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Brief description of unit/project: Students explore the art and literature of Tokugawa Japan through 
juxtaposition with consideration of this period’s political, class and economic structure, with a 
culminating activity of writing a short piece of young adult fiction set in this period that integrates 
mention of a specific, historical art piece.   

Essential Questions(s): 

•How was the government of Japan structured during the Tokugawa Period? 

•How did the ruling class attempt to control economic production, and how was the increasingly 
empowered merchant class threatening this control?  

•How did the bunraku plays (puppet show plays) of the period embody and portray tensions arising 
between the Confucian emphasis on duty and love, and between love and class obligations? 

•How does studying the role of visual art of the period help to understand the cultural values of the time?   

Rationale: Tokugawa Japan is a key period in Japanese cultural history, occupying a historical and 
cultural space between the “medieval ” warring-states period and the modernization of Japan that 
occurred with the Meiji Period in 1868. However, the Tokugawa era is often overlooked in surveys of 
world literature, perhaps because the classical period and the modern period offer literary examples 
deemed more representative of Japan or that are more highly valued aesthetically.   Moreover, the rich 
cultural significance of Japanese art that does not fit easily into “western” categories of art history, such 
as a tea-bowl, is often under-appreciated. This highly interactive, interdisciplinary unit encourages 
students to understand a key period in Japanese cultural period more fully and engage in a creative 
activity that fosters a deeper understanding of Japanese art. 

Grade level(s): Post-secondary (although easily adapted to grades 6-12).   

Subject(s): Interdisciplinary Humanities, English, History 

Note about grade-level: This three week unit is intended to be part of a college-level Junior-Senior level 
interdisciplinary humanities course that functions as the capstone of the required General Education core 
courses at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater.  This class, called World of Ideas, is structured to 
focus on literature, philosophy, religion and a fourth discipline of the instructor’s choice, and it includes a 
requirement that students study texts from non-western traditions.  Most students who take this class are 
not humanities majors, so it is important that the course be made as engaging and as relevant as possible. 
Instructors typically structure this course around such themes as “The Good Life,” “Community,” or The 
Human Condition,” which might, for example, focus on the individual versus society by studying figures 
like Socrates, Antigone, etc. This lesson plan on Tokugawa Japan would easily fit into such themes. The 
instructor could emphasize, for instance, what defines the good life during the Tokugawa period, or how 
the community is structured in such a way in the Tokugawa period that individuals come into conflict 
with its strictures.       



Time/class period(s) required: Six class periods. However, a condensed version of the course will fit 
into four class periods.  

Materials needed:  

•The young-adult novel A Samurai Never Fears Death by Dorothy and Thomas Hoobler (Philomel, New 
York: 2007). 

•Internet access to various websites to learn about Tokugawa politics, economics, class, trade and gender, 
such as  

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/at/tokugawa/tj01.html 

(Columbia University’s Asia for Educator’s website is an astonishingly rich resource). 

    http://www.east-asian-history.net/ 

 

 

•Handouts of a few tales from the real Judge Ooka, found in Ooka the Wise: Tales of Old Japan 
(I.G. Edmonds, Bobbs-Merrill, Indiana UP, 1961). A digital version of this book can be 
purchased through Google Books. 

•Internet access to various websites to learn about art of the Tokugawa period. Asianetwork has a great 
collection of Japanese art for classroom use at   

http://www.ideasproject.org/collections/asianetwork/index.html 

•DVD about the bunraku puppet theater entitled The Lovers’ Exile: The Bunraku Puppet Theatre of 
Japan, which can be ordered at:  

http://www.martygrossfilms.com/films/lovers/lovers.html 

 

Objectives/Goals: Students will be able to understand the key cultural values of Tokugawa Japan, 
understanding how government functioned in this period and how this governing structure affected 
economics, class, and artistic production. Students will also be able to understand how artistic production 
of the period embodied these cultural values. Students will produce a short piece of historical fiction that 
showcases their awareness of these key cultural situations and values. 

 

 

The lesson/project activity: 

http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/at/tokugawa/tj01.html
http://www.east-asian-history.net/
http://www.ideasproject.org/collections/asianetwork/index.html
http://www.martygrossfilms.com/films/lovers/lovers.html


•Day 1 Students come to class in first day of unit having read A Samurai Never Fears Death, by Dorothy 
and Thomas Hoobler, and having studied appropriate websites to learn about Tokugawa culture.  If 
instructor desires, students can be asked to prepare before class by writing some short answers in an 
expanded version of the following table, so that they are ready for discussion on these comparisons 
between information found on the websites and information found in the novel.  Alternately, students can 
briefly convene as groups, with each group assigned to a particular feature listed in the table below, and 
then report to the whole class.   

Features of Tokugawa society to 
study and observe: 

Examples and details from 
websites consulted 

Examples from the novel 

Governing structure   
Economics and taxes   
Class structure   
International and domestic trade   
Gender    
Art    
   

• Day 2. Students come to class after having read excerpts from Ooka the Wise: Tales of Old 
Japan. Class discussion should center on how these stories compare and contrast to the 
representation of Judge Ooka in the Hooblers’ book, and what emerges about the idea of the 
ideal judge in these stories. 
 
• Day 3 Students prepare for class by consulting databases of Japanese art that the instructor 
makes available to them and picking an art work from the Tokugawa period that they find 
appealing or provocative. In class, students share the piece they have picked through computer 
projection, articulating its history and use. The students then work in groups to generate and 
share ideas about their fictional stories in process by discussing how their chosen art piece might 
be integrated into a story.  

• Day 4: Students begin watching the film The Lovers’ Exile: The Bunraku Puppet Theatre of Japan.  

• Day 5: Students finish watching the film, share responses about how it contributes to their 
growing understanding of art and culture in the Tokugawa period, and, if time allows, reconvene 
in groups to share their stories in progress.  

• Day 6: Students share story drafts by reading aloud (in groups if class is too large to allow all to 
read aloud to whole class).  

To condense to four class units, the film could be omitted. 

Assessment: Students will present information about a piece of art from the Tokugawa Period, 
and complete a 7-10 page piece of fiction set in the Tokugawa period that targets a young-adult 
audience. This assignment will include an additional preliminary overview (200-300 words) that 
situates the fictional scene within a larger plot. This piece of fictional writing must integrate an 
art object in an imagined context, and the 200-300 word overview, in conjunction with the 



creative writing, should demonstrate how the student understands the answer to one of the 
essential questions of this unit:  

How was the government of Japan structured in the Tokugawa Period? 

•How did the ruling class attempt to control economic production, and how was the increasingly 
empowered merchant class threatening this control?  

•How does art produced in this period embody cultural values of its time? 
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