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 In continuing its tradition of exhibiting major international artists, Frederik 
Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park hosts a survey of painting, sculpture, 
photography, embroidery, prints and video by British-Nigerian artist Yinka 
Shonibare CBE. Over the past three decades, Shonibare 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 subversive imagination 
and his artistic journey as a self-described “postcolonial hybrid.” 
 Yinka Shonibare CBE: Planets in My Head takes its cue from the eponymous 
series of sculptures of young people exploring the sciences, music and literature. 
These children are actively engaged in studying mathematics, geology, or 
astronomy, or playing an instrument; the globe that forms each head, appearing 
like a dark universe, is based on Victorian celestial maps. The title refers to a 
consistent imaginative leap in Shonibare’s work: challenging established notions 
of history, knowledge, and identity, and envisioning a different future, to explore 
the impossible in art. 
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Postcolonialism, Hybridity and Masquerade 

 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 is a self-proclaimed cultural hybrid. Hybridity, originally a 
biological term applied to animal and plant studies, is now used to describe 
many forms of cultural mixing. In Shonibare’s experience, it represents a 
psychological awareness of being in two places at the same time; of growing 
up located between center and margin of the British Empire. His experience 
growing up in London and Lagos is distinctly postcolonial, as Nigeria had 
gained political independence from Britain while still being culturally 
influenced by the former colonizer. Shonibare’s education and maturation as 
an artist in London coincided with the twists and turns of bicultural identity 
in a postcolonial context: being a young British artist, a British-Nigerian,  
and part of a large Yoruba diaspora. In a broader sense, postcolonialism  
and hybridity define his 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.  
 Shonibare’s art questions notions of identity and authenticity, mixing 
cultural forms and blending them so something new emerges. His subversive 
imagination manifests itself in myriad ways—his reenactments of Victorian 
dandyism in photographs, headless sculptures based on historic 18th-century 
figures, ancient marble statues painted in Dutch wax batik design, and African 
masks superimposed on icons of Western art, to name a few themes. His 
questioning of Western concepts of African identity began early in his career. 
At the Byram School in London, Shonibare’s art teacher asked him why he 
was painting contemporary Russian events and urged him to instead focus on 
authentic African themes. When Shonibare researched the African colorful 
fabrics sold at London’s Brixton market, he learned they were of Indonesian 
origin and introduced in Africa by Dutch and British merchants. In an act of 
gentle rebellion and postcolonial irony, Shonibare subsequently incorporated 
these European-fabricated African designs in his work. 
 Parallel to the work incorporating Africanized design, Shonibare has 
pursued his passion for literature, opera, and ballet, through photography  
and film. One of the earliest bodies of work in this exhibition is Dorian Gray. 
The series of black and white photographs is based on the famous Oscar 
Wilde story where a young Victorian dandy loses his soul living a life of 
excess, always looking young, while his portrait reveals the ugly signs of  
his moral decline.  
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In the 11 photographs that loosely follow Gray’s life, the artist plays the part 
of the protagonist, living the fantasy of a Black dandy in Victorian England. 
In his many acts of reimagining historic characters and narratives, Shonibare 
performs masquerade. In the Dorian Gray series, he is simultaneously himself 
and another. Similarly, Shonibare evokes a Doppelganger (or double) motif in 
Odile and Odette, the video based on Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake. This time, 
a black ballerina and a white ballerina face each other through a gold frame, 
mirroring each other through parallel dance motions as they create a new way 
of seeing and experiencing this iconic work of European ballet.
 Another form of subversive reimagining for Shonibare is to revisit 
18th-century European history. He has been fascinated by this century 
of contradictions that produced the age of Enlightenment, colonialism and 
slave trade, frivolous Rococo art, thirst for knowledge, revolutions, and the 
guillotine. By physically altering the appearance of historic figures and 
rendering them as headless mannequins, Shonibare opens space for new 
context. His sculptures of Enlightenment men and one woman suggest an 
ironic turn of events connecting brilliant Enlightenment thinkers with the 
excesses of the French Revolution represented by the guillotine. His use 
of Dutch wax batik fabric adds to the strangeness of seeing the portraits 
of leading 18th-century European philosophers. It is a deliberate form of 
“othering.” In the stunning portrait of a French female scientist sitting at her 
desk, The Age of Enlightenment – Gabrielle Émilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, 
Marquise du Châtelet, the subject is wearing an “Africanized” dress, further 
destabilizing and disrupting the enlightened aura of a historic figure. 
Madame de Chatelet, a French philosopher, mathematician, and physicist 
who died in childbirth in 1749, famously translated Isaac Newton’s Principles 
of Physics into French. In a gesture that again allows Shonibare to slip into 
someone else’s identity, and with some artistic license, the artist represents 
Marquise de Chatelet with an artificial arm. This is not a wild leap of the 
imagination: Shonibare was 19 years old when a rare virus left him disabled 
with limited mobility. 

Revisiting Victorianism 

 Shonibare has a long-standing interest in the age of Victorianism. This 
fascination with the British past is partially an expression of reverse voyeurism; 
the “Other” is looking back. More deeply, it is the artist’s concern with uncritical 
celebration of all things Victorian. During the Victorian era, 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. The sculpture group Three Graces is a mélange of 
classicism, Victorian fashion and African design. Victorians were obsessed 
with collecting classical sculptures, from the antiquities filling the galleries 
and vaults of the British Museum, to plaster reproductions decorating British 
parlors. The three graces were traditionally associated with Aphrodite/Venus, 
representing her beauty and grace and sometimes holding her attribute: the 
golden apple. Shonibare’s Three Graces are transported into the Victorian era, 
where they become cultural hybrids; ladies in typical Victorian dresses, with 
bustle and collars that are made from “African” Dutch wax cotton fabrics. Here 
and throughout his career, Shonibare has adopted as a metaphor the wax-
coated batik the Dutch were unable to market in Indonesia and then began 
exporting to Africa. It is a perfect representation of the process of cultural 
transfer and displacement that went into fabricating an authentic African style.
 In Shonibare’s exploration of Empire, there is a striking optimism in the 
power of learning and children’s curiosity to broaden the mind. In the spirit of 
the Victorian preoccupation with children, Shonibare developed a repertoire of 
sculptures prominently featuring children who seem to inhabit an imaginary 
and precious world. Invariably, they are absorbed in activities such as jumping 
ropes, walking up ladders, balancing a globe or spreading butterfly wings. 
As part of a series of sculptures of girls carrying a large stack of books, the 
figure in Girl Balancing Knowledge V is engaged in a particularly precarious 
balancing act. She is running, her upper body thrust forward, while a tower of 
children’s books is perched on her leg. Ominously, the globe forming her head 
is a black and reflective sphere filled with the names of writers. The figure is 
caught in the balance. While she may be running a seemingly impossible-
to-win race, she is still on a journey of self-education and self-realization. A 
whimsical sculpture such as Girl Balancing Knowledge V poses questions that 
only gain in urgency, the longer one ponders it.
 In Shonibare’s repertoire of children sculptures is a common thread: searching 
and experimenting for new ways to experience the world. For Girl on a Flying 
Machine (not in this exhibition), the artist was inspired by a 19th-century device 
that appeared in a Google search as an example of the “chindogulike,” a Japanese 
word for unusual inventions. This word implies that these everyday gadgets 
are not too useful. On the internet, one can also find the flying machine as an 
example of “wacky Victorianism.” Shonibare put a girl in the seat, turning her into 
a symbol of a human desire to make the impossible possible.
 The 19th-century ballerina seems to fit the Victorian ideal of creating 
disciplined young women who perform and endure pain for the pleasure of 
others. Shonibare delights in visual juxtapositions where the ideal is preserved 
but another narrative layer is added, creating a sense of friction or a mild 



affront. He presents young people in his work as simultaneously innocent and 
ready to blow to pieces conceived history. There is a sly sense of humor and 
trickery in Ballerina, who holds a pistol behind her back. In art historically 
preconfigured by famous French artist Edgar Degas, Shonibare’s ballerina 
is metaphorically ready to step outside the ideal created for her in the 19th-
century and harm someone. Again, the artist integrates the subject of education 
into the design: The letters that are part of the Alphabet dress represent 
good education, to the parents that make their children wear such a garment. 
Shonibare’s subversive imagination opens up space for new insight; a mental 
shift from the order of things.

A Planet in Trouble: Who Will Save It?

 Shonibare, who lives in one of the most multicultural cities in the world, 
embraces the challenges of working as global artist citizen. When he transitioned 
from headless sculptures to those having a globe atop 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, the globed figures offer new potential for interpretation 
and looking toward the future. The globe, traditionally the source of knowledge 
and curiosity about the world, contains its own historic limitations as it is based 
on European ideas of ordering continents around the earth. A consummate 
saboteur of the order of things, Shonibare has designed the hand-crafted globes 
in ever-changing patterns and messages.
 In the Planets in My Head series, young people joyfully and studiously 
explore the arts and sciences. The young woman in Planets in My Head (The 
Young Horticulturist) tiptoes to water flowers on a stand with her watering can. 
Her pretty dress shows floral design. The small scale of the flowers and the 
watering can suggest a Victorian interior, rather than an actual garden. In stark 
contrast, her dark globe head, modeled after an Italian celestial map from 1792, 
contains a list of names of endangered flowers. This layering of references, 
astronomical globe, disappearance of botanical diversity, and the innocent 
Victorian girl deconstructs all Victorian certainties and comforts. Yet there is 
a sense of urgency embedded into the sculptures of children avidly pursuing 
their quest for knowledge and education in Planets in My Head. They might be 
burdened by the historical accumulation of knowledge, or they may be pursuing 
a path to new solutions to world problems. 
 For Shonibare, dealing with the past and caring about the future are parallel 
concerns while living in the present. The environment, global warming, 
sustainable food distribution—these topics form a compelling and alarming 
presence in his sculptures. A girl is running and maintaining her balance on 



a planet on fire; an astronaut carries a net with household items reminiscent of 
environmental refugees; and children are exposed to extreme weather conditions 
caused by global environmental change. In Air Kid (Boy), the adolescent boy is 
protecting himself against extreme weather with an umbrella that is broken and 
useless. His globe head is a yellow-orange that suggests extreme heat and global 
warming. Like the other three children in the Earth Kid series, representing the 
elements of fire, water, and earth, Air Kid is a reminder of the vulnerabilities of 
children growing up in environmental disaster areas. The sculptures are also 
testimonies to resilience and ingenuity in finding a path to survival.
 Shonibare is concerned about food sourcing and food distribution as 
important and urgent topics calling for sustainable and equitable solutions. 
For the exhibition at Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture Park, he developed 
the new sculpture titled Food Man. The work is based on research into the 
West Michigan history of agriculture—specifically the Fruit Ridge area, not 
far from Meijer Gardens and traditionally home to fruit orchards. In the 
artist’s 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.” The figure of the farmer behind the wheelbarrow is dressed in 
Victorian-style clothes made with Dutch wax fabric. His head is replaced by a 
globe that shows the signs of climate change and global warming. The fruits 
and vegetables on his cart are grown in both North America and Nigeria. 
The sculpture correlates to another project Shonibare and his foundation 
recently launched: a farm outside of Lagos that grows food in environmentally 
sustainable ways. 
 Shonibare’s concerns with environment and sustainability led him to pursue 
large works such as Eden Painting. The artist’s paintings are often expansive 
and gallery-filling, reminiscent of 20th-century abstract painting in the 
tradition of Jackson Pollock. Shonibare arranges small rectangular and round 
panels across the picture plane, evoking minimalist painting and sculpture. 
But his paintings askew the gravitas and ponderous nature of abstract 
expressionism and minimalism, eliciting a different sensibility through color 
choices and material. In Eden Painting, a series of small panels together create 
a multicolored, richly textured surface one can read in many directions. The 75 
panels combine textile, acrylic, and toys, and refuse to congeal into a specific 
object. Alternately, one can read them as planetary shapes or as microorganisms 
enlarged under the microscope. It has been suggested the toy animals in Eden 
Painting reference the biblical story of Noah’s Ark. In the age of a pandemic, 
such a reading only gains traction. 
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Reimagining the History of Sculpture

 From Shonibare’s postcolonial perspective, the history of knowledge 
espoused by Western thinkers bears its own limitations, as does the history 
of aesthetic ideals. The sculptures Farnese Hercules and Aphrodite de 
Frejus, inside the Welcome Center at Frederik Meijer Gardens & Sculpture 
Park, are great examples of the artist’s reimagining of art historical ideals. 
Both are best known as important white marble sculptures in the canon of 
classical art and as treasures of the Louvre Museum. Shonibare reinterpreted 
them in fiberglass, a contemporary casting process, and painted them in a 
colorful batik-inspired design. In redesigning these sculptures, the artist 
subverted art history and uncovered a lost history. He has pointed out that 
Johann Winckelmann, a German 18th-century art historian, claimed the 
white marble statues from Hellenistic Greece were the pinnacle of Western 
civilization and should be universal ideals. Winckelmann’s valorization of 
white marble sculpture was flawed, since the ancient Greeks and Romans 
regularly painted their marble sculptures. 
 Shonibare redesigns ancient marble sculptures as he reveals their changing 
historical meanings and appropriations. Winged Victory (not in this exhibition) 
is a strong example. Today, the Greek marble statue spreads her wings and 
holds a place of honor in the Louvre’s monumental staircase. Shonibare’s 
multicolored design makes us imagine what the sculpture might have looked 
like in the original. He demystifies a work that is inextricably linked with a 
19th-century European—in this case, French—desire to enshrine the idea of 
ancient white marble sculptures. The history of Winged Victory found on the 
island of Samothrace in the Aegean Sea points even further back in time, when 
Hellenistic Greece was expanding and colonizing its neighbors. Shonibare’s 
beautifully painted re-creations of classical statues are not simply postmodern 
appropriation: They are a postcolonial intervention; an archeology in reverse 
looking toward a history of conquest.
 Shonibare’s exploration of Western sculpture traditions has extended into 
the history of European modernism. The notion that quintessential European 
modernist Pablo Picasso collected African masks led Shonibare into creating 
a group of hybrid sculptures, where European marble sculptures blend with 
African masks. In creating Unintended Sculpture (Donatello’s Habakkuk with 
Ife Head), Shonibare appropriates a famous sculpture of the Old Testament 
prophet Habakkuk, by Italian Renaissance master Donatello, exchanging 
the prophet’s head with an Ife head. This substitution has a deeper personal 
meaning for Shonibare, as the Yoruba consider the Ife kingdom of the 14th and 
15th centuries as their spiritual homeland. The Ife heads, made from brass or 
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terracotta, were one of the great artistic traditions to emerge from West Africa 
and collected by Europeans including Picasso. By revealing the chronological 
parallel between the Renaissance artist Donatello and the Ife masters of bronze 
casting, Shonibare undermines the perceived hierarchy that values African art 
only as an exotic colonial trophy. 

American Dream

 Over the years, Shonibare has shown an interest in American historical and 
contemporary events, including slavery, migration, and corporate power. In the 
late 2000s, he created work in response to the iconic Arthur Miller play Death 
of a Salesman that included a sculptural installation of the car crash that led 
to Miller’s death. He took at tragic view of the American dream, commenting 
on the personal sacrifice of fictional character Willy Loman, caught up in the 
struggle to attain the dream. The American dream was also at stake during 
the 2008 economic crisis, when Shonibare watched from his hometown of 
London how the leaders of the three big automotive companies from Michigan 
addressed the U.S. Congress to ask for financial help. In response, he created 
The Big Three, a group of sculptures of the top executives from General Motors, 
Chrysler, and Ford, pleading their case for a bailout. These portraits of headless 
men dressed in colorful wax fabric, short in size while gesturing emphatically, 
are parodies of powerful leaders on the brink of disaster. The notion that they 
might be fairy tale characters with wings is demystified by an excerpt from 
their testimony, engraved into the tabletop: “We’re here today because we made 
mistakes, which we are learning from, and because some forces beyond our 
control have pushed us to the brink.” Shonibare thus reminds the viewer that 
corporate speeches are the modern-day fairy tales. 
 Though the traveling salesman (Willy Loman) and the CEO (The Big 
Three) represent a tragic hero in the pursuit of the American dream, Shonibare 
also finds signs of optimism and hope in that pursuit. This is certainly the 
case in the sculpture group Moving Up, his homage to the Great Migration—
the history of millions of African American families leaving the rural South 
and poverty and oppression in search of better opportunities in cities in the 
Northeast, Midwest, and West. As the artist has commented, the migration of 
Black Americans that took place over several decades, beginning after World 
War I, was motivated by a rejection of “structural racism and labor exploitation” 
and initiated “a new era of African-American self-assertion within American 
society.” This historic background to Moving Up is presented in a layered 
narrative and with suggestive visual codes. The migrant family, wearing 
Shonibare’s signature Dutch wax fabric clothing, heads up a set of the stairs 
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framed by an ornate balustrade, handrails and two decorative urns. Against this 
aristocratic architectural background, multiple readings are possible, among 
them escape from the power of Southern aristocratic pretension and White 
supremacy, and invasion of the master’s home. The future seems to belong to 
the child on top of the staircase who turns around waiting for her slower parents 
to catch up. The upward movement of the entire family—their flight into the 
unknown—is a metaphor of endurance and self-realization, of Black Americans 
and migrants across the world. 

Imagining the ‘Other’

 For Shonibare, the challenges of today are rooted in the past. How we 
relate to others is not a neutral process but predetermined by previous 
contexts. Interventions into the history of images always produce new 
contexts; new ways to imagine the relationships between past and present. 
When he was commissioned by Hereford Cathedral in West England to create 
a work inspired by the largest surviving medieval world map, Shonibare 
had to study an artifact blending fragmented geographical knowledge, 
ancient myth and medieval fear of the unknown. Created around 1300 by 
map maker Richard de Haldingham, the original Mappa Mundi contained 
only three known continents: Europe, Africa and Asia. The margins further 
from Europe were filled with mythical creatures—often half human and half 
animal—and even with strange plants. Working with communities that live 
in Hereford County, Shonibare and the participants created textile hangings 
in the tradition of African American quilt makers. One is reminded of the 
Gee’s Bend, Alabama, quilt makers who continue a craft tradition dating to 
enslaved women in the 19th century. The textiles are patchwork quilts, with 
the dark figures borrowed from the Mappa Mundi surrounded by colorful 
patterns. In some of these tapestries hybrid figures and plants float in the 
air, seemingly held up by parachutes. Creatures that in medieval worldview 
were characterized as monsters and otherworldly are now celebrated in their 
“peculiarity and eccentricity,” as Thorsten Sadowsky recently wrote.1

Conclusion

 Yinka Shonibare CBE’s richly sensuous body of works at Frederik Meijer 
Gardens & Sculpture Park meet a unique environment of gardens and art. After 
visiting the sculpture galleries, guests could venture across the BISSELL Corridor 
into one of the conservatories to see and smell plant species from climates around 
the world. Here, you’ll find a landscape inspired by the imagination of Meijer 
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Gardens’ Horticulture department. In the Earl & Donnalee Holton Victorian 
Garden Parlor, get a taste of the British 19th-century fashion for filling the interior 
of the home with plants. A contemporary re-creation of the famous Wardian case, 
named after British botanist Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward, serves as a reminder of 
how science, nature and art intersected in Victorian Great Britain. Specifically 
designed for the British naturalist to transport plant species from warmer climates 
back to England, the Wardian case was another symbol of British imperial 
aspirations. During spring, visitors can experience the Lena Meijer Tropical 
Conservatory filled with thousands of butterflies, another species Victorians liked 
to collect and exhibit. The butterflies populating the Tropical Conservatory are 
conveniently shipped as pupa from different continents, including South America, 
Asia and Africa. Meijer Gardens, during this time, is literally a global meeting 
place for butterflies from around the world.  
 Yinka Shonibare CBE: Planets in My Head offers endless possibilities for 
exploring art and gardens. Appropriately, the exhibition includes a recent 
print of two flowers meaningful to Shonibare. In 2020, he became the third 
British artist to receive a government commission under the auspices of the 
Robson Orr TenTen Award. The Government Collection annually commissions 
a limited-edition print that will be exhibited in United Kingdom embassies 
around the world and sold to raise funds for purchasing works by younger 
artists. Hibiscus and the Rose is Shonibare’s response to the cultural worlds 
he belongs to: England and Nigeria. Growing up in Nigeria, he would eat the 
nectar of the hibiscus flower, ubiquitous in the Nigerian climate. The rose flower 
is emblematic of England. The flowers together, side by side, form an allegory of 
the duality of cultural belonging and difference.    


