
50 
CAES  Vol. 5, № 1 (March 2019) 
 

African dress: performance 
 

Yuliya Vorotilova 

Yaroslavl, Russia; Yaroslavl Demidov State University; e-mail: vorotilovayulia@gmail.com  

 

Abstract 

 

The article is devoted to the diversity of performances with traditional West African cloth. 

Inspired by Africa, made with a technique derived from Indonesian Batik, designed in the 

Netherlands, wax prints heritage and design signature is a multicultural melting pot of beauty 

and industrial craftsmanship. Kente cloth – is a key symbolic as well as practical significance in 

Ghanian culture. Original kente is a status symbol of wealth and identity as it is a luxurious and 

expensive fabric. Today kente cloth is worn by many people who regard it as a symbol of 

African pride and dignity and some people use it to express their feelings through performances.  
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Introduction  
 

The history of cloth can't be isolated from the indigenous people of the area. The two are like 

Siamese twins (for more details see: Asamoah-Yaw, Safo-Kantanka 2017: 9). Dress and fashion 

practices in Africa and the diaspora are dynamic and diverse, whether on the street or on the 

fashion runway. Focusing on the dressed body as a performance site, African Dress explores 

how ideas and practices of dress contest or legitimize existing power structures through 

expressions of individual identity and the cultural and political order.  

 

Akoi-Jackson’s sculptures 
 

Akoi-Jackson uses bold, heavily patterned wax cloth fabrics as powerful, multi-layered objects, 

that symbolize cultural hybridity in a world of growing complexity and entanglement (for more 

details see: Meyer, van de Port 2018: 220). Akoi-Jackson invites the viewer to probe an 

understanding of heritage and identity as fixed, essential categories. The African wax print cloth 

that he uses is part of a history of colonial, global trade. In the late 19
th

 century, Dutch and 

British trading companies began to successfully market imitated Java batiks in West-African 

markets where these imitations were modified to local taste and became known as Dutch or 

English wax. The cloth, characterized by bold, heavily patterned designs and vibrant colors, 

came to signal an African heritage and identity (for more details see: Woets 2014). 

 

In the late summer of 2014, Akoi – Jackson posed in front of the camera at the old and new 

entrances of the Stedelijk Museum, the museum of modern and contemporary art in Amsterdam. 

The artist intended to fill the empty sculptures stands in the facade of the main museum building 

dating from the 19
th

 century, with the pictures that resulted from the photo session. Akoi-

Jackson’s aim was to create new ‘sculptures’ that would enter into a conversation with the 

sculpted portraits of illustrious 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries Dutch architects and painters that adorn 

the outer facade of the museum. His sculptures would also interact with passers-by in a crowded 

street (for more details see: Woets 2018: 220).  Akoi-Jackson tries to show in his work that an 

unadulterated heritage is a myth. 
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Bernard Akoi-Jackson is aware of the present global culture of identity and authenticity in a 

world where people feel anxious about globalization forces and seek comfort and safety in 

cultural traditions. He questions persistent understandings of heritage and identity as pure, fixed 

and homogeneous by creating fictional characters that, at first glance, look like an ‘African’ 

priest or chief, but create confusion because, at the same time, they are not. These characters 

travel around the globe and were performed in different spaces in Ghana, India and the 

Netherlands. It is clearly not his intention to fall back on cliché images of ‘African’ heritage to 

meet the expectations of Dutch audiences. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Bernard Akoi-Jackson, “Untitled (Goldman)”, 2012 (image source: Sharp 2016) 

 

Somewhat more playful in the display, but no less serious in intent, was Akoi-Jackson’s opening 

night performance, which played with the intersection of African identity and bureaucracy, 

fabricating a false figure in the image of African royalty and, in this persona, silently presiding 

over an office administrating some kind of false colonial business.  Adorned in blue and gold 

body paint and quasi-ceremonial garb with wild patterns, Akoi-Jackson silently wandered the 

gallery with hands open beatifically, intermittently brandishing a handsaw or a decanter of 

water; gallery aides instructed participants to don red jumpsuits and file timed paperwork to 

some undefined end. Ultimately the rituals of administration and the participants’ largely 

unquestioning observance of them drew some uncomfortable conclusions about the unspoken 

rules of society, whether they pertain to getting a driver’s license or attending an art opening. 

Akoi-Jackson, for his part, remained stoic throughout his 90-minute performance, but the 

discerning viewer might have detected a mischievous twinkle in his eye — and even a cursory 

conversation with him out of character reveals a playful iconoclast who is no champion of rules 

in any setting (for more details see: Sharp 2016). 
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Serge Attukwei Clottey 
 

Ghanaian artist Serge Attukwei Clottey is eager to galvanize positive social change and focuses 

his performance, video and sculptural work on the crucial environmental and political issues that 

plague his local community. Hoping to alter the awareness and behavior of his audiences, he 

covers topics such as water conservation, plastic pollution, and exploitative commodity trading.  

He is the founder of Afrogallonism, a movement that draws attention to the cultural effects of 

Ghana’s water crisis. Yellow plastic jerry can (jugs used for storing water in Ghana, also 

referred to as gallons) are frequent material in his work. Drawing from Ghanaian history and 

traditional art, Clottey creates costumes, masks, and sculptures that combine plastics and 

electronic gadgets with bones, shells, and locally sourced textiles (for more details see: Bier 

2016).   

 

 

Fig. 2. Social Sculpture, 2015, performance documentation; Malibu, California; photograph by 

Stefan Simchowitz; courtesy of the artist (image source: Bier 2016) 

 

Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters– An African Tale 

 

Both of Mufaro’s daughters are beautiful, but one is bad-tempered and one is kind. When the 

king of the land asks the daughters to appear before him so he can choose a queen, the prideful, 

bad-tempered daughter decides to set out in the night so she can get there first. Along the path 

are many opportunities to show one’s true character. The kind daughter who follows the same 

path the next day makes different decisions – with different results and a surprising ending! 

Performed by Dallas Children’s Theater in the W. E. Scott Theater. Participants will create 

kente designs, emulating the kente cloths of West Africa, to demonstrate learning. 
No borders for real art! 
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Fig. 3. A map of Ghana (image source: Ghana. Encyclopædia Britannica) 

 

 

Fig. 4. Mufaro’s Beautiful Daughters performance (image source: Imagination Fort Worth) 
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