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This lesson is designed to precede or follow a field trip to Lincoln or a virtual field trip 
(http://nebraskavirtualcapitol.org) to the Nebraska Capitol. 
 
Nebraska Social Studies Standards 
SS 4.4.2 Students will describe and explain the relationships among people, events, ideas, and 
symbols over time using multiple types of sources.  

SS 4.4.2.a Describe and explain the relationships among historical people, events, ideas, and symbols, 
including various cultures and ethnic groups, in Nebraska by era. 

 

Nebraska Language Arts Standards 
  LA 4.1.5 Vocabulary: Students will build and use conversational, academic, and content-specific grade     
 level vocabulary.  
        LA 4.1.5.c Acquire new academic and content-specific grade-level vocabulary, relate to prior knowledge,         
   and apply in new situations.  
 
 Nebraska Fine and Performing Arts Standards 
FA 5.2.3 Students will use the critical process to examine works of art, learning about themselves and           

 cultures.  
      FA 5.2.3.c Interpret the message communicated by a work of art, using knowledge of visual elements,           

    subject matter, and mood.  
      FA 5.2.3.d Compare personal interpretation of a work of art with the interpretations of others.  
FA 5.2.4 Students will examine contemporary, historical, and cultural context in art and life.  

     FA 5.2.4.a Identify ways that artists influence lives and communities.  
      FA 5.2.4.d Explore how images and objects are used to convey a story, familiar experience, or  
        connection to the world.  
   
 
Overview 
 
Symbols are all around us. Our state capitol displays symbols, inside and out, that tell the story of Nebraska and 
the world. Many represent the first people of Nebraska—the Native Americans. This lesson will help us identify 
and interpret some of those symbols. 
 
Key Vocabulary 
 

• Mosaic-artwork or design made up of pieces of colored stone or glass  
• Stylized-not realistic, modified to look somewhat like a real thing 
• Symbol-a mark, character, or picture that stands for or represents something 
• Symbolism-the use of pictures or icons to represent something 
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Materials  
 
• Virtual Capitol Tour Website 
• http://nebraskavirtualcapitol.org/ 
 
Procedures 
 
SESSION ONE 
 
 1.  Ask students to define the word “symbol” and allow a bit of time for them to list or draw as many symbols as              
    they can. Discuss the purpose of symbols in daily life (often to eliminate the need for words, and thus, save    
   time and space) and how it is essential to know the meanings of some (such as traffic signs) while others are 
    used for interesting or decorative purposes. 
 
2.   Remind students that the capitol functions as a “place that tells the history of the state of Nebraska from the   
    time of the dinosaur to the present.”  Show 
    http://netnebraska.org/interactive-multimedia/learning-services/virtual-capitol-tour-thunderbird  
    which is a 2:51 introduction to the capitol tour hosted by the thunderbird. 
    Direct students to look up at the (thunderbird) mosaics on the dome and ask them to try to figure out what          
  kind  of bird is represented in those mosaics. Discuss whether this is a picture of a real bird. The thunderbird 
  is more like a character from mythology or early Native American religion. This is an example of stylized art. 
 
 3.  Begin the tour at the North Façade.  Open the photos of the bison on either side of the stairs. Read the        
 descriptions with students. Tell them to watch for the words “symbol” and “represent” in the descriptions as  
 they explore and then record the Native American symbols on the sheet that is provided.  (They may draw  or 
 name the symbol in the first column.) Study the north doors at the top of the stairs and record symbols. If     
 students are comfortable navigating the tour, pair or group students to proceed through the site. The Warner 
 Chamber has the most examples (doors, tapestry, four ceiling mosaics) of Native American symbols. 
 
  There is an issue of “Trailblazer” about the capitol that has a clear line drawing of the Warner Chamber       
   doors that may be helpful. 
 
    http://www.nebraskahistory.org/museum/teachers/material/trailblz/ntb14.pdf 
 
SESSION TWO 
 
 1.  Students should refer to their symbol record sheet from the previous session.  Allow time to share their     
  findings. After comparing their findings, discuss the following: 
 
  What symbols appeared repeatedly throughout the building?  Why do you think these were important in the  
  lives of Native Americans? What media did the artists use for their work?  
 
Assessment 
 
Quick write: Define “symbol” as it used in the art and architecture of the capitol.  Give at least 3 examples of 
symbols you discovered and why they were important in history. 
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Extensions 
 
 1. Other areas of the capitol have different themes and symbols to explore if time allows. 
 

• Façades: West (A Civil Society), South (Nebraska’s Laws), East (Human Rights) 
• Vestibule (Agriculture’s Importance to Nebraska) 
• Foyer (Building Nebraska and Citizen Responsibility) 
• Rotunda (Nebraska’s Resources)  
• Supreme Court (Role of Judicial Branch) 
• Memorial Chamber (Public Service) 
• Norris Chamber (Role of the Legislative Branch)  
• Governor’s Suite (Role of Executive Office) 

 
2.  Ask students to think about what is important in their lives today. They should consider ideals and concepts    
  rather than merely objects. Have them design their own symbols that they would put in today’s capitol. 
 
Sources/Resources 
 
Virtual Capitol Tour Website 
http://nebraskavirtualcapitol.org/ 
 
http://netnebraska.org/interactive-multimedia/learning-services/virtual-capitol-tour-thunderbird 
Introduction to Virtual Capitol Tour (2:51) 
 
http://www.nebraskahistory.org/museum/teachers/material/trailblz/ntb14.pdf 
Trailblazer-State Capitol 
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No. 14  The State Capitol 

The State Capitol 

our state capital. 
Before Nebraska 

became a state in 
1867, Omaha was 
the capital. The legis
lature of Nebraska 
Territory first met in 
January 1855 in a 
building donated by 
a local business. A 
new building (shown 
here), the second 
and last territorial 
capitol, was completed in 1858. This building was later torn down to make 
room for Omaha's Central High School. 

A capitol is the building where our elected 
capital is the 

city where that building is located. Our state 
capitol building is located in Lincoln, 

state officials meet and work. A 

Remember the difference between capital and capitol: 

and "o"= a building"a"= a city 



Nebraska has had three state capitols! 
When Nebraska became a state, a 

bitter dispute arose over the location of 
the new capital. Would it remain north of 
the Platte River in Omaha? Or would it 
be moved south of the river to a new 
town? A majority of legislators finally 
decided that the capital would be moved 
to newly founded Lincoln. Very few 
people lived in the area, and many 
people complained about the new loca
tion. A capitol building needed to be built 
before the first regular session of the 
state legislature. If the first state capitol 
had not been completed by January 1, 
1869, the plan to make Lincoln the new 
capital might have failed. 

The view from the first state capitol shows 
how few people lived in Lincoln in the early 
1870s. The large house across the street was 
the home of Thomas P. Kennard, Nebraska's 
first secretary of state. To inspire confidence in 
the new capital of Lincoln and to encourage 
others to move there, Kennard built this show
place. 

Over 100 years later the Kennard House still 
stands, a reminder of Lincoln's "childhood." 
Today it is a museum of the Nebraska State 
Historical Society, and you may visit it. 

Because the first capitol building was 
built so hurriedly and with poor materials, 
it soon fell into disrepair. A replacement 
was needed. A second state capitol was 
begun in 1879 and completed in stages 
over the next ten years. With the growth 
in the government and in the entire state, 
this larger building was too small almost 
as soon as it was finished. 

In 1919 the people of Nebraska had 
decided to build a third capitol. Workers 
began clearing ground around the second 
capitol in 1922, when this photograph 
was taken. 



The State Capitol contains many interesting features. This drawing is of the two 
carved wood doors to the former Senate chamber. 

The figures of the man and woman represent the Indian tribes of Nebraska. A 
corn plant, which stands for the Indian "tree of life," is carved in the center. The 
door handles are in the shape of ears of corn. 

The woman stands on a turtle, the symbol of a productive life. The man stands 
on an otter, an Indian symbol for medicine. 

A thunderbird, a powerful figure of the heavens, flies above them. 



The doors to the current Senate 
chamber show a couple planting a 
"tree of life." The woman holds a 
watering jar. They are dressed in an 
ancient style of the Middle East, one of 
the birthplaces of western civilization. 

Building the "Tower on the Plains"


Building the new state capitol was 
no simple task. A railroad line had to 
be built to the site of the new capitol. 
The heavy building materials needed 
by the construction crew were hauled 
on this track. 

The old building was left in place 
and the new one begun around it. 
After this stage was completed, the 
old capitol was gradually torn down 
and the center of the new building 
rose in its place. 



After six years of work the central 
tower was not quite half built. This 
view was taken in 1928. 

The capitol was finished in 
1932. It remains the tallest 
building in Lincoln. 

The capitol's crowning touch was this 
giant bronze statue placed on the top of the 
tower, 400 feet above the ground. How do 
you think this job was done? (Answer else
where in this Nebraska Trailblazer.) 

The nineteen foot statue, called "The 
Sower," is taller than three adults. The fig
ure, sowing – or scattering – seed during 
planting, represents the rich agricultural 
tradition of our state. 



Three Branches of Government Under One Roof 

The governor heads the executive branch. This

person executes, or carries out, the laws that are

made. The governor works in an office in the state

capitol.


This sculpture is of Robert Furnas, who became

governor in 1873. For this and other accomplish

ments, he is a member of the Nebraska Hall of

Fame. His bust and those of other famous men

and women are displayed at the State Capitol.


The branch of state government which 
makes our laws is the legislative branch. Ne
braska is the only state which has a one-house 
legislature. The word for this system is unicameral 
(uni = one + cameral = chamber). Nebraskans 
adopted the unicameral system in 1934. 

It took time to work out the details. The one-
house legislature first met in 1937 (see photo at 
left). The builders of the new capitol had planned 
for a two-house legislature and had built two large 
rooms, or chambers, in which they could meet. 
Only one is needed now for our state senators. 

The state supreme court is 
part of the judicial branch. 
Seven judges hear legal cases 
involving people from across the 
state. Their judgments help ex
plain the laws. Their courtroom is 
also in the state capitol. 

You may take a free tour of 
your state capitol. One of the 
places you will see is the supreme 
court chamber – if the judges are 
not working that day! 



As you walk through the north door of the capitol, you will see this 
carved in stone. The motto reads "The Salvation of the State Is Watchful
ness in the Citizen." The sculpture is called "Spirit of the Pioneers." Oxen 
pull a covered wagon as a family walks west. 

As a citizen of the state of Nebraska, you have a responsibility – like 
the pioneers before you – to take part in the workings of your government. 
Can you name ways in which this can be done? 
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FIND THE CORRECT ANSWERS AMONG THE MUTIPLE CHOICE 
QUESTIONS BELOW AND CIRCLE THE CORRECT ANSWER  OR 

ANSWERS. RE-READ THE TEXT IF NECESSARY.

 1. The first territorial capitol was built in 	a) Bellevue b)  Brownville


 c) Council Bluffs  d) Omaha.


 2. The territorial capital was 	a) south of the Platte River b)  north of the

 Platte River  c) on a sandbar in the middle of the Platte River.

 3. Nebraska became the 37th state to join the Union in a) 1776 b) 1854


 c) 1862  d) 1867.


 4. The 	a) first  b) second  c) third  state capitol was built around the


 previous capitol building.


 5. The tallest building in Lincoln is 	a) Bob Devaney Center  b) the state


 capitol  c) Cornhusker Hotel  d) Memorial Stadium.


 6. The three branches of our state government are	 a) the judicial branch


 b) the Long Branch  c) the legislative branch  d) the olive branch


 e) the executive branch.


 7. The 19-foot statue on top of the capitol is called 	a) the grower  b) the


 blower  c) the sower  d) the tower.


 8. 	It took a) three years  b) eight years  c) ten years d)  fifteen years to

 build the third state capitol.

 9. 	Nebraska's first secretary of state was a) Thomas Osborne


 b) Thomas Kennard  c) Thomas Jefferson  d) Thomas Edison.


10. The doors of the former Senate Chamber are made of 	 a) marble

 b) stone  c) brick d) wood  on which Indian symbols are carved. 

11. Our state a) capitol  b) capital  is located in Lincoln on Centennial Mall

 between 14th Street and 16th Street. 

12. Lincoln is Nebraska's a) capitol  b) capital  city. 


