarding the history of the indirect and polychromatic 

indirect gyotaku techniques the history and origins of the direct technique remains 

elusive. 

2.4.  From Japan to America 

Speculation and uncertainty still surrounds the origins of gyotaku despite the links 

found with Chinese stone rubbing and fishing activities and multiple dates are proposed 

for the oldest extant gyotaku. 1839 is the date suggested on the Japanese website 'Fishing 

year history Shonai'6. Dr. Hiyama and the editors of the 1972 publication 'Gyotaku An Art 

of Fish Print' claim the oldest gyotaku dates from1855, and 1862 is the date suggested by 

Hiyama (1962a). In fact, an even earlier date is proposed by Michael L. Frankel (1990, 

p.302):  

ñHere's something you can do between the time you catch a fish and prepare it for the 
evening meal. It's called GYOTAKU (pronounced ghio-ta-'koo). Gyotaku is a Japanese fish 

printing art which has been around since the 17th Century recording catches of sport fish. It 

is believed to have been practised by Samurai warriors who were required to be skilled in 
fishing, the fine arts, as well as martial arts.ò 

                                                

6  Fishing year history Shonai. Retrieved June 12, 2014 from 
www.homepage.2.nifty/com/hekisuiturishi/saikonogyotaku.html 
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Evidently it is not only the origins, and the date credited to the earliest fish print 

extant, but also the type of fish which were printed which are also in question. Peter B. 

Moyle (1993, p.247) claims that: ñFish printing or gyotaku is an art form developed by 

the Japanese initially as a means of recording large or unusual fish caught before the days 

of refrigeration and taxidermy.ò It is logical that fish prints made by fishermen needed to 

be created quickly and were probably made outdoors. However, the early gyotaku housed 

in the Honma Museum exist in both the direct and indirect techniques and are impressions 

of Red Sea Bream, Pagrus major whose maximum length can reach 100 cm. The fish 

printed are generally much smaller and this species is not an unusual catch in Japan. 

Records show that it has been considered an auspicious fish, associated with traditional 

Japanese New Year foods Osechi-ryǾri since the Heian period (Kazuko, 2001). Similarly, 

the Japanese white crucian carp, Carassius cuvieri, a freshwater species that was part of 

the staple diet and has a maximum length of only 35 cm was also printed. So the earliest 

fish prints appear to be made from fish which were commonly caught and eaten by a large 

part of the Japanese populace and were not unusual species.  

 In April 1955 the group Gyotaku-no-kai (Association of gyotaku artists, 

sometimes called friends of fish print) was formed at the University of Tokyo (Hiyama, 

1962a). Yoshio Hiyama, was one of the founders of the group and Koyo (or Kouyou, 

which is an alternative spelling). Inada, Isshu Nagata, Hideo Sato and Yokoku Shimizu 

were all founding members (Hiyama, et al., 1972). This group played an extremely 

important role in defining exactly what gyotaku means as the subject matter had already 

expanded to include plants, flowers, insects and numerous inanimate objects. They also 

helped to spread the knowledge of gyotaku to countries other than Japan, particularly to 

the USA, and helped to create an interest in this printing technique elevating it from a 
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simple means of recording fish captured in fishing to a recognised art form (Hiyama, 

1955). Gyotaku-no-kai's first exhibition was held in the Matsuya Gallery in Ginza, 

Tokyo, Japan. Members of the group were responsible for organising work to be sent to 

the USA for an exhibition held at the American Museum of Natural History, New York, 

from June 21 until September 4, 1956 entitled: Gyotaku the impression of a fish (Knox, 

1956). This exhibition helped raise awareness about gyotaku amongst the public and was 

helped by the fact that Janet Roemhild Canning the natural history illustrator and artist, 

gave demonstrations of the technique in the museum so visitors could gain a further 

insight into how these images were produced (Hiyama, 1964a). At this stage, the history 

of the two main gyotaku techniques remains impenetrable, despite efforts to document 

gyotaku's history in Japan. 

When natural history illustrators and scientists began to use gyotaku techniques in 

the 1950's they considered the indirect technique in black and white gave the most 

suitable impression for scientific illustration (Auberjonois, 1954). This idea has changed 

over time and today black and white, colour, direct and indirect prints are considered 

suitable for natural history illustrations and artistic works. Undoubtedly, Shiro Shinozaki 

greatly influenced the indirect technique, but clearly the prints at the Honma Museum 

demonstrate that the technique was not new but already used during the mid 1800's.  

 After the Second World War gyotaku started to receive international publicity and 

Isshu Nagata (1903-1988) the well known photographer was a Gyotaku-no-kai artists who 

contributed to its spread from Japan to the USA. Articles featuring his work, with a step-

by-step guide about how to make gyotaku appeared in several major US publications. 

Will Burtin (1908-1972), a pioneer in graphic design and information design was 

responsible for publishing examples of Nagata's and Inada's gyotaku work in the Summer 
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1954 issue of Scope magazine. Burtin worked as the Art Director for Scope magazine for 

twenty two years and first encountered black and white gyotaku images in January, 1956 

in a copy of 'New Japan' magazine, Burtin wrote to the company 'English Manichi' care of 

the Japanese Consul General in New York and after several months he received a package 

containing several gyotaku images (Remington & Fripp, 2007). However, it is not known 

if the author of the gyotaku article, Fernand AuberJonois (1910 - 2004), a highly 

respected journalist, was familiar with gyotaku or if he was commissioned to write about 

it (AuberJonois, 1954). The Scope magazine, was produced on a quarterly basis, as an 

Upjohn Pharmaceutical Company magazine for distribution to Doctors and other 

professionals in the medical field across the USA.  Burtin was awarded the Art Directors 

Club gold medal for the1954 summer issue of the Scope magazine featuring gyotaku (Art 

Directors Club, 1954). In 1960 Nagata's monograph 'Gyotaku' (Nagata, 1960) was 

published in Japanese and featured a selection of freshwater and saltwater fishes as 

Nagata-san was an avid angler. He later went on to become one of the editors (with 

fellow members of the Gyotaku-no-kai group) of a large format book published with 

Japanese and English text called óGyotaku: An Art of Fish Print', published in 1972 

(Hiyama, et al., 1972), the chief editor was Professor Emeritus, Yoshio Hiyama.   

Shiro Shinozaki is also thought to have taught Mr. Funaji Endo whose print of five 

seahorses published in the 1972 book demonstrates that Japanese gyotaku artists 

continued to experiment with different materials and push the limits of the techniques. 

Although no further details are listed about the dimensions or the substrate used for the 

print, the seahorse or seahorses were probably dried specimens. The print is listed as an 

indirect gyotaku. The substrate appears to be a white decorative paper with random sized 
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holes and to which six maple leaves were added when the paper was made. Funaji Endo's 

signature seal can be seen in red ink in the lower left hand corner (Hiyama, et al., 1972).  

Another student of Shinozaki was Kouyou Inada, a professional gold engraver, 

keen fisherman, and member of the group Gyotaku-no-kai. Inada was one of the editors 

and contributors to the 1972 publication. He is perhaps one of the artists with whom non-

Japanese gyotaku practitioners are more familiar due to a recent publication, 'Antarctic 

Fishes' (Fukuchi & Marchant, 2006), illustrated in the gyotaku technique by his student 

Boshu Nagase (Figure 5): 

ñGyotaku Master Kouyou Inada (1897-1974), is credited with the development of the 

polychromatic indirect method in the late 1940s and 1950s. He began by using silk to cover 
the fish, and later moved to the use of fine paper. Nagase-san studied under Master Inada 

for five years and as one of the principal living exponents of the polychromatic indirect 

method, he is himself credited as Masterò (Fukuchi & Marchant, 2006, p.18). 

 

Figure 5 - Boshu Nagase, indirect polychromatic gyotaku, Portunus convexus, 40 
x 32 cm. Courtesy of  Oceanographic Museum Monaco©. 

Despite the paucity of evidence, in English, regarding early gyotaku and its origins 

the third technique, the transfer technique is considered to be relatively new. Hiyama 
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(1964a, p.13) offers further support for this notion and also describes a further 

development:  

ñMr. HIDEO SATO introduced another method and he calls his method the ñQuick 

Method.ò In this method, a thin sheet of paper is first stuck on the surface of the fish body. 
Ink or watercolour is then applied all over the paper sticking to the fish body, either by 

brush or tampo. Finally, just as in the direct method, the sheet of paper that is to receive the 

impression is laid over the first paper already on the fish. The outer surface of the second 
paper is now rubbed so that the impression may be received on the inner surface. In this 

method it must be observed that if the first paper is not thin enough the impression will be 

obscure.ò 

 The transfer technique is not widely used outside of Japan probably because 

gyotaku practitioners are more familiar with the direct and indirect methods. 

 Yoshio Hiyama (1909 ï1988) one of the founders of Gyotaku-no-kai, is often 

credited with bringing gyotaku to the USA and did indeed introduce various professionals 

in the USA working in a scientific capacity to the techniques of gyotaku. As a graduate 

from the Department of Fisheries, Faculty of Agriculture, of the Imperial University of 

Tokyo in 1934, Hiyama was familiar with gyotaku produced by fishermen across Japan 

and recognised in gyotaku the potential for creating both natural history illustration and 

artistic images. His scientific research covered a wide spectrum and he contributed 

greatly to the progress of science and international collaboration: 

ñHe began his research with fish taxonomy. He contributed to various important projects, 
such as the classification of Triglid fishes around Japan, descriptions of new species 

(Chloropthalmus acutifrons, Bathyraja tobitukai, etc.), and venomous fish in the South 

Seas. In the latter study he examined precisely the names, taxonomic positions, 
morphology, toxic organs, and toxicity of specimens etc. For this study he received an 

award from the Association of Japanese Agricultural Scientific Societies in 1945ò 

(Shimizu, 1988, p.1). 

Hiyama was also a pioneer in fish ecology and worked on studies of the effects of 

radiation fall out. 

ñHis broad views, profound knowledge and fairness in making decisions were greatly 

appreciated in many governmental committees concerning education, welfare, fisheries, 

atomic energy and environmental problemsò (Shimizu, 1988, p.2). 



 

51 

 

Gyotaku provided Hiyama with a means of further scientific study and a technique 

for illustrating scientific research. Furthermore, he fostered an appreciation and interest in 

the technique amongst the public and non-scientific communities which helped to elevate 

gyotaku into a recognised art form.  

However, there is also evidence that people who were not connected to science or 

the Gyotaku-no-kai group also played a role in spreading gyotaku in America. One such 

person was Chiura Obata (1885-1975). Obata was born in Okayama prefecture, Japan, 

and his father was an artist. Obata was an apprentice to the painter Tanryo Murata, when 

in Japan, and trained in western and Japanese art. His first name is Zoroku and Chiura is 

his artist name which refers to the beauty of the 'thousand bays' on the Japanese coast 

near Sendai. He came to the USA in 1903 and continued to study art and worked in 

various jobs (Ross, 2000). In 1921 he became a co-founder of the East West Arts Society 

in San Francisco. After the death of his father in 1928, Obata returned to Japan for a short 

period where he supervised the production of thirty five coloured woodblock prints as 

part of his 'World Landscape Series'. These were printed in editions of one hundred by the 

Takamizawa Print Works in Japan (Stephens, 1993). When he returned to the USA he had 

several exhibitions of his work in California, which were very well received. Shortly after 

his return to the USA, Obata was appointed from 1932 until his retirement as professor 

emeritus in 1953 as an instructor in the Art Department at the University of California, 

Berkeley. He had a successful career as an artist, illustrator and educator and produced 

over three thousand illustrations and numerous front cover pages for the 'Japan' magazine 

published for the Toyo Kisen Kaisha Steamship Company. His career was interrupted 

during the Second World War when as one of the more than one hundred thousand 

Japanese Americans, he was forcefully relocated to an internment camp. He spent over a 
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year at the camp from 1942-1943 where he managed to teach art and produce numerous 

works depicting day to day life in the camp. Over two hundred of Obata's paintings and 

sketches were researched and reproduced and edited in a book by his granddaughter Kimi 

Kodani Hill, entitled Topaz Moon: Chiura Obata's Art of the Internment (Kodani Hill 

2000). Once the military exclusion ban was lifted in the USA Obata was reinstated at 

U.C. Berkeley. He is probably best known for his landscape paintings and prints of 

Yosemite National Park (Driesbach & Landauer, 1993). Although Goodwin (1956, p.441) 

reports:  

ñIn the United States, school children have always enjoyed making prints of leaves and 

flowers petals. It was in 1932 that fish prints were first introduced to the American public 
by a Japanese artist at the University of California. In that year Chiura Obata's print of a 

Steelhead was reproduced in the Oakland, California Tribune and since then Mr. Obata has 

taught many of his interested students and friends how to make gyotakuò  

Goodwinôs article is illustrated by various gyotaku including a direct print of a 

large Stripped Bass of thirty six pounds six ounces, caught in San Francisco Bay and 

printed on the 18th September 1949.  

In America, it appears that interest in gyotaku grew in the early and mid-1950's 

after the Second World War. Hiyama (1955, p.210) explains ñRecently this art of fish 

printing has caught the fancy of persons abroad and among them, Mrs. Janet Canning, a 

well-known American painter of fishes, has made some fish printsò (Figure 6). Sanka 

Knox's (1956, p.31) short article in the New York Times, about the exhibition of gyotaku 

at the America Museum of Natural History in 1956 reports that:  

ñAs Mrs. Canning showed, at the preview of an exhibition, gyotaku artists work with 

subjects ñas dead as a mackerelò, varying kinds of rice paper and infinite patience. When 

she took up the art in 1951 her instructions from Japan were so mysteriously worded that it 
took her three years to unravel them.ò 

Francesca La Monte (1895-1982), fisheries scientist, author, editor and founding 

member of the International Game Fish Association (IGFA) was the Associate Curator of 
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Fishes at the American Museum of Natural History at that time, and comments in SCOPE 

magazine (AuberJonois, 1954, p9): 

ñthe task of American scientists would be greatly simplified, if they knew how to 

ófingerprintô fish in this manner. We spend hours on the docks and piers taking tape 
measurements, counting scales, and filling notebooks with figures, whereas the fish print, 

accurate in every detail, is like a blueprint which we could study at our leisure. In other 

words, an ichthyologists dream come true. As yet only two people in America seem to have 
mastered this art.ò 

Unfortunately, there is no mention of the name of this other person and at the time 

of publication it is known that people such as Chiura Obata were already making fish 

prints and teaching the techniques to his students. But it is plausible that the artists and 

scientists had little contact and therefore this article is referring to another scientist who 

mastered gyotaku techniques.  

For clarification regarding names and the tradition of married women taking their 

husbands surnames it should be noted that Mr. John Canning sent a note to the Nature 

Printing Society which was published in their first newsletter in the Fall issue (Dewees, 

Hochberg, Geary, & Little 1977a, p. 4) that clarifies Janet, the natural history illustrator 

and artist's name:   

ñFrom John Canning, Breahead, Rousay, Orkney, Scotland, UK ï A note from John to this 

effect: ñWhere Janet's name occursò on early works do not look for Janet Canning, She was 

better known as Janet Roemheld. All of Janet's important paintings and illustrating works 
were signed Roemheld.ò 

Dorothy Goodwin reported in October 1956 that the interest in gyotaku continued 

to grow and supports this by stating (Goodwin, 1956, p.441):  

ñBut it is not only artists and ichthyologists who have become interested in gyotaku. 

Learning of the prints from an American soldier who had become acquainted with gyotaku 
in Japan, one American housewife who wanted an opportunity to create something artistic 

tried her hand at it. When she became an expert devotee of gyotaku, her husband an artist, 

had to make one too, and soon he was turning out fish prints as a hobby. His employer, the 
J. Walter Thompson advertising agency, was not slow to realize that it had something 

special in its own back yard. Last year Joseph Fekes's prints were exhibited in his 

company's offices throughout the country.ò 
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Figure 6 - Indirect gyotaku of a 'Sucker' by Janet (Roemheld) Canning, 1950's. 
Exhibited at 'Pressed on Paper: Fish Rubbings and Nature Prints' on tour in the 

USA from 1981-1985. Courtesy of Eric Hochberg.  

A composite of Joseph Feke's gyotaku's were featured on the front cover of the 

American Artist magazine in October 1955 (Feke, 1955, p. 8) and he wrote an article for 

the magazine about how to perform fish printing. There are reports that Yoshio Hiyama 

introduced the viewers to the art of gyotaku in an episode of the popular American 

television programme 'You asked for it', although records of this programme were unable 

to be located so this can not be confirmed. However, there is a document which records a 

radio talk in 1956 (Shimizu, 1956) presented in English, about gyotaku, its author another 

member of Gyotaku-no-kai, Yukoku Shimizu. Also, Roger L. Crossgrove, Professor 

Emeritus of Art at the University of Connecticut, worked at the Pratt Institute, 

Department of Graphic Design and Illustration in New York for approximately fifteen 

years, during which time he is known to have produced several direct gyotaku. As an 

instructor it is possible that he taught gyotaku techniques to students at the Pratt Institute 

(Parker, 1991). 
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Both Obata and Hiyama promoted goodwill and cultural understanding between 

the US and Japan and helped to further scientific and artist research through the medium 

of gyotaku. In fact, Obata received the 'Order of the Sacred Treasure Award' from Japan 

in 1965 in recognition of his work (Kodani Hill, 2000). Evidently, this was also helped by 

the members of Gyotaku-no-kai, who played a major role in the dissemination of gyotaku 

techniques, experimentation with variations on the techniques and different materials. The 

Gyotaku-no-kai group also helped to enrich the subject matter and produced prints not 

only of aquatic subjects but also plants and seaweeds, insects, dried and smoked fish, fish 

preserved in scientific collections in alcohol and formaldehyde, rocks and pebbles and 

ceramic vessels. The activity in Japan and America helped to raise gyotaku from a record 

or trophy of a prize catch into a widely appreciated art form. It also contributed to 

encouraging peace and understanding between nations at the end of the Second World 

War and an appreciation for nature.  The sharing of information whether scientific or 

artistic helps to foster co-operation and collaboration and gyotaku is the perfect medium 

as it crosses the boundaries of both and includes the art or sport of fishing. It is not until 

the 1970's that another group, the Nature Printing Society, had sufficient influence to 

promote and actively spread and encourage the knowledge and practice of gyotaku. 

2.5.  The Nature Printing Society and International Gyotaku 

Another group of enthusiasts who have helped to spread the practice of and 

information about gyotaku across the world is the Nature Printing Society (NPS). 

Christopher M. Dewees, Frederick G. Hochberg, Junior, known as Eric Hochberg and the 

late Robert W. Little are the founder members of the Nature Printing Society. It was 

established in 1976 as an international, non-profit, public benefit organisation. The 
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Society's purpose is both artistic and educational to advance nature printing. Current 

members, in 2013 are based in Australia, Canada, Germany, India, Japan, Mexico, New 

Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland, the UK and the USA. As stated on the 

Nature Printing Society website at (www.natureprintingsociety.org) ñIts purpose is 

dedicated to the education, the history, and practice of the art of nature printing, and to 

those who support our philosophy of respect for nature through the art of the print.ò 

Furthermore that, ñMembership is open to all who share this visionò Guidelines for prints 

were established by the society and were based on those followed by the group Gyotaku-

no-kai and are listed in the Society's first Newsletter.   It is interesting to note point five 

under the heading of 'Guidelines for submission of prints:' that indicates:  

ñPrints shall be pure and unretouched. Only in cases where the eye must be removed to 

accomplish a print (i.e. in vertebrates and in some invertebrates such as cephalopods and 
crustaceans) will it be permissible to paint in this structure later. No other structures (such 

as fins, spines, scales, teeth, etc. should be retouched)ò (Dewees, Hochberg, Geary, & 

Little, 1977b) 

This guideline echoes the ethos of many gyotaku practitioners today. 

 In order to advance nature printing in all its forms the society actively encourages 

publications of articles, demonstrations of nature printing, teaching classes and 

workshops, the creation of works for displays and exhibitions and curating exhibitions of 

nature prints. It also aims to encourage cooperation and the dissemination of ideas and 

knowledge and furthers the interest of its members by promoting acquaintance and 

cooperation amongst them. Since 1981 an annual NPS workshop has been held in order to 

promote such aims. The workshops usually last for approximately one week and have 

been held in venues across America, and in France, Germany and New Zealand.  

Christopher M. Dewees one of the founder members has taught and participated as 

a student in many of the classes held at the annual NPS workshops. He produces gyotaku 
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from a wide range of aquatic creatures using both the direct and indirect methods (Figure 

7). Christopher is a Marine Fisheries Specialist Emeritus of the University of California 

Davis. His main area of research is marine fisheries management. Tom Sharp, a fellow 

graduate student in fisheries biology at Humboldt State University introduced Dewees to 

gyotaku early in his career in 1968. Dewees recounts his early experiences on his website 

(Dewees, 2008):  

ñTom had seen a demonstration and we spent much of our free time exploring fish printing 

methods and materials with fellow fisheries students. This served as an excellent diversion 
from our studies as well as a way to earn a few dollars to pay the rent by selling prints at 

fish festivals and in shopping malls! I then continued to print fish in Chile during our two 

years of Peace Corps duty.ò   

 

 

Figure 7 - Spot Shrimp, 2006, indirect gyotaku by Christopher M. Dewees. 35.5cm 

X 48.2cm, silk mounted on paper. Image courtesy of www.deweesnature.com 

Now with over forty yearsô experience of gyotaku Dewees countless achievements 

in this field include the publication in 1984 of the book The Printers Catch: An Artist's 
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Guide to Pacific Coast Edible Marine Animals (Dewees, 1984b). It offers a wealth of 

information regarding the life history of species, fishery information with diagrams of 

popular commercial fishing methods and consumer information about edible fish, 

cephalopods, and crustaceans from the Pacific and a step by step gyotaku guide for direct 

and indirect printing. This book is illustrated with sixty three of Dewees gyotaku prints.  

The detailed information provided, clearly represents Dewees scientific 

background and yet with regard to gyotaku he comments on the artistic expression of his 

prints: 

 ñA few times my works has taken on a solemnity I never expected. Once the owner of a 

pond full of valuable koi carp lost many of his fish because of a pump failure. He 
immediately called me and asked that I do prints of his prize fish. Another time an 

aquarium store owner called to request a print of his deceased longtime companion, a 

Brazilian arawana. Incidents like these point up the characteristic fascination of gyotaku. It 
is a technique that allows one to make an exact, literal record of objects and events while 

directing the viewer's perception of them through selection and composition. The image is 

accurate and ñtrueò but can be shaped so as to reveal something new about its subject. It is 

this sort of communication that any artist seeksò (Dewees, 1984a, p.43).  

Dewees has published assorted articles and illustrations about gyotaku, and taught 

numerous classes and workshops, his work has been exhibited in prestigious solo 

exhibitions of gyotaku and group exhibitions of gyotaku and nature printing across 

America, Japan and New Zealand. The majority of his prints are of aquatic specimens and 

can be found in private and public collections. Christopher comments on his website 

(Dewees, 2008):  

ñMy job as well as my passion for fishing brings me in contact with a lot of fish to print. 

Over the years I've developed contacts with other printers. In the mid-1970's Eric 

Hochberg, Jr., myself and a Pennsylvania botanist Robert Little put together the Nature 
Printing Society. We expected to attract 15 or so people with similar passion for nature 

printing. Little did we know that the Society would soon grow to over 300 members from 

around the worldò. 

F. G. (Eric) Hochberg, Professor and Curator Emeritus of the Invertebrate 

Zoology Department of the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History has had an equally 
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successful career, actively involved in research on a diversity of marine and terrestrial 

mammals. His main area of research is the taxonomy and biology of cephalopods and 

their parasites. He is one of the world authorities in this field and has had several species 

named after him by other scientists. Working with colleagues Hochberg has named and 

described thirty one new species. He co-founded and served as president of the 

Cephalopod International Advisory Council (CIAC) and in 2009 he was presented with a 

Lifetime Achievement Award for his work (Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History, 

2012). Hochberg is one of the leading nature printers in the USA and has been active as a 

printmaker since 1968. His prints are represented in private, corporate, and museum 

collections in North America, Europe, Australia and Japan. Hochberg produces prints 

from a diversity of natural subjects which involves printing by hand and printing press 

and both the direct and indirect gyotaku techniques. However, unlike many gyotaku 

practitioners who favour one particular subject, Hochberg is equally skilled at botanical 

printing (Figure 8) and aquatic life forms. In Sukey Hughes article 'Eric Hochberg's Fish 

Heads and Other Rubbings from Nature' there is an explanation for this duality:  

ñWhat I'm most interested in is the subject itself, and how to best express the form on a 

piece of paper.ò Hochberg's method combines calm, meticulous care and a kind of 
harnessed intensity, the same qualities he brings to his science. He is rare among printers in 

that he is accomplished at both plant and fish printing. ñEric has a special gift for bothò 

says Virginia printer Marian Cromley who exhibited with Hochberg in a show at the 
Smithsonian Institute this year: ñHe's one of the best.ò In Hochberg's eleven years of nature 

printing he has recorded serpent stars and seashells, barracuda and bat ray, hatchet fish, 

shovelnose guitairfish, and one rare big scale pomfret found by two old ladies on the beach. 
He's captured the graceful, fleeting impression of male leaves and shepherd's purse, wild 

cucumber, sun-dew, filaree, and ground pine. In a breezy print of a plant called goat's 

beard, Hochberg's imagination and art take flight in the image of dried flower seeds 

plucked and scattered about the flower as if caught by the windò (Hughes, 1981, p.74).  

Hochberg belongs to several international and national organisations which are 

concerned with printmaking, natural science illustration and the dissemination of 

information regarding gyotaku, these have included; membership of the Japan based 
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society devoted to fish printing, Gyotaku-no-kai, from 1983 to 1988, the Wildlife Art 

Society of Australia from 1985 to 1988 and he is presently a member of the Guild of 

Natural Science Illustrators (GNSI), Santa Barbara Printmakers, the International Fish 

Print Studio, based in Higashimatsuyama, Japan (Personal communication, September 17, 

2012).  

In 1976 Hochberg became a lifetime member of the NPS. In 1985 Hochberg was 

the Museum of Victoria's Science and Humanities Scholar, which enabled him to create a 

gyotaku portfolio of Australian plants and fishes. This exhibition toured Australia during 

1985 and 1986 accompanied by a publication about nature printing techniques written by 

Hochberg (Hochberg, 1985). As well as participating in prestigious one person and group 

exhibitions he has also curated innumerable exhibitions. In 2000 Hochberg curated the 

large exhibition 'Impressions of Nature' at the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History. 

Hochberg has published numerous articles about nature printing, taught classes and 

workshops and presented public lectures. The archives of the NPS have remained at the 

Santa Barbara Museum of Natural Historyand Hochberg has been the archivist from 1976 

to 2011. ñIt was this position, at the museum, that greatly influenced Eric's involvement 

in nature printing ï by having a venue (the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History) for 

classes, archives and exhibitsò (Anderson, 2009). In 1975 before the founding of the NPS 

Hochberg was already teaching nature printing and taught a weekend fish printing class at 

the Santa Barbara Museum. Two of the participants were Genny and Shane Anderson, 

who remained friends with Hochberg over the years and yet had little involvement with 

nature printing. They returned to gyotaku in the late 1990's and often work together on 

large specimens. It is interesting to note that although Hochberg was already teaching 
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gyotaku classes in 1975 he continued to study and take part in classes taught by master 

printers and nature printers from Australia, Germany, Japan, North America, and Taiwan. 

Hochberg declares that his biggest influences in nature printing have come from 

Robert Cale, an artist who studied at the Rhode Island School of Design, Southern Illinois 

University in Carbondale and at Atelier 17 with Stanley William Hayter and Krishna 

Reddy and the botanist and biology professor and botanical printer Robert W. Little 

(Hughes, 1981).  

 

Figure 8 - Leaf prints made by Eric Hochberg featured in a handout 'Nature 
Printing: Leaves & Plants'. Image reproduced by the author with permission from 

Eric Hochberg. 
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The work of the late Robert W. Little can be found in both private collections and 

important botanical collections (Figure 9) such as those of the Hunt Institute for Botanical 

Documentation at the Carnegie Mellon University, Pittsburgh Pennsylvania. Little was a 

self-taught nature printer and states: 

ñIt was in the mid-1930's that my experiments began. They were stimulated by a single 

paragraph in a Boy Scout manual on how to make leaf impressions. I liked the results, and 
for many years in my spare time as a teaching biologist I continued to print plant specimens 

of diverse species. Eventually I began to experiment with different types of inks and a rich 

variety of Oriental papers. Training in the fine arts led me to pay attention to colour 
combinations, form and design, and my work took on more sophisticationò (Little, 1976, 

p.7). 

Little had a wide experience as a botany and biology teacher. He taught classes at 

various high schools, higher education institutions, art and craft institutions and natural 

history museums including: Haler High School, the University of Pittsburgh, Powedermill 

Nature Reserve of the Carnegie Museum, California University of Pennsylvania, and 

WQED the educational television channel. Robert was the first president of the Nature 

Printing Society, Dewees was the first Newsletter Editor and Hochberg the first Secretary 

and Treasurer. Clara Herron reports (Herron, 1988, p.15) ñAt least 30% of the nature 

printing society's members began as Little's students or have read his books.ò  

In 1976 Little published Nature Printing and in 1985 Creative Concepts in Nature 

Printing (Little, 1985). Before this he collaborated on the 1970 book titled  As Oaks from 

Acorns Sprout featuring Little's nature prints and haiku by Billie O. Hubrig, who at the 

time of publication was a professor of ElementaryEducation at the California State 

College, California, Pennsylvania (Hubrig & Little, 1970). Many of Little's students 

continue to practice nature printing and gyotaku. One such former student is Gudrun 

Garkisch who:  

ñtook her first class in nature printing with Robert Little in 1978 and has been printing ever 



 

63 

 

since. She has been a member of the Nature Printing Society since 1986 and has attended 

many of their annual meetings and workshops as a student and as an instructor. From 
nature printing by hand she has branched out to monotype, intaglio and nature printing on 

her etching press. She is a member of the Pittsburgh Print Group and has exhibited her 

prints in juried as well as invitational shows. During the summer months, following in the 

footsteps of Robert Little, she keeps up the tradition of teaching at Touchstone Center for 
Crafts in Farmington, Pennsylvania, where many a printer had been introduced to the art 

and technique of nature printingò (Larsen, 2011, p.9).  

In June 2013 from the 24th until the 28th Gudrun was teaching nature printing at 

the Touchstone Centre for Crafts. To honour his name a Robert W. Little Scholarship was 

set up by the Touchstone Center and is open to any student enrolling at one of their adult 

level nature printing classes. 

 

Figure 9 - Spanish moss and live oak featured on the front cover of the exhibition 

'In Touch with Nature: The Art of Nature Printing in America'. Photo by the 

author. 

Another honour for Little was the invitation to become a member of the group 

Gyotaku-no-kai and having his work included in their 1972 publication as one of only 
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three non-Japanese members. Little met Professor Yoshio Hiyama in 1956 at Janet 

Roemheld Canning's home in Maryland and it was the first time that he had heard the 

word gyotaku pronounced with a 'g' as in Goethe. He was also able to see aquatic 

specimens printed in the direct and indirect techniques (Little, 1976, p.7). As a member of 

Gyotaku-no-kai Little was invited to exhibit his prints in Tokyo, in 1972 and 1974 and 

visited Japan for the 1972 exhibition. The group had held at least one exhibition in Japan 

every year since its inception in 1955 and in 1956 the groupsô first show outside of Japan 

was held at the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. This exhibition 

also toured to other cities in North America. 

Another exhibition which had a major influence upon the public's awareness and 

appreciation of nature printing involved the three founder members of the Nature Printing 

Society. Eric Hochberg was the guest curator and Christopher Dewees and Robert W. 

Little (Figure 10) assisted Hochberg as jurors. The  renowned exhibition 'Pressed on 

Paper: Fish Rubbings and Nature Prints' was jointly organised and sponsored by the Santa 

Barbara Museum of Natural History, the Nature Printing Society, the Smithsonian's 

National Museum of Natural History, and the Smithsonian Institution Travelling 

Exhibition Service (SITES) (Hochberg, 1981). The inaugural show was held at the 

National Museum of Natural History Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC and the 

exhibition toured North America from April, 1981 until February, 1985. It then went to 

Australia where it was displayed from June, 1985 until October 1986: The show featured 

fifty five works from twenty six printmakers based in the USA and Canada. Undoubtedly, 

many visitors to the exhibition contacted the NPS and became members of the society 

while others realised that there were other people with similar interests and that they no 

longer had to work in isolation.  
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With the current advances in print based technologies, the revival of historical 

printing techniques and photographic techniques, and the manufacture and availability of 

new materials, printers are currently able to experiment with a wide reserve of techniques 

and materials enabling new subject matter to be printed. Therefore, nature printing itself 

is in a healthy state of flux, unlike some other print techniques in which very few 

advances are being made. Also, the greater awareness and desire to have a low impact on 

the planet and its resources puts gyotaku at the forefront of eco-friendly and non-toxic 

printmaking. 

 

 

Figure 10 - Original logo designed by the founders, Christopher Dewees, Eric 

Hochberg and Robert W. Little. Courtesy of Nature Printing Society 

2.6.  Contemporary Gyotaku 

Roderick Cave (Cave, 2010, p.168) professes:  

ñThose coming to nature printing today have many other possibilities open to them, which 

are quite different from those of previous generations. Special packs of sensitized paper for 

making cyanotypes are available from many craft suppliers. Sitting at my desk, with a 
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packet of skeleton leaves from Thailand (which I have purchased in a craft shop in a small 

English country town) I can experiment with different combinations of these fresh or dried 
plants on my computer, I can print out a variety of attractive images and never even get my 

hands dirty. It is a new world.ò  

It is not only the pre-coated cyanotype papers mentioned by Cave, but also digital 

printing technologies, digital photography and print on demand facilities which have been 

added to the contemporary nature printers 'tool box'. Today, gyotaku is used by a wide 

variety of people including artists, designers, educators, fishermen, illustrators and 

scientists, for diverse reasons from creating works of art to illustrations and decorative 

applications, fishing trophies, educational and research purposes. Their original 

impressions can be manipulated and reproduced with the help of these new materials and 

techniques. For example many gyotaku practitioners take a considerable amount of time 

to create the perfect print. They now have the opportunity to reproduce this print as 

limited, or unlimited, giclee prints on archival quality canvas and papers. They can also 

manipulate images on the computer and have these digitally printed. In 2006 Genny and 

Shane Anderson made their first digital prints on canvas from an original gyotaku print of 

a opah fish on white polyester fabric (Anderson, 2008). By taking the original gyotaku 

print and taping the fabric to a piece of foam core any visible wrinkles are eliminated and 

it is then possible to take a high resolution digital photo. The photo is then manipulated 

on the computer using Photoshop software. In this case the orientation was changed so 

the head of the fish is facing towards the right, this was then printed out at a local camera 

lab as a digital print using archival quality inks. The digital print is sprayed with an 

acrylic coating which protects it from environmental pollution and filters out a certain 

amount of ultraviolet light. The Anderson's issue a certificate of authenticity with each 

digital print signed by both of them and stamped with their signature seals. 
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Original gyotaku prints are used in various ways to create works of art. The artist 

Fred Fisher of 'Aquatic Impressions' is an avid fisherman and it was his interest in fishing 

that led to the desire to create visual memories of his catch using gyotaku. Unlike some 

other artists who create underwater scenes by printing seaweeds, or rocks and aquatic 

plants, Fisher uses mixed media techniques of gyotaku and collage. He applies genuine 

objects generally collected at the fishing location such as dried seaweeds, aquatic plants, 

sand, shells, and pebbles to the canvas or paper that supports a gyotaku printed fish 

(Fisher, n.d.). 

 Artists have also used gyotaku techniques to create limited edition handmade 

artists books such as The House of Cod published in 1996 by Picnic Press in Phoenix 

Arizona. Designed, printed and assembled by Linda Smith with text by Carol Schatt the 

pop up structure is designed to imitate a house of playing cards with a fishing trawler on 

top and netting covering the structure. It is comprised of relief line engravings and 

gyotaku fish, printed on a variety of Mexican, Philippine and Thai handmade papers in an 

edition of fifty. It is signed by the Author and printer (Smith & Schatt, 1986). 

Recently, the Spanish artist and Director of the Paper Mill Museum Capellades, 

Victòria Rabal created a limited edition artists book to accompany her project and 

exhibition 'Gyotaku: capturar l'anima dels peixos' (Gyotaku: capturing the spirit of fish). 

Several of her gyotaku fish impressions, which were printed on location at the Central 

Fish Market in Barcelona, were reproduced in a screen printed book (Figure 11). A 

limited edition of three hundred copies was printed by taller Vallirana, Barcelona in 2011 

onto abaca handmade paper produced by the Paper Mill Museum of Capellades. The text 

was written by Jordi Lleonart, Fisheries Biologist and Scientific Researcher of the 

Institute of Marine Sciences (CSIC), Barcelona, Richard Schweid a North American 
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author and journalist and Joana Masó a Lecturer at the University of Barcelona, 

Researcher at the Center for Women and Literature and UNESCO Chair for 'Women 

Development and Culture' (Rabal, 2011). 

 

Figure 11 ï Victòria Rabal artists limited edition book 'Gyotaku: capturar l'anima 
dels peixos', 2011. Photo courtesy of Lourdes Grobet. 

Contemporary gyotaku artist can not only produce artists books using genuine 

gyotaku or gyotaku printed in another medium such as screen printing, used in Rabal's 

book, but can now create and publish their own standard format books of their work for 

use as exhibition catalogues and monographs, using a number of companies based on-

line. New digital printing technologies have contributed in part to this and current 

concerns regarding environmental conservation combined with a desire to create 

multiples has led to 'print on demand' on-line companies. This technology has made short 

run and limited edition print runs commercially viable in a range of formats including; 

various dimensions, black and white or full colour, soft back, hard back, on a range of 

papers.  The artist works on a computer to create the layout and finished printed project. 

When this has been proofed and finished by the artist on-line it is uploaded to the 'print on 
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demand' website and can be purchased by anyone with access to the internet. Once the 

customerôs payment has been verified the product is literally 'printed on demand' and 

shipped anywhere in the world. A perfect example of this is the book The Gyotaku 

Project by Jeanette Jobson (Jobson, 2011) available from 'Blurb', in either soft cover, 

hard cover with a dust jacket, hard cover with an image wrap and also as an e-book , 

ibook, which can be downloaded onto an iPad. 

Another person who has taken advantage of the availability of self-publishing is 

the Canadian professional gyotaku artist and avid angler, Mya DeRyan, known as 'The 

Fish Rubber'. Her book Fish Tales and Stories (DeRyan, n.d.) features images of her 

saltwater and freshwater gyotaku fish and a baby Green Sea Turtle which was produced 

as a special project sanctioned by and in support of the Caribbean Conservation Corp. 

Two hundred and fifty impressions were taken from a perished turtle hatchling and 

DeRyan believes this may be the first gyotaku of a Green Sea Turtle, as they are a 

protected species and she has not been able to locate any historical records of turtle 

rubbings. 

Today, gyotaku practitioners are able to reproduce their original gyotaku works in 

other print mediums which offer quick and accurate solutions for reproduction onto a 

variety of substrates and objects. It is no longer necessary to spend an entire day printing 

a genuine gyotaku onto an item. Once the artist has created a suitable image it can be 

reproduced in a fraction of the time taken to create the original. At present two companies 

in England take advantage of various reproduction methods to print a range of interior 

décor and unique coastal products, which started life as original gyotaku impressions. 

Natalie Mason explains that the artist:  

ñSusie Ray at The Padstow Mussel Co. has grown up with a love of the seaside; 
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beachcombing in Cornwall from a young age, taking inspiration from the many interesting 

treasures washed up daily from the Atlantic. As time has gone by Susie has made a living 
using her love of the Cornish coast and has now found a way for the local catch to leave a 

more lasting impression in her workò (Mason, n.d). 

Ray started gyotaku experiments by printing prawns and shells using oil paints 

and an old cotton bed sheet. She then progressed to crabs which she found more 

challenging as the claws had to be printed separately and the pieces joined back together 

on the computer. After pleasing results Ray started printing fish from the local 

fishmonger called, 'Wings', which has a range of locally caught fish. Ray explains that all 

of the gyotaku images are scanned into her computer where she paints in the eye if 

necessary, and cleans up the area around the prints (Ray, n.d.). Once the image is 

perfected on the computer they can be printed out onto paper or canvas as limited edition 

prints or screen printed as in her range of one hundred percent cotton tea-towels. The 

Padstow Mussel Co. has a range of items in the Cornish Fish Rubbing Collection from 

tea-towels, to handmade greetings cards signed by the artist, digital reproductions printed 

on archival paper with pigment dye light fast inks and a new range of bone china mugs 

and tableware. Ray's seaside inspired work is well known in England and her gyotaku 

collection has been featured in the 2013 July issue of issue of 'Country Living' magazine 

(Hardage Barret, 2013). 

Another enterprise, The Real Fish Rubbing Company was launched in 2010 at the 

Fossil and Art Fair in Lyme Regis, England. A collaboration between local artist 

Christine Allison and business owners Tony and Stephanie Colston they offer a range of 

gyotaku images reproduced as greetings cards, canvas mounted or unmounted on a 

wooden stretcher and signed by the artist, ceramic tableware and tiles. In recent 

collaborations with a company called 'The Reefer Sail Company' their gyotaku marine 

images have been printed on recycled sail cloth to produce wash bags, tote bags, cushions 
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and the quintessential furniture of the British seaside, deckchairs (Colston, 2010). Unlike 

the Padstow Mussel Co. they do not have their own shop but items can be purchased from 

stockist in Dorset, Devon and Cornwall including the shops and café of esteemed seafood 

chef, Rick Stein. 

Handmade and hand printed ceramics feature prominently in the work of 

Hawaiian artist Reid Yoshida based in Honolulu. He graduated in Fine Arts, with 

specialisation in painting and ceramics, from the University of Colorado in Boulder, 

USA. Born and raised in Hawaii, Yoshida is an avid fisherman whose work is influenced 

by the oceans. He states in personal communication to the author on September 25, 2012: 

ñMy ceramic art ventures into new territory exploring a unique blend between painting and 

clay. My goal was to discover a way to combine ceramics and painting to create new and 
extremely original pieces. This goal materialized in February 2000, when both media of art 

meshed. Clay became my canvas for the printing and painting of prized Hawaiian reef fish. 

I began perfecting the ancient Japanese style of fish printing called GYOTAKU.ò  

 

 

Figure 12 - Reid Yoshida hand-made and gyotaku ceramic printed tiles, Mahi-

Mahi, 2008, 1270 mm X 965 mm. Photo courtesy of Reid Yoshida. 
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He has developed a method of pressing fish into wet clay with just the right 

amount of pressure to create an image which is fired and then painted with coloured 

glazes and fired again (Figure 12, Figure 13, Figure 14 and Figure 15). This creates works 

which capture both the texture and the colour of the fish and shellfish. His work sells to 

collectors around the world and has won awards at local and national exhibition, some of 

Yoshida's gyotaku works can be seen in Hawaii at the Nohea Gallery and at the Coral 

Creek Golf Course. 

 

Figure 13 - Reid Yoshida, hand thrown ceramic with gyotaku, butterfly fish, 2010, 

457 mm diameter. Photo courtesy of Reid Yoshida 
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Figure 14 - Reid Yoshida, hand thrown ceramic with gyotaku, Opae, 2010, 407 

mm diameter. Photo courtesy of Reid Yoshida. 

 

Figure 15 - Yoshida, hand thrown ceramic with gyotaku, Menpachi, 2010, 660mm 

diameter. Photo courtesy of Reid Yoshida. 
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Ceramics of a different nature were produced in a collaboration with the Florida 

artist and Captain of a deep-water fishing vessel, Gregory Aragon and Denis Spanek of 

Spanek Enterprises who create a range of ceramic tableware called 'L'Art Pour La Table' 

and the Portuguese ceramics specialist company A. Santos (Figure 16, Figure 17, Figure 

18, Figure 19 and Figure 20). During the New Orleans Gourmet Product Show Aragon's 

gyotaku impressions were on display and viewed by Licinio Reis, the owner of A. Santos 

Ceramics, Portugal. Working with Spanek Enterprises they launched a range of limited 

edition ceramic platters made by the A. Santos company and decorated with lead free 

ceramic decals from Aragon's' original gyotaku:  

ñThe platters are offered as collectable limited edition pieces which once sold out will no 

longer be produced. All platters are dishwasher safe, freezer proof, and can go directly from 
the freezer to the oven to the table. Easily displayed on the wall, in private and commercial 

locations wherever fish are revered.ò (Spanek, 2012, n.p.) 

 

Figure 16  - Black Grouper (Mycteroperca bonaci). Photo courtesy of Spanek 
Enterprises. 
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Figure 17 - Snook (Centropomus undecimalis). Photo courtesy of Spanek 

Enterprises. 

 

Figure 18 - Mutton Snapper (Lutjamus analis). Photo courtesy of Spanek 
Enterprises. 
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Figure 19 - Warsaw Grouper (Epinephelus nigritus). Photo courtesy of Spanek 

Enterprises. 

 

Figure 20 - Scamp (Mycteroperca phenax). Photo courtesy of Spanek Enterprises. 

A wine designed specifically to accompany sushi and sashimi was named 

'Gyotaku'. Domaine Mittnacht Freres is a wine producer in the Alsace region of France 

run by Christophe and Marc Mittnacht, who wanted to create a wine specifically for sushi 

and sashimi. In 2010 they produced the cuvée Gyotaku an organic, still, white wine. The 

label is designed with a fish print which resembles a direct gyotaku (Figure 21).  
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Figure 21 - Wine label with a gyotaku fish image for the Mittnacht Freres Estate, 
Alsace France. Image courtesy of Mittnacht Fréres website at 

www.nouvellesselections.com/winery. 

 

Figure 22 - Wine label with an indirect gyotaku seahorse by Boshu Nagase for 

George Mure, Tasmania. Photo courtesy of Yoichi Yabe. 

http://www.nouvellesselections.com/winery
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Mures, an iconic Tasmanian family business that supplies sustainably caught and 

sourced seafood, produces a Chardonnay wine called the George Muir (Personal 

communication with Natalie of T. Wright, Fine Wine & Spirit Merchant on 19 January, 

2012). This was first made in 2009 and the label has the image of a seahorse, which is 

reproduced from an original indirect gyotaku made by Boshu Nagase (Figure 22). 

Vanity Fair magazine published a photographic project in 2012 called 'Food Porn'. 

Chefs, restaurateurs and food-world luminaries were asked to send them their culinary 

snapshots taken on their iPhone. Japanese chef Masaharu Morimoto who has 28 years 

experience in the food industry, an award-winning cookbook and recently opened his new 

restaurant 'Tribeca Canvas' in New York (Bereznack, 2012) participated in the project and 

amongst his photos of a wasabi root, ornate 'sushi cake' and savoury Japanese pancakes 

was an image of a black gyotaku fish printed on a white serviette (Figure 23), its body 

formed from an arrangement of colourful vegetables and sashimi. 

Professional gyotaku artist such as Naoki Hayashi record their prints using 

gyotaku and provide this service for others. Hayashi helped Travis Toyama a young 

fisherman in Hawaii by creating direct gyotaku of a fish that Toyama discovered. This is 

reported on the Hawaii News Network (Anon., 2012): 

ñToyama saw a strange fish floating in the water on December 23. What he mistook for an 

Eel, turned out to be a Slender Horned Armoured Gurnard. They are found in deep tropical 
waters around the world.ò  
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Figure 23 - Sashimi and vegetable gyotaku by Chef Masaharu Morimoto for the 

Vanity Fair Food Porn project, 2012. Image courtesy of 

www.vanityfair.com.culture/2012/10/masaharu-morimoto-iron.chef-iphone-food-
photos  

Hayashi was able to print two T-shirts and a canvas which was framed and 

explained:  

ñWhat I am trying to do is not really duplicate it, as what a photograph would show. ï I'm 
trying to capture the character (of it) so the person can relate to the day he caught it or 

found it, and then to live with it....It's the keepsake of the living experience.ò  

Another of Hiyashi's services is providing customised surfboards for the local 

community (Figure 24). He works closely with the client to ensure the image and 

placement on the surfboard is perfect. Billabong, a well-known sports and leisure wear 

company worked in collaboration with the Hawaii based gyotaku artist Dane Kai Kondo 

to design a line of clothing in 2010. Kondo's gyotaku images can be viewed at 

(www.kondogyotaku.net). Billabong produced a limited edition range of board shorts 

suitable for surfers and as beachwear which are decorated with reproductions of Kondo's 

gyotaku prints of fish with either a plain white or black background colour. 
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Figure 24 - Naoki Hiyashi in his studio with a completed surfboard in the corner. 

Photo courtesy of Eric Hochberg. 

Books about fishing are occasionally illustrated using gyotaku. One example is 

called Where the trout are all as long as your leg written by John Gierach which is 

illustrated in black and white by the authors' direct gyotaku of fish made in Colorado, 

USA in the summer of 1990 (Gierach, 1991). A colourful publication was produced in 

2012 entitled Saltwater Flies of the Southeast and Gulf Coast. This book contains text 

and photos by the author Angelo Peluso, who has been a fisherman for more than fifty 

years, and full colour gyotaku by the artist Charlie Brown (Peluso, 2012). A professional 

anaesthesiologist and keen fisherman Brown, first read about gyotaku in 2004 or 2005 

and started to experiment he explained:  

ñI thought it was interesting. I catch a lot of cool fish, so I thought I might try it. I bought 

inks and first tried it with my then little girls. It was fun and I kept experimenting.ò 

(Brickley, 2009) 

 Browns experiments rapidly turned into a small side business. He uses the direct 

technique and mostly tries to mimic the colours the fish has when first caught. He prints 

these onto a variety of papers from Mexico, Thailand, Nepal and Europe and handmade 
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papers from Japan. The 'Tower Gallery' in Sanibel Florida first exhibited his work and 

examples can be seen at '2 Islands Gallery' in Chadwick Square at the South Sea Islands 

Resort in Florida. 

Technology which may help fishermen who are interested in gyotaku was 

developed by Waveon Co. Ltd., and released as a free download application (app) on the 

5 January, 2010. The Gyotaku app (Figure 25) is compatible with iPhone, iPod touch and 

the iPad. It enables a GPS and map system to be used and claims that it is possible to 

make a digital fish print using this app. 

 

Figure 25  - Gyotaku Application developed by Waveon Co. Ltd. Image courtesy 

of itunes.apple.com/br/app/gyotaku/id346527202?mt=8 

Gyotaku has also been used to illustrate seafood cookery books. Neptune's Table, 

Cooking the Seafood Exotics published in 1997 is written and illustrated in the direct 

gyotaku technique by Don Hubbard (Hubbard, 1997). Since Hubbard saw an excellent 

example of a Japanese gyotaku at the library of the Scripp's Institution of Oceanography 

in 1968, he has printed over a thousand gyotaku of fish, shells, crustaceans and 
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cephalopods. Specimens are printed using water-based inks and then eaten at the end of a 

printing session. 

The people who practise gyotaku like the art itself cross the boundaries of the 

fields of art, science and fishing and generally have a background in, and appreciation of 

one or more of these areas. Also, many have concerns for nature and the environment and 

ensure their aquatic specimens come from reliable sources and if edible they generally eat 

them at the end of a printing session. Many gyotaku practitioners pass on their knowledge 

about nature conservation and their printing skills by teaching gyotaku techniques and 

exhibiting their work (Figure 26). One such educator is the award winning illustrator, 

designer, and mentor Deborah Withey. Her gyotaku titled 'Double Image Plaice' has 

featured on the cover of ARTicle magazine issue Nº. 6 and inside the magazine to 

illustrate an article she wrote about her practice (Withey, 2010, pp.3-4). Other gyotaku 

works have been shown in numerous exhibitions and events. Withey, an American who 

now lives in Pembrokeshire, Wales, UK first encountered gyotaku as an undergraduate art 

student in America and made numerous prints. However, her work after graduation as a 

visual journalist meant that she rarely practised gyotaku or other hands-on forms of art 

until she moved to Wales in 2009. Withey teaches gyotaku classes at her Cheese & Pickle 

Studio in Wales and London and has designed the syllabus for printmaking classes at the 

local college, which includes gyotaku. Also, as part of Pembrokeshire Fish Week, an 

annual celebration of the maritime heritage of the county of Pembrokeshire she has 

provided gyotaku workshops and demonstrations.  
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Figure 26 - Direct gyotaku with additional painting by Deborah Withey 

advertising the exhibition at The Brick Lane Gallery, London from the 9th until 

the 20th October, 2013. Image courtesy of www.deborah-withey.com 

As discussed contemporary gyotaku can remain as an original print or it can be 

transferred into other print mediums or manipulated and reproduced with digital 

technologies. This enables practitioners to create a range of two and three dimensional 

items on various substrates and print as limited or unlimited editions. Gyotaku printing 

techniques have also been adapted to create images using non-traditional printing 

materials such as those seen in the handmade ceramics methods developed by Reid 

Yoshida. As well as the possibility of manipulating and reproducing gyotaku images and 

using different materials, many practitioners use gyotaku techniques to create images for 

commissions or grant permission for particular images to be used in publications. One 

area in which gyotaku images are frequently utilised is fisheries science (Figure 27). 

Images can be used to illustrate articles and as the covers for scientific journals.  
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Figure 27 - Scientific journal cover with a direct gyotaku print 'Black Shoal 
Diptych' by the author, Rachel Ramirez. Photo by the author. 

However, simple gyotaku impressions created by sports fishermen are still used 

today in some sports fishing contests in Japan to verify the size of the catch. These 

gyotaku are generally made in the direct method using black ink on paper. Information 

such as the common name of the fish, the name or signature seal of the fisherman, the 

weight, location, and the date of capture are usually written beside the image.
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3. Visual Representations of Nature 

 

 

3.1. Introduction  

Humanity has created representations of nature for centuries. However, it is essential to 

acknowledge the influence of cultural perspectives, ideals, illusions and the era in which these 

images are created in order to appreciate them and comprehend their significance. In chapter two I 

aim to position gyotaku in the wider historical context of natural science illustration and artistic 

imagery associated with aquatic life forms as presently the oldest gyotaku extant are impressions of 

fish. Japan and Europe have assembled a vast body of knowledge concerning fishes and other 

classes of aquatic life and yet perceptions about these often differ due to cultural perspectives. A 

perfect example of this can be found regarding eels. Within Japanese culture eels are perceived as a 

nourishing, useful fish, especially being consumed throughout the summer months. It is thought to 

give people stamina and relief from summer fatigue called natsubate (Schweid, 2009). In many 

Japanese visual representations eels are portrayed as vivid, alive and delicious in their appearance. 

In contrast, although eel is eaten in many European countries it is generally not viewed as a 

delicacy. In London, eel is often associated with poverty and the working class that frequented the 

numerous 'Eel, Pie and Mash' shops that sprung-up throughout the city in the mid 1800's. Despite 

the city's cosmopolitan tastes of today the eel is generally viewed with repugnance, due to its 

external appearance:  

ñEastern and Western perceptions of eels could be termed contradictory, divided as they are into two 

extreme opinions. One sees eels as useful; the other sees them as frightening and weird. Whether 

emphasis is put on the objective view of a nourishing edible fish or on that fish's peculiar external 
appearance, resembling a snake, is a problem that clearly divides opinions of eelsò (Aramata, 1990, 




