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Kimono-Inspired Landscape Collage 
An art project to teach students about resist, using crayon, watercolor, and collage. 
 

 
 
Subjects: Visual Arts and Japanese Art and Culture   
Grades: Upper Elementary (adaptable to middle and high school grades) 
Medium: watercolor paint, crayon resist, and collage 
Authors: Jane LaFazio, art instructor/artist; Amy Briere, Museum Educator 
Project Time: two 30 minute or one 60 minute lesson from start to completion. 
 
General Description 
On view at both The San Diego Museum of Art and the Timken Museum of Art, Kimono as Art will 
feature 40 monumentally scaled kimono by internationally recognized kimono artist Itchiku Kubota 
(1917–2003).  The exhibition includes a selection from his Mt. Fuji series, depicting Japan’s most famous 
mountain, and Symphony of Light, the centerpiece of his career.  Inspired by traditional techniques but 
following his own innovative processes, Kubota produced abstract landscapes on eight-foot-tall kimono 
using a complex layering of dyes, resist, inks, and embroidery.  A single kimono could take up to one 
year to complete and was created for exhibition purposes rather than to be worn.  
 
In this lesson, designed as a jumping off point for discussing the Kimono as Art exhibition with students 
in an upper elementary classroom (but adaptable to suit a middle school or high school classroom), the 
techniques of crayon resist, watercolor, and collage combine to emulate the complex, textured, and 
detailed work within Kubota’s landscape works.   Each finished piece of student art can be presented 
alone or combined with other works, similar to the panel presentation in Kubota’s two series, to become 
part of an installation of landscapes, flowing from one design to the next. 
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Objectives 
Students will . . . 

·  explore the traditional Japanese art form of kimono as a type of garment and as 
inspiration for works of work of art not meant to be worn 

·  define the term landscape and be able to recognize it in painting and textile art form 
·  define the term collage and explore this method of combining materials to create a work 

of art 
·  create landscape collage works inspired by the kimono work of Japanese artist Itchiku 

Kubota 
·  be able to recognize atmospheric perspective in a work of art 
·  be able to recognize the idea of a theme in artwork (e.g. seasons) 
·  be able to discuss artwork within a specific cultural and historical context 
·  reflect on the art they have created and answer questions about it 
·  present their works in a collaborative presentation  

�
Adaptation Suggestions (for younger students grades K-2 and grades 6 – 12) 
This lesson can be adjusted for younger elementary grades by decreasing the size of the kimono 
pattern (so as to take less time) and/or decreasing the number of art elements needed in the final 
landscape. This lesson can be adjusted to fit the needs of middle school and high school students 
by including a more in depth introduction to the life and art of Itchiku Kubota and/or through a 
more extensive exploration of watercolor techniques and the use of atmospheric perspective in 
painting.   
 
For more information on watercolor techniques visit the following websites: 
 

Combining other materials – experiment with the effects made by combining materials 
such as rubbing alcohol and salt on top of the watercolor paint. 
For directions on how to combine rubbing alcohol with watercolor paints, visit: 

http://piseco.homeschooljournal.net/2008/08/20/watercolor-wash-with-rubbing-alcohol/ 
For directions on how to combine salt with watercolor paints, visit: 
http://www.watercolorpainting.com/watercolorpainting/salt.htm 
 
Washes – A watercolor wash is a basic technique to establish tone and atmosphere in 
your painting.  In a wash, the artist covers the paper with a thin or watery coating of 
paints. Washes are useful for filling in the background before you start painting your 
subject. 
For directions on how to create the watercolor wash technique, visit: 
http://www.watercolorpainting.com/watercolorpainting/gradedwash.htm 
 
Wet on Wet – to work with a wet brush on dry paper. 
Blend colors and note how they bleed when they hit other wet spots and stay put when 
they are applied to dry paper.  
For directions on how to create the wet-on-wet technique, visit: 
http://www.watercolorpainting.com/watercolorpainting/wetinwet.htm 
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Please see the Resources section of this lesson for a list of landscape artists and website 
information on Itchiku Kubota.  

 
Pre-Lesson Information 
Art Terms  
Atmospheric Perspective – forms meant to be perceived as furthest away from the viewer are 
blurred, indistinct, and often more blue in color 
Collage – from the French coller, to glue.  A work made by gluing materials such as paper 
scraps, photographs, and cloth on to a flat surface 
Kimono – a traditional style of Japanese garment 
Landscape/Seascape – a work of art in which the features of the land/sea are the predominant 
subject 
Organic Shapes – shapes or forms that are irregular; suggestive of shapes or forms found in 
nature 
Texture – the quality of a surface, usually characterized by its roughness or smoothness.  
Texture can refer to both the visual and tactile quality of a surface. 
 
Materials Needed 

o 11x14 heavy weight watercolor paper (one for each student)  
o smaller scraps of watercolor paper (or construction paper) for collage pieces (a pile for 

each table) 
o watercolor paints (standard set of 8 colors – one for every two students) 
o medium-sized watercolor brush (one for every student) 
o crayons (one for every student) 
o black, permanent markers (one for every four students) 
o adhesive (glue sticks, liquid glue or double sided tape) (one for every two students) 
o pencils  (one for every student) 
o paper towels  (one roll) 
o water containers (one for every two students)     

 
Tips for Working with Watercolor Paints 

·  Use watercolor paper – Watercolor paper is specially designed to absorb watercolor paints 
evenly and without buckling. Student grade watercolor paper is fine. Watercolor paper is essential 
for the student’s success. 

·  Mix the colors –Dip your brush in water first, and then into the paint, and create a puddle of 
color in the top of the palette or on a white plastic plate. Add at least one other color to it, to 
create you own color. (Example, a puddle of green, then add yellow to it.)  

·  Demonstrate how to keep dip the brush in the container of water, and gently wipe off the 
excess water on the edge of the container, rather than tapping the brush to remove excess water 
(and consequently splashing paint where you don’t want it.)   

·  Add water to add lightness – unlike other paint mediums, such as acrylics, watercolors are not 
lightened or darkened by adding white or black paint.  Instead, watercolor artists add water to 
make a color lighter.  

·  “Create white” by leaving the white of the paper. Watercolor artists don’t use white paint; they 
leave the white paper untouched. 
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·  Keep a tissue or paper towel handy to wipe off excess paint or water from your brush. Clean 
tissue or paper towel can be used to lift excess water or paint from the painting surface. 

·  It’s watercolor! Use plenty of water with the color and let the colors mix and mingle on the 
paper. Enjoy the unpredictability of the watercolor. 

 
Preparation 

1. Create an example of the project before the lesson.  Even if you choose not to share the 

work with students, a lot can be learned about the lesson if by creating an example.     

2. If teaching this lesson to more than one group of students, think about displaying unique 

student examples from the first group for students from later groups. 

3. Display photographs of the outdoors, nature-related storybooks, visuals of Japanese 

kimono, and/or landscape art examples for students to look at and be inspired by.   

4. Cover all tables/desks with newspaper – this will ease the clean up process.   

5. Gather all materials from the materials list, including your own assortment of collage 

materials.  

6. Enlarge kimono pattern and trace and cut several kimono patterns from 11x14” size card 

stock, manila folders, or cereal box cardboard so that students can be ready to trace the 

patterns and share with the other students. (The pattern size and paper size can be reduced 

proportionately, especially if time is a concern. Smaller artwork takes a shorter amount of 

time.) 

7. Distribute materials onto the tables or desks.   

Procedure 
Motivation 
If possible, show students a real kimono or photos of traditional Japanese kimono.  Discuss the 
kimono and its traditional purpose – as a garment worn by both men and women in Japan. 
Discuss how traditional kimono were designed to be worn within the season depicted on the 
kimono, and ask students to name the four seasons and the colors and symbols associated with 
each of them. You may also choose to limit the seasons to fall and winter, as Kubota did in his 
Symphony of Light series. 

If possible, plan a trip to The San Diego Museum of Art to view Kimono as Art. In looking at the 
works of Itchiku Kubota, describe for students how, as an artist, Kubota transformed the 
traditional kimono garment into his canvas on which he created large-scale works of art to be 
seen not worn. Kubota was inspired by nature and the effects of light.  This concept can also be 
explored with students by viewing Kubota’s work along with the work of other landscape-
inspired artists.  Please see the Resources section of this lesson for a list of landscape works on 
view in the SDMA galleries. 
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While viewing Kubota’s work as well as the work of other nature-inspired artists, point out each 
artist’s use of the art technique of atmospheric perspective – forms meant to be perceived as 
furthest away from the viewer are blurred, indistinct, and often more blue in color.  Students may 
also step outside or look out the window to view this same effect. 

 
When looking at Kubota’s work or other landscape art consider asking students the 
following questions: 
 

·  What makes each work of art a landscape? 

·  How might where you live affect your choice of objects for your landscape? 

·  Why do you think Japanese artist Itchiku Kubota chose the kimono as his canvas? 

·  What are the similarities/differences you can see between the work of Itchiku Kubota and 

other landscape artists? 

 
Art Making Step-by-Step 
Note: It’s essential to first demonstrate to students the steps they will be taking to create their 
works of art.  If you have the time, create a step-by-step display. Most importantly, be sure to 
explain each step as you model it for the class.  
 
Step 1:  

·  Using the kimono pattern, trace the outline with pencil onto a sheet of 11x14” (or 
8.5x11”) watercolor paper.  
 
Note: Do not cut the kimono pattern out until the watercolor painting is finished and dry. 

 
Step 2  

·  Using the V-shaped points on the perimeter of the pattern as guides, draw wavy 
horizontal lines from point to point using a pencil.  These lines represent the planes of the 
landscape.  (This is done, so that when the kimono are displayed, the landscape will 
visually flow from one kimono to the next.)  
 
Note: The upper most area of the kimono pattern should represent the furthest area of 
background (or sky), the middle sections will stand for the middle ground of the 
landscape composition, while the lowest sections, at the bottom of the pattern, should 
represent the closest area to the viewer – the foreground. By guiding students through 
this process, they will be better able to create the effect of atmospheric perspective in 
their landscape works. 

 
Step 3 

·  Using crayons, create patterns and texture in all or just a few of the landscape planes. 
The crayons will act as a resist to the watercolor, similar to the resist techniques found in 
Kubota’s kimono, so it’s preferable to choose light color crayons and have students press 
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firmly while placing down their patterns. Use this opportunity to encourage students to 
use organic shapes (e.g. cloud shapes used in the sky area). 

 
Step 4 

·  Apply watercolor paint to each section of the landscape. Encourage students to consider 
the season of their landscape, time of day, and the effects that those conditions would 
have on the light and colors seen in their landscape. 
 
Note:  As you are demonstrating this step, encourage students to combine colors on their 
palettes to create new colors and to use an ample amount of water, not the watercolor 
straight from the tray.  Experiment with color mixing to create variety in the planes of 
landscape.  

 
Step 5 

·  Once students have completed painting with watercolors, set the paintings in a safe space 
to dry.  

 
Step 6 

·  Decide on what shapes your collage elements will be, depending on the season you’ve 
chosen to illustrate on your kimono (e.g. leaves for autumn, snowflakes for winter, 
flowers for spring).  Most of these shapes can be described as organic shapes. 

 
Note: Be sure to encourage individual interpretations and creativity. If a student can 
justify a particular shape for their season (football in the fall for example) let them use it. 

 
Step 7 

·  Draw 3-5 shapes using pencil on scrap pieces of watercolor paper. Add crayon resist for 
texture. Paint the shapes, and set aside to dry.  

 
Note: To save time, shapes may also be cut from construction paper and not painted. 

 
Step 7 

·  When the kimono is dry, outline the landscape plane lines with permanent, black marker.  
·  Cut out the kimono shape, removing the V-shaped points. 
·  When the collage elements are dry, arrange them on the kimono and glue them down.  

 
Step 8 

·  Have students place their names either at the bottom corner of their kimono, like 
professional artists, or on the back side of their piece.   

 
Observe Artists in Action 
As students are working, walk around and observe the art that they are making.  Ask students to 
describe their choices to you.  In doing this, you will help your students to evaluate their work 
and their aesthetic decisions while making their art.  This exercise directly connects with the 
component: Aesthetic Valuing, as described in the California Visual and Performing Arts 
Frameworks. Begin by asking questions such as: 
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·  How do the colors you selected represent the season in your kimono?   

·  What type of organic shapes do you think you’ll use for your collage?   

·  How does the way in which you used paints and details in your landscape show 

atmospheric perspective? 

 
Final Discussion  
(Many of these ideas on discussing work with children are taken directly from the text, Children and Painting 
by Cathy Weisman Topal) 
Looking at one’s work and the work of classmates is an important part of the experience of art 
making, and the artistic process is nurtured by respectful and encouraging conversation between 
participants.  If time permits, display the finished works and talk about them.  Choose works that 
display the lesson objectives.  This will help remind the other students of the project goals while 
they are working.   
 
Discussion Guidelines  

 
I. Limit the time .  No more than ten minutes for young children – twenty to thirty minutes 

for older children.  Because it may be difficult to talk about everyone’s work in such a 
short period of time, choose only a few works to discuss this time.  However, try to 
remember to include everyone’s art in an evaluation at one time or another.   

 

II.  Model talking about art for your students.  For example, you might say: 

�  I was impressed with the color choices in this work.  Does anyone else see a work 

with an exciting use of colors? 

III.  Ask questions that call for specific responses.  For example, you might say:   

�  Where might we find a landscape like the one found in Javier’s work?   

 
IV. Focus on one or two new skills or concepts.  For example, you might say: 

�  Who can point out a work of art where the artist used more than one type of texture? 

 
V. Stress the positive – focus on student successes.  To help ensure your student’s success 

with this and future projects, while students are still working on making their textured 
landscapes, be sure to travel around the room and redirect any students who may be 
forgetting to include necessary elements from the objectives list or who may be traveling 
too far outside the goals of the assignment.  Be sure to redirect in a gentle way, or 
individually, so that the student is not embarrassed in front of their peers.   
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Displaying Finished Artwork 
 
 

 
A portion of Kubota’s Symphony of Light series of landscape kimono. 

 
 

 
Here, student works are displayed in a panel, similar to the works of Kubota.   

 
 
Note: The example works displayed above do not include black lines denoting the landscape 
planes.  The works display well without the lines, but the landscape connections may be easier to 
connect visually with lines added.   
 
 
Working Together 
Have the students help with the arrangement of the kimono for installation. Give them criteria for 
the grouping, dividing the kimono into the appropriate seasons.  These decisions can be made 
before starting the project, to ensure that student work can be more easily grouped.   

 
Special Needs Adaptations  
This lesson can be easily adapted to suit the needs of most learners with disabilities.   For 
students with visual impairments, tactile activities are essential to learning and present 
throughout this lesson.  For students with tactile sensitivity, limit their exposure to more irritating 
items (such as some fabrics).  For students with limited motor skills, try using larger paper and 
materials.  Also consider group work, where students share the responsibility of choosing items, 
cutting, and gluing.   
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Extension Activities 
 

·  Create Origami Kimono. Google origami kimono and you’ll find pure text, diagrams, 
and videos.  Here’s a very easy to follow photo tutorial: 
http://mairuru.blogspot.com/2008/08/how-to-make-origami-kimono.html 

 
·  Green (Recycled) Version.  Use cereal box cardboard for the kimono pattern and a brown 

paper bag (ironed) as your support (instead of watercolor paper.), create the landscape by 
collaging with magazine images. Fabric scraps can also be cut or torn into shapes and glued onto 
the brown bag paper for a more textured collage. 

 
·  Create the kimono shape using other materials [e.g. paper (tape together many sheets 

of large paper, and cut out a kimono shape) or fabric (a bed sheet could be cut into a large 
kimono, drawn on with markers, and covered with different fabric scraps and collage 
materials)]. 
 

·  Shibori-like tie dye: Itchiku Kubota used the fabric dyeing method of shibori in his 
artwork. Shibori is a Japanese term for a method of dyeing cloth by binding, stitching, 
folding, twisting, or compressing it prior to dipping into or coating it with dye.  Tie dye is 
one type of shibori. An inexpensive way to try this technique is to use liquid watercolors, 
and white paper towels. Pour watercolors into different cups (on a table covered in 
newspaper or plastic). This can be messy!  Fold the paper towels in a variety of ways, and 
dip the edges into different colors. Unfold the ‘tie dye’ paper towel, and lay it on plastic 
to dry completely. These beautifully-patterned paper towels can be carefully cut into a 
kimono shape or used in a collage. 
 

·  Have students write a Haiku Poem about their kimono work and the season it represents. 
 

·  Discuss traditional artwork from other cultures.  Itchiku Kubota used the traditional 
Japanese kimono in his artwork. How do other artists create art using their culture’s 
traditional art forms as inspiration? 

 
·  Explore the work of other artists working in kimono.  L.A. artist Corinne Okada and 

San Diego artist Judith Content (see her work below) are both artists who create kimono-
inspired work.  

 
    Judith Content, La Brière 
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Resources 
Museum Recommended Literature for Kimono as Art 
*Fashioning Kimono: Dress and Modernity in Early Twentieth Century Japan, 5 Continents, 
Milan, 2005 

The Fine Art of Kimono Embroidery by Shizuka Kusano, Kodansha International, Tokyo, 2006 

*Kimonos by Sophie Milenovich, Abrams Publishing, New York, 2007 

*The Kimono Inspiration: Art and Art-To-Wear in America by Rebecca A. T. Stevens, Eleanor 
T. Rosenfeld, Yoshiko Iwamoto Wada, and Textile Museum (Washington D.C.), Pomegranate 
Artbooks, 1996   
 
One Leaf Rides the Wind by Celeste Davidson Mannis, Puffin Books, 2002 (Grades K-3) 

Shibori: The Inventive Art of Japanese Shaped Resist Dyeing by Yoshiko Iwamoto Wada, Mary 
Kellogg Rice, and Jane Barton, Kodansha International, Tokyo, 1983 

Suki's Kimono by Chieri Uegaki, Kids Can Press, Toronto, 2003 (Grades K-3) 

Tales from Japan retold by Helen and William McAlpine, Oxford University Press, 1958 
(Grades 5 - 12) 

*These titles are available for sale in The San Diego Museum of Art Museum Store. 

Examples of Landscape Works Currently on View at The San Diego Museum of Art 
Georgia O'Keeffe, Purple Hills, oil on canvas, 1935  

Asher B Durand, Landscape Composition: In the Catskills, oil on canvas, 1848  

Ishida Yutei, Landscape of Four Seasons, ink, gold, and color on paper, late 18th - early 19th 
century, Japan 

Huang Binhong, Landscape of the Que and Hua Mountains, ink on color paper, 1951, China 

Website Resources 
More on Itchiku Kubota 
http://www.kimonoexhibit.com/  
 
More on Mount Fuji 
http://www.japan-guide.com/e/e2172.html  
 
More on kimono 
http://www.japanesekimono.com/index.htm       
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California Visual Arts Standards Addressed in this Lesson 
 
Grade Three 
1.1 Perceive and describe rhythm and movement in works of art and in the environment. 
1.2 Describe how artists use tints and shades in painting.  
1.3 Identify and describe how foreground, middle ground, and background are used to create the 
illusion of space. 
1.5 Identify and describe elements of art in works of art, emphasizing line, color, shape/form, 
texture, space, and value.  
2.2 Mix and apply tempera (watercolor) paints to create tints, shades, and neutral colors.  
2.3 Paint or draw a landscape, seascape, or cityscape that shows the illusion of space. 
3.4 Identify and describe objects of art from different parts of the world observed in visits to a 
museum or gallery  
4.3 Select an artist's work and, using appropriate vocabulary of art, explain its successful 
compositional and communicative qualities.  
 
Grade Four 
2.7 Use contrast (light and dark) expressively in an original work of art. 
3.1 Describe how art plays a role in reflecting life (e.g., in photography, quilts, architecture).  
4.1 Describe how using the language of the visual arts helps to clarify personal responses to 
works of art.  
4.2 Identify and describe how a person's own cultural context influences individual responses to 
works of art. 
4.3 Discuss how the subject and selection of media relate to the meaning or purpose of a work of 
art.  
4.4 Identify and describe how various cultures define and value art differently. 
4.5 Describe how the individual experiences of an artist may influence the development of 
specific works of art.  
 
Grade Five 
1.1 Identify and describe the principles of design in visual compositions, emphasizing unity and 
harmony. 
2.1 Use perspective to create the illusion of space. 
3.2 Identify and describe various fine, traditional, and folk arts from historical periods 
worldwide.  
4.2 Compare the different purposes of a specific culture for creating art.  
4.3 Develop and use specific criteria as individuals and in groups to assess works of art. 
4.4 Assess their own works of art, using specific criteria, and describe what changes they would 
make for improvement.  
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Note: to enlarge pattern to fit 11x14 paper, increase size by 165%       
            


