
Dear Educator: 
 

 These teaching materials focus on Black African art from south of the Sahara 
desert.  All of the artworks are part of the permanent collection of the Dallas 
Museum of Art.   

 
 This particular choice of objects shows the great variety of people who make art 
in sub-Saharan Africa, the variety of materials that are used, and the variety of 
uses and meanings connected with African art.  These are also objects of great 
beauty, and often, rarity.  

 
 The goal of these materials is to provide you and your students with information 
and activities that will enable you to connect with, think about, and enjoy this 
selection of African artworks.  Please feel free to use these materials in the way 
that works best for you. 

 
 The materials include the following. 

1. A “How to Use These Materials” Section with T.E.K.S. 
2. Evaluations for the Teaching Materials and Docent Tour 
3. An Introductory Essay: “Art and Life in Africa” 
4. 2 “Mapping Africa” Activities 
5. 15 Artworks & 15 “Object Sheets” (one for each artwork) 
6. A “Glossary” of special words in the Object Sheets 

 
All of us involved with education at the Dallas Museum of Art hope that these 
materials will help you and your students become better acquainted with these 
works of art from sub-Saharan Africa. Please let us know your reactions by filling 
out and returning the evaluation sheets.  We do appreciate your input! 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 

  Dallas Museum of Art Education Staff
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EVALUATION SHEET for Dallas Museum of Art Teaching Materials 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Date:______________________Name:_______________________________________________ 

We would appreciate your taking a 
moment to fill out the upper portion of this 
form and check appropriate responses 
below.  Please send the form to: 
 
 Teaching Resources 
 Dallas Museum of Art  
 1717 North Harwood 
 Dallas, Texas  75201 
 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

 
Name of 
School:_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Grade 
Level:_______________________Class:_____________________________________________ 
 
 
1. Did you like the format of these teaching materials?    Y___N___ 
 
2. Did you find the How to Use These Materials section useful?   Y___N___ 
 
3. Was the Introductory Essay helpful?      Y___N___ 
 
4. Did the students use the Mapping Africa activities?    Y___N___ 
 
5. Did the Object Sheets help you and your students connect with the artworks? Y___N___ 
 
6. Did you lead the presentation of the objects or did the students?     ___ I did. 

   ___ The students did. 
 
7. Did the students do the activities on the Object Sheets?    Y___N___ 
 
8. Did you and the students find the Glossary helpful?    Y___N___ 
 
9. Did you find the way we included the T.E.K.S. helpful?   Y___N___ 
 
10. Did the materials help motivate the students for their trip to the Dallas  
      Museum of Art?         Y___N___ 
 
COMMENTS   (Use the numbers to refer to particular topics, and use the back of this sheet if necessary.) 
 

THANK YOU!! 
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EVALUATION SHEET for Dallas Museum of Art Docent Tour 
 

 

 

Sub-Saharan 
Africa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Date:_______________________Name:________

 
Name of 
School:__________________________________

 
Grade 
Level:_______________________Class:_______
 
Name of 
Docent:__________________________________

1. Did a docent make telephone contact with you?
2. Did you access the teaching materials on the Da
3. Did you use the Teaching Materials to prepare y
    experience after the tour?    
4. Did your students feel welcome and comfortabl
5. Was your docent on time and well organized? 
6. Did your docent relate well to the group?  
7. Was the information given on the tour clear? 
8. Was the information and vocabulary used appro
9. Were students encouraged to look carefully and
10. Was the docent successful at encouraging part
11. Did your students enjoy their visit to the Dalla
12. Will the information and looking skills introdu
      to your classroom work?    
13. Did the tour meet your expectations?  
14. Based on this visit, will you plan another doce
 

COMMENTS   (Use the numbers to refer to particula
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We are interested in your response to our docent-
guided visits.  The time you take to complete this 
form will enhance our efforts to offer educational
experiences of consistently high quality at the 
Dallas Museum of Art.  Fill out the upper portion 
of this form and check appropriate responses 
below.  Please send the form to: 
 Teaching Programs  
 Dallas Museum of Art  
 1717 North Harwood 
 Dallas, Texas  75201 
______________________________________ 

_______________________________________ 

_______________________________________ 

______________________________________ 

CIRCLE ONE: 
      Yes  No 
llas Museum of Art website?  Yes  No 
our class for their tour or to extend their  

     Yes  No 
e at the Museum during their tour? Yes  No 

     Yes  No 
     Yes  No 
     Yes  No 

priate to the level of the group?  Yes  No 
 to think critically?      Yes  Somewhat  No 
icipation from students?      Yes  Somewhat  No 
s Museum of Art?   Yes  No 
ced at the Museum be applicable 

     Yes  No 
     Yes  No 

nt visit for your students?  Yes  No 

r topics, and use the back of this sheet if necessary.) 

THANK YOU!! 
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SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 
 
 

How to Use These Materials  
The goal of these materials is to provide you and your students with information and 
activities that will enable you to connect with, think about, and enjoy this selection 
of sub-Saharan African artworks.  Please think of these materials as building blocks 
that can be assembled in a number of ways to create a stimulating, learning 
experience. 
 
 
 
Here are some suggestions. 
• Look at the artworks with the students.  Talking about what you see helps 

students to focus on the objects. 
 
 
• Use the Object Sheets while you look at the artworks.  The Object Sheets 

contain information about the objects, information about the people who made 
the objects, activities that connect with the objects, and questions that can be 
used to start a discussion about the artworks and their connections to our own 
lives.  The Object Sheets help create an experience with the artwork. 

 

Object Sheets can be used by the teacher or the students.   
 

 The teacher can use the Object Sheet to lead an interaction with the 
artwork, either in the classroom or at the Museum. 

 

 The teacher can assign an artwork and Object Sheet to a student, or 
small group of students, who will be responsible for presenting the 
artwork to the class, developing a discussion, and leading an activity. 

 
 
• Look at one artwork and Object Sheet at a time, or look at a number of them.  

Not everything has to be covered during one session. 
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The Object Sheets 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
gives information about the 

people who made the 
artwork.  This information 
may be about the people’s 
past or about their present 

situation. 

The center box 
contains  a 
drawing of the 
object and 
label 
information.  
The map 
above or 
below it shows 
the object’s 
point of origin. 

The OBJECT INFO section 
gives specific information about 
the object.  This information can 
focus on how the object looks; 
how it was made; how it is, or 
was, used; and what it means. 

The ACTIVITY section sets up 
an activity to do.  This activity is 

related to the artwork. 
 

Generally, the activity can be done 
at any time during the experience.  
However, there are times when it 
is best to do the  activity either 

first or last.  A bolded statement 
will tell you if you should begin or 

end with the activity. 

Underlined 
words in the 
text can be 
found in the 
Glossary. 

The DISCUSSION 
section poses questions for 

discussion.  Possible 
answers are provided in 

parentheses.  This section 
focuses on making 

connections between the 
artwork and our own lives 

and experiences. 
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• Use the Mapping Africa worksheets to familiarize the students 
with Africa.  You may want to make copies for all the students. 

Artworks in this packet come from the following 10 modern 
countries: Mali, Côte d'Ivoire (Ivory Coast), Guinea, Ghana, 
Nigeria, Cameroon, Gabon, Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(formerly Zaire), South Africa, and Ethiopia. 

These worksheets can be used on their own or as part of a 
Class Project. 

 
 
• Create a Class Project.  Choose an important question or issue to explore and use 
the artworks and Object Sheets as source material for your quest.  Here are some 
questions to investigate. 

 What is sub-Saharan African art about? 
 What is the role of art in Africa? 
 How is African art like or unlike modern American Art?   

 
As the students investigate African artworks and discuss ideas with their 
classmates, they will be able to form their own conclusions.  For example, here 
is a project question and possible conclusions, or findings.  

 

“What is sub-Saharan African art about?” 
 African art comes from places all over the map of Africa. 
 Many different African peoples make African art. 
 African art relates to many different cultures and traditions. 
 African art is almost always functional in some way.   
 African art is often abstract looking. 
 African art often teaches something. 
 African art brings communities together. 
 African art can show the power and wealth of kings and leaders. 
 African art is often one part of a ceremony or performance. 
 African art often connects the living and the dead. 
 African art connects to beliefs. 
 African art is often about identity. 
 African art is often three-dimensional. 
 African art often includes the human figure. 
 African art is not made for museums. 
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• Extend your investigations.  The exploration of African art could certainly be 
included in world studies curricula.  This exploration could be extended through 
other classroom resources, such as encyclopedias, literature, maps, videos, and the 
Web.  The Dallas Museum of Art education department used the following 
resources to create these teaching materials. 
 

Dallas Museum of Art. Dallas Museum of Art: A Guide to the Collection.  
Dallas, Texas: Dallas Museum of Art, 1997. 

 
The Diagram Group. Peoples of Africa: Peoples of West Africa.  New York, 

N.Y.: Facts On File, Inc., 1997. 
 
The Diagram Group. Peoples of Africa: Peoples of Central Africa.  New 

York, N.Y.: Facts On File, Inc., 1997. 
 
The Diagram Group. Peoples of Africa: Peoples of East Africa.  New York, 

N.Y.: Facts On File, Inc., 1997. 
 
The Diagram Group. Peoples of Africa: Peoples of Southern Africa.  New 

York, N.Y.: Facts On File, Inc., 1997. 
 
Griaule, Marcel.  Conversations with Ogotemmeli: An Introduction to Dogon 

Religious Ideas.  London: Oxford University Press, 1965. 
 
Roy, Christopher.  Art and Life in Africa: Selections from the Stanley 

Collection.  Iowa City: University of Iowa Museum of Art, 1985. 
 

Sieber, Roy, and Roslyn Adele Walker.  African Art in the Cycle of Life.  
Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1987. 

 
Thompson, Robert Ferris.  African Art in Motion.  Los Angeles: University of 

California at Los Angeles, 1974. 
 

The University of Iowa. “Peoples Resources.” Art and Life in Africa Project.   
www.uiowa.edu/~africart/toc/people.html

 
Willett, Frank.  African Art.  New York: Oxford University Press, 1981. 
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• Connect with the T.E.K.S., Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills.  These 
materials can be used to satisfy the educational objectives of the following areas of 
the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills.  Teachers are welcome to adjust the 
information and activities or other grade levels. 
 

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), Grades 6, 7, 8 
 
Language Arts 
6-8.1 Listening/ speaking/ purposes 
6-8.2 Listening/ speaking/ critical listening 
6-8.3 Listening/ speaking/ appreciation 
6-8.4 Listening/ speaking/ culture 
6-8.5 Listening/ speaking/ audiences 
6-8.6 Reading/ word identification 
6-8.8 Reading/ variety of texts 
6-8.9 Reading/ vocabulary development 
6-8.14 Reading/ culture 
6-8.15 Writing/ purposes  
6-8.20 Writing/ inquiry/ research 
6-8.22 Viewing/ representing/ interpretation 
6-8.23 Viewing/ representing/ analysis  
6-8.24 Viewing/ representing/ production 
 
Social Studies 
6.1  History 
6.2  History 
6.3  Geography 
6.7 Geography 
6.13 Citizenship 
6.15 Culture 
6.16 Culture 
6.17 Culture 
6.18 Culture 
6.19 Culture 
6-7.21 Social studies skills 
6-7.22 Social studies skills 
6-7.23 Social studies skills 
8.30 Social studies skills 
8.31 Social studies skills 
8.32 Social studies skills 
 
Fine Art 
6-8.1 Perception 
6-8.2 Creative expression/ performan
6- 8.3 Historical/ cultural heritage 
6- 8.4 Response/ evaluation 
Another important resource for connecting 
the TEKS to art education in Texas is the 
Center for Educator Development in the Fine 
Arts (CEDFA), which can be accessed on the 
World Wide Web at 
http://finearts.esc20.net/resource_center.htm. 
ce  
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In Black Africa below the Sahara, traditional art objects are tightly 
woven into the fabric of life.  They are made to be used both by elite leaders and by 
everyday people during all phases of their lives.  Each object has a specific role to 
play.  Each serves a particular function and communicates a distinctive meaning.  
As we seek to understand the use and meaning of traditional African art objects, we 
can begin to explore the complex culture of the various peoples who made and used 
them.    

ART AND LIFE IN AFRICA

 
Africa has a long history and, even today, retains its great diversity.  It has included 
huge kingdoms and empires, cattle-keeping and nomadic groups, settled agricultural 
peoples, and, in the 20th century, huge numbers of city dwellers.  In some places 
traditional ideas have changed dramatically, and in others they have remained 
remarkably the same.  Because there are so many diverse groups speaking many 
different languages, we must remember that each object has a particular function 
and meaning for the specific group that makes and uses it.  One object would not 
necessarily mean the same thing for a different people.  
 
The sub-continent of Africa south of the Sahara is over three times as large as the 
United States.  Since much of the area is desert or semi-desert, many Africans have 
to deal constantly with a harsh climate and varying rainfall.  In addition, parasitic 
diseases are a continuous threat, and the infant mortality rate is extremely high.  
Because children are necessary in order to continue the family and to provide care 
and respect for elders, Africans consider their children to be especially precious.  
Many traditional art objects are tools made to promote fertility and to control 
peoples’ lives and the difficult environment.      
 
In general, African art is abstract.  Rather than representing specific people or 
events, traditional African art objects embody ideas such as the qualities of the 
perfect Asante baby, the political relationship between a Bini king and his people’s 
gods, or the importance of the individual creativity in the design of a Kuba woman’s 
dress.  The African artist is brilliantly able to represent these abstract ideas with 
abstract objects.   
 
Most African traditional art serves one or more purposes connected with religious 
life, education for life, or political life.  In terms of the religious or spiritual aspects 
of daily life, many objects exist as a means of communication with the supernatural 
world.  Generally, Africans believe in one supreme creator, a god who is distant,

Page 10 of 34 



unapproachable, and never depicted in art.  However, the spiritual world also 
contains unpredictable nature spirits and spirits of recent ancestors, both of which 
can take on a visible form in art objects.  Through the use of masks and figures, 
Africans connect with the intangible forces that seem to control their lives.  In this 
way they can, to a degree, manipulate the unseen forces of the spirit world.  
                
Nature spirits live everywhere, in the sky, sun, earth, bodies of water, rocks, 
mountains, trees, animals, thunder, and lightning.  They are part of the bush or 
wilderness, the area outside the boundaries of the village that is unknown, to be 
feared, and also to be conquered and used for the betterment of the village.  When a 
nature spirit inhabits an object, it is possible to ask that power from the wilderness 
for help.  Often nature spirits are given form in masks that combine human elements 
with aspects of wild, sometimes dangerous animals, such as the buffalo, crocodile, 
hornbill, warthog, or antelope.  The new composite mask not only embodies the 
characteristics of all the animals represented, but also has a new strength beyond 
that of all the others.                   
 
It is important to remember that the mask is only one part of an elaborate 
performance that includes careful preparation, attendants, music and songs, 
costumes, dance, and a participating audience.  As the masked person athletically 
spins and jumps, dances or rushes about, and connects with the audience through 
gestures and words, the mask begins to take on a life of its own.  The nature spirit of 
the mask comes alive and communicates to the people.     
    
Ancestor spirits are spirits of the recently deceased who are still remembered and 
who can communicate with intangible and mystical forces for the good of the living.  
Although rarely actual portraits, carved figures that memorialize ancestors keep the 
memory of the deceased alive and allow the ancestor spirit to become an active 
participant in the affairs of the living.  Descendants may place sacrifices on or near 
the figure in order to please the ancestor spirits and encourage them to intervene 
with the spirit world in order to assure such benefits as good crops, fertile livestock, 
and many healthy children. 
 
Religious specialists, referred to as diviners, priests, or pastors, have a specialized 
knowledge that allows them to interpret messages from the spirit world.  People may 
consult a diviner to determine the causes of illness and infertility, as well as other 
problems.  Through the use of medicines, intuitive knowledge, hypnotism, and other 
secrets the diviner serves as counselor, judge, problem-solver, and comforter.  He 
knows the rules of behavior that must be followed if his people are to receive the 
blessings of the spirit world.   
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Education is a central part of African life.  All African societies have some form of 
structured teaching that prepares young people to become responsible adults.  Some 
societies continue this structure throughout adulthood as men and women move 
from one educational level to another.  The period of transition from childhood to 
adulthood is one of the most important phases in an African's life.  During this time, 
children who are 12 or 13 years old learn the skills they need to survive and to be 
good citizens.  Women learn to cook, sew, raise children, trade in the market, and 
care for animals.  Men learn to hunt and farm.  Both sexes are prepared for 
marriage.  As society changes, necessary skills change also.  Today, children may be 
taught typing, the use of a computer, or how to drive a taxi.       
 
Often these skills are taught at a training camp, an initiation school that is located in 
the bush, cut off from mothers and younger brothers and sisters.  In many bush 
schools, the instructors are men and women wearing masks and special costumes. In 
a sense, it is the mask that actually teaches.  The instructing masks are beautiful and 
friendly.  They may even go with attendants to the village to ask the children's 
mothers for food for the initiates.  In some groups, much more fearsome masks scare 
the children so that they will learn to confront fear and overcome it.  At graduation 
ceremonies, the initiates rejoin the community as responsible adults and as full-
fledged members of the society.           
 
Africans have had effective systems of social organization and governance in place 
for centuries.  Some of these political institutions are quite small, involving only a 
chief and his village.  Others such as the kingdom of the Kongo and the empire of 
Mali were large, highly centralized states, maintained by a single king who was 
advised by a group of elder men.   Traditional African political leaders use a wide 
range of art objects ranging from swords, staffs, and jewelry to special textiles and 
thrones to designate their power and authority and to symbolize the nature of their 
particular form of government.  Often a chief or king is seen as both a political and 
religious leader and a father of his people, responsible for their prosperity and well-
being. 
 
Traditional African art objects serve men and women, adults and children, kings and 
simple villagers as they meet the situations involved in living their day-to-day lives.  
Because these objects are so closely bound to what happens at all levels of a 
traditional African's life, they are also clues to understanding that everyday 
existence.  Our engagement with them allows us to explore the rich complexity of 
Black African life in a very concrete and personal way. 
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MAPPING AFRICA  
 
 

 Find the names of the African nations. 
 
1.  
 
2.  
 
3.  
 
4.  
 
5.  
 
6.  
 
7.  
 
8.  
 
9.  
 
10.  
 
11.  
 
12.  
 
13.  
 
14.  
 
15.  
 
16.  
 
17.  
 
18.  
 
19.  
 
20.  
 
21.  
 
22.  
 
23.  
 
24.  
 
25.  
 

26.  
 
27.  
 
28.  
 
29.  
 
30.  
 
31.  
 
32.  
 
33.  
 
34.  
 
35.  
 
36.  
 
37.  
 
38.  
 
39.  
 
40.  
 
41.  
 
42.  
 
43.  
 
44.  
 
45.  
 
46.  
 
47.  
 
48.  
 
49.  
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MAPPING AFRICA 
  
 
 

 Find the following geographic features in an atlas. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LAKES: 
Chad 
Victoria 
Tanganyika 
Malawi DESERTS: 

Sahara 
Kalahari 
Namib  

RIVERS: 
Nile 
White Nile 
Blue Nile 
Niger 
Zaire 
Zambezi 
Orange 

SEAS & OCEANS: 
Mediterranean Sea 
Atlantic Ocean 
Red Sea 
Indian Ocean 
Gulf of Guinea 
Gulf of Aden  
Mozambique Channel 

MOUNTAINS: 
Atlas 
Ethiopian Highlands 
Mount Kenya 
Mount Kilimanjaro 

 Draw and label these features on your map. 
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Spirit figure (deble) 

Ivory Coast, Senufo people; 
19th-20th century 

Wood, resin, and seeds 
36 3/8 x 8 1/4 x 6 in. 

(92.4 x 21.0 x 15.2 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art, The Gustave and 
Fanyo Schindler Collection of African 

Sculpture, gift of the McDermott Foundation 
in honor of Eugene McDermott, 1974.SC.15 

ACTIVITY 
 

 Do part 1 of the ACTIVITY before 
showing the artwork. 
1. Ask everyone to imagine a person 

with pride, strength, seriousness, and dignity.  
Now have them draw this person.  Look at the 
drawings together.  What 
are the visual clues that 
connect to these 
important qualities?  

 
2. The ideal qualities you 

have been drawing are 
personal goals for many 
Senufo [seh-NOO-foh] 
adults.  These qualities 
relate to the values of the 
Senufo community.  
Show the spirit figure.  
This image of a Senufo 
ancestor is also proud, 
strong, serious, and 
dignified.  How do the 
drawings compare to the 
work of the Senufo artist?  
 
OBJECT INFO
 
A Senufo artist carved 
this large wooden spirit figure, which is 
known as a deble [day-blay], or "bush spirit."  
Deble figures can be male or female, and they 
are used in special rituals that take place at 
initiations, agricultural ceremonies, and 
funerals.  During a funeral, honored groups of 
people stand in rows on sacred ground and, 
while holding the spirit figures at the elbows, 
slowly pound them on the earth.  The dull 
sounds invite the souls of deceased ancestors, 
the "living dead," to participate in the 
ceremonies.  The sounds also purify the earth.  
This action is only one part of a ritual activity 
that also includes music and dance. 
 
 
 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE
 
Today, the Senufo number under a 
million.  They live in Côte d'Ivoire 
(Ivory Coast), Mali, and Burkina 

Faso.  The Senufo are principally farmers.  
Millet is grown in the dry savanna of the 

north.  Yams and maize 
are grown in the better 
agricultural conditions of 
the south.  Besides 
farmers, Senufo 
communities also include 
blacksmiths, wood-
carvers, and brass-casters.  
Although the artists who 
carve figures and masks 
are seldom given public 
recognition, the best often 
have a considerable 
reputation among patrons 
and other artists.  
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  This carved wooden 
sculpture could be 
described as “balanced” 
and “symmetrical.”  How 
do these adjectives relate 

to pride, strength, seriousness, and dignity?  
(Symmetry is an orderly visual quality that 
seems to match these human qualities.  
Statues of important people often look 
balanced and symmetrical.) 
 

2. How could a ritual using the spirit figure 
bring a Senufo community closer together?  
(The ritual would involve everyone in the 
community.  All the people would be thinking 
of the same thing.  The ritual would connect 
people to their ancestors.) 
 

3. How do people in the U.S. deal with the 
deaths of important people?  (There are state 
funerals.  We see it on television.)  See human 
commonalities in the glossary.
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ACTIVITY
 

 Do the ACTIVITY last, after everyone has 
talked about the drum. 
1. Think of something important in your school, 

community, or nation that needs to be 
celebrated and write a paragraph about it. 

 

Iv

41 1/8 x 1  

Foun
Gift of

2. Design and draw a drum with special 
decorations that communicate what you think 
should be celebrated.   
 

3. Ask each student to show 
her/his drawing.  Have the 
other students guess the 
meaning. 
 

4. Ask each student to write 
the meaning of his/her 
drum on the drawing.  
Display the drawings.  
 
 
OBJECT INFO
 
This Senufo [seh-NOO-
foh] drum was carved 
from a single piece of 
wood and has special 
decorations.  Where do 
you see special carving?   
 
Look at the middle of the 
drum.  You might see a 
curved horn, a mask, and a snake.  Thes
carvings connect to stories and proverbs
general, these carvings connect to the Se
belief that the world is full of competitio
struggle, and only the person with know
can rise above problems to lead a succes
life. 
 
Senufo drums are not only musical 
instruments but also objects of 
prestige.  Many drums are part of the 
orchestras of chiefs. 
 

 
 
 
 

 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE
 
Look at the “legs” and “feet” that hold up the 
drum.  Drums actually move around during 
many Senufo public ceremonies.  In the 
Kuumo [KOO-moh], or “Great Funeral,” that 
honors the important dead, a drum leads a 
procession that quickly winds around the 
different parts of the village.  The drum is 

carried by a young woman 
who turns the drum 
horizontally and balances 
it on her head.  A young 
man plays the drum while 
it moves.  The Senufo 
believe that it is important 
to recognize the work that 
women do and the work 
that men do.  However, it 
is only when men and 
women work together that 
the community survives 
and flourishes.  
 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  Like many other 
Senufo objects and 
ceremonies, this drum 
celebrates the roles of both 
men and women.  Why 
 
Drum 

ory Coast (Côte d'Ivoire),  
Senufo people; 

20th century 
Wood and hide 

6 1/2 in. diam. (104.5 x 41.9 cm)
Dallas Museum of Art,  

dation for the Arts Collection,  
 Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Marcus, 

1981.139.FA
e 
.  In 
nufo 
n and 
ledge 
sful 

would men be valuable to 
Senufo society?  (Men could be strong 
fathers, protectors, farmers, and responsible 
citizens.)  Why would women be valuable to 
Senufo society?  (Women could be caring 
mothers, food producers, and responsible 
citizens.)   

 
2. How does your community 

celebrate, or honor, people?  (Sports 
figures show up on television.  
Leaders are honored at banquets.  
People can win prizes at the State 
Fair.  Newspapers run profile 
sections.) 
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Headdress (nimba) 
Guinea, Baga people;  

19th-20th century; Wood 
48 3/4 x 16 1/8 x 27 3/8 in.  

(123.8 x 41 x 70.5 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

The Gustave and Franyo Schindler 
Collection of African Sculpture,  

Gift of the McDermott Foundation in 
honor of Eugene McDermott, 

1974.SC.18 

 

ACTIVITY 
 

1. This object is a shoulder mask.  It is 
called a  nimba [NIM-bah] by the 
Baga [BAH-gah] people.  How do 
you think this mask was worn? Look at the 
drawing for clues.   

 
2. Estimate the size of this sculpture.  Have each 

student finish this sentence: "I chose my 
estimate because...."  Ask 
for some of the estimates. 
The nimba is 48.75 inches 
tall.  Compare this height to 
something.  If you were 
wearing this mask, how tall 
would you be? 
 
 
OBJECT INFO
 
This 75-pound mask 
represented very important 
female qualities for the 
Baga.  This mask stood for 
fertility, motherhood, and 
order.  She appeared in 
special ceremonies that 
were meant to guarantee 
that the land would be 
fertile and that the proper 
weather conditions would 
make a good grain harvest.  
This mask was only part of 
an elaborate performance that included music, 
songs, dance, a costume, and a participating 
audience.  The man who danced, or 
performed, this mask was covered by a raffia 
garment that hid his human appearance.  As 
the masked person moved throughout the 
people and connected with the audience 
through movements and words, the mask 
began to take on a life of its own.  The spirit 
of the mask came alive and communicated to 
the people.  During the performance, the 
nurturing qualities of women were celebrated 
by the Baga people. 

 
 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE
 
The Baga live in swampy regions 
along the Atlantic coast of the 
Republic of Guinea.  The nimba was 
part of the traditional culture of the 

Baga.  Today, most of the population is 
Muslim and only a few minor forms of 
costumed dance remain.  Baga houses are 
cylindrical mud structures with thatched-

straw roofs. They are 
grouped to form compounds 
that sometimes grow to 
form small villages.  In the 
country, women grow rice, 
while the men fish and tend 
palm and kola trees.  Many 
of the young people have 
moved to the cities to find 
work.  
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  What patterns do you see 
on this sculpture?  (There 
are patterns on the hair, 
face, and chest of the 
nimba.)  The lines may 
refer to braiding, 
scarification, body painting, 
or even rows of crops and 
the orderliness of planted 
fields.   
 

2. For the Baga people, the patterns on this 
headdress made the woman beautiful and 
important.  How do people make themselves 
look beautiful or important in our society?  
(People use make-up, pierce their ears, build 
up muscles, and wear jewelry.  Important 
people wear expensive clothing or special 
outfits.  For example, judges wear robes.)   
 

3. In Baga culture the female is often seen as the 
source of order and civilization.  Why do you 
think this might be? 
 

Page 19 of 34 



ACTIVITY 
 

1. For the Asante [ah-SHAWN-tee], this Akua’ba 
[AH-koo-ah-BAH] has all the signs of an ideal, 
healthy baby.  Find the signs. 
• A high, flat forehead that can be developed 

by rubbing the baby's soft skull   
• Fat rolls on the neck that indicate a well-fed 

child   
• A shiny, smooth surface 

that shows healthy skin   
 

 
 

Doll (Akua'ba) 
Ghana, Asante people 

Wood, beads, and laundry bluing 
11 1/4 x 5 7/16 x 1 7/8 in.  

(28.6 x 13.8 x 4.8 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

Gift of Henry H. Hawley III, 
1981.173 

2. As everyone looks at the 
artwork, read aloud the 
story of Akua [AH-koo-ah] 
in the OBJECT INFO.  Ask 
students to make a drawing 
of a part of the story.  As 
students show their 
drawings, have the rest of 
the class decide which part 
of the story is illustrated.   
 
 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
According to legend, a 
young Asante woman 
named Akua could not bear 
children.  She asked the 
village priest how she might 
overcome this problem.  He told her to have a 
doll made in the form of an ideal child, to care 
for it for nine months, and to treat it like a 
living baby.  She did this faithfully, in spite of 
the mocking of other villagers.  At the end of 
nine months, to the astonishment of all, she 
gave birth to a healthy and beautiful baby girl.  
Even now, many Asante women 
keep an Akua'ba, Akua’s doll, in the 
hope that they can have a baby too.  
In time, the women pass the dolls 
down to their daughters as treasured 
heirlooms. 
 

 
 
 

 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
Modern Asante, who number around two 
million, live in Ghana and the Côte d'Ivoire 
(Ivory Coast).  The important Ghanian city of 
Kumasi [koo-MAH-see] is the capital of 
Asante culture.  
 
Like many other African societies, families 

are very important.  In 
traditional Asante 
communities, houses are 
arranged in rectangular 
compounds so that related 
family groups can live 
together.  The Asante are 
matrilineal, that is, ancestry 
is traced through the 
mother.  
 
Asante men are famous for    
weaving kente [KEN-teh] 
cloth, which is usually worn 
at festivals and celebrations.  
Kente cloth is a high-
prestige textile that was 
originally woven from 
imported silk.  This cloth 
was once reserved for 
rulers, but in current times, 
it is worn by commoners as 
well.  Kente cloth has also 

become an important African-
American cultural                  
symbol. 

 
DISCUSSION ??? 

 
1. How could this object be used to help young 

Asante people become responsible 
adults?  (Caring for the doll would 
be practice for later responsibilities.  
Hearing the story of Akua could 
help young people be more 
confident and less afraid of the 
opinions of others.)
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Pectoral plaque 
Southwestern Nigeria,  

Edo (Bini) people; 1750-1800 
Ivory 

8 x 4 3/8 x 2 in. (20.3 x 11 x 5 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art, 

Gift of the Eugene and Margaret 
McDermott Art Fund Inc., 

1994.201.McD 

 

ACTIVITY 
 

 Do part 1 of the ACTIVITY before 
showing the artwork. 
1. Ask this question:  “What makes 

kings look special?”  (They wear crowns and 
special outfits.  They wear or hold very 
expensive things.  The people around them 
bow.)  After the group has finished talking 
about this, show the 
artwork. 
 

2. The person in the top-
middle of this ivory carving 
is a king.  What makes him 
look special? (He wears a 
crown, necklaces, belts, and 
lots of beads.  His costume 
is the most elaborate.  He is 
bigger than the other two.  
The two outside people 
support the king).  Even 
today, Bini [bee-NEE] 
kings are covered in beads 
made of red coral.   
 
 
OBJECT INFO
 
The top central figure is the 
oba [OH-bah], or king.  Just 
below him is a head, which 
probably represents Olokun 
[oh-loh-KUHN], the “Lord of the Great 
Waters,” where crocodiles, mudfish, and 
frogs live.  The Bini believe that spiritually 
powerful beings can project their power into 
the world to carry out their orders.  And in 
this case, mudfish spring out of Olokun's 
nose.  At the time this piece was carved, all 
Benin trade in ivory was monopolized by the 
oba.  For the Bini, ivory was a precious 
material that would last forever and was 
therefore the perfect material for carving 
royal objects like this pectoral plaque. 
 

 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE
 
The Bini people created the 
Kingdom of Benin [bee-NEEN], one 
of the most important states of West 
Africa from the 14th to the19th 

century.  The oba, or king, of this state was 
considered divine, or godlike, and his palace 
in the capital city of Benin was the religious 
and political hub of the nation.  Parts of the 

palace were set aside for 
royal craftsmen, some of 
whom were specialists in 
the production of ivory 
objects like this pectoral 
plaque.  Today the Bini 
people and their oba are 
part of Nigeria.  
 
 

DISCUSSION ??? 
 
1.  Why would royal objects 
be made of ivory?  (Ivory 
comes from elephants, the 
king of beasts.  Only kings 
are rich enough to own 
ivory.) 
 
2.  This pectoral plaque 
gives a picture of what the 
Bini people thought about 
their king.  The oba is the 
master of the earthly world 

of land, humans, armies, and craftsmen.  
Olokun is the master of the underwater 
spiritual world and the god of wealth, fertility, 
and the sea.  Why did the Bini artist put the 
oba directly over the top of Olokun?  (This 
was a way to show that he was like a god.  
The Oba and his attendants are just like 
Olokun and his attendants, the mudfish.) 
 

3. How do we picture powerful rulers today? 
See human commonalities in the glossary.  
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ACTIVITY 
 
As everyone looks at the artwork, read aloud 
the information about the Elephant Mask 
Society, located below in OBJECT INFO. 
 

1. What parts of this mask are like an elephant?  
What other things do you see in this mask?  
What patterns do you see?   
 

 

 
Elephant mask and feather hat

Cameroon, Bamileke people, 
possibly Village of Banjoun; 

c. 1910-1930 
palm-leaf fiber textile, cotton textile, 

glass beads, palm-leaf ribs, 
wood, basketry, and feathers 

Mask: 58 x 26 x 6 1/2 in. 
(147.3 x 66 x 16.5 cm) 

Hat: 9 3/4 x 32 in. diam.               
(24.8 x 81.3 cm) 

Dallas Museum of Art,  
Textile Purchase Fund, 1991.54.1-.2 

2. Use your imagination!  
Draw the elephant mask 
dance.  Be sure to use the 
colors mentioned in the 
description.   
 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
Members of the elite 
Elephant Mask Society 
appear in a costume that 
includes a beaded mask, a 
circular hat of red parrot 
feathers, robes of royal blue 
and white, and sometimes a 
leopard skin.  A single drum 
and gong play as the mask 
wearers circle slowly on 
their bare feet and let the 
huge ears on their masks 
flap heavily around them.  
The society members are 
royalty, warriors, and wealthy title-holders, 
all men who can afford the high admission fee 
required to join the secret group.  In everyday 
matters, the group's duties are largely 
administrative, raising taxes and advising 
their king. 
 
The elephant mask is danced only on 
important state ceremonies and 
funerals.  It was often performed 
after victorious battles in front of 
conquered peoples. 
 
 
 

 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
The Bamileke [bah-mee-LAY-kay], who 
number around eight million, live in the 
Grasslands, a mountainous area in the western 
part of Cameroon.  The Grasslands contain a 
large number of Bamileke kingdoms, each 
ruled by a fon (PLURAL: a-fon), or ruler.  
Since much of the art is commissioned by 

these kings, Bamileke 
artworks often express royal 
power and prestige in items 
like scepters, thrones, and 
elaborate costumes.  Carved 
pillars and doors make 
a-fon palaces very 
impressive.  
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  The Bamileke people 
consider the elephant to be 
the king's animal.  Kings are 
said to turn at will into 
elephants and, when they do 
so, to accomplish legendary 
deeds.  Why would the king 
want to be associated with 
the elephant?  (They are 
very large and strong.  
Elephant tusks are valuable 
and stand for great wealth.)  
In many African kingdoms, 

elephants are the king of beasts.   
 
2. Why would the victors of a battle dance the 

elephant mask in front of a conquered people?  
(This would show that the winners were 
powerful like elephants.  It would scare the 

losers.) 
 
3. How do we use animals as 

symbols?  (They are team 
mascots, appear on T-shirts, and 
become the names of cars.)  
Why do we do this? 
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Reliquary figure (mbulu ngulu)
Gabon, Kota people; 19th-20th century 

Wood and copper, 
19 1/8 x 8 1/8 x 3 3/8 in.  
(48.6 x 20.3 x 8.6 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

The Gustave and Franyo Schindler 
Collection of African Sculpture, 

Gift of the McDermott Foundation in 
honor of Eugene McDermott, 

1974.Sc.35 

ACTIVITY 
 
Originally, Kota [KOH-tah] 
guardian figures were complete 
human forms.  Over time, Kota 
artists chose to create abstracted 
figures like this one with a "face" that 
connects to a neck and ends in two arms.   
 

1. Check the Glossary and discuss the term 
"abstracted" with the class.   
 

2. Choose a photograph of a 
guardian-like person, a 
person in uniform or a 
sports figure, and make an 
abstraction.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
Look up the word “relic” in 
the dictionary.  This will 
help you understand how 
the Kota feel about objects 
like this one.   
 
The Kota place a reliquary 
figure over a bag or basket 
that contains the bones and 
skull of a clan's founding 
ancestor.  The reliquary 
figure guards the honored bones from evil 
forces.  In times of community trouble or 
need, Kota people ask the figures to contact 
the ancestors for help.  The Kota believe that 
the reliquary guardian figure is the meeting 
point between the two worlds of the living 
and the dead.  Generally, the reliquary stays 
in the hut belonging to the head of the clan, 
and sacrifices are made to it when the 
community needs good health, success in 
hunting, and human and agricultural fertility. 
 

 
 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
Kota is the name given to a group of 
related peoples numbering under 
100,000 who live in northwest 
Gabon and adjacent areas in The 

Democratic Republic of the Congo on a large, 
forested plateau.  Alternating rainy and dry 
seasons are typical of this equatorial land, 
where the day and night are of equal length all 

year round.  The Kota are 
best known for their 
reliquary figures.  Although 
they vary, Kota reliquary 
figures share two common 
features: they are made of a 
single block of wood, and 
they are covered in part 
with metal, which was 
originally cut from brass 
and copper pots gained 
through trade.  
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  Why would an artist 
abstract something?  
(Abstracting gets at the 
essence of things.  
Abstracting turns things 
into interesting patterns.) 
 
2.  When the reliquary 
guardian figure is put in 
place in a special room, the 

Kota call the place a "sanctuary for 
ancestors."  How do modern people create a 
place for connecting to ancestors?  (We have 
cemeteries and memorial chapels that contain 
headstones or plaques.  We have photo 
albums.)   

 
3. Can you think of an occasion when you or 

your family wished that an older relative who 
had died were still around to give some 
advice?  What kind of help might you need 
from one of your ancestors?  (Answers will 
vary.) 
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ACTIVITY 
 

 Do the activity last, after everyone has talked 
about the artwork. 
1. “Kongo [KOHN-goh] people think of 

sculptures as messages that communicate with 
the world of spirits and ancestors.”  What 
does this statement mean? 
 

 
Seated female figure with child 

Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(formerly Zaire), Bas-Zaire region,  

Kongo peoples, Yombe group; 
19th-20th century 

Wood, glass or mica, and stain 
15 x 4 9/16 x 4 3/16 in. 
(38.1 x 11.6 x 10.6 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

The Clark and Frances Stillman 
Collection of Congo Sculpture,  

Gift of Eugene and Margaret McDermott, 
1969.S.21 

2. A Kongo artist made this sculpture of an 
important ancestor.  If this 
sculpture is a message 
between a group of Kongo 
people and the world of 
spirits and ancestors, what 
could be the messages?  
(The living people might be 
saying, “We still think of 
you and how you care for 
us, your children.”  The 
ancestor might be saying, 
“I am the person who gave 
you life.  Show me 
respect.”) 
 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
The human figures in 
Kongo sculptures stand for 
honored people, such as 
chiefs or ancestors.  Since 
almost every group of 
Kongo peoples is matrilineal, a sculpture of a 
woman usually represents the founding 
ancestress of a particular clan, or group, and 
the child in her arms represents that group of 
people.  A sculpture like this could be placed 
in a shrine that was dedicated to a 
group’s female ancestor.   
 
Kongo people think of sculptures as 
messages that communicate with the 
world of spirits and ancestors.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
Today, the Kongo people number around two 
million.  They live in an area around the 
mouth of the Congo river in the modern 
nations of Republic of the Congo, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, and Angola.  Many 
Kongo live and work in modern cities such as 
Kinshasa or Brazzaville.  The Kongo who live 
in the country live in villages, usually of 

about 300 people.  The 
main crop is cassava, a root 
that Kongo women make 
into flour that is used for 
making a dough called fou-
fou for bread.  Kongo men 
add meat to the diet by 
hunting and fishing.  Just 
for the record, the word 
Kongo is spelled with a “k” 
when talking about the 
Kongo people and with a 
“c” when talking about the 
Congo river, or Congo 
nation. 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  If you know the visual 
clues, you can tell that this 
woman is very important.  
She has an elaborate 
hairdo.  Her upper body is 
decorated with shapes that 

could be scarification.  What other signs do 
you see that show us she is an important 
person?  (She wears jewelry.  Her eyes are 
made of glass and she stares at us.  She sits on 
a special seat with geometric decorations.  

Her body language is symmetrical.)  
 

2. Do people in the U.S. make shrines 
to important ancestors?  (No, they 
do not make shrines the way the 
Kongo do.  Yes, we have national 
shrines to people like Washington or 
Lincoln.
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Standing male figure  

(nkisi nkondi) 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Lower 
Congo region, Chiloango River Valley; 

Kongo peoples, Yombe sub-group, 
 19th century 

Wood, iron, raffia, pigment of kaolin, 
and red camwood powder (tukula) 

44 x 15 5/8 x 1 3/8 in.  
(111.8 x 39.7 x 3.5 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

Foundation for the Arts Collection,  
Gift of the McDermott Foundation, 

1996.184.FA 

 

ACTIVITY 
 
The following clues connect with 
different parts of this sculpture.   
Read the clues and find the parts. 
 

• These objects are driven into the f
seal an agreement. (nails and blades) 

These te

igure to 

 

 ll that the figure is looking into •
the spirit world. (eyes) 

This shows that talking 
is going on bet

 

• 
ween this 

 

• 
attern 

 

•  
e] 

 

 

object and ancestors. 
(open mouth) 

This piece of clothing 
with a zigzag p
shows that the figure 
must be a chief. (hat) 

This round form with a
large cowrie [COW-re
shell in it holds special 
materials, such as 
graveyard earth. (mound
at the navel) 

OBJECT INFO 

an nkisi 
n-KEE-zee], or container, 

N-

ect 

s. 

 
This object is called 
[e
because it was meant to 
hold a powerful spiritual 
force.  The Kongo [KOH
goh] people believed that 
the spirit force in this object 
could be called upon to 
protect, heal, or destroy.  Pounding metal 
objects into the surface brought this force to 
life.  The nails and blades of this nkisi conn
with oaths taken in a law court, where 
decisions were made about problems among 
people.  By nailing in the piece of metal, the 
people involved in the problem showed their 
promise to abide by the decision.  Breaking 
that oath might have dangerous consequence
 
 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE
 

ongo 

s 

, 

.  

as.  

K is the name of a people and 
of a powerful kingdom that was 
founded in the 1300s.  The king wa
called Mani-Kongo [MAH-nee 

KOHN-goh], or king of the Kongo people.  In 
addition to being the ruler and military leader
the Mani-Kongo was also the spiritual leader 
of his people.  In 1482, the Portuguese arrived 

on the coast and began trade 
and diplomatic relations
The focus of Portuguese 
trade was to obtain slaves 
for export to the European 
settlements in the Americ
Kongo was eventually 
conquered by Portugal in 
1665, and the kingdom fell 
apart. 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1. Wh

ngu
 a 

 

2. 

rd and 

ke 

at does the body 
age of this figure tell la

you?  (It says that this is
powerful figure.  The body 
language says he is alert 
and ready for action.  It says
he is watching what you 
do.)  Like most African 
figures, the body language 
is formal, serious, and 
symmetrically arranged. 
 
Many public buildings in 

e US use a blindfolded th
woman holding a swo

balancing scales as a sign to stand for, or 
symbolize, the law.  How is that woman li
this standing male figure?  How is she 
different?  (They both can stand for the law.  
They both connect to power.  The standing 
male figure connects to ancestors.  The 
Kongo people believed the standing male 
figure was full of spiritual force.) See human 
commonalities in the glossary. 
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ACTIVITY 
 

 Do part 1 of the ACTIVITY before showing 
the artwork. 
1

e
iece of clothing on a blank 

2. 
ur design compare 

. Using this shape,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
d sign the decoration for a 
p
piece of paper.  You can 
only use this shape.  It can 
be used in as many ways 
and as many times as you 
want.   
 
Show the artwork.  How 

oes yod
with the woman’s raffia 
skirt? 
 
OBJECT INFO 

O-
ah], decorated textiles are 

quares 

 
Among the Kuba [KO
b
very valuable.  For 
example, heaps of 
embroidered cloth s
are buried with an important dea
show his or her status and wealt
the Kuba, weaving is a man’s ar
embroidery, appliqué, tie-dying
are done by women.  This skirt 
made by a woman and would ha
been used during important dan
The woman who designed and
this skirt was probably influenc
traditional patterns.  However, i
woman was able to create new a
interesting forms of these old 
patterns, she was greatly adm

 
 

 m

ire

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 

There are probab
hey live in the south-central part of the 

ave 
 

asis of the 
aditional Kuba way of life.  

, 
roblems 

ave made life difficult for 

 
ly about 200,000 Kuba.  

T
present-day Democratic Republic of the 
Congo.  Kuba artists and their artworks h
been admired for centuries in Africa, and
Kuba masks, cups, statues, and decorated 

cloth are still highly prized 
export objects. 
 
Agriculture, hunting, and 
fishing are the b
tr
As early as the end of the 
17th century, Kuba farmers 
began to depend on cassava 
[cah-SAH-vuh] as a main 
crop.  Cassava was one of 
the new crop plants 
introduced to Africa from 
the Americas by European 
slave traders.   
 
Since 1990, political, social
and economic p
h
all people in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo. 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  Why would it be 
          
Woman's raffia skirt (ntshak) 

with grey appliqué 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(formerly Zaire), West Kasai region,  
Kuba peoples, royal Bushoong clan; 

Early 20th century 
Palm-leaf fiber (raffia), 

 plain weave, and appliqué 
L: (as worn) 32 1/2 in., W: 192 ½ in. 

(82.6 x 4.9 m) 
Dallas Museum of Art, The Eugene and

Margaret McDermott Fund, 
1984.162.McD
 
d person to 
h in life.  For
t, but 
, and st
was 
ve 

ce

ed by
f th
nd 

itching 

s.  
ade 

 
e 

d. 

impo
aditional ways of making things?  (This 

d fulfill 

 
be able to 

ake changes and innovate?  

very 
similar to lots of other people, 

rtant to follow 
tr
would connect to the past.  You woul
people’s expectations.)   

Why would it be good to 2. 
m
(People would recognize your 
abilities.  You could make 
something that was new.) 
 
3. What do you do that is 

and yet, different? 
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Bead embroidered hat 

Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(formerly Zaire), West Kasai region, 

Kuba people; 
20th century 

Palm-leaf fiber textile, cotton textile, 
cowrie shells, and glass beads 

17 1/4 x 10 3/4 x 8 1/2 in. diam. 
 (43.8 x 27.3 x 21.6 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

Gift of Alma L. McKinney in honor 
of Frederic A. Luyties III, 1992.21 

 

ACTIVITY 
 

1. The Kuba [KOO-bah] are famous 
for the patterns they use to decorate 
most of their sculpture, textiles, 
beadwork, and architecture. 

 
2. The following adjectives could be used to 

describe some or all of the patterns on this 
bead embroidered hat: 
geometric, repeating, 
radiating, criss-cross, 
chevron, alternating, 
interlocking, or 
checkerboard.  Split the 
class into 8 groups, and give 
each of them an adjective.  
Each group must find a 
pattern to connect with their 
adjective.  Groups can use 
dictionaries. 

 
3. Draw the pattern you like 

the best. 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
Kuba artists produced many 
kinds of objects for the 
king, his chiefs, and 
important title-holding 
people, such as warriors and 
administrators.  These 
objects included drinking 
horns, swords, staffs, headdresses, and cups.  
In addition, artists also produced a great deal 
of special clothing for these important people.  
This special clothing marked their high 
position in the kingdom.  The decoration on 
this hat, which includes cowrie [COW-ree] 
shells and imported glass beads, shows that 
the owner was a person of wealth, power, and 
status. 
 
Kuba artists continue to produce some of the 
finest and most elaborate beadwork in 
sub-Saharan Africa. 
 

 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
The Kuba moved into the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 
region in the 16th century.  During 

the next hundred years, the Kuba became a 
prosperous state, ruled by a king from the 
royal Bushoong [boo-SHOONG] clan.  
Because they value history so highly, the 

Kuba can relate the 
personality and deeds of 
over 120 of their kings.  
This Kuba state was 
powerful because it 
produced a surplus of crops 
and because it controlled 
important trade routes 
through parts of central 
Africa.  The Kuba exported 
mats, camwood, smoked 
meat and fish, 
ivory, and high-quality 
luxury cloth.   
 
In 1885, the Kuba state was 
made a part of the private 
colony of King Leopold II 
of Belgium.  The Belgian 
Congo eventually gained 
independence in 1960. 
 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 

1. How could this object show that its owner 
was special?  (Since it is made with money, it 
must be very expensive.  It must have taken a 
lot of time and skill to make.  This hat is 
bright and colorful and would attract 
attention.  This is not a hat for everyday 
wear.)   

 
2. How do people in the US show wealth or 

status?  (They drive fancy cars and wear 
expensive watches.  They wear suits and 
sunglasses.)  See human commonalities in the 
glossary. 
 



ACTIVITY 
 

 Do part 1 of the ACTIVITY befor
the artwork. 

Sometimes everyday objects can be 
look beautiful.  Use your imagination.  Make 
a drawing for a bottle that is not only useful 

e showing 

1. made to 

.  

2. e 
alm 

he 
rk 

3. t.  

e.  

as lots of 
designs on it.) 

but also beautiful, interesting, or surprising
 

After everyone has finished, show the imag
of the double-chamber p
wine vessel.  How do t
drawings and the artwo
compare? 
 
This is a very unusual po
What do you see that makes 
it different?  (It has two 
chambers to hold the win
The upper part is shaped like 
a woman with a tall head.  
The surface h

 
 
O

 
Double-chamber  
pa el 

1995.20 

lm wine vess
Democratic Republic of the Congo 

(formerly Zaire) Northern Zaire,  
Mangbetu people; 

thearly 20  century 
Terracotta 

25 x 8 in. (63.5 x 20.3 cm) 
Dallas Museum of Art,  

Gift of the Junior Associates, 

BJECT INFO 

 Mangbetu [mayng-BAY-
 
A
too] artist carefully built the 
forms of this pot and the
decorated the surface
firing it to make it solid
woman’s features look 
exaggerated, or 

n 
 before 

.  The 

edabstract .  

 

ce it might have been an 
fficial gift from a king, it would 

However, among high-
ranking Mangbetu, a long, 
elegantly shaped head was 
considered very beautiful.  Artworks like this 
wine vessel were admired greatly by the
Mangbetu, other African peoples, 
and Europeans.  A vessel like this 
would have been highly treasured.  
It would show a person’s good taste.  
And, sin
o
show that the owner was an 
important person with many 
connections. 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
Today, th theastern 
part of th  
on the northern edge of the rain forest.  They 

conquered their neighbors 
a
p ere 
known for their high level of 
culture.  In 1870, a German 
b
K
z y 
t
a

e Mangbetu live in the nor
e Democratic Republic of the Congo

number around 40,000.  Many live in 
settlements made of large families that 
include several generations. 
 
During the 19th century, the Mangbetu 

nd created several small, 
owerful kingdoms that w

otanist visited the court of 
ing Mbunza [em-BOON-

ah] and was impressed b
he personal dress and 
dornment of the nobility 
nd by a large assembly haa ll 

that could hold hundreds of 
p
 
 

eople.   

DISCUSSION ???
 
1
w
f
b
object more valuable.  This is 
a ay 
h s or 

2. 
om 

s” to 

whole at the top.) 

u 
at 

.  Why would someone 
ant to make an everyday, 

unctional object look 
autiful?  (It makes the e

 w for an artist to express 
her feelings or ideas.  i

It makes things more special, 
memorable, or fun.) 
 

How would the wine in the lowest part of this 
vessel pour out?  (It would have to flow fr

the bottom part through the “leg
the upper part and then out the 

 
3.  What functional objects do yo
own that are also beautiful?  Wh
makes them beautiful?  (Answers 
will vary.
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Lega  

Dem

K

Th
C

Gi  

e 
ol

ft o
ho

 

ACTIVITY 
 

 Do parts 1, 2, & 3 of the ACTIVITY 
before showing the artwork. 

Proverbs are often full of wisdom.  
Here are some examples. 
• A stitch in time saves nine. 
• Don’t judge a book by its cover. 
• All that glitters is not 

gold. 
 
Discuss the proverbs. 
 

hoose one

1. 

2.  you like, or find 

3. 

4. 
lf-figure.  

his object also conveys 
nowledge.  What could it 

C
others. Translate your 
proverb into a picture. 
 
Show your picture to the 
group.  Can they say which 
proverb you chose? 
 
Show the image of the Lega 
four-headed ha
T
k
tell us? 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
Among the Lega [LAY-
guh] people, art is made in 
the service of the Bwami 
initiation society.  The 
objects made for Bwami 
connect with certain lev
of initiation and with 
important knowledge.  The 
this object Sakimatwematwe [shah-kyee
TWAY-mah-TWAY], which means Mr
Many-Heads.  This sculpture is con
with a proverb: “Mr. Many-Heads 
Elephant on the other side of the larg
In other words, Mr. Many-Heads sees 
directions and notices things that o
not.  This proverb also refers to th
based on wisdom and knowle
the high-ranking Bwami initia

els 

Lega people

nec
has s

e r
in

thers
e fairn

dge, that m
te. 

t

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 

 

tant 
r of 

BWAH-mee] 
mi is 

e 

 
 
 

The Lega are a stateless society with
no hereditary chiefs.  Instead, 
individual communities are led by 
particular families.  An impor

force in Lega life that balances the powe
local families is the Bwami [

initiation society.  Bwa
an organization that has 
different levels of 
membership.  To rise to the 
highest levels, a member 
must go through many 
initiations.  This series of 
initiations aims at creating 
morally perfect people.  Th
teachings of the Bwami 
society are explained in 
proverbs, dances, and 
objects like the Lega four-
headed half-figure. 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
1.  Objects like Mr. Many-
Heads are often passed o
from one Bwami member to 
another.  Why would people 
treasure these objects?  
(These objects relate to 

n 
 
 

 four-headed half-figure
(Sakimatwematwe) 

o ngo 

i ;  

12 . 
(3 ) 
D

r 
  

n

1

cratic Republic of the Co
(formerly Zaire),  

vu region, Lega people
19th-20th century 
Wood and kaolin 

 5/8 x 5 3/8 x 5 5/8 in
2.1 x 13.7 x 14.3 cm
alla  Art,  s Museum of

Gustave and Franyo Schindle
e,lection of African Sculptur

f the McDermott Foundation i
nor of Eugene McDermott, 

974.SC.49
-mah-
. 

 call 

een 
iver.”  
 all 

 do 
ess, 
arks 

ed 

ideas and ways of acting 
that they think are valuable.  

 
2. What organizations in your school or town are 

devoted to developing and improving people?  
(The Sco
programs  
are frater  
devoted t
members
 

These objects could be something people 
would want to pass on to the next generation, 
like heirlooms.) 

uts, honor societies, and mentor 
 are important organizations.  There
nities, sororities, and lodges that are
o service or to improving their 
.) 
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ACTIVITY 
 

 

 
 

Be ) 

Proba tury 

D  
T  

 
adwork cape (linaga

South Africa, Ndebele people, 
bly early 20th cen

Goatskin, glass beads, 
and cotton yarn 

4   2 1/2 x 57 1/2 in.
(108 x 146.1 cm) 

allas Museum of Art, 
he Otis and Velma Davis Dozier

Fund, 1991.24 

 Do the ACTIVITY before showing th
artwork. 
1. 

e 

le.  It can 
at they 

 are from.  
t tells us 
mple to 

ible examples 
ight include a police uniform, a tennis 

a Rangers T-shirt, a fur-

his a 
is 

Clothing can tell us a lot about peop
tell us what they do for a living, wh
believe or admire, or where they
Think of one example of clothing tha

n your exaabout a person.  Write dow
share with the class.  (Poss
m
outfit, a business suit, 
ined parka, a sari.) l

 
2. Think of a favorite piece of 

your clothing.  Why is t
avorite?  What does thf

clothing say about you? 
 
 
OBJECT INFO 

 

art of a traditional 
Y-lay] 
an also 

clude an apron, necklaces, 
d 

 

eck, 

have their heads 
r a scarf on their head 

 
The surface of this leather 
cape has been covered with
thousands of beads.  This 
cape is p
Ndebele [en-day-BA
woman’s outfit that c
in
and rings for the arms an
legs. Unmarried women can
wear bead-covered grass 
coils around the waist, n
arms and legs.  After 
marrying, Ndebele women s
and wear a small cap o
and brass or copper rings on their neck.  This 
traditional costume is worn for rituals or 
celebrations connected with initiations, 
weddings, or feasts given to honor 
the ancestors.  Since the 1960s, 
Ndebele beadwork has become 
much more colorful and filled with 
many more patterns.  However, the 
designs continue to be geometric 
rather than organic. 
 
 
 
 

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
The Ndeb
lived in s
century A  
ruled by , 

nd 
were forced to wo
Ndebele eventual te-
minority ruled co
Under that nation

ele people and their ancestors have 
outhern Africa since the third 
D.  Traditionally, the Ndebele were

kings and important chiefs.  In 1883
the Ndebele were conquered by the Dutch 
colonists of South Africa, lost their lands, a

rk almost as slaves.  The 
ly became part of the whi
untry of South Africa.  
’s apartheid system, the 
Ndebele were given a 
“homeland,” located in 
barren, dusty lands 
completely strange to them.  
Throughout this period, the 
Ndebele struggled to 
maintain a sense of their 
group identity.  Many 
Ndebele women continued 
to wear traditional costumes 
nd used patterns similar to 
ose on the beadwork 

ape to decorate the fronts 
f their houses. 

 

a
th
c
o

 
 
 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 

ng help the Ndebele to 
f group identity?  (Specia

nnect them to their 
ancestors.  Special clothing could make th
look different from other people.) 

 

1. How coul
m

d clothi
aintain a sense o l 

clothing could co
em 

2.  The clothing of Ndebele women 

may 

changed to show their different roles 
in life.  Does this happen in the US?  
Explain your answer.  (Answers 
vary.)
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Crosses 
opi entEthi ury

Silver 
Top n.  

a; probably 18th-20th c
all nd wood oy, brass alloy, a

 cross: 17 1/2 x 12 i
(44.5 x 30.5 cm) 

Dallas Museum of Art,  
Gift of Dr. Hebe Redden and Dr. 
Kenneth Redden, 1991.352.40 

 

ACTIVITY 
 
How carefully do you look at 
things? 
 
The artists who made these silver, 
brass, and wooden crosses loved to create 
complex and intricate patterns.  Each cross is 
different from the others. 
 
Choose one of these 
intricate crosses to draw.  
Try to include as mu

1. 

ch 
 

2.  
als 

to intricate designs. 

detail as possible.  Pay close
attention to the patterns. 
 
Using some of the patterns
you found, turn your initi
in
 
 
 
 
 
OBJECT INFO 
 
Down through the centuries, 
Ethiopia was ruled by an 
emperor.  These crosses 
were a gift from the last 
Ethiopian emperor, Haile 
Selassie [HI-lee suh-LAH-
see].  He gave them to an 
American named Dr. 
Kenneth Redden, who presented them to the 
Museum.  Elaborate crosses like these are one
of the main themes of Ethiopian art.  Look 
carefully.  Ethiopian crosses are usually v
intricate.   
 
Many Ethiopian people wear sm
around their necks.  Priests have
that are used for blessing the faithful
of the largest crosses are mounted on
of tall, wooden staffs that are carri

 

ery 

 hand crosses 
.  Some 
 the end 

ed in 

aller crosses 

processions.  When these processions are 
utside, the crosses are often protected from 

brella.   

 

o
the sun by an um

ABOUT THE PEOPLE 
 
About half the population of 
Ethiopia is Christian.  Most of these 
Christians belong to a people known 

as the Amhara [ahm-HAH-rah], who live in 
the rolling hills of the Ethiopian Highlands 
around Lake Tana.  Lake Tana is near the 
beginning of the Blue Nile.  Christianity came 

to the Amhara in Ethiopia 
from the early churches 
Egypt.  Christian church
spread southward along
Nile, and the Amhara 
converted during the fourth 
century AD.  Most of the 
Amhara live on farms.  In 
the best of times, they 
produce crops and care fo
animals.  However, because
of recent civil war and 
drought, the Amhara and 
other Ethiopian peoples 
such as the Falasha, Afar, 
and Oromo have suffered 
terribly from fam

in 
es 

 the 

r 
 

ine. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

DISCUSSION ???
 
What adjectives would describe the look of 
these objects?  (Adjectives might include 
fancy, complex, ornate, symmetrical, 
balanced, impressive, or spiritual.)

1. 

   
 
2. Imagine a ritual procession in Ethiopia that is 

led by a p
crosses o
and hear?
the cerem Write a story about what you 
imagine.  Be sure to use the descriptive 
adjectives from part one. 
 

erson carrying one of these great 
n a tall pole.  What would you see 
  How might it feel to participate in 
ony?  
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losG

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

sary of Special he Object Sheets  Words in t
 
Abstract – A word used to talk about art.  Thi

a. art that is non-representational, that
world;   

s word 
 stands

b. art that “abstracts” things from the real world.  This “abstrac
bject but does not look realistic. 

can be used in two different ways:   
 on its own and makes no reference to the 

ted” artwork has a 
recognizable su

 
Ancestors – In Africa, ancest
model life.  They were good c
Given a proper funeral, th

frica, ancest
model life.  They were good c
Given a proper funeral, th

ors are very special.  Ancestors are the ho
itizens, participated in family life, and die

e ancestors begin the next stage of life in the s  
tinue to influence the lives of their de

ent for improper behavior. 

ors are very special.  Ancestors are the ho
itizens, participated in family life, and die

e ancestors begin the next stage of life in the s  
tinue to influence the lives of their de

ent for improper behavior. 

nored dead who lived a 
d an honorable death.  
pirit world.  From there, it is
scendants, either as a 

nored dead who lived a 
d an honorable death.  
pirit world.  From there, it is
scendants, either as a bbelieved that the ancestors can con

positive reward or as punishm
 
Apartheid

elieved that the ancestors can con
positive reward or as punishm
 
Apartheid – A word that means “separateness.”  The word “apartheid”  

overnment policy of rigidly separating the different racial groups of th
 1948 and lasted until the early 1990s.  This policy gave the white minority population power over 
e nonwhite majority.  Although this policy has been abandoned, socia
equalities still exist between the white and black South Africans. 

 describes the South African
at nation.  Apartheid began 

l, economic, and political 

g
in
th
in
 
Appliqué – A way of decorating cloth.  A pie  of special shap
applied,” to another piece of clo

ce of cloth e and color is attached, or 
“ th.   
 
Carving – A figure or des
 

ign created  by cu erial.tting into a mat

Clan – A group of people
 

 who clai stor.m descent from a common ance  

Cowrie – The shell of a mo
shells were often used for 
masks, and royal objec
 

llusk that lives in tropical seas.  The glossy, sometimes brightly marked 
money in Africa.  Some African peoples added cow

ts to indicate great value, status, and importance. 
ries to sculptures, 

Elite – A small section of a group of people.  T
members by their greater wealth, skills, pow
 

his sm
ers, know

y

aller section is set apart from the other 
ledge, or rights. 

Embroider  – A way of decorating cloth.  Colored threads are stitched in designs and figures on a 
piece of cloth.  
 
Equatorial – Areas of the globe that are near t
Southern hemispheres. 
 

he equator, the circle that divides the Northern and 

Fertility – The ability to reproduce abunda
bountiful crops, natural resources, and numer

ntly.  Like
ous child

 many other people, Africans see wealth as 
ren. 
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Forms – Forms are three-dimensional, while shapes are two-dimensional. 
 
Funerals – Special ceremonies where the soul of the deceased is transferred to the ancestors in the 

y 

 

Geometric

spirit world.  During the funeral, there may be elaborate sacrifices, the gathering of relatives, costl
feasts, and performances by masked dancers.  Since the cost of a large funeral can be very great, 
hese ceremonies may occur long after the burial of the dead person.  In fact, a funeral may be heldt

to honor a number of people.  
 

 – A decoration made of patterns of triangles, squares, rectangles, and other abstract 
shapes.
 

eirlooms

 

H  – A valued family possession handed down from one generation to the next. 
 
Human Commonalities – Qualities or experiences that are common to all people. 

1. All of us experience cycles of life, such as birth, adolescence, adulthood, and death. 
2. All of us develop symbols. 
3. All of us respond to beauty and order (the aesthetic). 
4. All of us have the capacity to recall the past and anticipate the future. 

 

5. All of us develop some forms of social bonding. 
6. All of us are connected to the ecology of the planet. 
7. All of us produce and consume. 
8. All of us seek meaning and purpose. 

Ernest Boyer says that to better understand one another, we need to find a common ground that all
eople have in common.  This list was taken from Ernest Boyer’s article “Education in a p

Multicultural World,” in Access (Summer 92, 112).   
 
nitiationsI  – A ceremony, test, or period of instruction that occurs before a group either admits a 

. new member or passes on more hidden knowledge to that person
 
Matrilineal – Tracing descent through the mother instead of the father.  

f a king in a matrilineal society where only men ruled, the throne would
For example, at the death 
 not go to the dead king’s o

son.  Instead, the throne would go to the next oldest male most closely related to the dead king’s 
mother.  That might be the dead king’s brother or his sister’s son. 
 

onopolizedM  (Royal Monopolies) – The exclusive control (by a king) of the means of producing 
or selling a material or a service. 
 

obilityN  – A class or group of people of special birth, title (earl, baron, duchess), wealth, 
knowledge, or privilege. 
 

rganicO  – A decoration that captures the irregularity and growing quality of shapes and forms 
found in nature. 
 

atronsP  – People who pay an artist to make artworks. 
 
Pectoral – Something that is worn on the chest. 
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Prestige  - High status, or recognition, gained through success, fame, or wealth. 
 
Processions – A group moving along in an orderly, formal way, usually in a long line. 
 
Raffia – The strong, straw like fibers in the large leaves of an African palm tree (Raphia ruffia) th
can be woven or used to decorate costumes and masks.  
 

at 

eliquaryR  – A container, such as a box or shrine, in which to keep or display holy objects. 
 
Savanna – A flat, treeless grassland near the tropics. 
 
Scarification – The marks on skin that result from intentional scratches or cuts that form scars.  

hese marks can connect to beauty, importance, clan identity, or levels of initiation. 

Sculpt

T
 

ure – A three-dimensional form created by an artist.   Sculptures can be made by chiseling 
wood, d constructing parts. 
 
Should

modeling clay, casting metal, an

er mask – A large mask worn on the shoulders; this can also be called a helmet mask.  Face 
masks  and worn on the head like a cap. 
 
Shrine

cover the face.  Headpieces are masks carved of wood

 – A place to keep honored and holy objects.  Shrines can be as small as a box or as large as 
a building. 
 
Spirit world – The unseen world that includes the honored ancestors gods and good and b
that can all act upon the world of the living. 

ad spirits 

 
Status – The relationship of one person or a group to others.  A high position relative to others can
be based on family connections, social position, wealth, or power. 

 

 
Tie-dying – A way of dying cloth.  Parts of the cloth are tied to prevent absorption of the dye.  The
result is a streaked or mottled pattern. 
 

 

Weaving – To make cloth by interlacing threads.  Weaving can be done by hand or on a loom. 
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