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Abstract 
 

When the Western world first saw African art in 1900-s it was viewed as strange and exotic. 

Items of African art, the booty of colonial wars, influenced Picasso, Matisse, and Modigliani 

and changed the course of 20
th

- century art. Textiles – whether hand-woven, factory – printed, 

resist-dyed, stamped or embroidered – are arguably the most obvious visible signifier of culture 

throughout the African continent, or for that matter wherever in the world people of African 

descent have settled. It is ultimately Africans as consumer – critics who will keep African arts at 

high aesthetic standards, even if the aesthetic ideology may be constantly evolving.  
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Introduction 
 

Under the African sun, the crowded streets and dynamic markets of Dakar, Bamako, Accra, and 

Lagos (see pic. 1) are ablaze, offering a rich collage of fabrics.  

 

 
 

Pic. 1. Dakar, Bamako, Accra, Lagos on the map of West Africa (map source: Wikitravel) 
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Despite abundant evidence of their cultural importance, textiles have invariably been relegated 

to a secondary status in Western assessments of African art.  Ironically, this has occurred while 

traditional patronage of sculpture – the African art form most valued outside Africa – has 

declined in most of the continent over the last century. The production of textiles, in contrast, 

continues to be a vital creative activity and serves a great demand across West Africa (for more 

details see LaGamma, Giuntini 2008: 9). 

 

African textiles by African eyes 

 

The history of textiles across the continent is an issue of vitality and innovation in which myriad 

distinct genres have developed and become the springboard for other designs. For example, 

kente that is a type of Akan royalcloth. Kente was produced by men, it dates back to the 17
th

 

century and centers at Bonwire, a village about twelve miles from Kumasi (see pic. 2). The 

brilliant colors make it one of the best-known African textiles, one that since 1960-s has 

assumed a broadly African identity. Kente patterns are endless in variation and many are 

individually named: more than 300 have been documented and originally kings owned 

‘copyrights’ to various patterns. 

 

 
 

Pic. 2. Scheme of southern part of Ghana showing the location of Bonwire (image source: 

Pinterest) 
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Some names have been derived from visual qualities of the corresponding patterns, while others 

refer to proverbs, themes, or the occasion on which the cloth was first woven (for more details 

see Werness 2000: 162).  

 

In recent years the sculptor El Anatsui has been acclaimed internationally for the power of his 

complex creations, variously described as metal textiles or tapestries. Although Anatsui should 

not be characterized simply as an African or Ghanaian artist, insight into the nature of his 

remarkable accomplishment can be gained by evoking the history and visual tradition to which 

he poetically alludes. The classic kente textile tradition of Asante and Ewe weavers has been 

subjected to a complete transformation yet it recognizable in vestigial form. Anatsui’s beautiful 

quilts of silver and dull gold transcend their materials to become a metaphor for shifting 

contexts and images of Africa. 

 

Embedded in the metal fragments are multiple histories and influences, ranging from the effects 

of the colonial period on Africa to current problems facing its people, including alcoholism, 

pervasive poverty, and the impact of global markets on the continent’s economies. Anatsui’s 

work also carries a poetic import. Critic Holland Cotter describes Anatsui’s work as reflections 

of “an African essence of three interchangeable parts always in motion: memory, reality, 

determination” (for more details see The Broad). 

 

 
 

Pic.3. Versatility, 2006, Aluminum and copper wire, Fowler Museum at UCLA (pic. source: 

Artworks) 
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African textiles seen by European eyes 

 

1980-s hip-hop style and attitude were often seen as a modern expression of black 

consciousness.The music culture had a large black following from its beginnings in the Harlem 

and South Bronx areas of New York, where there were largely African American communities. 

Black followers of hip-hop cultureoften combined branded sports clothing with items that 

reflected their cultural heritage. Kente-cloth crowns became a popular attribute after the 

American group Salt-n-Pepa wore them alongside contemporary clothing. The bold patterns of 

kente-cloth, a traditional West African fabric, articulated the pride of many people from the 

black Diaspora; kente-cloth has become a visible implementation of their African heritage. 

Norman Normski replicated the modern use of kente-cloth in an outfit he put together with hip-

hop clothing retailer Four Star General for the fashion exhibition “Streetstyle, From Sidewalk to 

Catwalk, 1940 to Tomorrow” that took place at the V&A in 1994-5 (for more details see V&A). 

 

 
 

Pic. 4.  African Homeboy – Brixton, Normski, 1987 (pic. source: V&A) 
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African textiles seen by American eyes 

 

You might have seen it as a bright accessory donned by Spike Lee, Bill Cosby, Arsenio Hall or 

Jesse Jackson. Or you may have seen someone wearing it on the street, at a party, in church, at a 

college graduation: in a bow tie, a cummerbund, a scarf, a skirt – even in shoes.No matter who 

wears it, no matter what is the garment – kente cloth is one of the most striking images to 

emerge from the growing Afrocentric movement. The brilliantly colored material that originated 

in Ghana and started to crop up in the United States in the late 1980-s, it appears with greater 

frequency in urban areas. Many high school and college students wear strips of kente around 

their necks during graduation ceremonies. At prominent black colleges such as Howard 

University in Washington, D.C., and Morehouse, Hampton, and Spellman in Atlanta, kente – in 

the form of scarves, hats and book bags – has become commonplace. Kente is making an 

appearance at Sunday church services too. Go to the First African Methodist Episcopal Church 

and you will see kente stoles draped on the shoulders of its clergymen.For some African-

Americans, garments made from kente allow them to make a cultural statement fashionably (for 

more details see the Los Angeles Times).Members of Congress wear black clothing and Kente 

cloth in protest during the State of the Union address in the chamber of the U.S. House of 

Representatives January 30, 2018 in Washington, DC. This was the first State of the Union 

address given by U.S. President Donald Trump and his second joint-session address to 

Congress(for more details see Bella Naija). 
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