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Yana design from Tropical Galactica Surreal collection 2020 by Deola Sagoe.






Foreword



Africa is always in fashion.


This book represents a particular point along the continuum of our appreciation of what Africa means in fashion. We are woven into this continuum as Ken alludes to in the sub-chapter ‘Woven Stories and Ancient Fabrics’. Yet we are also sovereign; our personal domains seek definition, perhaps even restitution, as is subtly implied in the sub-chapter ‘Colonialism’, (‘Europe’s grand imperialist venture in Africa’).


Africa in Fashion is an ambitious book. Its size may not immediately signal this but in its slimness is precisely where the ambition lies – simultaneously drawing our attention to everything that is put in, as well as everything that is left out. This book does not presume to tell the entire story of Africa in fashion –what singular work would dare to state that as its mission?


What this book accomplishes is successfully pulling together a wide array of tributaries of information, into a river of knowledge, which you, dear reader, must have been thirsting for in the first place – otherwise, you wouldn’t have reached out for this book upon the shelf.


When I was drawn to fashion, I was first seduced by our indigenous fabrics. It felt to me like a strange arrangement had been made among everyone else on Earth to play down, to overlook, what I could see was patently woven magic! It surprised me how taken for granted this treasure trove of resources, African textiles, was. Over the years my appreciation of this magic has never waned. So, for anyone like me, go straight to the sub-chapter ‘A Textile Heritage’ and read on with a smile on your face!


I am appreciative to Ken for profiling some of the heroes of modern African fashion design in the sub-chapter ‘Generation Couture’. They include Shade Thomas-Fahm, with whom I have had the pleasure of collaborating, and Kofi Ansah with whom I had so many deep conversations about where to go next with design – we were unfortunately robbed of our plans to collaborate by his passing.


My brand has been synonymous with ‘luxury’ from the outset, partly because of my laser-like focus on the details in my designs, as well as a personal ethos that ‘luxury exists in the eye of the beholder’. And I am glad that more and more cultures around the world are appreciating the African eye!


We are just at the tipping point of what Africa means in luxury – so I suggest that Ken dedicate his next project to Africa in Luxury.


Deola Sagoe
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Origami triangular-pleated puff blouse and corseted palazzo pants from Season 3 collection 2021 by Duaba Serwa.






Introduction



The universal appeal of fashion is evident in the speed by which the latest styles and trends permeate global markets. Catalysed in contemporary times by disruptive digital media, e-commerce, and integrated supply chain and distribution channels, fashion has become one of the biggest sectors of the global economy. In Africa, the fashion and textile industry is underpinned by a production value chain capable of fostering economic growth and job creation in the context of a bulging youth population, while mitigating the threats posed by fast fashion.


Until the late twentieth century, Africa was confined to the periphery of the global fashion economy, benefiting marginally as the source of raw material and as the terminal market for finished goods. Africa’s post-independence efforts at leveraging indigenous textile and apparel industries for economic growth have been slow to bear fruit. Yet, despite the endemic challenges, African fashion has thrived. Propelled by vibrant indigenous production and distribution networks, it has weathered decades of subjugation and exploitation to produce some of the world’s greatest designers. Indeed, the twenty-first century has witnessed a surge in Africa’s creative economy as a generation of designers adopt cutting-edge technology to harness the potential of indigenous production techniques, media and handcrafting skills. Africa’s rich cultural and craft heritage, together with its abundance of natural and human resources and relative socio-economic stability in recent times, can foster an indigenous industry for the manufacture of high-value and craft-oriented luxury goods.


This volume is divided into three chapters. In Chapter 1, we explore the history of the development of African fashion under the vectors of trade, culture, colonialism and globalization. We focus, subsequently, on its rich heritage in textiles, accessories and embellishments.


In Chapter 2 we profile the most prolific African designers operating from or out of Africa – beginning with the generation of pioneering designers whose work has stimulated a substantive and global African fashion. We also discuss the exigencies of developing a truly sustainable fashion and luxury industry with international reach.


Finally, the last chapter gives voice to the contemporary designers shaping Africa’s cultural renaissance. The opening pages are a showcase for a wide range of designers comprising menswear, womenswear and accessories such as leather goods and jewellery. This is followed by interviews with thirteen distinguished contemporary designers. Each of the curated brands, whether established or emerging, is part of the kaleidoscope of creative talent in Africa’s rapidly evolving fashion industry.
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Paw Pot two-tone design by AAKS. This popular mini bag is crafted from woven raffia in the brand’s signature shape. It is accented with tasseled leather trim and has a linen pouch.
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CHAPTER 1


African Fashion History


Fashion is a social phenomenon that has captivated people throughout the world throughout history. Defined loosely, it is the distinctive sartorial style and adornment of people from diverse cultures and social classes. Beyond this, it is at once constructive and subversive, the outcome of people striving for social capital and status in almost every society with a degree of stratification. However, because of a predominant misconception of fashion as solely an agent of western modernity, the dress practices of many cultures within Africa and its diaspora, have received little attention in conventional histories of global fashion.


Today, the narrative of an ‘unfashionable’ Africa is well contested and gradually being replaced by a compelling counter-narrative.


This chapter starts by exploring the history of the development of African fashion under the vectors of trade, culture, colonialism and globalization. This exploration culminates with a discussion of the ways in which Africa has influenced fashion ‘beyond Africa’ throughout the centuries. The chapter then moves on to take a closer look at the rich heritage of the continent in sub-chapters devoted more specifically to textiles and to accessories and embellishments.






A History Retold



Recent media attention and literature on African fashion has highlighted its potency as a medium of cultural expression, with a kaleidoscope of textiles, accessories and art forms constituting a truly dynamic sartorial discourse.1 The rich history of African fashion remains widely unacknowledged in the context of global fashion, however. Here, it is retold through the vectors of trade, culture, colonialism and globalization, and explored throughout the continent and beyond.


Trade


Before the arrival of the first European ships, inhabitants of many of Africa’s ancient empires including Ghana, Mali and Songhai traded across regional and territorial boundaries. The nexus of trade in precolonial Africa was remarkably complex, with routes traversing the west, central and northern regions of Africa and across the Mediterranean to Europe. Trading centres were connected by major highways with safety patrols and toll points dotting the seemingly trackless forest and vast desert terrains.


While the currency for trade varied across regions, ethnic groups and empires, it comprised primarily gold dust, brass, iron, copper, strips of cloth and ivory. In the ninth century, the caliphs of North Africa minted their own gold dinars to trade with merchants from Spain and other parts of Europe.


Between the fifth and late nineteenth centuries, trade fostered the rise of prosperous cities and major empires, with the extensive period of inter-cultural interactions impacting Africa’s material culture across the arts, architecture and fashion. Through the lenses of Africa’s two major trade histories, the trans-Saharan trade and the trans-Atlantic trade, it is possible to conceptualize the history of fashion in precolonial Africa.
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Seventeenth-century engraving from Olfert Dapper’s Naukeurige beschrijvinge der Afrikaensche gewesten, showcasing a majestic procession at the court of the Kingdom of Benin (in present-day Nigeria).






Trans-Saharan trade


Trans-Saharan trade, which began as early as the fifth century, peaked between the eleventh and sixteenth centuries as a result of the Arab invasion of North Africa, and the patronage of adept Islamic merchants. The trans-Saharan trade networks, which originated in North Africa and penetrated the rainforest regions further south consisted of large caravans of mostly Berber and Andalusian Moor traders. The primary commodities of the outbound trade, gold and slaves – captured through tribal strife and wars – were essential to the northern kingdoms, which traded with distant civilizations including the Levant (western Asia) and Europe. To ensure the safe transit of goods and merchants, entrepôts along major routes provided security and refreshment while exacting tolls and levies. The port cities of Sijilmasa (in Morocco) and Oualata (in Mauritania) grew in wealth and experienced remarkable socio-cultural transformation.


Beside the primary commodities for exchange, the trade fostered the diffusion of an expansive array of luxury goods such as silk skeins, brocades, damask, Fezzan silks and apparel composed of fine linen and cotton from Europe and Egypt. The trade placed within the reach of local artisans new markets, improved technology, novel materials and, in some cases, skilled artisans, which greatly propelled indigenous textile industries. Kofar Mata in Kano, present-day northern Nigeria, for example, was the source of natural indigo-dye fabrics for the nomadic tribes of North Africa, including the Tuaregs and Fulani of Mali. Among the Zazzau (of present-day Kaduna State in Nigeria), an extensive textile and apparel value chain emerged, comprising cotton cultivation, spinning, weaving, dyeing, tailoring and embroidery. The Girken Zazzau and Yar Madaka, both voluminous and sumptuously embroidered gowns, which became popular exports throughout the Sokoto Caliphate and Sudan were the handiwork of master weavers and embroiderers in Kasar Zazzau.
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The Sultan’s advisor in magnificent regalia made of shimmering indigo-dyed fabric.





Through trade, new socio-cultural, political and religious ideals filtered into African societies. Trade also guaranteed the prosperity of major indigenous empires and the concomitant development of prolific material cultures. Well into the eighteenth century, increased demand for indigenous cotton and textile products transformed large trading and production centres, such as Kano, into net exporters of textile products, a trade that proved more profitable than the budding slave trade. Some notable trading cities that thrived well into the eighteenth century include Djenne and Timbuktu in Mali, Goa in Songhai, Kaya among the Mossi, Salaga in Ghana, Dendi in northern Dahomey, Ife and Kano in Nigeria, many of which became highly stratified societies, characterized by the sumptuous and elitist lifestyles of distant cultures.


Trade caravans arriving from Europe and the Levant through the northern entrepôts bore not only commodities for exchange, but also precious gifts of lavishly embellished clothing, Persian silk and brocade, regal tunics, sumptuous jewellery and articles such as intricately engraved daggers. These items served as gifts from merchants, or the emissaries of kings, as goodwill gestures. Their quality and exoticism inspired and influenced the arts, fashions and craft of the indigenous societies. Fourteenth-century accounts of the majestic Musa I of Mali hint at a profusion of costly garments, some imported, others made locally. Regaled in silk and brocade, the extravagant Musa made a pilgrimage to Mecca in the company of over a thousand slaves and servants bearing precious gifts for rulers of the distant lands to which he travelled. Silk brocade, which refers to both the textile and the technique, is characterized by complex patterns of embossed floral elements interwoven in threads of gold and silver. This technique, and its spectacular products, although particular to the Persian region, had filtered into the royal courts of Africa through trade, where the Peul or Fulani of Mali developed local expertise.


In the detailed accounts of Islamic scholars, the Kings of Ghana, Kaw Kaw and Mali, as well as the nobility of these ancient Kingdoms adopted styles of dress from regions involved in the trans-Saharan trade, particularly Morocco. The evolution of kente (see here), which is rooted in the panolopy of West African strip-weaving cultures, benefited immensely from the flow of colorful silks through the tran-Saharan trade networks encompassing textile hubs in Arabia, Spain and the Fez (in present-day Algeria). Furthermore, trans-Saharan caravans ensured safe passage for itinerant weavers and craftsmen seeking their fortune in new lands where their skill was in high demand.


Trans-Atlantic trade


Trans-Saharan trade thrived well into the late sixteenth century. By the early eighteenth century, however, the trans-Atlantic trade had totally eclipsed the trade networks to the north. The primary objects of this trade were gold, ivory, exotic skins, gum Arabic, spices, and feathers – exchanged for textiles, glass beads, spirits, muskets, sewn garments and many items of luxury – but it differed remarkably from the trans-Saharan trade. Previously, the arduous caravan journeys had restricted the volume and variety of commodities that could be traded, but now the remarkable speed of the seafaring European traders guaranteed access to a greater variety of products, many of which were acquired at entrepôts closer to the West African coast. Again, while the trans-Saharan trade propelled indigenous craft industries, the trans-Atlantic trade undermined them by supplanting indigenous goods, such as local textiles and apparel with an array of imported subsitutes.


The trans-Atlantic trade impacted most profoundly on the socio-cultural and economic fabric of sub-Saharan Africa. Almost as quickly as it began, a vast discovery of European goods entered into the material culture of indigenous societies. However, it was the trade in slaves that ushered in the most unprecedented changes in the socio-economic fabric of sub-Saharan Africa. By the mid-eighteenth century, a surge in the demand for slaves in the Americas and the British West Indies fostered new structures in local trade networks, with intermediary African agents benefiting immensely. Along the ‘Slave Coast’, in cities such as Lagos, Ane´ho, Porto Novo, Anomabo, Cape Coast and Elmina, intermediary merchant princes also known as ‘caboceers’ (derived from the Portuguese caboceiro, meaning headman or official) wielded substantial influence and power as overlords of the coastal trade. They accumulated immense wealth not only as brokers but as landlords to whom European traders paid rental charges and accorded lavish gifts of clothing and luxury goods.
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The salt cellar carved out of ivory by Benin master craftsmen. The cellar portrays Portuguese traders, illustrated with long hair, beards and prominent noses. Atop the sculpture is a Portuguese ship. From Benin, Nigeria, c1525-1600, British Museum, London.





The goods that appear in thousands of surviving cargo from the mid-eighteenth-century manifestos and order sheets include textiles such as chintz, damask, taffeta, Indian silks, brocade and velvets. Garments from European and British merchants included admiral’s coats, hats, shirts, jackets, cloaks, neckties, belts, gloves, stockings, slippers and shoes. There were also household items, and toiletries such as soaps and perfumes. A substantial portion of these goods were intended as supplies for the European crews of slave ships or for circulation only among the elite ‘merchant princes’ on the coast – as Thomas Melvil, governor of the British settlements on the Gold Coast (1751–6), observed ‘the country is full of goods and there is very little demand for anything’.2


Culture


Although the precise number is unknown, Africa is inhabited by several thousand different societies and ethnic groups with diverse cultures. In many pre-colonial African societies such as the Berber in the North, the Mande of the Sahel, and Akan of the forest regions, social order and cohesion prevailed around the agency of kingship, divinity and community. Through these agencies, customs and norms were established to govern social life and the transitional stages of birth, puberty, marriage and death. For each of these important events, dress played a significant role, distinguishing between age, occupation, marital status and social class among people of the same community.


Dress continues to be a focal point of festivals and rites of passage in many cultures. Among the Ngoni of Zambia, the paramount chief wears a lion skin during the N’cwala ceremony to celebrate the gift of first fruits. His warriors appear in an array of leopard, cheetah and antelope skins, either draped across their chests or hung around their waists in strips. The Kingdom of Swaziland provides a striking example of the resilience of an African culture, The Swazi cloth, in varying shades of red, is held together with knots and remains a dominant spectacle in contemporary Swaziland at celebrations such as the popular reed dance. Similarly, the ceremonial attire of the town chiefs of Edo State in Nigeria, a spectacular red costume, scalloped on the edges to mimic the scales of the pangolin (which symbolizes the resilience and domineering spirit of the mysterious mammal), is a captivating spectacle at the confluence of culture and dress. Another example of a rich cultural heritage preserved amid the pervading influence of western culture is the Dipo initiation rites among the Krobo of Ghana.
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Armed palace executioner ‘Abrafour’ wearing a traditional headdress made with cowhide and amulets. Strapped around his waist is a knife sheath made from leopard skin.





The ceremonial clothes of traditional priests and adherents of traditional African religions were composed of readily available materials such as bark cloth and animal hide. These were embellished with accessories of ivory, bones, cowries, coral shells and seeds. Tribal masks, and a repertoire of headwear and amulets, which are imbued with mystical powers, completed the ensemble in some cultures. The Sumanbrafo priests of the Ashanti cover themselves with red clay and black charcoal to project the fierceness of their deity, White cloaks, white chalk and kaolin, which signify purity, adorn the priests of the oracle in many African cultures. In Zimbabwe, the Retso cloth, revered for its mystic powers, is still popular among traditional priests and diviners. The red printed textile, with black-and-white geometric patterns, is believed to be a portal into the world of the spirits of ancestors. Masks and masquerades were yet another dominant feature of African ceremonial ensemble.


Throughout Africa’s enduring trade relations with the rest of the world, inhabitants of the continent have interacted with foreign cultures, assimilating certain norms. However this assimilation has been subject to the distilling agencies of culture. For instance, through the symbolism and meanings associated with colour and certain shapes or patterns, a foreign object could be adapted, retain or lose its meaning. In the evocative beading culture of Central and Southern Africa, the Maasai, Dinka, Zulu and Xhosa use extensive terminology drawn from the colour of livestock to describe the appearance and use of imported beads. Among the Akan of Ghana, red symbolizes loss and tragedy and is suited to mourning, whereas blue and white symbolize purity and victory and appropriate for engagement and naming ceremonies. These symbolisms remain relevant in many African cultures, while the phenomenon of adapting foreign objects through an indigenous cultural lens has been termed ‘cultural authentication’.
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Ekoko n’Uteh masqueraders from the Uteh community, wearing red feathered masks, dance to pay homage to the Oba of Benin. The masqueraders wear raffia pods around their ankles, which rattle as they dance.






Colonialism


Europe’s grand imperialist venture in Africa from the late eighteenth century into the twentieth century remains a defining phenomenon in African history. While parts of Africa had experienced colonization under a succession of foreign powers, European colonization constitutes the most recent, and enduring, influence on the socio-economic, political and cultural fabric of Africa.


The inhabitants of the continent, especially Africans south of the Sahara, bore the brunt of this policy of colonization, involving the callous delineation of colonies with little regard for the traditional monarchies, chiefdoms, disparate cultures and natural borders that had existed since antiquity.
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Herero women of South West Africa (present day Namibia) during German colonial rule in 1904. The group portrait, which was published in the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung, shows women in full length dresses, and uniforms complete with head scarves.





Among the many devices of colonialism, dress constituted, perhaps, the most potent medium of acculturation, as European fashion styles characterized colonies to varying degrees. New clothing norms were introduced subtly through the activities of Christian missionaries, or aggressively through local law-enforcement agencies and pernicious policies such as cotton imperialism – a policy regime that was implemented to undermine the production capacities of indigenous textile industries and favour imported textiles. In West Africa, pioneering Christian missions, such as the Basel Mission from Switzerland, made the adoption of Western clothing a prerequisite for participation in Christian services and enrolment in mission schools. Propriety and modesty in adornment became the watchword of all Christian missions, to symbolize the convert’s renunciation of ‘archaic’ norms. In French colonial Africa, the desire to ‘civilize’ colonial subjects through the powerful agency of clothing was paramount. The French established the most rigorous of colonial acculturation machineries, going as far as according citizenship rights to Africans who denounced old traditions and embraced French ideals. The Portugese implemented their version of this known as ‘assimilação’. However, while clothing proved an essential part of the arsenal of colonialism, it also served as a tool for contesting colonial dictates. Through clothing, new cultural norms were not just assimilated, but also adapted or outrightly rejected.


Resistance to assimilating foreign cultures yielded some rather surprising outcomes. The Siswati in the Southern African Kingdom of Swaziland, for example, refrain from cutting and sewing imported textiles as they would local hides and leathers; instead, they held them in place with knots above the shoulder. In certain parts of South Africa, men wore only a button-down shirt or a pair of trousers separately, but never together, much to the disappointment of the British Nonconformist mission. Young men from Congo Brazzaville also wore their shirts untucked, because the tucked shirt was a white man’s convention. In the 1950s, the quest to abolish the hijab in the French colony of Algeria, fanned the most virulent insurgency under the leadership of unassuming female ‘conformists’ who hid and trafficked weaponry in plain sight of the local enforcement agencies. Ironically, the Sapeurs (from the French ‘La Sape’, slang for the ‘smartly dressed’ and an acronym of ‘Société des Ambianceurs et des Personnes Élégantes’) of Kinshasa and Brazzaville, a sub-culture that emerged in resistance to the Africanization policy of President Mobutu Sese Seko, employs the very object of colonial subjugation in protest and social activism. The Sapeurs, with their sharp suits, ornate accessories, smoking pipes and pocket watches, far from being an ode to colonialism, interrogated identity and sartorial liberty.
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The Congo’s Sapeurs sporting two-piece suits, leather boots and winter scarves stroll through a township in Brazzaville. The Sapeurs adapt the lexicon of European style to contest and subvert the unsettling legacy of colonialism.





Through extensive encounters with Europeans, West Africans appeared most susceptible to new fashions. However, the incorporation of many western ideals were anchored in indigenous traditions. For example, the success of imported textiles from the nineteenth century – especially imitation wax print (see here, here and here) – can be attributed to the predilection of West Africans for colourful regalia such as the kente cloth (see here). Furthermore, the shifting demography from the older and more conservative population to young adults who had grown up under the influence of missionaries and the colonial machinery gave impetus to such rapid assimilation of foreign dress styles.
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Students and teachers dancing Zaire during a festival in Kimpese a town in the Democratic Republic of Congo. They are wearing African wax print which is omnipresent in many African countries.






Globalization


Garbed in fugu (an indigenous apparel of northern Ghana) and acutely aware of the semiotics of fashion, the man who would soon become the first president of Ghana, proclaimed independence from British colonial rule. Throughout the much-publicized inauguration event, Dr Kwame Nkrumah adopted a variety of traditional textiles and dress forms such as the kente cloth (see here) to proclaim in the most captivating prose what he called the birth of a new African to the admiration of world. With little doubt, Nkrumah’s sartorial overtures, bolstered the resolve of his administration and other leaders in Africa to restore endangered traditions and a heritage in peril against the devastating winds of globalization.


Throughout the history of Africa’s extensive interaction with foreign cultures, the impact of globalization has permeated the continent, in particular, the textile and apparel industry. However, this impact became most pronounced in the twentieth century, not just because of the integration of people and cultures through travel, media and technology, but also due to the rise in international trade and the emergence of a global supply chain, in which goods and labour are circulated speedily. As a result, the T-shirt and articles of clothing such as the two-piece suit have become staples of Africa’s sartorial landscape and an enduring testament to the power of globalization. Another case in point is the imitation ‘African’ wax print, which takes inspiration from indigenous cultures but are predominantly of European and Asian origin. The history of imitation wax print, formed at the confluence of globalization, cultural appropriation and colonialization evokes ambivalence.
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Cabinet ministers of the Ghanaian parliament. Seated in the middle is Osagyefo Dr Kwame Nkrumah, Ghana’s first president. 17 July 1956.





Despite the pervasiveness of European styles in Africa in the mid-1960s, the collusion of western forms and local tastes allowed for a hybridity of African and European aesthetics: shirts, dresses and dinner gowns made from imitation wax prints (see here) and indigenous textiles readily replaced bland cotton shirts and blouses. In the absence of professional fashion designers, missionary-trained seamstresses and tailors specialized in mending old clothes and creating custom styles based on trendy fashion magazines. Africa’s post-colonial decades saw a profusion of fashion styles heavily influenced by western pop culture, entertainment and ecstatic political and social movements – from The Jackson 5 and their signature Afro hair and bell-bottom pants, to the uber-cool Beatles and the sophisticated looks of President John F. Kennedy, fashion inspiration was everywhere. The Afro-rock band Osibisa swept the globe with their feel-good music and colourful regalia: a fusion of styles in which indigenous African textiles dominate.
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Osibisa, the legendary Afro-Caribbean rock band that held the world spellbound with their soulful and ecstatic music and suave fashions.





Globalization also became an impactful force on the practice of pioneering African designers, many of whom trained in prestigious fashion schools in Europe (See here).


Furthermore, it made geographical location immaterial in categorizing the African designer, as ‘living in a diaspora may draw some designers closer to their African heritage’.3 An often-cited example is the late Yves Saint Laurent, the Algerian-born French designer who romanticized his North African origins. A prodigy of the twentieth century, Saint Laurent did not shy away from projecting Africa, through captivating collections such as the Andy Warhol-inspired African collection (1967), the Safari (1968) and the Moroccan (1970). He spent much of his final years in Morocco, where his legacy lives on at the Musée Yves Saint Laurent.
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Six Yves Saint Laurent designs in homage to Bambara art. SS 67 haute couture collection. Centre Pompidou, Paris, January 22, 2002.






Beyond Africa


Plagued by the paradoxical ‘resource curse’, Africa is home to almost every known mineral and precious metal and yet has enjoyed less economic growth than regions blessed with fewer natural resources. Raw materials such as agricultural products, timber and rubber, which remain essential to the global luxury economy, abound on the continent. For all of its sturdiness, the Okoume tree, for example, served as the choicest wood for producing Louis Vuitton trunks throughout the nineteenth century. In jewellery, Africa’s contribution as a source of precious stones to the value chain of the luxury economy cannot be over-emphasized. Indeed, since the inception of trans-Saharan trade, gold from mines in West and Southern Africa have fed global markets and adorned everything from thrones to robes, precious jewellery and exquisite furniture across Western civilization.


Jutta Wimmler’s seminal work of 2017, The Sun King’s Atlantic, investigates the rarely explored trading activities between West Africa and France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.4 It argues that the range and volume of materials such as ivory, hardwoods, dyestuffs and gum Arabic imported into France during the bountiful age of French culture and art spurred local craft industries and fuelled the growth of the luxury goods industry in Europe. The Sun King, Louis XIV (r.1643–1715), aided by his trusted minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert, after whom the syndicate of French couturiers, the Comité Colbert, is named, presided over the most elaborate international trade and cultural policy ever known in Europe. During this era, France became a fashion hub, as Europe looked to Paris for the latest styles in dress and fashion etiquette. This renaissance of French culture and the arts under Louis XIV benefited immensely from a range of commodities that originated from its Atlantic trade, specifically from the Senegambia, the region lying between the Senegal River in the north and the Gambia River to the south.


From the African coast across the Atlantic, France and the rest of Europe obtained gum Arabic, a textile resin that served as an essential thickening agent, used with mordants and dyestuffs in the French textile industry. This vital ingredient helped France, and Europe generally, to participate in the transition to using a wider range of artificial dyes and colours. Gum Arabic was also vital to the leather industry in Senegambia, where it was applied to goatskins to improve their quality and lustre, a practice that is believed to have influenced the French tanners who applied it in a similar manner to obtain a brilliant leather sheen. Leather workers in France also administered gum Arabic to damaged hides to restore minor imperfections and perforations. Wimmler opines that readily available natural resources including gold, diamonds, ivory, leather, ambergris, civet (used for musk), wood and the once-indispensable gum Arabic, greatly improved productivity and industrial capacity in Europe, thereby fuelling the democratization of products that were previously the reserve of the wealthy.



African aesthetics in global fashion


Until the late twentieth century when the first generation of ambitious African fashion designers took the couture world by storm (see here), the curious and exotic aesthetics of Africa appeared only sporadically in European fashion. Early trends include the mode à la girafe, a fashion trend that seized Paris after the presentation of a giraffe by the viceroy of Egypt, Muhammad Ali, to King Charles X of France in 1827.


The discovery of Tutankhamun’s grave in 1922, and the subsequent global tour of the grave goods, sparked a global trend, known as ‘Tutmania’. In haute couture, design stalwart of the Belle Epoque, Paul Poiret’s 1920 creation, the Tanger, closely mimicked the akhnif, a cloak originating from Morocco’s High Atlas region. Poiret also captured the exoticism of Africa through a series of commissioned textiles from Rodier, a leading French textile manufacturer. Other designers who made a foray into African fashion include Marie-Louise Carven, whose collections in the 1950s comprised dresses, bathing suits and wraps in wax prints, batik and raffia fabrics; Algerian-born Yves Saint Laurent who released a collection of Bambara dresses in 1967 (inspired by the sculptures produced by the community of the same name in Mali, see here) and Missoni with its Africa di Missoni collection in the 1990s.5
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Mode à la girafe – giraffe-inspired fashion of the late-1820s France. The arrival of the curious exotic animal inspired thousands of prints, toys, pamphlets, ceramic wares, fashion and even food. This episode was, however, not the first. In 1749 there had been a mode au rhinocéros and a mode au zèbre in 1786. From Le journal des dames et des modes, 25 June 1827.
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