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Introduction
Ghana’s textiles are more than vibrant threads spun and woven into striking patterns;
they are living archives, repositories of collective memory, artistry, and social identity.
From the rhythmic click of looms in open-air compounds to the swirl of cloth at
festivals, Ghanaian fabrics narrate the story of a nation—its origins, transitions, and
ongoing metamorphosis. Intricate and colorful, these textiles have, for centuries,
bedecked royalty, marked rites of passage, and bound communities together in shared
meaning. Today, they capture imaginations across continents, symbolizing a rich
heritage that is both rooted in history and alive to the rhythms of contemporary
Ghana.

This book, Hidden Threads: The Textile Traditions of Ghana, seeks to unravel the
artistry, history, and layered cultural significance of Ghanaian cloth. It embarks on a
journey from the archaeological remnants of ancient weaving to the gleaming malls of
Accra, where modern designers reinterpret Kente, Adinkra, and Fugu for a global
audience. We will investigate not just how these fabrics are made, but why they
matter—exploring the philosophies behind motifs, the deep symbolism of colors, and
the role of textiles in mediating identity, status, and belonging.

Our exploration is grounded in dialogue with Ghana’s artisans: weavers, dyers,
printers, and community elders whose hands and voices continue to shape this living
tradition. Through interviews, vivid personal stories, and practical process
breakdowns, readers will come to know both the technical mastery and the
community spirit underpinning Ghanaian textile arts. We will walk the byways of
Bonwire, hear the hum of workshops in Ntonso and Daboya, and glimpse the intimate
connection between maker and material.

Beyond chronicling the past, this book also engages with present realities and future
possibilities. Ghana’s textile traditions face both daunting challenges and exhilarating
opportunities. The influx of imported fabrics, the rise of counterfeit prints, and shifts in
consumer preferences have disrupted local markets and threatened multigenerational
livelihoods. At the same time, government initiatives, fashion innovation, and renewed
pride in “Made in Ghana” are driving a renaissance—fueling new investments, cross-
cultural collaborations, and creative revivals. How will Ghana’s textile industry chart its
path in a world shaped by globalization, sustainability, and diaspora connections?

Hidden Threads is crafted for the curious reader—whether enthusiast, traveler,
educator, or maker—who seeks not only to admire Ghanaian textiles but to
understand their context, their stories, and their impact on everyday life. Each chapter
weaves together historical research, artisan profiles, and cultural analysis, culminating
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in key insights and resources for deeper exploration. Our aim is both to inform and to
inspire: to invite you into the world of Ghanaian fabrics, where every thread is a
testimony, every pattern a language, and every cloth a bridge between past and
future.

Join us as we journey into the heart of Ghana’s textile traditions—a world where art,
history, and culture converge in brilliant color and enduring meaning.
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CHAPTER ONE: Roots in Antiquity: The Earliest
Textiles of Ghana
Long before Ghana was a nation, or even the Gold Coast a colonial outpost, its lands
were home to communities whose lives were intertwined with the creation of textiles.
While the iconic Kente and Adinkra cloths have more recent, though still ancient,
origins, the story of Ghanaian fabrics stretches back millennia, reaching into the very
beginnings of human settlement and ingenuity in West Africa. Unearthing this deep
history requires a journey through archaeological finds and the careful interpretation
of oral traditions, painting a picture of early inhabitants who, with resourcefulness and
creativity, began to clothe themselves and their surroundings with woven and
prepared materials.

The earliest indications of human activity in what is now Ghana date back tens of
thousands of years, with tool-making hunter-gatherers leaving their mark. However,
the first clear evidence of a shift towards more settled lifestyles, a prerequisite for
sustained textile production, comes with the Kintampo Complex. This pivotal period,
spanning roughly 2500 BCE to 1400 BCE, represents a significant transition in West
African prehistory, signaling a move from nomadic existence to more sedentary
communities across present-day Ghana, parts of Côte d'Ivoire, and Togo.

Archaeological sites associated with the Kintampo Complex, such as those found near
the town of Kintampo itself, and others like Ntreso and Mumute, offer tantalizing
glimpses into the lives of these early inhabitants. While direct textile fragments from
this era are rare due to the perishable nature of organic materials in the West African
climate, the artifacts unearthed speak volumes about the evolving societal practices
that would eventually lead to sophisticated textile arts. For instance, the presence of
pottery, including bowls and jars, suggests containers for storage and preparation,
hinting at a more settled existence.

Intriguing terracotta "cigars" found at Kintampo sites, while their precise function
remains debated, are speculated by some scholars to have been bark cloth beaters. If
true, this would indicate an early form of textile production, where tree bark was
processed and softened to create a material for clothing or other uses. The wear
patterns on these artifacts suggest heavy use, going beyond mere decorative
purposes. The Kintampo people also produced a variety of polished stone tools,
including axes, adzes, and ground stone tools, which would have been vital for
woodworking and other resource management activities, perhaps even in the
preparation of fibers or loom construction.
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Beyond practical tools, the Kintampo Complex sites have also yielded the earliest
known examples of decorative art and personal adornment in sub-Sahelian West
Africa. Items like beads, pendants, and bracelets suggest a budding sense of identity
and craftsmanship, a desire not just for utility but for aesthetic expression. This artistic
inclination would later manifest profoundly in the complex patterns and rich
symbolism of Ghanaian textiles. The presence of these early forms of personal
ornamentation suggests that the concept of adorning the body was deeply ingrained,
laying cultural groundwork for future fabric traditions.

The development of agriculture during the Kintampo period, with evidence of crops
like sorghum and millet, would have provided a more stable food supply, allowing
communities to dedicate time to crafts beyond immediate subsistence. This transition
to food production and more settled communities is often a precursor to the
specialization of labor and the development of more complex crafts, including weaving
and dyeing. The shift from a purely nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle to one with semi-
permanent dwellings, even if not fully sedentary, offered the stability needed for more
intricate and time-consuming textile processes.

Fast forward a few millennia, and by the end of the first millennium AD, more concrete
archaeological and historical evidence for local woven textile production begins to
emerge in West Africa. While the oldest preserved textiles in the wider West African
region, found at Kissi in Burkina Faso, date to the early first millennium AD and are
made of animal hair or wool, cotton would become a dominant fiber in Ghana.

Cotton cultivation in West Africa is believed to have existed around 1500 AD, with
Ghana being among the areas where it was grown. However, references suggest
cotton cultivation in Northeast Africa dates back even further, to between the third
century BCE and the fourth century CE. The early use of cotton in Ghana likely
involved indigenous species. As communities grew and trade networks developed,
cotton would become increasingly important for textile production.

The earliest towns and cities in Ghana generally arose by the 11th century.
Settlements like Daboya, located in the North Gonja District, trace their origins back to
the Stone Age and continued through the Iron Age, lasting until the 17th and 18th
centuries. Daboya, a semi-urban locality in the Savannah Region, is recognized as one
of the unique craft villages in West Africa, holding an integral part in Ghana's textile
history due to its indigo dyeing tradition.

The history of weaving in Daboya is said to have begun many years ago with the
migration of people from Mende, in present-day Mali. The Hausa people from Nigeria
also arrived in Daboya, introducing Islam and their weaving techniques, influencing
the local dyeing process. Before the Hausa, the Gonja people in Daboya used pots for
indigo dyeing. These historical accounts, combined with archaeological findings,
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underscore the long-standing tradition of textile production in regions like Daboya.

The distinct Fugu, or smock, primarily from the northern regions of Ghana, is deeply
connected to the Gonja and Dagomba kingdoms, which were prominent as early as
the 13th century. The production of Fugu involved hand-picked cotton, dyed and
handwoven into narrow strips, typically around four inches wide, which were then
sewn together to create a larger piece of cloth. The cotton for these early textiles
would have been processed by hand, from removing seeds to fluffing fibers and
spinning them into threads using handmade spindles.

The concept of strip weaving, where narrow strips of cloth are woven and then sewn
together, is a characteristic technique in West Africa. Evidence from the Bandiagara
Escarpment in Mali suggests this technique dates back as far as the 11th century. This
method likely spread across West Africa, influencing textile production in areas that
would later become part of Ghana.

While Kente cloth, as we know it today, was developed in the 17th century AD by the
Ashanti Kingdom, it is believed to have roots in a much longer tradition of weaving in
Africa, potentially dating back to 3000 BCE. Early Kente, or "Nwin-Ntoma" as it was
originally called, was woven from raffia palm fibers, giving it a basket-like texture,
which is thought to be the origin of the name "Kente" from "kenten," meaning basket.
This highlights the continuous evolution of textile arts, with new materials and
techniques building upon older foundations.

The Akan people, to whom the Asante belong, are largely credited with the history of
textiles in present-day Ghana, with popular traditions like Kente and Adinkra being
central to their heritage. However, it's important to recognize that textile production
was not exclusive to any single group but was a widespread and evolving practice
across various communities. The early history of textiles in Ghana, therefore, is a
mosaic of indigenous innovation, adaptation to local resources, and the slow, steady
development of techniques that would eventually culminate in the rich and diverse
fabric traditions we see today.
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