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The zesT fesTival

The Zest festival was created in 2012 to celebrate the 300th 
anniversary of the Zuytdorp shipwreck and the cultural 
heritage of the dutch East india Trading company (voc) in 
Western australia. Each year the Zest festival highlights the 
cultural contribution of a country along the voc trading route. 
in 2015 we will focus on china and Japan, and their 
connections to the voc and to Western australia.ConTenTs

Zest festival 2012 to 2016    5

chinese games     7

chinese fairytales     9

celebrations     11

Japanese houses     13

Historical context: lacquer    15

Historical context: Trading goods and skills  17

inventions     19

Sericulture     23

Tea      25

Historical context: Tea    27

Japanese art forms     29

Historical context: Hendrik doeff and haiku  33

Historical context: Japan’s international relations  35

flora      37

Historical context: camellia, peony and chrysanthemum 39

Historical context: Symbolism of flowers  41

chinese arts     43

Historical context: chinoserie    45

Historical context: porcelain    47 

Japanese theatre     49

Trade      51 

Historical context: deshima    53

The Edo period     55

Historical context: annual visit to the Shogun  57

Historical context: pearling    59 

implemenTaTion

We encourage teachers to deliver these activities across term 
three 2015, to coincide with the Zest festival on 19 and 20 
September. 

Each page includes themed classroom activities which can be 
adapted to suit different years.

ConTaCT

for more information contact the Education and outreach 
officer at Melissa.kirkham@uwa.edu.au.

The acR centre of Excellence for the History of Emotion 
(cHE) aims to provide leadership in humanities research 
worldwide into how societies thought, felt and functioned in 
Europe, 1100 – 1800, and how this long history continues to 
impact on present day australia. learn more at 
historyofemotions.org.au/

mailto:Melissa.kirkham@uwa.edu.au?subject=Zest%20Festival%202014%20Education%20Inquiry
http://www.historyofemotions.org.au/
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300 Years ago in June 1712 the dutch East india company 
(voc) ship the Zuytdorp crashed into the rugged coast of 
Western australia between Shark Bay and kalbarri. The 
Zuytdorp survivors built a bonfire hoping to attract the 
attention of passing ships, but no rescue ships were sent to find 
them, and the crew never returned to their homeland. The 
company had often encouraged contact with the indigenous 
populations and now the survival of the crew lay in their hands. 
nhanda descendants in the region today believe the encounter 
did occur, resulting in a peaceful union of two worlds 300 years 
ago. 

The Zest festival is inspired by such significant collisions 
between two worlds on the Western australian coast. This 
five-year event is the cultural pulse that is carrying kalbarri 
and nearby communities to the 400th anniversary of the 
landing by dirk Hartog in 2016. Through ancient crafts of 
story-telling, the trade and taste of spices, exploring our 
cultural connections and the way we express and experience 
life today, the Zest festival looks to the future of regional 
communities through a unique historical lens.  The power of 
human emotion weaves its way through past stories and 
experiences. 

Each year the Zest festival focuses on a place - a country, 
countries or region - that was connected to the international 
network of the dutch East india company in our region. The 
following summarise the festivals and their meanings from 
2012 to 2016.

2012: The netherlands, kalbarri and the Zuytdorp. The 
inaugural Zest festival in June 2012 celebrated the 300th 
anniversary of the shipwreck of the Zuytdorp in 1712, and 
brought to life for visitors and the local community the cultural 
connections between australia and the netherlands.

zesT fesTival 2012 To 2016

2013: The cape, South africa. a critical place to rest, restock and 
reman the ships. it makes us question who would have joined 
the Zuytdorp and placed their fate at the cliffs of Western 
australia? The music and dance of South africa had us moving 
and opened our hearts to be moved by stories of the cape. 

2014: indonesia, Sri lanka, india. We compared textiles, dance, 
philosophy and religions of the regions as they responded to 
dutch commerce. it sparked thoughts about the values of local 
versus global, trading and relations, whilst still retaining 
cultural integrity and identity. 

2015: china and Japan. This year, we explore the mysterious 
and alluring intoxication of new things: tea, silk, porcelain, 
ceremonies and access to new ways of thinking. While we focus 
on the human desire to attain new and beautiful things, we will 
also acknowledge the exchange of science, knowledge and 
innovation. Here we explore the role of fashion, art of origami, 
skill of flower arranging and crafting of fine objects. designers 
and artists have been commissioned to create works inspired 
by the orient and our partnerships with china and Japan. 

2016: Eendracht: Explorers, discoveries and shipwrecks. our 
final festival will unite the cultures of the voc together in a 
celebration that remembers the youthful energy of young 
sailors, explorers and women who had the spirit to travel to 
foreign lands or waited for loved ones to return. This is where 
we add beer into our spice fare and raise a glass to all those 
who’ve preceded us. We recognise their contributions to 
australian society now and into the future.  We toast to the 
human qualities that opened up new possibilities and 
connections to the world. 

image: Mass sky lantern release at the chinese lantern festival.
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Chinese games

fingers is a traditional chinese game for children which 
promotes quick counting and mental addition. Two children 
face each other and count to three. on “three” they put out one 
hand - either as a fist or with 1, 2 or 3 fingers extended, 
shouting out at the same time a number between 1 and 6.

add up the number of fingers extended. if a child guessed the 
exact number of fingers shown they score two points. if they 
guessed nearest the number of fingers shown, they score one 
point. if there is a tie, no points are scored. The first to a given 
number of points wins.

This game can be expanded for older students by using all 
fingers on both hands or groups of students.

seasons is a traditional chinese game useful for learning 
seasons. divide the class into teams for each of the four seasons 
and sit them in a ring, in seasonal order. The teacher starts by 
saying, “i am Spring. i am leaving”. 

The children in the Summer team must immediately stand up 
and say, “i am Summer. i am coming.”  The teacher watches to 
make sure that all the team members stand up promptly and 
correctly and make the right statement. if so, the team is 
awarded a point. The teacher would then continue, “i am 
Summer. i am leaving,” and the autumn team would stand up.

Expand this activity by jumping between the seasons, or 
muddling the children up so that they are no longer sitting 
with their team members or in any particular order.

frog, snake, Centipede is the original chinese version 
of the popular children’s game rock, paper, scissors. known as 
Shoushiling (translated as hand command) the frog (shown as 
a thumb) beats the snake (shown by the pointer finger), who 
beats the centipede (shown as the little finger), who in turn 
beats the frog.

Cuju is recognised as the earliest form of soccer, originally 
developed for military training before spreading to the royal 
courts. like soccer a ball is kicked between teammates and no 
hands may be used. originally cuju had six semi-circle goals 
with nets on each end of the field, however a more cost 
effective version developed with just a single goal post in the 
centre of the field that both teams aim for. 

Tangrams are chinese visual puzzles that travelled to 
Europe on 19th-century trading ships. originally called 
chin-chiao pan meaning seven piece puzzle, the player must 
replicate an image by rearranging a set of seven shapes. 

a tangram kit is easy to create for each student, by printing and 
laminating the set of shapes. There are many tangram puzzle 
images online, from very basic to difficult. for younger students 
a coloured tangram shape set is simpler to follow.

image: Tangram of person with tea.
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Chinese fairyTales

yeh-shen and Cinderella

over 1000 years before the European cinderella lost her slipper, 
a similar story is recorded in china. for younger students, have 
them read a reading-level suitable version of cinderella. The 
teacher can then read the story of Yeh-Shen available at http://
traditions.cultural-china.com/en/211Traditions8980.html.  
Students can create a Venn diagram to record the similarities 
and differences between the stories. 

The story of Yeh-Shen was being told before cinderella. Have 
students discuss how the story could have travelled from 
china to Europe. introduce the concept that when nationalities 
trade products, they trade culture too. Have students pick 
another western fairy tale, and re-write it as a chinese version, 
including changes to the location, characters, tasks and objects.

The magic paintbrush

Read students the story of liang and The Magic paintbrush or 
view an animated version at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=iy2Tuvycfeg. 

ask students to rewrite the story with themselves as the main 
character, replacing liang’s name for their own. Their story 
should describe what good deeds they would choose to do in 
their community.

if using the video version, freeze on Ma liang’s paintings and 
discuss the style. Have students replicate the black ink 
calligraphic brushstrokes and nature themes.

motifs, messages and morals

identify the commonalities between both fairy tales – such as 
magic or life changing objects given by an elderly supernatural 
figure with a warning. 

discuss what responsibilities come with owning the magic 
paintbrush. How is this theme repeated in other fiction, such as 
superheroes? 

discuss the use of stories to share lessons and morals. How 
can we apply lessons from centuries old stories to our modern 
lives? Have students write their own fairy tale to share a 
moral or school rule.

Before fairy tales were written down they were passed orally 
between each generation.  The animated and written versions 
of  The Magic paintbrush given above have different endings. 
discuss how oral storytelling can result in multiple versions. 
for older students, discuss why story changes are made – to 
reflect issues in the community, to influence opinions or to 
adjust for the audience?

introduce students to storytelling techniques, such as 
sounds, gestures, voices and  giving vivid sensory details. Have 
students practice their storytelling skills by presenting a small 
portion of a story.

ask students to write a continuation of either story. What 
happens during the happily ever after? What other conflicts 
might occur? What happens to the secondary characters in the 
ever after? 

for older students, the asia Education foundation (http://www.
asiaeducation.edu.au) provides activities on the historical and 
cultural aspects of storytelling.

image: chinese stone carving of young boy and elder.

http://traditions.cultural-china.com/en/211Traditions8980.html
http://traditions.cultural-china.com/en/211Traditions8980.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iy2TUvycfeg.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iy2TUvycfeg.
http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au
http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au
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CelebraTions

The Dragon boat festival, or Duanwu, is a national 
public holiday in china. The festival origins vary between 
regions of china, with some commemorating folklore of heroes 
who drowned in the river, while other regions connect the 
festival to ancient dragon worship. Traditional festival activities 
include dragon boat racing, egg balancing, and eating zongzi, 
sticky rice wrapped and steamed in bamboo leaves. duanwu is 
also recognised as a day of cleaning in china – a great reason 
for students to clean the classroom!

for primary students, create your own dragon boat race in 
the classroom.  Have each student create an origami boat (see 
page 41), decorated in a dragon motif. attach a long piece of 
string to each boat, with a pencil tied on the other end. line up 
tables to create a river as long as the strings. place 2-4 boats at 
one end (depending on width of your table-river), with the 
strings outstretched and the student holding the pencil at the 
other end. When the race begins the students wind the string 
onto the pencil, pulling the origami boats towards them.

on a bigger scale, you can build dragon boats from long, large 
boxes. Holding the box longways, remove the top and bottom, 
so two to four students can stand inside the box frame. Have 
students decorate their craft with a dragon head and tail, and 
handles for each student along the sides. Mark the start and 
finish line on your school oval and have students run their 
boats in the race.

The chinese myth that balancing an egg on its round end is 
only possible during the spring equinox has been proved false, 
but still makes for a fun science experiment as part of duanwu. 
learn more of the myth, science and tips for egg balancing 
here: http://www.abc.net.au/science/
articles/2009/07/08/2619417.htm.

mid-autumn festival falls on the weekend following 
the Zest festival in 2015. it is a public holiday in china also 
known as the chinese Moon festival. The festival celebrates 
gathering, referring to both harvest and family gathering, 
thanksgiving for the harvest, and praying for a good future.  
Mid-autumn Festival traditions can be replicated in the 
classroom with lion or dragon dances, lanterns and moon 
cakes. a similar festival is held on the same day in Japan, known 
as Tsukimi. Tsukimi traditions for the classroom include long 
grass decorations, and eating white rice dumplings called 
Tsukimi dango which resemble a moon.

There is also an opportunity to discuss seaons with younger 
students. discuss why it’ i called the Mid-autumn festival when 
September falls during spring in australia.

Lion and dragon dancing is a traditional form of dance in 
many asian countries. a lion is typically operated by two 
dancers inside a lion costume, whilst a dragon dance needs 
many people to lift the dragon costume above their heads on 
poles.  There are many videos online for students to view 
traditional dance movements.  as a class project, students 
could work together to create and dance a dragon. a popular 
method is a paper mache head with a wire and fabric body.    
an alternative is a foam and fabric head for lighter weight. 
Remember to include poles for lifting.

a series of lessons on the chinese lion dance for pp-2 students 
is available at http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/
lessons/grade-k-2/chinese_lion_dance.aspx. 

lanterns are popular in both china and Japan, and come in 
many forms.  one tradition involves writing riddles on the 
lanterns for others to guess.  in china lanterns will be hung on 
buildings, floated down rivers and sent up into the sky.  The 
original symbolism of lanterns varies between representing the 
moon, or a wish for the sun to return after winter. 

a hanging decorative lantern can be simply made by young 
students. 

1. fold a piece of coloured paper in half lengthways
2. cut fringe style incisions along the folded seam, leaving a 

2cm edge.  
3. open out the paper and fold it so the two short sides of 

the paper come together. 
4. Staple or tape together and add a paper handle. 

a more decorative version can include a contrasting colour 
tube inside the lantern, or decorating the rims with patterned 
paper or drawings. 

Making and sharing moon Cakes with the family is an 
important festival tradition in china. in chinese culture a circle 
symbolises unity, so the sharing of round moon cakes signifies 
the unity of the family.

Moon Cake Recipe
douGH
4 cups plain flour
¾ cup dried milk powder
1 tablespoon baking powder
3 eggs
1¼ cups sugar
¾ cup butter, melted and cooled to room temperature
2 teaspoon vanilla essence

fillinG
1 cup of jam [optional to mix jam with sultanas or coconut]
or use a traditional red bean paste.

EGG WaSH
1 lightly beaten egg
2 tablespoons water

1. Mix the flour and milk powder together.
2. in another bowl beat eggs and sugar for 5 minutes
3.  Mix in the melted butter and vanilla.
4. fold the wet and dry bowls together to form dough.  
5.  knead on a floured surface until smooth. [optional to  
 wrap dough in a log shape and refrigerate overnight].
6. cut into 18 evenly sized rounds.
7. preheat the oven to 190c.
8. press each dough round into a flat circle. 
9. add filling to the centre and gather edges over to enclose. 
10. flatten slightly so you have a thick disc. 
11. use a fork or skewer to draw a design on top.
12. Brush each moon cake with egg wash.
13.  Bake for 30 minutes or until golden.
14. leave to cool before serving with tea or packaging  
 for gifts.

image: dragon boat waiting to race. it is said that the winning team will bring harvest and happy life to the villiage.

http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2009/07/08/2619417.htm
http://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2009/07/08/2619417.htm
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-k-2/Chinese_Lion_Dance.aspx
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-k-2/Chinese_Lion_Dance.aspx
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japanese houses

japanese architecture emphasises the use of natural 
materials and the combination of interior and exterior space 
through the use of sliding screens as doors and windows. Steep 
roofs with wide eaves were designed to shed heavy rains.  
although there are now high-rise apartments in Japan, 
traditional Japanese houses have only one or two storeys and 
no basement. They use space to the fullest; often the same 
room combines living room, dining room and bedroom, and 
gardens are a part of the design of most buildings.

discover the components of a 1900s Japanese home at this 
interactive web game http://web-japan.org/kidsweb/virtual/
house/house04.html.

measurement

The rice floor mats called tatami are a standard size: 180cm 
long, 90cm wide and 5cm thick. as a result rooms are measured 
by the number of mats they hold, not by meters. Standard 
rooms measure eight, six or four-and-a-half mats. for students 
studying area measurement this can be the basis for some 
great practical math word problems.

china and Japan use their own measurement systems. a 
conversion site is available at http://www.convert-me.com/en/.  
This site can be the basis for fun conversion challenges, from 
metric to furlongs, parsecs, ancient cubits and any other 
measurements you can imagine.

Creative spaces

Most homes contain a tokonoma; a niche for displaying 
artwork, a flower arrangement, or both. Many people change 
the display seasonally or more often.  Create a tokonoma in 
your classroom. allocate students or teams of students to 
change the display each week of term. keep one item from 
each display to create a large tokonoma for the Zest festival.

instead of solid walls, sliding paper screens called fusuma, and 
folding screens called byobu, separate the area into rooms as 
necessary. use tissue paper over classroom glass doors to 
create the impression of paper screens. Students should use 
fine gentle brushstrokes to depict Japanese nature scenes on 
the tissue paper. Encourage students to consider the effect of 
light through the door/screen in the design of their artwork. 
please include an area of visibility through the door for safety.

This Smithsonian art activity introduces students to paper 
screens, including creating a miniature screen. http://www.
smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/japan_

image:  Japanese home set for tea ceremony.

http://web-japan.org/kidsweb/virtual/house/house04.html
http://web-japan.org/kidsweb/virtual/house/house04.html
http://www.convert-me.com/en
http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/japan_images_people/lesson3.html
http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/japan_images_people/lesson3.html
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hisToriCal ConTexT: 
laCquer

image: lacquer room, before 1695, court of the Stadholders at leeuwarden ©Rijksmuseum Bk-16709.

lacquer is a clear or coloured wood finish that dries by 
solvent evaporation or a curing process that produces a hard, 
durable finish sheened from ultra matte to high gloss.  in the 
decorative arts, lacquer or lacquerware refers to a variety of 
techniques used to decorate wood, metal or other surfaces, 
especially carving into deep coatings of many layers of lacquer. 

The earliest extant lacquer object, a red wooden bowl, was 
unearthed at a Hemudu culture (5000-4500 B.c.) site in china. 
during the Shang dynasty (1600–1046 B.c.) the sophisticated 
techniques used in the lacquer process were first developed 
and it became a highly artistic craft. known applications of 
lacquer in china included coffins, music instruments, furniture, 
and various household items. 

Raw lacquer can be “coloured” by the addition of small amounts 
of iron oxides, giving red or black depending on the oxide, or 
pigments to make colours. advanced decorative techniques 
include the addition of gold and silver powders and flakes. in 
the lacquering of the chinese musical instrument, the guqin, 
the lacquer is mixed with deer horn powder or ceramic powder 
to give it more strength.

japanning

Just as ‘china’ is a common name for porcelain, ‘japanning’ is an 
old name to describe the European technique to imitate asian 
lacquerware.  as asian lacquer work became popular in 
England, france, the netherlands and Spain in the 17th century, 
the Europeans developed imitations that have a resin base 
similar to shellac. The technique involves applying several coats 
of varnish which are heat-dried and polished. although 
traditionally a pottery and wood coating, japanning was the 
popular black coating of the accelerating metalware industry.

Coromandel lacquer

The term ‘coromandel’ refers to a type of lacquer the chinese 
call ke hui (literally ‘incised ash’), consisting of a smooth surface 
in which designs were carved out and coloured with oil or 
lacquer pigments. They are believed to have been principally 
manufactured in the fujian province south of Shanghai to serve 
the domestic market and were aimed at well-off merchants and 
civil servants unable to afford the lacquer screens with 
tortoiseshell and mother-of-pearl inlay produced in the 
imperial workshops. Seventeenth century examples tended to 
be between two and a half and three metres high and 
consisted of twelve panels, and were usually employed in 
entrance halls or as room dividers or additionally as 
windscreens for gardens and terraces. They were often 
commissioned as birthday or retirement gifts and depicted 
court scenes, episodes from the world of the immortals, 
panoramic or landscape views and flora and fauna.

prestige

in the seventeenth century, the arrival of exotic objects from 
the far East initiated a revolution in dutch interior design. one 
of the oldest surviving lacquer rooms in the world is the 
chinese lacquer room of the orange-nassau stadholder court 
in leeuwarden. The room, decorated with precious lacquer 
panels from china and furnished with oriental objects, was 
installed in the frisian palace in 1695 by princess albertine 
agnes van nassau. The princess received her family and friends 
in the lacquer room to do something that was extremely 
fashionable among the elite at that time- drink tea. 

References:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/lacquer

http://www.pelhamgalleries.com/Magnificent-chinese-Twelve-
fold-coromandel-lacquer-Screen-desktopdefaultaspx?tabid=
6&tabindex=5&objectid=367120&categoryid=0

https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/whats-on/news/rijksmuseum-
opens-philips-wing-on-1-november

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lacquer
http://www.pelhamgalleries.com/Magnificent
https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/whats-on/news/rijksmuseum


  |  17 |  16

hisToriCal ConTexT:                   
TraDing gooDs anD skills

Country trade

one of the chief trade items that passed through deshima was 
silk from china. This import was indicative of the ‘country trade’ 
or the means by which European traders profited by serving 
asian economies as transporters of their products. 

 The country trade gave the dutch access to Japanese silver and 
gold and also porcelain, such as arita, imari and other fine 
Japanese ceramics that were in high demand in the 
netherlands and elsewhere in Europe. The demand for 
Japanese porcelain in Europe was so high that Japanese and 
chinese production could not satisfy it and increasingly, 
porcelain factories opened in Europe. The dutch faïence 
(tin-glazed pottery) factory city of delft started to produce the 
famous blue- and white faïence as an imitation of chinese 
porcelain. 

in fact, the cross-cultural flow was rich and complex. for 
example the chinese export ‘van frytom’ dishes were designed, 
as the name suggests, by frederick van frytom (1632-1702). 
This pattern actually describes European scenes. chinese 
artisans copied this pattern from the Japanese versions of the 
dutch delft artist’s work!

learning exchange

deshima fostered other more culturally significant forms of 
exchange. Some Japanese students were exposed to the dutch 
language, though legally speaking the learning of a foreign 
language was prohibited until after 1745. Still, considerable 
knowledge of Japan passed to Europe via deshima. 

The Japanese gained some knowledge of Western science 
through Bavarian biologist/botanist philipp franz von Siebold 
(1796-1866) who served at deshima as the factory’s medical 
officer from 1823 to 1829 and transferred considerable 
knowledge of Western medicine. He also brought over 500 
Japanese books back to Europe. His multipart book, ‘nippon’ 
(leiden, 1832-1858), was instrumental in spreading knowledge 
of Japan to the West, was among the first to explain Japanese 
Buddhism to the West, and remains of value to scholars of that 
period.

Because he was a trained botanist, Siebold also left an early 
record of Japanese bonsai. This practice of miniaturizing trees 
and shrubs requires minute and repetitive pruning that can be 
used as a form of Zen meditation, among other cultural 
functions. Siebold, a student of Japanese Buddhism, greatly 
admired this practice, as can be seen from the following 
excerpt from the English translation of his Manners & customs 
of the Japanese (1841): 

“…a few words must be said of the Japanese gardeners, 
although their horticultural skills would entitle them to rank 
among the artists or artificers of the country rather than the 
agriculturists.  These gardeners value themselves alike upon the 
art of dwarfing and that of unnaturally enlarging all vegetable 
productions.  They exhibit in the miniature gardens of the 
towns full grown trees of various kinds only three feet high, 
with heads no more than this in diameter.  These dwarf-trees 
are reared in flower-pots . . and when they bear luxuriant 
branches upon a distorted stem, the very acmé of perfection is 
attained…”

image: anonymous, plaat met italianiserend landschap [plate with italian landscape], manner of frederik van frytom, c. 1660 - 1680 ©Rijksmuseum Bk-15311.

References:

http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/3.3/gilbert.html

http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/3.3/gilbert.html
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invenTions

images_people/lesson3.html

Chinese inventions include gunpowder, fireworks, 
rockets, grenades, domestic goldfish, paper -and paper 
products including money, playing cards, lanterns, toilet paper, 
cups and napkins, wrapping paper and envelopes, moveable 
type printing, umbrella, silk, kites, compass, lacquer, abacus, 
pottery, porcelain, wheelbarrow, iron casting, hot air balloons, 
seismograph, matches, stirrups, acupuncture, mines, cannon, 
rudder, waterwheel, fermentation of alcohol, bells, coffins, 
agriculture, rammed earth, cultivated rice, belt and chain drive, 
blast furnace, borehole drilling, bristlehead toothbrush, 
watertight bulkhead partitions on ships, chemical warfare, 
chopsticks, civil service, steel, crossbow, soccer (earliest form 
known as cuju, see page 7), chromium, embroidery, dominoes, 
fishing reel, flare, folding screen, horse harness and collar, 
helicopter rotor, incense, oil well, nail polish, menu, rotary fan, 
stir-fry, tea and teapot, tofu, electronic cigarette, canals, 
mechanical clock, smallpox inoculation, grain storage and 
noodles.

japanese inventions tend to be more recent and 
technology based, including cd and dvds, Blu-ray, flash 
memory (found in uSBs, memory cards, computers, cameras 
and mobiles), lcd and plasma screens, karaoke, bullet train, 
android (robot with human likeness), portable calculator, 
electric rice cooker, playStation and nintendo, and the 
automated power loom. The Japanese also invented the 
modern novel, tactile paving for the visually impaired and 
instant noodles.

invention activities

Begin by asking the class to brainstorm a list inventions they 
think came from china or Japan. add other items to the list by 
giving students clues for an item. after each clue a student gets 
to guess. if correct they write it on the board. if incorrect the 
teacher gives another clue.

from the list now on the board circle those that impact our 
daily life. You could ask students to rank them in order of value 
to their lives or importance to history.

a homework activity can include an invention scavenger hunt, 
with students touring their home and listing any chinese or 
Japanese invention they find. 

Each student could be assigned an invention to research. 
challenge students to compare and contrast the original 
invention to the version that is used today. as an alternative to 
reporting on the invention, older students could report on the 
research process they undertook, to encourage more than a 
google search. 

Students could also create an invention fact poster. Students 
find a fact that interests them about each invention. This fact is 
hidden on a poster under an image of the invention, creating a 
lift-the-flap style poster project.

Turn the invention facts provided by students into a game of 
jeopardy. print a series of rectangles with statements about 
the inventions. Read the statement off – such as “originally 
used as warning signals by the army”, and have students 

image: chinese moveable type printing press is just one of the chinese inventions that we used in the Western world.

provide the question – “what is a kite?”

inventions can also be stimulus for creative writing activities. 
Students can write a letter or journal as the inventor, describing 
why they invented it, the trials and failures in the invention 
process, and what they imagine it could be used for in the 
future. alternatively, students can write from the perspective of 
the invention, describing how they came into being (accidental 
or intentional) and how they contribute to society.

Model making is common for invention study units. Rather 
than each student creating their own shoebox model rocket or 
wheelbarrow, turn it into a group project to create life-size 
models.  add in mathematical concepts of measuring, angles 
and ratios to encourage accuracy.

http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/japan_images_people/lesson3.html
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invenTions ConTinueD

image: an ancient chinese abacus could do far more than count numbers - it was even capable of multiplication and division.

More invention activities on the next page.

patents

did you know google has a patent search engine? first type 
google patents into a google search. click on the first link 
‘Google patent Search’. using the search field, students can find 
the uS patents of the invention they are researching.  in many 
cases the patents provided will be for accessories or 
improvements to the original invention – such as a patent for a 
braking system on the wheelbarrow.  Before letting students 
search, provide a brief overview of how patents work and the 
different parts of a patent. 

The google patent search function can also be used to find 
patents from your area. once on the patent search screen type 
‘inventors Western australia’.

Students may be asked to complete a patent form for their 
invention. for younger students a simplified version could ask 
them to provide a description, diagram and claim.  for older 
students, the australian patent forms are in two parts at the 
following links:

http://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/forms/patents/p00001-standard-
addition.pdf.

http://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/forms/patents/p00011-
complete-standard.pdf.

abacus

The earliest written mention of the abacus is from china in 190 
a.d., which had seven beads on a vertical wire, called a 
suanpan.  Whilst we often picture the wood and wire abacus, it 
is predated by a counting table, where counters, beads or rocks 
were moved on a specially marked flat surface.

an abacus or counting table is a tactile way to introduce young 
students to counting, addition, subtraction or place value.  an 
abacus includes two beads above a bar, to indicate which 
columns are active, and five beads below the bar. for younger 
students allow nine beads below the bar to represent 0-9 
natural numbers. Students could build their own abacus 
using a popstick frame, drinking straw rods, and washers, fruit 
loops or macaroni beads.

an abacus on the smartboard may be useful for students to 
follow along with counting activities.

rockets

Rockets are a commonly recognised chinese invention and are 
related to history topics of weapons, or science topics on the 
chemistry and physics of fireworks or gunpowder.  There are 
many rocket making lessons available online depending on 
the year level.

naSa provides science activities on water bottle rockets here 
http://www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/rocket/BottleRocket/
about.htm and simulators to test input variations here http://
www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/rocket/BottleRocket/sim.htm.

The centre for STEM Education provides instructions for paper 
rocket lessons at http://www.stem.neu.edu/
programs/k-12-school-field-trips/paper-rockets/.

The word counter, as used for shop 

counter, is a direct survival of the counting 

table – a flat surface upon which business 

is transacted.

http://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/forms/patents/p00001-standard-addition.pdf
http://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/forms/patents/p00001-standard-addition.pdf
http://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/forms/patents/p00011-complete-standard.pdf
http://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/forms/patents/p00011-complete-standard.pdf
http://www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/rocket/BottleRocket/about.htm
http://www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/rocket/BottleRocket/about.htm
http://www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/rocket/BottleRocket/sim.htm
http://www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/k-12/rocket/BottleRocket/sim.htm
http://www.stem.neu.edu/programs/k-12-school-field-trips/paper
http://www.stem.neu.edu/programs/k-12-school-field-trips/paper
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seriCulTure

The chinese art of silkmaking, produced as early as 1300 B.c., 
remained a mystery to the west until monks who travelled to 
china in 550 a.d returned home with silkworm eggs. chinese 
knew how to produce silk by at least 1300 B.c., but it was not 
until about 550 a.d. when monks who had travelled to china 
brought back silkworm eggs did the West learn the chinese 
secret of silk-making. The overland trade route between china 
and the Mediterranean was called the “Silk Road” because 
china exported so much of this fabric to the West.

Silk is also produced in australia in small quantities. The 
following link outlines the history of silk farming in australian 
colonies:  http://www.themonthly.com.au/adrienne-ferreira-
silk-farming-silk-road-adrienne-ferreira-3366.

This article from ‘The argus’, Melbourne, Monday 18 december 
1876, regarding the ladies’ Sericulture association, 
demonstrates the challenges of sericulture in australia. This 
primary source gives insight into the systems, shipping, costs, 
products and communications involved in setting up an 
enterprise in a colony. http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/
article/5912621.

silkworm activities

Having silkworms in the class for observation can provide 
multiple lesson opportunities:

•	 Measure and graph length of silkworms as they grow

•	 circulatory systems – for a fully grown caterpillar you can 
see the blood pumping through the translucent skin

•	 Research and diagram lifecycles

•	 observe female moths laying eggs 

•	 listen to the fully grown silkworms suction pads (students 
must be very quiet to hear)

•	 Students can remove loose silk from the cocoon, and roll 
between their fingers to make course thread

for lower primary students read The Empress and the Silkworm 
by lily Toy Hong, a picturebook which tells the story of how silk 
was first discovered in china. https://www.goodreads.com/
book/show/1333793.The_Empress_and_the_Silkworm.

The fiction book for ages 9 and up, project Mulberry by linda 
Sue park, shares the journey of a korean-american girl 
struggling with her cultural heritage as she prepares silkworms 
for the science fair: http://www.lindasuepark.com/books/
mulberry/mulberry_revw.html.

image:  colourful chinese silks made from silkworms since 1300 B.c.

http://www.themonthly.com.au/adrienne
http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/article/5912621
http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/article/5912621
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/1333793.The_Empress_and_the_Silkworm
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/1333793.The_Empress_and_the_Silkworm
http://www.lindasuepark.com/books/mulberry/mulberry_revw.html
http://www.lindasuepark.com/books/mulberry/mulberry_revw.html
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Tea

The japanese Tea Ceremony, called chanoyu, is an 
art form, a spiritual discipline, a way to socialize, and a window to 
Japanese culture. practiced for more than 500 years, this unique 
way of sharing tea has spread around the world. There are many 
styles of tea ceremony, but they typically include a formal 
entrance, ceremonial cleansing of the utensils, serving sweets, 
preparing and serving bowls of tea, and the appreciation of the 
tools used in the performance.

a video of a tea ceremony is available at https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Hua_iBpnlB8.

Have students record the steps during viewing, noting fine details 
such as angles and placements where possible. Share all the 
recorded steps on the board as a class summary. as an 
instructional writing activity, have students use their notes to 
create a tea ceremony instruction guide.

after studying the tea ceremony, students could host a tea 
ceremony with small groups responsible for each stage. The 
ceremony could be held within the class, or as a hospitable 
service to another class, grandparents or community guests.  

activities in preparing for the ceremony could include:

•	 woodblock print invitations

•	 writing an event schedule

•	 create an informational guide for each guest to read while 
waiting for the ceremony to begin. This could include the 
history of the ceremony, the four principals (respect, 
tranquility, harmony and purity) and a pictorical guide to the 
stages of the ceremony. 

•	 create Japanese labels for each item

•	 create placetags or placemats for each guest

•	 prepare sweets to serve

•	  setting up the classroom to resemble a tea house

•	 creating decorative tea bowls.

a tea history and ceremony lesson plan is available at http://
www.pardeehome.org/Teaculture_Module.pdf.

a tea history lesson plan for older students is available at http://
www.international.ucla.edu/media/files/fowler_tea_curriculum.
pdf.

image:  demonstrating the elegance of the Japanese tea ceremony.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hua_iBpNLB8.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hua_iBpNLB8.
http://www.pardeehome.org/TeaCulture_Module.pdf
http://www.pardeehome.org/TeaCulture_Module.pdf
http://www.international.ucla.edu/media/files/fowler_tea_curriculum.pdf
http://www.international.ucla.edu/media/files/fowler_tea_curriculum.pdf
http://www.international.ucla.edu/media/files/fowler_tea_curriculum.pdf
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hisToriCal ConTexT:  
Tea

image:  katsushika Hokusai, keramiek uit Soma, c. 1822 ©Rijksmuseum Rp-p-2000-211.

for several centuries Europeans drank tea without ever having 
seen a tea plant, because their traders were not allowed to 
travel inside china, the unique source of imported tea at that 
time. in 1683, the great German scholar Engelbert kaempfer 
lived for a time on deshima and wrote an account of Japanese 
tea, covering every aspect of tea growing, making, and 
brewing.

 The famous Swedish botanist carl linnaeus was determined to 
obtain  live tea plants attempting to grow tea in Sweden, as a 
saving for expansive import costs. He asked several of his 
former students, who on gaining employment with the 
Swedish East india company were able to travel to canton 
where they could possibly purchase live plants, but none of 
them succeeded for several years.  finally, his student pehr 
osbeck managed to purchase two tea plants for linnaeus, but 
one plant was thrown overboard by mistake and the other died 
of frost on the return journey to Sweden.

in 1757 the director of the Swedish East india company sent 
linnaeus two other seedlings, supposedly tea plants. But when 
they were planted they turned out to be camellias instead!

linnaeus perservered despite these setbacks. finally, in 1763, 
the Swedish East india company told him again that a new tea 
plant had arrived in Gothenburg port with a Swedish ship from 
canton and was waiting for him. linnaeus wrote to the captain 
of the ship in hope and in anticipation of new disasters: 

”But live Tea trees? is it possible? are they really tea trees? Truly, 
if they are tea trees, i shall make your name, Mister captain, 
more eternal than alexander the Great…” 

perhaps the captain was lured by this promise, or he might 
have felt for sorry for the great scientist linneaus, who so 
desperately wanted to grow tea in Sweden. Whatever the case, 
he sent his wife in a covered wagon to take these tea plants 
from Gothenburg to uppsala and to hold them in her lap so no 
harm would come to them during the last part of long travel 
from china. and although these were real tea plants and they 
arrived safely in linnaeus’ garden, sadly they did not survive the 
harsh Swedish climate and died. The ambitious dreams of 
growing Swedish tea came to an end. 

it was only in the early 19th century that tea plants and seeds 
were obtained, after the English decided to challenge china’s 
monopoly by trying to grow tea in india. Then it was found that 
in fact tea trees already grew wild, unrecognized, in the hills of 
north-eastern india. it was finally settled by the international 
code of Botanical nomenclature in 1905 that the tea tree’s 
correct name, no matter where it grows, is camellia sinensis (l.) 
o. kuntze. 

Tea  houses in europe

it was the dutch merchants who first discovered the pleasures 
of tea, and began including a separate tea-room in their houses 
in the early 17th century and by 1683 there were reported to 
be over 2000 tea and coffee houses in london. Their customers 
were so thirsty for the latest news that their owners began to 
provide ‘news-papers’ and modern journalism was born. The 
first regular daily paper was  ‘lloyd’s list’, so-called because it 
appeared in Mr lloyd’s coffee house in 1734.  it is still being 
published online. References:

www.raskb.com/transactions/vol72/vol72-1.docx

www.raskb.com/transactions/VOL72/VOL72-1.docx
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japanese arT 
forms

origami is a great practice of geometry, fine motor skills, 
following instructions and problem solving for students. The 
word origami comes from the Japanese words oru (folding), 
and kami (paper), and it was from Japan that this artform 
originated, many hundreds of years ago. origami for enjoyment 
grew in popularity during the Edo period (1600-1868). Early 
origami is recorded in Europe in the 12th century, but didn’t 
gain popularity until 18th and 19th centuries.

The most popular and well known origami design is the crane, 
although there are easier forms for younger students to learn. 
The traditional way of making 1000 paper cranes is to hang 
them on strings, on top of one another, with 40 on each string. 
The string has a bead at the bottom to stop the last crane from 
falling off. You will need 25 of these strings to make up 1000 
cranes. This is called a Senbazuru, traditionally given at 
Japanese weddings for good luck. 

Many people know of the 1000 cranes tradition through the 
tragic story of the little girl Sadako, who developed leukemia 
from the atomic bomb blast in Hiroshima in World War ii and 
made cranes in her hospital bed until her death at age 12. This 
sad story has made the 1000 cranes a symbol for world peace, 
and remembered on 6 august - World peace day.

To save resources students can use construction paper, old 
magazine pages or wrapping paper cut into squares in place of 
buying origami paper.

There are many origami patterns available in library books or 
print patterns from sites such as:
http://www.origami-fun.com/origami-for-kids.html
http://www.origami-instructions.com/simple-origami.html

a Japanese zen garden is made from sand and polished 
rocks, with patterns drawn in the sand to encourage peaceful 
contemplation. Creating individual Zen gardens in a small 
decorated box is a simple activity for young students and could 
also be a father’s day gift activity for September. Remember to 
include a miniature rake made from pipe cleaners, twigs or a 
plastic fork.

koi kites, or koinobori, are colourful fish shaped windsocks 
hung by families with boys outside their houses - one for each 
boy, with the biggest representing the oldest boy at the top. in 
Japanese culture, the koi represents courage and perseverance, 
as the fish is known for its strength and determination as it 
swims upstream against the current.

Students can create koi kites by rolling coloured paper into a 
wide cylinder. decorate with eyes at one end, paper scales 
down the body, and streamers for a tail.

alternatively small origami koi can be made and strung on a 
pole, with these instructions http://www.activityvillage.co.uk/
sites/default/files/downloads/origami_carp_kite_instructions.
pdf.

image:  origami shapes depicting birds and butterflies.

http://www.origami-fun.com/origami-for-kids.html
http://www.origami-instructions.com/simple-origami.html
http://www.activityvillage.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/origami_carp_kite_instructions.pdf
http://www.activityvillage.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/origami_carp_kite_instructions.pdf
http://www.activityvillage.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/origami_carp_kite_instructions.pdf
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japanese arT 
forms

haiku is a great way to interest students in poetry. The 5-7-5 
syllable structure is less daunting than a lengthy sonnet, and 
appeals to mathematically inclined students too.

Haiku encourages students to consider synonyms and word 
associations to communicate the haiku topic, such as falling 
leaves to represent autumn. challenge older students to write 
a haiku that doesn’t specifically mention the topic, and have a 
classmate guess to which topic it refers.

This lesson plan provides background, questions and handouts 
for linking haiku to seasons http://resources.primarysource.
org/content.php?pid=278945&sid=2297718.

Whilst Haiku are traditionally about nature, teachers could 
create a ‘lucky dip’ of topics tied to the Zest festival– such as 
tea, porcelain, voc, origami, Shogun or lanterns. 

Have students select their best Haiku for publishing on an 
illustrated scroll, using black calligraphy over watercolour 
images. Students should write their haiku in pencil first to 
ensure correct spelling, followed by light watercolour 
brushstrokes, and finally trace words in thick black pen. 

Haiku books for children include:

Guyku: a year of haiku for boys by Bob Raczka
– embraces the fun and mischief in kids and nature.
one leaf rides the wind by celeste Mannis
– a counting book of haiku set in a Japanese garden.
Won Ton by lee Wardlaw
– an entire story of an adopted cat told in haiku.
if not for the cat by Jack prelutsky
– a picture book of 17 haiku animal puzzles.

hisToriCal ConTexT: 
henDrik Doeff & haiku

Hendrik doeff (1764 –1837) was the dutch commissioner in the 
deshima trading post in nagasaki, Japan, during the first years 
of the 19th century. Born in amsterdam, he sailed as a young 
man to Japan as a scribe for the voc. He became chief of the 
deshima post in 1803, and after Britain captured the dutch 
colony in indonesia in 1811, deshima became the only place in 
the world flying the dutch flag. doeff steadfastly defended 
against British attempts to take over the deshima post, and he 
was later decorated for his loyalty and courage.

doeff wrote a dutch-Japanese dictionary, and a memoir of his 
experiences in Japan, titled Recollections of Japan. He was 
notable for his strong activity in maintaining the dutch trade 
monopoly in Japan. He is the first westerner known to have 
written haiku, two of which have been found in Japanese 
publications from the period of his stay in Japan. 

inadsma no kaÿna

Wo karan koesa

Makura

lend me your arms,

fast as thunderbolts,

for a pillow on my journey

  -Hendrik doeff

image:  kawahara keiga, nagasaki Harbour, c. 1800-1850 ©Rijksmuseum nG-1190.

References:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hendrik_doeff

http://resources.primarysource.org/content.php?pid=278945&sid=2297718
http://resources.primarysource.org/content.php?pid=278945&sid=2297718
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hendrik_Doeff
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woodblock printing originated in ancient china, but grew 
to incredible popularity in Japan during the Edo period. 
perhaps the greatest known Japanese artwork is the ukiyo-e 
woodblock print ‘The Great Wave off Tanagawa’ by Hokusai.  
The tea image on page 27 is also by Hokusai.

in the classroom linoblock carving is an easier alternative to 
woodblock carving. Relief prints can be very effective with 
monotone paint on a contrasting cardstock.  for younger 
students carving deep lines into a Styrofoam plate with a pen 
or stick may be safer.

an online activity that demonstrates the impact of layering 
colours in woodblock printing is available at http://www.pbs.
org/empires/japan/woodblock.html#.

The kennedy centre provides a series of lessons exploring the 
history and techniques of Ukiyo-e prints at http://artsedge.
kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-9-12/japanese_
woodblock_print.aspx.

another lesson spotlights Hokusai’s Mount Fiji prints at 
http://artcuratorforkids.com/art-spotlight-hokusais-thirty-six-
views-of-mount-fiji/.

This Smithsonian activity includes artworks and questions to 
evaluate artworks as sources of cultural and historical 
information: http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/
lesson_plans/japan_images_people/lesson2.html.

image:  katsushika Hokusai , The underwave off kanagawa, c. 1829-1833 ©Rijksmuseum Rp-p-1956-733.

japanese arT 
forms

http://www.pbs.org/empires/japan/woodblock.html
http://www.pbs.org/empires/japan/woodblock.html
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-9-12/japanese_woodblock_print.aspx
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-9-12/japanese_woodblock_print.aspx
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-9-12/japanese_woodblock_print.aspx
http://artcuratorforkids.com/art
http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/japan_images_people/lesson2.html
http://www.smithsonianeducation.org/educators/lesson_plans/japan_images_people/lesson2.html
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hisToriCal ConTexT:                
japan’s inTernaTional relaTions

“…centuries ago…Holland alone of all European countries was 
allowed to send a single ship to Japan once in the course of the 
year. This hitherto but little-known country which now seems 
passing through a complete regeneration, has a written history 
stretching back to a fabulous period.” 

The Wallarroo Times and Mining Journal (South australian 
newspaper),  Wednesday 28 May 1873

april of 2000 marked the 400th anniversary of the Rotterdam 
ship de liefde’s arrival in Japan, an event which initiated four 
centuries of Japanese-dutch relations. The portuguese had 
been the first Europeans to settle in Japan from 1543, seeking 
trade agreements, and eventually souls for conversion 
following the arrival of christian missionaries. By the 1570s, 
nagasaki was opened to the world as Japan’s primary trading 
port and the centre of Japan’s so-called “christian century” 
(1549-1650). However, by the seventeenth century, things had 
begun to turn sour. Widespread persecution broke out against 
European christians and their Japanese converts throughout 
the late 1500s and early 1600s, resulting in thousands of 
deaths. This violence eventually led to the stamping out of all 
christian missionary activity and the severing of ties with 
portuguese merchants. 

in 1639, it was decided that Japan would trade solely with the 
netherlands. The dutch East india company (voc), restricted to 
a man-made island in the bay of nagasaki, remained as Japan’s 
only connection to the European continent. following the 
french occupation of the netherlands and the English takeover 
of the voc’s administration in 1811, dutch trading ships began 
to disappear from the Japanese coast before coming to a 
standstill in the early nineteenth century. This period from 1639 
until the arrival of american commodore Matthew perry in 
1853, is referred to as a foreign policy of Sakoku, or “locked 
country,” under which no foreigner could enter nor could any 
Japanese leave the country on penalty of death. The re-
opening of the nation in the second half of the nineteenth 
century ushered in a radical period of social transformation and 
political unease. it was at this time that australia made its first 
contact with the land of the Rising Sun.

When we think of australian-Japanese relations, we are often 
reminded of the Japanese pearling divers arriving in Broome 
from the late 1870s. However, it is believed that the earliest 
Japanese visitors to Western australia were members of an 
acrobatic act known as the “kioto Troupe” who toured perth, 
fremantle, York, northam, newcastle and champion Bay in 
december of 1874 to January of 1875. Yet australians had 
already set sail for Japan as early as 1873. Reverend Wilton Hack 
founded the South australian Baptist Mission in nagasaki as 
part of Japan’s “second wave” of christianity. it was Hack who 
spearheaded a proposal between the Japanese and northern 
Territory governments to establish a migration programme to 
attract Japanese to the countryside. despite the failure of this 
proposal and eventually the South australian mission in 
nagasaki, Hack’s return to australia coincided with a keen 

interest in Japan and a vogue for Japanese artefacts. from the 
presence of Japanese commissioners at the Sydney 
international Exhibition of 1879 to Japanese-themed weddings 
following a performance of The Mikado in 1886, australia was 
hot for all things Japanese. one of the more public displays of 
this growing exchange was a fireworks display upon the 
Japanese warship, the Tsukuba, which was docked in Sydney 
Harbour during 1878: “Those ingenious people, the Japanese, 
having proved they can equal us in ironwork, and closely 
imitate even in armstrong guns, are no trying to overcome us 
with a pyrotechnical display… [The] beautiful wireworks…
[were] quite novel to the people of Sydney” (illawarra Mercury 
newspaper, Tuesday 23 april 1878).

By the time of australia’s federation in 1901, it was estimated 
that some 4000 Japanese immigrants were residing in australia 
following the ease of Japanese constraints on citizens’ 
movements. The majority of these people surrounded 
Townsville where the first Japanese consulate was established 
in 1896. However, with the introduction of the australia 
immigration Restriction act of 1902, this flow of people was 
drastically restricted and the consulate closed its doors in 1908. 

Throughout the 1930s Japan continued to have an active 
trading relationship with australia up until the outbreak of 
WWii and the internment of all Japanese residents throughout 
australia. diplomatic relations with Japan were recovered in 
1952 following termination of the allied occupation. in 2016, 
australia and Japan will celebrate the fortieth anniversary of 
the 1976 Basic Treaty of friendship and cooperation. one of the 
grassroots results of this agreement was the encouragement of 
“sister city” and “sister state” relationships between Japanese 
and australian cities and prefectures. Today, there are currently 
108 sister city and state associations. in 1982, Hyogo prefecture 
(kansai) became the sister state of Western australia, and is an 
ongoing venture which continues to promote the exchange 
and education of each country’s social and cultural practices.

by makoto harris Takao, university of western australia

image left:  Japanese stamp celebrating the liefde.
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flora

ikebana, Japanese floral arrangements, were one of the art 
forms taught to Samurai to create a balanced warrior. The idea 
of balancing skills may prompt an interesting discussion with 
students who are more typically focused on sports than arts.  
floral arrangements were typically displayed in a tokonoma 
(see Japanese homes on page 13).

unlike western floral bouquets, ikebana emphasises other areas 
of the plant, such as its stems and leaves, and uses shape, 
graceful lines, asymmetry, empty space and meaning. an 
arrangement is minimalist, consisting of only a few blooms 
interspersed among stalks and leaves. 

provide a series of ikebana images for students to study. 
Students can then collect natural materials to create their 
own ikebana arrangement.

japanese cherry blossoms, or Sakura, provide a 
simple, elegant subject for painting. after drawing the tree, 
blossoms could be attached with small scrunches of tissue 
paper, small pompoms or painted dots. Blossom tree paintings 
also look beautiful on a white paper lantern.

Blossom tree paintings can be adapted into a maths activity 
by instructing students to paint ‘five blossoms per branch’ and 
then using multiplication to determine the number of tree 
blossoms.

Students can make small blossom trees with brown 
pipecleaner trunks and tissue paper flowers, set in small 
containers.

The scientific name of the Western australian christmas 
Tree, found in the Geraldton sandplains, is nuytsia floribunda, 
named after pieter nuyts, voc ambassador to Japan in 1627. 
for a simple research task, ask students to find another 
Western australian plant with a dutch name. 

Expand this activity by introducing students to the ‘atlas of 
living australia’, which allows you to search by address, to    
find plants from near your school: http://biocache.ala.org.au. 
Be sure to click on the classification tab for the plant to see a 
clear breakdown of the kingdom-to-species working 
classification. 

Take this activity further by asking students to bring a plant 
sample to class, and use floraBase to identify it: http://
florabase.dpaw.wa.gov.au/search/advanced.

bonsai, from the Japanese words bon, a tray or low-sided pot 
and sai, a planting or plantings is a Japanese art form using 
miniature trees grown in containers. Bonsai uses pruning, small 
potting and defoliation to produce small trees that mimic the 
shape and style of mature, full-size trees.

Whilst growing a bonsai takes far too long for a classroom, the 
techniques of potting, pruning and wiring can still be applied 
to turn a small plant into a bonsai.

alternatively try a bonsai craft. Create artificial bonsai by 
twisting brown pipe cleaners for the trunk, roots and branches. 
add various shades of green tissue paper for foliage. fix the 
trees into small containers filled with a piece of styrofoam and 
topped with sand or pebbles. 

image:  Japanese cherry blossom tree in full bloom.
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Camellia, peony anD 
ChrysanThemum

Camellia

camellia japonica has appeared in paintings and on porcelain 
in china since the 11th century, usually of the single red 
flowering type. The genus camellia was named after a Jesuit 
priest and botanist named Georg kamel. The specific epithet 
japonica was given in 1753 because Engelbert kaempfer,  chief 
Surgeon to the voc, was the first to give a description of the 
plant while in Japan, and bought back over 30 varieties. 

legend has it that Swedish botanist karl peter Thunberg 
brought four camellia plants from his expedition to Japan in 
1779 to the Royal Botanical Gardens at kew near london. of 
those, the specimen which was planted at pillnitz castle in 
dresden around 1790 still grows there today, standing over  8m 
tall and 11m diameter.  it was originally protected by a wooden 
house, which burnt down in 1905, and now stands in a mobile 
protective shelter, with computer controlled temperature, 
ventilation, humidity and shading.

peonies

The peony is a very popular flower in china and, like the others 
mentioned, can be found in a great many works of art. in china 
peonies symbolise the spring and female fertility. considered 
china’s unofficial flower, the peony represents wealth and 
power to those who are in positions to obtain them. at home 
the peony becomes much humbler: it is thought to bestow 
peace and happiness.

When the peonies were first introduced in the 8th century, 
Japanese craftspeople and artists quickly began depicting the 
peony in their tapestries, paintings and porcelains.

in Japan the peony symbolises wealth and good fortune. More 
specifically, the closed flower and the ants, who labour to help 
it open, symbolise industriousness and optimism while the 
completely open flower represents peace and the rewards of 
labour. To both ancient and modern Japanese the peony flower 
is also a powerful symbol of nobility and value. The peony is a 
common Japanese tattoo as a symbol of protection.

The peony is also a popular subject of many Japanese poems, 
frequently appearing in Japanese haiku poetry. a Japanese 
poet named issa (d. 1823), said to have written 20,000 haiku, 
dedicated at least 84 poems to the peony, including the lines: 

The peony is this big! the child’s arms outstretched

The god of fortune and luck dwells here a peony

on all sides the peony wards off rain clouds

 

Chrysanthemum

chrysanthemums were first cultivated in china as a flowering 
herb as far back as the 15th century Bc. in traditional chinese 
medicine chrysanthemum tea is highly valued for its 
properties. 

The flower may have been brought to Japan in the 8th century 
ad and is celebrated at The festival of Happiness.

The chrysanthemum signifies an easy life and harmony in the 
home. They are very popular as gifts and can often be found on 
Buddhist altars. The chrysanthemum represents yang energy, 
which is a very powerful element in chinese culture. 

The plant is particularly significant during the double ninth 
festival, a traditional chinese holiday observed on the ninth 
day of the ninth month in the chinese calendar, where it is 
customary to drink chrysanthemum wine or tea to protect 
against danger. children learn poems about chrysanthemums, 
and many localities host chrysanthemum exhibits.

on this holiday some chinese also visit the graves of their 
ancestors to pay their respects. in Hong kong, whole extended 
families head to ancestral graves to clean them and repaint 
inscriptions, and to lay out food offerings and incense sticks- 
each year grass fires are inadvertently started by the burning 
sticks.

in some countries of Europe chrysanthemums are symbolic of 
death and are used only for funerals or on graves. Similarly, in 
china and Japan, white chrysanthemums are symbolic of 
lamentation and grief. in some other countries, they represent 
honesty. in the united States, the flower is usually regarded as 
positive and cheerful, with new orleans as a notable exception. 

in australia the chrysanthemum is often called mums, and is 
traditionally given on Mother’s day when the flower is naturally 
in season. 

in Japan, the chrysanthemum is a seal of the Emperor and 
imperial family. a two-layered, sixteen petal design is the 
symbol of the Emperor, while princes used a simpler single-
layer pattern. 

image: anonymous, Square bottle with prunus and chrysanthemum, c. 1670 -1730© Rijksmuseum Bk-1968-259-a
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symbolism of flowers

flowers are valued for their beauty in all cultures, and early 
modern Europeans learned to appreciate and admire the rare 
flowers that arrived from china and Japan through the voc 
trading networks.

flowers are an intrinsic part of the chinese culture. To the 
chinese, plants represent chi, or the flow of energy, thus the 
presence of flowers in ceremonies or their being sent as gifts is 
commonplace. flowers are very important in feng Shui, but 
they are omnipresent in many other aspects of daily life in 
china. flowers represent growth and prosperity to the chinese; 
they also represent new beginnings and good luck on an 
imminent journey or venture. 

Each flower has a particular meaning, and the wrong flower at 
the wrong time could make you look like a fool in the best-case 
scenario; at worst, it could make the recipient sorely offended. 

orchid

The orchid symbolises fertility. in this sense, when given to a 
couple, its implications are obvious: you are wishing them a 
house full of children. another connotation of the orchid is to 
promote creativity. it is an especially lovely gift to give to an 
artist or to have at an art exposition or at the premiere of a 
dance presentation or play.

narcissus

The narcissus is a very powerful flower for the chinese. it is 
believed that the flower can bring the dead back to life. other 
magic properties attributed to the narcissus are the power to 
exorcise evil spirits and to put people back on the road to clean, 
healthy lives. finally, the narcissus is said to cause the flowering 
of hidden talents and is therefore an excellent gift to give to 
someone who has just graduated from school.

lotus

The lotus is the chinese flower that most easily comes to mind. 
it abounds in popular lore and is ubiquitous in china because it 
represents the seat of Buddha. it symbolises purity and 
perfection to followers of Buddhism. The lotus grows in muddy 
waters; therefore, it is a metaphor for rising above filth and 
sordidness and reaching enlightenment through faith.

hydrangea

due to its many petals, you could get lost in a hydrangea if you 
were tiny enough to walk its surface. likewise, hydrangeas 
signify getting lost in thought and reaching a greater 
enlightenment because of this trance.

plum blossom

The plum tree begins to blossom even when it is still covered 
with snow. not surprisingly, the flower that bears the fruit later 
on represents endurance and strength. out of the bitterness 
and cold comes the beautiful, sweet fragrance of the flower. 
The plum blossom is extremely common in artwork.

image: flowering bonsai
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Chinese arTs

The Chinese rattle-drum is one of the oldest toys in 
china. The handle is twisted in the hand so beads bounce off 
both sides of a small double sided drum. Students can create 
their own by attaching an old cd vertically to a stick of dowel 
with hot glue. Tie beads to each end of a shoelace or thick 
string. Tie string to the dowel near the cd, with a short length 
on either side. decorate cd with chinese symbols or scenes.

This lesson compares western instruments and Chinese 
instruments, including classifying, researching, creating and 
performing: http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/
lessons/grade-3-4/chinese_instruments.

artsEdge provides a series of videos on chinese performing 
arts http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/multimedia/series/
videoStories/china.

The folding fan that we associate with china today actually 
came into fashion during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). By the 
end of the 17th century consignments of chinese fans were 
being shipped to Europe for eager buyers. The fan has played 
an important part in chinese and Japanese life. fans were 
carried by men as well as women, and there were many classes 
of fans, each reserved for some special purpose. a great deal of 
attention was paid to its decoration and many of the great 
painters devoted their talents to the decoration of fans. 

a folding fan is a simple craft activity for any year group.      
Have each student decorate a piece of paper with nature 
scenes or calligraphy. pleat the paper into 1.5cm folds and 
attach a popstick at each short end with 2cm popstick 
overhang at the top. Gather and tape the bottom long end 
together. You should now be able to close the fan using 
popsticks, or open into a full or half circle.

a more complicated version for older students is available at 
http://www.firstpalette.com/craft_themes/World/
asianfoldingfan/asianfoldingfan.html.

prior to the folding fan, a circular rigid fan was used. This can 
be easily replicated by younger students by decorating a small 
paper plate and attaching a popstick handle.

The Chinese slat book was an early bamboo and cord 
book. Students can replicate a slat book using popsticks, 
string and a fine black marker.  use this project to introduce 
chinese calligraphy characters with three characters vertically 
per popstick.

image:  double-sided folding fan, c.1800 - 1825 ©RijksmuseumBk-2008-105

Delftware is a tin-glazed blue and white pottery made in 
delft, netherlands in the 16th century, in the style of blue Ming 
porcelain. When the porcelain supply from china was 
interrupted in the 1620s, the delft potters filled the market with 
chinese designs. 

Younger students can replicate delftware designs with texta 
on paper plates. alternatively, colour with various shades of 
blue oil pastels, then paint white. use a wooden skewer to 
scratch designs into the white paint.

older students can decorate white plastic plates with sharpies 
or paint markers.  There are many tips online for making 
‘sharpie plates’ successfully, depending on which products 
you use.  cut and decorate corners of cardboard boxes to use as 
plate stands to display your works.

older students can undertake pottery activities, such as 
creating small glazed tea bowls for the ceremony on page 25.

chinese porcelain marks from the Qing dynasty (1644-1912) 
can be viewed on collector sites such as http://gotheborg.com/
marks/qingmarks.shtml. 

lively BBc documentary on why porcelain was so prized in 
Europe is available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=9Ynde5WbdbQ.

Have students create new verses for the nursery rhyme ‘I’m a 
little teapot’ using their new porcelain history knowledge. for 
example:

“i’m a little teacup and my saucer too
Shiny and fragile, painted delftware blue
Shipped from eastern china to the netherlands
pick me up and warm your hands”

There is a two-part pottery science quest lesson available 
from the american association for the advancement of 
Science, connecting the arts with the development of 
technologies. part one involves the physical properties of clays, 
tempering and heat. part two explores the unknown men and 
women who contributed to the advancement of the early 
technology.

http://sciencenetlinks.com/search/?q=pottery&content_
types=all.
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http://www.firstpalette.com/Craft_themes/World/asianfoldingfan/asianfoldingfan.html
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http://gotheborg.com/marks/qingmarks.shtml
http://gotheborg.com/marks/qingmarks.shtml
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9YNDe5WbdbQ.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9YNDe5WbdbQ.
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Chinoiserie

Chinoiserie, french for “chinese-esque”, describes an 
artistic style in Europe that attempts to imitate chinese 
features, including asymmetry, contrast of scale and fanciful 
imagery. 

one of the earliest successful attempts to replicate the 
technical sophistication of chinese ceramics was the Medici 
porcelain manufactured in florence during the late 16th 
century. Hints of chinoiserie appear in the early 17th century in 
Holland, England and portugal, such as the tin-glazed pottery 
made at delft and other dutch towns who adopted genuine 
blue-and-white Ming decoration. it was particularly favoured 
by the court of louis Xv, and finished by the mid-18th century 
when neoclassicism came into fashion.

While classical styles reigned in the parade rooms, upscale 
houses featured an entire guest room decorated in the 
chinoiserie style, complete with chinese-styled bed, phoenix-
themed wallpaper, and, of course, china. The iconic 
chippendale mahogany tea tables and china cabinets were 
embellished with homages to early Qing scholars’ furnishings, 
and the squared slat-back armchairs suited English gentlemen 
as well as chinese scholars. 

in the garden, small pagodas appeared on chimneys, and full 
sized pagodas in formal gardens. chinese pleasure pavilions 
appeared in the formal gardens of late German and Russian 
palaces, and even whole chinoiserie villages were built in 
Sweden and Russia. 

image left: de Grieksche a, adrianus kocx , Tea caddy with the arms of the Zinzendorf family,  c.1685 - 1695 ©Rijksmuseum Bk-1964 - 54

image above: adrien faizelot delorme, commode, c.1750  ©Rijksmuseum Bk-16652
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porCelain

porcelain was so valued in early modern Europe that it was 
often referred to as ‘white gold’.  While Europeans had 
produced ceramics and stoneware for a very long time, they 
lacked the expertise to produce superior quality porcelain, 
which could only be obtained from Japan and china. 

in the early 18th century Johann friedrich Böttger (1682-1719) 
discovered (by chance) how to make porcelain. Böttger worked 
for the king of Saxony who upon hearing of the discovery 
established a porcelain manufactory at Meissen in 1710. The 
manufactory is still famous today. The Saxon king was anxious 
to keep secret the process of making porcelain, but spies 
eventually discovered it and porcelain was also produced in  
other European territories like france and prussia.

porcelain rooms became popular in Europe in the 17th 
and 18th centuries, with displays of beautiful blue and white 
porcelain on specially built shelves often gilded and with 
mirrors behind to increase the effect of the display. The leading 
women of the dutch aristocratic family of orange-nassau 
promoted this form of porcelain display in their palaces. The 
prussian kings, descendants of this orange-nassau family, used 
the display of porcelain in their palaces to support their own 
claims to royal power. 

porcelain was also a very important diplomatic gift. Expensive 
dinner services were exchanged as presents between royalty or 
given as gifts to members of the royal house and aristocracy. 

With the massive import of chinese porcelain to Europe in the 
18th century, porcelain became more common and middle-
class households started to own porcelain cups and plates.  

image: Meissener porcelain, chocolate pot, c.1735 - 1740 ©Rijksmuseum Bk-17436

kraak porcelain is a type of chinese export porcelain 
produced mainly from the Wanli reign (1573–1620) until 
around 1640. it was among the first chinese export ware to 
arrive in Europe in mass quantities, and was frequently featured 
in dutch still life paintings of foreign luxuries. kraak porcelain is 
believed to be named after the portuguese ships (carracks), in 
which it was transported. 

kraak ware is almost all painted in the underglazed cobalt blue 
style that was perfected under the Ming dynasty, although a 
few examples of dishes over-painted with vitreous enamel 
glaze have survived. it is often decorated with variations of the 
more traditional motifs found on chinese porcelain, such as 
stylised peonies and chrysanthemums. However, most 
characteristic of kraak decoration is the use of foliated radial 
panels, where the surface of the porcelain is divided into 
segments, each containing its own discrete image.

Shapes included dishes, bowls, and vases. kraak ware bowls fall 
into roughly two types; the first is a deep, unrimmed chinese 
style bowl. The second type are called klapmutsen. a 
klapmutsen is somewhat akin to what we would today call a 
soup-bowl—a broader-based, rimmed style that was new in 
the chinese repertoire, and seems to have been exclusively 
exported to Europe. The specialist Maura Rinaldi suggests that 
the latter type was designed specifically to serve a European 
clientele, since there do not seem to be many surviving 
examples elsewhere in the world.

kraak was copied and imitated all over the world, by potters in 
arita, Japan and persia—to whom dutch merchants turned 
when, after the fall of the Ming dynasty in 1644, chinese 
originals were no longer available—and ultimately in delft. 

kraak porcelain was replaced by other types of porcelain 
produced in china for export to Europe in the 18th century, 
with millions of porcelain pieces shipped to the Swedish port of 
Gothenburg from where it was sold on to all European 
countries. 

With the increasing consumption and popularity of tea, coffee 
and hot chocolate in Europe, smaller porcelain sets for drinking 
these exotic beverages became popular. 
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japanese TheaTre

kabuki theatre began in the 17th century and tells 
historical tales or moral dilemmas involving music, dance, 
historical characters and extravagant costumes.  Two distinct 
styles arose – aragoto, associated with fierce and martial 
characters was popular in the city of Edo,  - whilst Wagoto was 
popular in the mercantile city of osaka with more realistic 
stories of love and comedy.  in its early years kabuki featured 
gender-swapping roles, however women were banned from 
the stage in 1629 – and still are – resulting in onnagata, or a 
man performing as an idealised symbol of femininity.  unESco 
provides a video summary of kabuki at https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=67-bgSfJikc. 

kabuki actors must perform as multiple ages of both genders. 
as a drama lesson, encourage students to watch and note 
features of the walking styles of children, teenagers, adults and 
seniors of both genders. discuss how their notes compare to 
dramatic stereotypes, such as seniors walk with a cane or 
children skip. Students should practice these walks in class.  
discuss how these walks are valuable for a character’s entrance. 
once students are comfortable with walks, expand further to 
demonstrating emotions with the walk.

if older students will be performing in the kabuki style, 
consider performing The Magic Paintbrush to the lower 
primary students (see page 9) to link with their studies of 
chinese fairytales.

There is also a close relationship between kabuki theatre and 
Bunraku puppetry.  for senior drama students this provides a 
research project on the interactions and exchanges between 
theatre types. The asia Education foundation provides 
activities on Bunraku puppetry at http://www.asiaeducation.
edu.au.

noh, or nogaku, theatre is a Japanese classical musical 
drama. it is often based on tales from traditional literature, with 
a supernatural being transformed into human form as a hero 
narrating a story about 12th-16th century ordinary people. 
unESco provides a video summary of noh theatre at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=lBl6fGvufQo.

Samuri, the warrior class, were trained in various arts including 
noh theatre, as it was considered important for a warrior to be 
balanced and cultured.  Senior drama students can use this as a 
basis for discussion on theatre responding to the 
community’s needs. 

Emotions are primarily conveyed by stylized conventional 
gestures. after viewing videos of noh theatre, have students 
replicate Noh emotional gestures. The slow nature of these 
movements makes them suitable for a mirroring or follow the 
leader style activity.

The kennedy centre provides a series of Noh theatre 
lessons, including the history, theatrical elements, dance, 
music, costuming and contrast to other theatre styles at http://
artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/lessons/grade-9-12/
noh_Theater.

image:  kabuki actor
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TraDe

made in China

ask students to find something at home, or in the classroom, 
that was ‘made in china’. Brainstorm what other products are 
Chinese imports. 

discuss what factors make china a powerful global 
manufacturing country. 

compare the above list with items traded on the Silk Road. 
create a map of the Silk Road, including images of the trade 
products. 

This kennedy centre lesson uses puppetry to examine trade 
dynamics along the Silk Road, including cultural exchanges 
with china:  http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/educators/
lessons/grade-6-8/puppets_on_the_Move_china_and_the_
Silk_Road.

for older students provide the 1911 article in ‘The daily news 
(perth)’ on trade between Japan and china at the link below. 
Have students debate the statement that “china’s economic 
strength in trade is not a modern phenomenon”.  http://trove.
nla.gov.au/ndp/del/article/81753120?searchTerm=japan%20
trade&searchlimits=l-state=Western+australia.

provide students with a list of natural resources from 
Western Australia that are exported to china. Students 
investigate one of these resources, determining where it goes, 
what product(s) does it become, and where are these products 
sold.  Students can create a flow chart using pictures to 
visualise australian resources going out and chinese products 
coming in.

Japan and china are significant trading partners of australia, 
but how are these trading partnerships managed? look at the 
role of free trade agreements with this lesson, including 
glossary, activity, and handouts. http://www.gageparkhs.org/
ourpages/auto/2012/2/23/62813905/did%20free%20Trade_
final_all%20paRTS.pdf.

The asia Education foundation provides activities on trade 
statistics, export case studies and wheat at http://www.
asiaeducation.edu.au.

Deshima

The dutch were the only trading partners allowed in Japan 
during Edo period (1603-1868) and even then limited to a small 
man-made island in nagasaki harbour called deshima, and 
dutch was the only western language allowed to be taught. 
This isolationist policy, known as assakoku or closed country, 
was not relaxed until 1858.

Have students write an economic analysis of the trade island 
of deshima. What strengths or weaknesses does it have– such 
as import controls or cultural homogeny?  

Expand this further to debate, or write a persuasive report, 
on the establishment of a trade island for australia. What if all 
trade was restricted to Tasmania or Rottnest island? What 
benefits or disadvantages would this have for australia?

further historical background on deshima for senior students 
and teachers can be found at http://worldhistoryconnected.
press.illinois.edu/3.3/gilbert.html. This site includes maps of 
deshima and key historical figures.

for teachers who wish to provide their senior students with 
primary sources, English translations of dutch daily trade 
registers and government missives are available at http://www.
hendrick-hamel.henny-savenije.pe.kr/dutch/bijlagene.htm by 
clicking EnGliSH at the top of each page.

a series of Japanese woodblock prints of dutch traders in Japan 
(see woodblock prints on page 33), including ships and exotic 
animals, is available at http://www.iisg.nl/exhibitions/
japaneseprints/. note that clicking on the right hand images 
opens more images for that category.

image left: dekselpot met lange lijzen, blauw-wit, c.1700 - 1720 ©Rijksmuseum ak-RBk-16254

image above: Model of the island of deshima, c.1850-1851 ©Rijksmuseum nG-721
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http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/article/81753120?searchTerm=japan%20trade&searchLimits=l-state=Western+Australia.
http://www.gageparkhs.org/ourpages/auto/2012/2/23/62813905/DID
http://www.gageparkhs.org/ourpages/auto/2012/2/23/62813905/DID
20PARTS.pdf
http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au/curriculum/economics-and-business/details/australia
http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au/curriculum/economics-and-business/details/australia
http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/3.3/gilbert.html
http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/3.3/gilbert.html
http://www.hendrick-hamel.henny-savenije.pe.kr/Dutch/bijlagene.htm
http://www.hendrick-hamel.henny-savenije.pe.kr/Dutch/bijlagene.htm
http://www.iisg.nl/exhibitions/japaneseprints
http://www.iisg.nl/exhibitions/japaneseprints


  |  53 |  52

hisToriCal ConTexT: 
Deshima

from 1641 to 1845, the dutch were the only Europeans 
permitted to trade in Japan.  Even there they were confined to 
a small artificial island in the bay of nagasaki: deshima. known 
as dejima in Japanese, it was a small artificial island in nagasaki 
Bay (approximately 45m by 150m) on the southwestern 
Japanese island of kyushu. during the period of self-imposed 
Japanese seclusion (approximately 1639-1854) it was Japan’s 
only major link to the European world. 

Europeans were barred from entering Japan and the dutch 
were closely watched by the Japanese authorities. The voc 
traders had to be careful not to import anything religious; and 
they were not allowed to bring any females, nor to bury their 
dead ashore. They were largely free to do as they pleased on 
the island; but they were explicitly ordered to work on Sunday 
and their property was often (rightly) searched for signs of 
smuggling.

Though dutch merchants were generally confined to the 
island, it nonetheless served as a conduit of considerable 
culture exchange in both directions. The exchanges ranged 
from hydrangeas to knowledge of electricity. dutch atlases and 
globes were a particular source of fascination in Japan. This 
cultural exchange was paralleled between the Japanese and 
chinese merchants, who were also permitted to trade at 
deshima under similar controlled circumstances. 

among the Japanese it gradually became evident that there 
was a world out there. a world in which discoveries and 
progress were made while Japan stood still. for the rest, the 
dutch were considered uncivilised and especially ill-mannered 
at the table.

 establishment of trade       

Europeans began trading with Japan and engaging Japanese 
society in 1600, when a dutch ship, the liefde, arrived in usuki 
Bay on kyushu with 24 half-starved men, seven of whom later 
died from the effects of malnutrition. The ship, piloted by an 
Englishman, Will adams, had reached Japan during the second 
year of his mission to seek out and destroy Spanish and 
portuguese settlements in africa and asia and return with the 
much prized pepper of Southern asia. adams won the 
confidence of Tokugawa leyasu in spite of (or perhaps because 
of ) the attempts of the catholic portuguese to denounce their 
protestant dutch commercial rivals as pirates. 

in 1641 a new phase of this relationship began when the dutch 
East india company transferred its business from Hirado to the 
island of deshima. The island had originally been built in 1636 
for portuguese traders, but the dutch were able to enjoy the 
use of its facilities as a trading station when the portuguese 
were finally expelled for their interference in Japanese affairs. 

The dutch had no such intentions. They were happy to be a 
counter-weight to catholic political ambitions during a revolt 
by christian samurai (the Shimbara Rebellion, 1637-38). The 
dutch assisted in the suppression of the revolt by providing 
ships at the shogun’s request to bombard the rebel positions. 

image:Makimono nagasaki en deshima, c.1840. ©Rijksmuseum nG-1977-4
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The eDo perioD

The edo period or Tokugawa period is between 1603 and 
1868 when Japanese society was under the rule of the 
Tokugawa shogunate and the country’s 300 regional diamyo. 
The period was characterized by economic growth, strict social 
order, isolationist foreign policies, and popular enjoyment of 
arts and culture.

Students can visit historic Edo via a virtual tour provided at 
http://www.us-japan.org/edomatsu/. 

Students could write a memoir of a Japanese person in the 
Edo period. The memoir should reflect their understanding of 
the strict social order, including their role in society and 
examples of its freedoms, restrictions, challenges or 
advantages.

an alternative writing activity is to create a job 
advertisement for each feudal class. it should communicate 
what the job entails, whilst still seeming appealing to 
applicants – what are the benefits of being a Merchant?

Students can draw a diagram of the government during the 
rule of the Tokugawa shogunate.

The asia Education foundation provides six activities on feudal 
Japan at http://www.asiaeducation.edu.au.

for senior students studying woodblock printing (see page 33) 
the artwork series titled 100 views of Edo by ando Hiroshige 
provides a fascinating lesson on artworks as a historical 
source. The prints are available at http://www.hiroshige.org.uk/
hiroshige/views_edo/views_edo.htm. 

a full lesson outline including quotes and questions is available 
at http://www.colorado.edu/cas/tea/curriculum/imaging-
japanese-history/tokugawa/lesson.html.  

The contemporary version of sushi was created in the late 
Edo period as a fast food which could be prepared and eaten 
quickly, although originally rolled almost three times larger 
than what we eat today. Sushi is a fun and healthy 
classroom recipe that can be tailored for allergies. for 
younger students, use a rice cooker to pre-cook and cool a 
large quantity of rice, pre-slice all the ingredients, and have the 
students prepare their sushi.  along with traditional sushi one 
lesson could be on creating their own ‘cultural fusion’ sushi 
using australian flavours, or fruit sushi using fruit roll-ups 
instead of nori.

YouTube can provide instruction videos on rolling sushi, such 
as this one for children https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_
nwdTXbja8.

image:  armour, Edo period. © The orient Museum, lisbon, inv.fo/1082
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hisToriCal ConTexT:                
annual visiT To The shogun

once a year, the voc director at deshima and his staff visited 
Edo in order to pay respects to the Shogun. The dutch appear 
to have been treated like daimyo (Japanese feudal lords), who 
were also required to make these visits. These visits included 
the entire staff (12-15 agents) living within the dutch factory to 
offer presents to the Tokugawa Shogunate in their capital city 
of Edo (modern Tokyo). 

These visits offered an opportunity for the Japanese to “assure 
themselves of their loyalty and to weaken them by putting 
financial burdens on them.” They also offered the dutch an 
opportunity to impress the Japanese. among the gifts they 
presented the court were elephants and camels, and a 
magnificent copper lantern that has survived to this day.

at first these visits were strictly controlled, but later the dutch 
had more chance to enjoy the journey and to study Japanese 
history and culture. The dutch were also allowed to participate 
in the kunchi festival of Suwa Shinto Shrine. When a new 
governor of nagasaki arrived in the town, he visited deshima 
and the dutch also entertained the bureaucrats—translators 
and administrators—who supervised trade between the two 
countries.

The visits often included entertainment at which the agents, 
usually after much drinking, were encouraged by the court to 
dance and sing in their national anthem. The political subtext 
of this activity is indicative of the servant-to-patron relationship 
these visits were designed to cement.

at the change of factory directors that coincided with the 
arrival of the annual trading fleet of ships from Holland, there 
was also a meeting with Japanese officials. fresh from Europe, 
the new director was expected to report not only on the 
factory’s activities, but on recent global affairs. it has been 
suggested that it was primarily for the latter reason—and the 
intelligence it provided—that the Japanese permitted the 
existence of the factory. 

deshima reflected the power the Japanese emperor or Shogun 
held not only over his own people (as nobody was allowed to 
leave Japan) in this period, but also about European traders 
such as the dutch. 

japanese views of the Dutch

The presence of the dutch sparked much interest among the 
Japanese, only a few of whom caught a rare glimpse of the 
red-haired Gaijin. The desire to know more about the 
appearance and manners of these barbarians created a market 
niche for nagasaki-e, a series of popular woodblock prints 
depicting the dutch merchants, their vessels, and the exotic 
animals that were part of their annual tribute. The dutch were 
nearly always portrayed as red-haired, big-nosed and blue 
eyed. Given the isolation in which the dutch lived their 
everyday lives, it is not surprising that Japanese artists 
portrayed the forks the dutch used at meals as small garden 
rakes.

historical sources

Scholars are fortunate that the correspondence of isaac 
Titsingh (1740-1812) is now available in print (frank lequin, ed., 
The private correspondence of isaac Titsingh, volume 1 
(1785-1811), and volume 2 (1779-1811) (amsterdam: Hotei 
publishing, 1990, 1992). 

This dutch explorer, diplomat, and administrator went to Japan 
as the dutch Envoy in 1778 and served as director of the dutch 
East india company factory at deshima island for three periods 
between 1779 and 1784. Titsingh wrote widely on Japan in 
several languages and was among the first Europeans to collect 
Japanese artifacts, thus becoming Europe’s first Japanologist. 
His over 300 letters offer an intimate account of the customs 
and events associated with the directors’ annual pilgrimage to 
Edo. according to the publishers of his letters, these 
observations “range from wedding ceremonies to the conduct 
of the Edo court, and from the cultivation of Bonsai trees to the 
suicide of a prominent Japanese scholar of the West.”  

another blessing is the wide availability of the actual daily 
registers of the deshima factory, called dagregisters, the 
contents of which is of great value for students of world history. 
They contain not only lists of trade items, but also accounts of 
Japanese efforts to be sure the dutch remained outside of any 
alliance of catholic nations and held themselves aloof from the 
trouble caused by unauthorized visits of other merchants on 
Japanese soil. it is noted that the translations of these registers 
must be used with care. for example, an entry discussing a 
shipment to the royal court suggests that saké was part of 
shipment. However, an error in translation disguises the fact 
that the saké was not part of the delivery, but part of the 
refreshment provided for the shippers en route! 

neither of these sources surpasses the usefulness of two 
accounts of the Blomhoff family. The first of these is court 
Journey to the Shogun of Japan: from a private account by Jan 
cock Blomoff (amsterdam: Hotei publishers, 2000), which offers 
an account of Jan cock Blomhoff’s career as director at 
deshima. during his career, he wrote many letters to his wife 
Titia in Holland and kept a record of his visit to Edo in 1818. This 
work is a major source for  information on Tokugawa Japan, 
enriched by images of the cultural objects he collected while in 
Japan.

a more personal account of the dutch-Japanese encounter as 
viewed by the Blomhoffs is the story of Titia Blomhoff (1786-
1821), who along with the wet-nurse for her son, came to 
deshima to join her husband. European women had been 
previously banned on the island, so on her arrival in 1817 she 
and her wet-nurse became the first Western women to visit 
Japan. She was expelled after nearly four months, but not 
before making an impact at least in the form of 500 paintings, 
etchings, prints, and dolls. 

Both works help illuminate the practice of court visits that the 
Tokugawa employed for much the same purposes as king louis 
iv employed his palace at versailles: to help control and weaken 
the nobility, due to the costs of the visits in terms of travel and 
local housing, and to gather intelligence on their activities.

image: kakemono familie cock Blomhoff, c.1817 - 1825 ©Rijksmuseum nG- 1972 -17
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hisToriCal ConTexT:     
pearling

australia’s pearling industry began long before European 
settlement. northern australian coastal dwelling aborigines 
harvested the abundant pearl shell from the shallow waters 
and had a well established trading network for pearl shell. 

Within australia, pearl shells travelled further perhaps than any 
other item. in Western australia an explorer saw an aboriginal 
man wearing a pearly oyster-shell which had travelled at least 
500 miles from its point of origin. (Blainey, G., Triumph of the 
nomads: a history of ancient australia, Macmillian, 1975, p. 
203-204.)

When Europeans settled in australia, they were quick to see the 
value of the pearl fields. pearling began in earnest at Shark Bay, 
Western australia, in the 1850s and in the Torres Strait in 1868 
with 16 pearling firms operating on Thursday island in 1877. 
The colony of Queensland recognised the value of this 
resource, and annexed the islands in 1879. By 1910, nearly 400 
luggers and more than 3500 people were fishing for shell in 
waters around Broome, then the biggest pearling centre in the 
world.

pearl shells obtained from the Torres Strait found a ready 
market in the clothing industry in the united States and 
England. pearl shell and ‘Mother of pearl’ were the main focus of 
the industry as the shell was used to make buttons, cutlery, hair 
combs, jewellery items as well as art objects and inlay for 
furniture.  Quick immediate profits could be made with pearl 
shell and the Torres Strait supplied over half the world demand 
for pearl shell in the 1890s (Evans, G., Thursday island 1878-
1941, university of Queensland, p.106). This can be seen in the 
growth of James clark’s business in the Torres Strait. in 1896 his 
fleets had raised 31,500 worth of shell and 5000 worth of pearls 
(Royal commission 1897).

These boom times attracted large numbers of Europeans, 
South Sea islanders and asians who came for the adventure, 
the promise of work and the possibility of making their 
fortunes. aborigines and islanders were particularly valued as 
divers but were usually not paid. By 1886 there were an equal 
number of non-islanders as there were islanders in the Torres 
Strait. in Broome, the largest of these immigrant groups were 
the chinese. not only did they come as pearlers, but also as 
cooks and shopkeepers, similar to the gold rush days.

in the Torres Strait, pearlers not only sought pearls but also 
other island resources to maintain the industry. This extended 
to the ransacking of the islands for food, timber, women and 
water. along with the onslaught of diseases, this contributed to 
significant population decline amongst the Torres Strait 
islanders. By the 1900s the population had declined to as low 
as 50% of pre-pearling population (Stan florek, Reports of the 
australian Museum , 2005).

from 1862-68, local aborigines worked ‘dry shelling’ without 
wages, collecting oysters in the shallow waters of Shark Bay. 
Within three years, the supply was so low that larger boats were 
sent out two kilometres off shore to collect oysters in deep 
water. Six to eight aboriginal men and women in a boat would 
‘naked dive’ for shell. This meant they had to dive down deep 

with no oxygen, no snorkel and no mask.

 The invention of diving suits revolutionised the pearling 
industry in australia. not only could divers go deeper than ever 
before, they could also stay underwater longer and collect 
more shell and pearls. These divers wore vulcanised canvas 
suits and massive bronze helmets and were lowered over the 
boat’s side to spend hours underwater.

on the bottom they struggled about in lead-weighted boots, 
often almost horizontal as they peered through inch-thick 
faceplates into murky waters, frantically scooping oysters into 
bags. divers were paid by the amount of shell they collected 
(pearling History).

as the work was very dangerous, the European boat owners 
employed mostly Japanese divers. Many of the Japanese divers 
were used as indentured labour. This means that they were 
working for no money in order to repay a debt, usually their 
transportation to australia. divers were paid by the amount of 
shell they collected and because of the dangers involved, very 
few ever managed to work off their debt.

pearl divers regularly faced the threat of shark attack as well as 
the dreaded crippling effects of the bends with every dive. 
Some sources say that the mortality rate for divers was 50%. in 
addition, whole fleets were sometimes shipwrecked in single 
cyclones. Between 1908 and 1935, four cyclones hit the 
pearling fleet at sea. around 100 boats were destroyed and 300 
men were killed.

in the Torres Strait, employment conditions were regarded as 
dangerous as well as ‘unspeakably squalid and dirty’ and 
contributed to a high degree of accident and death (John 
Singe, The Torres Strait: people and History, 1979). attempts to 
regulate the marine industry and to prevent improper 
employment of aborigines and islanders were made by the 
Queensland parliament and wages were required to be paid in 
front of an inspector after 1893.

Top image: diver with helmet and tenders, Broome, Western australia, c.1900.  image courtesy of the national library of australia. nla.pic-an24378007-v

Bottom image: Japans doosje, 1800-1900 ©Rijksmuseum nG - 773
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