
Classroom Activity 
 

Family Crest 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Essential Question How do people identify themselves with family crests (mon)?  
 
Grades K–2 
 
Time One class period 
 
Art Concepts Line, geometric shapes and organic shapes, positive and negative space, form  
 
Materials Heavy black cardstock (8.5 x 11”) precut into large geometric shapes 

(circles, squares, rectangles, triangles), scratch paper for sketching, 
metallic colored paper and decorative paper (multiple sizes no larger than 
precut black cardstock), pencils, black markers, scissors, and glue sticks 

 
Talking about Art View and discuss the printed image Horse armor (bagai), horse mask 

(bamen), and horse tack (bagu), Momoyama to Edo period and  
 Tachidō tō sei gusoku armor, late Edo period, 1842,  
 

What do you see? What do you know about this image? This photograph 
shows a samurai warrior riding a horse, both samurai and horse in full 
armor. Often adorned with gold lacquered (gold-painted) leather, horses 
were very important for samurai warriors and the armor they wore 
symbolized their wealth and status.  
 
Look closely at the armor worn by the samurai. What do you notice? 
What materials do you think the armor is made of? In the center of the 
samurai’s chest is a family crest, or mon. What shapes do you see? 
What colors did the craftsman use to make the mon? How would you 
describe it? Family crests decorated samurai armor and banners to 
distinguish different clans on the battlefield. The designs often 
resembled things in nature, for example butterflies, birds, insects, and 
plants. What does the family crest on this samurai armor remind you of?  

 
What do you wonder about the mon and armor? Questions might 
include, “How was this mon made?,” and “Why did the samurai warrior 
want a symbol of nature on his armor?” Discuss your ideas with a 
partner. Like the samurai, other wealthy aristocrats and families used a 
crest too. Over time mon were used by commoners and adopted as part 
of organizations, artistic guilds, temples and shrines.  

 
Making Art If you made a mon for a family member, what symbols would you use 
 to describe that person? What is their personality like? Write three 

characteristics that describe someone in your family. Now, think about 
how you would illustrate those characteristics. Sometimes the mon that 
samurai wore, such as in this Tachidō tō sei gusoku armor, were very 
simple geometric shapes.   



 On scratch paper, brainstorm a few ideas of symbols that would 
represent your family member in their own mon. Will you use 
geometric shapes or organic shapes (curvy)?  

 
 Choose a black pre-cut geometric shape, or for older grades make your 

own. This will be the base for your mon. Once you decide what shape 
you will use as the background, think about how you will utilize the 
space for your design. Look back at your original sketches. What 
changes do you need to make? How will the symbols fit the space?  

 
Once you are happy with the design of your symbols on scratch paper, 
choose a metallic or decorative paper to transfer your sketch. With a 
pencil, draw the outline of your symbol lightly. Using scissors, cut 
along the pencil line.  

 
 Arrange the shapes you cut out on top of your black shape. Are you 

happy with your composition? Rearrange your shapes to create 
different designs. Cut out new shapes to add or replace until you are 
satisfied with your design. Then, use a glue stick to adhere the shapes 
onto the black paper.  

 
 Lastly, use black marker to add details to your mon. You may choose 

another metallic paper to add a frame around your mon or add other 
details.  

 
Reflection Display all of the mons throughout the classroom for a gallery walk. 

Facilitate a discussion about the work as a whole. What similarities do 
you notice? What differences can you find? What shapes and colors do 
you see? Share your mon with the class. Some discussion questions may 
include, “Who was the inspiration for your mon?” “What do you like 
about this mon and why?” and “What did you learn about making your 
own?”  

 
Curriculum Connection As an extension to the artmaking process of the mon, ask students to write 

a story about their family member. Instruct students to provide a narrative 
that includes key details, connecting with the following Common Core State 
Standards:  

 
 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.K.2 
 With prompting and support, retell familiar stories, including key details. 
 
 CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.CCRA.W.3 
 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using 

effective technique, well-chosen details and well-structured event sequences. 
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Classroom Activity 
 

Kabuto Creations  
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Essential Questions How do the samurai draw inspiration from the world around them? How do they 

manipulate available resources to create forms that are both decorative and 
functional? 

 

Grades 3–5 
 

Time One class period 
 

Art Concepts Line, contour, shape, form, contrast, pattern, balance, symmetry, decorative, 
functional, two-dimensional to three-dimensional transformation  

 
Engineering Concepts Identify a problem, specify criteria for developing a solution, explore multiple 

solutions, improve a solution based on simple test results 
 
Language Arts Concepts  Speaking, listening, and reasoning skills; storytelling; writing  
 
Materials 12 x 18” black construction paper, 12 x 18” yellow construction paper folded into 

thirds and cut into three bands, black markers, glue dots, scissors, diagram of 
Samurai Armor for reference (see Curriculum CD), pencils, and scratch paper  

 
Talking about Art View and discuss the printed image of Eboshi Shaped Helmet and Half Mask  
 (late 16th century). 

 
What do you notice about this object? Use your finger to draw the outline, or contour, 
of this work. Pay close attention to the direction of the contour and where it intersects 
with other lines. Did you use geometric (straight, angular) or organic (curvy) lines to 
describe the outline? Imagine you are sitting in front of this object, but looking at it 
from a different perspective. How might the outline change? Use a pencil and paper to 
predict what the contour might look like from another point of view.  

 
Does the form (three-dimensional shape) of this helmet remind you of something that 
you have seen before? What is the function, or purpose of this object? What materials 
do you think this object is made out of? This is a helmet and half mask, called a kabuto 
that would have been worn by a samurai warrior. What elements do you think are 
decorative (not functional)? Where might the artist or maker have drawn his 
inspiration? Share your observations, interpretations, and inferences with a thinking 
partner. 

 
Making Art Discover the artistic process of sculpture by creating your own paper samurai kabuto 

inspired by the historical object in the curriculum. How will you transform two-
dimensional materials into a three-dimensional sculpture?  

 
First, fold one sheet of 12 x 18” black construction paper in half, hamburger style. Cut 
on the folded line a few inches toward the center on one side and a few inches toward 
the center on the other side. Overlap the paper where cut and use a glue dot to secure 
into place on each side creating a dome shape of the kabuto. Be careful not to cut the 
sides, called shikoro. Next, notch a straight line across the front to create the shape of 
the mabizashi, or visor. Using a template or by free hand, lightly draw the outline of 
of the paper, reaching lengthwise to the edges and using curved, organic lines for one 
of the horns on one yellow band of construction paper. Try to use the entire space   



for the horn. When you are happy with your design, layer a second band of  
yellow construction paper underneath the one you have drawn on and carefully  
cut along your lines. Make sure to cut through both pieces of paper so you have a 
matching set. Save any leftover scraps, you will use them later.  

 
 Next, make a one-inch fold at the base of each horn and attach to either side of  
 the helmet with glue dots. Working in pairs, take turns having a partner try on your 

helmet. Where will you attach the horns? Try to attach your horns so your kabuto  
 is symmetrical. After testing out multiple locations, think about how you will attach 

the pieces. Take two of your long matching left over pieces of yellow paper and glue 
them together along the top edge. Gently flare out the sides. Place this piece on the 
top ridge of the kabuto and glue front flaps in place only.  

 
 Next, turn the kabuto around so you are looking at the back. Fold back the tabs and 

attach to the base of the horns with glue dots for support. The horns should stand 
securely out rather than lying flat on the sides. This may take a few adjustments, ask 
your partner for help if needed. Once secure, take the remaining yellow band and 
fold in half, hamburger style, and cut along the line. What texture should the 
armored plates, or fukigaeshi have? Using a black marker, draw texture by creating 
a repeating pattern on each half of the yellow construction paper. Try to make the 
patterns as similar as possible to maintain symmetry. Use glue dots to adhere these 
pieces to each side of your kabuto.  

 
 Lastly, use leftover pieces to add details to the mabizashi (visor) and the back of the 

kabuto. As you build, make sure to turn your work 360 degrees while you work and 
make changes as you go.   

 
 
 
Reflection Display the kabutos in the classroom and facilitate a gallery walk. Reflect on the 

artmaking experience by responding to the following questions orally or in written 
form: 

 

Does your kabuto incorporate organic lines or geometric lines?  
 

How does the contrast of color play an important part in the look of your artwork?  
 

What visual changes did you make along the way?  
 

What structural changes did you make along the way to ensure stability? 
 

How does the final piece compare to your original idea?  
 

In what ways is your kabuto decorative and/or functional? What types of materials 
would you need to have to make it functional? How does this differ from the original 
samurai Eboshi Shaped Helmet and Half Mask? 

 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Evenings for Educators, The Art of the Samurai, October 2014. 

Prepared by Brooke Sauer with the Los Angeles County Museum of Art Education Department. 



Classroom Activity 
 

Using your Wits 
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Essential Question Why did samurai warriors depict stories on functional objects?  
 
Grades 5–8 
 
Time Two class periods 
 
Art Concepts Watercolor, layering, foreground, middle ground, background, focal-point, 

visual sequencing, panorama, transformation of two-dimensional watercolor 
drawing/painting into a three-dimensional object/screen 

 
Literacy Concepts          Narrative, introduction, climax, conclusion, protagonist, antagonist, hero, 

challenge, triumph, focus, emphasis, commemorate, honor, scene, Zen, Bushido 
 
Materials Narrow strips of rigid watercolor paper, watercolor (gold), watercolor pencils, 

pencils, ink pens, markers, tissue, decorative paper, glue sticks, scissors, 
magazine images, tracing paper 

 

Talking about Art View and discuss the printed image of Six-panel Folding Screen (byōbu)  
 (Japan, early 18th century) depicting The Competition to be First at Uji River. 

Some discussion questions may include: 
 
What do you see? What makes you say that? What event do you think this 
artist is commemorating? What makes you say that? What materials do you 
think this artist used?  
 

This gold, six-panel folding screen shows a famous Japanese warrior tale 
“The Heike Monogatari.” The story chronicles the Genpei War (1180–1185),  
fought between two samurai clans, the Taira (also known as the Heike clan)  
and Minamoto (also known as the Genji clan) for control of Japan. In the scene 
depicted here, two Minamoto warriors, Takatsuna and Kageseu, make a friendly 
wager with each other to see who can cross the rushing Uji River first. Takatsuna 
tricks Kagesue by telling him that his saddle is loose. When Kagesue reaches 
down to fix it, Takatsuna charges ahead on his magnificent horse Ikezuki, 
renowned for his ability to swim, and arrives at the far side ahead of Kagesue. 
Their leader, Minamoto commander Yoshitsune, looks on from the right side of 
the scene.  
 
While most literature described the famous horse, Ikezuki as white, the artist 
depicts him brown, blending in with the undulating waves of the river. The 
Genpei War would result in the defeat of the Taira clan and the establishment 
of the Kamakura military rule under Minamoto Yoritomo in 1192.  
 
Folding screens like this one are lightweight and portable and were used as 
room dividers or as a backdrop during special occasions. The gold-background 
would have helped illuminate the dark interiors of a Japanese castle. 

 
 



Making Art Why do you think samurai warriors would have wanted to depict a story 
like this on objects that were used for special occasions? Think of a time 
that you have used your wits, like Takatsuna tricking Kagesue. Turn to a 
partner and share this moment in your life. How is your story different 
from your partner? How are they similar? After sharing stories, create a 
short list of moments in the story where you used your wits. Then, plan 
your story on the horizontal watercolor paper. Decide how to sequence 
the commemorative event. How will you choose to illustrate it? Will you 
use one panoramic scene, or a sequence of singular events?  

 
A Japanese byōbu (folding screen) often has six panels. The story you 
illustrate on the screen may have a sequence of six moments depicting 
the event, like a comic strip or storyboard, or one panoramic scene, 
such as in The Competition to be First at Uji River. 
 
If you are hesitant about your drawing skills, use collage photos and trace 
images with tracing paper. What other techniques can you think of to 
transfer images to your mini screen? Once you sketch your mini screen 
with pencil, use a variety of materials to add color and fill in details, i.e. 
colored pencils, markers, watercolors, etc. 
 
After completing your design, fold the watercolor paper accordion style 
so that your 2-D design can stand to become a 3-D byōbu.   
 

 
 
Reflection Share your artwork with the class. How did you and your classmates 

commemorate a moment of using your wits to overcome a difficult situation? 
How were your techniques similar or different from your classmates?  How 
were some of your techniques similar to the traditional ones found in the 
original artwork? What contemporary techniques did you use? 

 
Curriculum Connection Compare this artwork with others from LACMA’s permanent collection, such as 

Nitta Shiro Tadatsune Entering a Cave with a Torch, which can be found on 
the LACMA website (www.collections.lacma.org). 

 
 What are other positive moments or stories from the past or present would 

you like to commemorate in the form of a folding screen? 
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Classroom Activity 
 

Samurai Armor and Animal Symbolism  
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Essential Question How did animal symbols assist samurai warriors in battle? 
 
Grades 6–12 
 
Time One class period 
 
Visual Art Concepts Aesthetic, design, form, organic, geometric 
 
Academic Concepts Symbol, century, samurai, folklore, hybrid  
 
Materials Pencil and paper 
 
Talking about Art View and discuss the image of the Armor with the features of a tengu 

(tengu tōsei gusoku), late Edo period, 1854, included in the printed and 
digital curriculum. Some discussion questions may include:  
 

• What do you see?  

• What is the first detail you noticed when looking at the armor? 

• What forms or shapes do you notice? How many can you find?  

• Did you find more organic or geometric forms? 

• What animal characteristics did you notice on the armor? 

• Can you think of a few characteristics that describe the animal the 
armor represents? 

 
The armor seen here depicts Tengu, a creature from Japanese folklore.  
He is a hybrid creature that is half-man, and half-bird. Tengu is shown 
with a crow’s head and a human body. In addition to the helmet being in 
the shape of a crow’s head we can also view a halo of stripped feathers 
that forms the helmet’s crest. Tengu can be mischievous and inclined to 
play tricks on humans but are also thought to have magical skills in the 
martial arts. They are characterized by their long beak-like noses. 

 
How might this object have been used? This armor in particular may have 
been used for ceremonial purposes as it was created during the Edo 
period, a relatively peaceful time in Japan. Despite the fact that the armor 
is elaborate, the craftsmanship of the armor, leather, and helmet are so 
finely crafted, that it could still be used to protect a samurai warrior in 
battle.  
 
  



Writing Activity With a thinking partner, think and discuss the following questions:  
 

• Why do you think the artist designed the armor with a crow’s 
features? 

• How do you think a crow’s traits could inspire a samurai in battle? 

• Think about an obstacle you are dealing with at school. What type 
of animal would have abilities that could encourage and help you 
work through that obstacle?  

• Which animal did you choose, and why? How can the animal’s 
characteristics help you in dealing with that challenge? 

 

Using your imagination write a detailed narrative that depicts your 
challenge and how it was resolved, with the help of your animal and 
its characteristics. Make sure to include an exposition (beginning), 
climax (middle), and resolution (end). Who are your characters? 
What is their importance in your story?  

 
Reflection Share your story with a partner. Where does your partner see 

evidence of your character’s attributes in your story? How did those 
characteristics help you overcome the challenge? Switch and answer 
the same questions about your partner’s story. Record your findings 
and present them to the rest of the class. 

 
Curriculum Connection Research other animals that were symbolically important to samurai 

warriors. List some of their characteristics and why they would have 
been important attributes for samurai warriors to emulate. You may 
want to use LACMA’s collections online at www.collections.lacma.org. 
Use search terms in the search bar such as “samurai,” “animal,” or 
“honor.” If you go back and edit your original story, would you include 
other animals? Why or why not?  

 
 In addition to the story you wrote, illustrate the climax of your story 

with pencil and paper. Make sure to include main characters from your 
story. Think about how you will incorporate the animal attributes into 
your character. What will your character look like? What elements of 
the animal will you include?  
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The Age of the Samurai: A Timeline 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Nara Period 710–794 
• Nara is established as the capital of Japan. 

• Buddhism continues to grow. 

• Chinese concepts such as a written language, the 
practice of recording history, the use of coins, 
and the standardization of weights and measures 
are adopted.  

 

Heian Period, 794–1185 
• In 794, new capital is established in Heian-kyo 

(capital of "peace and tranquility," now known  
as Kyoto), where the emperor and his court 
reside. Kyoto remains the nation's capital (at 
times in name only) until 1867. 

• The imperial court enjoys a period of peace and 
political strength lasting nearly four hundred 
years. 

• The aristocratic Fujiwara family controls the 
politics and culture of this era. Courtiers 
encourage an aura of sophistication, including 
appreciation of the visual and literary arts. This 
interest is reflected notably in the literary classic 
The Tale of Genji, written by a member of the 
Fujiwara clan. 

• Official relations with China end.  

• Pride in Japanese culture surges, leading to 
innovations such as kana script, which facilitates 
the writing of the Japanese language; waka poetry, 
and a characteristically Japanese painting style, 
yamato-e, which emphasizes native scenes and 
depictions from Japanese literature. 

• By the second half of the twelfth century, 
domination by the Fujiwaras wanes and political 
power shifts from the nobility in Kyoto to military 
landowners in the provinces.  

• In 1185, the Genji clan defeats its chief rival, the 
Heike, and succeeds in establishing in Kamakura 
a government controlled for the first time in 
history by military generals, or shogun. 

• Esoteric and Pure Land sects of Buddhism gain 
popularity during this time.  

Kamakura Period, 1185–1333 
• Power shifts from the nobility to landowning 

military men in the provinces.  

• The bakufu, or government by warrior chieftains 
(shogun), controls the country from its base in 
Kamakura, near modern Tokyo.  

• The emperor remains the titular head of state    
in his capital in Kyoto. A binary system of 
government is established, whereby emperors 
reign but shoguns rule. 

• Zen Buddhism is introduced.  

 
Nabokuchō Period, 1333–1392  
• In 1333, a coalition of supporters of Emperor    

Go-Daigo (1288–1339) topples the Kamakura 
regime, initiating a period of constant strife.  

• In 1336, a member of a branch family of the 
Minamoto clan, Ashikaga Takauji (1305–1358), 
seizes control and drives Go-Daigo from Kyoto. 
Takauji establishes a new military government  
in Kyoto.  

• Go-Daigo travels south and takes refuge in 
Yoshino. There he establishes the Southern 
Court, at odds with the rival Northern Court 
supported by Takauji.  

• A shift in Japanese aesthetics occurs, whereby 
the warrior class favors artists who treat their 
subject matter with direct honesty and virile 
energy, establishing an age of realism. 

• For the first time in its history, Buddhism is 
actively promoted among the Japanese masses. 

 
Muromachi Period, 1392–1573 
• Members of the Ashikaga family occupy the 

position of shogun; their headquarters is located 
in the Muromachi district of Kyoto. 

• Provincial warlords, called daimyo, retain a large 
degree of power, enabling them to strongly 
influence political events and cultural trends 
during this time.  

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/samu/hd_samu.htm


 

• Rivalries between daimyō generate instability 
and conflict erupts, culminating in the Onin War 
(1467–1477).  

• Despite the social and political upheaval, the 
period is economically and artistically innovative.  

• The first steps are taken toward the establishment 
of modern commercial and transportation 
networks.  

• Renewed contact with China enriches and 
transforms Japanese culture. 

• Zen culture dominates many forms of art, 
including landscape paintings. 

• The basic principles of the tea (chanoyu) 
aesthetic, influenced by Zen ideals, are 
developed by elites.  

• Patrons of the tea ceremony also sponsor renga 
(linked-verse poetry) and No theater, a subtle, 
slow-moving stage performance featuring 
masked and elaborately costumed actors. 

 

Azuchi-Momoyama Period, 1573–1615 
• With the decline of Ashikaga power in the 1560s, 

daimyos begin their struggle for control of Japan, 
introducing four decades of constant warfare. 

• Unity is gradually restored through the efforts of 
three warlords. Oda Nobunaga (1534–1582) takes 
control of Kyoto and deposes the last Ashikaga 
shogun. He is followed by Toyotomi Hideyoshi, 
who continues the campaign to reunite Japan. 
Peace is finally restored by one of Hideyoshi's 
generals, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1542–1616). 

• Art of this period is characterized by opulence  
and dynamism, with gold applied lavishly to 
architecture, furnishings, paintings, and garments.  

• Interaction with Portuguese and Dutch merchants 
and Catholic missionaries brings an awareness of 
different religions, new technologies (including 
guns), and previously unknown markets and 
goods to Japanese society.

Edo Period, 1615–1868 

• The Edo, or Tokugawa, period is a time of 
relative peace and stability.  

• Although the imperial court continues to exist 
and maintains nominal authority, the Tokugawa 
shogunate (bakufu) based in Edo (present-day 
Tokyo) wields actual political power. Control of 
the country is divided between the shogunate 
and approximately 270 regional military lords, 
or daimyo, who owe loyalty to the shogun while 
ruling their own domains (han).  

• Stability leads to an extraordinary expansion   
in the national economy, including increases   
in agricultural production, transportation 
infrastructure, commerce, population, and 
literacy.  

• New forms of highly entertaining drama, 
literature, painting, and woodblock printing 
cater to popular demands of the day, marking 
the Edo period as an active and innovative time 
for the arts. 

• By the late 1630s Japan chooses isolation. 
Contact with the outside world is cut off 
through official prohibition of foreigners.  

• Restricted trade with Chinese and Dutch 
merchants is permitted in Nagasaki only, 
spurring development of Japanese porcelain. 

• In 1853, the American Commodore Matthew C. 
Perry lands on the shores of Japan, ending 
Japan’s self-imposed isolation.  

• By 1876, samurai are forbidden to wear swords, 
which had visually distinguished them as part of 
the elite class. 
 

 

_______________________________________________ 
 

Adapted from “Japan, AD 500–1000" in Helibrunn 
Timeline of Art History. (New York: The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 2000) http://www.metmuseum.org/ 
toah/ht/?period=06®ion=eaj (October2001). 
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