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Learning to Weave in Ghana

By Emilia Karr

pon arriving in

Ghana, I did not know

if learning to weave
kente cloth was even a remote
possibility since | was an
American woman imposing
on this art form carried on
from generation to genera
tion by Ghanaian men. My
wondering did not last long
after meeting my host mother
in Accra, the capirtal of
Ghana. She was involvec

many art presc vation -.'II‘.L'l.

education projects around the
country, one being teaching
kente to Ghanaian women
She helped me set up an
apprenticeship with an Ewe
man named Seth. He lived in
walking distance of where |
was staying, making it very
convenient to arrange long
work days, five days a week
for the next six weeks

Seth comes from a family
of weavers. The family com
pound housed at least six
looms used by Seth, his broth
ers, cousins and uncle. All of
his brothers had jobs besides
weaving: two were going to
school to learn electrical
trades, one was a tailor, one a
taxi driver, and another a

nurse. When they wove, it

was usually to help fill Seth’s
orders for kente stoles to be
shipped to the U.S.

We started from the
beginning. I spent the first
two and a half days watching
various brothers weaving. My
art background is primarily in
dyeing cloths, with a small
amount of time learning
about general weaving. The
first difference from the weav-
mng | had done was the .\}"'_'L'i.E.

Inches of cloth were woven in

just a few minutes! Seth’s

hands moved so fast, my eyes
had difficulty keeping up.
Next, Seth went to the
market to buy cotton yarn for
the first project. It is sold in
large hanks, making it neces-
sary to spin it onto the bob-
bins [adding twist]. The next
couple of days were spent
starching the yarn and then
learning and thoroughly prac-
ticing the art of spinning large
and small bobbins. Seth
stressed the importance of a
‘hard” bobbin and how it
worked better for weaving
He explained that it a boy
were learning the art of kente,

he could spend nearly a year

just spinning bobbins for his

teacher.

The following steps of lay-
ing out the warp and thread-
ing the enoga, enovi, and exa
(heddles and beater) tox k the
longest and were the most
tedious processes. The loom
is noticeably different from a
typical American loom in that
the frame of the loom is sepa
rate from the other parts.
This is necessary because
most kente looms are out-
doors, making it essential to
be able to remove the weav
ing from the frame at night.
The heddles and beater are
unhooked from overhead
beams, everything neatly
wrapped to be taken inside.

After two weeks of
observing, spinning, laying
out, and threading, | was
ready to start my first project
of ten 74" strips of plain
weaving. [ was very slow to
start. My toes felt awkward
shifting the pedals connected
to the heddles while my
hands had a hard time finding
the right rhythm for throwing
the bobbin and beating the
weaving. Seth never indicated
that he thought it was strange
for a woman to want to learn

kente weaving, but I did have
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