
The unruly son of a famous apothecary accidentally burns down the family home, 
destroying precious plant samples collected by visiting researchers. As punishment, he is sent 
to work with them, embarking on a passionate journey of discovery and plants.

In early 20th-century Taiwan, botanists from the local herbarium gather with a renowned 
apothecary to share their latest discoveries. While they chat over drinks, Liang-Shan, the 
rebellious son of the host, accidentally ignites a fire that burns down part of the family 
shophouse and destroys valuable specimens collected by the botanists. To make amends, the 
apothecary sends Liang-Shan to work in the herbarium.

Unhappy with his situation, Liang-Shan botches a series of tedious tasks. But soon, 
the researchers discover that this apparent good-for-nothing has an uncanny talent for 
identifying and collecting plant species. Over the course of his penance at the herbarium, 
Liang-Shan’s cynical and impulsive nature raises the question: will he prove to be more of a 
help or a hindrance?

In the 1920s, the imperial government of Japan commissioned numerous studies of 
Taiwan's native plants and funded the construction of the herbarium featured in this graphic 
novel. Located within the Taipei Botanical Garden, the herbarium continues its work to this 
day, housing Taiwan’s oldest and largest collection of botanical specimens. Drawing upon 
meticulous consultations with researchers at the Taiwan Forestry Research Institute, author 
and artist Ejan has crafted a remarkable account of individuals passionate about plants and 
plant-collecting.Plant Collectors' 

Notebook Ejan 
Ejan is a freelance creator known for comic versions of Close Your Eyes Before It’s Dark, Dark 

Forest Reading Club, and Plant Collectors’ Notebook. Close Your Eyes Before It’s Dark won the Best 
Newcomer Award at the Golden Comic Awards in 2018. Plant Collectors’ Notebook Vol. 2 was 
selected as an Excellent Publication at the 46th Golden Tripod Awards in 2022. Ejan has received 
the Cultural Content Fund’s Taiwan Original Comic Production Project grant for 2022.
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Savoring the Inconspicuous
 Written by Itzel Hsu
 (originally published at Readmoo)
Translated by Joel Martinsen

Plants are food, neighbors, and the 
most intimate of strangers. Perhaps 
because of their everyday relevance, 
botany-related writing has flourished in 
recent years. Riding this wave of interest 
in native flora is Plant 
Collectors’ Notebook, 
a  graphic  novel  set 
during the Japanese 
colonial period that 
follows the lives of plant 
c o l l e c t o r s .  D e s p i t e 
i t s  t i t l e  s u g g e s t i n g 
a guidebook,  this  is 
a  n a r r a t i v e - d r i v e n 
s t o r y  t h a t  d e l v e s 
into the lives of three 
characters, each with their own dreams 
and scars. As they gather plants and 
produce specimens, they encounter new 
experiences and learn life-changing 
lessons.

Hsu Liang-Shan is the only son of a 

inferiority and worthlessness caused by 
his frail health. Yet, his passion for plants 
quietly inspires those around him.

Wu-Tsao, an orphan raised in a village 
of mountain bandits, joins the Herbarium 
team shortly after Liang-Shan. Though 
illiterate, she is exceptionally skilled with 
her hands. She hopes that learning about 
botany will help her confront the lingering 
trauma of being abandoned as a child. 
Whether it’s Liang-Shan helping her adapt 
to a new way of life or Haku teaching her 
to read, Wu-Tsao is constantly discovering 
new things.

To write and i l lustrate this  book, 
the author and artist Ejan consulted 
extensively with botanists and historians. 
Each drawing, from branches to leaves, 
was reviewed by experts. For example, 
in the chapter introducing Wu-Tsao, 
the  bandits  not  only  rob travelers 
but also cultivate poppies and refine 
opium in a concealed encampment. 

pharmacist who uses herbs and plants 
to treat illness. After his younger sister 
succumbs to a heart ailment despite 
herbal treatments, Liang-Shan is left 
heartbroken and loses faith in the healing 

p o w e r  o f  p l a n t s . 
However, as he starts 
to work at the Taipei 
Herbarium, he gradually 
comes to appreciate 
h e r b a l  k n o w l e d g e , 
discovering that plants 
h a ve  fa r m o re  u s e s 
than he ever imagined. 
T h i s  n e w f o u n d 
understanding helps 
him to grieve the loss of 

his sister.
Liang-Shan’s supervisor, Matsuo Haku, 

a botanical research assistant, is swift and 
decisive in his work. As the story unfolds, 
the reader learns that his dedication 
stems from a deep-seated sense of 

The choice to depict specific plants for 
these criminal activities was made with 
careful consideration of their plausibility 
during the Japanese colonial period. This 
underscores the meticulous character of 
Ejan’s work. 

As Ejan put it, “The name of a plant 
collector doesn’t go down in history like 
a botanist’s, but their work forms the 
foundation for all subsequent research.” 
Her collaboration with botanists and 
historians is, in itself, a subtle tribute to 
that unrecognized labor. Perhaps this is 
what Plant Collectors’ Notebook shares 
with its readers: just as its protagonists 
quietly support botanical research—
and plants silently sustain human life—
ordinary people like us contribute to the 
day-to-day functioning of the world.

This essay has been edited for the 
purposes of this booklet.

Plant Collectors' Notebook

Plants are food, neighbors, 
and the most intimate 
of stra nge rs .  Pe rha ps 
because of their everyday 
relevance, botany-related 
writing has flourished in 
recent years.

078 079



This is The 
new planT 

species 
i found 
on The 

mounTain 
This Time!

Really?  
leT’s have  

a look-
see!

is This an 
unknown 
species?

BuT don’T 
The spoTs 

on The 
peTals 
look 

familiaR?

haha, you’Re 
Really 

passionaTe 
aBouT planTs, 

sasaki-san!

RighT?

no, no,  
TheRe aRe 
axillaRy 

Buds on The 
infloRescence; 

iT’s noT 
acRogynous.

Besides,  
The Tepals  
aRe shiny  

and smooTh.  
i daResay  

This is  
a new  

species!

ah, no 
kidding!  
you have 

such a  
shaRp eye.

ah—  
Taiwan TRuly 
is a TReasuRe 
TRove, wiTh 

endless 
discoveRies 
To Be made!

No. 000 ｜ Beginnings
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Rushing 
oveR To 

shaRe The 
good news 

BefoRe 
you’ve even 
unpacked!

well!

 i jusT 
couldn’T 
waiT To 

shaRe The 
news wiTh 
someone!

shinichi-
san.

oh!

look aT 
youRself,

ThaT’s  
RighT, i also 
wanTed To 
expRess my 
gRaTiTude 

To you, 
eigeTsu-ani, 

while  
i’m heRe.

Thanks To  
all youR help 
RecenTly, i’ve 

finally senT off 
my compendium 
of Taiwan folk 

medicinal 
floRa To The 

pRess.

why don’T we 
have someThing 

To eaT if you 
Two have Time? 
TheRe’s a new 

ResTauRanT 
neaRBy ThaT’s 

supposed To Be 
pReTTy good.

wow!  
iT’s  

Really 
Become  
a Book.

going 
foRwaRd,  

iT’ll Be 
much easieR 

foR us To 
look up The 

common 
names of 

heRBs.

how  
wondeRful—

yes.

suRe,  
so long 

as we can 
TRouBle 
you To 

lead The 
way.

Then 
leT’s 

Be 
off!

alRighT.
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Why 
are 
you 

Back 
so 

early?skipping class  again,  are  
you?

eh—  
Why are 

you home? 
DiDn’t you 

have an 
erranD?

i haD  

little li 

take care 

of it for 

me! you 

DiDn’t 

ansWer my 

question, 

though?!

um, 

aBout 

that 
…

this is  
my son 

ryozan.

Brat!
Don’t 
move!

 no  

   hemming   

 anD 

haWing!!

i… 
um…

took 
the 

Day off 
Because 

my 
stomach 

hurts?
eh…

your 
stomach 

hurts?

you 
Were 

pretty 
sWift 
just a 

minute 
ago!

apologies 
to you Both 

for this 
tomfoolery.
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