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West Africa 
www.bl.uk/west-africa 
 

Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: Cross curricular including Art, History and 

Geography 

Key Stage: 2-3 

Theme: Word, symbol and song: reading the image 

Rationale 
There is a vast range of inventive combinations of word, symbol and song across peoples and 

cultures in West Africa. This interweaving of art, communication forms, languages and writing 

systems lends itself beautifully to cross-curricular learning. Indeed, the cross-curricular approach 

enhances students’ ability to understand and learn from West African cultures. For this reason, 

most of the activities combine, for example Art, History, Geography, RE, English Literature and 

English Language in different ways. This activity will build students ability to: 

 ‘read’ and understand historical documents 

 plot their own lines of enquiry from the starting point of an image 

 use primary source material and plan research 

 

They will also build knowledge of: 

 

 The  Ashante and Mali empires  

 The enduring powerful role of word, symbol and song 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Mission from Cape Coast Castle to Ashantee (1819) 

 Travels in the Timannee, Kooranko, and Soolima (1825) 

 The Sunjata epic (2014) 

 Postcard showing griot (musician and story-teller) (c 1904) 

 Imam in Timbuktu (2007) 

 Recording atumpan drums (1921) 

 Adinkra cloth (c 1960s) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

How word, symbol and song shaped history by Dr Augustus Casely-Hayford, Dr Janet Topp 

Fargion, Dr Marion Wallace 
Building West Africa by Dr Augustus Casely-Hayford 

 

http://www.bl.uk/west-africa
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/bowdich-mission-from-cape-coast-castle-to-ashantee
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/laing-travels-in-the-timannee-kooranko-and-soolima-countries-in-western-africa
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sunjata-epic-performance
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/postcard-of-a-griot
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/imam-in-timbuktu-2007
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/photograph-of-recording-of-atumpan-drums
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/adinkra-cloth
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-have-shaped-west-african-history
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock1
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock2
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock2
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock3
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/building-west-africa
http://www.bl.uk/west-africa/articles/how-word-symbol-and-song-has-shaped-west-african-history#authorBlock1
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Key questions 

 What questions do we need to ask of the image to find out its strength as evidence 

about the historic role of word, symbol and song to West African peoples? 

 What does the image not tell you? What other sources can you find that provide 

supporting evidence? Are they someone’s opinion? 

Activities 
1) In groups, students are asked to prepare a research map showing how they would 

illustrate the historic and ongoing powerful role of word, symbol and song in West 

African societies and peoples. A research map can be made to any design or lay-out. 

Add colour drawings, cuttings or writing.  

2) Present each group with an image from the articles (see above) which they use to 

prepare questions to find out what the image ‘tells’ them.  

3) List what the image omits or does not make evident. Where can they find or look for 

other information? 

4) Each group researches other sources of information. 

5) Each group presents their research map with questions and their findings. 

6) Presentations can be made in any suitable format. 

 

 Examples of questioning images: 

 What is it about? What are people doing in the picture? 

 Where is the picture of? 

 When was it made? 

 Describe it 

 Who has created it? 

 Does it remind you of anything? 
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Extension activities  

 Each group embellishes their research map with more enquiry pathways and research 

findings. 

 Include an example/s of contemporary West African use of word, symbol and song. For 

example, textiles, dance, music, art, ceremonies, etc. 

 

 

 

 


