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Overview 
 Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park is proud to present the first 
major museum exhibition of African art ever mounted in West Michigan.   
Displaying more than eighty objects from the collection of Warren Robbins, Founding 
Director Emeritus of the National Museum of African Art, the exhibition explores the 
function and cultural significance of art in various sub-Saharan communities.  
Predominantly masks and figures, these objects were created for ceremonial purposes as 
well as everyday use. 
 

The Art of Africa highlights several themes: 
·  The functionality of African art 
·  The African preference for an abstract artistic style based on geometric 

designs and patterns 
·  The spiritual dimension of African art 
·  The use of figures in ceremonial and commemorative practices 
·  A geographical understanding of the continent 

 
In addition, videos and displays will focus on the cultural similarities that unite the 

various peoples as well as the distinctive ethnic or regional styles of art. 
 

 
Exhibition Programming 

 
Sunday, January 27, 2pm - Road Show with George Bayard 

Learn about African art with local gallery owner and African art expert 
George Bayard.  Bring in your own examples of African art to discover the 
details of their origin and value—just like on the “Antique Road Show” or 
listen to Bayard discuss traditional African objects. 

 
Saturday, February 2 at 2pm - Clothing and Culture of Ghana with Georgia Farr, 
Creations by Georgia 

Experience the traditions of Kente cloth from the Ashanti People of Ghana, 
the Togo, and the Ewe People of Ghana.  Discover the meanings and 
symbolism of these beautiful and colorful fabrics.  Learn some of the many 
head-wrapping techniques and explore the stories behind the bead and shell 
decorations adorning both traditional and contemporary garments. 

 
Sunday, February 24 at 2pm – Lecture: Art of Africa with Dr. Meredith Palumbo, 
Kendall College of Art and Design 

Do you know why Africans use ceremonial masks?  Did you know that 
some people in Africa sleep with wooden necks instead of pillows?  Learn 
more about the fascinating and functional objects of the Warren collection in 
this informative lecture by an African art expert. 



Format:  Through the Eyes of a Child—An African Adventure 
 

In a uniquely personal format, students will be “invited” by three Ugandan 
children—Sarah, Frank and Desiree—to explore the African continent.  While on this 
imaginary journey, students will be directed to find specific items shown in the Family 
Looking Guide.  This exhibition souvenir features an actual photograph of the three 
students on one side, and twelve objects or plants from the exhibition on the other. 
Together with a docent, students will examine closely each item to learn the story it tells 
about life in Africa.  Students, then, will be encouraged to compare that life with their 
own. 
 

All students will gain a sense of African daily life including artistic traditions, 
family or tribal customs, rituals, geography, climate, flora and fauna.  In addition, the 
exhibition will explain such mysteries as why certain chairs are turned upside down at 
night and why African art is dominated by masks. 
 
 An educational trunk has been provided by the Robbins’ Center specifically for use 
with school programs.  Trunk contents must be handled with care but may be touched and 
worn to illustrate the many uses of the items in the exhibition.  Objects include a stool, 
neckrest, gameboard, headdress, comb, spoon, bowl, figure and several masks.  Some 
objects will be used on an exhibition discovery cart available to all visitors while others 
will be incorporated into the interactive classroom option. 
 

The fun continues after the field trip as the students use their souvenir card to 
complete post-visit assignments.   

 
In addition, we have received permission to include the address of the school in 

Uganda that Sarah, Frank and Desire attend.  Pen-pal connections are encouraged.  An 
information sheet about GEO (Grassroots Empowerment Opportunities) follows. 



About the photographer: 
 
 The cover photo and that appearing on the Family Looking Guide were taken 

by Ruth Nakibuuka, a 17-year-old young woman in Luwafu, a district of Kampala, 
Uganda.  Ruth attends a secondary school and lives with seven other sisters and brothers 
in Luwafu.  Ruth is one of seven orphans in the home.  Before 2005, Ruth was without a 
safe place to live.  She was not in school and working as a house girl for others, which is 
often the fate of many such girls with no means of support.  Her biological brother 
assisted her until he could no longer care for her needs.  Ruth came to the house when her 
former primary teacher, Sarah Wamujje, was able to purchase the small four-room house 
through an organization called Grassroots Empowerment Opportunities (GEO) which is 
registered in the USA and Uganda. 
 
 
Grassroots Empowerment Opportunities:  

“Reclaiming our children, assuring their futures.” 
 
GEO is dedicated to empowering orphan children with a safe, caring home 

environment, access to a good education, training for a career, and self-sustaining 
employment.     

Each GEO child does something at the house which helps to raise funds, and lessen 
the reliance on outside donors.  Ruth has taken up photography as one of her professional 
skills.  Other children make crafts, compose music, and develop other creative outlets.  
Each child is also preparing for an independent adulthood. 

 
 

West Michigan Connection 
 
The house mother of the GEO home is Sarah Wamujje.  She is a head teacher at a 

primary school in Luwafu, Kampala, and is married to Dale Dieleman, a Grand Rapids, 
Michigan native, and they spend their time between the USA and Uganda.  GEO also 
founded a clinic on the school’s property to treat children and adults in the community.  
Their plans also include a second home, exclusively for children living with HIV. 

 
For more information on GEO and how your school, classroom or family can get 

involved with GEO on a personal or class level, contact Sarah Wamujje at 
sarahwamujje@yahoo.com or Dale Dieleman at dadieleman@yahoo.com.  You may 
write to either Sarah or Dale c/o GEO-USA, 969 Valley Avenue, NW, Grand Rapids MI 
49504.



There are three ways to enjoy the exhibition 
 
 Self-guided Experience 

Spend as much time as you wish exploring the eighty objects in the 
exhibition.  Docents will be available to answer your questions, 
and an interactive Looking Guide will direct your attention to 
specific items of interest. 

 
Guided Tour 

A one-hour, docent-led tour will illustrate the five main concepts of 
the exhibition while examining closely several authentic African 
objects and plants.  Students will compare a traditional African 
lifestyle with their own. 

 
 Tour and Activity 

After a 60-minute tour, the fun continues in an additional half-hour 
of hands-on exploration.  Docents will direct students in typical 
activities from everyday life, many using authentic African objects.   
 
Activities will vary, and students will have time to complete only a 
few of the numerous selections.  Possibilities include: 
·  Attempting to walk while balancing a heavy load on their heads 
·  Playing a thumb piano 
·  Creating a traditional bead design 
·  Testing the comfort of a traditional neckrest 
·  Playing a game of mankala 
·  Printing and interpreting an adrinka cloth design 
·  Weaving Kente-like cloth 
·  Making a figure from plant material 
·  Watching a dye-making demonstration 
·  Learning to tie a kanga in either a girl’s neck-knot dress, or a 

boy’s wraparound 
 
 
For more information or to register your group, call Suzie Doten, Indoor 
Education Manager, at 616-974-5239.   Group size is limited. 



Main Concepts for Student Groups 
 
Functionality 

The objects in this exhibition represent an art fully integrated into daily life.  This 
is most clearly seen in the creation of such commonplace objects as neckrests, chairs, and 
food bowls.  These items are both functional and beautiful. 

·  Because art is functional, design is most often depicted on 3-dimensional forms as 
opposed to 2-dimensional surfaces. 

·  The functionality of forms is a practice shared by most African peoples.  Many of 
the ethnic groups are connected by similar customs. 

·  The meaning of an object, the ceremonies associated with it, and the spirits 
contained within it cannot be differentiated; they must be taken as a whole. 

 
Design 

The African aesthetic as it appears in this exhibition is one of abstraction focusing 
on design, shapes and patterns rather than realistic representation.   

·  It is an art that is individual as well as personal.  Items are hand-carved and 
painted, not mass-produced. 

·  The preference for geometric design can be seen in the three-dimensional art forms 
such as memorial posts and figures as well as in fabric patterns. 

 
Spirituality 
 The African world view as depicted in these objects includes several layers of 
connection.  The typical African is in close contact with nature, family, villagers, 
ancestors, spirits and gods. 
 
Materials  
 Many African people utilize local materials in their art.  Thus, the plant life 
indigenous to an area, in many instances, dictates the material used to create an object.  A 
careful observation of the material used can reveal an object’s area of origin. 

·  The innate characteristics of a material—such as the hardness or softness of a 
wood—affects the design of the object. 

·  In addition to artistic uses, African plants are significant sources of food, clothing, 
shelter and medicine. 

  
Geography 

Africa is a continent comprised of 54 separate countries populated by more than 100 
ethnic groups.  The area’s geography guarantees a rich diversity in many forms. 

·  The size of the area represented is immense and contains several different biomes 
resulting in a variety of plant and animal life.   

·  The African peoples speak more than 1000 different languages, and demonstrate 
various artistic styles.   



 
Curriculum Standards and Benchmarks 
 
ART: 
  Content Strand – Analyzing in Context 

ART.3.VA  - All students will analyze, describe and evaluation works of art. 
 

Elementary 
          2. Identify various purposes for creating works of visual art. 
 

Middle School 
          2. Observe and compare works of art that were created for different  
               purposes. 
 

High School 
          2. Identify intentions of artists, explore the implications of various purposes, 
              and justify analyses of purpose in particular works. 
  

  Content Strand – Arts in Context 
ART.4.VA - All students will understand, analyze and describe the arts in their 
historical, social and cultural contexts. 
 

Elementary 
          1. Know that the visual arts have a history and specific relationship to  
              various cultures. 
          2. Identify specific works of art as belonging to particular cultures, times  

    and places. 
 

Middle School 
          2. Describe and place a variety of art objects in historical and cultural 
               contexts. 
          3. Analyze, describe and demonstrate how factors of time and place  

    influence visual characteristics that give meaning and value to a work of  
    art. 
 

High School 
           1. Reflect on how the subjects, ideas and symbols of artworks differ  
               visually, spatially, temporally and functionally with respect to history  
               and culture. 
           2. Describe the functions and explore the meanings of specific art objects  

     within varied cultures, times and places. 



 
SOCIAL STUDIES: 
  Content Strand – Historical Perspective 

SOC.I.2 – All students will understand narratives about…world history by 
identifying people involved, describing the setting and sequencing events. 
 

Elementary 
          3. Describe the past through the eyes and experiences of those who were 
              there as revealed by their records. 

 
  Content Strand – Geographic Perspective 

SOC. II.1 – All students will describe, compare and explain the locations and 
characteristics of places, cultures, and settlements. 
 

Elementary 
          2. Locate and describe diverse kinds of communities and explain the 
              reasons for their characteristics and locations. 
 

Middle School 
          2. Describe and compare characteristics of major world cultures, including 
              language, religion, belief systems, gender roles and traditions. 

 
SCIENCE: 
  Content Strand – Ecosystems 

SCIENCE III.5 – All students will … analyze how humans and the environment 
interact. 
 

 Middle School 
                    5. Explain how humans use and benefit from plant and animal materials. 
                    6. Describe ways in which humans alter the environment.  
 
  Content Strand - Geosphere 

SCIENCE  V.1 – All students will describe the earth’s surface; how the earth’s 
features change over time; analyze effects of technology on the earth’s surface and 
resources. 
 

 Middle School 
                    1. Describe and identify surface features using maps. 
  



Classroom Activities:  Pre-visit 

Social Studies:  Where in the World 
Collect as many different newspapers and magazines as possible for one week.  

Comb through them searching for articles about Africa.  For every article found, include 
on an index card the name of the African country cited along with a one-sentence 
synopsis of the news.   

At the week’s end, distribute to the students all the references and a labeled map of 
Africa.  Ask the students to match the news stories to the map. 

 
 

Social Studies: Weather Report 
Research biomes together as a class.  How many of them can be found on the 

African continent?   
Using individual maps of Africa, ask students to differentiate by color the various 

African biomes.  Then ask each student to select a city or village in one of those biomes.  
Research the weather in that city today.  Include the weather details on the biomes map.  
If planning a trip to that city, list what you would pack in your suitcase. 
 
 
Science/Social Studies/Art: Design-a-Dinner 

Many foods common to our dinner tables are grown in Africa.  As a class, compile 
a list of foods grown in Africa.  

Then give each student a paper plate with the name of one food from Africa 
printed on the back. Using the library, Internet, family cookbook, friends or family, have 
students provide a recipe featuring the selected African food.  Students should decorate 
their plates either with the pictures of the featured food, or in an African-style motif.  
Attach the recipe to each plate. Assemble all the decorated platters and set an African 
buffet table.   

For older students, ask them to research and provide an authentic African recipe 
(see Resources section) for the food item indicated on the back of their plate.  After the 
plates are assembled, select one recipe to create and sample as a class. 
 
 
Art: Limitless Possibilities 
 Much of African art features geometric patterns or simplified designs inspired by 
nature.  Non-representational, the focus is on design. Give the students a piece of paper, 
5x8 inches.  Ask them to create an animal design using only straight lines and circles. 
Display the results.  Are any two the same?  While the design elements may be limited, 
art based on imagination is limitless. 
 
 
 



Social Studies: Assigned Seating 
 Chairs represent more than seating.  Consider the difference between a stool and a 
throne.  Chairs can confer hospitality, status, authority, achievement or punishment.  
Describe as many kinds of seating as possible.  Discuss what kind of seating would be 
used in each instance above. 

Hospitality  (giving seat on the bus)  
Status    (throne) 
Authority    (raised dais, judge’s bench),  
Achievement   (head of the table)  
Punishment   (time-out chair) 

  
Ask students to design a chair that would express their personalities. 
 
 
Social Studies: It Takes A Village 
 An African child sees him/herself in social terms.  Not only are they a part of a 
family and extended family, but they also have connections to the village, community, 
ancestors, spirits and gods.   
 Ask the students to indicate their own social connections in a series of concentric 
circles starting with their immediate family and extending out as far as possible. 
 



Classroom Activities: Post-visit 
 
Art: Fashion Designer 
 Masks and/or headdresses in African culture are never intended to function 
alone—they are part of an elaborate outfit to be worn at a specific ceremony.  Using the 
picture of the Mali headdress on the souvenir card from the exhibition as a starting point, 
have the students complete the outfit (including head covering, body covering, dance, 
music and song).   
 
 
Math: Materials Graph 

In the exhibition, students saw a beautiful wooden cup from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo.    Ask students to inventory by material (glass, porcelain, clay, 
Styrofoam, plastic, etc.) all the cups in their homes.  Graph the results in class.  How 
many were made of wood?  Ask the students to speculate why this cup was fashioned 
from wood.  Why are so few of our cups made from wood? 
 
 
Social Studies: Keepsakes 

Ask students to list all the ways that we hold onto memories (photographs, diaries, 
souvenirs, heirloom items, scrapbooks, letters, family rituals, repeated stories, namesakes, 
holiday observances, such as Memorial Day grave visiting, etc.)  After the exhibition, ask 
the students to answer the same question for the African communities they explored.  As 
regards to safeguarding memories, are the two cultures more alike or different? 

Create a class “memory book” of your African experience.  How did you prepare 
the students for the exhibition?  Do you have any children from Africa in your class; if 
so, include their story.  What were the students’ reactions to the show?  Which objects 
did they most enjoy?  Which hands-on objects or interactive exercises did they try?  
Include correspondence with the Ugandan children if pen-pal connections were made. 
 
 
English:  Pen-Pals and more 

GEO is eager to establish relationships with American schools.  Possible 
opportunities include: 

·  Pen-pals with children of all ages in Uganda 
·  Exchanging crafts, photos, with classrooms 
·  Teacher-to-Teacher idea exchanges 
·  Tours and educational adventures 

 
To pursue any of these ideas, please see contact information on page 5.



Suggested Resources: 
 
All books listed are available in the Peter M. Wege Library of Frederik Meijer 
Gardens & Sculpture  Park.  The Wege Library is a for-reference-only library; 
books and periodicals do not circulate.  The public is invited to use in-house any 
item in our collection. 
 
Africa: the art of a continent / edited by Tom Phillips.  – Munich ; London : Prestel, 
1999. 
 
Africa for Kids : exploring a vibrant continent, 19 activities / Harvey Croze.  Chicago ; 
Chicago Review Press, c206. 
 
African Masks from the Barbier-Mueller Collection, Geneva / by Iris Hahner-Herzog, 
Maria Kecskaesi, and Laaszlao Vajda  -- Munich ; New York ; Prestel, c1998. 
 
Art of the Senses: African masterpieces from the Teel Collection -- Boston : New York: 
MFA Publications ; c 2004. 
 
Chapungu: Stories in Stone: an African perspective on family / Guthrie, Roy. -- Harare, 
Zimbabwe : Chapungu Sculpture Park, c2005. 
 
The Tribal Arts of Africa / Jean-Baptiste Bacquart.  – Bacquart, Jean-Baptiste.  -- New 
York : Thames and Hudson, 1998. 
 
 
Websites and other resources 
 www.africa.upenn.edu/Cookbook/about_cb_wh.html 
  African recipes 
 http://allafrica.com 

This is a current news site that compiles and indexes content from more than 
300 sources. 

 http://pbskids.org/africa/index.html 
Includes many high-quality, interactive resources for sharing African 
schoolchildren’s experiences. 

 www.nmafa.si.edu/ 
  The National Museum of African art is a branch of the Smithsonian Institute. 


