
 

Image: Artist unidentified (Japanese), Kai Awase, shells, lacquer. Gift of Mrs. Harrie G. Carnell, 1935.22.1-.9   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
BEGIN TRANSCRIPT 
 
Welcome back, friends, to ‘Art Vids for Kids’.  My 
name’s Kate. What can you do with a piece of art? 
Some art is made to be looked at or enjoyed. 
Other art might be made to be used. Think about 
pottery and furniture. Let’s explore an artwork 
together and find out which of these categories it 
should be in. 
 
Look closely. What materials do you see, meaning, what is it made from? Do you notice the seashells? 
These seashells come from a clam, an animal that lives in the water. Look again at the shells. Notice 
their striped pattern—these are growth lines.  
 
The shells’ insides are decorated with miniature paintings. What kinds of things do you see in these mini 
paintings? Right, we see painted people, outdoor scenes, grasses and some flowers. 
 
Does each shell feature something different? Look closely… there are two of each painting, also called a 
duplicate. Why did the artist make duplicate paintings inside the shells? This is a shell-matching game 
called Kai Awase in Japanese. In ancient Japan, competing in games was a popular pastime for the 
nobler classes in society. 
 
There are many ways to play Kai Awase. One way is like the game Memory. Players take turns turning 
over two shells. If the paintings on the shells match, the player takes another turn. If they don’t match, 
the shells are flipped back over and now the next person goes. The winner is the player with the most 
matches. 
 
Another version of Kai Awase was played among young women. Being able to make a perfect match was 
considered an important skill especially when finding a marriage partner. In this version of the game, 
instead of matching the shells by looking at the decoration on the inside, players examine the natural 
patterns on the outside. Keeping the inside decorations hidden from view, the player selects two shells. 
She slides the shells together in her hand. If they are mates, they click together. She can feel without 
looking she has found the two halves of the same shell. She then holds the shells picture-side out so the 
other players can see at a glance she has made a perfect pair. 
 
Next time you play a game at home or school, I hope you’ll take a moment to study it and think about 
how it was made. Come by the Dayton Art Institute in-person to see this Kai Awase shell-matching game 
in Galleries 106 and 107 of the Patterson-Kettering Wing of Asian Art. Thanks and check back next 
month for a new ‘Art Vids for Kids’! 
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END TRANSCRIPT 
 
Click here for full multimedia presentation. 
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