Cabinet of Curiosities
ages 6 and up | 60 - 120 min.
Background:
During the transatlantic slave trade, which lasted for more than 300 years,
12–15 million people were forcibly migrated from Africa to the Western
Hemisphere. An estimated 1.2–2.4 million people died en route, but the
complete death toll is not documented. The slave trade to the United
States began in 1581 in Florida and did not conclude until 1807, though
illegal trading continued for nearly 60 more years.
The nations that are home to the largest populations of people of African
descent are Brazil (55 million), the United States (46 million), Haiti (10
million), and the Dominican Republic (9 million). There are also significant
populations in many more countries including France, Mexico, Canada,
and Italy.
Link to video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3NXC4Q_4JVg
Inspiration:
This virtual tour of Folayemi Wilson’s Eliza’s Peculiar Cabinet of Curiosities.
(2016) at Lynden: https://lynden.tours/folayemi-wilson-elizas-peculiarcabinet-of-curiosities/
Vocabulary
Site-specific art is artwork created to exist in a certain place. Typically, the
artist takes the location into account while planning and creating the
artwork.
Cabinets of curiosities were early precursors of museums, increasingly
popular in 16th-century Europe. Viewed as symbols of socioeconomic or
scholarly status, they contained collections of natural specimens, religious
relics, historic artifacts, works of art, and other objects collected during
travels abroad.
Afrofuturism is a literary, musical, and artistic movement that explores the
contested history, diverse realities and future possibilities of people of
African descent. Common themes include science fiction, magic realism,
interrogating historic narratives and questioning power relationships to
reimagine the past and envision a better future.
Magic realism is an aesthetic in literature, music, and art that combines
realism and the natural world with elements of surrealism and fantasy.

Cabinet of Curiosities
Objects, and collections of objects, can tell stories about place,
history, identity, and ourselves. Eliza’s Peculiar Cabinet of Curiosities
(2016) at the Lynden Sculpture Garden is a site specific installation
by Chicago-based artist Folayemi Wilson.The full-scale structure is
both a cabinet of curiosities and a slave cabin; it imagines what Eliza,
a 19th-century enslaved woman of African descent, might have
collected, catalogued, and stowed in her living quarters. What did
Eliza find curious about the objects and culture of her European
captors? Southern plantation life? The natural world around her?
Eliza’s Cabinet is informed by historical research, but represented in
the past, present, and future simultaneously. Eliza--animated by an
Afro-Futurist vision that embodies a more hopeful version of an
African American future--presents an imagined collection of found
and original objects, furnishings and artifacts.
I wonder…
•

Who collects things and why do they collect them?

•

When we collect things, how does it help us better understand
ourselves, each other, and the world around us?

•

How can collections tell us stories about the world we live in?

•

What are cabinets of curiosities?

•

In what ways do cabinets of curiosities make people feel like they
belong to a world around them?

•

What can we tell about Eliza—who she is and what she is
interested in—from her cabin and the objects that she collected?

•

How might Eliza’s interests, as represented by her collection, be
diﬀerent from our own?

Project:

1. Lay template on tag board.
Cut to match template pieces.
Cut along dotted lines.

2. Fold to match
template “fold” lines.

3. Glue where
indicated on template.

Cabinet of Curiosities
In Eliza’s Peculiar Cabinet of Curiosities, Wilson uses magic realism to
create a fictional collection of objects that are displayed in an environment
that allows us to have a real experience as we walk through. Eliza’s
collection may not be what we expected an enslaved woman to have
collected. Wilson is challenging us to walk into Eliza’s life and experience,
to consider what she might have found interesting in a place she had no
part in choosing to be in. Through the collection of objects we can begin to
develop a story about Eliza’s memories, interests, concerns, and dreams.
Each visitor brings Eliza’s story to life when they use their own imagination
to interpret Eliza’s collection of objects.
In this project, we make a cabinet of curiosities that reflects our own
memories, feelings, and dreams. How do the objects that surround us have
the power to represent us?
Materials:

4. Assemble cabinet.

5. Use invisible tape to
reinforce curved top to back.

6. Fold shelf pieces as
described on template.

Printed cabinet template, tagboard (an old cereal box or file folder), old
magazines, cards, calendars, etc. scissors, glue, invisible tape, found
objects (both natural and man-made) to collage or display. Optional: old
boxes

Making:

7. Begin with “shelf wall”.
Glue to resemble an
upside down ’T’ form.

8. Add glue and paste
into floor of cabinet.

8. Add “shelf” piece.
Glue sides of shelf and
attach to walls of cabinet.

1. Print out the cabinet of curiosities templates and lay them out over tag
board that has been cut to the same size, then follow the steps to build
your own cabinet of curiosities. If you do not have access to a printer,
you can also build a cabinet by joining together cut cardboard or old
boxes (like a shoe box and jewelry boxes). See examples on templates.
2. Collect materials for your cabinet of curiosities. Think about your
interests, dislikes, and memories. Collect images from old magazines,
small objects that are meaningful to you, or go outside to find natural
objects that describe what’s inside!
3. Collage, arrange, and install: Use collected images to collage the inside
(and outside) of your cabinet. Arrange your collected objects on the
cabinet shelves.

9. Arrange shelf so they are
even, reinforce the wall and
shelf with invisible tape.

10. Finished cabinet!
Continue to the next step!

-Glue here-

-Glue here-

Key:
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If you do not have access
to a printer, you can also
build a cabinet by joining
together cut cardboard or
old boxes (like a old shoe
box and jewelry boxes).

