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BackgroundInformation

| travelled b the Northern region of Ghat@acarry out a sty into traditional batik dyeing

West Africa. Traditioal dyeing which has been praatsin West Africa for centuries still exists
in thisregion of Ghana, though pra@tsby a few artisans in relation to the population and size
of the region. The traditi@ dye pits used in this praaisire also few in numbaow and are
getting fewer by the day due to availatyilof convenient modern dyes and aaled threads. In
West Africa only afew traditional dye pits castill be found in Nigeria, Senegal, Mali and
Ghanaln the pasttraditional pits were a major source of dyeing fabrics ustsgst dyeing
techniques.

Resistdyeis defined by MerrianWebster dictionarysatoprint a fabric by repeatedjyutting a
resist on different parisf the pattern and placing the fabricsinccessive dye bathis West
Africa, some resist dymethods included the use of cassava paste pate, mud, threaslyarns
and the fabrics later dyed in traditional/natural di#§sThis had been the praativefore the
popular use of wax bgontempaoary African artisansl havelearnt from this trip that tree sap
wasalso used as a reststrein the past.

There are different types of batiks/fabrics originating from the West Coast of A@iica
instance Indigo doths (Adire cloth Nigeria, Fugucloth- Ghana) BogolanMud cloth- Mali,
Adinkra cloth GhanaKorhogo clothCo t e d 6 linpesentday Wedt Africa, most
artisans do batiks which involveadymade(synthetig dyes readymadecloth, Caustic Soda,
Hydro-sulphite and waxThese makéatik makingless laboriougs compared to the earlier
ones, butthey still incorporate some earlier African elements as large mabfsnt colairs,
traditional imagesymbols angbatternsn selected designs.

Thisfirst researclprojectexamingl the traditional pit dyeing method used for indigo cloths
specificallyfAdire cloth® andFugu clothwhich are both dongaditionally with the same
indigo dyeing methodNortherntribes inGhanaare the main producers ofigu cloth In times
past theyalso usedo do indigo cloths just likéhe Adire cloths from Nigeriaon the same scale
As | mentioned earlier, onlg few traditional dyits still exig in Northern Ghanaano-
Nigeria(Kofar Mata)among othersThis project was carried out in Northern Ghamnastly in
Daboya and Tamale. Dabqyarural community in Northern Ghana which is the odg@ in
Ghana one can still finoladitionalindigo dyeing method in praces Though fewiraditional dye
pits can also be found other parts of th&lorthern regionthey are no longer operation&lgu
cloths from Northern Ghana are popular in Ghlamaside from the ones produced in Dahoya
all others produced from other partNadrthern Ghana are no longer done with traditional
dyeing methodsThe respondenthat served akey informantsof this researcincluded
traditionalindigo dyers, weaversustodiansf tradition traders in the fieldcommunity éders
andchiefs Thecase study isdsedon traditionalindigo dyedcloths from this region of Ghana.
therefordookedat



) The history of traditional indigo dyeing in northern Ghana

(i) The process of this traditial indigo dyeing method.

(i)  Possible ways ahtegrating traditional indigo dyeingith contemporary batik
making techniques.

Fig 1Fwu cloth Mud cloth 3. Korhogo cloth 4. Indigo cloth  5.Adinkra Cloth

History of Traditional Indigo Dyeing in Northern Ghana West Africa

Traditional dyeing dates back cenas in West Africa witHirst written evidenceppearing in
the 18" century andexamples in Maltlating back to the century(1). Coincidentally a
countrythat hastedTimbuktuand dso where the founder of the dynasty Gbnja inNorthern
Ghana migrated fro. Sumaila Ndewura Jakpeas thisearly 1600Mande warrior king who
settled in Northern Ghana with his tribe by conqueérigting tribes on the settlemdB).

They came along with #ir craft of dyeing and weaving, accordinghe oral tradition of
surviving generatiorPresentday indigenes of Daboya aBonja by tribehereforealso
descendant3 hese people weigccustomed to the type of dyeing damanearthen potgot
dyeing but were latemtroduced to pit dyeing biausa from NigeriaWest Africawho came
to trade.

In the pastdue to strong Islamicral traditional influences in tse parts thecraft of pit dyeing
and weavingvere strictly professionf men since bt sexes were segregated for work and
worship What womemmostlydid was to pluck the cotton from tton trees and spin the cotton
fibresinto threads on spindles as can be sedigure 7 below. These threads wefater haned
woven into clothby men(fig. 9). Asidefrom cotton workwomen here also designelbth with
simpletoolsandthen dyean potsin theirhomes ot dyeing)since pit dyeing was reserved for
men.Strip weaving of cloth as well was reservedtf@men.Now the trend here has changed
but onlyafew women join in weavingnd often withdraw when in the midst of men during
work hours sincetiis still a maledominated professior level of spirituality was attached to
makingthis cloth in the pasfor instance it was considered taboo to engage in the craft during
night time.Though these were not crimes punishablglysicallaws, they werapiritual codes
people at the time were conscious of and took serioAslpld craftsman | spoke to who still



lives by these tenets believes the source of some problems fellow colléageistems out of
their disregardf these old wayddowever others believe it to be just superstitibhave
observed during my stay thiiere are some rural communities in the Northern regidghana
thatmaintain presentiay developmentand still keep part of their old traditions alive till date
though on a relativelgmaller scale.

Fig.9 and 1@ hreadshandwovento cloth 11 Larabanga Mosque 1421, Northern Ghand 2. Presentday Mosque in Northern Ghana

Therearetwo types of indigo dgd cloths that were used in thesets

One which is theisual indigo cloth just abe Adire cloth Tie-dyesfrom Nigeriaandthe other
Fugu cloth. The Adire typeras madén the pasby first weaving span threads from cottiomo
naturalcloth and thestitching or sewing patterfsymbolswith threads on the cloth to resist
dyesin those partsAfter that theclothis dyedin traditional indigo dydvath Other resist
methods of folding, pleating and binding watsousedto create beautil patternson the cloth.
Theartisansalsoused sbstances such as sapreesto blockthe surface of hangbrinted
patternsdbefore dyeing them into indigo cals. Other haneprinted version of this cloth
involved one dippindinger ortool in an indigodye to draw patterns or designs on the cloth.
These inggo fabrics were the popular clotised by alcategory of peoplaerein the past but are
now rarely produced by older womaWhen | inquired whysome clairedthey areoutdatedno
longer patronized and habeen replacelly contemporarhandmadebatiks andnachine
printedAfrican wax prints. Theyalso saidhesecloths are more difficult to produce rendering
them unprofitableciting thisas one of the main reason they modonger produced on large
scale | would like to mention that types of this indigo cloth are pilpular inNigeria and
Burkina Fasoln present timewseaving ofcloth for this productiors no longer necessary due to
availablereadymadecalico.

The other typ®f indigo cloth which istheindigo dyedfugu cloth is stillbeing producedn large
scalein Northern Ghana, Daboya and watltronized as well as more expensteenpared to
other fabrics on the markéthis typeis donein reverseby ratherdyeing the yarns/threads be



woven into clotHirst in the indigo dye solutiarParts of the threadare then blocked before
dyeing (refer to figure 13a technique used to create pattarnghe threads to be used for
weavingthefugu cloth. In present day they use inrmaibbertubes from lorry/mototyres to tie
around areas to be blockguteventing dyehere This rubbetthen serve as a resist to the indigo
dye.Just as the aforementioned indigoth, threads antteesap werealsousedto serve as a
resistto dyefor this type as welin times past. As can be seerfigure 15 below,one can also
choose to addther supporting colo's which have to also be blocked first before dyeing in
indigo solution in order to be visibleThis results inavariety of colars aside indigan the

cloth, though indigo colors remain dominanOneof my respondent&ho also serves as the
custodian of dyeig and weaving in this community inherited the practice from his father who
had also inheriteftom his father. Traditional dye pits hesere owned by families batrenow
generally owned by the oanunitydue to intermarriaged hisFugu cloth used to be worn by
peopleof high social standing likkings, princes councilmemberswealthy individuals and
family heads. lused to be associated with prestige and royBiyhaps thisnight be theeason
why this typesurvived hergsince old customs and traditions no longstrict its access there is
high demand for the perceivedestige Not to mentionts distinct appearance and textuvhich
clearly setst apart from the otheabricson the marketThe icing onthe cakefor someis that
fugu cloth/Ghanaian smock was wdmy Kwame Nkrumah@ h a n a 6Psesiden) on the
declaration of independence

Northern Ghana as a whole hasraual tradition of weaving fugaloth (Ghanaian smogkand
canboast of generatiortd weavers who transfer craft to the next generation. i§hdse to the
fact that there weralso Moshies who originatdcbm Burkina Faso, West Africand settled in
this region. They also came with thart of weavinpa n d t h e witself a MoBhieg u 0
language meaning clo{R).

I S Yof fig.13rubber tubeservingas
resist 14. Indigo cloth 15. blockingcolorsbefore dyeéng 16.multicolored fugu cloth

Process off raditional Indigo Dyeing

Traditional indigo dyeing is dortgerewith anindigo plant(Lonchocarpus Cyanescegribat
grows wild(refer to figure 1Y. This plant serves as a sourcedafk blue light blue, blueand
blackcolours which aredominant colars ofindigo clotrs. Thereareothercolours used atites
to supportheindigo colaurs of indigofabrics. Someother tribesn West Africa prefer other



colours mainly for their ceremonial clo#s for instance te Adinkra cloth by Akandut the
colours usedindergoa differenttraditionalprocess of dyeing/hich are subjectfor another day.

To beginthe indigo dyeing process one has to get fresh leaves from the indigwpieintare
then pounded and moulded into a handful ball. This is then left ta\&gyr, water is poured on
it which shauld be left for a minimum of one day is thentransferre into a basket so the water
can si@e outtotally. Then you have your pressed indigo leaves to be useddgeing as can be
seen in figire20. This processed indigeaves can be bought at the market in Northern Ghana
from tradersvho specialise in itpreparation. The next thing the dyered to prepare ishe
specialash, which is known here aatar (fig 23) It is pre@redhereby burning driedndigo
leavesandstickstill you getash. Not any type of wood is used floe burning but particular
ones for instance one comomly used here is the Dawadawa wdPBdrkia biglobosa | have
been informedhe wood asleontains propertieswhich alsohelps the atar serve asiordantin

the indigodye ®lution. This zatar is normally tesed aftetheindigo dyeing procesdt forms a
muddyresidue at the bottowf theindigo solutionin thepit. Thisis collected and modedinto
balls (fig. 21) with theleftover dye solutionk-or the next dyeing session, thex left to dy and
burnt overnightfig 22) with Dawadawavood forthe ash

21.Moulded Zatar 22.Burnt Overnight 23.Zatar(Speciahsh)



After theprocessed indigo leaves and zatagin place, the dyarmproceedo thedyeing pit.
Traditional dye pits in Daboya can be found ranging in depths of 12 to 14 fegtb&bin the
dyeing process bijiling the pit with fresh water to about thréeurths(34). Then add buckets of
zatar to the water in the pit, measuring the neindf buckets to the depth of pit in feet. That is to
say, 14 buckets of zatgspecialash) sbuld go in a 14 feet pit. As thgyour the ash into the
water,theypound concurrently with stickto mashany solidresidueso to have a uniform

soluion inthe pit. Thereaftea half sack of processed indigo leavepoured into the solution
andpoundingrepeatedThey then stir andelve indigo solution overnighthenext day they

add half sack of raw dried indigo lea@sprocessed) to the overnightwadn and leave it for
another dayThe following daytheremaindeiof indigo leaves suspending on solution is mashed
with handsand left for a minimm of 3 days to begin dyeing. | have been informeddhees

can also be left for weekes ferment in pit before dyeing begins.

Before dyeing begins the fabigfirst soakedn water as seen in figu&5. This is done to relax

the textureof fabric and to make it heavy so it does not suspend on téfpeaidigo solution.

After soaked well enough in water it is taken out, stretched and water squeetfegl 26). The
moistfabric is then dipped into the indigo solution. Please note that dyer at this poinelaaly alr
blocked parts of th&abric/yarnsto resist dye at those portigns turn creating patterns of their

own preference. Whiles in the solution for about five minutes, the dyer lifts thg(fidp28) out

of the solution for air(oxygen) and sunshine in the atmosphere which helpgbritng desired
shade of color. This is the reason why traditional dye pits found here in West Africa are without
roofs. When first lifted out othe solutionthefabric appears greenish but after oxidizes to indigo.
After repeating the dyeing processforsame me ( 30 mi ns and above) bas:
of colaur, the dyer takes out fabric, squeeffes 29) and then drySeconddyeing is then done to
complete therocess. The dyers can do as many dyeing as they choose to in ordéhé¢o get
desired shade of calobut incase they ward lightblueshadgfig. 31), after first dyéng they

have towashthefabric in waterThe indigo dye solution is consideredntoxic,dyers use bare
hands and can be easily identifleerewith theirindigo-stained hands he remaininglye
solutionafter dyeing fabrislass up to a month before losing potertioydye(expires).

Fig 24. Traditional Dye Pit in Northern Ghana, Daboya




Fig 25So0ak in water 26.Squeeze out water

29.Indigo dyeing 30. After firstdyeing 31. Some dfferent shades of Indigo32. After seconddyeing

Integrating Traditional Dyeing with Contemporary Batik making Technigues

During the researct,observedossibleways of bringingthis oldform of fabric making together
with modern batik makingy looking athow both school¢old and newktan benefit from each
other.l would first like to look at thisn respect to the Adire typs indigo cloth hergso it can
bepreservd here too as in other West African courdrie

This can be done by aplting thecommon practicdkansuse in making Adikra Fabrics in the
Ashanti region The techniquévolves transferring or drawing patr n s / dtleaswogich s i
havebeenstitched orhangp r i nt e d toa mediurh wackn the past theysed calabash,
this medium block can be wooden or foffig 35) as is now popular with contemporary batik



artisans inVestAfrica, immersingthis blocks in wax to fix patterns on clothbelieve this
technique wouldhelpreduce thetsessand timeinvolved in sewingor hand printinglesignsas
resistdonein the pastThe design stampetoths can thereafter be dyed in the traditiatyad

pits to producelesiredcloths This can help revive a dying breed of indigo cloéne.l proposed
thisto the dyerdecause of the reastirey gaveasmentioned earliewhy they no longer
produce the Adire type afidigo cloth on large scal@he Tie dye versions which require folding
and tying do not require this technique since they are relatively sitopderand do not require
sewing designs with thread.

The artisans | spoke wighoweda keeninterest in reviving thigarticular line of indigo cloth
since they understand it is also parthadir culture as much ake other fugu cloth and should
not be abadoned.

On the other hanadontemporary batik artists can also beneftrrtraditional indigo dyeingy
using simpler method¥at would not involve thprocess of preparintpe dyein thepit and
traditional mordanfzatar).They can start by just preparitige indigo solutiorwith a simple
method ofsoakingfreshindigo leaves in water overnigtgieving and mixingdyed solutiorwith
amordant (5)They can also prepatleeindigo leavess it is done abovgefer to the 2™
paragraph of Process diraditional Indigo dyeing. In someparts of\WWest Africa, it iseven
possibleto find pro@ssedndigo leaves fronthe market. These proessed leaves can then be
immersed in water arthe overnightsolution midedwith a natural or inorganic mordant to get a
good dyeOnecanalsoprocesshecloth inmordantbefore dyeingn anindigo dyebath
mordants such asalt, vinegaralumamong others cape usedhis way(4), for more details
please refer to'%referenceThereis a methodised in hailand that involveaddng lime tothe
indigo solutionand beating it for some minutes to getigo dye paste Ash water and sugare
later added for dyeing (5jor more details please refertte 5" referenceWith this procesghe
indigo solutionis alsoprepred byjust pouting water on fresh indigo leavasdleaving
overnight to ferment intthedye. Traditional indigo solution is a good sourcerich dark blue
blueand black shadehich should not be overlookeldam not implyirg that contemporary
fabric artists should abandon modesyntheticdyes and go all natural in dyeirntpat would be
guiteimpossiblein our new and fast worldror batik artists interestedt would be possibléo do
soona selectine of productiordrtwork that coulatater toa green marketlust recently aartist
f rom Cot expednéehtedaevittoceapowderand coffeeasdyes for hisvork and got
really succesful at it. Natural dyes have a way of resonatmith some antvork. When it comes
to fabrics tradtional indigo dyedabrics are usuallyniquein colour and do nofadeeasily,
evenfor the mere reasathey are naturajivesthema good plaement.

Fig 33C0ntemporéry wax batik in Africa 34. Voice of God (Burning BudBatik Art 35. Designs on foam (Stamps)



