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Introduction
Across the vast, sun-baked stretches of West Africa, threads spun from cotton, silk,
and raffia have long carried stories older than the empires that once ruled the
savannah. To an untrained eye, these vibrant cloths might appear as mere
adornment—a riot of pattern and color adorning bodies and marketplaces—but within
each piece lies a layered narrative, woven and dyed through centuries of invention,
adaptation, and everyday artistry. The textile arts of West Africa are living documents,
silent yet eloquent, encoding histories, social hierarchies, spiritual beliefs, and acts of
resistance into every warp and weft.

From the ancient strip-weaving traditions of Mali and the elaborate indigo dye pits of
Kano, Nigeria, to the storied Kente looms of Ghana, the textile landscape of West
Africa is as diverse as the peoples who call this region home. Textiles here are not just
practical necessities or markers of beauty: they are communicative tools, speaking in
the silent but expressive language of symbols, colors, and textures. The clothes we
wear—especially in West Africa—are as much a badge of identity as they are a
testament to connection: between generations, across villages, and over centuries of
change and continuity.

Cloth in this region is intimately bound to the rhythms of social and spiritual life.
Special garments signal the passage from one stage of life to the next: a bride
swathed in hand-dyed Aso-Oke on her wedding day, a newly initiated youth clad in
protective mudcloth at rites of passage, elders draped in Adinkra stamped with
proverbs of wisdom at funerals. The symbolism of each color, the narrative hidden in
every motif, offers a lexicon by which communities recall ancestors, affirm values, and
even quietly contest injustice. In times of upheaval—from the disruptions of slave
trade to the struggles against colonial rule—textiles have played roles both ceremonial
and subversive, serving as vehicles for solidarity and coded dissent.

Yet, as much as West African textiles are keepers of tradition, they are also agents of
innovation and modernity. Today’s artisans meld age-old craft with contemporary
influences: designers fuse strip-woven cloth with global runway trends, workshops
pioneer eco-friendly indigo techniques, and diaspora communities use digital
platforms to reinterpret and share ancestral patterns for new audiences around the
globe. In this landscape, the threads of the past and present are continually twisted
together to create new expressions of cultural pride and creative resilience.

This book is an invitation into the hidden world of West African textiles—a journey
through bustling dye pits, remote weaving villages, and the ateliers of fearless
innovators. Each chapter blends the voices of weavers, dyers, and designers with
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meticulous research, archival images, and the legends behind major patterns. We will
explore how cloth operates as currency and canvas, how it marks status and shapes
memory, and how it stands at the heart of celebrations, struggles, and everyday life.

Above all, "Threads of the Savannah" seeks to honor the hands and histories behind
each cloth. By tracing the deeps roots and dazzling variety of West African textile arts,
we not only uncover the stories they tell but also come to recognize their ongoing
power—both as art and as living testament to the ingenuity and spirit of a remarkable
region.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Beginnings: The Origins of
West African Textile Traditions
The story of West African textiles is as old as the shifting sands of the Sahara and as
enduring as the baobab tree. Long before modern nations drew their borders,
communities across this vast region were cultivating fibers, spinning threads, and
weaving cloth, laying the foundations for traditions that resonate vibrantly today.
While hard archaeological evidence can be elusive due to the perishable nature of
textiles, what we have uncovered paints a picture of sophisticated artistry stretching
back millennia.

One of the most remarkable glimpses into this ancient past comes from Kissi, in
northern Burkina Faso. Here, excavations have unearthed textile fragments dating
from between the 1st century BCE and the 4th century CE. These early discoveries,
made of wool or fine animal hair, are preserved due to the unusual corrosion of metal
objects in graves, acting like time capsules for delicate organic materials. These
fragments, often featuring finely spun yarns and a weft-faced plain weave, indicate a
demand for and use of cloth in sub-Saharan Africa far earlier than previously thought.

Further west, the Bandiagara Escarpment in Mali, a landscape riddled with ancient
burial caves, offers another window into the early days of West African textiles. From
the 11th to the 18th centuries, these caves yielded hundreds of textile pieces,
predominantly cotton and wool, providing the most substantial direct archaeological
evidence for textiles from this period. These finds, largely attributed to the pre-Dogon
(Tellem) and later Dogon peoples, showcase the widespread practice of weaving in the
region by the turn of the second millennium.

While wool and animal hair appear in some of the earliest findings, cotton would
eventually become the reigning fiber in West African textile production. Cotton
cultivation and cloth-making techniques steadily spread westward, largely propelled
by the bustling trans-Saharan trade routes. By the 11th century, reports of weaving
and the use of cloth as currency emerged from the Senegal River Valley. The craft
continued its journey, reaching southern Nigeria by the 13th century, establishing a
robust local demand that spurred further development of the textile industry.

The trans-Saharan trade was more than just a commercial highway; it was a conduit
for cultural and technological exchange that profoundly shaped West African societies
and their textile traditions. Goods flowed across the desert, connecting West Africa
with North Africa and the Mediterranean world. Alongside gold, salt, and ivory, textiles
were a vital commodity in this expansive network. This trade spurred the growth of
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powerful empires like Ghana (c. 300–1200 CE), Mali (c. 1230–1600 CE), and Songhai
(c. 1230–1600 CE), which gained immense wealth and influence by controlling these
lucrative trade routes.

Indeed, cloth held significant economic value, even serving as a form of currency in
West and Central Africa from as early as the 11th century. Accounts from the 14th
century, like those of the renowned traveler Ibn Battuta, noted the exchange of food
for cloth, often indigo-dyed. This practice extended into the regional economy, where
cloth strips were used to pay taxes or dowries. The widespread use of textiles as
currency highlights their intrinsic value and their deep integration into the economic
fabric of these ancient societies.

The sophisticated nature of early West African textile production is also evident in the
development of specialized weaving techniques. Strip-weaving, a centuries-old
method of creating cloth by weaving narrow strips and then sewing them together,
became a characteristic feature of West African textiles. Findings from Mali’s
Bandiagara Escarpment suggest the use of this technique as far back as the 11th
century. This innovative method allowed for the creation of larger, more complex
cloths from smaller, manageable woven bands, a practice still central to many textile
traditions today.

As these empires flourished, so too did regional specializations in cloth production. The
city of Kano in northern Nigeria, for instance, became renowned for its indigo-dyed
cotton cloth, which found eager consumers in the desert regions to the north. This
demand not only fostered the growth of local industries but also stimulated the flow of
capital and labor, drawing cotton cultivators and textile workers to major production
centers. Such historical accounts demonstrate a dynamic and interconnected textile
economy long before the arrival of European traders.

The origins of various dyeing techniques also trace back to these early periods. Indigo,
for example, is considered the oldest dyestuff in West Africa, with evidence of its use
dating back to at least 2500 BC. This deep blue dye, extracted from the Indigofera
plant, held profound cultural significance, symbolizing wealth, abundance, and fertility.
The Yoruba of Nigeria and the Manding of Mali became particularly skilled in indigo
dyeing, their expertise contributing to the vibrant palette of West African textiles.
Other natural dyes, such as those derived from kola nuts, also played a role in creating
the rich hues that characterized ancient cloths.

Beyond their economic and aesthetic appeal, textiles in ancient West Africa were
imbued with profound social and cultural meanings. They served as a silent language,
communicating status, identity, and beliefs. While specific examples and their detailed
symbolism will be explored in later chapters, it is clear that from its earliest
manifestations, West African cloth was never simply about covering the body. It was
about expressing who you were, where you came from, and what you stood for.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

This rich history of textile manufacturing provided West Africa with a significant
advantage when confronting later competition from imported machine-made cloth.
The long-established traditions, strong local demand, and sophisticated production
techniques allowed local weavers to persevere and adapt. The threads of the
savannah, spun and woven by countless generations, tell a story not just of craft, but
of resilience, innovation, and an enduring connection to the land and its heritage.
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