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Introduction

THE RICH AND VARIED WORLD OF PRINTED TEXTILE DESIGNs reveals the breadth and range of the aesthetic life in traditional
Africa. This book illustrates designs that are printed, stamped or painted on the fibers; they do not reproduce woven
patterns. In sub-Saharan Africa, the textiles with applied designs are made with few exceptions from vegetable fi-
bers and fall into three classes: bark cloth, raffia palm and cotton. Bark cloth, a nonwoven textile, is made by beat-
ing the inner bark of certain bushes. Raffia palm is a non-spun fiber which can be woven, and cotton is a spun fiber.
Beaten bark cloth may be painted and, at times, stamped designs appear on woven or imported cotton.

Nearly all of the prints illustrated in this book have been produced within the last century, because a combination
of practical use and the effects of climate has deteriorated the fabrics, and some of the motifs have not resurfaced in
more recent textiles. Though some of the designs are relatively new, each represents the traditional technique and
artistry of an ethnic group or region. Many of the origins of the craft are obscure, yet almost all of them embody
technical processes that are still in use and reflect contemporary African taste. An attempt has been made to il-
lustrate what seems most exciting, either as overall patterns or as separate motifs.

Designs are created to decorate wraparound skirts, togas, shirts, shawls and headcloths, often fashioned from un-
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tailored rectangles worn by both men and women. Special types of designs adorn the costumes used in religious ri-
tuals and the costumes often include masks. Other designs are found on the apparel of hunters and warriors. African
motifs are daily becoming more visible in the Western fashion industry. Many traditional designs may often be in-
corporated in clothing of all types, but the original cloths are among the most revered and prestigious of possessions
in societies throughout Africa.

Because fashion does change, some aspects of the designs on clothing have disappeared and those that have per-
sisted have become national dress. The culture that creates a textile pattern serves to document both continuity and
change in aesthetic preferences, technology and social and religious traditions. Particular designs also serve as sym-
bols of ethnic identity, wealth, prestige, status and the social roles of an individual.

Names of Patterns

The name given to each design or pattern often indicates the town where it is made or it may identify the ethnic
group that produces it. All people who design textiles have, in their indigenous languages, descriptions of their pro-
cess and their product. Frequently a verbal-visual link exists, in that a pattern represents a proverb, an event, an im-
portant object or creature or a mood. A few of these terms have become commonly used by producers and col-
lectors and are presented here for convenience. The names of the patterns are followed by the ethnic group, the
region and simplified design techniques.

This book is dedicated entirely to designs produced by methods other than weaving and embroidery. Some are
common, such as adire, which is plentiful in West Africa, and adinkra of the Asante, the best-known stamped
cloths. Also included are the lesser known bogolanfini, or mud cloth patterns, which are becoming ever more pop-
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Adinkra: Asante, Ghana

Adinkra, a rectangular, toga-size cloth, is decorated with stamped designs of symbols representing proverbs, his-
torical events, persons or objects. The stamps are carved from calabash and applied repeatedly in rows. Thick black
tar made from bark of the badie tree serves as the ink for the stamps. Adinkra, the name of the dye, means “good-
bye,” and the cloth was originally worn when guests were departing or during funeral ceremonies. In recent times,
however, some of the designs carved on the stamps appear to be basically geometric and bear a visual resemblance
to such objects as ladders, drums and combs, and are named accordingly. Traditionally, the black designs were
stamped in squares drawn on black or rust colored cloth. More recently, they have also been stamped on white or
brightly colored fabrics and used for decorative purposes. As many as 150 different designs may exist.

Adire: Yoruba, Nigeria

Adire cloth is a fabric with intricate white designs that stand out against blue indigo dye. Generally, starch, raffia
or thread provides resistance to penetration of the dye. Lines are drawn that square off the cloth and then designs
are placed within these boundaries. The designs are a combination of geometric lines, such as spirals, triangles, di-
agonals and dots, and shapes abstracted from natural forms, such as birds, flowers, snakes and fish. Two lengths,
each 2 1/2 yards long by 1 yard wide, are designed with matching motifs and are sewn together to form the cus-

tomary size for a woman’s wrapper. The indigo-dyed fabric is patterned by several resist methods that are listed be-
low.

Adire alabere: Tie-dyed fabric using thread as the resist. Thread is stitched into a pattern either by hand or with a
sewing machine. In these fabrics, universally known by the tie-and-dyers as tritik, stitches may be drawn together
tightly, so that the dye is prevented from penetrating the folds, or may be left flat, depending on the pattern desired.

Adire eleko: Fabric designed by hand-painting or stenciling with starch. Cassava or corn flour starch is either ap-
plied with a feather or brush in geometric designs or stylized animal or plant forms, arranged horizontally and ver-
tically in rows of rectangles or squares, or forced through a metal stencil. The former method is employed by women;
the latter is men’s work.

After the starch dries, the cloth is carefully dyed, dried and scraped so that starch is removed. Hand-painted
cloths are more finely detailed than are stenciled cloths, because hand-painting allows greater intricacy in execution.
Hand-painting is also much slower than stenciling, but both types of adire eleko sell for approximately the same
price in the market.



Adire oniko: Tie-dyed fabric on which the pattern is tied with raffia. Many pattern variations are possible. When
the artist forms little peaks or clumps by tying alone or by tying seeds or small objects into it, the resulting fabric is
called onikan. One common design variation, uniform rings arranged in a circular pattern, is called eleso. Folding
the cloth into pleats which are bound with evenly spaced strands of raffia creates olino.

Gara: Any ethnic group, Sierra Leone

Any cloth dyed locally in Sierra Leone in natural indigo dye or in synthetic dyestuffs is called gara. The term
originally referred to the leaves of a leguminous plant from northern Sierra Leone that yields indigo dye, but “gara”
has developed a broader meaning, applying to all dyeing done as a small-scale industry. The majority of gara pro-
duced is tie-dyed through such methods as machine or hand sewing, or binding with cord into gathers or pleats.
Sierra Leonean dyers are also known for resist-dyeing by dripping or stamping candle wax onto fabric, applying cas-
sava starch in a pattern (see kolingie), or lifting areas of the fabric (bunching) and distributing dye on those areas to
achieve a marbled effect.

Kolingie: Any ethnic group, Sierra Leone

Wavy or circular lines created by the starch resist method used in Sierra Leone (see gara), add subtle pattern to
fabric. Kolingie means “comb” in Mandinka. Paste made from cassava or rice starch is spread on background fab-
ric, favorites for which are satin and damask. A comb is drawn through the paste to produce a textural effect. The
fabric is then dyed and dried before the starch is removed.

Korhogo cloth: Senufo, Ivory Coast

Black or dark brown stylized animal and human figures are painted on off-white, coarsely handwoven cotton
cloth. Men execute the fine line drawings. The dark dye used is made of an aged mud solution. Motifs of geo-
metric shapes and stylized human and animal figures, especially lizards, were painted in the direction of the warp
threads on older cloths. Motifs of contemporary cloths have similar subject matter but appear in a randomized ar-
rangement, placed crosswise rather than lengthwise. The zoomorphic figures had religious significance for secret
societies, whose members wore the cloth for hunting or for dance. The designs seem to serve no traditional function

today and the cloth is produced for purchase by foreigners.
EI-I_-EI E [

E —
E=y)
Mud Cloth (bogolanfini): Bamana, Mali
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Bogolanfini, a mud-dyed cloth of the Bamana people of Mali, is a living art form, constantly changing, reflecting
new concerns, inspirations and patronage. Until recently, only women, and in particular Bamana women of noble
descent, made bogolanfini. Traditional artists used techniques and motifs which, while expressing individual style
and creativity, are based on well-known geometric patterns, and have been passed down through generations.

The complicated technique used for mud-dyed cloth has been known in the western Sudan for several centuries.
Oral accounts state the origins of mud cloth lie in the Beledougou region of central Mali, an area which today is a
center for mud cloth production and whose artists are praised for the skill and quality of their work.

The complex patterns of bogolanfini are produced on yellow-dyed, narrow-strip cotton cloth, by painting with riv-
er mud to form the dark areas. The yellow dye is then discharged from the remaining lighter areas, using a caustic
solution. Numerous named designs and motifs are employed in patterning the cloth. For example, a recurring dou-
ble linear pattern forming a number of squares is said to imitate the legs and body of the crocodile, and the double
zig-zag motifs contained within these squares are known as “the legs of the cricket.”

Conclusion

Hand-applied designs on African textiles are daily becoming more visible, not just in museums and galleries, but
in the pages of magazines, in shop windows and on the streets of cities around the world. Adinkra patterns are ap-
pearing in Western countries on machine-made fabrics in the fashion industry, and adire cloth may often be seen in-
corporated into clothing of all types. However, the original cloths are among the most revered and prestigious of
possessions in societies throughout Africa. Over the past century some of the designs have changed, but the quality
has not been diminished. While some designs have vanished, others will take their place, as one might expect in a
dynamic, resilient and adaptable African textile tradition.

D.V.H.



Illustrations

Front Cover Indigo stitch resist-dyed textile of cotton for Leopard Society
Efik(?), Ejagham(?), Igbo, Nigeria

Title Page Turtle. Details from indigo stitch resist-dyed textile of cotton for Leopard Society. Efik(?), Ejagham(?), Igbo, Ni-

geria
Page
2 Beaten bark cloth with painted and stamped designs. Uganda
Calligraphy. Detail. Mural, bas-relief. Kufic and Thuluth scripts. Alhambra, Spain, mid-15th century
3 Resist print. Ivory Coast
-4 Adinkra Symbols, left to right:

Adinkra hene: symbol of royalty
Dwanimen, ram’s horns: symbol of strength
Aya, the fern: symbol of defiance
Fihandra: symbol of safety or security in the home
Hye wo nhye: symbol of forgiveness
f. Akoma, the heart: symbol of patience and endurance
g. Adinkra stamps carved from calabashes
5 “Mud cloth” symbols, top row, left to right:
a. Gwanjo’s epic. Created in honor and remembrance of a famous
bogolanfini artist, also pays homage to all women who dye the cloth.
b. The jealous husband’s teeth
c. A drum that calls warriors to battle
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d. Crocodile

e. The brave man’s belt

f. The back of the sickle blade
“Mud cloth” symbols, bottom row, left to right:

a. Fish bones

b. Flower

¢. Scorpion’s tail

e. Calabash flower f. Little stars
Indigo starch resist-dyed with hand-painted designs. Yoruba, Nigeria
Adinkra. Ghana
Indigo stitch resist-dyed textile. Abakwariga, Nigeria
Tie and dyed, Adire alabera. Yoruba, Nigeria
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0 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

Ten motifs, stamped textile belongs to King Prempeh at the time of

his exile (1897). National Museum of African
Art, Smithsonian Institution, 1987

11 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

12 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

13 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

14 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

15 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

16 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

17 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

18 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

19 Adinkra. Asante group, Akan peoples, Ghana

20 Adire eleko of the olokun design. Y oruba, Nigeria

21 Detail from Adire eleko of the olokun design. Yoruba, Nigeria

22 Detail from Adire eleko of the olokun design. Yoruba, Nigeria

23 Detail from Adire eleko of the olokun design. Yoruba, Nigeria

24 Adire eleko of the olokun design. Yoruba, Nigeria

25 Adire(?). Y oruba, Nigeria

26 Asante(?). Ghana

27 Korhogo cloths: Senufo, Ivory Coast

28 Overall pattern with four figures. Korhogo cloth: Senufo, Ivory Coast

29 Figure of a man. Korhogo cloth: Senufo, Ivory Coast

30 Firgure of a bird. Korhogo cloth: Senufo, Ivory Coast

31 Figure of a fish. Korhogo cloth: Senufo, Ivory Coast

32 Figure of a turtle. Korhogo cloth: Senufo, Ivory Coast

33 Indigo starch resist-dyed with hand-painted designs. Yoruba, Nigeria

34 Stenciled barkcloth. Ganda, Uganda

35 Adinkra. Painted, stamped and embroidered. Akan, Ghana

36 Mud cloth. Bamana, Mali

37 Discharge-dyed Bogolanfini “mud cloth™ of cotton. Bamana, Mali

38 Discharge-dyed Bogolanfini “mud cloth” of cotton. Bamana, Mali

39 Stitch resist-dyed textile of raffia. Manyema, Zaire

40 Indigo stitch resist-dyed textile of cotton for Leopard Society. Efik?, Ejagham, Igbo, Nigeria

41 Six designs from indigo stitch resist-dyed textile of cotton for Leopard Society. Efik(?), Ejagham(?), Igbo, Ni-
geria

42 Four designs from indigo stitch resist-dyed textile of cotton for Leopard Society. Efik(?), Ejagham(?), Igbo, Ni-
geria
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Illustrations (cont.)

43 Animal motifs from indigo stitch resist-dyed textile of cotton for Leopard Society. Efik(?), Ejagham(?), Igbo,
Nigeria

- Resist-dyed and applique textile used at initiation and funerary rites. Dowayo, Cameroon

45 Indigo starch resist-dyed with hand-painted designs. Yoruba, Nigeria

46 Bogolanfini display “mud cloth.” Bamana, Mali

47 Indigo-dyed and hand-stamped textile. Asante, Ghana

48 Stamped resist-dyed with indigo and kola nut dyes. Gara, Sierra Leone

Back Cover Bogolanfini “mud cloth.” Bamana, Mali
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