
 

 
 
 

Learning to Look Lesson: African Sculpture 
 

This resource will allow you to lead your 
students through a careful observation 
and analysis of a sculpture from Central 
Africa. It is based on the Learning to Look 
method created by the Hood Museum of 
Art. This discussion-based approach will 
introduce you and your students to the five 
steps involved in exploring a work of art: 
careful observation, analysis, research, 
interpretation, and critique.  
 
How to use this resource: 

• Print out this document for 
yourself. 

• Read through it carefully as you 
look at the image of the work of 
art. 

• When you are ready to engage your 
class, project the image of the work 
of art on a screen in your classroom 
using an LCD projector. Use the 

   questions provided below to lead 
   the discussion. 

 
    

 
There is no substitute for seeing the real thing! 

Please visit the Hood Museum of Art to see a wide range of original works of art 
from around the world. There is no charge for admission, and the museum is open 

every day of the week except Monday. Free tours for K–12 school groups and  
programs for adults, teens, and families are available.  

Visit the museum's Web site to learn more. 
 



 

Background Information 
This sculpture was made by an artist of the Yombe people sometime in the late 
nineteenth or early twentieth century. The Yombe are one of a group of loosely affiliated 
peoples that until the nineteenth century formed the Kingdom of Kongo in western 
Central Africa. This sculpture is about twelve inches tall. 
 
Step 1. Close Observation 
Ask students to look carefully at this work of art and describe everything they see. Start 
with broad, open-ended questions like:  

 
What do you notice about this sculpture? 
What else do you see? 
 

Become more and more specific as you show the various views of the sculpture. Guide 
your students’ eyes around the work with questions like these: 
 
What do you notice about the figure’s 

 
 head? 
 
 facial expression? 
 
 hat? 

 
 
 

 
 

What do you notice about the figure’s body 
from the front, the back, and the side? 
 

its proportions? 
 
its pose? 
 
its dress (the way the body is 
decorated? the way the body is 
presented?)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Background Information: 
Women and men typically went bare-chested in Yombe society, but it is unusual to see the 
lower half of the body exposed. Memorial figures were often clothed with a simple cloth 
wrapper around the midsection. That may have once been the case with this figure, but 
we cannot be sure. It is also possible that clothing was painted on the legs and hips. 
 
 
 
 
What do you notice about the carving of this figure and the 
surface of the sculpture? 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Step 2. Preliminary Analysis 
Once you have listed everything that your students noticed about the sculpture, begin 
asking simple analytical questions that will deepen your students’ understanding of the 
work. 
For instance: 
 

What do you think this sculpture is made of? 
 
What might this figure’s pose and facial expression tell us about him? 
 
Who might this figure be? 

 
After each response, always ask, “How do you know?” or “How can you tell?” so that 
students will look to the work for visual evidence to support their theories. 
 
 
 
 
Step 3. Research    
At the end of this document, you will find some background information on this 
sculpture. Read or paraphrase it for your students.  
 
 
 



 

Step 4. Interpretation 
Interpretation involves bringing your close observation, a preliminary analysis, and any 
additional information you have gathered about an art object together to try to understand 
what a work of art means.  There are often no absolute right or wrong answers when one 
is interpreting a work of art. But there are more thoughtful and better informed ones. It is 
important to challenge your students to defend their interpretations based upon their 
visual analysis and research. 
 
Some basic interpretation questions for this sculpture might include: 
 

What does this sculpture tell us about the qualities the Yombe people value in 
their leaders? 
 
What does it tell us about the role of art in Yombe society? 

 
 
5. Critical Assessment and Response 
Critical assessment and response involves a judgment about the success of a work of art. 
It is optional but should always follow the first four stages of the Learning to Look 
method. Art critics often engage in this further analysis and support their opinions based 
on careful study of and research about the work of art.  
 
Critical assessment involves questions of value. For instance: 
 
Do you think this sculpture is successful and well done? Why or why not? 
 
This fifth stage can also encompass one’s response to a work of art.  
 
Do you like this work of art? Does it move you?  

 
How does it compare to representations of leaders in your own culture?  
 
One’s response can be much more personal and subjective than one’s assessment. 
 



 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
Unknown Yombe sculptor 
Memorial figure of a clan leader (mfumu kanda) 
Wood, kaolin clay, glass, and brass tacks 
19th to 20th century 
Purchased through the Miriam and Sidney Stoneman Acquisition Fund; 998.4.30364 

 
This figure is an idealized portrait of a deceased Yombe clan leader, or mfumu kanda. It 
was placed within a small, enclosed shrine constructed above his grave. Originally 
painted white, it was the centerpiece of a colorful sculptural group that included his wives 
and other members of his household. According to the Yombe worldview, which was 
widely shared in this region of western Central Africa, one’s existence followed an 
unending cycle of birth, life, death, and rebirth that was equated with the four stages of 
the sun’s path across the sky: dawn, day, dusk, and night. When family members died 
they were understood to live in a world of the dead parallel to that of the living. From this 
world they observed their survivors and participated in their lives until they were once 
again reborn in succeeding generations. The cemetery, and more importantly the burial 
site itself, served as a point of direct contact between the living and the deceased.  
 
Sculptures such as this one gave tangible form to ancestors and served as a focal point for 
interactions with them. This work presents the mfumu kanda as a majestic and benevolent 
leader in both life and death. The figure wears the traditional closely fitting headdress and 
three armlets or bracelets that he received when he became the leader of his clan. The 
head is the largest part of the figure proportionally, representing the center of perception 
and thought.  The robust body and the fine, balanced features of the face suggest a man in 
his physical prime. The careful arrangement of his legs and hands are culture-specific 
signs of thoughtfulness and self-control. Sitting cross-legged conveys a sense of the 
complete composure of one “who bears the world on his head.” The head-in-hand gesture 
communicates ideals of pensive reflection before speaking. It also represents “mourning 
for those left behind,” the continuing sense of duty a leader feels toward his dependents 
even after his life on earth has ended. The sculpture’s large, gazing eyes are painted white 
with clay, the color of death and the land of the dead, to augment their clairvoyant vision 
and allow him to see between the worlds of the living and the dead. The artist added glass 
covering to lend them a sparkle of life. Fixed by these eyes, visitors to the grave of this 
deceased leader felt a palpable emotional and psychological connection to the ancestor it 
depicted.  
 
 



 

 



 

 



 

 
  
 


