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Visiting the Mazza Museum many 
years ago as a speaker, best-selling 
author, journalist, and poet Nikki 
Grimes was impacted by the place 
and expressed her desire to bring her 
original illustrations to the museum 
at some point. She originally intended 
to bequest 12 original pieces to the 
museum as a part of her estate after 
her passing. 

When the California wildfires spread 
quickly near her home recently, she 
decided to send the artwork to the 
museum early, to ensure its safety.

“A couple of Tuesdays ago when it 
A Paul Morin illustration from “At Break of Day.”Nikki Grimes

was below zero, I was in the office 
and received a phone call from 
Nikki, almost in tears,” 
said Mazza Museum 
Director Benjamin 
Sapp. “She said that 
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Mazza Museum rescues art from wildfires
Author sends original work for safekeeping
By: Elizabeth Clauss

she was probably going to have to 
evacuate her home and had planned 
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It is often said that everyone 
is Irish on St. Patrick’s Day. 
That is because St. Patrick’s 
Day has become a global 
celebration that is enjoyed by 
those of Irish descent as well 
as anyone who enjoys a good 
party. Although you don’t 
have to be Irish to raise a pint 
or dig into some corned beef 
this March, there are plenty 
of people who can trace 
their lineage to the Emerald 
Isle, including some notable 
celebrities. Check out these 
individuals that you might 
not have known have some 
Irish roots, courtesy of Irish 
Star, Hollywood Ancestry, 
Carrolls Irish Gift Shop, and 
Business Insider.
· Nicole Kidman: Though 
Kidman grew up in 
Australia, the Oscar-
winning actress has Irish 
and Scottish ancestry. Her 
father’s ancestors traveled to 
Australia as free settlers in 
1839.
· Marilyn Monroe: This 
popular 1950s film star 
adopted her mother’s 
maiden name “Monroe” 
when she began her 
acting career. Monroe’s 
maternal grandparents were 
American midwesterners 
of Irish descent. It is said 
Monroe stems from the 
Gaelic Munro clan.
· Robert De Niro: Despite 
having an Italian surname 
and having starred in many 
films in which he’s played 
an Italian character, De 
Niro has said he’s more Irish 
than Italian in regard to 
his heritage. His mother’s 

parents were both Irish and 
his father’s mother was Irish.
· Christina Aguilera: 
Although this pop star’s 
Latin roots get most of the 
attention, Aguilera’s mother 
is Irish American.
· Barack Obama: In 2007, 
Barack Obama was a 
presidential-hopeful and 
found out his great-great-
grandfather Flamouth 
Kearney traveled from 
Ireland to America by way of 
Liverpool in 1850, giving the 
former president some Irish 
heritage.
· George Clooney: With 
a last name like Clooney, 
it makes sense that the 
Academy Award winner has 
some Irish heritage in his 
background. His paternal 
great-great-grandparents 
Nicholas Clooney and 
Bridget Byron came to the 
United States from Ireland.
· Anne Hathaway: The 
actress has said she has 
Irish ancestry through both 
parents and is believed to be 
more than 60 percent Irish. 
Her roots lie in counties 
Cork and Donegal.
· Mariah Carey: This diva 
songstress has Irish ancestors 
on her mother’s side. 
Hollywood Ancestry traces 
that Irish heritage to at least 
her third great-grandfather, 
John Blanchfield, who was 
born in Ireland around 1822.
· Meryl Streep: This award-
winning actress has great-
great-grandparents who 
were from Nunfanaghy on 
the north coast of County 
Donegal. They emigrated 
to Pennsylvania sometime 
between 1864 and 1870.
Many celebrities can trace 
their ancestry back to 
Ireland, giving them added 
incentive to celebrate this St. 
Patrick’s Day. 
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on gifting us these 12 original works 
of art through her estate, but wanted 
to do it now because of the fires that 
were affecting so many people and 
homes in California. So we worked 
quickly to make it happen.” 

That same morning, Grimes removed 
the pieces from their frames, had 
them packed, and shipped them to 
Findlay. The museum is currently 
processing the pieces into its database 
before displaying them in upcoming 
exhibits.

Although the original pieces will be at 
the museum, they will be duplicated to 
be included in Grimes’ home as well. 

“We will make high-quality prints and 
send those to her and they’ll be the 
same size as the originals that she took 
out of the frames,” said Sapp. “She’ll 
be able to put these prints back in the 
frames and hang them wherever her 
home might be at any given time.”

The collection includes illustrations 
from Grimes’ books made by 
renowned artists, including father and 
son Jerry Pinkney and Brian Pinkney 
(“A Walk in the Woods”), Ashley 
Bryan (“Aneesa Lee and the Weaver’s 

Gift”), Floyd Cooper (“Meet Danitra 
Brown”), Paul Morin (“At Break of 
Day”), Elizabeth Zunon (“Bedtime for 
Sweet Creatures”), E.B. Lewis (“Talkin’ 
About Bessie,” “Our Mothers, Our 
Fathers”), Wendell Minor (“Southwest 
Sunrise”), and Jerome Lagarrigue 
(“My Man Blue”).

Sapp said he couldn’t possibly pick a 
favorite from the collection. 

“That’s a question I get a lot and I don’t 
know that I can truly answer that. I 
know each of these people who did the 
illustrations and they all are fabulous, 

wonderful people who are, in a sense, 
all favorites of mine and so many 
others in the world who read and share 
picture books with children. I don’t 
think you could pick an actual favorite.”

Sapp said the donation is important 
not only for its artistic value but what 
the pieces represent. 

“Nikki will be able to see these works 
of art and hear about these works of 
art being used in educational ways 
with the 25,000+ visitors we have here 
each year,” said Sapp. “She’ll be able to 
know that they’re being cared for and 
preserved. They will be used in the 
way she would hope they would be 

originally after her passing, but now 
that can be done today and from this 
point forward.”

When the pieces are officially put on 
display, visitors can view the artwork 
along with the books they’re published 
in, providing guests with both the 
visual and literary aspects of the story.

The Mazza Museum is known for 
having the largest and most diverse 
selection of original picture book 
art on display. Grimes’ addition will 
continue to expand the museum’s 
collection and featured illustrators. 

“It’s a place where people can come 
and see the highest quality of work 
that these illustrators are creating. 
It’s also showing diversity in the 
work of illustrators and how they’re 
sharing that diversity through their 
work in picture books,” said Sapp. 
“I think there’s a lot to be told. You 
could even sit down and read each 
of the books while the art is on 
display. Those stories then have so 
much more meaning and things to 
be shared within the cover to cover 
of each book.”

For more information about Nikki 
Grimes’ work, visit nikkigrimes.com.

An illustration from “Meet Danitra Brown” by Floyd Cooper. Ashley Bryan’s illustration from “Aneesa Lee and The Weaver’s Gift.”
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