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Cover: Food Man, 2021. © Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. 
Fiberglass mannequin, Dutch wax printed cotton 
textile, metal, steel, brass, hand painted globe, 
wood, polyurethane, and acrylic paint. Courtesy of 
the artist and Stephen Friedman Gallery, London.   

  Stephen White & Co.  
 
Above: Hibiscus and the Rose, 2020. © Yinka 
Shonibare CBE RA. Woodcut print. Courtesy of  
the artist and Stephen Friedman Gallery, London.  
   Mark Blower. 
 
Left: Creatures of the Mappa-Mundi - Bonnacon 
(detail), 2018. © Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. 
Patchwork, appliqué, embroidery and Dutch wax 
printed cotton textile. Commissioned by Meadow 
Arts, 2018. Courtesy of the artist and Stephen 
Friedman Gallery, London.    Mark Blower.

Food Man is based on research into the  
local West Michigan history of agriculture, 
specifically the Fruit Ridge area, not far from 
Meijer Gardens, traditionally home to fruit 
orchards. In the artist’s own words, “Food Man 
questions the sustainability of industrialized  
food production, distribution system, and waste  
in the world where the population is reaching  
7.8 billion. ... Sustainability is expressed through 
this gravity defying sculpture in which Food Man  
is struggling to keep the balance of supply.”
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Over the past three decades, Yinka Shonibare CBE (Commander of the 
Order of the British Empire) has emerged as one of the most imaginative 
and subversive artists of his generation. The exhibition title Planets in 
My Head is a metaphor for the artist’s incendiary ideas and his artistic 
journey as a self-described “postcolonial hybrid.” 

Born in London to Nigerian parents and raised in Lagos, Nigeria, 
where he spoke Yoruba at home and English at the private school he 
attended, Shonibare has a bicultural heritage. His identity is shaped by 
growing up located between center and margin of the British Empire. 
Postcolonialism and hybridity define Shonibare’s artistic and political 
identity, and are major themes in his prodigious artistic output. While 
he embraces cross-cultural mixing and exchange in his work, he never 
shies from alluding to the postcolonial scars of cultural imperialism  
and exploitation. 

Postcolonialism and Hybridity 

Hybrid Mask (Fang Ngil), 2020-2021. © Yinka 
Shonibare CBE RA. Hand painted wooden mask  
on a brass clad plinth. Courtesy of the artist  
and Stephen Friedman Gallery, London. 

  Stephen White & Co.

Hybrid Mask is a recreation of a traditional 
indigenous African mask that is painted in a batik 
patterning introduced to western Africa through 
European colonizers. Can you think of any items 
used today that are combinations of indigenous 
and colonial ideas?
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Shonibare, who lives in London—one of the most multicultural cities in 
the world—embraces the challenges of working as a global artist. When 
he transitioned from headless sculptures to ones with a globe on top of 
the figure, he deliberately chose an emblem of what it means to live in a 
globalized world. In contrast to the void of a headless figure, these globed 
figures offer new potential for interpretation and look toward the future. 
The globe is traditionally a symbol of knowledge and curiosity about the 
world, yet contains its own historic limitations as it is based on European 
ideas of ordering continents around the Earth. A consummate provocateur 
of the order of things, Shonibare has designed the hand-crafted globes in 
ever-changing patterns and messages.

Learning from the past and caring about the future are parallel concerns 
in many of the artist’s sculptures that feature children or adolescents. 
The environment, human-induced climate change, sustainable food 
distribution—these topics form a compelling and alarming presence in 
his sculptures. In the Earth Kids series, representing the four elements, 
children are exposed to extreme weather conditions caused by global 
environmental change. In Air Kid (Boy), an adolescent boy protects  
himself against a storm with an umbrella that is broken and useless.

A Planet in Trouble:  
Who Will Save It?

The head of Air Kid (Boy) is a bright yellow- 
orange globe.  What do you think this color  
choice might suggest?

Shonibare has a long-standing interest in the age of Victorianism. During 
the reign of Queen Victoria, the British Empire aggressively extended its 
colonial control around the world, especially on the African continent. 
Shonibare deals with the darker side of Victorianism through parody and 
subversion. In dealing with themes from the past and the present, he has 
creatively adopted as a metaphor the wax-dyed batik fabric that the Dutch 
were unable to market successfully in Indonesia and then began to export 
to Africa. It is a perfect representation of the process of cultural transfer 
and displacement that contributed to fabricating an authentic African style.

The sculpture group Three Graces is a mélange of classicism, Victorian 
fashion and African design. The three graces are traditionally associated 
with Aphrodite/Venus, representing her beauty and grace. Shonibare’s 
Three Graces are transported into the Victorian era where they become 
cultural hybrids: ladies in typical Victorian dresses with bustle and collars 
made with African Dutch wax batik design.

Revisiting Victorianism  

What typically comes to mind when you think of the 
words “Victorian” or “the Enlightenment”? 
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From Shonibare’s postcolonial perspective, the history of Western art is 
bound by its own biases as exemplified in the idealized Greco-Roman and 
Renaissance sculptures one finds in the the world’s most visited museums. 
Shonibare has reinterpreted them in a contemporary fiberglass casting 
process and painted them in a colorful batik-inspired design. 
 
In creating Unintended Sculpture (Donatello’s Habakkuk with Ife Head), 
Shonibare evokes a famous sculpture by the Italian Renaissance master 
Donatello. The original by Donatello depicts the Old Testament prophet 
Habakkuk; Shonibare’s interpretation exchanges the prophet’s head for an 
Ife head. This substitution has a deeper personal meaning for Shonibare, 
since the Yoruba people consider the Ife kingdom of the 14th and 15th 
centuries to be their spiritual homeland. Ife heads, made from brass or 
terracotta, were one of the great artistic traditions to emerge from West 
Africa, coinciding with the Italian Renaissance.

Unintended Sculpture, (Donatello’s Habakkuk  
and Ife Head), 2021. © Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. 
Fiberglass sculpture, hand painted with Dutch wax 
pattern, patinated bronze, gold leaf. Courtesy of 
the artist and James Cohan Gallery, New York.   

  Stephen White & Co.

Why do you think the artist uses components  
from existing sculptures to make new artwork?

Reimagining the  
History of Sculpture



Moving Up, 2021. © Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. Fiberglass mannequins, Dutch wax printed cotton textile,  
bespoke globes, brass, leather, hemp rope, paper, various toys, cotton, silk, steel, aluminum, and painted 
wood. Courtesy of the artist and James Cohan Gallery, New York.    Stephen White & Co.8



10 11Yinka Shonibare CBE: Planets in My Head FREDERIK MEIJER Gardens & Sculpture Park

Over the years, Shonibare has shown an interest in American historical  
and contemporary events, including slavery, migration, and corporate 
power. In the sculpture group The Big Three, Shonibare captured a moment 
when the United States was in the grip of economic crisis: The three top 
executives from General Motors, Chrysler and Ford are pleading their 
case for a bailout to the U.S. Congress. Yet there is optimism and hope 
in Shonibare’s sculpture Moving Up, his homage to the Great Migration. 
Here, a family group embodies the struggle of millions of African American 
families leaving the poverty and oppression of the rural South in search  
of better opportunities in the Northeast, Midwest, and West. 

What does the American dream mean to you?  
Do you think it is accessible to all people?  
What barriers might exist for some people  
to realize their dreams?

Moving Up (detail), 2021. © Yinka Shonibare CBE 
RA. Fiberglass mannequins, Dutch wax printed 
cotton textile, bespoke globes, brass, leather, 
hemp rope, paper, various toys, cotton, silk,  
steel, aluminum, and painted wood. Courtesy  
of the artist and James Cohan Gallery, New York.  
   Stephen White & Co.

The American Dream
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For Shonibare, the challenges of today are rooted in the past. How we 
relate to others is not a neutral process but is instead predetermined by 
previous contexts. In a series of works based on quilting techniques, he 
turned toward strange creatures featured on the Mappa Mundi, the largest 
surviving medieval world map. Shonibare and community members created 
textile hangings in the patchwork tradition of African American quilt 
makers. He integrated the dark figures borrowed from the Mappa Mundi 
into colorful patterns. In these quilts, the hybrid figures and plants float 
in the air and are in the center, not the margin. Creatures that in medieval 
worldview were characterized as monsters and otherworldly are now 
celebrated in their peculiarity.

Imagining the ‘Other’

In what other ways does Shonibare address 
perceived otherness in this exhibition?

Creatures of the Mappa-Mundi - Bonnacon,  
2018. © Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. Patchwork, 
appliqué, embroidery and Dutch wax printed 
cotton textile. Commissioned by Meadow Arts, 
2018. Courtesy of the artist and Stephen Friedman  
Gallery, London.    Mark Blower.
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Ekphrastic Poetry Workshop 
Saturday, April 16, 1:30–3 pm
Mursalata Muhammad, Professor of  
English at Grand Rapids Community College

Walk through the galleries with Amber Oudsema, 
Curator of Arts Education. Explore common themes 
in the work of Yinka Shonibare CBE, including 
postcolonialism, environmental justice and 
Victorianism. Then spend an hour with Grand  
Rapids Community College Professor of English 
Mursalata Muhammad, who will guide you in an 
ekphrastic poetry writing activity. Registration 
required at MeijerGardens.org/Calendar.

Gallery Walk
Saturday, May 14, 11 am–12 pm
Amber Oudsema, Curator of Arts Education 
at Meijer Gardens and Adjunct Professor of 
Art History at Grand Valley State University

Join a guided discussion in our newly opened 
galleries. Explore layered meanings in the work 
of artist Yinka Shonibare CBE. A self-described 
“postcolonial hybrid,” Shonibare explores themes of 
migration, food and environmental justice, and the 
complex relationship between Europe and Africa. 

Fashion in Contemporary Art
Saturday, June 18, 11 am–12 pm
Suzanne Eberle, PhD, Professor Emerita, 
Kendall College of Art and Design 

Like Shonibare, many recent artists use clothing as a 
part of their aesthetic practice. Join us as we explore 
how and why textiles and fashion, particularly 18th- 
and 19th-century garments, play an influential and 
often metaphorical role in contemporary art.

Programming

Abundance and Scarcity:  
Yinka Shonibare CBE and Food Justice
Saturday, July 16, 11 am–12 pm
Jochen Wierich, PhD, Assistant Curator & 
Researcher at Meijer Gardens and Associate 
Professor of Art History at Aquinas College

Inspired by the history of agriculture in West 
Michigan, especially fruit growing, Yinka Shonibare 
created a new sculpture for his exhibition at Frederik 
Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park. In this talk, we will 
explore his and other contemporary artists’ work that 
engages with food distribution and justice. 

Complex Embodiment:  
Yinka Shonibare CBE and Disability
Saturday, September 3, 11 am–12 pm
Jessica Cooley, PhD, Guest Curator, 
Ford Foundation Gallery

Yinka Shonibare CBE and  
the Pan-African Imagination
Saturday, October 1, 11 am–12 pm
Antawan Byrd, PhD candidate in the  
Art History department at Northwestern 
University, Weinberg Fellow, Associate 
Curator of Photography and Media at the 
Art Institute of Chicago

All exhibition programming is included  
with admission and does not require  
preregistration unless otherwise noted. Visit 
MeijerGardens.org/Calendar for more information. 

Left: Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. Courtesy of  
the artist and Royal Academy of Arts, London.   

  Marcus Leith, 2014.
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Right: Creatures of the Mappa-Mundi - Bonnacon 
(detail), 2018. © Yinka Shonibare CBE RA. 
Patchwork, appliqué, embroidery and Dutch wax 
printed cotton textile. Commissioned by Meadow 
Arts, 2018. Courtesy of the artist and Stephen 
Friedman Gallery, London.    Mark Blower.

Conclusion

At Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park, a richly sensuous body of 
work by Yinka Shonibare CBE meets a unique environment of gardens 
and art. After visiting the Sculpture Galleries, visitors can venture 
along the BISSELL Corridor into our conservatories to see and smell 
plant species from climates around the world. Among the plants and 
sculptures of the Earl & Donnalee Holton Victorian Garden Parlor, one 
can find a landscape inspired by the Victorian love for and scientific 
interest in horticulture. During spring, visitors can experience the Lena 
Meijer Tropical Conservatory filled with thousands of butterflies, which 
Victorians also liked to collect and exhibit. 
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FREDERIK MEIJER Gardens & Sculpture Park  
promotes the enjoyment, understanding, and appreciation  
of gardens, sculpture, the natural environment, and the arts. 
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Michigan Arts and Culture Council,  
a Partner agency of the  
National Endowment for the Arts


