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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,  then left  again up 
the stairs. 

·  At the top of the stairs, go left  a few steps and enter the large, blue-carpeted space.  

·  Go between the pillars at the right  to enter the African Vision gallery. 

·  Head right into the room with orange walls. Straight ahead, you’ll see a tall screen made of 
glass and grasses. Walk past it. Against the wall to your right, you’ll see a showcase 
containing this Shrine Figure .  
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All over the world, artists use patterns of shapes and colors to make objects more 
interesting, beautiful and important. Patterns keep  your eyes busy! They make you want 
to look. So, let’s look at this shrine figure from Guinea. 
 
·  What patterns  do you see 

here? (What repeats?) 
 
·  What else  do you see here? Do 

you see a person?  What 
“person” features do you see? 
How about a bird?  What “bird” 
features do you see? 

 
·  Among the Baga people of 

Guinea, figures like this stood for 
important powers of healing 
and protection.  This figure 
stood in a shrine  (or holy place), 
where people placed offerings 
before it. During special 
ceremonies, it was taken out and 
danced.  

 

      This program was made possible by a grant from The Smithsonian Women’s Committee. 

Shrine Figure, Baga peoples, Guinea 
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Walk back toward where you entered the gallery. On the way, stop at the case containing this 
carved wooden stool. 
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Patterns aren’t just for decoration ! 
They’re often like secret codes that 
hold messages for those who 
understand them.  
 
This stool was used in rituals and 
ceremonies,  so the artist decorated it 
carefully. It tells a story of creation 
and the cosmos.    
 
·  What patterns  do you see here? 

(What repeats?)  
 
·  The Dogon peoples of Mali say that 

the universe is made of two flat 
disks, one for the earth and one 
for the sky, connected by a great 
tree. How did the artist show this 
idea? 

 
·  Dogon belief also says that 4 pairs 

of twins came from the sky to the 
earth and helped create mankind. 
How did the artist show this 
idea? 

 
·  The zigzags  are “code” for several ideas. They show the wandering path  the twins took 

from the sky to the earth.  They stand for flowing water.   And they also remind people of 
the first human, who became a snake  after death. Of course, there are zigzags around 
the top and bottom edges of the stool. What other zigzags do you see?  (The arms and 
legs of the twins make zigzags, too.) 

 
·  Can you see how this stool was made? Hint:  look at the marks on the wood. (This stool was 

carved from a single section of a tree trunk.)  
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Stool, Dogon peoples, Mali 


