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Come out of the lecture hall and face the circular railing. Go to your right  around the railing and 
out through the short corridor. Before reaching the elevators, go left. Ahead,  against the wall at 
the foot of the stairs, is a showcase containing this Altar Stand. 
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All over the world, artists use 
patterns to make objects more 
interesting and important . Patterns 
keep your eyes busy! They make you 
want to look. So, let’s look at this 
copper Altar Stand from the Edo 
peoples of Nigeria. This stand was 
used to hold a precious object.  
 
·  What patterns  do you see here? 

(What repeats?) 
 
·  Patterns can tell stories, too. 

There are 4 female figures repeated 
around the stand. The king’s 
mother usually had 4 women 
attendants.  That tells us that this 
stand and the precious object it 
held probably honored her. 

 
·  Look closely at the 4 women. Can 

you see what they’re doing? 
(They’re banging gongs  – making 
music!)  

 
·  Use your hands to make some 

music – right now. Clap  some of 
the patterns you see here! 

 
Altar stand, Edo peoples, Nigeria 

      This program was made possible by a grant from The Smithsonian Women’s Committee. 
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Go up the stairs.  At the top, turn left  and enter the carpeted, green-painted space. Immediately 
to the left  as you enter is a showcase holding a carved bowl with lid. 
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Among the Yoruba peoples of Nigeria, 
bowls like this were used in rich 
households or in shrines  (holy 
places) to hold kola nuts.  The nuts 
were offered to guests or to deities 
(gods).  
 
·  What patterns  do you see here? 

(What repeats?) 
 
·  What different people do you 

see?  
 
·  On the lid of the bowl there are 4 

women dancing. How does the 
artist make you feel the rhythm 
of the dancing?  (Hint: look at the 
lines  on them. How do they make 
patterns?) 

 
·  Think about all the kinds of bowls 

you’ve seen. What is one clue 
that this bowl was a special one, 
not one that was used for 
everyday eating and cooking? (A 
lot of time, work, and skill went 
into carving this bowl. A regular 
cooking bowl could be a lot 
plainer! Plus, the carving might be 
damaged if this bowl was used too 
much.) 

 
·  Take a look at the head between 

the figures at the bottom. The 
head can roll around in the “cage” 
formed by the figures, but it can’t 
be removed.   

 
·  This bowl was carved by the famous Yoruba artist Olowe of Ise,  who died about 70 years 

ago. What things did Olowe do to this bowl that you like  best?  

 

Bowl with figures, Yoruba peoples, Nigeria 
 


