Guide Walk (Oct.13, 2021) — Notes by Erin D., Gardener

Broussonetia papyrifera (Paper mulberry, Tapa Cloth Tree) (Family Moraceae) (Accession
number 1992-0420)

- Native to Asia (Taiwan, China, Japan, Korea, SE Asia, Burma, India) but cultivated widely elsewhere
- Deciduous tree with large, variably lobed gray-green leaves with hairy undersides, turning yellow-green
in fall

- Blooms mid to late spring, catkins, dioecious, pollen allergenic, orange fruit sweet, edible

- Tolerant of numerous climate types as well as air pollution and disturbance

- Fruit and cooked leaves are edible

- Fruit, leaves, and bark have been used in traditional medicine (bark and fruit used as a laxative and
antipyretic in rural Pakistan)

- Wood can be used for furniture and utensils, roots can be used to make rope

- Significant fibre crop in the history of papermaking (China starting sometime between 2" and 8" C.,
“washi” Japanese handcrafted paper, and “hanji” Korean paper)

- Long history of use to make Barkcloth or Tapa

Tapa
- Tapa is the name in most Polynesian languages for a barkcloth made from the inner bark of Broussonetia

papyrifera. It can also be made from other trees in the Moraceae (Mulberry) family, such as Ficus (Fig)
and Artocarpus, but the highest quality material comes from B. papyrifera.

- Formerly, it was used primarily to make clothing, but has been replaced with woven textiles such as
cotton and other fabrics since it loses its strength when wet and starts to fall apart. Tapa is often still worn
on formal occasions, such as weddings. It can be used to make blankets or room dividers or hung on walls
for decoration. They can be donated at life events such as weddings and funerals.

Fabrication of Tapa (example from Tonga)

- Not grown in whole plantations, but instead in portions of yam gardens or other veggie gardens

- Branches that are about 1” diameter size are cut and brought home, and the bark is stripped

- Inner bark is separated from outer bark by scraping or peeling. Outer bark is discarded, whereas the
inner bark is dried in the sun, then soaked.

- Bark is then beaten on a wooden anvil using wooden or stone mallets. Mallets have a smooth side, a
coarse side, and varying fine groves on the other sides. The coarse side is used first then worked down to
the smooth side.

- Beating the bark makes it spread thinner and wider. Strips start out about hand-width and as long as a
person and end up about 25cm wide. (If several people are working on the Tapa at the same time, they
may get a rhythm going with the mallet beating.)

- When strips are thin enough, several are taken and beaten together into a large sheet with two layers
perpendicular to one another. Starch from sweet potato or tapioca can be used, like a glue, in places that
are unwilling to stick. Large sheets can be made this way.

- A knife or sharp shell is used to trim the edges.

- They are almost always painted. First they are spread on a huge wooden drum and stencils are used
portion by portion to create the basic pattern, then the cloth is laid out and painted with brushes, usually in
brown or black in a grid with repeating geometric patterns or motifs. They can be decorated by rubbing,
stamping, stenciling, soaking, or dying. A border is left unpainted.

- Standard designs (Tonga): the ‘pine road’ (the road from the palace to the royal cemetery), the ‘shield of
Tonga’, the ‘lion’ (the king), the ‘dove’ (the king as ruler), the ‘Manula’ (two birds).




Photos of barkcloth preparation from Wikimedia:

History/Archeaology

- Paper Mulberry was used to make barkcloth or “Tapa” among ancient Austronesians (Austronesians are
a large group of peoples in Madagascar, Island Southeast Asia, Micronesia, coastal New Guinea, Island
Melanesia, Polynesia and Taiwan that speak 1257 different Austronesian languages including Malay
(Indonesian and Malaysian), Javanese, and Tagalog (Filipino).)

-Broussanetia papyrifera is thought to be the most widely transported fibre crop in prehistory, having
been transported along with the full range of Austronesian expansion.

-Stone barkcloth beaters are among the most common artifacts found in the archaeological record in this
area of the world. They were found in abundance in the Pearl River basin (Guangzhou, Hong Kong,
Macao) which is thought to be part of the homelands (along with Taiwan) of the Austronesian peoples
before they started migrating into islands during the Austronesian Expansion (c. 3000- 1500 BC). The
oldest example of a barkcloth beater was found in Guangxi and was dated to approximately 5900 BC.
-Genetic studies on Broussonetia papyrifera supports the “Out of Taiwan™ hypothesis of Austronesian
expansion, confirming close genealogical ties with populations in Taiwan and Southern China.

- B. papyrifera was spread primarily by vegetative propagation with cuttings and root shoots, but rarely
from seed. Most plants would have been harvested before flowering when stems were about 1” in
diameter. Also, since they are diecious, both male and female plants would need to be present. It is
unknow whether feral plants reproduced sexually.

- Populations seem to require human cultivation and die out when this ends. Populations in the
Philippines are descendants of introductions in 1935, with earlier populations having died out with
replacement of woven fabrics. B. papyrifera was introduced to New Zealand by Maori settlers, but the
climate did not favour cultivation of large amounts (and New Zealand flax, Phormium tenax was more
readily available) so populations were extinct by about 1840. Populations in the Cook Islands and
Mangareva are extinct, although there are extensive collections of prepared barkcloth, and herbarium
specimens existing in museums which were gathered by Europeans during the colonial era.
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