
Kwanzaa takes place from 26 December to   
1 January. The name ‘Kwanzaa’ comes from  
the Swahili ‘matunda ya kwanza.’ This means  
‘the first fruits of the harvest’. 

People of African descent celebrate 
Kwanzaa to connect with their heritage. 
Many people are missing information about 
their past because of the Transatlantic slave 
trade.  You can learn more about  this in our 
London, Sugar and Slavery gallery.

Kwanzaa was created in America in 1966 to 
connect people to traditions and cultures 
across Africa, after losing these bonds 
because of the slave trade.

Winter celebrations: Kwanzaa
Many holidays and festivals are celebrated in London by different communities.  
Take a quick look at the festival of Kwanzaa, and do an activity at home inspired 
by this winter celebration.

If you could create a holiday to bring 
people together, what would it be about?

Can you draw what would you have at 
your holiday feast?



One part of the festival, ‘Kiramu ya Imani’ or ‘Feast of Faith’ usually happens on 
31 December. Here, seven symbols representing elements of African culture are 
brought together and placed on the Mkeka (Mat).

•  Mkeka: The mat that the other symbols of Kwanzaa
are placed on. It is usually made of straw or cloth
and represents family, tradition and community

•  Mishumaa saba: ‘Seven candles’. One candle is                                lit 
each day: three green ones, a black one in the                               
middle and three red ones

•  Kinara: The candleholder which holds the
mishumaa saba

•  Mazao: Certain fruits, nuts and vegetables
which represent traditional crops

•  Vibunzi: ‘Ear of corn’. One ear of corn is
usually placed on the ‘mkeka’ (mat ) for
every child

•  Zawadi: Gifts given on 1 January

•  Kikombe cha umoja: ‘The Unity Cup’. This cup honours
African ancestors as each person drinks from it to remember them



1. Get a piece of paper – A4 works fine! Hold it
horizontally, so that that it is wider than it is tall.

2.  Measure three centimetres from the top and mark
this on the paper. Then, draw a bold line across 
the paper marking off these three centimetres

3.  Measure along the bottom of the paper at equal
points. Two or three centimetres works best

4.  Draw a line from each measurement up to the
bold line that you first drew

5.  Cut along each of these lines until you reach the
bold line then set this aside

Make your own Mkeka placemat!

Cut to this line

2-3cm

2-3cm

Cut to this line

2-3cm

2-3cm

6.  Get three or four different-coloured sheets 
of paper and then cut them into strips. 
Be adventurous. Cut thin strips, thick strips, 
foil strips, glittery strips- whatever you choose

Cut to this line

2-3cm

2-3cm



Make your own Mkeka placemat!

Cut to this line

2-3cm

2-3cm

8.  Trim down the edges so they fit the mat.  
Glue them in place once you are done

Once you have made your mat, add your own 
decorations to be ready for the feast!

Cut to this line

2-3cm

2-3cm

7.  Feed in each strip to the first sheet you cut. 
Weave them in from left to right, putting them 
over then under the paper strips to the end of 
each row 

•  Tip! You can use masking tape to keep the end 
of each strip in place as you weave it




