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| first began thinking about kente in 1973 while attending the exhibition African Textiles and
Decorative Arts at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. There were only a few
examples of the cloth, mounted on the walls as if they were paintings. Indeed with their
electric colors, vibrant geometry, and impressive scale, the weavings worked well (in the
early 1970s) as dynamic examples of modem, if not contemporary, art.

My next encounter with kente occurred at the opening of African Art in Motion
(1974) at the newly expanded Frederick S. Wight Art Gallery on the UCLA campus. My
own exaggerated memory of that evening finds all the African attendees wearing stylish dark
suits and elegant Western dresses with the rest of us, White and Black, wearing some
version of African adornment—ranging from comparatively inconspicuous items of jewelry
to complete African ensembles.

This static image of kente changed dramatically with my first visit to Ghana in 1974.
At a festival in Cape Coast several Fante chiefs wore and “danced" kente. Images of the
cloth as a flat work of art disappeared in favor of something more akin to a kinetic sculpture,
part kaleidoscope and part kite. Kente was made for movement, whether in a fast powerful
dance or a slow majestic procession.

These first impressions of kente were shaped primarily by visual responses to the
cloth. It was only after repeated visits to Ghana that | began to appreciate the variety of
contexts that helped define the importance of kente. These events in turn were themselves
defined in part by the presence of the cloth. With time | also began to understand some of
the complexities of cloth names, which serve as catalysts for the contemporary construction
and expansion of meaning, both surrounding and embedded within the cloth. For me, this is
the most engaging and telling part of kente's history—how it has come to mean so many
things to so many people at the end of the twentieth century. This volume attempts to
bring the history and significance of kente up to date. It is my hope that it will eventually
serve as a benchmark for subsequent studies that examine the further growth of the
tradition.

Doran H. Ross
Director, UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural History

Foreword



good lover will give me a gift of Kente, Always

My beloved lover will give me a gift of Kente, Always
My beloved lover will give me a gift of Kente, Always

Everyday Kente, Everyday Kente, Always (repeat)
Give me one as a gift, Give me one as a gift

Everyday Kente, Always.

My
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Mo dbfo ‘dofo bekye m' Kente, daa
Mo dofo papa bekyem Kente dabaa
Kyem bi O, Kyem bi O!

Daa, Daa, Kente Daa.

"Mo dbfo ‘dofo bekys m' Kente, daa

Daa Daa Kente
J. T. Essuman
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meaning of kente in Ghana, in the African Diaspora in the United States, and particularly in
Newark. This idea was first discussed with Clement Alexander Price, Professor of History at
Rutgers University, who was pivotal in helping us think through the wider context of a
potential museum exhibition on the subject, and with Museum Trustee Gloria Hopkins
Buck, who helped frame the educational component of the kente project.

That component, in which Newark and Los Angeles high school students were invited
to participate, became integral to the entire fabric of the exhibition. On both coasts,
students learned techniques of oral history and documentary photography in order to
interview their elders about the subject of kente in African American life. Their contributions
will be precious components of the exhibition at both venues.

We are especially grateful to the many Newark teachers and principals who partnered
with us so that the student research project could go forward: Sister Gwen Samuels and
Brother Reuben Dash at the Chad Science Academy, and Gwen Jackson, W. Gwendelyn
Sanford, Walter Kaczka, and Dr. Doris Culver at University High School. We also acknowl-
edge the efforts of the students themselves: at the Chad Science Academy, Latoi
Boatwright, Aneesa Chambers, Najah Dupree, Nzinga Green, Tanisha Green, Wendy Jean-
Louis, Tonya Johnson, Nadirah Keith, Tracey Marcus, Carline Millevoix, Keisha Murphy, Janel
Watts, and Maria Webb; and at University High School, Prunella Booker, Waleeah Brooks,
Aja Davis, Qwanna Garrett, Jabez Gatson, Jasmine Hemingway, Shanika Jones, Erica Moore,
Ugochuku Nwachukwu, Francina Radford, Danielle Scarborough, Shontae Scott, Brehita
Taborn, Christina Vega, and Fatimah Winbush. The kente research project was assisted by
Newark Museum Schoonhoven interns Joy Robinson and Georgena McLeod.

We are equally indebted to the many Newark community members who generously
gave their time to be interviewed by these students about their involvement with kente:
Nana Kyei Ababio Il, Amold Adjepong, Rashid Agwedicham, Nii Akuetteh, Walter Amoah,
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