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The evolution of the design of tensho karuta, 1600-1868:
The process of Japanization of Western playing cards

Paola Maschio

Abstract

Tenshd karuta are the first type of playing cards produced in Japan,
based on the European cards with Latin suits introduced by the
Portuguese in the sixteenth century. This paper analyses the
evolution of the design of fensho karuta by examining the surviving
examples, using the approach of material culture studies. The
production of fenshé karuta is divided in two phases. In the first,
tensho karuta were conceived as a luxury object: the design was
similar to its European model in order to highlight the novelty and
exoticism; at the same time, the use of the techniques of Japanese
painting brought a Japanese taste in the rendering of the figures and
the use of gold leaf. In the second phase, they had become a
utilitarian object: the materials and the process were simplified,
resulting in a design very different from its model, with stylized and
almost abstract figures colored in red and dark blue ink on a white

background.
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