
Dylan Connor 
Figureheads:  The Mysterious Protectors of Ships and their Crews 

1 

 

 

   

 

Nautical Figureheads: The Mysterious Protectors of Ships and Their Crews 

 

Author:  Dylan Connor, Bunnell High School 

Subject:  General Interest, History/ Social Studies 

Grade Levels:  6-8       

Time needed: about 1 hour 

 

Introduction:  Figureheads were the large wooden carvings that adorned the bows of sailing vessels. 
They often depicted supernatural deities, mythological figures or people of high importance. By 
exploring the collection of figureheads at Mystic Seaport, students will better understand the people 
who owned and operated these ships. 
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Content Standards:  

 INQ 6–8.5 Determine the kinds of sources that will be helpful in answering compelling and 

supporting questions, taking into consideration multiple points of view represented in the 

sources. 

 

 INQ 6–8.11 Construct explanations using reasoning, correct sequences, examples, and details 

with relevant information and data, while acknowledging the strengths and weaknesses of the 

explanations. 

 
Compelling Questions:  

● What can nautical figureheads reveal to us about the people who lived and worked on sailing 
vessels during the 18th and 19th centuries? 
 

● Why were nautical figureheads so common on ships? 
 

Supporting Questions 

 What functions did nautical figureheads serve? (i.e. practical vs. spiritual)  

 If you were a sailor, living for months or years at a time on a particular vessel, how might your 

ship’s figurehead affect you? 

 What level of craftsmanship was required to create a figurehead? 

Objectives: Students will… 

 demonstrate a basic knowledge of nautical figureheads, including their history and purpose on 
sailing ships.  

 design their own figurehead that can serve as a guide for their own journey through the waters 

of life. 

Materials/Resources needed for students:  

Source #1: The Mystic Seaport collection of figureheads (while it is preferred to see the collection in 

person, photographs of the collection can be used for observation) 

http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=

0&page=2  (Scroll down for figureheads, click on individual images)- FIGUREHEADS & gallery  

Source #2   Video - approx. 2 minutes http://stories.mysticseaport.org/figureheads/  

 

 

http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2
http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2
http://stories.mysticseaport.org/figureheads/
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Inquiry Activity 

1. Students will watch a video that covers general information about the collection of nautical 
figureheads at Mystic Seaport. ( 2 minutes) http://www.mysticseaport.org/locations/figureheads/ 
 

2. Students will walk through the collection of figureheads in the Mystic Seaport museum 
vault in order to observe and take photos on their electronic devices. (Or if viewing the collection 
is not possible, students will use computers to view the collection at 
http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&
x=0&y=0&page=2  - FIGUREHEADS & gallery  

               (10 minutes).  

3. Students will regroup in a classroom or outside where they will work in groups of 2-3 and 
choose a favorite figurehead to focus their attention on. They will use the worksheet on material 
culture to discuss what the figurehead reveals to them about who made and used it (20 
minutes) 
 

4. Students will gather in a classroom to present on their conclusions based on the guide sheet. 
(20 minutes)  
 

5. Finally, students will each receive a paper and pen to write down their thoughts about what kind 
of figurehead they might commission for their own ship. As an extended learning experience, 
students will finish writing the description of their personalized figurehead. Students are 
welcome to sketch their imagined figurehead if they wish to. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.mysticseaport.org/locations/figureheads/
http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2
http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2
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Communicating Conclusions/Taking Informed Action  

 
Communication/Action #1: After observing the figureheads, each student in cooperative groups (2-3 

students) will engage in group discussion about which 3 figureheads made the biggest impression on 

them and why. They will use the worksheet to determine what their chosen figureheads tell them about 

the culture that produced them.  

ASSESSMENT: Material Culture worksheet (attached) - each group needs 3 of these sheets.  

Communication/Action #2:     Each group will choose one figurehead to report out on to the rest of 

the class. They will show (using photographs at 

http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=

0&page=2  - FIGUREHEADS & gallery or their own photos) and describe the figurehead, talk about 

why it made an impression on them, and what the object suggests about the culture who produced it. 

Groups should use the Figurehead Inquiry Guide sheet as a resource for their presentation. 

Presentations should last 5-6 minutes each. 

ASSESSMENT: Peer Assessment Rubric (attached) - Students who are observing the presentations 

will fill out a rubric for each group as it presents. Thus, the presentation is an active experience for the 

presenters and listeners. The rubrics will be collected in order to calculate average scores for each 

group. 

 

 

 Source Materials 
 
Websites:  

 http://www.cultureandcommunication.org/deadmedia/index.php/Nautical_Figureheads 

 http://www.figureheads.co.uk/ 

 http://archaeology.about.com/od/mterms/g/material_cultur.htm 

 http://www.mysticseaport.org/locations/figureheads/ 

 Figureheads in Mystic Seaport Collections (Scroll to p. 2, towards bottom and p. 3) 

 

 

http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2
http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2
http://www.cultureandcommunication.org/deadmedia/index.php/Nautical_Figureheads
http://www.figureheads.co.uk/
http://archaeology.about.com/od/mterms/g/material_cultur.htm
http://www.mysticseaport.org/locations/figureheads/
http://mobius.mysticseaport.org/results.php?term=figurehead&module=objects&type=keyword&x=0&y=0&page=2

