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AFRICAN POTTERY: Actress and activist Fatoumata Coulibaly admires vessels from her native Africa.

The Newark MuseumThe Newark MuseumThe Newark MuseumThe Newark MuseumThe Newark Museum
Out of Africa: Westfield’s Christa
Clarke Curates African Exhibit

JAZZED UP... Every Thursday afternoon, people can enjoy jazz in the gardens
sponsored by 88.3 FM. Nonmembers can bring lunch for a suggested donation of
$2. It is free to members. Last Thursday, July 28, the Manuel Valera group
performed sponsored by William Paterson University for Summer Jazz Week.

By MICHAEL POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The TImes

NEWARK — Recently, the New-
ark Museum’s Head of Media Rela-
tions, Lorraine McConnell, invited
The Westfield Leader and The Times
staff to the museum to experience it
from a different perspective, offering
access that is not typically granted to
everyday visitors.

Jazz is featured every Thursday
during lunch hours in the Alice Ran-
som Dreyfuss Memorial Gardens. For
a suggested donation of $2, non-mem-
bers can bring a bagged lunch and
enjoy live jazz sponsored by 88.3 FM
(members and children may attend
free of charge). At lunch, The Leader/
Times staff was seated with Fatoumata
Coulibaly, a Malian actress and ac-
tivist, who was featured in Mooladé,
a motion picture which was shown as
part of the museum’s black film fes-
tival.

Dr. Christa Clarke, curator of Art
From Africa, The Americas and The
Pacific, met Ms. Coulibaly last
Wednesday night and commented on
her outfit, which was made as a form
of protest against genital mutilation in
Mali. When Dr. Clarke explained the
nature of her exhibit, Ms. Coulibaly
offered her dress to Dr. Clarke.

Last Thursday, before The Leader/
Times staff toured the gallery, Dr.
Clarke gave Ms. Coulibaly a tour of
the African exhibits. Upon examining
one of the textiles, Ms. Coulibaly noted
that she knew the artist, whose work
the museum featured, saying in French
“c’est authentique” (it’s authentic).

Dr. Clarke admits her informality
and refers to herself by first name. She
resides in Westfield, and is part of a
museum staff that is trying to alter its
image and appeal to a wider array of
people in New Jersey. She says that it’s
“fortunate timing of visit. I would like
to say that that type of thing (a visit by
an actress from the region being ex-
amined) happens every day, but it
doesn’t unfortunately,” Dr. Clarke said.
“It’s interesting to me that they’re al-

ways so shocked that I know about the
culture. I’ve spent almost two decades
studying.  I’ve studied African art and
that’s my field.”

Native Africans are generally
pleased when people know about their
culture. “They see that I’m not Afri-
can, but once they see that you have
studied it, committed to it, then they

are happy that you are making it ac-
cessible to a broader public.”

The museum features many exhib-
its that invite children to explore and
touch the artifacts to help them relate
to what the museum is displaying.
Ms. McConnell stresses the new in-
teractive parts of the museum as part
of its user-friendliness. “We have in-
formation for families with children
to get more out of expo instead of just
looking at objects. There are maps,
worksheets, children can touch and
smell certain things.”

In terms of Dr. Clarke’s Earthen
Elegance: African Cermaic Vessels
from the Newark Museum Collec-
tion, she said, “some of the ideas are
from my visits, but the pottery exhibit
was based on my interest in pottery.  I
was looking at something useful from
the standpoint of art.”

She explained that pots have many
different purposes. One can cook in
them or store drinking water in them,
but they’re also decorative. There are

many aesthetic decisions that go into
the creation of a pot, including the
size, design and material. Pots are
created to honor marriages and bro-
ken when somebody dies, in addition
to providing a mode of communica-
tion the spiritual world. “People don’t
tend to think of pots as spiritual.  Some
of these pots were made from shrines
and living descendants make connec-
tions to ancestors,” Dr. Clarke said.

Dr. Clarke talks of the amazing feat
of artistry involved in making the pot-
tery, all of which is done by hand
without the use of a wheel. All pottery
is fired in the open, which “makes the
task of creating these very difficult.”

Despite Dr. Clarke’s passion in her
field, she says she regularly fights
ethnocentric views of what African
art is, as many attempt to label the
field as primitive. “There are those
who think that these are unsophisti-
cated people,” Dr. Clarke said. “Yes,
people have preconceptions. They
think African art is primitive and made
by people who don’t know what
they’re doing. I try to present things
as art, and explain the technique. The
textiles are made over centuries; it’s a
very complex technique. Once people
learn the beliefs and meanings be-
hind them, they can appreciate them.”

“The influences that inform them
are different than artists today from
the west who are painting for the
white walls of the gallery,” she added.
She said that the artwork in her col-
lections comes from all over the con-
tinent. There are maps hanging to
highlight the diversity of cultures in
the African continent. “We have to
get people beyond the idea that Af-
rica is a country,” Dr. Clarke joked.

Dr. Clarke says she is constantly
placed in the debate of what’s art and
what’s craft. “I think it’s creation. I
think the distinctions are artificial.
African pots are not ‘art,’ because
they‘re considered to be useful and
not have any symbolism. But they do
have symbolism used in ritual con-
cepts. Pots relate to fertility and the
female body. The process of creating
a pot is considered similar to the
creation of the human body.”

Dr. Clarke was an Art History and
English major in college. She was
interested in art and liked the way that
some of the literature she was reading
helped connect to the broader ideas
of the period “You could read a work
by Ernest Hemingway and could con-
nect to other artworks.”

When it comes to judging work to
appear in the exhibit, she said, “I
don’t look at art in an independent
vacuum and think ‘this is beautiful.’
All the curators study art and we are
always looking at it through the lens
of culture. When I’m looking at these
pots, I’m looking at their form, but
also what it means in the broader
culture in which they come from.”

She said she is “technically” in
charge of Africa, the Americas and
the Pacific, but is focused on the
African art, noting that she has ex-
perts help her with the other areas.
“I’m in charge of doing research,
organizing the exhibitions. When we
do an exhibition, I work with a de-
signer and one of the things we do is
we move things around to make varia-
tions on a theme.”

As she explains the cultural and
spiritual significance of many items
in the collections, she admits that
working on the floor and giving per-
sonal tours is rare. “I’m usually doing
research in my office. Our educa-
tional staff leads many tours. I train
them and then they take people on
tours. I’ll do tours when we have
special guests. I’m usually behind the
scenes doing research, planning ex-
hibitions. Right now, I’m working on
the floor plans for the power-dressing
exhibit (PowerDressing: Men, Fash-
ion and Prestige in Africa to appear in
October), which I’m tweaking and
moving things around. I want things
to make sense theme-wise from a
curator’s perspective.”

In addition to constantly battling
misconceptions about what the na-
ture of African art is, the museum
faces an identity crisis of its own, as
it attempts to prove to the public that
it is accessible, easy to get to and
offers what other museums do not.
Westfield resident Mark Albin, the
museum’s Deputy Director of Mar-
keting and Public Relations said,
“Partly because Christa and I are from
Westfield, but also because we know
Westfield and there are so many fami-
lies that we believe are culture con-
sumers, we’re making a concerted
effort to reach out to the community
and invite them to the museum.”

“We participated in the street fair this
past spring, and have been talking to the
downtown association about having a
special community day with special
activities and programs. Those are in
the discussion stages, but we’re using
the town’s support in getting the word
out. We need to showcase the museum
to people who are not familiar with it.
Do they know the name? How close it
really is? Parking at our doorstep?
Eighty galleries with the diversity of
programming that we offer. It’s a jewel
in the state of New Jersey. We’re trying
to our best as a marketing perspective,”
Mr. Albin added.

Dr. Clarke said that the Newark

Museum is the largest educator in the
United States, in terms of the percent-
age of the budget they spend on edu-
cational programs. “This year, I
hassled people at (Westfield’s) Wil-
son School, and my son’s grade came
to the museum. We offer a lot to
teachers and students.  We try to make
it very accessible.”

Dr. Clarke has lived in Westfield
since 1998. She has two sons who
will both attend Wilson School next
year. She was born in New Jersey, but
didn’t grow up in the area. “My par-
ents moved and so when I came to
this area, it was all new to me. My
parents went to high school and met
in Westfield. I grew up in Westchester
County. It’s (Westfield) a great area
for families. I love being close to the
downtown because we did move from
Washington D.C., so I like to pretend
that we’re still in a city.”

Mr. Albin praised the work Dr.
Clarke is doing and noted that the
Newark Museum is lucky to have
someone of her talent. “We are truly
blessed to have someone with her
background and passion overseeing
the curatorial department for the Af-
rican collection. She is a very for-
ward thinker and has a tremendous
background that she brings to the
display of significant objects and the
presentation of those objects for all to
learn about. We’re excited about how
we want to expand our existing col-
lection for years to come.”

Mr. Albin and Dr. Clarke maintain
that they did not know each other before
working together and Mr. Albin joked
that they met at the Memorial Pool.

In addition, the Newark Museum
now boasts more local residents and the
Westfield connection doesn’t end there.

Ms. McConnell explained that the
museum had “an incredible sweep-
stakes here and the winner won a trip
to Hawaii complimenting the ‘Here
Comes The Bride’ wedding show and
the winner happened to be from
Westfield.”

There were 5,000 ballots and people
voted for their favorite wedding cake
promotion. Emily Allen, a young
Monmouth College student, who lives
in Westfield, was the winner. “In the
course of the discussion about her
winning, it came out that she was a
graphic designer in search of an in-
ternship and we ended up inviting her
on board to fulfill her summer intern-
ship and she’s been a tremendous
help,” Mr. Albin said.

Dr. Clarke believed that the Afri-
can collection is one of the most im-
portant in the nation and it really
hasn’t had the attention it deserves.
“We have things on the cutting edge
of African art today, we’re crossing
boundaries, incorporating voices of
cultural representatives, showing tra-
ditional art (pottery) and contempo-
rary art and these are not things you’re
going to find at the MET (Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art), which has a very
different approach to African art, and
I can say that because I’ve been there
for a year.”

Dr. Clarke came about studying
African art because of its influence
on modernism. She studied in Nige-
ria and lived there for three months
doing fieldwork. “The ideas behind
African art are very complex. To me,
there’s such a high learning curve
that I’m never bored. There are so
many different cultures.  Each exhi-
bition is an opportunity to expand my
knowledge.”

Dr. Clarke spent her time in the
southeastern part of Nigeria, a mostly
rural environment. She studied stone
carvings in abandoned villages, while
interviewing cultural representatives
and having them talk on the meaning.
She said that spending time in Africa
helped her illuminate the experience.
“I’ll never have the lived experience
of someone from Africa, but being
there for a significant portion of time
let’s you see things from a different
perspective. I feel like I have a basis
of understanding of a very different
world from the Western World,” she
said.

Having hands-on experience com-
pletely shattered some of the myths
and assertions made in textbooks.
Knowing the difference from having
experienced the culture informed her
dissertation topic on “how the west

interprets (or misinterprets) African
art.” She says she is conscious of the
message she’s sending when she pre-
sents something to the public and is
cognizant of the stereotypes that ex-
ist.

“I’ve always known I want to work
with objects. I’m a visual person. I
worked at the Smithsonian for three
years and taught at different universi-
ties,” she said. Her teaching experi-
ence includes a semester at Rutgers
and experience at George Washing-
ton University and the Corcoran
School of Art. “I love teaching, but I
feel that when you’re in academia
you have students you can reach, but
you are publishing for a very small
group of scholars. Here I have the
opportunity to reach a wider public. I
feel I can do that better in a museum
context. Plus, I’m personally always
learning something new.”

VARIETY SHOW... The Newark Museum allows children to experience natural
science treasures from a native NJ Mastadon to fossils. The museum contains a
mini zoo of small endangered animals and a planetarium with high-tech star
projector. The museum boasts a world-renowned Tibetan display, featuring a
Tibetan Buddhist altar consecrated by  the XIV Dalai Lama.

A lunchtime crowd enjoys jazz in the gardens between 12:15 and 1:45 p.m.

Marriage dress ensemble from southern Morocco
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Dr. Christa Clarke and The Westfield Leader’s Michael Pollack
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Dr. Christa Clarke’s Earthen
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