
Gyotaku Fish Printing 
 
Introduction: 
 
This lesson is appropriate for grade levels 5-8, but it can easily be adapted for grades K-4. 
 
In the mid 19th century Japanese fisherman began doing prints of the fish as a way of 
recording the exact size and species of fish they caught.  No fish stories here, but this 
eventually became a traditional Japanese art form.  Gyotaku (pronounced guh-yo-tah-koo) 
actually means “fish” (gyo) “rubbing” (taku).  Traditionally, black ink was used to do the 
printing on Japanese papers.   
 
Your students can experience this art for without bringing in a bunch of fish into the class 
room.  NASCO markets 17 different Life Form® 15 of which are replicas of different species 
of fish made of a silicone rubber.  Hence, no fish smell.   
 
Besides Gyotaku being a different form of printmaking, it is also a lesson in art history, 
cultural differences, and science. 
 
Materials: 
NASCO Life Form® Fish: 9712005, 9712121, 9712120, 9712122, 9713262, 9714343, 
9714344, 9714345, 9716673, 9719197, 9719198, 9720624 
Speedball Black Block Printing Ink or for K-4, Tempera Paint: 9701409L 
Soft Rubber Brayer or for K-4, a foam roller: 9701365 
Canson Disposable Palette Pad, 9”x12” or for K-4, a paper plate: 9704064 
Canson XL Mix Media Paper, 11”x14” or for K-4, Canson XL Sketch or Drawing: 9729041 
Newspaper or a 24”x 24”sheet Plexiglas®: 3300129, 3300132 
Paper Towels 
 
When you purchase the Life Form® Fish, instructions are included, but I have added my 
recommendations. 
 
Inking: 
 

• Cover your work surface with newspaper or as an option a sheet of Plexiglas®.  I like 
using the Plexiglas® because as you will see it is easier to use and the fish does not 
slip around.  I will be using the Plexiglas® sheet for the demo. 

 
• Place your fish replica on the newspaper. 

 
• Squeeze some ink onto you disposable palette and load the roller by working it back 

and forth across the inked palette. 
 

• Roll in onto your fish replica. 
 

• Cover any ink spots you got on the works area with clean newspaper.  I prefer using 
the Plexiglas® because as you can see it is easier to clean up and the fish replica will 
not slide around on the work area.  Also make sure to clean any excess ink from your 
hands. 

 
PLEASE NOTE:  If you are printing on fabric you do need to use fabric ink. 



 
Printing: 

• Holding onto the edges of your paper, carefully place it on top of the inked fish.  Do not 
move the paper once it is place or smudges will result. 

 
• Place the palm of one hand firmly over the paper covering the fish replica’s belly and 

try not to move that hand.  Use your fingers and palm of the other hand to gently press 
down on the paper covering the rest of the fish including the fins and tale.  Try not to 
touch the same area twice because this could also cause smudging. 

 
• After you have pressed on the entire fish. Carefully peel off your paper from one end to 

the other to reveal your Gyotaku Fish Print. 
 

• Let the prints dry before you try to flatten the paper. 
 

• Clean the fish replica and your roller using warm soapy water and pat dry with a paper 
towel. 

 
Additional Lesson Options: 
An optional lesson using the Gyutaku Fish Prints is for a Mix Media project.  This is the 
reason a heavier weight mix media paper was used for the prints. 
 
Here are some suggestions.   
 
Option 1:  For Grades 5-8:   

• Add more crinkles to the paper. 
 

• Create some underwater plants with water soluble crayons, or pastels and brush with 
water. Be careful not to get water on the ink because the ink will smear.  (Question:  
What type of plants is indigenous for that particular fish’s habitat?) 

 
• After the paper is dry, use the side of a light blue pastel or (ultramarine blue) lightly 

scumble across the paper.  The ridges formed by crinkling the paper will pick up the 
paper giving it the look of the underwater. Try to imagine what a fish sees when it is 
underwater.   

 
For Grades K-4, use crayons and chalk in lieu of the water soluble crayons and the pastel.  
No water is needed. 
 
Option 2:  For Grades 5-8:   

• Add more crinkles to the paper. 
 

• Add blue and turquoise watercolor.  The crinkles will create pool of watercolor which 
will dry giving a variety of values.   

 
• While wet create some underwater plants with water soluble crayons or pastels and 

brush with water 
 
For Grades K-4, use crayons and then tempera.  The wax crayon will act like a wax resist.  
 


