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‘If one wins in a contest (mono-awase)— no matter what kind it may be— how can one fail to be 

overjoyed?’ (Sei, 1991) 

 

 

This paper uses the APA style format. 

  

Kai-Awase,  Japanese Surimono Woodcut, ink and paint on paper, date unknown, aprox 11th 

Century. Allen Memorial Art Museum, Oberlin, OH, 2016. 

Gift of Paul F. Walter, 1999.18.37 
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Introduction 

Imagine that you are a noble person in Heian Japan (794-1185) and spending your time in court 

for the season.  You visit with other nobles, write, recite and read poetry, entertain the upper 

nobility with your wit and wisdom, make herbal balls, and generally add to the beauty of the 

atmosphere by the mere presence of the clothing that you are wearing. What else could you do? 

The noble class, particularly the women, did not play sports; their clothing was too difficult to 

move in, and the courtiers were often busy with affairs of the court. How did the noble men and 

women of the time entertain themselves?  One answer to this would be that they competed. 

Competition was a very popular form of interaction within Heian society and the Heian nobles 

came up with many ways to fulfill this need to compete. 

The games of ‘comparison’ (Awase) played by the Heian people, in particular, originally 

comprised of comparing things (mono-awase) to each other (Morris, 1994). There were a variety 

of matching games, most common among them ute-awase (a poetry contest), e-awase (a contest 

of painting), and kai-awase (a joining and matching game of shells) (Bryant, 2016).  These 

matching games arose slowly during the Heian era, in part due to the emergence of disputes with 

the Buddhists within the Palace.   These early versions of the games were confined to things such 

as shells, flowers, plants and artistic endeavors (Brower 1961). While most of the shells we see 

today are also painted with gold, this habit was not common until the Kamakura era (1192-

1333), post Heian, when gold was more prevalent (Adolphson, 2007). 

Kai – Awase  

Origin and Development 

Kai-Awase originated in the mid Heian era and comes into full development by the 12
th

 century. 

In the early years of the game, you would accumulate a set of shells and play them with one to 

four people, usually kneeling upon a mat, or next to a low table to play them. By the end of the 

12
th

 century the full game set consisted of 360 painted clam shells. This game was played by 

most of the noble class during the Heian era, and some anthropologists believe that a smaller 

version was also played by the common and military class as well (Morris, 1994, Dalby, 2017, 

McKinney, 2006). The game had a variety of different ways it could be played and that was 

often dependent upon the skills of the players, the level of nobility, and time available.  

Variations on Playing  

Throughout Sei Shōnagon’s lifetime, the author of The Pillow Book, most of the games were 

simple ones, comparing items to each other, matching poetry wits, or playing a simple game of 

match the shells, cards or fans to each other. By the time of Murasaki Shikibu, author of The 

Tale of Genji, it had formalized slightly to include more physically artistic endeavors like the 

fans, incense and painting as well as the inscription of poems (Morris, 1994). As time passed, the 

painting of shells with flowers, plants, poetry and scenes became the ultimate representation of 

awase. The shell collections would grow over time and the complexity of the painting was often 

determined by the availability of materials to those who painted them. The upper noble class thus 
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had more intricately painted clam shells, even some with gold adorning them, while the lesser 

nobles might not have such an ornate set.  

Simple Matching 

The most basic of ways to play kai-awase was to place all of the 

shells face down and play your basic matching game. If playing 

alone, you would turn the shells over, trying to match them, exactly 

like our modern day games of ‘Memory.’ If you were playing with 

someone else, you could take turns, each turning over two shells. If 

you matched the shells, you took another turn. Upon turning up two 

non-matching shells it became the other players turn and so forth until all the shells have been 

claimed. The winner has the most sets (Morris 1994, Bryant, 2016, Uchiyama, 1892). 

Matching Variations 

To add a bit more flair to your game, upon turning over a match you might be required to create 

a poem about the depiction on the shells (Sei & Morris, 1991).  

Sometimes poetry was written on the shells and you would pull 

one shell with the first part of a poem on it, and need to match it 

to the second part of them poem (Miner, 1968). This could lead 

to much embarrassment if you did not know the poem in 

question very well. 

Later Heian Variation 

By the end of the 11
th

 century during the Heian era a variation on 

kai-awase developed. This game usually consisted of 360 pairs of 

clam shells. Matching pairs of scenes were painted on the shells. 

The outside of the shells were smoothed and polished. The true purpose of this variation was not 

to match the paintings, although that was a possible way to play it and most likely did occur, but 

instead, the game was to match the natural patterns on the shells that only a mated pair could 

match (Dalby, 2017, Bryant 2016). 

To play this, you separated the shells into two piles. The first pile, called the jigai is placed face 

down on a tatami (floor) mat. The rest of the set, the dashigai is left in its container. By the 

Muromachi Era (1333-1568), aristocratic families this might be a wooden decorated container. 

For lesser nobles, the shells were sometimes kept in simple cloth bags.  

The players draw a shell face up from the dashigai set and then taking turns each player turns 

over one of the jigai shells in an attempt to find a match and thus wins the pair if the player finds 

a match. Much like the earlier multi player memory game, if the player doesn’t turn up a match, 

then it is the next players turn (Leibs, 2004). When picking your match, the player would often 

simply cover their dashigai shell with the chosen ‘jigai’ and see if it was indeed a match, without 

Heian Kai-Awase shells, with 

poetry, Bryant (2016) 

Edo period example of a Kai Awase box,  

Masahisa Takaki (2016) 
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ever looking at the decoration on the inside. Once the pair is won, another dashigai is drawn 

(Dalby, 2017). When turning them over, they would also have a matching or corresponding 

painting, thus confirming that the shells indeed were a match. 

Because there were, by the 12
th

 century, sets of 360 pairs, this could become a long game 

between just one or two people, or a very involved game among a large group. 

Making the Set 

During the Heian era, the kai-awase set was created by first separating, cleaning and polishing 

the clam shells. These clam shells were anywhere from 1 ½ to 3 inches in size. In later period, it 

was also important to keep the matching shells together so that you know which set, jigai or 

dashigai they belonged in. Otherwise, once clean, the shells would be painted with a very small 

brush and could be decorated with anything from a poem or part of a poem, flowers, plants or an 

entire scene. As time passed the decoration became more complex and yet less important to the 

actual playing of the game. 

To create my set I had to make several decisions based on cost of materials, safety and feasibility 

of materials, and the practicality of use within the SCA.  

Note: I could not use many of the period pigments and materials during the making of this 

set because those items are considered poisonous today and even if I could avoid causing 

myself harm, I do have a 3 year old who will put anything in his mouth. I will go into 

further detail as we continue. 

Materials Used and Designs 

The Shells 

Traditionally Japanese Surf Clams are used for the shells in kai-awase (Bryant, 2016, Sei & 

Morris, 1991). They average about 2-3 inches and are smooth on the outside once polished. The 

ability to have a smooth polished interior was vital in order to get the paint to last. 

The Clam shells I have used, however, are from the eastern coast of the United States. They 

are White Ark Clam Shells. These shells vary in shape and size. 

The main reason for this change is that you can purchase 10 Surf Clams for $10. You can 

purchase 60 White Ark shells for $10. For my first set, I could not justify the extra expense. It 

was also going to take an indeterminate amount of shipping time to get them here.  I ordered my 

first set of Surf Clams in early February and they have not arrived yet. (As of May 1
st
, it still is 

not here. I have cancelled that order and ordered new ones.) 

The Paint 

There are several issues with acquiring the recipes for the paint used at the time as well as 

making it. The first obvious issue is that the Heian Law books that include the recipes for paints 

and dyes have not yet been translated into English, nor are they readily available in Japan at this 

time. These books are part of the Royal Family Archives and while they are in process of being 
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translated, the ones needed have not been as of yet. Another issue with many of the paints, make-

up and dyes of the time is that they either contained arsenic or lead or both or were made from 

poisonous plants. This makes creating period recipes prohibitive, as I do not wish to poison 

myself or my friends every time I paint the shells or we play the games. 

Today, in Japan, modern acrylic can create the detail needed as well as duplicating the look of 

the paintings on the shells. While I did try some of the period European pigments that I have for 

my scroll work, they just do not adhere to the slick surface of the shells. In fact the two shells 

that I painted this week with my 12
th

 century pigments are already worn off with minimal 

handling. 

So, for this project, in order to create as close a look as possible to 11
th

 century Heian kai-

awase shells, I used acrylic paint.  

The Decorations 

There were so many things to choose from that are period within the categories of flora, fauna 

and situation that I chose to decorate the vast majority of my shells to represent the color 

schemes of the clothing worn at the time. Each outfit worn by the Empress Tashi, for whom Sei 

Shōnagon was First Counselor to, was cataloged by her Master of Robes and named, 

predominantly after the flora that inspired the color schemes. You can see in Appendices C the 

list of shells in this project and their inspiration.  

I also included two poem sets, in order to demonstrate the poetry aspect of the game, a few of the 

wild life revered at the time, as well as shells representing the three clothing sets I myself have 

made and the people they were made for. 

I used horse-hair brushes to paint the shells as well as a tiny acrylic paint brush. 

All of the colors are those used in Heian Japan, congruent with the themes of the decorations. 

Recap: 

Shells – Eastern Clam Shells 

Paint – Acrylic  

Brushes – Horsehair & Acrylic for really fine detail 

Themes – Tied into the Clothing of the Robes, the Flora and Fauna of the time 

  



Pentathlon   JahanAra amat al-Hafeeza 

Bibliography and Works Cited  
Bolded titles are Primary Resources. 

 

Adolphson, Mikael S., Edward Kamens, Stacie Matsumoto. (2007). Heian Japan, Centers and 

Peripheries. University of Hawaii Press. 

Allen Memorial Art Museum, 2016. http://www.oberlin.edu/amam/default.html, Oberlin, OH. 

Brower, Robert H., Earl Roy Miner. (1961). Japanese Court Poetry: Stanford Studies in 

Civilizations of Eastern Asia. Stanford: Stanford University Press.  

Bryant, A. E. o. E. (2004). Sengoku Daimyo Homepage: http://www.sengokudaimyo.com/.  

Dalby, L. (n.d.). Shell Game - Kai Awase. Retrieved May 20, 2017, from 

http://www.lizadalby.com/LD/welcome.html 

e-Museum: National Treasures & Important Cultural Properties of National Museums, Japan. 

http://www.emuseum.jp/top?d_lang=en 

Kyoto National Museum, 2017. http://www.kyohaku.go.jp/eng/index.html, Kyoto, Japan. 

Leibs, Andrew. (2004) Sports and Games of the Renaissance. Greenwood Publishing Group. 

Seidensticker, Edward G. Ed. (2011) The Gossamer Years: The Diary of a Noblewoman 

of Heian Japan. Osaki, Shinagawa-ku, Tuttle Publishing.  

Morris, I. (1994). The World of the Shining Prince: Court Life in Ancient Japan, Kodansha 

International. 

Miner, Earl. (1968), An Introduction to Japanese Court Poetry. Stanford, Stanford University 

Press.  

Nara National Museum. (2017). http://www.narahaku.go.jp/english/index_e.html, Nara City, 

Japan. 

Nikosan: illustration & Art and Tea. (2017). http://nikosan.com/2010/11/05/le-kai-awase-jeu-

traditionnel-japonais, France. 

Sei, S. & Morris, I. (1991). The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon. Morris, I. Ed. New York, 

Columbia University Press.  

Sei, S. & McKinney, M. (2006). The Pillow Book of Sei Shōnagon.  London, England, 

Penguin Books  

Shikibu, M. (2001). The Tale of Genji. New York, New York, Penguin Group.  

Shikibu, M. (2001). The Tale of Genji, Viking.  

Shikibu, M. and a. others (2003). Diaries of Court Ladies of Old Japan. Mineola, New York, 

Dover Publications, Inc. 

Tokyo National Museum. (2017). http://www.tnm.jp. Tokyo, Japan. 

Uchiyama, Rossetsu. (1892). The Game of "hana-awase": Japanese Cards. Seishi-bunsha, 

Japan.

http://www.lizadalby.com/LD/welcome.html
http://www.kyohaku.go.jp/eng/index.html
http://www.narahaku.go.jp/english/index_e.html
http://nikosan.com/2010/11/05/le-kai-awase-jeu-traditionnel-japonais
http://nikosan.com/2010/11/05/le-kai-awase-jeu-traditionnel-japonais
http://www.tnm.jp/


Pentathlon   JahanAra amat al-Hafeeza 

Apendix A – Awase terms and games 

Awase – means matching or joining 

Mono-awase  - the comparison or matching of things 

Nea-awase – comparing of root, a type of mono-awase. Historically, there is mention of an old 

completion during the Iris blooming season where prizes were awarded for the longest and 

largest Iris root brought to the completion. It was submitted with a poem appropriate to the 

subject and season and the person who had the best root and poem was awarded a prize (Brower 

1961). 

Uta-awase – a more formal completion that predates Kai-awase and is a poetry competition 

where two sides or groups formed and faced off. They were handed cards with topics and then 

had to create poems to suit the topics. As time passed, this inspired the creation of a matching 

game with poetry cards were created under the same name (Bryant, 2016, Morris, 1994)  

kotori-awase – contest of small song birds brought by the contestants where in the birds were 

compared by look (plumage), voice, and colors (Morris, 1994). 
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Appendix B – Images, Fans and Scrolls of Heian Painting styles 

Fans – Below you can find a selection of fans ranging from those created during the Heian Era 

(up to 12
th

 Century) and those reproductions of Heian Era fans throughout Japanese history. I 

have included the later periods to help demonstrate how while there are some refinements in 

technique and design, many of the main themes remain even unto the modern era. 

 

 

 

 

Above: 11th Century Heian Fan with cypress and maple leaves, Japanese Public Domain 

NOTE: Photos published or on display prior to 1958 in Japan are 

considered public domain. 
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Above: 11th Century Heian Fan, Japanese Public Domain 

 

The next set of images are all from the Album of the Lotus Sutra, 12
th

 Century Fan Shapes pages 

that are considered one of Japans National Treasures. There are 23 pages to this manuscript at 

the Tokyo National Museum and available to view online at the Japanese e-Museum 

(http://www.emuseum.jp/top?d_lang=en)  

 

 



Pentathlon   JahanAra amat al-Hafeeza 

 

 



Pentathlon   JahanAra amat al-Hafeeza 

 

 



Pentathlon   JahanAra amat al-Hafeeza 

 

 

  



Pentathlon   JahanAra amat al-Hafeeza 

 

Above: 17th Century Heian Fan with Murasaki Shikibu, depicting Maple leaves, Japanese Public 

Domain 

 

 

Rocks and Flowers, Okada Beisanjin; Artist: Okada Hankō (1817), Arts Mia https://collections.artsmia.org 

 

  

https://collections.artsmia.org/
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Heian Era Scrolls 

The following scrolls show some of the different styles of painting used during the Heian era. 

 

12th Century - Only extant screen from Heian period remaining. Thought to have been used in the Heian-

kyo Palace, it was found in the Shingon sect temple of Tô-ji (Kyôô Gokoku-ji) in Kyoto.  

(Owned: Kyoto Historical Museum, Photo: Japanese http://www.emuseum.jp/top?d_lang=en) 

BELOW: Detail of Ducks Beneath a Willow as I used both themes in my kai-awase
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Reeds and water seen in the Wakan Roseishu, poetry, 1160, Leaf 2. 

(National Treasure at Kyoto National Museum, Photo: http//:e-museum.jp/ 2017) 

 

Detail-the Sudhana’s Pilgrimage to Fifty-five Spiritual Teachers as Described in the Flower Ornament 

Scripture (Avatamsaka Sutra), (J., Kegon Gojugosho E), (Scene of Sudhana Meeting Upasika) 

(Nara National Museum, Photo: http://www.emuseum.jp/top?d_lang=en, 2017) 

http://www.emuseum.jp/top?d_lang=en
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Appendix C – List of Flora and Fauna Used 

Cherry Blossoms (Robes: Cherry Blossoms Beneath the Snow, denotes Spring) 

Clematis 

Chrysanthemum (Robes: there are 12 Robe configurations that I know of for Chrysanthemums.) 

Japanese Downy Maple leaves (Robes: Downy Maples, Maples beneath the Snow) 

Japanese Lanterns 

Japanese Magnolia  

Japanese Sweet Flag Iris (Robes: Sweet Flag Iris, Young Sweet Flag Iris) 

Kerria Japonica (Japanese Rose)  

Saxifraga Fortunei  

Willow Tree (Robes: Willow (3 variations)) 

Wisteria – (Robes: Wisteria – worn by Murasaki Shikibu, Author of The Take of Genji) 

Duck – (Commonly found on scrolls fans, and painted or woven into the Mo (Apron Skirt) 

Crane with Cypress Tree – Cranes are sacred and just about every scroll, panting or game had is 

depicted in some fashion. 

 

The poem is from Sei Shonagon’s The Pillow Book. It is the first section (Spring) of the first 

poem in her collection. The entire thing is memorized by children in primary school. (Sei 

& McKinny, 2006; Sei & Morris 1991). 

 

Poem 1: In spring it is the dawn-- when the slowly paling mountain rim is tinged with red,  
Poem 2: and wisps of purplish cloud trail over them. 

 

Heian Lady beneath Willow Playing Music (Kasha's Robes)  

Heian Lady sitting in front of Screen (Fujinami's Robes) 
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Appendix D – A Few Robes inspired by the same Kasane no Irome (color themes). 

 

 

Kasane no Irome: Downy Maples, Photo: K. Griffin 2001, Kyoto Costume Museum 

 

Kasane no Irome: Apricots Beneath the Snow, Photo: K. Griffin 2001, Kyoto Costume Museum 
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Kasane no Irome: Cherry Beneath the Snow, Photo: Rianna Szatkowski, Edit, Galen S.Scott 2009 

 

 

 


