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Pre and Post-Visit Educator Resources 

Modern and Contemporary Japanese Art 
January 31 – July 26, 2020 

The following resources are designed to prepare for and extend a classroom visit to the 
exhibitions Toriawase: A Special Installation of Modern Japanese Art and Ceramics and Yayoi 
Kusama: Open the Shape Called Love at the Ackland Art Museum. The experiences are 
intended to support classroom curriculum and learning standards, while allowing for students 
to express their ideas through a variety of formats – writing, discussion, research, and art 
making. Activities and conversation starters can be modified for each grade level and 
discipline. 

Toriawase: A Special Installation of Modern Japanese Art and Ceramics  

Toriawase is a Japanese concept that loosely means to choose and combine objects. Within 
the traditional context of the Tea Ceremony, it refers to the host’s meticulous selection and 
laying-out of the utensils and accoutrements. This special installation of forty works has 
approached the combination of modern art and ceramics in this spirit, aiming less for a 
historical or scholarly approach and more for an intuitive, experiential orchestration of 
relationships and correspondences. 

Yayoi Kusama: Open the Shape Called Love 

Kusama is one of the most admired of all contemporary artists. Her “Infinity Rooms,” mirrored 
and specially lit environments, have been a premier attraction at exhibitions and museums all 
over the world. This exhibition draws on works in the distinguished collection of James Keith 
Brown and Eric Diefenbach to illuminate other aspects of her oeuvre, with a special 
concentration on the early works on paper of the 1950s, a full range of intimate “dot 
paintings” and “net paintings,” and example of her provocative sculpture and multi-media 
work.  

Pre-Visit Ideas 

• As a class, look at works of art from the exhibition Toriawase (see attached digital
images and artwork information). Encourage students to look closely and describe
what they see.

Consider the following:
o What is the first word that comes to mind when you look at this work of art?
o Describe the artist’s use of line, shape, and texture, and their relationships with

each other.
o What type of material do you think the work of art is made from?
o Based on what you see, what do you think this artwork is about?
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• Introduce Yayoi Kusama, her art, and creative process, by watching a short video or
reading a book about the artist.

o For middle and high school students, consider showing this video from the Tate
Modern https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-
body/identity-body-europe/v/yayoi-kusama.

o For elementary students, consider using the video clip from the Senior Curator
of Asian Art at the Guggenheim
https://www.cnn.com/videos/arts/2019/03/21/yayoi-kusama-artist-dots-
animation-lon-orig.cnn/video/playlists/cnn-style-art-videos/ or reading From
Here to Infinity! By Sarah Suzuki. 

• Research two artists featured in the exhibitions: Yayoi Kusama and Kondō Takahiro.
Refer to the Resource List on page 8 and 9 for recommended print and website
sources. Have students compare the artists’ perspectives on the natural world and
art-making process, then share their findings with the class.

Post-Visit Ideas 

• After your Museum visit, have students share one thing they remembered from the
Museum. (Note: This activity can be done on the bus back to school and allows for
students to be accountable for their learning and arts experience.)

• Have a conversation about the types of materials used to create sculptures in the
Toriawase exhibition. Which work of art did you think had the most interesting use of
materials and why?

Creativity Challenge: in teams, create a sculpture using only the materials provided
to illustrate a given topic.

o Provide each group with 3-5 varied recycled or art-making materials, such as
egg cartons, grocery bags, cardboard scraps, pipe cleaners, ribbon, etc.
Include scissors, but no tape or glue.

o Select one word as the topic – it could be a noun, adjective, or verb. Some
examples are “nature”, “love”, or “infinity”.

o Give students 30 minutes to build a sculpture using only the materials provided
and encourage them to be as creative as possible!

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-body/identity-body-europe/v/yayoi-kusama
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-body/identity-body-europe/v/yayoi-kusama
https://www.cnn.com/videos/arts/2019/03/21/yayoi-kusama-artist-dots-animation-lon-orig.cnn/video/playlists/cnn-style-art-videos/
https://www.cnn.com/videos/arts/2019/03/21/yayoi-kusama-artist-dots-animation-lon-orig.cnn/video/playlists/cnn-style-art-videos/
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• Have a discussion about Yayoi Kusama’s paintings, focusing on her application of
paint and use of color, dots, and lines. See additional web resources related to
Kusama on page 8 and 9.

• Yayoi Kusama described her obsession with dots as “being under the spell of the polka
dot nets.” She painted thousands of dot paintings, starting small and expanding to
canvases as large as 35 feet that would fill a room, eventually spreading to the floors,
walls, and even the human body.

Art activity: As a class, create a mural inspired by Kusama’s polka dots and infinity
nets.

o Materials: roll of butcher paper, markers or paint, brushes, and water cups
o Have each student draw or paint their own unique pattern using only dots and

lines, filling up a large area by repeating the pattern. One student’s pattern
should connect to another, covering the entire paper.

o When finished, hang the painting on walls in the classroom or hallway, adding
color and pattern to the space.

North Carolina Essential Standards:  Visual Art 

K.VA.V.1 – 8.VA.V.1 Use the language of visual arts to communicate effectively.   
K.VA.V.2 – 8.VA.1 Apply creative and critical thinking skills to artistic expression.  
K.VA.CX.1 – 8.VA.1 Understand the global, historical, societal, and cultural contexts of the visual arts. 
K.VA.CX.2 – 8.VA.CX.2 Understand the interdisciplinary connections and life applications of the visual arts. 
K.VA.CR.1 – 8.VA.CR.1 Use critical analysis to generate responses to a variety of prompts. 

North Carolina Essential Standards: English Language Arts 

CCR Anchor Standards for Writing Standards 
5. Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects based on focused questions, demonstrating
understanding of the subject under investigation.
6. Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital sources, assess the credibility and accuracy of each
source, and integrate the information while avoiding plagiarism.
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Akiyama Yō, Japanese, born 1953, Untitled, MV-155, 2015, unglazed stoneware with silver coating, 9 5/8 x 22 3/8 x 15 in. Carol and Jeffrey Horvitz Collection, L2019.24.28.
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Kondō Takahiro, Japanese, born 1958, Galaxy, 2001, porcelain with “silver mist” glaze, 6 ½ x 8 ½ x 5 ½ in. Carol and Jeffrey Horvitz Collection, L2019.17.8a-c.
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Suga Kishio, Japanese, born 1944, Dependent Space 752, 1975, vinyl tape and magic marker ink on paper, 71.4 x 51.8 cm (28 1/8 x 

20 3/8 inches). Collection of James Keith Brown ’84 and Eric Diefenbach, L2019.22.16. 
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Akiyama Yō 
Japanese, born 1953 
Untitled, MV-155, 2015 
unglazed stoneware with silver coating 
Carol and Jeffrey Horvitz Collection, L2019.24.28 

This powerful sculpture is part of the artist’s Metavoid series (hence the abbreviation in the 
title). Akiyama works with contrasts — between container and emptiness, between smooth 
and fissured surfaces, between darkness and reflectivity. He focuses attention on the 
physicality of clay. 

In the 1970s, Akiyama studied with the highly influential ceramicist, Yagi Kazuo (1918-1979), 
who was a co-founder of the postwar group Sōdeisha (“Crawling through Mud Association”) 
which promoted an avant-garde approach to non-functional work in clay.  

Kondō Takahiro 
Japanese, born 1958 
Galaxy, 2001 
porcelain with “silver mist” glaze 
Carol and Jeffrey Horvitz Collection, L2019.17.8a-c 

Kondō is known especially for his now-patented “silver mist” overglaze, using silver, gold, 
platinum, and glass to produce tiny, dew-like droplets. His titles often refer to natural or 
astronomical phenomena. 

In addition to lidded boxes such as this work, Kondō is known for undulating sculptural 
monoliths.  

Suga Kishio 
Japanese, born 1944 
Dependent Space 752, 1975 
vinyl tape and magic marker ink on paper 
Collection of James Keith Brown ’84 and Eric Diefenbach, L2019.22.16 

Suga was one of the leading figures in the Mono-ha (“School of Things”) group that emerged 
around 1968. Along with artists such as Enokura, who also has a work in this exhibition, Suga 
was committed to an understanding of things and materials in their natural state, with 
installations creating a vivid encounter with reality itself.  

This work on paper explores similar issues with its bold contrast between tape and ink: one is 
solid, three-dimensional, shiny, and manufactured to a standard length; and the other is 
liquid, flat, matte, and hand-drawn. The elements interact in varying combinations, ranged 
across the sheet almost like a musical composition.   
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Resource List 

Toriawase: A Special Installation of Modern Japanese Art and Ceramics 
Web Resources 
Getting Started: An Introduction to Contemporary Art – Starting the Conversation (Art21) 
https://art21.org/for-educators/tools-for-teaching/getting-started-an-introduction-to-
teaching-with-contemporary-art/starting-the-conversation/ 

o Educator resource to explore larger questions related to contemporary art.

Japanese Aesthetics, Wabi-Sabi, and the Tea Ceremony by Nancy Walkup (SchoolArts) 
https://www.davisart.com/blogs/schoolarts-room/japanese-aesthetics-wabi-sabi-and-tea/ 

o Article on Japanese aesthetics related to the tea ceremony.

Web Resources on Kondō Takahiro 
http://www.kondo-kyoto.com/ 

o Artist’s website.

https://www.adriansassoon.com/artists/takahiro-kondo/ 
o Gallery website with a short biography on the artist.

https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/160458 
o Artist’s work in the Yale University Art Gallery collection.

https://www.gardinermuseum.on.ca/studio-takahiro-kondo/ 
o Brief interview with the artist.

Yayoi Kusama: Open the Shape Called Love 
Books and Film 
Nisbet, Peter. Yayoi Kusama: Open the Shape Called Love. Chapel Hill, N.C.: Ackland Art 
Museum, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2020.  

o Exhibition catalogue.

Kusama, Yayoi. Infinity Net : The Autobiography of Yayoi Kusama. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2011. 

Kusama infinity: the life and art of Yayoi Kusama, directed by Heather Lenz (2018; Los 
Angeles, CA: Magnolia Pictures, 2019), film.  

Books for K-5 students 
Reynolds, Peter. The dot. London: Walker, 2004. 

Suzuki, Sarah. Yayoi Kusama: From Here to Infinity. New York, New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 2017.  

https://art21.org/for-educators/tools-for-teaching/getting-started-an-introduction-to-teaching-with-contemporary-art/starting-the-conversation/
https://art21.org/for-educators/tools-for-teaching/getting-started-an-introduction-to-teaching-with-contemporary-art/starting-the-conversation/
https://www.davisart.com/blogs/schoolarts-room/japanese-aesthetics-wabi-sabi-and-tea/
http://www.kondo-kyoto.com/
https://www.adriansassoon.com/artists/takahiro-kondo/
https://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/160458
https://www.gardinermuseum.on.ca/studio-takahiro-kondo/
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Web Resources 
Yayoi Kusama 
http://yayoi-kusama.jp/e/ 

o Website for the artist.

Yayoi Kusama by Grady T. Turner (BOMB Magazine) 
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/yayoi-kusama/ 

o 1999 interview with Yayoi Kusama. Research option for Middle and High School.

The fantastical world of Yayoi Kusama (Tate Modern)  
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/picture-galleries/2012/february/02/the-fantastical-
world-of-yayoi-kusama/ 

o Tate Modern curator Frances Morris talks about working with Yayoi Kusama.

Who is Yayoi Kusama? (Tate Kids)  
https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-yayoi-kusama 

o Information on the artist, ideal for K-5 students.

Why is artist Yayoi Kusama obsessed with dots? (CNN)  
https://www.cnn.com/videos/arts/2019/03/21/yayoi-kusama-artist-dots-animation-lon-
orig.cnn/video/playlists/cnn-style-art-videos/ 

o Illustrated video introducing the artist and her ideas on dots.

Yayoi Kusama (Tate Modern, featured on Kahn Academy)  
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-body/identity-body-
europe/v/yayoi-kusama 

o Video created by Tate on how Kusama established herself as an artist. Features
Kusama talking about her life and work. For Middle and High School students.

Yayoi Kusama: Infinity Mirrors (NPR) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=27&v=8VwJMw_fLvI&feature=emb_title 

o Video showing brief views from six of Kusama’s Infinity Mirror Rooms.

How to paint like Yayoi Kusama (Museum of Modern Art, featured on Kahn Academy) 
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/special-topics-art-history/creating-
conserving/how-to-paint/v/how-to-paint-yayoi-kusama  

o Video of educator and conservator Corey D’Augustine demonstrating Yayoi Kusama’s
painting style.

http://yayoi-kusama.jp/e/
https://bombmagazine.org/articles/yayoi-kusama/
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/picture-galleries/2012/february/02/the-fantastical-world-of-yayoi-kusama/
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/picture-galleries/2012/february/02/the-fantastical-world-of-yayoi-kusama/
https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/who-is/who-yayoi-kusama
https://www.cnn.com/videos/arts/2019/03/21/yayoi-kusama-artist-dots-animation-lon-orig.cnn/video/playlists/cnn-style-art-videos/
https://www.cnn.com/videos/arts/2019/03/21/yayoi-kusama-artist-dots-animation-lon-orig.cnn/video/playlists/cnn-style-art-videos/
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-body/identity-body-europe/v/yayoi-kusama
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/global-culture/identity-body/identity-body-europe/v/yayoi-kusama
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=27&v=8VwJMw_fLvI&feature=emb_title
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/special-topics-art-history/creating-conserving/how-to-paint/v/how-to-paint-yayoi-kusama
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/special-topics-art-history/creating-conserving/how-to-paint/v/how-to-paint-yayoi-kusama

