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Each month we use objects and photos from our museums in 

the Tees Valley to take a closer look at the lives and stories 

from people in our area. 

 
This month we look at the Japanese collections kept by our 
Museums. From a set of Samurai armour to kimonos and 
decorative sculptures, there is a lot to see, and we will show 
you how to make your own Origami Fox. 

Welcome to another edition of the 
Talking Tees Valley Activity Pack 

 

All images used in this pack are courtesy of Dorman Museum, Hartlepool 
Museum, Head of Steam – Darlington Railway Museum, Kirkleatham Museum 
and Preston Park Museum and Grounds. 

If you would like to share your stories or contact us about the packs please 
e-mail teesvalleymuseums@stockton.gov.uk 

You can find all our Talking Tees Valley packs through the Tees Valley Museums 
website under ‘Latest News’ or here: https://teesvalleymuseums.org/news/ 
 
 

mailto:teesvalleymuseums@stockton.gov.uk
https://teesvalleymuseums.org/news/
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The Samurai were a powerful military class in Japan, 
who once held great power in the country between 
1185 and 1850. As they often fought in many wars, 
they needed special kinds of armour and weapons. 
 

The word katana only refers to the blade – 
another component of the sword was the 
‘tsuba’, the handguard, and these were often 
made with many designs and patterns, 
including trees, plants and dragons. 
 

Samurai armour and weapons 

Katana were swords used by 
the Samurai. They were made 
so that they could be drawn 
quickly during combat. Some 
Samurai could draw their katana 
and strike in a single motion. 

The helmets, or ‘kabuto’, were made with neck and face 
plates, and some Samurai painted fearsome designs on 
the face plates to terrify their enemies. Plate armour 
protected the wearer’s legs and specialised hand and 
foot armour allowed the Samurai to be light on their feet 
and wield the katana effectively. 
 

Armour was made up of many parts, including the main 
body called the - ‘do’ or cuirass. This was made of small 
steel plates covered in lacquer and linked together with 
leather strips. This design meant the Samurai could 
move around freely whilst still protected. 
 

As the samurai rose through the ranks of nobility they commissioned tailor made 
katanas so unique that even today it is possible to trace an antique katana back 
to the samurai who owned it. 
 

Did you know?  
 

Other weapons wielded by the Samurai included 
daggers or short swords called ‘tanto’. The 
blades tended to be made of reinforced steel and 
so could be used for piercing armour. 
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Jika-tabi are footwear made from a single animal hide and with 
a separated toe. They were first made during the Edo Period 
(1603-1867) and were used as outdoor footwear. They are still 
used today by construction workers, gardeners and other 
labourers. 

At first, ‘kimono’ just meant clothes but from the Heian Period 
(794-1185) it came to describe a specific type of robe-like 
clothing. 
 

From 1868, as Japan became influenced by other cultures, the 
government introduced laws enforcing people to wear Western 
clothing. Kimonos were instead reserved for formal occasions 
including weddings, funerals and graduation ceremonies. 
 

In Japanese the word ‘okimono’ means any 
object used as decoration. Okimono made 
during the Edo Period (1603-1868) were 
made from wood, ivory and bronze, and were 
made for the home or a Buddhist altar. During 
the Meiji Period (1868-1912) they were made 
to be exported to the West. 
 
There was demand from the West for okimono 
which depicted ‘old Japan’, including 
sculptures of geishas, fishermen and scenes 
from myths. 

Kimonos are worn with the left side wrapped over 
the right side and with a sash called an obi 
wrapped around the waist. Higher classes wore 
them to show their wealth and power, and lower 
classes wore them as the style allowed people to 
move easily and carry out a range of working tasks. 
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Christopher Dresser in Japan 

Christopher Dresser was one of the first and most 
important designers in Britain. He was a pioneer of 
making beautiful furniture and decorations for people’s 
homes which could also be mass-produced and 
affordable. 

In 1876 he embarked on a journey that would take him 
across the world in search of inspiration from other 
designers. He reached Japan before the year was out 
and was made an honoured guest by the Emperor. 

At this time in the country’s history, Japan had been isolated culturally from the 
West and were keen to modernise their industries.  

Dresser personally delivered to the Emperor a gift of British art ceramic and in 
turn he was given unprecedented access to the imperial treasures. He then spent 
four months in Japan experiencing their manufacturing processes. It was his 
travels in Japan that led to him founding the Linthorpe Pottery in Middlesbrough. 
 

Following his trip to Japan Dresser sent a 
further two gifts of British ceramics to the 
Japanese government. This Linthorpe 
Pottery bowl is similar to one of those 
ceramics. 

Here’s a Fun Fact - 
 

Some decorative items also depicted Gods. This wooden 
sculpture is of Fukurokuju, the Deity of wealth, happiness and 
longevity who is depicted as an older man with an elongated 
forehead. 
 
Fukurokuju is a Deity of Chinese origin, but he is considered 
one of the Shichifukujin, the Seven Lucky Gods of Japan. 
According to tradition, the Seven travel on a treasure ship to 
the human world on New Year’s Eve and deliver happiness to 
their believers. 
 
 

“It was on the 26th day of December at 6:30 in the 
morning that I first saw Japan… we could see that the 
land was pleasantly undulating and richly wooded…” 
 
An excerpt from Christopher Dresser’s ‘Japan: It’s 
Architecture, Art and Art Manufactures’. 
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Have a Go! Make your own 
Origami Fox 

Origami is the Japanese art of folding paper into 
animals and shapes. Follow the steps below to 
make an Origami Fox 

3. Fold the square in half into 
a smaller triangle shape. At 
this point your paper should 
look like this. 

4. Fold the left side of the 
paper as shown in the 
picture. Open out this fold, 
then fold down the middle 
flap to make the fox’s head. 

2. Fold the two corners of 
the triangle into the middle 
of the paper. It should look 
like a square. 

1. Take a square shaped 
sheet of origami paper and 
fold it in half diagonally, 
folding the upper right corner 
to the lower left corner. Your 
paper should look like a 
triangle. 

And there you have your 
Origami Fox! 

5. Then on the other side 
of the paper fold the 
corner as shown in the 
picture to make the fox’s 
tail. 


