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Fashion, a rapidly changing and innovative mode of dress, is one of the most 

potent and visually present forms of artistic expression on the African continent.  

Scholars from multiple disciplines have begun to acknowledge its significance, yet much 

of African fashion remains largely unaddressed.  The antecedents of contemporary 

African fashion cultures, as well as the ability of fashion to reflect important historical 

realities and cultural shifts, have continued to elude thorough academic investigation.  

Richards’ dissertation serves to remedy this existing deficiency by documenting the 

fashion culture of Accra, Ghana from 1953 to 2013.   

By relying on articles and photographs published in the Accra newspapers the 

Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror, this dissertation begins by establishing that a 

complex fashion culture, comprised of multiple realms of fashion, was firmly established 

in Accra by 1953.  An exploration of the most significant fashion designers in Accra is 

the central focus of this dissertation, beginning with the recognition of the first formally 

trained fashion designer in Accra, Juliana Norteye.  Her innovative fashions 

revolutionized existing dress practices by blending historical forms and materials with 

contemporary techniques and approaches to dressing, creating garments that visually 



 

22 

represented the post-independence culture of Accra.  The designs of Norteye paved the 

runways for ensuing fashion designers in Ghana's capital.  Their careers and designs, 

placed in their respective temporal contexts, are explored in subsequent chapters.  

Specific fashions are examined in detail, illustrating how garments can encapsulate 

significant moments of cultural change, serving as physical manifestations of specific 

eras in the history of Ghana.  The theoretical thread woven throughout this dissertation 

relates the fashions of Accra to a nationalist cosmopolitanism, illustrating that Ghanaian 

designers and their fashions embody this distinctive feature of Accra and its inhabitants.  

Richards ultimately argues that fashion is essential in ensuring the continuation of 

historical dress practices in Ghana and that the citizens of Accra have always been 

fashionable. 
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CHAPTER 1 
IT ALL BEGINS WITH A SKETCH: THE INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW      

People have been fashionable for years…in Accra especially.  The fashion 
would come based on those who were coming off the ships, who were 
coming off the planes; the Europeans were here, so what they wore.  The 
fashion moved here even as there was no TV and all that.  So people were 
fashionable, but in the cities. 

—Nana Konadu Ageyman Rawlings 
Former First Lady of Ghana 

          
 

Overview of Dissertation 

This document serves as the culmination of my dissertation fieldwork and 

research, which will elucidate the existence, dynamism, and complexity of Accra’s 

fashion culture from 1953 through 2013.  I analyze this fashion world through 

documentation of fashion in popular media, particularly the newspapers the Daily 

Graphic and the Sunday Mirror, and the personal archives and interviews of individuals 

instrumental in developing and maintaining Accra’s fashion culture.  Ghanaian 

designers working from the 1970s through today, family members of deceased 

designers, and the employees and clientele of Accra’s contemporary designers were 

the main groups interviewed for this project.  Brief biographies of each designer are 

included to establish the historical and cultural context of their individual careers.  The 

oeuvre of each designer will be exemplified by a selection of their designs that embody 

specific ideologies and moments of cultural change, illustrating the inherent significance 

of designer fashions.  My incorporation and assessment of historical designers and their 

garments will aid in shifting the academic and popular studies of African fashion from a 

contemporary context, illustrating that fashion cultures have existed in African nations, 

and specifically in Ghana, for more than half a century.  This assertion will contribute to 
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the ongoing debate regarding the origins of fashion, suggesting that fashion cultures are 

not solely the product of European nations.  My own experiences and observations of 

Accra’s fashion events and designers’ creative processes further enhances this 

dissertation, providing a nuanced assessment of the city’s current fashion culture.   

This dissertation establishes that the cosmopolitan nature of Accra, embodied 

and expressed by its citizens, has continually cultivated the existence of a dynamic 

fashion culture.  Ghanaian designers and their fashions are thus producers and 

signifiers of Accra’s cosmopolitanism, playing an active role in fostering the attribution of 

Accra as a cosmopolitan capital since the early 1950s.  This dissertation further 

demonstrates that the cosmopolitanism expressed through Accra’s designer fashions is 

highly nationalistic; the majority of Ghanaian designer fashions, beginning with the 

creations of Juliana Norteye in the late 1950s, have continually expressed a carefully 

constructed Ghanaian identity while asserting their affinities with world fashion cultures.  

Ghanaian fashion functions as a vehicle for the display and celebration of this 

particularly nationalistic cosmopolitanism, ultimately functioning as a highly-visible 

affirmation of power and autonomy for Accra’s elite citizenry.  This research will broadly 

attest to the paramount importance of fashion as a vehicle for the academic exploration 

of a myriad of cultural and historical contexts and further demonstrate that designer 

fashions are ultimately revised and adapted forms of historical dress, resulting in the 

preservation of established dress practices through the innovation of their forms. 

A Tailored Fit:  The Framework of this Dissertation 

Due to the complexity and diversity of Ghana’s dress practices, it is imperative to 

limit the breadth of this research.  As this section will explicate, this dissertation is 

focused exclusively on the fashion culture of Accra, Ghana’s capital city, and primarily 
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on women’s high fashion garments.  By restricting the focus of my dissertation to a 

specific urban center and a limited population of Ghanaians, I believe a more accurate 

assessment of Accra’s complex fashion culture can be achieved.  

  The distinctiveness of Accra’s fashion, as compared to Kumasi and the 

Northern region, is acknowledged by several scholars, including Suzanne Gott.  Gott’s 

article “Asante Hightimers and the Fashionable Display of Women’s Wealth in 

Contemporary Ghana” analyzes the dress of prefamfoɔ, Asante women who dress 

ostentatiously and expensively at highly public functions, such as funerals.  As Gott 

explains, “residents of Kumasi, the Ashanti region’s capital city, often contrast dress 

behavior in their city with that of Accra...in Accra, they say, people are free to dress as 

they choose, but in Kumasi, people ‘gossip too much’” (Gott 2009: 148).  This notion of 

Kumasi’s restrictive dress practices, contrasted with the relative freedom of dressing in 

Accra, is further supported by the words of a schoolteacher interviewed by Gott: “In 

Accra, people don’t care what you put on, but when you come to Kumasi, people are 

very particular about dressing” (2009: 168).  This remark suggests that unlike Kumasi 

residents, Ghanaians in Accra are able to experiment freely with a diverse array of local 

and international fashions. 

This differentiation between Accra and Kumasi was further expressed during an 

interview with Accra fashion designer Ajepomaa Mensah and her mother, Akosua 

Nyantekyi-Owusu, both Ashanti.  As they discussed the contrasts between Accra and 

Kumasi, Nyantekyi-Owusu asserted that “Kumasi people will try to make something a 

little different from the Accra [people]” (Nyantekyi-Owusu 2012: personal interview).  

The conversation shifted to the types of fabrics worn by women in Kumasi, which 
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prompted Mensah to describe an intriguing phenomenon.  As she explained, “Makola [a 

market in Accra] is a depot for fabrics, but Kumasi women come and take from Makola.  

They are very selective and more heritage-oriented, [selecting fabrics] with names.  So 

certain fabrics my mom has to get from Kumasi, even though they originally came from 

Makola” (Mensah 2012: personal interview).  Nyantekyi-Owusu echoed her daughter’s 

assertions, stating that Kumasi market women will “go [to Makola] and say ‘give me all 

of this color, this is a Kumasi color,’ and you can go through Accra and you won’t find it” 

(Nyantekyi-Owusu 2012).   

The reflections of Nyantekyi-Owusu and her daughter support Gott’s assertions 

that dress practices in Kumasi are more restricted than in Accra.  Furthermore, 

Nyantekyi-Owusu’s assertion that Kumasi women will buy the entire stock of a particular 

wax print fabric because it is “a Kumasi color” suggests that Kumasi women are 

concerned with maintaining a separation between their dress practices and those of 

women in Accra.  The openness and freedom of dress in Accra has allowed for the 

creation and maintenance of a vibrant and stylistically diverse fashion culture.  

Nyantekyi-Owusu and her daughter readily acknowledged the distinctive qualities of 

Accra and its fashions: when asked if a similar culture would develop in a city outside of 

Accra, they both staunchly stated “it’s just the capital” (2012: personal interview).    

The distinctiveness of Accra’s dress practices, in comparison to other regions of 

Ghana, is further indicated by Jean Allman’s chapter “Let Your Fashion Be in Line with 

Our Ghanaian Costume.”  Allman explores how after independence, Northern 

Ghanaians’ preference for minimal clothing was viewed by the Ghanaian government, 

as well as representatives of Nkrumah’s political party, as an issue of national concern 
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that reflected poorly on Ghana’s international image.  As expressed by Mrs. E. 

Amarteifio, the secretary general of the Federation of Ghana Women, “nudity in the 

farther north was not only an eye-sore to the country, but also did not reflect favorably 

on the high respect and reputation this country had achieved in this world” (Allman 

2004: 149).  Ghana’s national anti-nudity campaigns were led by Mrs. Hannah Kudjoe, 

an activist and government official who, although ideologically grounded in improving 

the living conditions of Ghanaian women, ultimately “(re)inscribed southern or Akan 

hegemony over the very construction of ‘nation,’ as it painted northern ‘backwardness’ 

onto the national palette with indelible ink” (2004: 157).   

As the administrative center of Kwame Nkrumah’s national government, Accra 

served as a location for the expression of specific values pertaining to Nkrumah’s post-

colonial policies.1  The citizens of Accra were likely considered paragons of “proper 

dressing” by Nkrumah’s government, with their dress practices serving as the model for 

Ghanaians throughout the country.  Allman alludes to this notion: “the ‘Ghanaian 

costume’ in which Kudjoe sought to dress the north was very much based on southern 

Ghanaian notions of what it meant to be ‘clothed’” (2004: 157).  Allman’s research 

attests to the distinctiveness of Accra’s dress practices, suggesting that the forms of 

dressing in Accra were influenced by colonial practices, as well as Nkrumah’s desire to 

create a unified and national Ghanaian identity (2004: 145).   

As Gott and Allman demonstrate, the dress practices of Ghanaians in Kumasi 

and the Northern region of Ghana contrast drastically with the styles of dress in Accra, 

                                            
1
 Kwame Nkrumah was Ghana’s first democratically elected president who famously declared the country 

independent from colonial rule on March 6, 1957.  Prior to 1957, Nkrumah served as the Prime Minister of 
the Gold Coast colony for six years.  In 1966, during an official state visit to North Vietnam and China, 
Nkrumah was overthrown by Emmanuel Kotoka in a military coup.  He was exiled to Conakry, Guinea, 
and died in 1972.    
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in both historical and contemporary contexts.  Accra has maintained a complex, 

multifaceted fashion culture that celebrates Ghanaian heritage while simultaneously 

incorporating forms of dress that indicate the residents’ familiarity with and acceptance 

of diverse, global forms.  Thus the fashions created in Accra, though they incorporate 

materials and textiles found throughout the country, are distinct from other areas of 

Ghana and must be examined within the context of their physical location: a vibrant, 

cosmopolitan capital.   

This dissertation is limited to analyzing primarily women’s fashion garments 

because women’s garments dominate Accra’s high fashion culture, with the majority of 

innovative designer garments created for women.  This is reflective of fashion cultures 

throughout the world, which are primarily targeted towards women.  Additionally, 

Ghanaian women are the predominant consumers of locally produced garments, 

including designer and kaba fashions.   

Defining the Fickle:  An Explanation of Fashion 

In order to fully engage with this dissertation, it is necessary to introduce and 

explicate several concepts that are fundamental to understanding Accra’s fashion 

culture, the most important of which is a definition of fashion.  Dress, as defined by 

Joanne Eicher, is “visual as well as other sensory modifications (taste, smell, sound, 

and feel) and supplements (garments, jewelry, and accessories) to the body” (Eicher 

1995: 1).  Eicher’s definition suggests that although a body may not be covered in 

clothing, it can still be dressed.2  My usage of the terms dress and dress practices 

                                            
2
 For a complete exploration of this topic, refer to Dirt, Undress, and Difference: Critical Perspectives on 

the Body’s Surface.  For an example that pertains to Africa, see Misty Bastian’s chapter “The Naked and 
the Nude: Historically Multiple Meanings of Oto (Undress) in Southeastern Nigeria.” 
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reflects Eicher’s approach and will be employed when discussing broader notions of 

bodily adornment and coverings.   

Fashion is an important, yet limited, subcategory of dress.  The concept of 

fashion has been debated for decades.  Fashion is often narrowly defined as a Western 

phenomenon linked to the rise of capitalism in Europe and America (Allman 2004, 

Steele 2010), explained by Jean Allman as “about status, mobility, and rapid change in 

a Western, capitalist world” (Allman 2004: 2).  Allman is one of several scholars (Allman 

2004, Gott and Loughran 2010, Roces and Edwards 2007, Rovine 2001, Rovine 2009, 

Steele 2010, Transberg and Madison 2013) to challenge this conception of fashion, 

exemplified by fashion scholar Valerie Steele, who stated that “fashion-oriented 

behavior” has existed in a variety of cultures for centuries (Steele 2010: ).   

A more inclusive definition of fashion was proposed by Joanne Entwistle, who 

stated that fashion is “a system of dress found in societies where social mobility is 

possible; it has its own particular relations of production and consumption, again found 

in a particular sort of society; it is characterized by a logic of regular and systemic 

change” (Entwistle 2000: 47, 48).  The importance of Entwhistle’s definition is that it 

acknowledges that fashion is not exclusive to an elite population.  Elite individuals are 

typically the most active and consistent consumers of fashion; however participants in 

specific fashion cultures often represent a diverse range of economic backgrounds.  

This will be further illustrated in Chapter 2, which will discuss the fashionable nature of 

the kaba, a distinctly Ghanaian form of attire that is subjected to the same capricious 

revisions as Accra’s designer fashions.   
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Entwistle’s description of fashion as “characterized by a logic of regular and 

systemic change” does not fully attest to the critical importance of change and 

innovation to a scholarly definition of fashion.  As Eicher first acknowledged in the 

edited volume Dress and Ethnicity, “fashion is, after all, about change, and change 

happens in every culture” (Eicher 2001: 17).  Eicher echoed this sentiment in the 

recently published Contemporary African Fashion, reiterating that “fashions globally 

focus on the here and now, embracing and emphasizing change” (Eicher 2010: ix).  Art 

historian Victoria Rovine further emphasized the importance of change in producing 

fashions, stating that “clothing styles move swiftly, traveling between individuals and 

along media networks, traversing cultural and chronological divides.  These changing 

styles, which transform clothing into fashion, often provide insights into history and 

attitudes toward history” (Rovine 2010: 89).   

The discussions of these established scholars have informed my own conception 

of fashion.  I define fashion as a form of dress frequently associated with elite status in a 

given culture, which embodies change through the innovation of existing and historically 

significant materials and styles of dress.  Fashion is also an inherently cross-cultural 

phenomenon.  Fashion designers continually look beyond the confines of their own 

localities for creative inspiration in the hopes of designing original and avant-garde 

garments that blend global styles, materials, and dress practices with familiar and 

established elements of their respective dress systems.  An inclusive definition of 

fashion does not preclude the existence of additional categories within the field.  The 

following section will explore several important categories of fashion, establishing 
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definitions for haute couture, designer fashions, world fashions, and international 

fashions.     

The Many Faces of Fashion: Additional Fashion Terminology 

Haute couture is the preferred term for a particularly detailed, elaborate, and 

expensive form of fashion that originated in Paris during the early 20th century.  The 

French word “haute” translates to “high” or “elevated” in English; when paired with 

“couture,” which implies sewing or dressmaking, “haute couture” is often loosely 

translated as “high fashion.”  The concept of high fashion does not encapsulate the 

significance of haute couture garments, which are revered for their time-consuming 

construction, luxurious materials, and absolute exclusivity.  Haute couture was even 

professionally regulated for decades, with strict requirements regarding the production 

of garments (Saillard 2012: 210). Olivier Saillard, director of the Musée Galliera in Paris, 

provided the most concise and descriptive explanation of haute couture.  Saillard 

conceived of haute couture as “an art form – inseparable from fashion – that achieved 

some of its finest moments in the years leading up to the 1960s” (2012: 12).  Saillard 

further explained that “its components – the precious materials used and the meticulous 

attention to detail of the artisans who produce it – sometimes eclipse the finished work, 

which is both a unique creation and a collective effort” (2012: 12).  In summation, haute 

couture champions a reliance on elaborate, luxurious materials and a particularly time-

consuming process of production, to create one of the highest forms of fashion. 

   Although Accra’s contemporary fashions share several characteristics with 

Saillard’s conception of haute couture, including their creation by known individuals and 

execution by a team of trained craftsman for specific clientele, the majority of Accra’s 

fashion garments are not haute couture.  The emphasis on expensive materials, as well 
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as the sheer extravagance of European haute couture clothing, is not present in the 

majority of garments created by Accra’s fashion designers.  This is not to suggest that 

haute couture is entirely absent from Accra’s fashion culture.  As this dissertation will 

demonstrate, haute couture fashions are being produced by Kofi Ansah, a designer who 

prides himself on creating fantastical designs that meld locally produced materials and a 

profusion of detailed embellishments with his exacting and detail-oriented approach to 

garment construction (Chapter 5).   

The complexity of Accra’s fashion culture warrants the establishment of an 

additional category of fashion that is distinct from both the elaborate and expensive 

creations of haute couture and the more pedestrian fashion garments created by 

seamstresses and tailors found throughout the city.  I will employ the term “designer 

fashions” to describe the majority of garments discussed in this dissertation; garments 

created by known and recognized individuals who champion innovation and are often 

associated with elite status.  Designer fashions can include garments created 

specifically for runway shows, as well as garments sold in boutiques that are part of 

seasonal collections.  The inclusion of this category is necessary, as designer fashions 

are not consistently examples of haute couture.  The materials used for designer 

fashions are not always expensive, nor are they subjected to the same exacting 

precision of haute couture garments.  In spite of their differences, haute couture is 

ultimately a specialized form of designer fashions, as both are created by recognized 

designers.  Furthermore, designer fashions are separate from the garments of 

seamstresses and tailors, as the latter are accessible to a broad population of 

Ghanaians and are not typically associated with elite status.  The most important 
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attribute of designer fashions is that the garments are synonymous with their creator.  In 

many instances, the knowledge and ability to recognize that a garment was created by 

a specific designer is more important than the individual artistry or quality of the garment 

itself.       

A discussion of fashion terminology, particularly in relation to West Africa, 

necessitates the inclusion of a type of fashion that will not be directly addressed in this 

dissertation, although it is prevalent in Accra and throughout Ghana.  Eicher developed 

the concept of world fashion to address Western styles of dress that have been readily 

adopted by a diverse array of global citizens, arguing  that “designating items as 

western for people who wear them in other areas of the world, such as Asia and Africa, 

is inaccurate” (Eicher and Sumberg 1995: 296).  Eicher provides an extensive list of 

world fashions, including “jeans, sweatshirts, t-shirts, trench coats, parkas, trousers, 

skirts, blouses, shirts, blazers, business suits, school uniforms, and athletic shoes” 

(1995: 300).  The difficulty with Eicher’s conception of world fashions is that it negates 

the geographic origins of particular garments in favor of creating a classification that 

homogenizes forms of attire for a global population.  For example, Eicher explains that “ 

a prime example of a specific world fashion is that of the ubiquitous blue jeans worn by 

males and females on many continents and many countries” (1995: 296).   Eicher’s 

explanation implies that wearers of global fashions may be unfamiliar with a garment’s 

origins, or that an article of clothing is localized to the point of becoming a ubiquitous 

aspect of a given culture’s dress practices.   

Eicher’s theory is applicable to Ghana, as the second-hand clothing market and 

the importation of cheap, Western-styled clothing has become an integral aspect of 
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Ghanaians’ dress practices.  Eicher’s conception of world fashions does not, however, 

fully address elite Ghanaians’ adoption of foreign styles in a historical setting, since 

specific garments and styles were chosen based on their perceived country of origin.  

The blending of a foreign garment with local materials suggests a symbolic interplay 

between nations, a concept I define as “international fashions.”  The term international 

indicates a relationship among multiple nations that transcends their physical 

boundaries while preserving the integrity of the countries involved.  Although these 

garments could be considered hybrid fashions, hybridization implies a melding of 

disparate forms that often negates the objects’ specific origins.  I believe international 

fashions is a more apt description for these multicultural forms of dress, thus I will 

employ the term “international fashions” in my discussions of garments that blend two or 

more distinct styles of dress while actively maintaining and referencing the coexisting 

styles’ national and cultural origins.   

“It’s Just the City”: Fashion as a Form of Cosmopolitanism 

The majority of fashions produced following Ghana’s independence in 1957, 

particularly by Ghanaians identified as fashion designers, are imbued with a distinctly 

Ghanaian identity in spite of their multicultural influences.  To understand the 

significance of these contemporary fashions, I will rely on the theorization of 

cosmopolitanism, which describes the phenomenon of blending and borrowing cultural 

elements and materials to create garments that are the result of global interactions, yet 

identified as local forms of creative expression.  The definition I will incorporate is not 

the popularly accepted conception of cosmopolitanism, Kwame Appiah evocatively 

explaines cosmopolitanism as invoking images of “a Comme des Garçons-clad 

sophisticate with a platinum frequent-flyer card regarding, with kindly condescension, a 
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ruddy-faced farmer in workman’s overalls” (Appiah 2007: xiii).  Appiah’s description of 

cosmopolitanism acknowledges the term’s potential superficiality, particularly its 

colloquial usage, as indicative of a level of worldliness and wealth that is expressed in 

direct opposition to individuals who exhibit neither of these qualities.  Like Appiah, I 

believe cosmopolitanism “can be rescued” from this misconception and employed to 

investigate various forms of cultural expressions.  Cosmopolitanism allows for a 

nuanced exploration of Accra’s elite fashion culture, demonstrating how the production 

of Ghanaian fashion serves as both the product and a visual indicator of the 

cosmopolitan nature of Ghana’s capital and its inhabitants.   

The importance of cosmopolitanism in understanding Accra’s artistic and creative 

expressions was explored by Steven Feld in Jazz Cosmopolitanism in Accra: Five 

Musical Years in Ghana (2012).  Feld relies on personal experiences and recollections 

to investigate the “jazz cosmopolitanism.”  He examined individual musicians, as well as 

the creation of innovative music forms such as por por, a form of music based on 

playing squeeze-bulb car horns imported from India during the late 1930s (2012: 42).  

The majority of his case studies, as exemplified by his discussion of por por, addressed 

the melding of diverse cultural forms and practices to create a form of expression that is 

globally informed, but unique to Accra.     

To understand the importance of cosmopolitanism in the context of Accra, I will 

rely primarily on Thomas Turino’s explanation of cosmopolitanism, which he defines as 

“objects, ideas, and cultural positions that are widely diffused throughout the world and 

yet are specific only to certain portions of populations within given countries” (Turino 

2000: 7).  Turino asserts that “to be cosmopolitan, given ideas and features must be 
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widely diffused among particular social groups in dispersed locales” (2000: 7).  He 

emphasizes the importance of localization to his theory of cosmopolitanism, stating that 

“particular cosmopolitan lifeways, ideas, and technologies…are situated in many sites 

which are not necessarily in geographical proximity; rather, they are connected by 

different forms of media, contact, and interchanges.  Local branches of a given 

cosmopolitan formation will have their own distinct features and unique slants because 

of specific conditions and histories in particular locales” (2000: 8).    

Fashion can be considered an inherently cosmopolitan form of cultural 

expression.  Fashion is a globally accessible and diffused cultural phenomenon often 

limited to specific social groups, largely due to the cost and specialized knowledge 

required for participation.  Turino’s definition of cosmopolitanism provides a model for 

how globally recognized styles can be incorporated into the designs of specific fashion 

garments as indicators of a global fashion culture, yet the garments remain distinctive 

reflections of particular locales, cultural groups, and histories.   

The connections between cosmopolitanism and fashion have been explored by 

Naseem Khan, Laura Fair, and Victoria Rovine.  Khan’s chapter “Asian Women’s Dress” 

in Chic Thrills: A Fashion Reader examines the importance of “specific conditions and 

histories” in relation to fashion.  Khan addresses the transformation of the Indian sari 

from an “object of veneration, care, and respect,” to a highly embellished and 

fashionable form of attire (Khan 1993: 61).  Khan explains that the revisions and 

manipulations of the sari resulted from a myriad of influences, including the introduction 

of Western commercial fashion and a burgeoning middle-class, to the desire for British-

born Indians to assert their dual identities.  Khan implies that the sari has gradually 
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become susceptible to the influences of global fashion trends, yet it remains a distinctly 

Indian form of fashion, illustrating the cosmopolitan nature of this particular form of 

dress.   

One of the strongest arguments for fashion as a form and indicator of 

cosmopolitanism, specifically in relation to African fashion in a historical context, was 

proposed by Fair in her chapter “Remaking Fashion in the Paris of the Indian Ocean: 

Dress, Performance, and the Cultural Construction of a Cosmopolitan Zanzibari 

Identity.”  Fair documented how the women of Zanzibar transcended the strict social 

categorizations of the 19th century by adopting new materials and adapting existing 

dress forms to reflect their redefined identities as multicultural citizens of an African 

urban center.  Fair defined Zanzibari women’s cosmopolitanism as “a discursive and 

performative practice” that “did not imply a necessary reverence for the West…but 

rather a sophisticated appreciation for the international mixing and appropriation of 

cultural styles and symbols from multiple, geographically dispersed sites” (Fair 2004: 

14).  Fair’s research further establishes the importance of African fashion in a historical 

context by focusing on the revisions of Zanzibari dress practices prior to the 20th 

century.     

Victoria Rovine establishes the importance of cosmopolitanism to contemporary 

African fashion in the introduction of her publication African Fashion Global Style: 

Histories, Innovations, and Ideas You Can Wear.  Rovine references Kwame Appiah’s 

theorizations, particularly his conception of contamination, as illuminating “fashion’s 

globalizing tendencies as well as its cultural specificity” (Rovine 2014: 28).  Additionally, 

she notes that “one key source of motivation or inspiration for changing styles of dress 
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is exploration beyond the geographic and/or chronological boundaries of one’s own 

culture,” suggesting that the process of creating fashion is directly linked to cross-

cultural interactions and cosmopolitanism. 

The malleability and capricious nature of fashion indicates its usefulness as one 

of the most visible vehicles for expressing cosmopolitan identities.  Fair’s use of 

cosmopolitanism is particularly significant, as it echoes Turino’s conception applied 

directly to dress and fashion.  Fair’s research attests to fashion’s ability to reflect a 

multitude of influences, simultaneously encouraging innovation while maintaining 

established, culturally significant dress practices.  Fair acknowledges the importance of 

elitism in relation to cosmopolitanism and fashion, stating that Zanzibari women’s 

cosmopolitanism “was elitist in some regards, as it relied on the consumption of 

particular commodities…as well as their conspicuous display in public” (2004: 27).   

One of the most powerful statements regarding cosmopolitanism is Turino’s 

assertion that “foreign dispositions become deeply constitutive of local habitus” (Turino 

2000: 8).  Turino continued, stating that: “such individuals are not simply imitating 

foreign activities and thinking foreign thoughts when they go ballroom dancing, take part 

in nationalist movements, or contemplate Jesus.  Rather they are acting and thinking 

from their own cultural position – this is part of who they are” (Turino 2000: 9).  This 

assertion is significant to my exploration of Accra’s fashion culture, as it suggests that 

particular forms of fashion attributed with foreign origins, such as styles of dress or the 

practice of organizing and hosting runway shows, can be considered an important and 

integrated aspect of Accra’s existing culture.  Turino’s concept of cosmopolitanism 

suggests that a French-inspired cocktail dress, as well as the iconic and popular 
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Ghanaian kaba, can both be considered distinctly Ghanaian in spite of their foreign 

origins, as such garments have become identifiable elements of the country’s existing 

dress practices.   

Not only is cosmopolitanism crucial to understanding fashion, it successfully 

encapsulates the nature of Ghana’s capital.  Accra’s location on the Western coast of 

Africa provides the city and its residents with a level of accessibility and mobility that 

encourages the exchange of individuals, ideas, and materials.  Richard Grant 

characterizes Accra as “a place of engagement and as a platform of mediation for local 

as well as global agents” (Grant 2009: 9).  Cosmopolitanism has been frequently linked 

to African capitals, exemplified by Hudita Nura Mustafa’s identification of Dakar as a 

“contemporary fashion capital” due to its “remarkable capacity to hybridize, reinvent, 

and resist global hegemonies” (Mustafa 2006: 197).  In her chapter “Fashion, Not 

Weather,” from Contemporary African Fashion, Elisabeth Cameron described Zambia’s 

urban areas as sites that experienced “a constant stream of new people, ideas, news, 

materials, and fashions” (Cameron 2010: 54).  Acknowledging the cosmopolitan nature 

of Africa’s urban centers, specifically Accra, is crucial to this dissertation; it suggests 

that specific forms of artistic expression, such as fashion, are stimulated by and infused 

with visually identifiable cosmopolitan qualities that are distinct to specific urban sites.   

The theory of cosmopolitanism epitomizes the co-existence and interplay 

between global forms and local practices, particularly when conveyed through forms of 

artistic expression.  Fashion can be a powerful example of cosmopolitanism: a global 

phenomenon localized by specific groups in particular cultural contexts.  As this 

dissertation establishes, Accra’s designer fashions have consistently served as a 
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product, as well as a barometer, of the cosmopolitan nature of the city and its residents.  

The fashions of Accra’s elite citizens indicate their belonging to a global fashion system 

while maintaining their rich and vibrant historical dress practices, asserting a 

transformable conception of nationalism that indicates their inherent power as 

independent and autonomous Ghanaians.   

Covering the Body: The Literature on African Dress, Textiles, and Personal 
Adornment 

The literature on African fashion developed from earlier investigations of African 

textiles and dress practices, initiated by researchers such as Joanne Eicher (1969), 

Eicher and Mary Ellen Roach (1965), Venice and Alastair Lamb (1975), John Picton 

(1979), and Roy Sieber (1972).  It is important to acknowledge and review the existing 

literature on African textiles and personal adornment, since specific forms of historical 

dress, such as Ghanaian kente cloth and batakari smocks, continue to inform and 

influence the creations of Accra’s contemporary fashion designers.     

Eicher’s earliest contribution, the co-edited volume Dress, Adornment, and the 

Social Order, was a diverse collection of short essays that addressed a variety of 

subjects relating to dress and adornment, ranging from an exploration of Nigerian cocoa 

farmers’ attire, to an essay lamenting the “Westernization” of Japanese dress.  Although 

scholarship on dress and textiles has changed dramatically since Eicher and Roach’s 

initial contribution, their publication was important in establishing dress and bodily 

adornment as a viable field for scholarly research, particularly in relation to non-Western 

countries and cultural groups.   

Eicher and Roach’s volume was followed by Eicher’s publication African Dress: A 

Select and Annotated Bibliography of Subsaharan Countries.  Eicher’s contribution 
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provided a significant resource for scholars interested in exploring subjects related to 

African dress and personal adornment.  The most important aspect of Eicher’s 

bibliography is her brief, yet powerful introductory essay.  Eicher established the 

importance of dress and adornment in Africa, stating that “in a continent like Africa 

which is experiencing such rapid change, clothing documents the impact of culture 

contact and reveals attitudes toward change” (Eicher 1969: v). Eicher further recognized 

that the subject of African dress was largely unaddressed in the fields of costume 

studies and African art, likely due to misconceptions and stereotypes regarding 

Africans, which she acknowledged and challenged.  Several of Eicher’s most important 

definitions, such as her inclusive conception of dress, were established in this 

publication, which directly influenced her own future research, as well as that of future 

scholars.   

Eicher’s contributions indicate the initial diversification of the field of African art, 

as researchers began to shift their gaze from the sculptural productions of African 

cultures to other forms of artistic expression.  The importance of African dress, textiles, 

and personal adornments was reinforced by Roy Sieber’s exhibition and accompanying 

publication, African Textiles and Decorative Arts (1972).  Organized at the Museum of 

Modern Art, Seiber’s exhibition was one of the first to focus exclusively on forms of 

African dress and personal adornment.  Sieber argued for the importance of dress and 

textiles to understanding Africa’s diverse cultural groups, stating that “the richness of 

invention and variety in the arts of personal adornment is pan-African and may, indeed, 

reveal the breadth and range of the aesthetic life of traditional Africa with greater 

accuracy than the limited formulations that currently serve in the West as a basis for 
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most studies in African art” (Sieber 1972: 10).  At the time of publication, Sieber’s 

exhibition catalog was the most comprehensive exploration of Africa’s dress practices; 

he examined a diverse and eclectic range of bodily adornments, which he divided into 

four categories: costume, body decoration, jewelry, and textiles.  Although the majority 

of objects included in the exhibition were from the 20th century, Sieber grounded his 

research in the past, including European descriptions of African clothing and adornment 

from as early as the 14th century.      

Following Sieber’s expansive exploration of African adornments, John Picton and 

John Mack’s publication African Textiles (1979) focused specifically on the classification 

and production of locally woven fabrics throughout Africa, primarily in the western, 

northern, and central regions of the continent.  The majority of Picton and Mack’s 

publication addressed the materials and technologies for creating these textiles, 

particularly the loom and its two major variations: the single-heddle loom and the 

double-heddle loom.  The authors included brief sections addressing additional methods 

for producing cloth, including dyeing, appliqué and embroidery, as well as printing and 

stenciling.  Their publication was enhanced by a wealth of photographs and diagrams 

depicting the production and technologies associated with weaving, as well as images 

from the British Museum’s collection of African textiles. 

The majority of publications on African textiles and personal adornment 

consistently included examples from Ghana, particularly of kente cloth, although none of 

the previously mentioned publications focused exclusively on the production and 

cultural significance of Ghanaian textiles.  The earliest and most comprehensive 

exploration of Ghanaian textiles was Venice Lamb’s West African Weaving (1975).  
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Lamb began her publication with an overview of the various types of West African 

textiles and their methods of production, including appliquéd, stamped, and tie-and-

dyed textiles.  Her following chapter focused on the historical importance of woven 

textiles, specifically the archaeologically significant Tellem textiles, which demonstrated 

that strip-woven textiles were being produced and traded as early as the eleventh 

century.  This assertion was significant, as previous publications had not attempted to 

establish the importance of African textiles in an archaeological context.   

The main focus of Lamb’s publication was two Ghanaian ethnic groups known for 

producing kente cloth: the Asante and the Ewe.  She provides a comprehensive 

assessment of both weaving practices, addressing specific weaving technologies, 

names of patterns and motifs, and acknowledging local categorizations of textiles, such 

as Asasia cloth, a textile woven only for the Asante’s king, the Asantehene.  By dividing 

her discussion of kente into the two primary ethnic groups that produce the cloth, Lamb 

establishes crucial distinctions between the styles and motifs of Ewe and Asante kente.  

Her exploration of Ewe kente was an important contribution to the field of African art, as 

Ewe textiles were understudied in comparison to the more widely recognized Asante 

kente.  Her publication was enhanced by a plethora of photographs, including historical 

and contemporary images of textiles worn by Ghanaians and detailed images of the 

technologies and processes of producing woven cloth.  Lamb included images of the 

woven textiles she and her husband collected during the 1960s and early 1970s, a 

collection that remains one of the most comprehensive collections of West African 

textiles in the United States.  Following this publication, Venice Lamb published two 
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additional books exploring the production and significance of African textiles: Au 

Cameroun Weaving – Tissage (1981) and Sierra Leone Weaving (1984). 

As the scholarship of African textiles and personal adornments continued to 

develop, scholars began narrowing their focus to conduct explorations of specific 

cultural groups or textile forms, as exemplified by Venice Lamb’s seminal contribution 

on strip-weaving in West Africa.  Scholar Peggy Gilfoy revisited Lamb’s focus on strip-

woven textiles, publishing Patterns of Life: West African Strip-Weaving Traditions 

(1987).  The first issue of African Arts devoted to the studies of African textiles was 

published in 1982 and included articles addressing Mande hunters’ tunics, the dress of 

the FraFra people in Northern Ghana, and forms of Egungun costumes in Abeokuta, 

Nigeria.  Other publications, like Mary Jo Arnoldi and Christine Kreamer’s edited volume 

Crowning Achievements: African Arts of Dressing the Head (1995), explored a particular 

form of dress or adornment and its expressions throughout the African continent.  Jean 

Borgatti’s Cloth as Metaphor: Nigerian Textiles from the Museum of Cultural History 

(1983) exemplified the repeated approach of analyzing textile forms of a particular 

country, whereas Claire Polakoff’s Into Indigo: African Textiles and Dyeing Techniques 

(1980) illustrated the importance of analyzing specific types of textile production.   

Recent publications, like Alisa LaGamma and Christine Giuntini’s The Essential 

Art of African Textiles (2008), placed the significance of historical African textiles in a 

contemporary context by exploring how African artists have been influenced by textiles 

and dress practices.  This is exemplified by LaGamma and Giuntini’s acknowledgement 

that the works of Ghanaian artists El Anatsui and Atta Kwami are informed by the 

designs and color schemes of kente cloth.  Other publications exploring the current 
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significance of historical African textiles include Susan Cooksey’s edited volume Africa 

Interweave: Textile Diasporas (2011), Bernard Gardi’s Woven Beauty: The Art of West 

African Textiles (2009), John Picton’s The Art of African Textiles, Technology, 

Tradition,and Lurex (1995), and Victoria Rovine’s Bogolan: Shaping Culture Through 

Cloth in Contemporary Mali (2001). 

African en Vogue: The Literature on African Fashion 

The growing importance of African textiles and dress practices to the field of 

African art history allowed for the development of a subcategory of African dress 

studies, which focuses on African fashion, a field that is currently growing in popularity 

and significance.  The study of African fashion is firmly rooted in the literature of African 

textiles and personal adornment, as the creations of Africa’s fashion designers are 

directly informed by historical textiles and dress practices.  As the field of African 

fashion continues to develop, it may demonstrate that many historical textiles and 

personal adornments currently interpreted as historical works of art, are in fact elaborate 

and complex examples of historical fashions.   

African fashion did not become a focus of academic research until the last 

decade, with the majority of scholarly publications introduced in the early 2000s.  

Popular publications, particularly in Europe, recognized the significance of African 

designers and their creations by the late 1990s.  Revue Noire’s special issue on African 

fashion (1997-98) was the first international publication to acknowledge the importance 

and diversity of contemporary African fashion.  The issue emphasized the role of Malian 

designer Chris Seydou in promoting African fashion and provided a visual summation of 

the most promising African designers of the late 20th century.  This publication was 

followed by The Art of African Fashion (Van der Plas 1998), Elegances Africaines, 
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(Mendy-Ongoundou 2002),and Africa is in Style (Geoffroy-Schneiter 2006).  The 

majority of these publications, much like Revue Noire, focused on the careers and 

creations of African fashion designers that had garnered international recognition during 

the 1990s, such as Chris Seydou, Xuly Bët, Alphadi, and Pathé’O.  Although several of 

the publications acknowledged the existence of fashion systems in African countries 

prior to the late twentieth century, the presence of African designer fashions in a 

historical context remained largely unexplored, unintentionally perpetuating the notion 

that African designer fashions were introduced in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

Furthermore, the majority of these publications were non-academic, superficially 

addressing the careers and creations of African fashion designers without situating 

them in their broader historical or cultural contexts.    

African fashion became a focus of academic research in the early 20th century.  

The dissertation of Betty Wass, Yoruba Dress: A Systematic Case Study of Five 

Generations of a Lagos Family (1975), was a precursor to recent studies of African 

fashion.  Wass used the personal archives of an elite Lagos family to trace the revisions 

of dress from 1900 to 1974, relating trends in dressing to specific political and social 

shifts during predetermined temporal periods.  Recent scholarly publications on African 

fashion includeThe Global Circulation of African Fashion (Rabine 2002), Fashioning 

Africa: Power and the Politics of Dress (ed. Allman 2004), the chapter “Working the 

Edge: XULY.Bët’s Recycled Clothing” from Old Clothes, New Looks: Second Hand 

Fashion (Rovine 2004), the special “African Fashion/African Style” issue of Fashion 

Theory (ed. Rovine 2009), African Fashion Global Style: Histories, Innovations, and 

Ideas You Can Wear (2014), Contemporary African Fashion (eds. Gott and Loughran 



 

47 

2010), and African Dress: Fashion, Agency, Performance (ed. Hansen and Madison 

2013).   

Rabine’s publication was one of the earliest to address the significance of African 

fashion, asserting that “the informal African fashion network does not lie beyond or 

outside global capitalism…it is otherwise enmeshed” (Rabine 2002: 3).  Rabine traced 

the movements of fashions throughout Africa and the United States, exploring how the 

meanings of garments and textiles were made and re-made, reflecting their specific 

locations and cultural contexts.  Rabine asserted the primacy of fashion for the field of 

African studies by implementing African fashion as a vehicle for exploring broader 

issues of African and African-American cultures and identities. 

My own research is greatly influenced by the scholarship of Victoria Rovine.  Her 

aforementioned publications and her book Bogolan: Shaping Culture through Cloth in 

Contemporary Mali (2008) have informed my research, particularly regarding my 

exploration of African textiles as materials for fashion and my assessments of individual 

designers and the importance of interpreting their fashions.  This approach is 

exemplified by Rovine’s description of XULY.Bët’s recycled garments as indicative of 

“the creation of a new, distinctly modern cultural form that draws on a variety of 

practices and precedents, African and Western, without replicating a single model” 

(Rovine 2005: 223).  Rovine’s exploration of Malian designer Chris Seydou’s 

manipulation of bogolan cloth into a meaningful material for his haute couture creations 

is invoked in this dissertation, as the majority of Ghanaian fashion designers are 

similarly incorporating historical textiles into their designs to simultaneously challenge 

and preserve established forms of dress and textiles.     
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The popularity of African fashion in a non-academic context has continued to 

grow, resulting in numerous magazine features and books offering glimpses of Africa’s 

diverse designer fashions.  The most comprehensive, non-academic publication on 

African fashion is Helen Jennings’ New African Fashion (2011), which highlights the 

careers and creations of over forty contemporary African fashion designers, including 

Ghanaian Oswald Boateng and Nigerian Duro Olowu.  The significance of Jennings’ 

publication is that it formally recognizes, albeit superficially, that African fashion 

designers were active throughout the continent prior to the 1980s and 1990s.  As she 

states, “the first generation of recognized fashion designers drew on local fabrics and 

styles as a means of showing pride in their African identities in the wake of a flurry of 

independence that swept across Africa in the 1960s” (Jennings 2011: 11).  Jennings 

acknowledges Nigerian designer Shade Thomas-Fahm, who returned to Lagos in 1960 

to open one of the earliest documented designer fashion boutiques in West Africa.  

Despite Jennings’ recognition of historical African fashion designers, their careers, 

specific designs, and cultural significance remain largely unexplored.   

The Materials and Forms of Accra’s Fashions: An Overview of Wax Print Fabric, 
Kente Cloth, and the Kaba  

 It is necessary to establish accurate definitions of specific Ghanaian dress forms 

and materials, engaging with existing literature on these subjects.  The following 

section, which serves as a continuation of the literature review, will address Ghanaian 

textiles and dress forms that are particularly important to this dissertation, including 

kente cloth, wax print fabric, and the kaba.  I will blend established scholarship with my 

research and personal experiences in Ghana to present a nuanced depiction of these 

textiles and materials.     
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Before discussing specific materials and dress practices that form the basis for 

Accra’s historical and contemporary fashion culture, the complexity of the concept of 

African traditions must be explored.  The use of tradition to describe historically 

significant forms of African art, including African textiles, has become highly contested 

among African art historians.  Sabine Marschall concisely summarized the conventional 

use of the term, stating that tradition is believed to “refer to customs, beliefs, and values 

held by local African people before the advent of Western cultural influence and the 

import of Christian belief systems” (Marschall 2010: 246).  Sidney Kasfir recognized an 

additional difficulty in using the term tradition, as the concept implies that African art 

“has a timeless past, that in the long interlude before colonialism, forms remained more 

or less static over centuries” (Kasfir 1992: 43).  Kasfir further asserted that in 

discussions of traditional African art, “the reader is invited into a fictional ethnographic 

present where…radical changes do not intrude” (1992: 44).     

  Despite the problematic qualities of tradition in an academic context, particularly 

when referencing African art forms and cultural practices, the concept of tradition is 

actively discussed and employed by Ghanaians.  In relation to this dissertation, 

Ghanaian fashion designers and consumers readily describe historically significant 

textiles and forms of dress, such as kente cloth and wax print fabric, as exemplars of 

Ghanaian traditions.  This usage of tradition is illustrated by a conversation with Aisha 

Obuobi, creator of the fashion label Christie Brown.  During an interview, I asked 

Obuobi what the term traditional meant to her.  She responded: “I know wax print didn’t 

come from here, yet we say it’s our traditional print all the time.  Even though it’s not 

from here, it’s become our culture.  It doesn’t matter that it was brought by the Dutch; 
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why not consider it traditional?” (Obuobi 2012: personal interview)  She continued: “we 

are not as strict on our traditions.  I see that in Ghana it is very easy for us to mix new 

elements into our traditions.  You see how people are okay with it, so we just go with it” 

(2012: personal interview).   

Obuobi’s reflections on traditional Ghanaian textiles encapsulate the primary 

difference between Western scholars’ definition of tradition and its use among 

Ghanaians: a Ghanaian understanding of tradition does not preclude innovation and 

change.  On the contrary, traditional forms of Ghanaian dress and textiles are frequently 

revised, often responding to the introduction of new materials and ideas.  The 

importance of change to historical forms of African textiles was acknowledged by 

Ghanaian philosopher Kwame Appiah, who explored the meaning of tradition in relation 

to kente cloth.  As Appiah stated, “with our kente cloth: the silk was always imported, 

traded by Europeans, produced in Asia.  This tradition was once an innovation.  Should 

we reject it for that reason as untraditional?” (Appiah 2007: 107).  Instead of dismissing 

kente’s classification as traditional, Appiah asserted that “cultures are made of 

continuities and changes, and the identity of a society can survive through these 

changes” (2007: 107).  His sentiments are echoed by the assertions of Joanne Eicher, 

who argued that “in Africa, ‘traditional’ dress was always a changing practice, remaking 

itself in interaction with other dress styles, with garments of Western commercial 

manufacture and the West’s fashion system” (Eicher 2013: 4).   

Appiah and Eicher illustrate that African dress and textiles have been 

experiencing change for decades, in spite of the problematic implications of their 

classification as traditional.  Furthermore, their arguments imply that the malleability of 
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African textiles and dress forms are crucial to their continued survival.  Obuobi 

expressed this sentiment in a comment regarding kente cloth, stating that “we strip it 

apart, rearrange it, do whatever,” attesting to Ghanaians continued experimentation with 

this traditional textile (Obuobi 2012: personal interview).  The importance of revision to 

the continued existence of historically significant textiles will be explored further in 

Chapter 3, with an examination of Juliana Norteye’s kente kaba ensemble.   

Instead of arguing for the rejection of tradition as a defining concept, I believe the 

term can encapsulate the complexities of historically rooted African art, providing a 

more accurate and localized conception of specific forms of artistic expression.  This 

assertion is supported by established scholars, including Richard Handler and Jocelyn 

Linnekin, who argue that “tradition fails when those who use it are unable to deatch it 

from the implications of Western common sense, which presumes that an unchanging 

core of ideas and customs is always handed down from the past” (Handler and Likken 

1984: 273).  Handler and Linnkein conceive of tradition as embodying “both continuity 

and discontinuity,” suggesting that “since all cultures change ceaselessly, there can only 

be what is new, although what is new can take on symbolic value as ‘traditional’” (1984: 

273).   

As recognized by Handler and Linnekin, the Western, academic conception of 

tradition can be problematic; I choose to rely on a definition of tradition that is informed 

by Ghanaians, exemplified by Obuobi.  I define tradition as forms of artistic expression 

that are crucial to an African community’s cultural fabric for an extended period of time, 

yet are susceptible to revision and innovation.  The inclusiveness of this definition 

allows for materials that may be foreign in origin and objects that are distinctly local to 
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be equally identified as traditional.  My use of the term tradition places primacy on the 

Ghanaians involved in this dissertation and their own conceptualization of this essential 

term.  The dress forms and textiles that will be subsequently discussed in this section, 

including kente cloth, wax print fabric, and the kaba, are broadly identified by 

contemporary Ghanaians as traditional.   

The Proof is in the Print: The History and Complexities of Wax Print Fabric 

Ruth Nielsen’s pioneering chapter, “The History and Development of Wax-

Printed Textiles Intended for West Africa and Zaire” (1979), introduced key concepts 

regarding imported, industrially-printed fabrics.  Nielsen established that two types of 

industrially printed textiles were imported to West Africa: wax print fabrics, also known 

as wax batiks, and nonwax prints, often referred to as fancy or roller print fabrics.  

Nielsen distinguished between these two categories, stating that “African wax print is a 

printed cotton fabric of plain weave to which the design is applied with hot wax or resin 

on both sides of the cloth…roller prints are ordinary printed fabrics to which the design 

is applied on one side of the cloth in a continuous process by engraved metal rollers” 

(Nielsen 1979: 468).  Nielsen recognized that wax print fabrics were often imbued with 

local meanings, serving as indicators of social status or representing national identities.   

Nielsen established a list of inspirational sources for wax print designs, which 

allowed for subsequent scholars to initiate detailed explorations of specific types of wax 

print.  This detailed investigation of wax print is evidenced by several publications, 

including In Praise of Heroes: Contemporary African Commemorative Cloth (Spencer 

1982), “Wearing Proverbs: Anyi Names for Printed Factory Cloth” (Domowitz 1992), 

Ghanaian Wax Print Textiles: Viewpoints of Designers, Distributors, Sellers and 

Consumers (Littrell 1985), “The A.B.C’s of Cloth and Politics in Côte d’Ivoire” (Bickford 
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1994), Everyday Patterns: Factory-printed Cloth of Africa (Bickford 1997), “Prints and 

Politics: Reflections on President Obama’s Visit to Ghana” (Richards 2011), and “Mama 

Benz in Trouble: Networks, the State, and Fashion Wars in the Beninese Textile 

Market” (Prag 2013).   

Nielsen established that the origins of African wax print fabric are rooted in a 

complex historical exchange between Europeans and Africans.  African wax prints 

developed from the Dutch desire to profit from their colonies, particularly Indonesia.  

Following the secession of Belgium in 1830, the Dutch were forced to reconstruct the 

powerful and profitable Flanders textile industry in Haarlem, Holland.  The original goal 

of Dutch textile entrepreneurs was to industrially produce Indonesian batiks.  This was 

accomplished by adapting a printing machine to apply resin to both sides of a cotton 

fabric.  Although the industrially printed fabric mimicked the style of Indonesian batik, 

the mechanized process caused the applied resin to crack, which allowed dye to seep 

through and created an unpredictable and lively “crackling” pattern.  The Indonesians 

abhorred the industrially printed fabric, likely considering it an inferior version to their 

hand-dyed batik, but the textile quickly became popular throughout West Africa.   

Picton and other scholars of African textiles attribute the growing presence of 

wax print fabric in West Africa to Ebenezer Brown Flemming, the sole agent for the 

production and dissemination of the Haarlem Cotton Company’s imitation batiks (Picton 

1995: 27).  According to Bickford, Flemming brought wax print fabrics to the Gold Coast 

as early as the 1890s (Bickford 1994: 7).   As the fabrics grew in popularity, factories 

throughout Europe were established, including Brunnschweiler Ltd., one of the most 

important English manufacturers of wax print fabric (Nielsen 1979: 474).   
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 The European origin of wax print fabric does not imply that West Africans were 

passive consumers of these imported textiles; West Africans were actively involved in 

the production and design of wax print fabrics, resulting in a careful and calculated 

collaboration between Europeans and West Africans.  This is evidenced by Picton’s 

research on designs created specifically for the Gold Coast, including patterns inspired 

by postage stamps and colonial ports, which were produced and sold in 1905 (Picton 

1995: 28).  Other designs, such as depictions of European landscapes and floral motifs, 

were clearly influenced by European design aesthetics.  As Picton asserted, “the 

decorative style, layout and subject matter of the earliest Brown Flemming 

cloths…indicate that whoever was responsible for advising the Haarlem engravers was 

drawing upon Indonesian and ancient Egyptian visual sources, West African proverbial 

and educational interests, and the Dutch countryside” (1995: 28).  Picton further 

established that the British company Brunnschweiler’s first designs were based on 

distinctly Gold Coast motifs, including adinkra stamps, depictions of important Gold 

Coast women, and the Asantehene (1995: 29).  This provides further evidence that 

West Africans’ preferences and specific iconographies were actively incorporated into 

the production of European wax prints. 

 Following independence in 1957, Ghana became one of the earliest nations to 

develop local wax print factories, beginning in the 1960s with ATL and GTP.  Ghana’s 

textile factories, like many throughout West Africa, experienced difficulties in production 

and manufacturing throughout the twentieth century, but have maintained their 

presence in Ghana’s wax print stalls and markets.   
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In the last twenty years, wax print fabric throughout West Africa has experienced 

rapid change, particularly due to the introduction of Chinese imitation wax print fabrics, 

which are created without the application of resin.  Axelsson and Sylvanus’s “Navigating 

Chinese Textile Networks: Women Traders in Accra and Lomé” offers several important 

observations regarding the proliferation of Chinese wax print fabric in the context of 

Accra.  Axelsson argues that following President Rawlings’s economic reforms during 

the 1980s and early 1990s, which opened Ghana’s market to foreign investors and 

limited the state’s involvement in the production of textiles, the importation and 

subsequent popularity of Chinese wax prints grew dramatically.  Axelsson’s assertion is 

supported by the reflections of a textile trading family who began to sell Chinese wax 

print during the late 1980s, citing the declining popularity of locally produced wax print 

as the impetus for their decision.  Axelsson additionally documented that as the 

popularity of Chinese wax print increased, random raids were implemented to prevent 

market women from selling Chinese wax print that imitated Ghanaian designs, although 

these raids have been largely unsuccessful.   

As imitation Chinese wax prints become more commonplace in Ghanaian 

markets, it is necessary to re-evaluate the terms employed by art historians to discuss 

specific types of wax print textiles.  Vlisco currently classifies their printed fabrics as 

wax, super wax, or java.  The main distinction between wax and super wax is that the 

latter is printed on a denser cotton fabric and incorporates two applications of wax, 

which creates a more complex crackling effect.  Java, similar to Nielsen’s categorization 

of fancy or roller prints, is defined as fabric that does not include the use of wax or resin 

in its production.  Picton confirms the existence of these categorizations in Ghana in his 
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introduction to Technology, Tradition and Lurex; he footnoted a personal experience 

with a market woman in Kumasi who distinguished between wax prints, Java prints and 

fancy prints (Picton 1995: 30).  According to Picton, the woman designated the imported 

Chinese fabrics as fancy prints, fabric manufactured in Ghana as Java prints, and fabric 

imported from Nigeria and Ivory Coast as wax prints (1995: 30).  

My recent experiences with fabric sellers in Accra, primarily in Makola Market 

and the neighborhood market of Malata, suggest a revision in the classification of wax 

print fabrics has occurred.  The majority of printed fabrics currently available are 

generally categorized by sellers as wax prints, although most are no longer produced 

with wax or resin.  Currently, the origin of the fabric takes precedence over the 

technology of its creation, with sellers distinguishing companies such as Vlisco, GTP, 

and ATL from the vast majority of wax print fabrics that are imported from China 

(HiTarget).  This change in classification could be attributed to the overwhelming 

presence of Chinese printed cloth in Accra’s markets.  Wax print fabrics printed by local 

factories or by Vlisco are still present, but are far from commonplace.  Due to the broad 

usage of the term wax print to indicate a variety of real and imitation wax print fabrics, 

this dissertation refers to all printed fabrics that mimic the designs and patterns of wax 

print fabric as wax print, distinguishing between these textiles based on the location of 

their manufacture.   

Conversations with Accra’s emerging designers revealed similar categorizations 

of wax print, with individuals distinguishing between European produced textiles 

(Vlisco), locally manufactured textiles (GTP, ATL, Printex), and Asian wax print textiles 

(HiTarget).  The value placed on specific types of textiles has dramatically shifted, with 
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young Ghanaians designers stating that they often use Chinese wax print because it is 

more affordable and features a greater diversity of colors and prints.  Swimwear and 

accessories designer Aya Morrison, who uses exclusively Chinese wax print fabrics, 

explained “I use Chinese, HiTarget.  It’s weird, right?  I tried ATL, but ATL’s fabric 

runs…so I tried HiTarget and it worked.  It didn’t run, it didn’t shrink, it blended fine.  It 

was colorful, it was nice, and people liked them.  It was perfect” (Morrison 2012: 

personal interview).  Designer Ajepomaa Mensah expressed similar sentiments; she 

uses a range of wax print fabrics, including Vlisco, but maintained that “the reason why I 

think HiTarget is a good product is because of the ply of cotton they use…I know GTP 

has a good product, but the ply of the cotton is too light” (Mensah 2012: personal 

interview). 

This changing classification of wax print fabric among Accra market woman and 

fashion designers does not imply that specific patterns have lost their cultural 

significance.  Many wax print patterns are still considered traditional, based on the 

qualifications originally identified by Nielsen: “that it was sold regularly over a course of 

years; that it was given a name; and that it was kept and valued” (1979: 481).  This was 

echoed by fashion designer Ajepomaa Mensah, who stated that “for [a pattern] to have 

heritage, it has to be fifty plus [years old].  All those named ones have heritage” 

(1979:481).  This discussion further indicates the importance of employing my definition 

of tradition in regards to wax print fabric, as it maintains its traditional status among 

Ghanaians in a contemporary context, despite its continued fluctuations in quality and 

origin of production.     
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The Importance of Kente cloth 

 Doran Ross’ seminal publication, Wrapped in Pride: Ghanaian Kente and African 

American Identity, is the most important and comprehensive academic contribution to 

investigate kente cloth.  Ross’ publication includes extensive research on the history, 

production and significance of kente cloth in Ghana and the diaspora. Due to the 

exhaustive nature of Ross’ publication, this section will highlight elements of kente cloth 

that are important to this dissertation, including the textile’s historical precedence and its 

significance as visually asserting a distinctly Ghanaian identity.   

 Kente cloth is a strip-woven textile produced primarily by Asante and Ewe men 

on a horizontal or double-heddle loom.3  Individual strips are sewn together to produce 

a large cloth that is wrapped around the body in a complex manner.  Although strip-

woven textiles are found throughout West Africa, kente is distinct from these forms in 

terms of color, pattern, and meaning.  Asante kente is the most widely recognized style 

of kente cloth, known for its saturated, yet limited color scheme and its reliance on 

primarily geometric patterns (Figure 1-1).  This contrasts with Ewe kente, which 

employs a more diverse and subdued range of colors, as well as the incorporation of 

pictorial motifs (Figure 1-2).  The majority of kente cloth discussed in this dissertation 

can be classified as Asante, since the color schemes and overall pattern of the cloths 

are indicative of this style.  Additionally, due to the popularity of Asante kente both 

locally and abroad, it is the most prevalent type of kente cloth found in Accra.    

                                            
3
 During my first trip to Ghana in 2009, I visited the village of Bonwire, known as the center of Asante 

kente weaving.  I spoke to several male kente weavers and asked if there were any women who made 
kente, their response was: “Yes, there was a woman, but we ran her out of town.”  I include this brief 
anecdote to illustrate that although there are a few women known to weave kente, it remains primarily the  
prerogative of men.    
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 The earliest historical account of Asante weaving, likely a precursor to kente 

cloth, was recorded by a Danish envoy named Nog during his visit to Asantehene 

Opoku Ware I in the 1730s (Ross 1998: 151).  Nog recorded that Opoku Ware’s 

subjects “were able to spin cotton, and they wove bands of it, three fingers wide.  When 

twelve strips long were sewn together, it became a ‘Pantjes’ or sash” (1998:151, Romer 

1965 (1760): 36).  Nog described that the woven strips were often of contrasting colors, 

including blue, white, and red.  He also recognized that kente cloth for Opoku Ware I 

was created from imported silk: “Opoku bought silk taffeta and materials of all colours.  

The artists unraveled them so that they obtained large quantities of woolen and silk 

threads, which they mixed with their cotton and got many colours” (1998: 151, 1965 

(1760): 36).   

The Asante practice of unraveling imported silk fabrics and reweaving the 

threads to create strip-woven textiles was referenced again in 1817, by British envoy 

Thomas Bowdich.  Bowdich recorded that chiefs “wore Ashantee cloths, of extravagant 

price from the costly foreign silks which had been unraveled to weave them in all the 

varieties of colour, as well as pattern” (1998: 152, Bowdich 1966: 35).  Bowdich added 

that “they were of an incredible size and weight, and thrown over the shoulder exactly 

like the Roman toga” (1998:152, 1966: 35).  The historical accounts of Nog and 

Bowdich, as referenced by Ross, establish the antecedents of Ghana’s contemporary 

kente cloth, illustrating the historical significance of the textile.  The records of Nog and 

Bowdich further indicate that for over 200 years, kente cloth has been the product of 

blending local styles and technologies with foreign influences and materials.   
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Originally, Asante kente cloth was the prerogative of the Asantehene, his royal 

retinue, and other Akan chiefs.  As the power of the Asantehene waned during the late 

nineteenth century, particularly following the exile of the Asantehene Prempeh I in 1900, 

Asante kente cloth became increasingly accessible to non-royal individuals.  During the 

twentieth century, virtually anyone able to purchase Asante kente could wear it, 

although the donning of the textile was limited to contexts that merited prestigious attire 

(1998: 55).   

The twentieth century democratization of kente was greatly influenced by 

Ghana’s first president Kwame Nkrumah, who actively promoted wearing kente cloth, as 

well as other indigenous textiles, throughout Ghana and abroad.  According to Ross, 

“Kwame Nkrumah was indeed responsible for making kente visible on the world stage” 

(1998: 166).  Scholars Ross and G. P. Hagan assert that Nkrumah’s primary intention 

for repeatedly wrapping himself in the iconic cloth was to reincorporate local forms of 

dress.  As Hagan explains, “African dress had to live side by side with the European 

dress…And Nkrumah showed them how” (Hagan 1991: 15).  Hagan continued: “he 

[Nkrumah] put on kente for formal ceremonies.  In so doing, he used elements of 

cultural attire to show that customs from different ethnic cultures were merely different 

aspects or manifestations of one cultural identity, the Ghanaian identity” (1991: 15).   

Kente not only symbolized Ghana and its diverse peoples, it became 

synonymous with the concept of Pan-Africanism and eventually, broader notions of 

African ancestry.  Ross attributed the origins of these additional meanings to Nkrumah’s 

prominence in African-American publications, like Ebony magazine.  According to Ross, 

“between its June 1952 issue, when Ebony announced Nkrumah as the new prime 
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minister of Ghana, and its September 1966 issue, when it recorded the coup d’état that 

deposed him, Ebony published at least seventy-seven photos of people wearing kente 

in thirty-four issues” (Ross 1998: 168).  During this time, a number of prominent African-

Americans, including Maya Angelou, Muhammad Ali, and Malcolm X, traveled to Ghana 

and wrote about, even wore the iconic textile, aiding in its association with Pan-

Africanism and other Black nationalist movements (1998: 171, 174, 178).  As Ross 

concisely stated, “as understanding of the cloth increased, it became a premier symbol 

of African heritage and a tangible link with the African continent and its history” (1998: 

178).  This assertion is echoed by Nii Quarcoopome, who stated that by the 1990s 

“kente is increasingly recognized as ‘African’ by people of all colors, and it has come to 

symbolize African identity in the Diaspora” (Quarcoopome 1995: 193).  This dissertation 

enhances the scholarship of Ross and Quarcoopome, further illustrating the importance 

of kente cloth, in Ghana and abroad, as a symbol of Ghanaian and African heritage, as 

well as the textile’s continued importance as a material for Ghanaian designer fashions.   

Wearing the Nation: The Kaba 

The kaba, also known as the kaba and slit, is a garment that exemplifies how a 

form of attire resulting from the fusion of international and local dress styles can signify 

a distinctly Ghanaian identity.  The kaba is not limited to Ghana; variations of the 

garment can be found in several West African countries, including Sierra Leone (Wass 

and Broderick 1979).  What distinguishes the Ghanaian kaba is its direct association 

with Ghanaian dress heritage.    As a Ghanaian explained to art historian Suzanne Gott, 

“kaba is our national custom.  It’s our real Ghanaian dress” (1979: 19). 

The kaba is typically created from six yards of fabric, with two yards used for 

each of the garment’s three integral elements: a tailored blouse, a sewn or wrapped 
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skirt, and an additional piece of fabric used primarily as a wrapper or shawl (Figure 1-3).  

As elucidated by Gott, Ghana’s distinctive three-piece kaba was created when a 

European-inspired blouse was added to the existing wrapped ensemble of women’s 

dress (Gott 2010: 13).  Gott identified the earliest illustration of this hybrid garment in 

the 1831 account of a British woman’s travels along the coast of West Africa.  The 

woman’s sketch depicted an African woman, described as a “Fantee mulatto,” wearing 

the aforementioned hybrid garment, consisting of a tailored blouse and a wrapped skirt 

(2010: 13).   

According to Gott, although the kaba increased in popularity during the 

nineteenth century, by the century’s end “the Ghanaian kaba became a mode of dress 

largely associated with ‘illiterates,’ or women without formal schooling” (2010: 14).  

Following Ghana’s independence and Nkrumah’s exaltation of indigenous forms of 

dress, the kaba, much like kente cloth, became a symbol of Ghana’s national heritage.  

The kaba has maintained its significance and popularity in a contemporary context, 

becoming one of Ghana’s most accessible and visible forms of fashion, quickly 

responding to changes in Accra’s fashion culture and often imitating the styles and 

embellishments of designer fashions.   

The Organization of this Dissertation 

The majority of this dissertation is divided into chapters based on the careers and 

creations of individual designers and their corresponding cultural and temporal contexts.  

This organization reflects the ephemeral nature of fashion, which is not created to exist 

in perpetuity.  Fashion is subject to the capricious proclivities of its producers and 

consumers, as well as the impermanence of the physical garments.  This is particularly 

evident in countries like Ghana that have not extensively documented nor preserved 
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examples of historical and contemporary fashions.  In order to reconstruct and analyze 

the dress practices of Accra, particularly in a historical context, it is necessary to rely 

primarily on the recollections and personal archives of individuals who were actively 

engaged in the production and maintenance of Accra’s fashion culture.  By structuring 

each chapter around a designer or group of designers, their fundamental importance in 

creating and maintaining the continued growth of Accra’s fashion culture is illuminated.   

As stated by Karen Tranberg Hansen in the edited volume African Dress: 

Fashion Agency, Performance: “the body and dress are intimately entangled.  Their 

entanglements are deeply entwined with the biographies of the wearers and 

particularities of time, space, location, site, and context” (Hansen 2013: 3).  These 

entanglements are applicable to fashion designers, who are equally “entwined” with 

their own creations and personal histories, often resulting in overwhelmingly positive 

interpretations of their careers and significance.  I attempt to temper these potential 

biases by blending the personal accounts of fashion designers with documentation from 

outside sources, however in some instances, corroborating their assertions was difficult.  

I will acknowledge designers who may have reified idealized conceptions of themselves 

in individual chapters. 

Following Chapter 1, which reviews the existing literature pertinent to this 

dissertation and introduces key concepts regarding Accra’s fashion culture, Chapter 2 

will establish the antecedents of Accra’s post-independence fashion culture, illustrating 

that a diverse and complex fashion culture was firmly established in Ghana’s capital by 

the early 1950s.  This chapter will rely primarily on documentation from the Daily 

Graphic and the Sunday Mirror, two popular media publications that consistently 
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documented the capricious and complex nature of Accra’s fashions with extensive 

photographs and detailed articles.  

 Chapter 3 begins the exploration and analysis of Ghanaian fashion designers 

and their creations with Juliana Norteye, Accra’s first formally trained fashion designer.  

This chapter highlights two of her most innovative garments, which reflected changing 

conceptions of Ghanaian identity in a post-independence context.  Chapter 4 highlights 

the career of Ricci Ossei, a Ghanaian designer who blended his penchant for American 

denim with local forms of historical textiles, resulting in garments that appealed to both 

Ghanaians and African-Americans.  This chapter further documents the decline of 

designer fashions during the 1980s due to the failing economy and anti-elitist 

government policies.  Chapter 5 focuses on the resurgence of Accra’s designer 

fashions, highlighting two designers known for their reliance on kente cloth, Kofi Ansah 

and Joyce Ababio.  Their garments were indicative of the growing, international 

popularity of kente cloth during the 1990s.  The careers of Beatrice “Bee” Anna Arthur 

and Ben Nonterah are the focus of Chapter 6, exploring how their designs reflect two 

distinct approaches to creating fashion, yet both are primarily concerned with capturing 

the essence of cosmopolitanism in their garments.  Chapter 7 addresses the current 

state of Accra’s fashion culture, highlighting the work of several emerging fashion 

designers and illustrating how wax print fabric has gained new significance as a material 

that signifies a distinctly Ghanaian identity for Accra’s youth.  Each chapter will highlight 

the importance of nationalism in creating a cosmopolitan identity through fashion, 

illustrating that in spite of Ghana’s capricious political culture, designer fashion 
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garments have continually encapsulated conceptions of nationalism, tailored to their 

specific historical eras.   

The final chapter summarizes the critical contributions of this dissertation and 

advances several important observations regarding Accra’s fashion culture, in the 

hopes of challenging existing scholarship on non-Western fashions.  The conclusion will 

further reiterate the importance of a nationalist cosmopolitanism to the production of 

designer fashions, a notion that is woven throughout this dissertation.  The final chapter 

will further suggest that Ghanaian designer fashions have served as a potent assertion 

of elite Ghanaians’ power and autonomy, particularly for women.  Ultimately, this 

dissertation will prove the paramount importance of fashion to the citizens of Accra, 

demonstrating that Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings’ description that introduced this 

chapter is a concise and accurate depiction of Ghana’s capital city: “people have been 

fashionable for years” (Rawlings 2012: personal interview).   
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Figure 1-1.  Detail of Asante kente cloth, the “Clinton” pattern, 2010.  Photograph by 
Christopher Richards. 

 

 
 
Figure 1-2.  Ewe kente (Togodo) cloth, 2011.  The Lamb Collection of African Textiles, 

National Museum of African Art. Photograph by Christopher Richards. 
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Figure 1-3.  Mrs. Emily Asiedu (left) wearing a kaba, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards
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CHAPTER 2 
“BEING FASHION WISE”: THE PRESENCE OF FASHION IN PRE-INDEPENDENCE 

ACCRA  

 We have always been distinctive in our dress and for long have been the 
models for Africa.  We must ensure we do not fall behind – we must keep 
pace in our ideas with the progress of modern Gold Coast. 

—Uknown Fashion Contributor 
The Sunday Mirror 

 
The existence of a distinct fashion culture, overflowing with aspiring designers, 

countless catwalks, and the dogged documentation of the latest trends, is considered a 

recent phenomenon throughout much of the African continent.  Seminal publications like 

Revue Noire’s special issue on African fashion and The Prince Clause Fund’s The Art of 

African Fashion suggest that African fashion designers emerged in the late 1970s – 

early 1980s, with Chris Seydou considered the forefather of contemporary African 

fashion.  As this chapter will demonstrate, fashion in Africa, specifically in Ghana, 

existed decades before Seydou first captured the attention of fashion journalists, 

researchers, and the global elite.  Fashion, and a thriving fashion culture, has existed in 

Ghana’s capital Accra since before the country’s independence in 1957.  By relying on 

photographic images and articles from Ghana’s two most established newspapers, the 

Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror, I will establish that Ghanaians were actively 

creating and documenting three distinct, yet co-existing and permeable realms of 

fashion in Accra: world fashions, international fashions, and local, specifically Ghanaian 

fashion.  This chapter will not only attest to the historical depth of Ghana’s fashion 

culture, but will demonstrate how Accra’s multiple realms of fashion established the 

foundation for the country’s future fashion designers, suggesting that Accra, much like 

the globally recognized cosmopolitan cities of New York City, London, and Paris, has 
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been and continues to be a “fashion city” (Gilbert 2006).  Ultimately, this chapter will 

argue that the diverse fashions of pre-indpendence Accra functioned as visual 

assertions of power and autonomy for elite Gold Coast women.   

 Before discussing specific articles and photographs that document Accra’s 

realms of fashion, it is important to briefly discuss the history of newspapers in Ghana.  

As part of this history, I will focus on the development of the Daily Graphic and the 

Sunday Mirror, two of the oldest and most popular newspapers in Accra.  This section 

will explore the aforementioned newspapers’ transition from colonially-owned 

publications to their acquisition by the Ghanaian government and the inherent biases 

that accompanied each of these affiliations.  This discussion will attest to the popularity 

and influence of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror, as well as their significance 

and usefulness as two of the only published sources that have consistently documented 

Ghana’s fashion cultures since the early 1950s.1   

The History of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror 

Newspapers have been a significant vehicle for documenting political, social, and 

cultural changes in Ghana for almost two hundred years.  The first newspaper 

established in the Gold Coast colony was The Royal Gold Coast Gazette, founded in 

1822 by Sir Charles MacCarthy (Anokwa 1997: 9, Hasty 2005: 9).   As the first British 

Governor of the Gold Coast colony, MacCarthy ensured The Royal Gold Coast Gazette 

was attuned to local news developments, while simultaneously serving as the official 

voice for colonial policy (Hasty 2005: 9).  Later, several other newspapers, including 

                                            
1
 The titles of both newspapers have been revised multiple times over their continued existence, 

particularly The Sunday Mirror, which has also been titled Sunday Mirror and The Mirror.  In order to 
maintain a level of consistency, I will refer to these newspapers as the Daily Graphic and the Sunday 
Mirror, regardless of their various name changes.  For an accurate reflection of their actual titles in 

relation to specific time periods, please refer to the references section.       
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periodicals owned and edited by Africans, were introduced.  One of the earliest 

examples of a newspaper owned and edited by Gold Coast Africans was the 

Bannerman Brothers' West African Herald, established in 1857 (2005: 9).  By the late 

19th and early 20th centuries, the colonial government instituted stringent guidelines for 

newspaper publications to prevent Africans in the Gold Coast from publishing any 

material deemed critical of the colonial government (2005: 10).  Despite these strict 

regulations, many of the popular newspapers during the colonial era were owned and 

edited by Africans, including newspapers controlled by the colonial government.   

The Daily Graphic was established in Ghana by the British newspaper magnate 

Cecil King in 1950 as a daily publication that documented issues of national and 

international concern.  In 1953, King published the first issue of the Sunday Mirror, a 

weekly publication that highlighted the arts and cultural activities of Ghana, with a 

specific focus on Accra.  The Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror effectively eliminated 

most of the Gold Coast newspapers at the time, mainly due to their association with 

King’s larger conglomerate, the London Daily Mirror Group, and King’s substantial 

financial backing from British investors and banks (2005: 10).  Journalism scholar 

Kwadwo Anokwa described the Daily Graphic as “the most effective public 

communication media in Ghana,” attributing the newspapers’ success to their “financial 

security, modern equipment…and a…trained indigenous editorial staff” (Anokwa 1997: 

10).  This is further supported by communications scholar Clement Asante, who argued 

the Daily Graphic was “the first modern press to be set up in the country” (Asante 1996: 

7).  As Asante points out, the existing local newspapers, which were often set and 
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printed by hand, could not compete with the Daily Graphic’s rotary printing press, which 

allowed for faster, higher-quality, and more mass-produced publications (1996: 7).   

The Daily Graphic’s overarching purpose was to promote colonial policies and to 

generate revenue for British investors (Anokwa 1997: 10).  Despite the newspapers’ 

supposed colonialist intentions, William Hachten offered a differing opinion, stating that 

“these papers were staffed editorially by Africans and were never identified with the 

colonial governments” (Hachten 1971: 147).   In support of the staff’s relative 

independence, Nate Plageman stated: “by 1954, Graphic employees had considerable 

autonomy, a fact that King proudly attributed to their competence, abilities, and knack 

for journalistic success” (Plageman 2010: 145).  The intellectual freedom of Graphic 

contributors resulted in what Asante described as “an active interest in the political and 

social affairs of the country,” which likely added to the newspaper’s success, resulting in 

its high circulation and readership (Anokwa 1997: 11).  The Daily Graphic and the 

Sunday Mirror were more popular than most Ghanaian owned, independent 

newspapers, including Kwame Nkrumah’s publication, the Evening News, which he first 

published in the early 1950s (1997: 11).  Anokwa asserted that due to the popularity of 

the Daily Graphic, as well as its higher circulation when compared to other publications, 

it became “more effective than the Ghanaian owned papers in stirring…political 

awareness among Ghanaians” (1997: 11).   

The mass popularity of the Daily Graphic did not deter Nkrumah from vehemently 

rejecting the publication, which he viewed as “a relic of colonialism and a propaganda 

tool of opposition leaders” (1997: 11).  After the Gold Coast gained independence, 

Nkrumah launched an attack on all privately owned newspapers.  According to Asante, 
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“although he earlier had owned private newspapers, which he conveniently used...to 

mobilize Ghanaians for independence, he vehemently opposed an independent, 

opposition press” (Asante 1996: 14).  Nkrumah strongly believed that the press should 

reflect his ideologies of Pan-Africanism and national unity, so in 1958 he established his 

own newspaper,The Ghanaian Times.  Anokwa has noted that the first editorial of The 

Ghanaian Times clearly indicated the publication’s unwavering support of Nkrumah’s 

philosophies by stating “our policy will be to support the government in power…we 

believe unalterably that socialist policies of the CPP government are wisely and soundly 

conceived” (1996: 12). 

Nkrumah’s government made it increasingly difficult for the Daily Graphic to 

operate profitably in the newly independent nation.  Nkrumah expanded press laws 

instituted by the British colonial government, adding bills such as the 1960 “Criminal 

Code Bill,” which endowed Nkrumah with the power to “impose press censorship and 

restrict the publication…of materials considered to be ‘contrary to public interest’” (1996: 

21).  This essentially stifled the free speech of publications like the Daily Graphic, 

prompting the management of the Mirror Group to offer Nkrumah’s government full 

ownership and editorial control of both the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror (1996: 

15, Anokwa 1997: 12).  Nkrumah’s government was reluctant at first, but by 1962 the 

Ghanaian government agreed to purchase the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror, 

giving Nkrumah’s government exclusive control over all major Ghanaian newspapers 

(1996: 15).  As Jennifer Hasty stated, “just as they were liberated and empowered by 

the retreat of colonial forces, news media were immediately co-opted into the service of 

the state” (Hasty 2005: 10).     
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Under Nkrumah’s scrutiny, the state-owned newspapers operated as his main 

vehicle for nation building (Asante 1996: 19).  As Asante describes, “the press policy 

under Nkrumah was characterized strictly on the model of a strong socialist and neo-

communist-type press system (1996: 15).  Nkrumah believed, “the press…must be 

made an integral part of the country and…used for promoting national growth and 

integration” (1996: 15).  Surprisingly, in terms of popularity and production, newspapers 

like the Daily Graphic were not adversely affected by Nkrumah’s drastic methods of 

control.  As Anokwa suggested, “by all indications, Nkrumah’s reign was a period of 

healthy growth for the state-owned media” (Anokwa 1997: 13).  

Following the overthrow of Nkrumah and his government in 1966, the Daily 

Graphic and the Sunday Mirror remained state controlled newspapers, subjected to the 

ideological revisions and manipulations of Ghana’s multiple governments.  Asante 

provided a surprising example of the instantaneous nature of these shifts, as expressed 

by excerpts from the Daily Graphic.  Immediately following Nkrumah’s coup, the Daily 

Graphic began harshly criticizing Nkrumah’s government, declaring in a commentary on 

the military seizure of power that “tyranny is dead.  The people of Ghana have been 

freed from the great burden which has been imposed on them by the corrupt 

Government of Kwame Nkrumah…today democracy is reborn” (Asante 1996: 39).  The 

malleability of the state-owned newspapers is further demonstrated by the research of 

Jennifer Hasty, who argued that throughout the 1980s, J. J. Rawlings “relied heavily on 

the state media to construct his charisma and define the political legitimacy of his 

regime in terms of development patronage” (Hasty 2005: 7).  Much like during 
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Nkrumah’s presidency, private newspapers were “condemned as enemies of national 

unity and development…repressed and harassed to near extinction” (2005: 7).   

Instead of discounting the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror for their obvious 

biases, it is important to assess how both newspapers’ documentation of fashion and 

dress was directly linked to the development and promotion of specific nationalist and 

cosmopolitan identities, illustrating how fashion has been consciously influenced and 

manipulated by the citizens of Accra and Ghana’s various governments.  Benedict 

Anderson argues for the importance of newspapers in constructing nations, as they 

“provided the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ the kind of imagined community that is 

the nation” (Anderson 1991: 25).  Anderson further alludes to the potential importance 

of dress in conceptualizing a nation.  Anderson, who classifies “the figuring of imagined 

reality” as “overwhelmingly visual and aural,” refers to medieval stained glass windows 

and their inclusion of “something misleadingly analogous to ‘modern dress’” as potent 

forms for disseminating nationlist ideologies to the masses (1991: 23).  As this next 

section will demonstrate, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror serve as powerful 

sources for the documentation of Accra’s fashion culture in a historical context, 

illustrating how specific forms of dress reflected assertions of power and the 

construction of nationalist, cosmopolitan identities.       

As Assessment of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror as Secondary 
Sources 

The Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror’s efficacy as sources for assessing 

Accra’s fashion culture, particularly prior to independence, is largely unaddressed by 

scholars.  As the following discussion will illustrate, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday 

Mirror are significant sources for understanding Accra’s fashion culture.  Not only was 
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fashion and dress documented in both publications since their earliest published issues, 

but as Asante’s critiques suggest, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror’s limited 

readership of elite Accra citizens implies that these publications provide the most 

accurate depiction of Accra’s fashion culture in a historical context.    

As Hatchen and Anokwa have established, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday 

Mirror were staffed overwhelmingly by Gold Coast Africans during the 1950s, with one 

exception: the editor of the Daily Graphic, Bankole Timothy, was a Sierra Leonean (who 

was promptly deported in 1957 after challenging policies instituted by Nkrumah).  By 

allowing Gold Coast Africans to write and produce the majority of the Daily Graphic and 

the Sunday Mirror’s content, both periodicals served as literal expressions of Gold 

Coast Africans’ thoughts, opinions, and concerns.  As alluded to by Anokwa, the Daily 

Graphic made a significant contribution towards Ghana’s independence, further 

suggesting the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror editors operated independently 

from the newspapers’ British ownership (Anokwa 1997: 11).  

According to Asante, the Daily Graphic is currently one of Ghana’s two leading 

national newspapers, with a readership of over 200,000 individuals (Asante 1996: 125).  

Asante suggested that this estimation of the Daily Graphic’s popularity is not reflective 

of the entire country, as the newspaper’s circulation is limited to major cities, despite the 

fact that 75 percent of Ghana’s population live in rural areas (1996: 125).  Although 

Asante suggests that the Daily Graphic is inaccessible to much of Ghana, his research 

indirectly substantiates the importance of using the Daily Graphic as a secondary 

source for assessing Accra’s fashion culture.  If the majority of the Daily Graphic and 

the Sunday Mirror’s consumers are limited to Ghana’s cities, particularly Accra, this 
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suggests that the newspapers would feature articles and photographs that 

overwhelmingly depict the city and its inhabitants.  Asante’s critiques may be 

addressing the newspapers’ contemporary readership, but his postulations resonate 

with the historical issues of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror.  This supposed 

bias to an urban readership is evidenced by casually perusing both historical and 

contemporary issues of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror.  Historical and 

contemporary accounts of weddings, musical and dance performances, movie 

schedules, and photographs of fashionably attired women are overwhelmingly situated 

in Accra.  Asante’s critique of the limited circulation of these publications thus becomes 

an endorsement of the newspapers’ accuracy in documenting both the historical and 

contemporary lifestyles and vibrant culture of Ghana’s capital city.   

 Asante’s second critique of the Daily Graphic suggests that the language and 

content of the publication is beyond the comprehension of the average Ghanaian (1996: 

125).  Asante’s argument has significant implications for further demonstrating the 

importance of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror as sources for documenting 

Accra’s fashion culture.2  Coupled with his previous critique of the Daily Graphic’s 

limited distribution, the newspaper’s supposed complex writing structure suggests its 

readership would be limited to elite, educated Ghanaians.  The newspaper’s potentially 

elitist leaning is supported by Hasty, who stated that “early African journalists 

recognized in this imported form of mass-circulated discourse a new means of 

circumventing traditional political authority, crafting a new social identity as African 

                                            
2
 Asante’s argument is problematic due to its reification of the misconception that many West African 

nations have poor literacy rates.  In comparison to other African countries, Ghana’s is relatively high, 
although its estimated literacy rate of seventy percent is below the global average of eighty-four percent.   
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elites” (Hasty 2005: 9).  Asante and Hasty’s characterizations of the Daily Graphic and 

the Sunday Mirror as an elite-oriented press is echoed by Plageman, who described 

their contributors as “a group of professionals who comprised a distinct subset of the 

Gold Coast’s new elite” (Plageman 2010 :145).  Hasty further stated that Nkrumah’s 

disdain for the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror stemmed from his own beliefs that 

“a liberal media could easily be hijacked by divisive, factional interests, particularly 

the…interests of the elites who opposed him” (2005: 10).  

The appeal of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror’s to a limited, elite 

audience during the 1950s is clearly illustrated not by the columnists’ language, but by 

the newspapers’ spotlight on specific elite individuals and events.  This focus is 

exemplified by the Sunday Mirror’s repeated and extensive coverage of two types of 

functions situated in Accra: horse races and society weddings.  One contributor to the 

Sunday Mirror described horse racing as “the most patronized sport in the Gold Coast,” 

with the Accra Turf Club serving as a venue “for the most fashionably dressed men and 

women who go to seek a fortune” (“These pictures” 1956: 8-9).  Many of the articles 

emphasized the extravagance of the races and their patrons, exemplified by the dress 

of Gold Coast women.  As one article cheekily suggested, many Gold Coast bachelors 

were entranced by the beauty of Gold Coast women on race days, whereas “other 

suspecting bachelors shy off because they feel they cannot afford such expensive 

dresses and to be on horses too” (1956: 8-9).  In terms of attendees, races held at the 

Accra Turf Club attracted a diverse, yet elite crowd.  One issue of the Sunday Mirror 

included a photograph of Miss Grace Olubi, a woman from Lagos, Nigeria, while 
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another article highlighted the Duchess of Kent’s 1957 visit to the Accra Turf Club 

(Figure 2-1).       

  Like horse racing, weddings featured in the Sunday Mirror during the 1950s 

were extravagant affairs that further attest to the newspaper’s focus on Accra’s elite 

citizenry and culture.  One such example is the wedding of “Miss Hilda Vardon, Gold 

Coast’s first woman dentist and the bridegroom…Mr. K.B. Agyensu, Clerk of the Gold 

Coast Legislative Assembly” (“800 attend” 1956: 1) (Figure 2-2).  The wedding, 

comprised of 800 guests and four officiating priests, was described as “the year’s 

biggest society wedding” (1956: 1).  Another wedding couple, featured under the 

headline “One which Rocked Accra,” was identified as the daughter of a wealthy 

Nigerian businessman, Nike Oluwole and her Ghanaian husband, Joe Sam-Welsing 

(Figure 2-3).  The wedding was described as a “sizzling and swinging affair as the local 

beauties and those from Nigeria, rallied round in their best to add to their romantic 

radiance” (“A Serious Business” 1964: 6).  One aspect of the wedding that “perhaps set 

people talking was their seven-tier wedding cake” (1964: 6).  The lavishness of these 

weddings, coupled with the newlyweds’ occupations, further allude to the presence of a 

thriving elite culture in Accra. 

As these examples suggest, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror were highly 

focused on documenting the activities and events of Accra’s elite citizenry.  This bias is 

important to acknowledge as specific aspects of Accra’s fashion culture, particularly the 

consumption of designer fashion garments, overwhelmingly appealed to members of 

Accra’s elite society.  This is not to suggest that the Daily Graphic and the Sunday 

Mirror only documented the fashion trends of the elite; much of the local fashion trends 
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discussed by both newspapers, such as the changing styles of kaba designs, were 

inclusive of women from a broad social spectrum.  This assertion is supported by M. 

Erskine, a fashion contributor to the Sunday Mirror, who stated: “the well-dressed 

woman is not always the one who has the most money to spend on her clothes.  In fact, 

from the results of the various competitions and polls…it is encouraging to see how 

many times first place is taken by women of the small-income group” (Erskine 1955: 3).  

As this section has demonstrated, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror provide a 

powerful lens to assess the development of Accra’s fashion culture from the early 1950s 

until today, serving as the most accurate and consistent documentation of Accra’s 

vibrant fashion culture.   

Ghanaian Fashion as Defined by The Sunday Mirror 

Since the newspaper’s inception, fashion has been an integral part of the Sunday 

Mirror, with several pages in each issue devoted to documenting all manner of fashions 

and fashion trends in Accra.  One of the first copies of the Sunday Mirror in The 

Graphic’s archive dates from August 16, 1953.  The front page is dominated by 

photographs of two Gold Coast women in the midst of volleying a tennis ball under the 

headline “Over to You…Look Out There” (Figure 2-4).  One woman, identified as Diana 

Williams, wears a pair of high-waisted, calf-length pants with the corresponding caption 

“Beach type slacks set new fashion note” (“Over to You” 1953: front page).  The second 

woman, Nora Nettey, sported white shorts and a matching short-sleeved shirt, 

demonstrating that “shorts are still in favor” (1953:1).   

A second feature article from the same issue, titled “Being Fashion Wise,” offered 

readers the following advice: “Know Yourself!  That, says an expert on fashion, is the 

open sesame to good dressing” (“Being Fashion Wise” 1953: n. pag.).  This brief article 
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was framed by several photographs of seamstresses from the Accra Technical Institute 

modeling various European-style garments, including skirts that are described as “the 

flying type” (1953: n. pag.) (Figure 2-5).  As these two articles illustrate, fashion and 

ways of dressing have consistently been featured in the Sunday Mirror since its 

inception, a practice that has persisted until today.  By analyzing specific photographs 

and articles, I will demonstrate that three categories of fashion existed in Accra prior to 

independence: one that focused on world fashions, primarily the latest trends in British 

fashion, the second on local Ghanaian fashion, such as the changing forms of the kaba, 

and the third on international fashions, exemplified by Gold Coast women’s adaption of 

the Indian sari.   

In order to discuss Accra’s three realms of fashion, it is necessary to 

acknowledge how fashion was discussed in the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror 

during the 1950s.  By analyzing how the Sunday Mirror contributors explained and 

defined fashion, a broader understanding of a Ghanaian conception of fashion can be 

extrapolated.  As established in the previous chapter, a general definition of fashion 

focuses on the capricious nature of clothing.  This concept of fashion as rapidly 

changing garment styles was accepted and professed by several fashion contributors to 

the Sunday Mirror.   A brief description of an Accra seamstress opened with the phrase 

“fashions come and go, but some of them stick” (Anon 1958: 3), echoing the 

generalized Western conception of fashion as rapidly changing styles of dress.  These 

sentiments were repeated by the Sunday Mirror contributor Nana Ama Amissah, who 

stated that “fashion comes and goes with the season and just as the seasons come 

round again after a period of time, so do fashions” (Amissah 1954: 3).   When 
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discussing fashionable garments in the Sunday Mirror, most writers described 

fashionable garments as “the latest” or “the newest,” further suggesting the importance 

of temporality in defining a Ghanaian concept of fashion. 

Ghanaians’ conception of fashion as rapidly changing styles of dress is further 

indicated by the importance placed on a garment’s novelty.  This is evidenced by a 

column announcing the advent of the “sack dress,” which described the garment as “an 

intriguing fashion which has become popular in Britain, France and America” (“The 

‘Sack Look’” 1958: 1).  The column featured a photograph of Evelyn Nomoo’s version of 

the “sack dress,” a polka-dot shift with v-neck back (Figure 2-6).  When asked about her 

attire, Nomoo stated “for the latest fashion and glamour, you can’t beat the new sack 

look…when you want to look smart, there’s nothing like it” (1958: 1).  The importance of 

novelty in Ghana’s fashion culture is further exemplified by a brief column titled “A 

subtle touch of fashion…”  The anonymous author stated that “fashion is in the unusual 

and provided you possess that special sense of subtlety, you can be fashionable any 

time” (“A Subtle Touch” 1958: 4).  The author briefly discussed a particular style of 

kaba, highlighting the garment’s “unusual touch to the lower part of the traditional top,” 

which was “made up of single petal shapes, each with white trimmings” (1958: 4) 

(Figure 2-7).  Excerpts from both Nomoo and the anonymous the Sunday Mirror 

columnist emphasize the importance of novelty when discussing fashionable garments, 

implying that innovation was another critical aspect of Gold Coast Africans’ perception 

of fashion.   

The Sunday Mirror contributor who provided readers with the clearest concept of 

fashion was Lucy Payne.  In an extensive 1958 article on fashion, Payne acknowledged 
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that “some people scornfully say ‘why follow fashion’s line?  The usual style of dress 

I’ve worn for years is good enough for me’.”  In response to this rhetorical argument, 

Payne retorted, “but how much more interesting is it to change your style of dress, to 

keep abreast with what women in the capitals of Europe are wearing and to show that 

you take an intelligent interest in what is going on around you” (Payne 1958: 8).  Not 

only did Payne define fashion as rapidly changing dress styles, but by encouraging 

women to “take an intelligent interest in what is going on around you,” she aligned 

fashion with a broader awareness of both local and global styles of dress.  Payne’s 

explanation suggests that to participate in Accra’s fashion culture, one must be 

cognizant of local fads in dress styles while simultaneously engaging with the clothing 

trends of cities like Paris and London.   

In an earlier article, Payne expanded on the English Oxford dictionary’s definition 

of fashion as “the prevailing custom, especially in dress” by adding that “to women the 

world over it means far more” (Payne 1956: 2).  Payne continued by stating that “the 

word conjures up visions of unattainable loveliness – of heavenly creations by the world 

fashion designers of gowns, coats…worn by equally famous mannequins – of effects 

she despairs of ever achieving.  But every woman can and will be in the fashion if she 

concentrates on wearing clothes that really suit her and accentuate her good points” 

(1956: 2).  Payne reiterates the existence of multiple realms of fashion in Accra, 

particularly through her acknowledgement of women’s exposure to “unattainable 

fashions” juxtaposed with the recognition that women must make their own 

interpretations of these “heavenly creations.”  Payne’s emphasis on a woman’s 

knowledge of what will “accentuate her good points” suggests another aspect of 



 

83 

Ghanaians’ definition of fashion, the necessity of being informed and educated on ways 

of dressing.   

These diverse excerpts from the Sunday Mirror suggest that columnists in the 

Gold Coast conceived of a very specific, Western-influenced definition of fashion, 

emphasizing novel and innovative styles of dressing that experienced frequent and 

rapid revisions.  It is important to note that this understanding of fashion encompassed 

both global and local fashions, as well as alluded to the importance of a woman’s 

knowledge and ability to select dress styles appropriate for a myriad of contexts.  The 

opinions of specific the Sunday Mirror contributors may represent individual perceptions 

of fashion; however the influence of these contributors should not be underestimated.  

The main participants in Accra’s fashion culture were likely reading the fashion columns 

in the Sunday Mirror and the Daily Graphic, suggesting that Lucy Payne and other 

fashion contributors were directly informing and shaping broad conceptions of fashion in 

Accra.   

World Fashions in Accra 

In order to discuss Gold Coast Africans’ engagement with world fashions, it is 

necessary to explore the meaning of world fashions as defined by Joanne Eicher and 

Barbara Sumberg.  According to Eicher and Sumberg, Western fashion and dress styles 

have been readily adopted by people from around the world, suggesting that their 

classification as specifically Western garments is inaccurate (Eicher and Sumberg 1995: 

296).  Eicher and Sumberg believe the term world fashion is more appropriate, as it 

acknowledges styles of dress unfettered by geographic and ethnic limitations (1995: 

296).  Eicher and Sumberg used the example of blue jeans, a type of garment worn by 

millions of men and women across the globe, to exemplify their conception of world 
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fashion (1995: 296).  Applying Eicher and Sumberg’s concept of world fashions to 

historical dress practices in Accra, world fashions are exemplified by garments that 

were directly imported from Europe and North America and readily adopted by Gold 

Coast Africans, or garments created locally in Accra that echoed popular styles and 

materials of Western fashions.  For example, the initial garments created by Juliana 

Norteye, Ghana’s first fashion designer, were clearly inspired by European fashions, yet 

they were designed and sewn in Accra for a Ghanaian audience.  Norteye’s garments 

were neither distinctly European nor Ghanaian, thus they can be identified as examples 

of world fashions, styles of garments deemed fashionable in a variety of geographical 

contexts.     

A concept similar to Eicher and Sumberg’s definition of world fashions was 

discussed by Gold Coast Africans as early as 1956.  In Lucy Payne’s column on 

fashionable appearance, she explained that “world fashion invariably stems from 

countries where the four seasons of the year…are vastly different in climate,” prompting 

Payne to recognize that Gold Coast Africans must “give careful consideration to every 

purchase we make” (Payne 1956: 2).  Payne’s description is relatable to Eicher and 

Sumberg’s, as they boh emphasize particular dress styles that may be European in 

origin, but that are created and worn by a diverse population, including Gold Coast 

Africans.  Payne’s reference suggests that Gold Coast Africans were themselves 

knowledgeable of their own participation in the consumption and adaptation of world 

fashions.  As this section will establish, not only was one realm of Gold Coast fashion 

dedicated to world fashions, but Gold Coast Africans were actively engaged in the 

proliferation, consumption and adaptation of world fashions.   
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Every week, the Sunday Mirror contributors educated Gold Coast women on the 

latest developments in world fashion.  Fashion contributors like M. Erskine and Lucy 

Payne advised Gold Coast women on topics ranging from how to properly wear fur 

coats in the region’s warm climate, to the importance of properly fitting undergarments.  

Fashion advice was not limited to women; several columns expounded on the latest 

trends in men’s fashions, such as the 1955 “zoot suit” craze and the latest styles of 

men’s hats.  My discussion of world fashions in Accra will rely primarily on photographs 

of fashionable Gold Coast women featured in the Sunday Mirror, which serve as a more 

effective means for documenting the actual attire of elite Gold Coast Africans and 

gauging the historical significance of world fashions in Accra. 

An early example of the prevalence of world fashions in Accra is exemplified by 

the 1956 photograph of a young woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat and eyelet dress 

with a dramatic bow on the bodice (Figure 2-8).  The Sunday Mirror described her as “A 

‘Hollywood Star’ we Found in a Laundry” (“A Hollywood Star” 1956: 1).  The article 

explained that despite her fashionable attire, “she is neither a star from Hollywood nor a 

model from Paris.  She is a lovely laundry girl in Accra” (1956: 1).  This photograph 

elucidates an interesting phenomenon; this particular woman became comparable to a 

Parisian model or a Hollywood starlet, complicating her African identity by simply 

donning a form of world fashions.  This suggests the power of dressing in specific 

styles, as well as the prevalence of world fashions among Gold Coast women. 

The most dynamic photographs of Gold Coast women dressed in world fashions 

were taken during the Accra Turf Club’s horse races.  As previously mentioned, horse 

races were significant social events for Accra’s elite, particularly as a venue for Gold 
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Coast women to dress in a myriad of styles.  The Sunday Mirror aptly described Accra’s 

horse races as “fashion parades,” inciting one contributor to state: “What dresses!  What 

hair-dos!  It seemed like the Fashion Stakes” (“These Pictures” 1956: 1)!  The 

importance of world fashions at horse races is exemplified by the Sunday Mirror feature 

“New Fashions at the Races…”  The article was accompanied by several photographs, 

including a photograph of two women, one wearing a sleeveless day dress, the other a 

checkered skirt and blouse, both accessorized with handbags to complete their looks 

(Figure 2-9).  In the majority of these images, there are no allusions to local dress, such 

as kente cloth or wax print wrappers; all the women are dressed in their finest examples 

of world fashion.   

A third example of photographs attesting to the presence of world fashion was 

taken at the opening of the Ambassador Hotel in 1957.  Described as “one of the most 

colorful events in Accra in recent times,” the opening of the new hotel attracted a 

diverse crowd of elite Ghanaians, including the three women captured by a the Sunday 

Mirror photographer (Figure 2-10).  The women, described as “not contestants at a 

fashion show.  Just spectators at the official opening of the Ambassador Hotel,” were 

wearing a variety of world fashions, including an elaborate, off-the-shoulder evening 

gown” (“Glamour at…” 1957: 9).  The photograph of Gold Coast women wearing world 

fashions, juxtaposed with an image of male chiefs “in their resplendent and multi-

coloured kente cloths,” further documents the co-existence of both world fashions and 

local, Ghanaian fashions.   

Ghanaian women were not only wearing world fashions, they were actively 

revising world fashions to suite their own tastes and preferences.  One such example 
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was featured in the 1956 article from the Sunday Mirror “New Styles in Frocks for Brides 

and Spinsters.”  As the contributor Ama Takyiwa described, “in a society wedding in 

Accra recently, the bride sprang a welcome surprise on fashion-mongers when she 

turned up in a short wedding gown.  The material, a light blue organdy, used 65 yards of 

embroidery” (Takyiwa 1956: 4) (Figure 2-11).  As Takyiwa asserted, “A discriminating 

bride and a competent dressmaker combined to give the fashionable community the 

revolutionary wedding gown which appears on this page” (1956: 4).  The bride’s 

shortened wedding gown was a clear departure from the accepted style of European 

wedding dresses in the Gold Coast, as demonstrated by an advice column from the 

previous year (“Is it necessary” 1955: 10).   A concerned Gold Coast bride queried “is it 

necessary to wear a long dress when the bridegroom wears striped trousers and black 

coat (1955: 10)?”  The Sunday Mirror responded with the following advice: “the bridal 

gown with long skirt is correct when the bridegroom wears formal morning dress.  Most 

brides prefer long dresses because [they] are so graceful and becoming” (1955: 10).  By 

shortening her wedding dress, the unidentified bride challenged the accepted dress 

practice of floor-length wedding gowns, illustrating that individual Gold Coast women 

were actively revising world fashions to reflect their own preferences and creativity.   

A second example of Gold Coast women altering world fashions was featured on 

the front page of the June 26, 1956 issue of the Sunday Mirror (Figure 2-12).  Described 

as “a fashion without a name,” the Sunday Mirror photographed a young woman 

wearing what was described as a “white forearm band” (“It Hasn’t a Name” 1956: 1).  

Likely inspired by the form of European gloves, the accompanying caption explained 

that “ten seamstresses in Accra and the Kingsway Ladies’ Department supervisor have 
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no name for it, for it’s neither a mitten, a three-quarter glove nor a full glove” (1956: 1).  

Despite the garment’s enigmatic nature, the Sunday Mirror asserted that the band was 

indeed “a new fashion,” suggesting that individual Gold Coast women were attempting 

to revise and reinvent existing forms of dress.     

As these examples illustrate, Gold Coast women were actively wearing and 

adapting world fashions prior to Ghana’s independence.  The prominence given to 

photographs of Gold Coast women’s world fashions in the Sunday Mirror further 

suggests that these images directly influenced the fashion culture of Accra, encouraging 

Gold Coast women to emulate the styles of world fashions, as seen on the pages of the 

Sunday Mirror.  In addition to Gold Coast women’s awareness and acceptance of world 

fashions, they were specifically exposed to the creations of British couture designers.  In 

a 1954 Sunday Mirror feature on the “Latest Fashions in Women’s Dress,” several 

photographs presented dramatic and elaborate evening gowns by England’s most 

popular designers (Figure 2-13).  One photograph of a gown designed by Hardy Amies 

named “Full Cry,” was described as a “classical full skirted evening gown in blue/white 

silk satin worn with wrap trimmed with Canadian silver foxes” (“Latest Fashions” 1954: 

3).  A second photograph depicted a “short evening dress by Michael Sherard in topaz 

organza embroidered in circular motif of crystal and pleated organza.  Bodice and hem 

are edged in pleated organza” (1954: 3).  In the same feature on “latest fashions,” a 

photograph of John Cavanagh’s avant-garde cape of green palm leaves was included, a 

garment that likely raised eyebrows both in London and Accra.   

Amies, Sherard, and Cavanagh were considered three of the most prominent 

British couturiers during the 1950s.  Amies began dressing Princess Elizabeth, heir to 
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the British throne, in 1951 (Pick 2012: 108).  After her succession to the throne in 

February 1952, Amies was given the title “Dressmaker by Appointment to Her Majesty 

Queen Elizabeth II,” designing the dress she wore for her first televised Christmas 

message in 1957 (2012: 124, 176).  With the help of his royal patronage, Amies became 

one of the most visible British designers of the 20th century.  Although Sherard did not 

regularly dress the British royal family, he participated regularly in the annual “glamour 

shows” held for the first Queen Elizabeth and was known for his lavish evening dresses.  

Sherard opened his couture house in 1945, whereas Cavanagh established his own 

fashion house in 1953.  Like his predecessors, Cavanagh designed garments for the 

American and British elite, although he was most recognized for designing Princess 

Alexandra’s wedding dress in 1963.   

The inclusion of Amies, Sherard and Cavanagh’s latest designs in the Sunday 

Mirror attests to Gold Coast women’s early exposure to British couture fashion.  

Additionally, dressmaker’s terminology was employed to describe the unique features of 

each gown, providing Gold Coast women with an additional opportunity to learn the 

complexities of British couture fashion.  This example demonstrates that the latest 

British couture fashions were visually accessible to Gold Coast women, the forms of 

which could be copied by local Gold Coast seamstresses. These images do not indicate 

if Gold Coast women were actively consuming British couture fashion.  Unlike the 

majority of fashion photographs in the the Sunday Mirror, the models wearing designs 

by Amies, Sherard, and Cavanagh were all European, which implies that these 

particular fashions may have been included to appeal to the wives of colonial officers.  

Although this is a plausible explanation, one of the earliest documented and most 
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significant fashion shows in Accra, the 1958 fashion show of Norman Hartnell, suggests 

that British couture fashions were aimed at both British and African women living in the 

Gold Coast.  

“The First of its Kind”: The Significance of Norman Hartnell’s Fashion Show in 
Accra 

Hartnell was known as an innovator early on in his career as a British fashion 

designer and couturier.  Harper’s Bazaar journalist Baron Adolphe de Meyer credited 

Hartnell for revolutionizing 1920s fashion by designing alternatives to the short dresses 

that were iconic of the 1920s Parisian flapper style (2012: 38).  Hartnell was most 

recognized for his lifelong partnership with the reigning Queen Elizabeth, who he began 

dressing in 1936.  As fashion historian Michael Pick explained, Hartnell “gave the 

Queen a startling new image…he devised a slimmer, uncluttered silhouette with 

coordinating hats, gloves, bags, and shoes” (2012: 98).  When Princess Elizabeth was 

crowned Queen of England in 1953, Hartnell designed her elaborate coronation gown, a 

creation that cemented his historical importance as a British fashion designer, 

strengthening his ties with the younger generation of the British royal family.  Hartnell 

continued designing garments for the Queen Mother, Queen Elizabeth, and her 

trendsetting sister, Princess Margaret, until his death in 1970 at the age of 77.   

What is particularly striking about Hartnell’s career is his overseas exposure.  As 

early as the 1930s, the famous New York boutique Bonwit Teller began selling his 

designs, prominently featuring his garments in their advertisements (2012: 51).  Hartnell 

continued to develop his notoriety as a global fashion designer by hosting fashion 

shows abroad and creating unique fashion collections for specific countries, which Pick 

describes as export collections.  Hartnell created several of these export collections in 



 

91 

the 1940s for North and South America, as well as for Turkey.  According to Pick, 

Hartnell’s export collections were created “to gain foreign currency as well as favorable” 

publicity (2012: 126).  Hartnell’s export collection for Turkey featured an array of beaded 

gowns inspired by Turkish dress styles and design motifs, which were shown to a large 

number of Turkish journalists and diplomats.  Hartnell hosted several fashion shows in 

the United States during the height of his popularity, including a 1953 exhibition of 

evening gowns on the Greek ship Olympia and the 1960 exhibition “From Tweeds to 

Tiaras,” hosted in the Astor Ballroom (2012: 214).  By continually exposing a diverse 

global population to his designs, Pick argues rather convincingly that “Hartnell was one 

of the first British fashion designers to attain global celebrity” (2012: 214).   

Hartnell’s penchant for overseas exposure brought him to Ghana, when he 

organized an exhibition of his designs, to be shown in Accra, the year following Ghana’s 

independence.  A month prior to the event, the Sunday Mirror announced the upcoming 

fashion show with the headline “Big Dress Show Soon – First of its kind in Ghana” (“Big 

Dress Show” 1958: 16).  The three day fashion show was organized by Hartnell, the 

British Overseas Airways Corporation, and the Union Trading Company.  The event was 

designed to showcase a diverse array of garments ranging from “morning, cocktail, and 

evening dresses to swimming costumes and children’s wear” (1958: 16).  After 

attending a rehearsal for the show, the fashion contributor stated that “it promises to be 

one of the biggest shows ever held in this country” (1958: 16).   

What makes Hartnell’s fashion show in Accra significant and a clear departure 

from earlier representations of British couture fashion featured in the Sunday Mirror is 

that his designs were repeatedly featured on Ghanaian, not European women.  As part 
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of the article announcing Hartnell’s upcoming show, a subheadline accompanying a 

photo stated that “they will be models,” paired with the following description: “here are 

two attractive women who will be among the models at the big dress show next month.  

They are (left) Mrs. B.W.A.T. King and Miss Rose Odamtten” (1958: 16) (Figure 2-14).  

The following week, Rose Odamtten was again featured in a brief column titled “She’s 

model of beauty” (“She’s Model” 1958: 20).  As described by the Sunday Mirror, 

Odamtten was dressed in “one of the latest Hartnell designs,” a dress with an 

exaggerated collar and elaborate pleating (Figure 2-15).  The column reiterated 

Hartnell’s impending arrival and emphasized Odamtten’s fashionable appearance: “you 

cannot help scanning this beautiful girl from top to toe while she’s walking in this 

beautiful fashionable dress” (1958: 20).   

The week following Hartnell’s fashion extravaganza, the Sunday Mirror published 

a brief summation of the event, reiterating Hartnell’s status as a designer for the British 

royal family and highlighting the show’s high attendance.  This article was accompanied 

by photographs from the show that depicted two Ghanaian women modeling Hartnell’s 

outfits.  As one caption explained, “Miss B.W.A.T. Knight of Accra shows off an elegant 

coat for the colder climate.  The coat is glamorously matched with a ‘flower pot’ hat, a 

fashionable handbag and high-heeled shoes” (“It’s a Week” 1958: 16) (Figure 2-16).  

The second photograph depicted another Ghanaian woman wearing a “jumper and 

patterned shorts” (1958: 16).  Although the background of the photographs suggests the 

audience was largely white, all of the photographs from Hartnell’s fashion show and the 

prior promotional articles showcased Hartnell’s fashions on Ghanaian models.  By 

showcasing his garments on Ghanaian women, Hartnell sent a clear visual message 
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that his fashions were not exclusively for European women, but for an African, 

specifically Ghanaian clientele as well.   

  A brief discussion of the role of African and African-American women in the 

context of European fashion further establishes the significance of Ghanaian women’s 

participation in Hartnell’s fashion show.  The first African-American woman to model for 

French fashion designers was Dorothea Towles, who was hired by Christian Dior in 

1949.  Towles worked for Dior, as well as Elsa Schapperelli, throughout the 1950s, 

prompting Jet magazine to proclaim her “one of the most acclaimed models in all of 

Europe and the only woman of color ever to work for the top fashion houses of Paris 

(Jet 1952: 33).”  Despite Towles’ success, African and African-American women were 

not broadly accepted as models in Europe and America.  British Vogue did not feature 

an African-American woman on their cover until 1966, a year after the same model, 

Donyale Luna, was sketched for the January 1965 cover of Harper’s Bazaar.  The 

almost complete lack of African and African-American women as models inherently 

suggested that Africans and African-Americans were not viewed as potential consumers 

of world fashions, particularly couture fashions.  Hartnell’s fashion show in Accra and 

his inclusion of Ghanaian models implies that he recognized Ghanaian women as 

consumers of world fashions, including garments designed by well-established British 

fashion designers.  Even if this assertion is difficult to substantiate, the Daily Graphic 

and the Sunday Mirror’s inclusion of photographs featuring only Ghanaian women 

modeling Hartnell’s designs suggests that Ghanaian women were locally perceived as 

consumers of world fashions and participants in a broader, global fashion arena.    



 

94 

Elite Ghanaian women’s actual consumption of designer European fashions is 

illustrated by the 1959 the Sunday Mirror article “She Wore the Glamorous Dress” (“She 

Wore” 1959: 9).  The article featured a photograph of Mrs. Mary Edusei the wife of the 

Gold Coast’s Minister of Transport and Communications.  Edusei was shown wearing a 

belted, sleeveless, scoop-neck dress (Figure 2-17).   The article announced that “this 

year, after comparing very many dresses and designs, the ‘Mirror’ finds it easy to 

acclaim a particular dress, which was very expensive, as the ‘Most Glamorous Dress of 

the Year” (1959: 9).  Edusei’s dress was described as being “specially ordered from 

Paris,” and worn on the occasion of the Duke of Edinburgh’s visit to the Ghana Nautical 

College” (1959: 9).  The article further explained that Edusei “combed the [European] 

continent for current fashionable dresses.  Later, back in London with her husband, she 

made her choice of dresses and ordered them” (1959: 9).  Edusei serves as an 

exemplar of elite Ghanaian women, who were not only aware of world fashions, but 

were actively consuming them in Ghana and abroad.  The emphasis on the cost of 

Edusei’s dress suggests it may have been purchased from an established couturier, 

further emphasizing Ghanaian women’s consumption of European designer clothing.     

“A Touch of Eastern Style”: Gold Coast Women and International Fashions 

As this section has illustrated, Ghanaian women were exposed to and actively 

procured a diverse array of world fashions, including garments created by established 

European fashion designers.  Gold Coast women did not limit their consumption of 

clothing to world fashions, they were active purchasers and producers of what I classify 

as international fashions.  As established in Chapter 1, international fashions refer to 

garments that blend two or more distinct styles of dress, while actively maintaining and 

referencing the coexisting styles’ national and cultural origins.  The most prominent 



 

95 

international fashions were inspired by Asian dress styles, although excerpts from the 

Sunday Mirror suggest the popularity of Asian designs fluctuated rapidly.  On the cover 

of a 1953 issue of the Sunday Mirror, a photograph depicted a woman identified as 

Florence Mettle wearing what the newspaper headlined as “A Sari Style” (“A Sari Style” 

1953: 1).  The caption stated “Indian wrap is a special Indian fashion, but Florence 

Mettle of Accra has given it a Gold Coast touch” (1953: 1) (Figure 2-18).  The “Gold 

Coast touch” is presumably Mettle’s choice of fabric, which can be identified as a wax 

printed cloth.  A few months later, the Sunday Mirror featured a photograph of two 

Ghanaian women wearing saris of matching fabric (Figure 2-19).  The caption stated 

that “dressing in Indian fashion is now in vogue in the Gold Coast.  Mrs. Mary A 

Prempeh and her friend Mrs. Aade are here seen dressed in Indian fashion” (“Dressing 

in Indian” 1954: n. pag.).   

In addition to saris, Gold Coast women were inspired by East Asian styles of 

dress.  A 1955 issue of the Sunday Mirror published a photograph of two Chinese 

women with the following caption: “A new look in fashion for our women is the tight 

fitting dress which brings out body features.  The upright collar and the gash in the side 

down to the hem add a striking attraction.  The women wearing this fashionable dress 

above are Singapore nurses” (“A new look” 1955: 2) (Figure 2-20).  This dress style, 

classified as the “Oriental Style,” appeared a year later in an article describing the flight 

attendant uniforms for British Airways’ “Far Eastern” air services (“Oriental Style” 1956: 

9) (Figure 2-21).  Several years later, a photograph of two Ghanaian women dressed in 

“the Eastern look” graced the cover of the Sunday Mirror (Figure 2-22).  An anonymous 

contributor noted that “a touch of eastern style and it makes all the difference to 
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Ghanaian women’s traditional way of dressing” (1956: 9)  The high collar of both 

garments, as well as the overall print of the fabric, prompted the contributor to classify 

the garments as “Asian inspired” styles of dress.  As the article explained, “they take 

your mind to China and other Eastern countries, but are still essentially Ghanaian” 

(1956: 9).  As this quote indicates, the garment’s Asian inspiration does not detract from 

its identification as a Ghanaian form of dress.  The garment’s attribution as an Asian 

style of dress, while simutaneously being classified as “essentially Ghanaian,” further 

indicates the existence and importance of international fashions as part of Accra’s pre-

independence fashion culture.     

Although world and international fashions were prevalent and overwhelmingly 

popular in Accra prior to and immediately following independence, they received their 

share of criticism.  Several Ghanaian columnists expounded on the disadvantages of 

European fashion, as illustrated by Joana Tackie’s 1954 column “Factors Which Count 

in Choice of Design.” Tackie stated: “how unsightly the African woman looks in a taffeta 

dress in the middle of a hot afternoon.  How she drips with perspiration, which often 

leaves unpleasant reminders stained on her dress” (Tackie 1954: 3).  Gold Coast 

Africans’ particular dissatisfaction with world fashions intensified as the country neared 

independence, as evidenced by responses to a 1957 Sunday Mirror article that posed 

the following questions: “How modern should the African woman go?  Should African 

women adopt the dress of Western women” (“How modern” 1957: 1)?  The newspaper 

received a wealth of submissions criticizing Gold Coast women’s adoption of world 

fashions, such as one citizen who stated “our African women should not adopt the dress 

of Western women for the simple reason that our women look more beautiful, admirable 
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and attractive in their African traditional attire” (Foley 1957: 5).  Another individual 

argued that “I feel our women must be content with their traditional attire and preserve 

it; this will be better than trying to copy the Western woman blindly to the neglect of our 

culture and tradition” (Boamah 1957: 5).   

As these examples illustrate, not all Gold Coast Africans viewed the adoption of 

world and international fashions as a positive phenomenon.  Many considered the 

incorporation of these fashions into women’s styles of dressing a negative development, 

threatening the continuity of established dress practices.  Despite some dissension, 

world and international fashions played a significant role in the dress practices of Gold 

Coast women.  As evidenced by the photographic examples of women’s attire at elite 

events in Accra, coupled with their involvement as models in Hartnell’s 1958 fashion 

show, Gold Coast women were actively engaged in the documentation, consumption, 

and adaption of world and international fashions.   

By situating the profusion of world and international fashions in a pre-

independence context, the significance of these garments is elucidated.  Elite Gold 

Coast women were actively consuming and displaying these fashions to assert their 

power and autonomy in a colonial state.  The notion of European-style garments shifting 

the power dynamic between Africans and Europeans is referenced by Sandra Klopper, 

who explored how elite South Africans adopted specific forms of European attire as 

indicators of wealth and autonomy.  As Klopper states: “in many situations, the act of 

returning the colonial master’s gaze must have been empowering, for it afforded 

opportunities to challenge and disrupt the colonial order symbolically, if not in fact” 

(Klopper 2007: 335). The repeated inclusion of Gold Coast women wearing world 
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fashions asserted their power and autonomy, portraying them as equal to Europeans in 

their consumption of fashion, challenging established divisions between the colonizer 

and the colonized.  Gold Coast women’s additional awareness of international fashions, 

particularly from Asian countries, attested to their ability to navigate multiple realms of 

fashion, further insinuating their power as participants in a global fashion culture.  As 

Gold Coast independence became an approaching reality, the dress practices 

celebrated by elite women shifted to include local forms of dress, as distinctly Ghanaian 

fashions became vehicles for creating and promoting the independent nation of Ghana.    

Local Ghanaian Fashions in Accra 

In addition to world fashions, the Gold Coast had equally prevalent and well-

documented local fashions.  Suzanne Gott alludes to a definition of Ghanaian fashions 

in her discussion of the Ghanaian kaba, a hybridized garment that has the “unique 

capacity to simultaneously honor the region’s cultural heritage while embracing the 

ever-changing world of fashion” (Gott 2010: 11).  Gott’s definition of the kaba can be 

applied to the broader category of local fashions, suggesting that specifically Ghanaian 

fashions are amalgamations of global and local styles that maintain a visual connection 

to Ghana’s cultural heritage and histories of dress practices.   

The presence of fashion in the Gold Coast’s local dress practices is exemplified 

by a 1957 article discussing the creations of Mrs. Letitia Obeng, a lecturer at the Kumasi 

College of Technology (Figure 2-23).  The article, “Experiment with Native Costume,” 

explained that Obeng “took a firm decision to wear Ghana traditional costume for all 

occasions while she was studying overseas.  She also decided to modify and adapt her 

native attire to suit the different functions she might attend” (Kotey 1957: 1).  According 

to Kotey, “she had worn different adapted fashions of our women’s attire since she had 
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returned from overseas five years ago.  The effect of her experiment has been so much 

appreciated…that she decided to stage a public show of different modified fashions of 

the traditional costume” (1957: 1).  The show was divided into three sections: dance 

costumes, traditional costumes, and funeral costumes, with an overwhelming emphasis 

placed on variations of the kaba.  The models sporting kaba designs showed different 

styles for the office and business wear, morning shopping in various stores and in the 

market, as well as going out in the afternoon and evening (1957: 9).  A few of the 

evening wear designs mentioned in the article were “a boat-neckline kaba worn with 

drop earrings” and a “kaba with thin straps and another one with one shoulder bare” 

(1957: 9).  Photographs were included, such as one image depicting two women and a 

child wearing kaba styles “appropriate for shopping and visiting in the morning” (1957: 

8) (Figure 2-24).   

As this article suggests, in addition to staying abreast of world fashions, some 

Gold Coast women were actively involved in revising the forms of local fashions, such 

as the kaba.  Obeng is a potentially important figure in this development of Ghana’s 

local fashions, as she emphasized that established forms of Ghanaian dress could be 

adapted for a variety of contexts and occasions.  By changing small details of the kaba, 

such as the sleeves or the neckline, the dress forms referenced by Obeng were 

transformed into fashionable garments, subjected to the same whims and revisions as 

world fashions.  By itself, Obeng’s fashion show does not provide sufficient evidence 

that a local, specifically Ghanaian realm of fashion existed in pre-independence Ghana.  

It could be argued that Obeng’s fashion show was an isolated event, one that 
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showcased a person’s individual aspirations for changing Ghana’s established forms of 

dress.   

The strongest evidence suggesting Ghanaians were highly attuned to the 

changing styles of specifically Ghanaian attire is evidenced by articles and photographs 

that document the rise and fall of a kaba style named the “jaguar.”  Although not 

identified as a kaba, based on Gott’s definition as a “three-piece wrapped and sewn 

ensemble…developed through the creative fusion of indigenous and European 

elements of female dress,” it can be argued that the “jaguar” is one of many possible 

variations on the kaba form (Gott 2010: 13).  As the following discussion will illustrate, 

the Sunday Mirror’s documentation of Gold Coast women’s rapid infatuation and 

subsequent dismissal of the “jaguar” as a kaba style undoubtedly demonstrates the 

existence of local Ghanaian fashions.   

On the front page of the December 20th, 1953 issue of the Sunday Mirror a 

photograph captured two women casually strolling in matching outfits, comprised of a 

long skirt and a short-sleeved peplum blouse (Figure 2-25).  The skirt is relatively plain, 

whereas the peplum blouse features a variety of innovations to the kaba form, including 

a scalloped v-neckline, scalloped sleeves, and a dramatic and exaggerated ruffle along 

the bottom of the blouse.  Additionally, the “jaguar” style appears to have included a 

high-waisted belt, further accentuating the voluminous qualities of the peplum blouse.  

The accompanying caption explains the women’s identical attire, stating “a new style in 

women’s dress called ‘Jaguar’ has been introduced in Accra.  Seen in the picture are 

two intimate friends – Miss Ivy Bamor (left) and Miss Sarah Abbey (right) introducing the 

new style which is likely to [start] the craze in Accra.  As Christmas approaches, this 
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new style is opportune” (“Jaguar”, 1953: 1).  To ensure that readers saw both the front 

and the back of the garments –so this latest style of kaba could be copied by women’s 

individual seamstresses – the caption concluded by referring the reader to see page 10 

for an additional image.  The photograph on page ten shows Bamor and Abbey with 

their backs to the camera, illustrating that the scalloped v-neck is echoed on the back of 

the garment (Figure 2-26).  The accompanying caption states that this new style of kaba 

“has been hailed with every manifestation of delight by women of society and fashion in 

Accra” (1953: 10).   

After its official “unveiling” in the Sunday Mirror, the “jaguar” remained a popular 

style of kaba for two years and was frequently referenced in discussions of the latest, 

most attractive styles of dress.  As with many new fashions, the “jaguar” received its 

share of criticism.  A week after being featured on the front page of The Sunday Mirror, 

the “jaguar” was mentioned by Hilda Addison in her article “How Women Should Appear 

at Dances.”  Addison described the “jaguar” as the “latest fashion” in Accra, stating that 

“I like this new style, but I do not think it is suitable for middle-aged women.  I would like 

to see another style adopted by [them]” (Addison 1953: n. pag.).  The following year, 

Nana Ama Amissah mentioned the “jaguar” as well as several other designs named 

“Nkrumah,” “one way,” “new look,” and “Queen Elizabeth,” in her discussion of 

capricious kaba styles (Amissah 1953: 3). 

By 1955, a short two years after the heralding of the “jaguar” as the “latest craze” 

in Accra, it fell out of favor with Ghana’s fashion conscious women.  In an article from 

the Sunday Mirror discussing the strange names Ghanaians attribute to their attire, the 

photograph of Miss Bamor and Miss Abbey was re-printed with a starkly different 
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caption.  The fashion contributor Edith Wuver recognized that the “jaguar” originally “set 

the fashion tongues wagging,” but further stated that “the ‘jaguar’ however, is being 

superseded by the ‘Opera 4.15’ which is an open neck ‘cover-shoulder’” (Wuver 1955: 

6).  Wuver admitted the origin of the name “jaguar” was unknown, stating that it was 

“first heard of as the commercial name for a car.  How it came to be the name of an ‘off-

shoulder’ style is difficult to understand” (1955: 6). 

Four months later, Wuver’s account of the “jaguar” was expanded by an 

unidentified author, who vehemently declared a distaste for the “jaguar” with the 

following headline: “Jaguar is not a decent fashion garment” (“Jaguar is not” 1955: 2).  

The author described the “jaguar” as “an ugly and objectionably looking design.  It is not 

designed in conformity with an acceptable theory with regard to warmth, modesty, or 

elegance” (1955: 2).”  The unknown author continues their critique of the “jaguar” by 

arguing that the style “affords very little opportunity for variety and gives a very bad 

impression about the women who wear it,” ultimately concluding that the “jaguar” 

represents “a remarkable deterioration in the dress of our women” (1955: 2). 

Within a two year period, the “jaguar” went from captivating Ghana’s fashion 

conscious women to being rejected by Accra’s fashion contributors as an indecent and 

unattractive style of dress.  This documentation is significant, as it clearly attests to the 

existence of a fashion culture that actively documented the rapidly changing trends of 

fashion in Accra.  

The “jaguar” is not the only example of a fashion trend that illustrates the 

existence of a specifically Ghanaian fashion culture.  In the above mentioned 

discussions of popular dress styles from the mid-1950s, both Amissah and Wuver 
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mentioned an earlier style of dress known as the “Queen Elizabeth.”  As described by 

Wuver, the “Queen Elizabeth” was “the name of a style rather popular in Accra during 

Coronation Year,” which she described as a dress style “first worn by the Queen before 

the Coronation” (Wuver 1955: 6).  Since Queen Elizabeth’s coronation occurred in 

1952, this dress style alludes to the existence of a local, Ghanaian fashion culture that 

predates the earliest examples of Ghanaian fashion documented in the the Sunday 

Mirror.     

What is most important regarding these excerpts from the Sunday Mirror is that 

the trends being documented are specifically Ghanaian.  Though the form of the dress, 

such as a scalloped sleeve, may be influenced by European designs, the kaba has local 

significance to Ghanaians and is often identified as a signifier of Ghanaian identity.  The 

existence of such detailed documentation of kaba styles attests to the importance 

Ghanaians placed on their own forms of fashionable attire, demonstrating that 

Ghanaians were actively engaged in their own fashion culture years before Ghana’s 

independence, and decades before academia recognized the African continent as being 

“fashion conscious.”   

Conclusion: Accra’s Co-Existing Realms of Fashion 

 Two photographs from the Sunday Mirror visually summarize the existence of 

Accra’s co-existing realms of fashion.  The first photograph captured a group of 

fashionably dressed women engaged in conversation (Figure 2-27).  Several of the 

women wore hand-woven wrappers, while the others sported the latest styles in 

European day dresses.  As the caption explains, “This is one of the usual sights that 

greet you at a social function.  Young women dressed as pretty as pictures vie with 

those of their sex who adopt the Western mode of dressing.  And they sometimes 
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succeed in drawing all attention to themselves” (Anon 1957: 6).  This caption, which 

likened the co-existence of global and local realms of fashions to a competition, 

illustrates how Gold Coast women were actively electing to wear garments from both 

realms of fashion, depending upon the specific social context and their own personal 

preferences.    

 The second photograph, from the March 4, 1956 issue of the Sunday Mirror, 

depicted a young Gold Coast woman wearing a kaba while simultaneously inspecting a 

European-style dress (Figure 2-28).  The accompanying caption described the scene as 

“charming Miss Letitia Dickson of Accra, makes her selection of this smashing frock 

which she plans to wear in the evening when she changes from the traditional cover 

cloth and headscarf to a more conventional Western wear.  Here she is seen examining 

the texture of the frock in the Women’s section of a popular department store in Accra” 

(“Beauty Picks” 1956: 1).  This photograph epitomizes the existence of both world and 

local fashions, as it shows one Gold Coast woman actively participating in both realms 

of fashion simultaneously.   

 As these photographs and my preceding arguments demonstrate, Ghana had a 

complex and vibrant historical fashion culture that consisted of three, co-existing realms 

of fashion: world fashions, international fashions and local fashions.  These three 

realms overlapped and informed one another, allowing for Ghanaians to begin 

reimagining and combining forms of dress from contrasting spheres of fashion following 

the country’s independence, resulting in the creation of garments that exemplified 

Ghanaians’ multifaceted, cosmopolitan identities.  This new space in Accra’s fashion 

culture, for garments that existed on the seams of world, international, and local 



 

105 

fashions, allowed for the introduction of Ghanaian fashion designers, as exemplified by 

Ghana’s first fashion designer and the subject of the following chapter, Juliana “Chez 

Julie” Norteye.   

In addition to establishing the complexity of Accra’s fashion culture, this chapter 

has indicated that Accra’s three realms of fashion were a means for suggesting a level 

of power and autonomy in direct opposition to British colonization.  The prevalence of 

world fashions visually asserted elite Gold Coast women’s equality to British women as 

fashionable, global citizens, whereas their incorporation of international fashions served 

as a subtle, yet powerful assertion of Gold Coast women’s expansive knowledge of 

dress styles and their inherent power as fashion cosumers.  As independence from 

colonial rule became an achievable goal, local fashions became an integral part of 

Accra’s fashion culture, illustrating a form of dress revitalized for its potential to assert a 

nationalistic and cosmopolitan form of power.  Inspired by Benedict Anderson’s 

assertion regarding the importance of newspapers in creating imagined conceptions of 

nations, I believe an additional form of print, indigenous textiles and printed fabrics, has 

played a important role in the formation and promotion of national identities, particularly 

in post-independence Ghana.  The potency of the print will be further addressed in 

subsequent chapters, illustrating that Accra’s fashion culture has only intensified since 

its historical beginnings, becoming one of the strongest fashion centers in West Africa.  

This should come as no surprise; as one contributor to the Sunday Graphic succinctly 

stated, “we have always been fashionable.”   
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Figure 2-1.  Nigerian Miss Grace Olubi (left) attending a race at the Accra Turf Club in 

1957, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-2.  The 1956 wedding of Miss Hilda Vardon (pictured) and Mr. K.B. Agyensu, 

the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-3.  The 1964 wedding of Joe Sam-Welsing, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-4.  Front page of a 1953 issue, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 2-5.  The “flying” type of skirts featured in the 1953 article “Being Fashion Wise,” 

the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-6.  The 1958 article “The ‘Sack Look’,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 2-7.  The 1958 feature “A Subtle Touch of Fashion…,” the Sunday Mirror.  The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-8.  The 1956 feature “A ‘Hollywood Star’ we Found in a Laundry,” the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-9.  The 1956 feature on “New Fashions at the Races,” the Sunday Mirror.  The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-10.  Fashions at the 1957 opening of the Abmassador Hotel, the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-11.  The blue organdy, short wedding dress featured in the 1956 article “New 

Styles in Frocks…,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-12.  The “white forearm band” featured in the 1956 article “It Hasn’t a Name,” 

the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-13.  British couture fashions featured in 1954, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives. 

 
 
Figure 2-14.  Photograph of two Ghanaian models participating in Norman Hartnell’s 

1958 fashion show, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-15.  Ghanaian Rose Odamtten wearing a Norman Hartnell designer dress in 

1958, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-16.  Photographs from Norman Hartnell’s 1958 fashion show, the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-17.  Mrs. Mary Edusei and her “glamorous” dress, 1959, the Sunday Mirror.  

The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2-18.  Florence Mettle wearing a “sari style,” 1953, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 
Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-19.  A 1954 photograph of two women wearing matching saris, the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-20.  Photograph featuring a “new look” for Gold Coast women, 1955, the 

Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-21.  The “Oriental style” of dressing, 1956, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-22.  The “Eastern Look,” 1958, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 2-23.  Mrs. Letitia Obeng and her “Experiment with Native Costume,” 1957, the 

Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-24.  Photograph of garments featured at Mrs. Letitia Obeng’s fashion show, 

1957, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 2-25.  The “Jaguar,” 1953, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-26.  A back view of the “Jaguar,” 1953, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 2-27.  Photograph illustrating the co-existence of European and local styles of 

dress, 1957, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 2-28.  Front page photograph illustrating the co-existence of European and local 

styles of dress, 1956, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 “HER THINGS ARE CLASSIC…EVERGREEN”:  CHEZ JULIE’S FASHIONS 

The Origins of Juliana Norteye’s Career 

On January 14th, 1961, the Daily Graphic published the photograph of a 

fashionably dressed woman disembarking a plane at the Accra airport (Figure 3-1).  The 

headline, Julie – The Girl from Paris, announced the return of “twenty-eight year old 

Juliana Norteye, a recent graduate in fashion and dressmaking from the Ecole Guerre-

Lavigne in Paris, France” (“Julie” 1961: 8).  Several months later a second article was 

published, celebrating Norteye’s talent as a dressmaker and heralding her as the 

“Queen of Fashions” (1961: 8).  The article described Norteye as a “girl with ambition” 

and summarized her journey “from ministry clerk to dressmaker,” concluding that she 

had returned to Ghana “with first-hand knowledge of everything that would enhance the 

beauty of Ghanaian womanhood” (1961: 8).    

Norteye, who later became known as “Chez Julie,” captivated Ghanaians with 

her fashionable garments from the late 1950s until her untimely death in 1993.  Chez 

Julie and her fashions were repeatedly featured in the Daily Graphic and the Sunday 

Mirror, as well as in annually produced GTP promotional calendars.  As excerpts from 

Accra’s newspapers and first-hand accounts from her immediate family will 

demonstrate, Juliana Norteye was Ghana’s first professionally trained, post-

independence fashion designer.  Throughout her career, Norteye re-imagined historical 

forms of Ghanaian dress by fusing local styles and fabrics with global trends, creating 

fashionable garments that appealed to Accra’s cosmopolitan elite, while simultaneously 

encouraging the continuation of local dress practices.  This chapter places the 

development of Norteye’s career in a historical context, demonstrating how her fashions 
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reflected Kwame Nkrumah’s post-independence philosophies and policies.  Norteye’s 

career was ultimately a product of the significant changes that occurred following 

Ghana’s independence, directly informing the inspiration and creation of her garments.   

Norteye’s fashion designs illuminate this period of rapid modernization and 

innovation.  She strove to transform traditional Ghanaian garments into more wearable 

forms by incorporating elements of international fashion trends.  Norteye’s melding of 

local materials and silhouettes with global styles and tailoring encouraged the 

continuation of Ghanaian traditional dress, ensuring its relevance to Accra’s 

cosmopolitan elite by encapsulating their global, yet decidedly local identities.  This 

chapter will ultimately demonstrate that Chez Julie was a pioneer of Ghanaian fashion, 

whose exuberant creations paved the runways for future designers in Accra. 

Juliana Norteye, born in 1933, was one of twelve children.  Her father worked at 

the post office in Nsawam, a large village in the Eastern region located 40 km outside of 

Accra.  According to her elder sister Edith Francois, their mother “did all sorts of things.  

She sewed…she made pies and all sorts of cookies to sell…she had cloth she was 

selling…she was a very good housewife” (Francois 2012: personal interview).  

Norteye’s parents highly valued education and ensured that all of their children attended 

school through standard seven, which was equivalent to a middle school education.  

Norteye’s interest in sewing and dressmaking began at an early age.  Francois 

recollected: “even when we were growing up, [Norteye] used to make toy clothes.  

When I was in school, she used to make my school uniform…it’s from her [mother] that 

she got this” (2012: personal interview.). 
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Norteye’s mother taught her sewing, but her domestic sciences teacher, Eleanor 

Sam, sparked her lifelong interest in fashion.  In an article summarizing Norteye’s thirty 

year career, Norteye reiterated that her domestic science teacher and Madam Aforo 

Debrah were the two women who inspired her interest in fashion, expressing her 

gratitude for their early influence (“Chez Julie” 1991: 11).  Eleanor Sam served as 

Norteye’s role-model; she was a fashionable woman who dressed in the style of a 

“British lady,” complete with “hat, gloves, stockings, everything” (2012: personal 

interview).  A photo of Norteye and her sisters, taken in Kumasi in 1950, illustrates their 

active emulation of British fashions (Figure 3-2).  Norteye’s admiration for Sam and 

Debrah’s attire illustrates a broad trend among Ghanaians prior to independence: their 

active incorporation of European styles of dress.  As discussed in the previous chapter, 

early issues of the Sunday Mirror from 1953 through 1957 included countless 

photographs of Gold Coast men and women dressed in European attire (Figure 2-4, 2-

9, 2-10), demonstrating the prevalence of world fashions in colonial Accra.     

After completing standard seven, Norteye began working at the Ministry of 

Education, where she continued sewing “as a hobby, for people, all the time.  She 

sewed to make ends meet” (2012: personal interview).  During this time Norteye made 

her first appearance in a 1958 edition of the Sunday Mirror (Figure 3-3).  A column 

posed the question, “What makes our girls look so lovely?”  The answer : “one of 

Norteye’s latest fashions,” a dress she named “the Hall and Chamber frock” (“These 

New Fashions” 1958: n. pag.).  The columnist then turned his attention to Norteye, 

suggesting “this charming beauty has hundreds of them in her head.  Be it warm or cold 

weather she has something new to wear.  No wonder, for lovely Juliana Norteye is a 
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fashionable dress-maker in Accra, who always has something smart to offer her 

customers” (1958: n. pag.).  Despite the attention she was receiving from Accra’s 

popular media, Norteye wanted to further her career by formally training in fashion and 

dressmaking.  With Francois’ assistance, Norteye decided to advance her knowledge in 

fashion and dressmaking in “the capital of fashion”: Paris, France.   

The “Africanization” of Ghana: An Exploration of Nkrumah’s Policies 

To fully understand the career and creations of Norteye, particularly her 

reinvention of historical forms of Ghanaian dress, it is necessary to situate her overseas 

education and the beginnings of her career in a historical context.  At the time of her 

scholarship, Norteye was one of a generation of Ghanaians to be educated overseas.  

Norteye’s sister Francois was included in this group, already in England on a 

scholarship to study home economics when Norteye set her sights on Paris.  As she 

recounted, “Nkrumah said he wanted Africanization.  So they put into process every 

promising Ghanaian who had talent – you’d be given a scholarship to go, train properly, 

and come back” (Francois 2012: personal interview).   

It may seem contradictory that in order to “Africanize” Ghana, Nkrumah and his 

government encouraged Ghanaians to further their education abroad, particularly when 

the University College of the Gold Coast and the Kumasi College of Technology were 

established in Ghana prior to independence.  The Ghanaian government did not send a 

majority of aspiring students outside of the country.  They were highly selective in whom 

they permitted to study abroad.  This is supported by historian A. Adu Boahen, who 

asserted in his publication Ghana: Evolution and Change in the Nineteenth and 

Twentieth Centuries, that the Ghanaian government often “awarded a large number of 

scholarships to students to pursue courses abroad not available locally, such as law, 
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medicine, and the applied sciences” (Boahen 2000: 178).  This applied to Norteye’s 

career trajectory, as no formal courses in fashion design were available in Ghana during 

the 1950s.   

An additional aspect of Nkrumah’s goal in awarding overseas scholarships was 

ensuring that members of Ghana’s population were trained in foreign countries 

considered to possess the highest quality of education in specific fields.  By fostering 

the development of “experts” in a variety of occupations, Nkrumah sought to establish 

the creation of a highly-educated group of Ghanaians who would contribute to 

Nkrumah’s “nation-building” and disseminate their knowledge to future generations.  

Norteye exemplified Nkrumah’s goal of creating expertly trained Ghanaians: she 

returned to Ghana proficient in the methods and techniques of Parisian couture 

dressmaking, which was considered the pinnacle of fashion training during the mid-

twentieth century.  Upon her return, Norteye immediately began to revolutionize the 

dress styles of both Ghanaian men and women.   

Prior to independence, the main tenent of Africanization, which has been referred 

to as “Ghanaianization” or “localization,” was to ensure that Ghanaians would fill 

bureaucratic positions vacated by Europeans following Ghana’s independence (Ayee 

1963: 280, Grundy 1963: 444).  In order to achieve this, the British believed that 

Ghanaians had to further their training and education, both in Ghana and abroad.  In 

this respect, the process of Africanization was twofold: to ensure the eventual transition 

from foreign to local leadership and to increase educational opportunities for 

Ghanaians.   



 

125 

In the 1955 publication Ghana in Transition, political scientist and sociologist 

David Apter expressed concern regarding the efforts to increase Africanization, 

suggesting such actions would have negative repercussions for the Gold Coast, 

including “the lowering of standards, once self-government is achieved” (Apter 1955: 

282).  Despite his apparent reservations regarding Africanization, he recognized, as did 

the British colonial government, that “one of the key factors in political institutional 

transfer…remains the successful Africanization of posts now held by the British” (1955: 

285). 

D. K. Greenstreet divided the process of Africanization Ghana’s Public Service 

into three temporal phases.  The third and final phase of Africanization, which extended 

from 1948 until the publication of his article in 1963, saw the most advancements in 

regards to Africanization.  In 1949, the Committee of the Legislature on Africanization of 

the Public Service was convened to draft “a comprehensive scheme for progressive 

Africanization…and for the education and training necessary to provide suitably 

qualified African officers…and, further, to make recommendations for its 

implementations” (1963: 25).  The Committee also made recommendations that 

included the “development of secondary, technical and higher education and provision 

of scholarships in order to ensure as quickly as possible the supply of suitable Africans” 

(1963: 25).  The following year (1950), the Lidbury Commission was established, which 

the Presidency of the Republic of Ghana classified as “the first real attempt made to 

reform the structures of the machinery of government.”1  After Kwame Nkrumah was 

elected prime minister and a Commissioner of Africanization was appointed (both in 

                                            
1
 “Office of the Head of Civil Service” The Presidency of the Republic of Ghana (website) 
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1951), the process of Africanization was further accelerated, resulting in a steady 

increase of Ghanaians in civil service positions, from 620 in 1952 to over 1,700 in 1957 

(Price 1975: 44-45).  As early as 1953, Nkrumah was already recognizing the “great 

strides” in Africanization his government had accomplished, arguing that “we have more 

than laid the foundations of the African Civil Service for the future” (Greenstreet 1963: 

26). 

Ghana’s Africanization policies are directly relevant to the study of fashion and 

Norteye’s career since these policies affected areas outside of the Ghanaian 

government and Ghana’s Public Service.  As the colonial initiatives from the late 1940s 

into the early 1950s demonstrate, a key goal of Africanization was to ensure that 

Ghanaians received further education and training abroad.  The earliest Africanization 

policies focused almost exclusively on training Ghanaians for positions in the colonial 

government and the civil service.  After Nkrumah was elected Prime Minister of Ghana, 

he expanded the scope of Africanization to include scholarship and training for more 

technical careers.  In 1952, in cooperation with the Colonial Office and the U.K. Ministry 

of Labour, Nkrumah developed the Artisan Training Scheme.  This initiative consisted of 

scholarships for artisans and tradesmen to receive schooling in the United Kingdom 

until Ghana’s technical institutes were fully developed (Haizel 1991: 66).  According to 

the 1952 report, 107 artisans and tradesmen were sent abroad, including two 

dressmakers and five tailors (Haizel: 66).   

Following Ghana’s independence, Nkrumah continued to build on his early 

initiatives to increase the number of trained artisans.  Nkrumah often stated that trained 

artisans and technicians were of the utmost importance to Ghana as a developing 
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nation.  In several speeches  on technical education from 1960 and 1961, Nkrumah 

declared that “we must begin to produce our technicians and technological experts,” 

ensuring that Ghana’s industrialization “can move forward without over-dependence on 

imported skills” (Haizel: 64-65).  Nkrumah’s public sentiments regarding the importance 

of trained artisans are further demonstrated through his creation of the YPM, a youth 

organization established in 1960 to educate young Ghanaians concerning Nkrumah’s 

socialist and nationalist ideologies (Biney 2011: 101-102).  Although the main goal was 

to create a group of well-educated young people who were intensely devoted to their 

country and to Nkrumah’s policies, the organization also taught useful skills and trades 

(2011: 102, Tetteh 1985: 82).  Members of the Kwame Nkrumah Youth (a sub-group of 

the YPM), ranging in age from seventeen to twenty years old, were taught a variety of 

trades, including dressmaking and textile design (2011: 102, 1985: 82).  In his 

publication The Ghana Young Pioneer Movement, M.N. Tetteh also noted that 

“equipment such as…materials for dress making, sewing machines…and a host of 

other gifts were brought down from overseas for the movement” (1985: 83 

In summation, the Africanization policies of the colonial government were 

relatively conservative.  As early as the 1920s, officials of the colonial government 

recognized the need for Africanization, yet few initiatives or policies were instituted until 

after World War II.   Although the colonial government began incorporating Ghanaians 

into the bureaucratic system by the early 1950s, the most significant changes for 

Africanization occurred after Nkrumah was elected prime minister.  Nkrumah pushed for 

a rapid Africanization of Gold Coast bureaucratic positions, as well as the expansion of 

Africanization policies to include educational and technical positions.  Nkrumah’s clear 
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inclusion of technical positions, including seamstresses and tailors, suggests that tailors 

and seamstresses were valued as viable occupations important enough to warrant 

training overseas.  The governmental support of technical training, as well as the early 

establishment of scholarships for overseas education, directly contributed to Norteye’s 

career by providing her with a critical scholarship to further her fashion training in 

France.  Nkrumah’s support of overseas education further indicates that he did not view 

foreign influences as a threat to Ghanaian culture and society; Nkrumah believed that 

specific training and education would enhance established cultural practices, as 

evidenced by Norteye and her innovative designer fashions.   

The Importance of Women in Post-Independence Ghana 

Another aspect of Nkrumah’s policies on Africanization and technical training was 

the importance he placed on the role of women in creating his vision of a post-

independent African nation.  Following independence, education became Nkrumah’s 

main vehicle for advancing the social and economic state of Ghana.  The CPP’s Second 

Five Year Plan, presented by Nkrumah to parliament on March 4th, 1959, provided 

measures to expand the education system, as well as Ghana’s industry and agriculture.  

Nkrumah hoped the Second Five Year Plan would result in an improvement of the 

standard of living for most Ghanaians (Biney 2011: 101).  Nkrumah emphasized 

educating women, whom he considered “architects of the nation” (2011: 101).  He 

increased young girls’ access to primary education and encouraged more women to 

enter higher education, both in Ghanaian universities and abroad (2011: 101).  By 1965-

66, girls constituted 44 percent of total enrollment in primary school (Manuh 1991: 117).  

By 1969, Nkrumah’s policies had increased the number of girls attending primary school 

from 34 percent to 45 percent (Greenstreet 1972: 352).  There was a similar increase in 
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middle schools, with the attendance of girls increasing from 26 to 35 percent (1972: 

352).   

To fully understand Nkrumah’s governmental policies regarding women, it is 

necessary to examine his personal philosophies, based primarily on excerpts from his 

own speeches.  The potential bias inherent in his opinions will be tempered by the 

scholarly research of D. Zizwe Poe and Kwame Botwe-Asamoah, who argued that 

Ghanaian women were crucial for Nkrumah’s presidential campaign and that he valued 

their contributions to his party and to the newly independent nation of Ghana.  Excerpts 

from the Daily Graphic further attest to the dramatically increased number of women 

employed by the government during Nkrumah’s presidency, ultimately suggesting that 

he provided Ghanaian women with significant opportunities during his presidency.  

Nkrumah’s expansive support for Ghanaian women, particularly his active incorporation 

of women into the formation of a newly-independent nation, provides further evidence 

regarding the educational opportunities afforded to Norteye.  

On July 18th, 1960, Nkrumah addressed an “All-Ghana Conference of Women” at 

the Beaden Powel Memorial Hall in Accra (Rahman 2007: 187).  Nkrumah frequently 

expressed his belief that women had played a valuable role in the fight for Ghana’s 

independence, further suggesting they had a significant role to play in advancing the 

future of Ghana and of Africa.  As Nkrumah proclaimed, “There is a great responsibility 

resting on the shoulders of all women of Africa and African descent.  They must realize 

that the men alone cannot complete the gigantic task we have set ourselves.  The time 

has come when the women of Africa and of African descent must rise up in their 

millions…all over Africa the cry goes out for action – political, social, economic, cultural 
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and educational” (Obeng 1997: 112).  Nkrumah believed that women were the 

barometers of independence; in his Handbook of Revolutionary Warfare, Nkrumah 

stated that “the degree of a country’s revolutionary awareness may be measured by the 

political maturity of its women” (Bitwe-Asamoah 2005: 154).  Nkrumah echoed this 

sentiment in The Ghanaian Woman when he wrote “a strong and reliable womanhood is 

a firm and worthy foundation for the building of any nation” (Soothill 2007: 87).  

Nkrumah believed Africa was in need of a “new woman…a woman who reflected the 

heritage of Africa’s mothers and grandmothers whilst making her presence felt in the 

modern nation state” (2007: 87). 

The value Nkrumah placed on women, particularly for his formation of a newly 

independent African nation, undoubtedly stemmed from the key role women played as 

members of Nkrumah’s political party and their influence in his election.  As stated by 

political scientist and historian D. Zizwe Poe, “women…were literally the backbone of 

the CPP’s rise to power” (Poe 2003: 131).  As explained by Poe, women served as the 

CPP’s chief organizers and assisted in the recruitment and consolidation of party 

members throughout Ghana (2003: 131-132).  Their equal treatment was ensured upon 

the inception of the CPP party, which created a Women’s Section of the CPP which 

proclaimed “there shall be no separate status of women in the Party” (2003: 132).  

Following Nkrumah’s election, he ensured Ghanaian women were awarded for their 

efforts.  According to Poe, “once the CPP arrived on the scene it sought to enfranchise 

the most oppressed in Ghanaian society and that sector, according to Nkrumah, was 

the African women” (2003: 131).  The Women’s Section of the CPP was transformed 

into the National Council of Ghana Women in September of 1960, which provided 
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female party members with substantial influence in national and international affairs” 

(2003: 133).  

Zoe’s observations are further supported by historian Kwame Botwe-Asamoah, 

who stated that one of the most significant manifestations of Nkrumah’s cultural policies 

was “the prominent position occupied by women in the country” (Botwe-Asamoah 2005: 

153).  The inclusion of women in the Ghanaian government and workforce was virtually 

unknown during colonialism, yet as Botwe-Asamoah points out “Nkrumah enabled 

women, without necessarily being of royal birth, to occupy public offices” (2005: 153).  

Botwe-Asamoah echoes Zoe’s analysis of the role of women in the CPP, stating “it is 

common knowledge that women were more influential in the CPP than their male 

counterparts” (2005: 154).   

Excerpts from Accra newspapers provide additional evidence of the value 

Nkrumah placed on women, particularly in assisting with Ghana’s development.  On 

September 8, 1957, the Sunday Mirror premiered a new series, “Jobs for the Girls,” 

which “spotlights in attractive photographs and stories, the lives of daring women of 

Ghana who are now challenging over men at jobs considered in the past as exclusive to 

men” (“Jobs for the Girls” 1957: 1).  One such article appeared on February 16, 1958, 

which noted that “the promotion of the nine young women to the grade of ‘postmaster’ 

marks the beginning of a new period in the administration of the Post and 

Telecommunications Department” (“Marion Takes Over” 1958: 1) (Figure 3-8).  A 

second article, from 1961, documented two women working as carpenters.  The article 

explains that “Agnes, 18, an expert with the plane and Wilhelmina, 19, who is good with 

the saw, both work at a furniture shop in Accra” (“Dream of Many” 1961: 5).  As 
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discussed in the preceding chapter, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror were 

controlled by the London Daily Mirror Group until Nkrumah purchased the publications 

in 1962.  Under Nkrumah’s control, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror were 

subjected to strict governmental censorship and press control, often depicting Nkrumah 

and his government in an unfalteringly positive light.  Since the two articles referenced 

above date prior to 1962, they likely provide a more accurate depiction of Nkrumah’s 

early policies and initiatives, as well as a more accurate representation of Nkrumah’s 

inclusion of women in the newly formed nation of Ghana.   

The increasing presence of women in Ghana’s post-independence workforce 

does not imply that they were afforded the same opportunities as their male 

counterparts.  As Greenstreet suggests, the tendency during the 1950s and 1960s was 

to employ women in positions that commanded lower wages (Greenstreet 1987: 24).  

Women were prohibited from certain employments, such as laboring in mines, and were 

not awarded maternity leave until 1967.  Despite these inequities, the statistics clearly 

illustrate that Nkrumah’s political rhetoric was translated into real actions; girls and 

women were offered significant educational opportunities, making them an increasingly 

important part of Ghana’s developing workforce.  Norteye epitomizes how Nkrumah’s 

political rhetoric and governmental policies encouraged women to further their 

education, both in Ghana and abroad, which ultimately enabled Norteye to “make her 

presence felt” (Soothill 2007: 87). 

Norteye’s Parisian Training and her Return to Accra 

Norteye was awarded a partial scholarship from the Cocoa Marketing Board in 

1958 to further her education abroad and left for Paris at the age of twenty-six.  She 

took courses in fashion design, pattern making, and sewing at France’s oldest fashion 
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school, Ecole Guerre-Lavigne.  The school, which was founded by the tailor Aleix 

Lavigne in 1841, emphasized the importance of highly-skilled, technical training, which 

is evident throughout Norteye’s creations.   

Francois recounted that when her sister arrived in Paris, “she couldn’t speak 

French” and “she went there sick.  She hated it.  She had total culture shock” (Francois 

2012: personal interview).  Soon after her arrival in France, Norteye visited Francois in 

Bath, England and informed her that she would be returning to Ghana.  “I said ‘no way’,” 

Francois exclaimed, “there’s no way you can go back” (2012: personal interview).  

Francois accompanied Norteye back to France and reminded her sister that she had to 

be strong; “I had to coax her and encourage her that nothing is easy, because we were 

both struggling to do something.  She really tried” (2012: personal interview).   

Norteye’s daughter, Brigitte Naa-Ode Kragbé, believed there was another facet 

to her mother’s difficulties in Paris.  When asked why her mother didn’t remain in Paris 

for further training, Naa-Ode Kragbé stated, “she didn’t like it.  She thought the French 

were very racist.  At that time, you could count the blacks in the streets in Paris.  It 

wasn’t easy, so she had an objective: she had to learn and go back” (Kragbé 2012: 

personal interview). 

When Francois left England to return to Ghana, Norteye was there for Francois’ 

departure.  Francois recounted the event, stating: “She [Norteye] cried and said she 

was going with me.  She was so upset.  And I think she really resolved to go and finish 

quickly; she wanted to go home.  Luckily, we went [to the port] with a friend, so the 

friend took her; otherwise she would have jumped into the water, I’m sure [in order to 

avoid returning to Paris]” (Francois 2012: personal interview).  Despite the difficulties 
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Norteye faced during her time in Paris, she was determined to finish her training.  As 

Francois stated, “She had the talent; she wanted to perfect it” (2012: personal 

interview).  These anecdotes attest to the difficulties Norteye faced as a Ghanaian 

studying in France.  They also suggest that Norteye, like her sister and many other 

Ghanaians, had a strong desire to advance her own training and education.   

Upon completion of her degree, Norteye visited several dressmakers and fashion 

designers in Germany, England, Austria, Belgium, and Switzerland before returning to 

Ghana in 1961 (“Julie” 1961: 8).  As previously mentioned, her return to Ghana was 

celebrated in the Daily Graphic and she quickly became a significant designer in Accra’s 

developing fashion scene.  By July 1961, Norteye and her latest designs were featured 

in a two page spread in the Sunday Mirror (Figure 3-4).  The dresses illustrated in the 

article were European in style, yet the author asserted that “when I visited Julie at her 

Christianborg home, I observed not only dress styles typical of each of the countries she 

visited, but Julie had started working on several new creations to suit the African 

personality” (1961: 8.). 

The model featured in the Sunday Mirror photographs was Norteye’s sister, Edith 

Francois (Figure 3-5).  Francois, who often modeled for Norteye, remembered that the 

photographs were controversial.  This is indicated by her father-in-law’s reaction, who 

as Francois recollected, believed the low-cut back of the cocktail dress was too 

revealing.  His reaction is characteristic of the time period; in a 1953 article from the 

Sunday Mirror, a female staff writer reminded Ghanaian women that “a dress is meant 

to cover the body, whatever style it is, and so women must limit the trouble and expense 

of falling victim to the various fashions” (Amissah 1953: 3).  Despite this generalized 
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disapproval of “revealing” garments, Francois defended her decision to model the gown.  

“She needed to be exposed,” Francois explained,” so whatever she asked me to do, I’d 

do it” (Francois 2012: personal interview).  Francois’ response to her father-in-law’s 

indignation was simple, “this is me.  This is my sister.  Take it or leave it” (2012: 

personal interview).  At this point in her career, Norteye moved her workshop from her 

father’s garage to a small building she rented in Osu on Oxford Street.  As Kragbé 

remembered, her family lived above the shop and it was at this location that “Chez Julie 

was really known” (Kragbé 2012: personal interview). 

A year later Norteye was featured again in the Sunday Mirror, this time on the 

front page of the newspaper, under the headline “Julie’s so glad it is over” (Figure 3-6)!  

The corresponding article discussed Norteye’s latest fashionable creation that “gave 

bridal dresses in Ghana a completely new look” and “set the women – and the men – 

talking” (“Julie’s so Glad” 1962: 1).  The bride and groom remain unmentioned for most 

of the article, their significance eclipsed by Norteye’s revolutionary wedding gown that 

literally “stole the show” (1962: 1).  When asked what made this wedding gown so 

unique, Norteye replied, “I only gave it a bit of the French touch” (1962: 1).   

Norteye’s dress was so popular that two weeks later, based on reader requests, 

a full-length photograph of the back of the wedding dress was featured, accompanied 

by the headline “FANTABULOUS – the dress which set ‘em talking”.  As the article 

explained, “Yes, you may have seen many bridal gowns before.  But we bet this is 

something new…and quite a novelty.  That’s why the Mirror too, in trying to combine the 

two words of ‘fantastic’ and ‘fabulous,’ say its FANTABULOUS” (“Fantabulous” 1962: 6)!  

It is difficult to discern what made this gown so “fantabulous.”  There are no descriptions 
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of the gown’s features and the accompanying photographs, though numerous, are 

relatively poor.  The one feature that is clearly evident from photographs is the gown’s 

long train, but what gave the gown its “Paris touch,” remains undiscernable.   

The details of Norteye’s “fantabulous” wedding gown may be enigmatic, but if 

analyzed with the rest of her early garments, particularly her designs featured in the 

Sunday Mirror, her initial style is evident: Norteye was creating garments that were 

influenced by European silhouettes, specifically emulating the latest Parisian fashions.  

In 1962, a Parisian fashion show sponsored by a group of French fashion houses 

known as the “Comite Françias de l’Elegance,” was held in Accra and documented by 

The Daily Graphic.  Sixty diverse garments were displayed, including bathing suits and 

evening gowns.  According to the author, the latest French fashion trends featured low 

cut waistlines and “very low-cut backs” (“Fashion Show” 1962: 8).  Norteye’s 

controversial 1962 sweetheart neckline dress featured a low waist with full skirt, 

exposed arms and back, and a fabric that was subtly patterned.  This garment illustrates 

that during the early 1960s, Norteye was not only aware of the latest trends in French 

fashion, but she was actively importing them into Accra through her own designs.  

However, as alluded to by an aforementioned article in the Sunday Mirror, Norteye was 

on the verge of premiering new garments that would “suit the African personality,” 

presenting Accra’s citizens with new and stylish methods for wearing their traditional 

textiles and forms of dress.     

Norteye’s Growing Success as a Fashion Designer 

As Norteye’s fashions received increased attention in the Sunday Mirror, she was 

embarking on several other ventures, including a partnership with Ghana’s first state-

owned textile manufacturing company, GTP.  GTP opened in 1963 and recruited 
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Norteye to create fashionable garments for their ad campaigns and annual promotional 

calendars.  Norteye recounted her initial collaboration with GTP: “I remember at that 

time, we were calling the material ‘cedi cloth’ because it was being sold for one cedi a 

yard.  Not many people were interested in African prints then.  Those who did preferred 

the imported ones from Holland” (“Chez Julie” 1991: 13).  Norteye’s partnership with 

GTP encouraged the incorporation of wax printed textiles into her designs.  Her 

collaboration with GTP reinvigorated the local wax print market by transforming “cedi 

cloth” into stylish garments that reflected global fashion trends and reinforced a 

collective Ghanaian identity.  What made these particular fashions distinct was their 

melding of two separate spheres of fashion.  As the previous chapter illustrates, prior to 

Ghana’s independence, much of Ghana’s fashion was either devoted to the strict 

imitation of European fashions or the creation of variations on the kaba.  The fashions 

following Ghana’s independence combined elements from each of these two spheres, 

creating garments that were inspired by European and American trends, but sewn from 

local materials, such as Ghanaian wax print cloth.  This resulted in a new category of 

Ghanaian fashion, one that still plays a prevalent role in Ghana’s fashion culture.      

In addition to designing fashions for GTP’s advertising campaigns, Norteye 

regularly created garments for the company’s official fashion shows, as well as hosting 

her own annual fashion shows at the State House in Accra.2  Norteye’s earliest fashion 

shows dated to the 1960s; one was held at Osu Castle, another at the first Ghana 

International Trade Fair in 1967 (1991: 13).  In 1965, Norteye’s fashions were featured 

                                            
2
 The State House in Accra is also known as the Parliament House and has been the location for Accra’s 

parliament since 1981.  It additionally serves as a venue for hosting elite-oriented events, such as fashion 
shows and banquets.    
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in a “full-scale one-night international fashion show, featuring latest designs from many 

parts of the world” (“Big” 1965: 1).  The event was organized by the National Council of 

Ghana Women “held under the patronage of Madame Fathima Nkrumah (1965: 1).  The 

goal of the fashion extravaganza was to “display the great advances which the 

designers and dress makers have made in their professions and the exquisite styles 

that have been put to the traditional Ghana ‘ntama’”(1965: 1).  Several weeks later, the 

Sunday Mirror featured photographs from the fashion show, stating that “many of the 

styles were designed and made by Paris-trained dressmaker Mrs. Julie Quayefio (Chez 

Julie)” (Anon 1965: 9).  Unfortunately, the newspaper did not identify which garments 

were created by Norteye, so the majority of Norteye’s garments of the mid-1960s 

remain undocumented.  In 1970, Norteye partnered with models from New York’s 

Ophelia de Vore School of Charm to host a fashion show at the State House (“Fashion 

Show Tonight” 1970: n. pag.).  Francois explained “In this world designs change every 

year.  And that’s what she was doing, so every year, before the year comes to an end, 

she would have her own fashion show, bringing the new trends” (Francois 2012: 

personal interview).   

The most comprehensive description of one of Norteye’s fashion shows 

appeared in a 1984 edition of the Sunday Mirror (Yeboah-Afrai 1984: 14).  Norteye’s 

fashion shows were significant social events, as described by the Sunday Mirror 

contributor Yeboah-Afrai: “in spite of the C250 and the blackout, the spacious Banquet 

Hall of the State House was almost full” (1984: 14).3  Yeboah-Afrai described the 

                                            
3
 C250 refers to the cost of attending the show (250 cedis).  At the time of the event, Ghana was 

experiencing severe inflation and 250 cedis would have been a relatively high price to pay for attending a 
fashion show.  The blackout mentioned by Yeboah-Afari suggests that the entire city may have 
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fashion show as “beginning with breezy comfortable-looking beachwear, and ending 

with ‘the latest’ in international design circles, the Arabian Look – centering on roomy 

garments and veil-like headwraps – the extravaganza displayed over 90 creations from 

Chez Julie Fashions Ltd. and Ets. Mode Brigitte of Lome” (1984: 14).  In the January 5 

issue of the Sunday Mirror, an article reflected on the “creative activities” of 1984, 

stating “we can recall with relish such delight as the fashion shows put up by Chez 

Julie” (Okyere Debrah 1985: 14).  This indicates that although other designers were 

developing fashion labels in Accra and sponsoring their own shows, Norteye’s fashion 

exhibitions remained significant social events. 

Norteye’s clothing appealed to elite foreigners and Ghanaians, including the 

wives of Ghana’s various presidents, ministers, and other governmental officers, such 

as Nkrumah’s wife, Fathia.  Francois remembered “Fathia would come to the shop and 

sit and they’d chat; I’d meet her there” (Francois 2012: personal interview).  After 

Nkrumah’s presidency, Francois met Faustina Acheampong, the wife of General 

Acheampong, in the Chez Julie boutique.4  Norteye’s appeal to governmental officials is 

further suggested by a photograph from the Sunday Mirror, which captures Norteye at 

one of her fashion shows, being applauded by Joyce Aryee, Ghana’s Secretary for 

Information from 1982 – 1985 (Yeboah-Afrai 1984: 14).  Both Francois and Kragbé were 

quick to emphasize that her clientele was not limited to elite Ghanaians.  As Francois 

stated, Norteye’s fashions had a broad appeal and included middle class Ghanaians 

and clientele who paid for their garments in installments.  Regardless of their economic 

                                                                                                                                             
experienced a loss of power at the beginning of the show, however the lack of electricity and the high cost 
of the ticket, as Yeboah-Afari claims, did not deter Ghanaians from attending the event.   

4
 General Ignatius Kutu Acheampong was Ghana’s military Head of State from 1972 – 1978.   
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standing, Francois classified Norteye’s customers in terms of their taste, saying they all 

represented the “cream of society” (Francois 2012: personal interview). 

The Unexpected End of Chez Julie 

In 1973, Norteye moved her boutique to a location close to Danquah Circle on 

Oxford Street, where it remains to this day.  Norteye continued to host annual fashion 

shows from the 1970s until the early 1990s, occasionally making trips to New York City 

and Los Angeles to showcase her designs at various trade fairs.  In 1986, Norteye 

participated in Ghana’s first Industrial and Technological Fair (INDUTECH).  For the 

final night of the eight day event, a celebration was held in the banquet hall at the 

Nkrumah Conference Center.  The event featured a variety of musicians and the 

crowing of Miss INDUTECH, as well as fashion designs by Norteye.  Her kente wedding 

attire, created for both the bride and groom, was highlighted in the Sunday Mirror as 

being “in line with the theme of INDUTECH ‘86’” (“Indutech Night” 1986: n. pag.).   In 

August and November of the same year, Norteye featured her fashions at two separate 

events, the first being a musical performance by Carol Bridi, the second a gala event 

organized by Ghana International Women’s Club’s, held at the State House in Accra 

(“Carol Bridi” 1986: 7, “International Women” 1986: 14).  Photographs of her fashions 

were included in the Sunday Mirror’s article on the event, further highlighting Norteye’s 

importance as one of Accra’s most prolific and celebrated fashion designers (Figure 3-

7).  In November 1991, Norteye celebrated her thirtieth anniversary as a fashion 

designer with a special fashion show at the Golden Tulip Hotel (“Chez Julie” 1991: 13).  

Instead of organizing a retrospective of her most important designs, Norteye chose to 

feature garments from her fashion label that received less coverage in Accra’s popular 

media.  She included garments of tie-dyes, batiks, and screen-printed fabrics that she 
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produced herself, as well as a line of jewelry she created exclusively for her shop (1991: 

13).   

Two years after her thirtieth anniversary, Norteye passed away suddenly, 

sending shockwaves through Accra’s fashion community.  Francois admits that she is 

still emotional about her sister’s death.  “When I go there and look at the shop, I feel 

angry, I feel sad.  I say, ‘God, why did you do that?’  I don’t know why” (Francois 2012: 

personal interview).   

Beginning in 1993, Norteye’s daughter Brigitte Naa-Ode Kragbé attempted to run 

the boutique from Cote d’Ivoire, organizing a posthumous show of Norteye’s final 

fashion collection in December 1994.  The venture proved to be unprofitable, as it was 

too costly to produce clothing in Cote d’Ivoire to sell in Accra, so Kragbé reluctantly 

closed the boutique.  Kragbé said she was flooded with calls from interested buyers; but 

she rejected their offers.  “Do you know how many people were calling daily to rent this 

place?  No way, this shop is going to be Chez Julie” (Kragbé 2012: personal interview).  

As she searched for someone who would buy the boutique and continue the brand her 

mother diligently worked to create, she was contacted by Ricci Ossei, a Ghanaian 

fashion designer who was hoping to re-launch his brand after a five year hiatus.  

According to Kragbé, “I remember that he used to admire mummy.  He would always 

stand at the window, looking.  So as soon as he came, I knew he was the right person.  

He had admired Chez Julie from the beginning” (2012: personal interview).  Ossei 

began preparing for the re-opening of Chez Julie, creating his own collection of re-

worked denim, as well as planning a collection inspired by Norteye’s garments from the 
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1960s and 1970s.  According to Kragbé, Ossei so admired Norteye’s fashions that he 

wanted a section of the boutique to remain devoted to Chez Julie’s creations.   

As Ossei prepared for the re-launch of the Chez Julie boutique, he died 

unexpectedly in August 2001, halting all plans for the future of Chez Julie.  His death 

was a shock to all involved, especially Kragbé.  The Chez Julie boutique continued to 

remain unoccupied, which, Kragbé admitted, hastened the demise of her mother’s 

brand.  “All those years, the shop was closed.  And that was when the name died out, 

but I wasn’t going to give it to just anyone” (2012: personal interview).   In 2002, when 

Cote d’Ivoire was thrown into a civil war, Kragbé returned to Ghana and re-opened 

Chez Julie.  The boutique remains open, filled with high-end, fashionable garments and 

accessories from several West African designers, although any traces of its original 

owner and her designs are absent.  Despite Norteye’s death and the closure of her 

boutique for almost ten years, her legacy continues to live on through her garments.  

When Kragbé first re-opened Chez Julie, she remembered “people would come and cry 

to me, ‘Oh, you kept your mother’s shop.  I still have the clothes in my wardrobe; they 

don’t go out of fashion’” (2012: personal interview). 

Nkrumah and the Creation of a Collective Ghanaian Identity 

In order for Nkrumah to maintain his position as leader of a newly independent 

nation amidst opposition from political factions, he embarked on a mission to create a 

homogenized nation through the careful and calculated representation of specific 

cultural practices.  As Hess states, “the employment of exhibition and display – 

frequently borrowed from the Asante – to advance nationalist and political objects 

was…prevalent” (Hess 2006: 20).  Hess focused her discussion on performances and 

exhibitions organized by Nkrumah’s government, which she stated “advanced the 
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simultaneous and at times contradictory goals of cultural preservation and unification,” 

resulting in what she classified as a “conflation of the modern and traditional” (2006: 

21).  According to Hess, Nkrumah and his government were in the process of actively 

revising Ghanaian traditions to reflect Nkrumah’s vision of a modern African nation.  

Nkrumah’s policies were not limited to exhibitions and performances.  Hess provides 

several examples of artists like Vincent Kofi, whose sculpted forms combined nationalist 

ideals with iconic features of Asante art.  Kofi’s approach is exemplified by his sculpture 

“Awakening Africa,” which “integrates the body of a woman struggling to rise to her feet 

with the head of an Asante akuaba” (2006: 36).  Hess emphasized the importance of 

state-controlled exhibitions, performances, and artisans in creating a homogenized 

representation of Ghana.   

Hess further recognized the significance of dress in Nkrumah’s formation of a 

newly independent nation.  She argued that forms of dress and the Ghanaian body 

“became an important site for ideological expression” (2006: 143).  Hess used 

Nkrumah’s official portrait as an example, in which Nkrumah is depicted draped in a 

kente cloth, with a Western-style shirt underneath that bears associations with socialist 

leadership (2006: 141).  Nkrumah was actively engaging in re-imagining how to 

represent Ghanaian traditional culture to a newly independent nation, blending iconic 

symbols of Ghanaian dress, such as kente cloth, with Western styles of clothing to 

create a modern, yet identifiably Ghanaian style of dress.   

Allman’s analysis of the government’s anti-nudity campaigns further indicates 

that Nkrumah’s government used dress, and conversely the state of “undress,” as a 

means for furthering his goal of creating a homogenous and unified Ghanaian identity.  
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Ghana’s anti-nudity campaign began as a non-governmental initiative to “dress” 

northern Ghanaian women; the absence of cloth in their dress practices was considered 

by southern Ghanaians to indicate a state of “undress” and inherent “backwardness,” 

although northern Ghanaian women did “dress” their bodies with beads, animal skins, 

and leaves (Allman 2004: 144).  Hannah Kudjoe, a female activist and member of the 

CPP, initiated the campaign and collaborated with numerous groups from 1958 to 1963, 

including the newly formed Ghanaian government, but her efforts met with little success.  

In 1964, Nkrumah appointed Kudjoe to a position in the Ministry of Labor and Social 

Welfare and re-launched her “anti-nudity” campaign under the auspices of his 

government.   

Throughout the entire process of the campaign, Allman stated that “government 

officials who were primarily concerned with national image feared that any publicity 

regarding the campaign would reflect poorly on the nation as a whole” (2004: 152).  In 

reality, the nation’s reputation and representation was the main concern of Nkrumah’s 

government.  Whereas Kudjoe believed the “nudity problem” was linked directly to 

poverty and women’s subordination, the Ghanaian government was concerned with “the 

national project – with Ghana’s national image and reputation and the north’s 

contribution to that image” (2004: 153).  Allman includes a quotation from the regional 

commissioner of the northern region who lambasted northern Ghanaians for their 

“outmoded practice”:  “I am particularly anxious that all women clothe themselves 

immediately…it [not dressing “properly”] is a bad custom so there is no reason why the 

practice should continue…many visitors come to this country and some of them take 
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photographs of nude women which they…show people to the discredit of Ghana…the 

Ghana government is determined to root out this practice” (2004: 153, 154).   

This statement illustrates that Nkrumah’s government viewed the dress of 

northern Ghanaian women as a significant hindrance to the creation of a unified, 

nationalist identity and to Ghana’s reputation as a powerful and modern African nation.  

Surprisingly, northern Ghanaian women were not provided with distinctly Ghanaian 

clothing, like the iconic women’s kaba ensemble.  Instead, they were given European 

and American second-hand clothing.  This contrasted sharply with the styles of dress 

being championed during the 1960s in Accra, which were decidedly more cosmopolitan. 

(2004: 157).  Ultimately, Nkrumah considered dress to be one of the most potent 

vehicles for expressing his conception of a newly independent, African nation.  As 

explained by historian Ama Biney, Nkrumah viewed dress as a key method for the 

“promotion and restoration of African humanity and indigenous forms of cultural 

expression in his ambition to create a new Africa and new African” (Biney 2011: 113).   

The earliest example of this shift in Ghanaians’ fashion preferences is 

exemplified by a 1956 Sunday Mirror article.  With remarkable foresight, the author 

Augustus Bruce states that “with the granting of Independence to the Gold Coast, new 

vistas for the development of our national cultural identity will be opened up.  And it may 

no longer be wise or prudent for us to continue apeing our white benefactors particularly 

in their mode of dressing” (Bruce 1956: 1).   As an alternative to Western dress, Bruce 

suggested that “our dressmakers will have to evolve a new style of our traditional cover 

cloth for those of our working girls who wish…to still dress in the traditional style” (1956: 

1).  Bruce’s article included a photograph of a young Gold Coast woman wearing the 
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“traditional cover cloth,” which can be identified as a wrapped skirt of printed wax cloth, 

accompanied by a matching wrapper and a plain blouse (Figure 3-9).5 After 

demonstrating the need for a new version of women’s traditional dress, Bruce 

concludes by asking: “Who will take up the challenge?” (1956: 1).   

A few months after the Gold Coast’s independence, Bruce’s concerns resurfaced 

when the Sunday Mirror questioned: “Western Fashions for African Women?” The 

newspaper asked for submissions from its readership and over a period of weeks, it 

received an outpouring of responses.  Reader I.K. Nyamsekpor stated: “it amounts to 

vanity for Ghana women to copy the culture of another nation.  Now that our country is 

independent, it is up to us to improve our own culture.  With this in view, it will serve no 

useful purpose if we still continue to copy other people’s culture” (Nyamsekpor 1957: 5).  

Nyamsekpor’s sentiments were echoed by Tawiah Amartey, who believed that “Any 

attempt to replace our ntama (cloth) with western women’s clothing will amount to a 

sheer attack on our national dignity, tradition and culture, and indigenous sense of 

beauty and art.  It may also indicate a gross lack of confidence…in our women who are 

regarded by their men as connoisseurs in dressing as far as ntama is concerned” 

(Amartey 1956: 5).  Lastly, Isaac Noah, a resident of Accra, argued “we are Africans 

and we must do our best to remain Africans – in our ways of dressing, in our music and 

art and the like – so that we may be able to make some contributions to world 

civilization” (Noah 1956: 5).   

As these opinions demonstrate, the Sunday Mirror readers were clearly 

concerned that Ghanaians, particularly women, should adopt a style of dress that 

                                            
5
 The design of the “traditional cover cloth” fabric can be identified as the popular and iconic “Swords of 

Kingship” or “Corkscrew” pattern (Picton 1995: 28, Bickford 1997: 11).   
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reflected Ghana’s distinct cultural heritage.  These comments suggest that Ghanaians, 

particularly men, were concerned with ensuring that local forms of dress would not be 

subsumed by European imports.  Nyamsekpor’s words are most relevant to this 

particular discussion of post-independence fashion, as he emphasized that Ghanaians 

should improve their own culture by utilizing established Ghanaian traditions of dress, 

instead of imported fashions.   

The research of Hess and Allman demonstrates that Nkrumah and his 

government were highly cognizant of the importance of dress in creating a unified 

representation of Ghanaian identity.  While Nkrumah promoted specific, established 

dress practices such as wearing kente cloth, he simultaneously supported the erasure 

of dress practices viewed as contrary to Ghana’s development as a modern, 

independent nation.  The potency of dress following Ghana’s independence is further 

suggested by columnist Bruce and submissions from Accra’s citizens, who emphatically 

stated that maintaining Ghana’s established dress practices, particularly in regards to 

women’s dress, was of primary importance.  A subtle feature of Nkrumah and Bruce’s 

rhetoric regarding the maintenance of traditional dress practices is the acknowledgment 

that these forms of dress must be revised in order to encapsulate Ghana’s newly 

formed identity as an independent African nation.  Bruce stated this explicitly, 

proclaiming that Ghanaian dressmakers “will have to evolve a new style” (Bruce 1956: 

1).   

It is within this post-independence context, a time of intense creativity and 

development in Accra, that Norteye began the second phase of her fashion career, one 

that was greatly influenced by her partnership with GTP in the mid-1960s.  Norteye 
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dramatically shifted her design focus from French and British inspired fashions to 

blending European styles of dress with Ghanaian textiles and silhouettes, resulting in 

innovative designer garments emblematic of Ghanaians’ conceptions of their collective, 

traditional culture.  Norteye’s garments were neither examples of solely European nor 

Ghanaian forms of dress, they were constructed through the careful interweaving of 

both styles, resulting in garments that reflected the values of a majority of Ghanaians in 

Accra, as well as the values and governmental policies of Nkrumah.  It was this 

collective desire to uphold Ghanaian traditions, but to suggest a modern, more 

internationally aware nation, that was ultimately reflected in Norteye’s designs.  These 

garments, described as suitable for the “African personality” when introduced in The 

Sunday Mirror, epotimize what I define as “wearable traditions” and indicate the 

naissance of Accra’s continued creation of designer, cosmopolitan fashions.   

Innovating Traditions: Norteye’s Akwadzan and Kente Kaba 

To fully understand the significance of Norteye and her transformation of 

Ghanaian materials into stylish garments that deeply resonated with the citizens of 

Accra, four Chez Julie garments will be discussed: two examples from her collaboration 

with GTP and two of Norteye’s most significant creations, her Akwadzan and kente 

kaba.  All four garments will be situated in a temporal and cultural context, a time when 

Nkrumah and his government were striving for the unification and modernization of the 

country, in the hopes of transforming Ghana into the archetype for independent African 

nations.  Norteye’s creations demonstrated her creativity and ingenuity, providing 

Ghanaian men and women with new and innovative forms of traditional dress that 

reflected a unified and homogenous national identity, as championed by Nkrumah and 

his government.  These sentiments continued to be cultivated after Nkrumah was 
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deposed, which is reflected by Norteye’s 1970 wax print garments.  Additionally, 

Norteye’s Akwadzan and kente kaba illustrate how her emphasis on seamlessly 

blending traditional Ghanaian dress with notions of European simplicity and tailoring 

revolutionized the perception and the wearing of Ghanaian traditions.    

Following Ghana’s independence, one of the main vehicles for expressing a 

unified, Ghanaian identity was through the donning of wax print fabric.  As 

demonstrated by previously discussed articles from the Sunday Mirror, the majority of 

fashions highlighted prior to independence were world fashions or international 

fashions; wax print fashions were present, but the material became more celebrated 

and symbolic as independence became a reality.  Documentation from the Sunday 

Mirror further demonstrates that wax printed textiles rapidly gained in popularity 

following Ghana’s independence and during the 1960s.  One photograph from the 

Sunday Mirror showed a woman wearing a fitted shirt from wax print cloth, while 

another photograph captured a woman wearing a cassock-inspired garment fashioned 

from a boldly patterned wax print (Figure 3-10 and 3-11).  By 1970, wax print fabrics 

were a staple of Ghanaian fashion.  This is attested to by additional excerpts from the 

Sunday Mirror, including a 1970 article that described the attire of two “fashion 

conscious” Ghanaian women, claiming that wax print was the latest trend in Accra.  The 

contributor advised the Sunday Mirror readers to “go gay and dignified with the 

emphasis laid on Ghana prints now” (“Go Gay” 1970: 8).  Several months later, another 

fashionable Ghanaian woman was featured with the following caption: “these days the 

accent is on local prints and people in the world of fashion are making full use of their 

resources” (“Emmanuel Special” 1971: 1).   
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Although it is difficult to definitively prove that Norteye was the first to blend 

European trends with Ghanaian materials, her partnership with GTP and the 

widespread dissemination of her designs suggests that she played a significant role in 

championing Ghanaian wax print as a material for fashionable attire.  This is not to say 

that Norteye was the only person actively engaged in re-working wax print cloth.  As 

evidenced by photographs from the the Sunday Mirror, there were countless 

seamstresses who were creating equally innovative forms, yet Norteye was the first 

established and widely published Ghanaian fashion designer who began to visibly 

incorporate wax print fabric into her fashions.   

In order to illustrate Norteye’s initial shift from European inspired garments to 

creating distinctly Ghanaian wax print fashions, it is necessary to analyze her designs 

featured in GTP publications.  I will discuss two “Chez Julie” fashions featured on GTP’s 

1971 promotional calendar, an example of which remains in Francois’ personal 

collection (Figure 3-12).  The calendar portion of the publication was removed decades 

ago, but the cardboard backing to the calendar remains, featuring five photographs of 

glamorous women posing in a diverse array of clothing accompanied by the caption 

“dresses created by CHEZ JULIE.”  There is no reference to a date, but because these 

garments were featured in an issue of the Sunday Mirror, they can be dated to 1971 

(“Mini or Maxi?” 1971: 1, “Beautiful in Style” 1971: 9) (Figure 3-13, Figure 3-14).  This 

series of photographs attests to Norteye’s talent at tailoring Ghanaian wax print fabrics.  

She skillfully used the large motifs of Ghanaian fabrics to create garments with 

innovative embellishments.  This is evident in several of the dresses featured in the 

calendar, particularly the dress on the far right.  Norteye used fabric with a pattern of 
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repeated circles, carefully cutting around the circles’ edges to create a scalloped hem at 

the bottom of the skirt.  She also cut circles from the fabric and used them as 

embellishments on the sleeves and to connect the garment’s bodice to the skirt, 

creating the playful effect of a semi-exposed midriff.  A second garment featured in the 

calendar is sewn from a well-known Vlisco wax print cloth referred to as “Day and 

Night.”  The print features two large, contrasting patterns divided by a border of 

geometric and floral designs.  Norteye used the printed border motif as the central 

feature of her garment, creating the illusion that two prints were sewn together to create 

the contrasting patterns.   

The dress with exposed midriff was a popular style in European and American 

fashion during the late 1960s and early 1970s, as indicated by a 1970 issue of the 

Sunday Mirror (Figure 3-15).  Described as a “daring dress,” the outfit was worn by a 

salesgirl in Accra who was identified as “Afro girl,” exemplifying the latest trends in 

imported fashions to arrive in Accra (“In Xmas Mood” 1970: 9).6  The most significant 

difference between the woman’s garment featured in the the Sunday Mirror and 

Norteye’s version is the material.  Instead of directly copying this style of dress, Norteye 

used GTP fabric to create a European styled garment with a Ghanaian flair.  Norteye 

used the circular motif on the GTP fabric to create the “rings” that connected the top of 

the garment to its skirt.  The use of the circular motif as “rings” is significant, as it 

provides an African, specifically Ghanaian interpretation of a European dress feature.  

Norteye’s use of an iconic wax print design known popularly as “Nsuo Bra” imbues the 

garment with a specific Ghanaian heritage, as the print is valued for its long history and 

                                            
6
 The woman was described as “Afro girl” because of her large and prominent Afro hairstyle.   
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local meaning.  In Twi, “nsuo Bra” means “water comes,” linking this print to the act of 

drawing water from a well (Mensah 2012: personal interview).  This garment is one 

example of Norteye’s transformation of previously eschewed “cedi cloth” into stylish 

garments that asserted a cosmopolitan identity while maintaining a specifically 

Ghanaian heritage.     

A second garment from the 1971 GTP calendar is the empire-waist dress that 

combines two popular dress styles of the late 1960s, the mini skirt and the maxi dress.  

Throughout 1970 and 1971, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror continually 

highlighted the popularity of both the maxi dress and the miniskirt.  The “maxi,” a floor-

length dress with a formfitting top, was described as “the greatest sensation in fashion 

circles…suitable for formal occasions such as weddings and evening outings” (“Go to 

‘Models’” 1971: 4).  By 1972, the Daily Graphic stated that “after several seasons of 

argument in which skirts have gone from mini to maxi, then midi and back to mini, there 

seems to be an unspoken agreement not to bother any more to try and persuade 

women to accept one length” (1972: 5).  Norteye presumably agreed with the Daily 

Graphic, combining both dress lengths into one garment, eliminating the need to accept 

one style over the other.  This dress was featured on the front page of the Sunday 

Mirror accompanied by the following caption: “To be mini or to be maxi?  That’s the 

current question, but it doesn’t seem to bother Zillia Norteye at all because she has the 

answer to it, as we can see.  Zillia is a seamstress of the ‘Chez Julie’ establishment” 

(“Mini or Maxi?” 1971: 1) (Figure 3-13).  Like the previous “midriff” dress, Norteye’s 

inclusion of GTP wax print imbues this garment with a distinctly Ghanaian flair.  By 

using locally produced wax print to create garments that were in accordance with 
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European and Ghanaian fashion trends, Norteye was providing Ghanaians with 

garments that resonated with the Sunday Mirror contributor Bruce’s previously 

discussed sentiments: to have a new style for wearing their traditional cloth.  Norteye’s 

wax print fashions validated Ghanaians’ awareness of global fashion trends, while 

simultaneously reflecting their desire to present themselves as distinctly Ghanaian.  

Norteye’s wax print fashions are exemplars of an important post-independence trend in 

fashion alluded to in the previous chapter: the power of printed fabric in promoting a 

nationalistic, cosmopolitan identity.   

Norteye’s most significant garment was first created in 1968, but remained 

unmentioned in popular media until its unveiling at Ghana’s 1971 annual Trade Fair,  

which resulted in the June 26th, 1971.  The Daily Graphic article “Something for the Men 

Too” (“Something for the Men” 1971: 7) (Figure 3-16).  The columnist celebrated 

Norteye’s latest menswear creation, stating “for the first time in the history of Ghanaian 

fashion, the men’s cloth has been converted into a manageable outfit with an opening 

for the head” (1971: 7).  The Akwadzan, described by the Sunday Mirror as “the men’s 

traditional cloth turned into a sewn outfit,” refers to the dress practice of Ghanaian men 

wrapping a cloth around the upper torso (“Chez Julie” 1991: 11).  Norteye created her 

tailored version of the Akwadzan because “she had heard a lot of complaints from men 

about their inability to wear cloth in the correct way, so she decided to come up with a 

solution, hence the birth of…the Akwadzan” (“Something for the Men” 1971: 7).  The 

columnists’ claims were further supported by the recollections of Francois, who stated 

that Norteye created the tailored Akwadzan “to make it easy for people to put on the 

traditional cloth because you’ve seen the men, they’re always adjusting” (Francois 
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2012: personal interview).  Norteye’s Akwadzan was “less stressful, less cumbersome, 

and more local.  That was the idea” (2012: personal interview).  Over a decade later, 

Norteye’s Akwadzan was again featured in the Sunday Mirror, in the 1984 article “Chez 

Julie Fashion Extravaganza” (Yeboah Afari 1984: 14).  Many of the sentiments from the 

1971 article were echoed by the 1984 columnist, who described Nortye’s Akwadzan, as 

“Chez Julie’s answer to the prayers of men” (1984: 14).  Chez Julie’s Akwadzan was a 

ready-to-wear version of the traditional men’s wrapper, tailored to include a head and 

armhole (1984: 14).  In addition to the “slip-over cloth,” Norteye created a matching pair 

of shorts, to be worn underneath the cloth (“Something for the Men” 1971: 7).   

The difficulty of wearing a traditional wrapper is attested to by the 1972 

instructional article “Know How to Put on Cloth” from the Sunday Mirror (“Know How 

to…” 1973: 7).  As the author explained, “traditionally, the cloth is the Ghanaian 

attire…but to put it on the correct way is what many Ghanaians find difficult to do.  On 

this page, we are introducing to Ghanaians and foreigners alike stages of putting on the 

cloth” (1973: 7).  The brief article is accompanied by eight photographs of Osei Asibey 

Bonsu, proprietor of the “Traditional Cloth Wearing School,” demonstrating the proper 

techniques for wrapping Ghanaian cloth (Figure 3-17).  As this brief article suggests, 

Ghanaians were being encouraged to wear cloth wrappers, but the process itself was 

rather complicated.  Norteye revolutionized this form of Ghanaian dress, transforming it 

from a highly involved process of wrapping the body, to the simple donning of a ready-

to-wear garment.   

As part of a larger research project to document the history of Ghanaian dress, 

Francois photographed a limited selection of her sister’s fashions in 1968, which 
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included both male and female versions of the Akwadzan.  Although the female version 

of the Akwadzan was photographed being worn by a young woman, the male version 

was not.  Instead, Norteye’s male model, identified as “Big Boy,” holds the garment in 

his hands, emphasizing the opening for the neck (Figure 3-18).  This awkward gesture 

is crucial to understanding Norteye’s garment, as it suggests the importance of the 

tailoring of the Akwadzan.  The model draws the viewer’s attention to Norteye’s 

innovation: her ability to transform a traditional cloth into a more wearable garment by 

cutting and tailoring the cloth.  By simply placing the opening over one’s head, the 

struggles of wrapping and re-wrapping a cloth are eliminated.  The Sunday Mirror 

columnist attested to the relative ease of wearing this garment: “no more will the house 

be full of pre-outing crisis of ‘Oh, this cloth!’ or ‘I just don’t know how to manage it!’ Just 

slip your ‘ntama’ or ‘Akwadzan’ over your head and you’re all set” (“Something for the 

Men” 1971: 7). 

 In stark contrast to the woman’s wax print cloth Akwadzan, the man’s Akwadzan 

is fashioned from an adinkra cloth.  This is evidenced by the stamped adinkra motifs as 

well as the thin, embroidered strips that run vertically on the cloth.  Due to the lack of 

contrast between the woven cloth and the stamped motifs, it can be inferred that the 

adinkra cloth consists of a woven black cloth and stamped motifs of either red or black.  

An adinkra cloth such as this would have been worn by attendees of a funeral to show 

their respect for the deceased.  By cutting and tailoring an adinkra cloth, a textile that 

continues to serve as a marker of traditional Ghanaian culture and as appropriate 

funeral attire, Norteye was actively adapting a marker of tradition to better represent the 

changing culture of Ghana and the cosmopolitan identities of Accra’ citizens.   
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The Sunday Mirror’s article “Something for the Men Too” included a series of 

photographs depicting several stages of Big Boy donning Norteye’s Akwadzan (Figure 

3-16).  In the final image, Big Boy is shown properly wearing Norteye’s Akwadzan with 

the following caption: “Big Boy poses majestically in the Akwadzan, which seems to 

have lost none of the traditional manliness in its creation” (1971: 7).  The newspaper 

author’s comment implies that despite Norteye’s modifications to this form of attire, the 

Akwadzan still represents a version of Ghanaian traditional dress.  In fact, Big Boy’s 

garment is described as exhibiting “traditional manliness,” a phrase that acknowledges 

the garment’s similarities to traditional forms of wrapping a body in cloth, as well as  

indirectly referencing the comportment of Ghanaian chiefs and their corresponding 

regalia, which is considered by many to be the epitome of Asante and more generally 

speaking, Ghanaian tradition.     

Francois still owns and wears a female version of Norteye’s Akwadzan, which 

was the same Akwadzan modeled in her photographs of Ghanaian dress (Figure 3-19). 

The garment features a striking GTP fabric with the repeated motif of a bird perched on 

a branch, surrounded by a ring of leaves.  The bird, outlined in red, is emphasized by 

the chartreuse background color of the circle and the ring of red leaves surrounding the 

entire motif.  The cream colored background of the cloth, with the additional effect of red 

“crackling,” gives the fabric a sense of balance.  This was one of Francois’ favorite 

garments and she has worn it repeatedly throughout her life.  She remembered wearing 

it as an evening gown during the 1980s to events at the State House and when she was 

given an award in 1986.  As she explained, “I wear it whenever.  Sometime last year, 

somebody had a birthday, and I had this Akwadzan,” and the reaction was, as she 
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exclaimed, “WOW” (Francois 2012: personal interview)!  Francois’ extended use of her 

Akwadzan and its continued appeal indicate the significance of this garment as a 

symbol of the enduring cosmopolitan nature of Accra’s citizens.      

Another important garment included in the series of photographs from the late 

1960s into the early 1970s, and which remains in Norteye’s collection, is a stylistically 

simple kaba and slit (Figure 3-20).  Suzanne Gott defines the Ghanaian kaba as “a 

three-piece wrapped and sewn ensemble which developed through the creative fusion 

of indigenous and European elements of female dress” (Gott 2010: 11).  Norteye’s kaba 

top had a low cut back, accompanied by a floor-length wrap skirt.  The most significant 

feature of this kaba was that it was fashioned from hand-woven kente cloth.  Francois’ 

recollections elucidate this garment’s significance.  As she explained, “at one time, 

kente was very expensive…now we have a lot of imitation, but kente, people didn’t want 

to cut…they [the kente] were precious” (Francois 2012: personal interview).  When 

Norteye began making garments from kente, Francois remembered that her mother-in-

law chided her for wearing it, stating “oh, you’ve spoiled your kente!” (2012: personal 

interview)  Francois rebuffed her mother-in-law’s statement, valuing the tailored kente 

because “you know that you will wear it, and you’ll wear it, and you’ll wear it, and it’s not 

spoiled” (2012: personal interview).  Francois further explained the garment by stating 

that, “this was my own kente.  People just had them, they never cut, so I had them cut 

[the kente] and the rest was used as a stole or something” (2012: personal interview).  

As Francois suggested, she valued her sister’s kente garments because, much like the 

tailored Akwadzan, her kente garments were more wearable than traditional attire.  
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Francois wore a variety of tailored kente garments from her sister’s label, including a 

kente skirt, a white blouse with a kente collar, and a kente suit.   

As suggested in the previous chapter, Norteye was not the first person to 

experiment with the cutting and tailoring of kente cloth.  Despite this pre-existing trend in 

Accra, Francois insisted her sister was the first to tailor kente into fashionable garments.  

Francois’ opinion is supported by the Sunday Mirror, which stated that “some elderly 

Ghanaians also recall that the current kente craze which involves the combination of 

plain fabrics and kente was introduced way back in the 60s under the Chez Julie trade 

name” (“Chez Julie” 1991: 13).  When the Sunday Mirror asked Norteye about her kente 

fashions, she stated “yes, it did not catch on so widely then.  But fashion is like that.  

Sometimes, a design takes a long time to be popular or even get born again” (1991: 

13).  This suggests that although Ghanaians were experimenting with cutting and 

tailoring kente cloth prior to Norteye’s kente kaba and slit, as Ghana’s most prominent 

designer of the 1960s to the 1980s, she may have been attributed with starting this 

particular phenomenon.  Regardless of whether Norteye was the originator of this trend, 

by creating tailored garments from kente cloth, Norteye was able to further diversify the 

physical methods of wearing kente, ultimately creating another form of her “wearable 

traditions.”    

As previously discussed, Augustus Bruce announced the need for “a new style of 

our traditional…cloth” in the Daily Graphic, concluding with the following question: “Who 

will take up the challenge?” (Bruce 1956: 1)  As this chapter has demonstrated, Juliana 

Norteye was the fashion designer who answered Bruce’s call.  Norteye was the first 

prominent Ghanaian fashion designer to successfully revolutionize Ghanaian forms of 
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dress, creating garments that reflected the political and cultural shifts of post-

independence Accra.  Inspired and informed by Nkrumah’s nationalism, as well as her 

experiences abroad, Norteye reconstructed the physical forms and textiles of Ghanaian 

dress by blending them with international fashion trends, creating styles that preserved 

Ghana’s traditional dress practices, while asserting Ghanaians’ modernity and 

participation in a global fashion network.  Norteye’s garments that I classify as 

“wearable traditions,” due to their emphasis on tailoring and wearability, are ultimately 

the first cosmopolitan designer fashions in Accra imbued with a distinct and identifiable 

nationalist influence.   

Norteye’s designs additionally attest to the inherent power invoked by specific 

forms of dress.  By shifting her focus from creating world fashions to blending global 

silhouettes with local materials and dress practices, Norteye’s garments visually 

asserted the importance of Ghanaian culture and furthered the establishment of an 

autonomous and nationalistic cosmopolitan identity in Accra.  Instead of “returning the 

colonial master’s gaze,” Norteye’s garments reimagined the “master’s” garments, 

creating fashions that were distinct expressions of Accra’s post-independence culture.  

This is perhaps one of the strongest means for asserting power and autonomy: 

transforming the symbols (in this case, clothing) of your oppressor into visual 

expressions of your own identity.   

Norteye’s introduction and the subsequent acceptance of nationalist and 

cosmopolitan designer fashions, garments that seamlessly blended global styles with 

local materials and forms of dress while maintaining a distinctly Ghanaian identity, 

ushered in a new realm of fashion in Accra that has continued until today.  Norteye’s 
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garments have earned their description as “classic” and “evergreen,” as her innovations 

to Ghanaian dress have allowed successive fashion designers to further re-imagine 

indigenous textiles and dress practices, ultimately reflecting the changing nature of 

Accra and its cosmopolitan citizens.  
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Figure 3-1.  Photograph of Juliana Norteye returning to Accra in 1961, the Daily 

Graphic.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-2.  Photograph of Juliana Norteye (far right) and her sisters in Kumasi, 1950, 

Personal collection of Edith Francois. 
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Figure 3-3.  Photograph of Norteye’s “The Hall and Chamber Frock,” 1958, the Sunday 

Mirror.  Personal collection of Edith Francois.   

 
 
Figure 3-4.  “Julie – Girl with an Ambition,” 1961, the Sunday Mirror.  Personal collection 

of Edith Francois.   
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Figure 3-5.  Edith Francois modeling a Chez Julie garment, as seen in the Sunday 

Mirror, 1961.  Personal collection of Edith Francois.   

 
 
Figure 3-6.  “Julie’s so glad it is over!” 1962, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 3-7.  Norteye’s daughter Lorraine modeling one of her designs, 1986, the 

Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-8.  Feature on “Jobs for the Girls,” 1958, the Sunday Mirror. The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 3-9.  The “traditional style” referenced by Bruce, 1956, the Sunday Mirror.  The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-10.  A wax print fabric shirt, 1966, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 3-11.  A cassock inspired, wax print fabric dress, 1967, the Sunday Mirror.  The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-12.  GTP calendar featuring Chez Julie fashions, 1971.  Personal collection of 
Edith Francois.   
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Figure 3-13.  Norteye’s mini/maxi dress, 1971, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-14.  Norteye’s “Day and Night” wax print dress, 1971, the Sunday Mirror.  The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 3-15.  Exposd midriff dress, 1970, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-16.  “Something for the men too,” 1971, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 3-17.  “How to put on a cloth,” featuring Osei Asibey Bonsu, 1973, the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 3-18.  “Big Boy” modeling Norteye’s Akwadzan, c. 1968.  Personal collection of 

Edith Francois. 
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Figure 3-19.  “Zilla” wearing a female version of Norteye’s Akwadzan, c.1968.  Personal 

collection of Edith Francois. 

 
 
Figure 3-20.  Phyllis Lamptey modeling Norteye’s kente kaba, c. 1968.  Personal 

collection of Edith Francois.
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CHAPTER 4 
FROM REVOLUTIONS TO RUNWAYS:  ACCRA’S FASHION CULTURE DURING THE 

1980s 

One must not forget the inexplicable ups and downs in fashion…if there’s 
anything predictable about the world of fashion, it is its unpredictability.  

—AjoaYeboah-Afari 
Sunday Mirror Fashion Contributor  

 
In order to fully understand the blossoming of Ghanaian fashion during the early 

1990s, it is necessary to acknowledge the dearth of documented fashion during the late 

1970s throughout the 1980s, a tumultuous and economically impoverished time for 

Ghana.  By 1983, as part of President John Jerry Rawlings’ four-year Economic 

Recovery Program, the Secretary for Finance and Economic Planning implemented 

what historian Ken Shillington described as “the toughest austerity budget of any 

government since independence” (Shillington 1992: 110).  Shillington considered the 

years of 1982 and 1983 to be a historic low in Ghana’s economy, the hardships of which 

“remain deeply engrained in the Ghanaian collective memory” (1992: 112).   

This chapter will attest to how Ghana’s struggling economy, coupled with the 

restrictive laws and anti-elitist rhetoric of Ghana’s head of state John Jerry Rawlings, 

created an absence of fashion production, with a particular deficiency of fashion 

designers and runway shows.  Although fashion as an elite pursuit almost disappeared 

from popular media, Accra’s fashion culture persisted, resulting in two intriguing 

developments: an emphasis on creating elaborate and innovative kaba designs from 

wax print fabric, and the fervent promotion of locally produced Ghanaian textiles, 

including wax print, batik, and tie and dye.  These shifting fashion trends encouraged 

the continuation of Accra’s fashion culture during the early and mid-1980s and indicated 

an important shift in the characterization of a nationalist, cosmopolitan identity.  During 
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the 1980s, Rawlings’ championing of local materials and dress styles encouraged the 

elevation of the kaba, which became a form of elite attire synonymous with a distinctly 

Ghanaian, nationalist identity.   

This chapter will additionally explore the work of Ricci Ossei, a Ghanaian 

designer who developed his fashion career in the United States during the 1970s, but 

who received limited coverage upon his return to Ghana in the 1980s due to Rawlings’s 

restrictive policies.  Ossei’s predominantly denim fashions, accentuated with local 

textiles and motifs, served as catalysts to reinvigorate Accra’s elite fashion culture and 

influenced the creations of future Ghanaian fashion designers.  As a 1997 article on 

Ossei’s designs attested, “now, although a good number of Ghanaian designers have 

emerged onto the fashion scene, Ossei still holds his own” (“The Ricci Touch” 1997: 

12).  Exploring Ossei’s careers in Los Angeles and Accra, this chapter will ultimately 

examine several of Ossei’s most significant garments, illustrating how he used his 

designs as vehicles for symbolically addressing notions of internationality and 

inclusiveness, creating garments that evoked strong associations with cosmopolitanism.  

Furthermore, Ossei’s fashions were potentially informed by Rawlings pervasive anti-

elitism; Ossei’s explanation that his “stripped” garments symbolically represented the 

equality of individuals is reminiscent of Rawlings’ populism. Ossei’s intellectual 

approach to fashion, coupled with his awareness of the appeal of African fashion to both 

Ghanaians and African-Americans, is crucial to understanding the increasingly global 

approach taken by the Ghanaian fashion designers who succeeded him.   
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“This is not a Coup,” Part One:  Rawlings’ Revolution and its Effects on Accra’s 
Elite Citizenry 

Following the brief June 4th Revolution led by Flight Lieutenant John Jerry 

Rawlings, Ghana’s Third Republic was inaugurated on September 24th, 1979, under the 

leadership of Dr. Hilla Limann, a member of the PNP.  Dr. Limann inherited a country 

faced with significant problems.  As explained by political scientist E. Gyimah-Boadi, 

due to a number of factors, including high rates of inflation and a shortage of foreign 

exchange, Ghana’s economy had entered a state of prolonged decline.  Ghana’s 

infrastructure was collapsing; roads had deteriorated to the point of being impassable, 

the railway system was inefficient, and the supply of water and electricity was unreliable 

(Gyimah-Boadi 1993: 2).  In truth, Ghana’s social, political, and economic decline had 

been building since the overthrow of Nkrumah in 1966 and Limann’s policies proved to 

be as ineffective as those of his predecessors (Pellow and Chazan 1986: 47).   Despite 

Limann’s initial attempts to reconcile many of Ghana’s growing misfortunes, his regime 

lasted twenty seven months before Rawlings led a second military coup, installing 

himself as the leader of Ghana until 1992.1  According to Gyimah-Boadi, the failure of 

Limann’s regime can be attributed to two main factors: the short time he was provided 

to resolve Ghana’s economic and political crises and his difficulty in providing 

immediate relief to Ghana’s failing economy, which Rawlings was able to briefly 

accomplish during his first military coup in 1979 (Gyimah-Boadi 1993: 2).   

On the day of Rawlings’ second revolution in 1981, he announced on Ghanaian 

radio that “this is not a coup.  I ask for nothing less than a revolution.  Something that 

                                            
1
 After relinquishing his position as the military leader of Ghana in 1992, Rawlings was democratically 

elected president of Ghana in 1992 and remained president until 2000.   
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would transform the social and economic order of this country” (Rawlings 1982: 1).  As 

further explained by anthropologist Deborah Pellow and political scientist Naomi 

Chazan, Rawlings sought to “return power to the people and to wage a ‘holy war’ 

against corruption, privilege, and inequality” (Pillow and Chazan 1986: 76).  As 

suggested by Pillow and Chazan, Rawlings’ revolution focused on the plight of the 

common Ghanaian.  This is further attested to by Gyimah-Boadi, who stated that 

“populist rhetoric and symbolism was very much in evidence in the early stages of the 

Rawlings revolution.  Slogans like ‘power to the people,’ ‘popular justice’ and 

‘participatory democracy’ were widely used, and the prefix ‘people’s’ was attached to 

national institutions…and daily newspapers” (Gyimah-Boadi 1993: 6) (Figure 4-1).   

In keeping with Rawlings’ populist tone, members of the middle and upper 

classes were held responsible for the country’s corruption and economic degradation.  

As described by Shillington, Rawlings main concern “was for the poor and the 

exploited…he riled at the injustice and moral decadence of the country’s ruling elite” 

(Shillington 1992: 76).  This is further supported by Gyimah-Boadi, who stated that “the 

various establishment and middle class groups… as well as traditional rulers came 

under severe attack.  They were denigrated as ‘neo-colonial’ and ‘regressive’ social 

forces that had to be eliminated” (Gyimah-Boadi 1993: 7).   

Both Gyimah-Boadi and Shillington describe Rawlings as staunchly anti-elitist, a 

characterization that is supported by Rawlings’ own words.  In a radio and television 

broadcast on July 29th, 1982, Rawlings emphasized the clear disparities between the 

wealthy and poor by describing the visible contrasts between maternity floors at the 

Korle Bu Teaching Hospital.  As Rawlings described, whereas the majority of Ghanaian 
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women on the second and third floors “sleep on the bare floor even with their babies,” 

the fifth and sixth floors had “no overcrowding, no patients lie on the bare floor…the air 

is fresh, the place is clean and the whole atmosphere is hospitable” (Rawlings 1982: 48, 

49).  Rawlings emphasized these inequities, stating that “the less privileged women on 

the second and third floors are also human…but right there in a public hospital, they live 

in a different world.  Even their babies enter a world of misery and humiliation from the 

very day of their birth, while their more fortunate friends are born into comfort and 

luxury.”  Rawlings concluded that “it is such gross inequalities in our social system 

which is at the root of all the tensions and conflicts in our society.  To have peace in this 

country we must tackle this problem at the root” (1982: 48).  

Rawlings was more explicit regarding his disdain for the elite in a speech marking 

the first anniversary of the People’s Defense Committee.  Rawlings was paraphrased as 

stating that the “majority of Ghanaians lived in a vicious circle of poverty because the 

few rich and influential people were allowed to cheat them…because those few people 

made millions…cheating people, they had the power and did what they liked, regardless 

of the interest of the rest” (Rawlings 1983: 3).  Rawlings’ criticisms of Ghana’s elite 

citizens undoubtedly had a significant effect on their lifestyles, particularly their 

consumption and participation in Accra’s fashion culture.  This assertion is supported by 

Shillington, who stated that during the early 1980s, “the ‘ruling class’ were no longer 

indulging in conspicuous consumption whilst the mass of Ghanaians starved, and 

people widely believed they had Jerry Rawlings to thank for that” (Shillington 1992: 

116).  
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Based on the arguments of both Shillington and Gyimah-Boadi, coupled with 

excerpts from Rawlings’ own speeches, it is likely that the documentation of fashion and 

fashion events virtually disappeared from the pages of The Sunday Mirror and The Daily 

Graphic due to Rawlings’ attack on the excessive lifestyles of elite Ghanaians.  This is 

not to say that elite Ghanaians stopped consuming designer fashions.  During the early 

1980s, several fashion shows were organized by Ricci Ossei and Juliana Norteye, 

which were highlighted in the the Sunday Mirror.  This suggests that Accra’s fashion 

culture persisted in spite of Rawlings’ open condemnation of elite lifestyles.  However, 

due to Rawlings’ anti-elitist policies and rhetoric, the overall presence of elite fashion in 

Accra’s popular media was drastically reduced. 

The anti-elitism exhibited by Rawlings was more than rousing rhetoric; his 

populist beliefs directly informed many of his governmental policies.  One area of 

popular culture that was greatly impacted by Rawlings’ initiatives was Ghana’s state-

owned media (Hasty 2005).  Rawlings enacted measures to ensure strict control over 

Ghana’s newspapers, which concurrently illustrates the pervasiveness of his populist 

beliefs, providing further evidence as to why Accra’s fashion culture was virtually erased 

from the pages of the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror.   

“This is not a Coup,” Part Two:  Rawlings’ Revolution and its Effects on Popular 
Media 

Prior to Rawlings’ regime, President Dr. Hilla Liman provided the press with 

unprecedented freedom and protection by establishing Ghana’s first Press Commission 

in 1980.  The twelve member commission was designed to “insulate the press from 

direct political interference so that journalists in the public sector can discharge their 

duty of objectively informing the people and acting as watchdogs on governmental 
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activities without fear of reprisals from the government” (Ansah 1991: 8).  The 

commission was independent from the government, which further ensured commission 

members were not inappropriately swayed by appointed officials.  Although the Press 

Commission did exhibit biases towards specific individuals and political parties, as 

Clement Asante argued, President Hilla Liman’s creation of the Press Commission 

“provided an opportunity to freely discuss the performance and responsibility of the 

Ghanaian press” (1991: 8).   

The state-owned media’s newfound freedom was short-lived; immediately 

following the December 31st Revolution, Rawlings began to institute policies that 

brought the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror under governmental control.  As he 

stated in a press briefing for local and foreign journalists on January 18, 1982, Rawlings 

believed that “the press is a public press, part of the mechanism of State power, and it 

is funded by the taxpayer, which in Ghana, means the poor masses.  In the past, the 

press had been used against these very people.  We now want to be sure that the press 

will constitute an expression of the people’s freedom and not their oppression” 

(Rawlings 1983: 15). 

With Rawlings’ abolition of the Third Republican Constitution, the Press 

Commission was dissolved, granting Rawlings immediate control over state-owned 

newspapers.  Rawlings’ first step in re-directing Ghana’s news media was the 

termination of the editors of the Sunday Mirror and the Daily Graphic, George Aidoo and 

Nana Addo-Twum.  Following the appointment of a new editor to the Daily Graphic, the 

newspaper was renamed the People’s Daily Graphic in order to “remind the personnel 

and readers of this national daily newspaper that the Graphic belongs to the ‘people’ 
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(the masses in Ghana) and must therefore be used to promote their interests and 

aspiration” (Anokwa 1997: 20) (Figure 4-1).  Clement Asante provides a slightly different 

explanation for the addition of the word “People’s” to the Daily Graphic’s title, stating 

that it provided the newspaper with “a revolutionary image and posture” (Asante 1996: 

107).  Additionally, Asante stated that the Daily Graphic “started to put quotations from 

speeches by Rawlings or other revolutionary cadres on the sides of its masthead,” 

further emphasizing the significant role of mass media in propagating his political 

agenda (1996: 107).   

Rawlings not only instituted policies that restricted the freedoms of Ghana’s state 

owned newspapers, but ensured that both the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror 

operated as an extension of the Rawlings government.  The limitations Rawlings placed 

on both newspapers and his insistence that these publications appeal to “the poor 

masses” further contributed to the effacement of elite culture, dramatically affecting the 

presence of Accra’s fashion in popular print media.   

In addition to the highly restrictive policies enacted by Rawlings, Ghana’s 

economic hardships severely impacted the physical production of newspapers during 

the early 1980s.  Ghana’s news companies fell victim to a shortage of newsprint, which 

caused most newspapers, both privately-owned and state-controlled, to drastically 

reduce the number of pages in each issue (1996: 115).  According to Asante, the 

Ghanaian Times was only producing 5,000 copies of their publication, despite the 

machinery’s capability of producing 250,000 copies daily.  The difficulty in procuring 

imported newprint forced the Ghanaian Times to suspend publication for a period of 

time in 1981 (1996: 116).  The Daily Graphic suffered similar hardships; in an editorial 
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from the early 1980s, the Daily Graphic stated that “both papers [the Daily Graphic and 

the Ghanaian Times] have no newsprint, ink, photographic materials and other printing 

input.  The Times and the Graphic have no vehicles to take their reporters out on 

assignments…we have no transport to take the papers to the regions” (1996: 116).  

Although the Daily Graphic purchased an updated printing press in 1978, both 

newspapers were plagued with technological problems that impeded the production of 

timely publications (1996: 116).  The difficulties of the Daily Graphic in producing 

newspapers likely limited the scope of its publications, which provides an additional 

reason why Accra’s fashion was less prevalent in the media during the early 1980s.  As 

this evidence demonstrates, the policies of Rawlings and the failing economy had direct 

effects on the documentation of Accra’s elite fashion in Ghana’s popular press.   

“The Cost of Dressing”:  Ghana’s Failing Economy and the Production of Local 
Fabrics 

A third factor that contributed to the temporary decline of Accra’s fashion culture 

was the effects of Ghana’s struggling economy on the textile industry.  Wendy Asiama, 

a fashion contributor to the Sunday Mirror, published a comprehensive and informative 

article on Ghana’s struggling textile industry in 1981.  Asiama’s article, “The Sale of 

Wax Prints,” documented the development of Ghanaian wax print factories, as well as 

the hardships these factories faced in the late 1970s and early 1980s.  As Asiama 

noted, the first Ghanaian wax print companies were formed in the early 1960s, including 

GTP, ATL, and TTL.  When these companies initially began producing fabrics, they 

were significantly cheaper than imported European wax prints, thus garnering the name 

“cedi cloth.”  Due to their lower cost, Ghanaian wax prints were initially viewed as less 

desirable by Ghanaian women (Asiama 1981: 5). This prompted textile companies to 
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commission recognized designers, as exemplified by the partnership between GTP and 

Juliana Norteye, to create fashions using their wax print fabrics in the hopes of 

improving their overall image and appeal (1981: 5).   

To further encourage the development of Ghana’s national textile industry, the 

government instituted a ban on all imported textiles in 1975.  Simultaneously, the 

Ghanaian government began actively promoting locally produced textiles by exhibiting 

them at the 1975 Ghana Manufacturer’s Association event, held at the Trade Fair site in 

Accra.  The event received extensive attention in both the Daily Graphic and the 

Sunday Mirror, with a significant amount of press coverage focused on Ghanaian wax 

print textiles.  For example, under the headline “Forward with the Revolution,” several 

images of women wearing Ghanaian wax print were featured, including an image of a 

GTP Company representative, wearing what was described as a “beautiful made-in-

Ghana dress” (“Forward with…”. 1975: 6) (Figure 4-2).   

Unfortunately, Ghana’s ban on imported goods had negative repercussions.  

Ghana’s textile companies were faced with a lack of imported materials necessary for 

the production of wax print fabric, including dyes and replacement parts for machinery, 

causing a steady decline in their production levels.  By 1976-1977, all three companies 

were producing only 15.9 million yards of wax print fabric, instead of the 78 million yards 

they were capable of producing when operating at full capacity (Asiama 1981: 5).  By 

1979-1980, the total amount of wax print fabric dropped to 12.7 million yards, which 

Asiama explained would satisfy the needs of less than 15% of Ghana’s potential wax 

print consumers (1981: 5).  As Asiama correctly predicted, the amount of fabric 

produced continued to decline well into the early 1980s.   



 

181 

Ghana’s ban on imported wax print, coupled with the declining productivity of 

textile manufacturers, resulted in a dramatic increase in the cost of wax print fabric.  As 

Asiama stated, “there are instances when [market] women have bought some of these 

prints for only 200 [per] half piece or less, only to sell at 400 or 500” (1981: 5).  As the 

productivity of Ghana’s textile factories continued to decline, the cost of locally produced 

wax print rapidly increased, reaching its zenith in the early to mid-1980s.   

As illustrated by the 1983 article “Cost of Fashion,” the remarkable increase in 

the cost of wax print fabric made it exceedingly difficult for Ghanaian women to wear 

garments sewn from locally produced textiles.  As fashion contributor Suzie Okyere 

stated: “these days it needs more money than ever, and time, to be fully abreast with 

fashion” (Okyere 1983: 14).  Okyere elaborated on the increasing expenses, explaining 

that the average price of three yards of wax printed fabric, as sold in the market, was 

four times the amount listed as the fabric’s controlled price [as set by the government] 

(1983: 14).2   

The following year, the Sunday Mirror fashion contributor Ajoa Yeboah-Afari 

devoted her “Thoughts of a Native Daughter” column to the topic of wax print cloth.  

Yeboah-Afari captured the mood of the mid-1980s: “times are hard and serious 

thoughts occupy most minds” (Yeboah Afari 1984: 3).  Yeboah-Afari’s column provides 

further documentation of the rising costs of wax print cloth, as well as the sheer difficulty 

of procuring wax print cloth to purchase.  As she stated, “there is none on the open 

market, especially in the rural areas.  Months-long of under-production or suspension of 

                                            
2
 More specifically, Okyere stated that for a GTP design, “the controlled price (which is not easy to come 

by) is 563.00 cedis per half piece of six yards.  The open market price…is not less than 2,000 cedis, 
depending on where and how one gets it (Okyere 1983: 14).” 
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production by the textile factories…has brought about an acute shortage of cloth” (1984: 

3).  Concerning the price of locally produced wax print, Yeboah-Afari noted that “few of 

us know the official price of cloth.  The last I heard it was around C500 a half-piece for 

locally-made ‘fancy print.’  I am told that the open market price – when you get it – is 

about C3,500 for locally made cloth and between C5,000 – C7,500 for imported ones” 

(1984: 3).   

A final anecdote from a 1986 submission to the Sunday Mirror’s advice column, 

reveals that wax print cloth maintained its high price beyond the early 1980s.  A man 

identified as “Etuo from Tema” wrote to the Sunday Mirror advice columnist, stating that 

“I had a relationship with a girl for eleven months…during the period of our friendship, I 

gave her money to buy two half-pieces of cloth in preparation for the performance of 

customary marriage rites” (Etuo 1986: 12).  As Etuo explained, he and the woman 

eventually separated, but she kept the cloth, prompting Etuo to ask “since this girl is not 

prepared to marry me, does she have any right…to retain the cloths?  On the other 

hand, do I have any moral right to retrieve them?” (1986: 12).  As Etuo admitted, “times 

are rough and two half-pieces of cloth are worth something” (1986: 12).  Etuo’s 

acknowledgement of the cloth’s monetary value and his desire for its return suggests 

that Ghanaian wax print, once classified dismissively as “cedi cloth,” had become a 

desirable and valued local commodity, imbued with both monetary and cultural values.  

The prices discussed by Asiama, Okyere, and Yeboah-Afari reflected only the 

cost of the material; they did not account for the equally rising cost of having cloth sewn 

into garments.  As mentioned by Yeboah-Afari, the cost of employing a seamstress 

ranged from C300 to over C1200, depending on the complexity of the design and the 
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reputation of the seamstress.   The opening statement of an article titled “The Costly 

Dresses” humorously captured Ghanaians’ frustrations with the increasing costs of 

locally produced textiles and garments: “the cost of dressing is becoming so high that 

most of us may soon take to wearing swimming trunks and bikinis instead of clothes or 

cloth” (“The Costly Dresses” 1985: 10). 

The shortage of wax print and the increasing cost of producing garments had a 

direct effect on Accra’s fashion designers.  Without sufficient materials, the production 

of fashion designers could have been significantly curtailed.  Additionally, Rawlings’ 

open criticism of elite Ghanaians’ excessive lifestyles likely discouraged elites from 

publicly consuming fashions by local designers, which would directly decrease their 

production.  Surprisingly, these factors did not cause Accra’s fashion culture to 

completely deteriorate.  The increased expense of dressing and the overly populist 

Rawlings regime encouraged a brief shift in Accra’s documented fashion culture.  

Instead of focusing on elite fashion designers and their creations, Ghanaian 

seamstresses and their reinterpretations of the kaba, as well as their growing use of 

locally produced textiles, were actively promoted in Accra’s popular press and 

championed by the Rawlings government.   

Coming into its Own:  The Growing Significance of Locally Produced Cloth and 
Clothing  

  This unexpected shift in Accra’s fashion culture is best encapsulated by the 

words of Yeboah-Afari, who stated in her column that despite Ghana’s hardships,  “this 

society is moving in many new directions, so maybe it is not inappropriate to touch on a 

delightful phenomenon taking place…the coming into its own of the cloth” (Yeboah Afari 

1984: 3).  Yeboah-Afrai continued: “imaginations have run riot and people have gone 
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mad, pleasantly so, with the scissors.  Never has so much creativity gone into the 

ntama [cloth] with bias binding, taffeta, foam, pleats, stain, scallops, bows, belts, sashes 

– there are no words to describe the styles that have been seen” (1984: 3).     

This explosion of fashion, specifically related to the kaba and variations on its 

form, is reiterated in several articles from the Sunday Mirror, including Suzie Okyere’s 

“1984: Year of Fashion.”  As Okyere described, “with regard to fashion, Ghanaian 

women showed that a lot of creativity can be achieved with the little that is available” 

(Okyere 1984: 14).  Okyere claimed that “the most outstanding aspect of fashion was in 

the field of the cloth.  Day in and day out different styles of ‘kaba and slit’ were seen.  

The more expensive the cloth, the more the variation in styles” (1984: 14).  Okyere 

referenced the graduating students’ fashion show at Elsina Models as exemplary of this 

blossoming creativity, including photographs of kaba designs like “no jealous” and “side 

attraction” (Figure 4-3). 

This is further attested to by the Sunday Mirror fashion contributor Nanabanyin 

Dadson’s article, “The Changing Face of the Kaba.”  According to Dadson, “more and 

more women are today turning to the wearing of ntama (wax print cloth) to provide them 

with elegance for all occasions” (Dadson 1984: n. pag.).  Dadson alluded to the shifting 

cultural values of wax print garments, stating that “while a few decades ago…ntama 

(wax print cloth) was associated with illiterate folk…now no woman would do without 

them” (1984:  n. pag.).  Both Okyere and Dadson’s discussions of wax print cloth and 

kaba designs allude to a particularly interesting phenomenon that developed from the 

increasing price of Ghanaian wax print: its transformation into a luxury commodity and 

its subsequent use as a medium for fashion.   
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The revaluing of Ghanaian wax print is discussed by Yeboah-Afari, Okyere and 

Dadson.  Yeboah-Afari offered several explanations for the blossoming of creative kaba 

designs, including the following: “is it that because cloth is scarce when they lay hands 

on it, women want to make the most of it” (Yeboah Afari 1984: 3)?  Yeboah Afrai does 

not directly answer her own question, however Dadson supplies a more concrete, albeit 

disparaging and cynical explanation for the embrace of local wax print.  According to 

Dadson, the growing popularity of wax print is due to “the habit of Ghanaian women to 

attach…to everything that is expensive” (1984: 3).  Despite Dadson’s condescending 

tone, her explanation does suggest that locally produced wax print may have 

transitioned from its reputation as cedi cloth to a more valued luxury commodity.  

Dadson recognized the changing value of Ghanaian wax print, stating that “the ntama 

has come to achieve an elegance” (Dadson 1984: n. pag.).  This opinion is echoed by 

Okyere, who added that “the more fashionable the cloth became, the more the women 

continued wearing them to provide them with elegance for all occasions” (Okyere 1984: 

14).   

It is important to note that the opinions of Yeboah-Afari, Okyere and Dadson 

were likely influenced by Rawlings’ regime, as all three contributors were writing for 

newspapers that were under the auspices of his government.  This suggests that 

although the increased price of wax print imbued the fabric with more exclusivity, aiding 

its transformation into a medium for fashionable garments, the Ghanaian government’s 

active promotion of local textiles and art forms also had an effect on popularizing 

Ghanaian wax print, as well as locally produced batik and tie and dye.   



 

186 

Rawlings repeatedly emphasized the need for Ghanaians to produce and 

consume their own products.  In a speech addressing members of the Third 

Quadriennial Congress, Rawlings stated that “our ability to continue to exist as a nation 

has become reduced to the simple question of whether we are able to provide food to 

feed ourselves, whether we are able to reduce our reliance on imported items and be 

able to cater for ourselves” (Rawlings 1983: 54).  In Rawlings’ keynote address at the 

Indutech ’86 fair, he acknowledged the importance of local textiles, suggesting they had 

the potential of becoming one of Ghana’s major exports (Rawlings 1986: 16).   

Rawlings’ active endorsement of locally produced textiles not only encouraged 

the development of Ghana’s economy, but it combated a developing trend that 

threatened the potential growth and profitability of Ghana’s struggling wax print industry.  

Due to the increasing cost of locally produced fabrics and clothing, many Ghanaians 

were forced to purchase “Oburoni wawu.”  “Oburoni wawu,” which loosely translates to 

“the dead foreigner,” refers to second-hand European and American clothing sold 

throughout Ghana.  As explained by Yeboah-Afari, “it is reported that there are some 

districts where second-hand clothing is all people can find to cover their bodies” 

(Yeboah Afari 1984: 3).  

 This problem was discussed in the 1986 article “Tailors Unhappy with Oburoni 

Wawu’s Boost,” which stated that “tailors and dressmakers have been thrown into a 

state of panic because of the high patronage ‘oburoni wawu’ (used clothing) is 

experiencing at present…normally the Christmas period is their best season but 

business prospects this year are bleak” (Safo 1986: n. pag.).  The author referenced the 
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increasing expense of printed cloth and tailor-made garments as the driving forces 

behind the embrace of “Oburoni wawu.” 

Rawlings was faced with the difficult task of deterring Ghanaians from purchasing 

cheap, imported clothing in the hopes of rebuilding Ghana’s local textile industry.  In 

order to deter Ghanaians from purchasing “Oburoni wawu,” the Ghanaian government 

began actively promoting locally made fabric, particularly wax print cloth, batik, and tie 

and dye.  Since the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror were under the direct control 

of Rawlings’s government, both newspapers’ focus on locally produced textiles can be 

understood as part of Rawlings’ attempt to actively promote the consumption of locally 

produced textiles.  The newspapers documented a wide range of locally produced 

textile exhibitions and published articles that focused on specific textile artists who 

created batiks and tie and dyes, as well as seamstresses who utilized locally produced 

fabrics.   

The Sunday Mirror’s consistent coverage of these textiles began in 1985, with an 

article on a ten-day batik training workshop organized by the German-based Goethe 

Institute and sponsored by the Arts Council of Ghana.  Following the batik workshop, 

the Goethe Institute began hosting monthly exhibitions of batik artists, many of which 

were documented in the Sunday Mirror.  The first exhibition featured batiks by Mrs. 

Rejoice Adjasoo, whose creations were better known as “Mamaree Batiks.”  The 

unknown author celebrated Adjasoo for the creativity of her designs and the fastness of 

her dyes.  Adjasoo was paraphrased as stating that she was “happy to be contributing 

to clothe Ghanaians, especially now that the big textile manufacturing companies are 

producing below expected targets (“Mamaree Batiks” 1985: 11).  In December 1985, 
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Adjasoo had a second exhibition at the Goethe Institute.  An article explained that 

whereas her first exhibition focused on large batiks meant for interior decoration and 

tablecloths, her second exhibition focused on “batik products like shirts, napkins, 

dresses, chair backs and such items that could be used straightaway” (1985: 11).  After 

the opening of the exhibition, a photograph of Mrs. Adjasoo showing several of her batik 

garments was included in an issue of the Sunday Mirror (Manu 1985: 8).   

A month after Adjasoo’s first exhibition of batiks, the Goethe Institute sponsored 

a second exhibition that featured batiks by Mr. Haka, as well as paintings and 

sculptures by E. Anku-Golloh and Francis Boateng.  The accompanying photograph 

showed Mr. Haka explaining his batik fabrics to Mr. Franck Meyke, secretary of the 

West German Embassy in Ghana.  A third exhibition of batiks by Edwina Dankwa was 

held at the home of Mr. L. Andjelkovia, Counsellor of the Yugoslavia Embassy in 

December 1985.  As the rapid succession of articles on batik fabrics suggests, the 

Sunday Mirror was actively documenting the production of these textiles, which likely 

reflected the hopes of the Ghanaian government to increase consumption of locally 

produced fabrics.   

The most significant promotion of locally produced textiles and garments was 

part of an event organized by NASSTAD in 1986.  The May 3, 1986 issue of the Sunday 

Mirror highlighted this event as the first ever “Made-in-Ghana Clothes Exhibition” 

(Kissiedu 1986: 1).  The Sunday Mirror contributor Samuel Kissiedu described the event 

as featuring “23 participants who displayed designs of ‘kaba,’ frocks, shirts, trousers, 

and skirts made from both local and imported textile materials” (1986: 1).  It is highly 

probable that this event was a direct result of Rawlings’ desire to develop Ghana’s local 
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industries and that the event’s extensive promotion in the Sunday Mirror was another 

attempt by the government to dissuade Ghanaians from actively purchasing second-

hand European and American clothing.  Mr. Kofi Amoatey, the senior cultural officer of 

the Arts Council of Ghana, voiced similar concerns stating that “it is highly absurd that at 

this time of Ghana’s development, given the diversity of ideas and the level of 

craftsmanship among our tailors and dressmakers, some of us still depend on imported 

clothing” (1986: 1).   

Following NASSTAD, one of the seamstresses who participated in the exhibition 

was featured in the the Daily Graphic article “Nora’s Success Story.”  The article 

declared that the name Nora Bannerman and her label “Nora Bannerman Designs” 

were “steadily creeping into the vocabulary of most visitors to the exhibition” (Ajavon 

1986: 3).  Bannerman’s own words indicated the growing popularity of wax print fabrics: 

“I don’t import anything.  I buy all the fabrics I use from the market and by the kind 

coutesy of Akosombo Textiles Limited…I have discovered that there are a lot of 

beautiful things that can be made from them for both men and women” (1986: 3).   

Former First Lady Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings offers the most convincing 

evidence that the Rawlings regime aided in developing the popularity of wax print fabric.  

In an interview I conducted in June 2012 addressing her personal style, Rawlings 

recollected: “I decided I would start wearing traditional clothes, fabric made from the 

wax prints of our factories.  First of all, it wasn’t available and we were trying to improve 

our economy…so if the factories started working, then it would be a good idea if we 

were wearing their fabric.  Then there would be a multiplying effect.  So I decided 
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instead of making dresses with the Ghanaian fabric, I would make the traditional 

[garments] and I would make it fashionable” (Rawlings 2012: personal interview).   

Rawlings also asserted that “I wanted to make a change.  I wanted to make a 

statement.  I wanted people to start wearing things from here.  My husband was 

preaching, ‘eat what you grow and grow what you eat,’ so I thought ‘wear what you 

make and make what you wear.’  Just to encourage the economy of Ghana” (2012: 

personal interview).  The sentiments of Rawlings were echoed by Mr. Zamek, head of 

NASSTAD, who was reported as stating that “if Ghanaians grow what they eat, then 

they must also sew what they wear” (Kissiedu 1986: 1).  This indicates that the notion of 

sewing your own clothing from locally produced materials was perceived as a significant 

part of the government’s economic recovery.   

Rawlings admits that some individuals initially reacted negatively to her donning 

of local wax print, echoing the sentiments of the Sunday Mirror contributors who stated 

that Ghanaian wax print was viewed as “cheap” and as an “attire for illiterates.”  

According to Rawlings, “the reaction was coming from people who were educated and 

they felt that by wearing that [wax print], people would think I had never been to school.  

I said, so be it.  I wanted to change the mentality of people.  So I kept wearing it until 

others wore it because if I wore it, then others would say, ‘if she can wear it, so can we’” 

(Rawlings 2012: personal interview).     

As these comments indicate, a significant part of her husband’s plan for Ghana’s 

economic recovery was to encourage Ghanaians to purchase locally produced textiles, 

particulary wax cloth.  Mrs. Rawlings championed the use of local cloth, consistently 

wearing garments from wax print and employing seamstresses instead of recognized 
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Ghanaian fashion designers to create her vast array of garments.  Rawlings aided in the 

elevation of the kaba as a form of elite dress, simutaneously celebrating the garment as 

a representation of her husband’s nationalist and populist policies.   

This resurgence of locally produced textiles, particularly Ghanaian wax print, is 

evidenced by the 1987 article “Tie and Dye to the Rescue.”  As the Sunday Mirror 

contributor Margaret Safo stated, “for several months, dressmakers and tailors have 

been the helpless losers in their tussle with the Oburoni wawu (used clothing) dealers, 

to control the textile trade in the country” (Safo 1987:14).  She continued: “when all 

seemed perfect and smooth sailing for the second-hand dealers, something is suddenly 

happening in a remarkable way…a sudden upsurge in the use of batiks, tie and dye and 

African print by Ghanaians” (1987: 14)  The author attributed this resurgence of locally 

produced fabrics to the aforementioned 1986 NASSTAD exhibition.  As the following 

chapter will illustrate, the developing trend of using locally produced materials continued 

to expand, ultimately resulting in Accra’s vibrant contemporary fashion scene, which 

draws on all manner of locally produced and imported materials.   

This section has attempted to summarize the varied factors that contributed to 

the apparent absence of fashion designers and fashion shows in Accra during the late 

1970s to the mid 1980s.  Ghana’s dismal economy, coupled with Rawlings’ populist 

approach to governance, resulted in the virtual erasure of elite culture in Accra’s popular 

media, particularly the consistent and established documentation of fashion designers 

and their creations for Accra’s elite.  Despite the apparent absence of elite fashion, 

Accra’s fashion culture continued to thrive, albeit with a focus that reflected Rawlings’ 

anti-elitist rhetoric.  As newspaper articles, excerpts from Rawlings’ speeches, and the 
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words of former First Lady Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings suggest, Accra’s fashion 

culture shifted to celebrate garments created by tailors and seamstresses, sewn from a 

diverse array of Ghana’s locally produced textiles.  Due to difficulty in procuring wax 

print fabrics and the material’s rising costs, coupled with Rawlings active promotion of 

locally produced fabrics, it is likely that wax print fabric and the kaba became a new 

form of elite attire for Accra’s citizens, one that was actively supported and encouraged 

by the Ghanaian government.  These fashions reflected a revised form of nationlist 

dress, one that was deeply imbued with Rawlings populist rhetoric and policies.  As 

Ghana’s economy began recovering during the late 1980s, elite fashion slowly regained 

its place in popular culture, resulting in an absolute explosion of designer fashions in the 

early 1990s and a return to the style of nationalist, cosmopolitan fashions introduced by 

Norteye.    

“An Interpreter of Life”:  The Career and Fashion Designs of Ricci Ossei 

As part of discussing Accra’s fashion culture during the 1980s, it is necessary to 

acknowledge the career of another designer who followed in the footsteps of Juliana 

“Chez Julie” Norteye.  Ricci Ossei, known popularly as St. Ossei, was the first Ghanaian 

fashion designer to gain international attention for his designs.  Ossei began his career 

in Los Angeles creating high-end patchwork denim jeans and returned to Ghana in 1985 

to continue his career in fashion.  As Ossei stated in 1987, “I wanted Africa to be my 

base, I wanted to share my experience with my people” (Dadson 1987: 6).  Ossei was 

active from the mid-1980s until the early 1990s, when he retired as a fashion designer 
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and virtually disappeared from Accra’s social scene.3  Ossei re-launched his brand in 

1997, but his career abruptly ended when he died unexpectedly in 2001.   

As previously discussed, due to Rawlings’ populist approach and popular 

media’s disregard for Accra’s elite fashion during the 1980s, information on Ossei’s 

career in Ghana is relatively sparse.  Despite the lack of extensive documentation of his 

designs, Ossei is recognized by Accra’s fashion designers as an early contributor to the 

development of Accra’s contemporary fashion culture.  As one article suggested, “for 

the period between 1980 and 1992, it appeared that no fashion activity took place in 

Ghana without the involvement of Ricci Ossei” (“Return of…” 1997: 21).  To illustrate his 

contribution, this section will begin by documenting the development of Ossei’s career 

as a fashion designer, both in the United States and Ghana.  To illustrate Ossei’s 

approach to fashion design, several of Ossei’s garments that serve as exemplars of his 

style will be examined, including his original “stripped” denim outfits and his final 

collection of garments fashioned from denim and batakari cloth, exhibited posthumously 

at the 2009 Ghana Fashion Weekend.      

 In 1979, the Daily Graphic published an article titled “The Fashionable World of 

Ricci Ossei,” which summarized the beginning of Ossei’s career in fashion.  Ossei was 

born in the 1940s in Akwatia, a town located in eastern Ghana (Dadson 1987: 1).4  

Ossei’s foray into fashion began unexpectedly; he left Ghana in 1965 on a government 

scholarship to study “neon signs” in London (“The Fashionable World” 1979: 5).  When 

Nkrumah’s government was overthrown in 1966, Ossei’s scholarship was withdrawn 

                                            
3
 The article “Return of St. Ossei” explained that “in 1992…Ricci seems to have just stopped…dissolved.  

Not much was to be heard of the man and his clothes for five long years except a once-in-a-while ride in 
town aboard an old American jeep” (“Return of…” 1997: 21).   

4
 The exact year of Ossei’s birth is not documented by any newspaper articles or published materials.     
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and he was left without sufficient funds to continue his schooling (1979: 5).  Ossei 

began working in London’s fashion industry as a salesman in various boutiques and he 

sold his concepts for designing and marketing clothing to manufacturers in Village Gate, 

London (1979: 5, “Ricci’s Fashions” 1980: 6).   During the fuel crisis of the mid-1970s, 

Ossei lost his job in London and moved to Los Angeles in 1975, where he began 

creating his own fashion line.   

With no formal training in fashion design or tailoring, Ossei focused on re-working 

existing garments, specifically denim jeans, into fashionable attire.  Ossei’s choice of 

denim as a material for his fashions was likely influenced by the denim craze the United 

States experienced during the 1970s.  As documented by American popular media and 

fashion scholars, denim transitioned from being the sartorial perogative of rebels and 

hippies to becoming an integral part of American designer fashion. 

Ossei’s initial garments focused on removing the waistbands from jeans and 

sewing the bands together to create striped or “stripped” denim.  In an interview with the 

Daily Graphic, Ossei recounted that he purchased 500 to 1,000 pairs of jeans with $250 

that his wife’s grandmother loaned them (1980: 6).  Ossei claimed they worked twenty 

hours a day, cutting the denim into strips, and after three months, he had created his 

first 24 pairs of “stripped” jeans (1980: 6).  On June 18, 1976 Ossei filed for the 

business name St. Ossei, Inc., located in Sherman Oaks, California.  It is unknown 

whether this was Ossei’s boutique, factory, or studio, but it likely was an amalgamation 

of all three.  That same year, as Ossei was beginning to develop his fashion label in the 

United States, he reportedly returned to Ghana and organized his first fashion show, 

“One Step Out of Makola,” at the Continental Hotel (“Return of…” 1997: 1). 
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The year 1975 marked Ossei’s formal, albeit unconventional recognition as an up 

and coming denim designer.  Ossei’s designs were mentioned in the Los Angeles 

Times article “First, Last and Only 10th Annual Battle of the Denim People” on 

December 12, 1975.  The author sarcastically suggested that the competition and 

subsequent award ceremony was organized because “the California denim 

manufacturers have gotten so certain of their fixed place in the style syndrome that they 

are even throwing their own award ceremonies “(“First, Last and Only” 1975: 6).  The 

event included fourteen designers and denim retailers whose men’s and women’s 

designs were judged by editors from local trade publications (1975: 6).  The grand prize, 

“an old golf trophy…cut-off to the waist to emphasize the pants,” was awarded to a new 

Los Angeles denim firm, Norma Jean’s.  Ossei’s creations, described as “one-of-a-kind 

patchwork jeans suits,” won second place (1975: 7).  Outside of this brief reference, 

there is no other American documentation of Ossei’s participation in the Los Angeles 

fashion scene.   

Whereas Ossei’s fashion career in Los Angeles received little attention in 

American newspapers, journals, and magazines, Ossei’s reported fame and notoriety in 

the United States was discussed early and often in Accra.  In 1979 Ossei was lauded 

for having become “the toast of top designers and manufacturers all over the world” 

(“The Fashionable World” 1979: 5).  He was further recognized for his elite clientele, 

which supposedly included American celebrities like Diana Ross, O.J. Simpson, and the 

Staple Sisters (1979: 5).  Regardless of the accuracy of these reports, by the time Ossei 

returned to Ghana, he had appeared in Ghana’s popular media as an international 

fashion superstar and a major contributor to Accra’s fashion culture.   
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Ossei returned to Ghana in 1985, after spending ten years in the competitive Los 

Angeles fashion industry.  Ossei’s arrival in Accra coincided with the decline of the 

denim business in Los Angeles, as well as the beginning of Ghana’s economic 

recovery, both of which likely influenced his decision to return.5  Upon his arrival, Ossei 

used his prestige as an international designer to become an active participant in Accra’s 

fashion culture.   

Ossei officially unveiled his “St. Ossei” clothing line in March 1986, during 

Ghana’s first Industrial and Technological Fair (INDUTECH).  An article in the Sunday 

Mirror noted that, “the fashion people are there…the real fashion people, Chez Julie, 

Juliette, Jo-Ann, St. Ossei, and a host of them – have taken their place on the top floor 

of the African pavilion” (Dadson 1986: 11).  Ossei’s participation in INDUTECH ’86 was 

followed by two large-scale fashion shows, including the “Traditional and Contemporary 

Fashion Revue ’86.”  The fashion exhibition, described by Ossei as his “first step to 

international fashion,” was widely advertised in the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror 

(Dadson 1987: 6).  The event was held at the State House in Accra and a television 

crew from the then Federal Republic of Germany filmed the entire event (1987: 6).  The 

fashion show reflected Ossei’s international connections, featuring fifteen models from 

the United States, Nigeria, and Ghana (1987: 6).  Ossei’s garments also echoed his 

international experiences and identity; Ossei told the Sunday Mirror: “I am an African, 

but my work is universal.  I love the balance of life and I try in my designs to marry my 

African background and my experiences in the West without…superimposing one over 

                                            
5
 In the Los Angeles Times article titled “Jeans Makers Sing the Blues as Sales Fade,” it was documented 

that “after experiencing years of rapid growth, manufacturers have seen sales stagnate since 1981, 
resulting in painful adjustments for the nation’s 7-billion-a-year jeans industry. (Yoshihara 1984: 1)”  
Between the years of 1982 and 1984, Levi Strauss & Co. closed twenty two plants, while Wrangler closed 
nine.   
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the other” (1987: 6).  Ultimately, Ossei explained that “I leave it to the consumer to 

determine the features of the design that are African” (1987: 6).   

Ossei continued to participate in fashion shows both locally and internationally.  

In 1987, he participated in a fashion presentation organized by UNICEF London (1987: 

6).  At the time, Ossei defined this presentation as “the climax” of his career, stating that 

he was ready to “face the known fashion giants of England, France, Italy, and Japan” 

(1987: 6).  On December 6 of the same year, Ossei hosted his fashion show “Steps” at 

the Ambassador Hotel’s Arden Hall in Accra.  The Sunday Mirror provided an account of 

his creations, stating that the majority were sewn from Irish muslin and silk, with white 

and pastel shades dominating Ossei’s color palette (Kuma 1987: n. pag.).   

Ossei’s next contribution to Accra’s fashion culture was the addition of a mass-

produced, ready-to-wear clothing line.  According to the the Sunday Mirror, Ossei’s 

runway garments were too expensive for most Ghanaian consumers, but Ossei’s 

creative director Kweku Poku explained that “exclusiveness is necessarily expensive” 

(Dadson 1987: 6).  To appeal to a more economically diverse segment of Accra’s 

population, Ossei developed a second designer label, “Brass.”  According to the Sunday 

Mirror, Ossei’s “Brass” label produced and sold clothes on a larger and more affordable 

scale than his “St. Ossei” line, with the ultimate hope of expanding his “Brass” brand to 

include footwear, cosmetics, and other products (1987: 6).  “Brass” was launched with a 

fashion show “Brass at Beach,” held at Labadi Beach on July 17th, 1988.  The event 

was filmed by GBC and the event aired on national television on August 6, 1988.6  

                                            
6
 Although GBC’s archive includes television productions from the 1980s, many of these broadcasts, 

including Ossei’s “Brass” fashion show, are inaccessible.  This is mainly due to GBC’s lack of equipment 
to view broadcasts filmed in the 1980s and earlier.   
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Based on advertisements for the fashion show, Ossei’s “Brass” label focused on 

garments with simple silhouettes, echoing forms popular in America’s fashion culture.  

The model in the advertisement “Brass at Beach” wore a pair of dark denim shorts 

paired with a dark sleeveless top screen-printed with the word “Baby” (“Brass at Beach” 

1988: 15).  Ossei’s introduction of a more affordable line of clothing was likely an 

attempt to maintain his relevance during an era when elitism and designer fashions 

were treated with disdain by the Ghanaian government; his decision clearly reflected the 

Ghana’s struggling economy and was further influenced by Rawlings’ populist rhetoric. 

As illustrated by the descriptions of Ossei’s “Steps” and “Brass” fashion shows, 

the majority of his garments during the late 1980s were primarily inspired by Western 

designs.  This is supported by the recollections of Mrs. Akosua Nyantekyi-Owusu, who 

was an active participant in Accra’s fashion culture during the late 1980s and 1990s.  

Nyantekyi-Owusu stated: “I think his [St. Ossei’s] mistake was he used Western fabric.  

That’s why it didn’t take off” (Nyantekyi-Owusu 2012: personal interview).  Nyanteki-

Owusu’s candid reflection on Ossei’s designs provides a potential explanation for his 

subsequent departure from Accra’s fashion culture. 

In the early 1990s, after two of his fashion shows were classified by the Sunday 

Mirror as “successful mega-shows,” Ossei disappeared from the Accra fashion scene 

(“The Ricci Touch” 1997: 1).  He produced no new clothing for either of his fashion lines 

until May of 1997, when he re-launched the “St. Ossei” label with the aptly titled fashion 

show “Return of St. Ossei.”  Ossei described his garments for the show as “80 percent 

silk designed with traditional motifs printed in Asia, with the other 20 percent of the 

show’s inputs taken up by traditional hand-woven fabric from Ghana” (1997: 9).  The 
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Sunday Mirror featured a color photograph of one of his garments from hand-woven 

Ghanaian fabric, a full-length tunic made from batakari cloth, a material that is 

synonymous with the Northern region of Ghana (Figure. 4-4).  Ossei’s fashion show 

likely coincided with his inclusion in Revue Noir’s 1997 special issue on fashion, which 

included other African fashion designers like Alphadi, Oswald Boateng, and Claire Kane 

(Revue Noire 1998: 127).  The publication included photographs of two of his garments, 

one a vertical striped dress of indigo cloth with denim accents, the other a pair of his 

iconic “stripped” denim jeans with a matching vest (1998: 127) (Figure 4-5).  Ossei’s 

inclusion in Revue Noir’s seminal issue on African fashion suggests that by 1997, he 

had achieved a level of success and notoriety in Ghana and internationally.   

As discussed in the previous chapter, Ossei’s death occurred just a few months 

before he was scheduled to reinvigorate the Chez Julie label and re-open her original 

boutique.  Ossei created a collection of garments inspired by his past successes that 

was to be debuted in a fashion show for the boutique’s re-launch.  Since Ossei died 

before the re-opening of the Chez Julie boutique, his garments were never shown 

formally and the Chez Julie boutique remained closed for several more years.  It was 

not until 2009, under the auspices of “Ghana Fashion Weekend,” that Ossei’s final 

collection was premiered to the public.   

The third and final “Ghana Fashion Weekend” was held at Accra’s National 

Conference Center from July 1 to July 4, 2009.  The four day event featured established 

and emerging designers from Ghana, as well as thirteen designers from other African 

nations, including Cameroon, Rwanda, Burkina Faso, and Senegal.  The event’s main 

fashion exhibition on Friday, July 3, included a runway show in memory of Ricci Ossei.  
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His runway collection was preceded by established Ghanaian designer Kofi Ansah and 

his collection was followed by the well-known Nigerien designer Alphadi.  This suggests 

the significance of Ossei’s designs in a specifically Ghanaian, and a broader African, 

context.  A black and white photograph of Ossei served as the backdrop for the runway 

show, which showcased his final designs.  At the conclusion of the runway show 

Ossei’s son, internationally known as Ghanaian hiplife artist Reggie Rockstone, paid 

tribute to his father.7  Rockstone reiterated that the collection had remained unreleased 

following his father’s death and he expressed gratitude for being able to participate in 

the event.   

In order to understand Ossei’s approach to fashion, it is necessary to broadly 

examine his repeated incorporation of denim into the majority of his documented 

fashion collections.  Due to the lack of archival information documenting Ossei’s 

designs, I will rely on his stripped denim garment that was published in Revue Noire and 

his final collection of denim and indigo cloth fashions, which I photographed in 2009, as 

exemplars of his design aesthetic.  Jon Fiske devoted a chapter to “The Jeaning of 

America” in his publication Understanding Popular Culture, arguing that jeans are 

imbued with a variety of meanings, but above all, they represent Americanness: “jeans 

were seen as a unique and definitive American garment, possibly America’s only 

contribution to the international fashion industry” (Fiske 1989: 1, 4).  This suggests that 

regardless of who adopts jeans as an item of fashionable appreal outside of the 

continental United States, jeans will “always bear traces of their Americanness” (1989:  

                                            
7
 Hiplife is a popular form of music in Ghana that blends the genres of highlife and hip hop music to create 

a style that is rooted in African, Caribbean, and African-American rhythms and sounds.  It emerged 
primarily during the 1980s; Reggie Rockstone is considered one of the founders of this particular genre of 
Ghanaian music.   
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4).  To illustrate his point, Fiske discussed how Russian youth wore denim during the 

1980s as a visual means of defying conformity, which Russian authorities, particularly in 

Moscow, viewed as symbolic of American decadence (1989: 4).   

Fiske’s initial argument for denim as a signifier of American culture has important 

implications for Ossei’s original Los Angeles-based creations, suggesting that by 

creating exclusively denim garments, Ossei was attempting to identify with American 

culture, creating garments that would appeal to an American population.  Upon Ossei’s 

arrival in Los Angeles in 1975, it was likely apparent to the young designer that denim 

garments were considered the height of fashion and if he wanted to succeed, he would 

have to incorporate denim into his designs.  In an interview with the Sunday Mirror, 

Ossei recognized denim’s direct association with America, stating that “If there were no 

jeans the Western world would be…naked, because the poor wouldn’t have anything to 

cover their skins” (“Ricci’s Fashions” 1980: 6).  Ossei’s comment indicates that he 

clearly associated denim with American culture, particularly with America’s lower 

economic classes.  By emphasizing the quotidian qualities of denim, Ossei indirectly 

acknowledged denim’s mass appeal, particularly the material’s global appeal, which he 

echoed repeatedly throughout his interviews. 

The fact that Ossei viewed denim as a material with international relevance may 

have influenced his decision to continue using denim after his return to Ghana in the 

mid-1980s.  The growing popularity of denim in Accra, due in part to the rising costs of 

locally printed wax cloth, the combined affordability and availability of imported second-

hand clothing, and the popularity of American and Western clothing, were additional 

reasons that likely influenced Ossei’s decision.  Amidst the celebration of locally 
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produced fabrics, both the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror featured 

advertisements for imported denim, such as UTC’s announcement for “Tattoo, cord 

jeans & shirts from Paris” (UTC 1986: n.pag.) (Figure 4-6).  In addition to 

advertisements, several of the fashionable women captured by the Sunday Mirror's 

roving camera were shown wearing denim.  By 1982, a Ghanaian woman wearing 

denim jeans and a t-shirt was described as representing one of the two typical styles of 

dressing for the average Ghanaian woman (Okyere 1983: 14).8   

Ossei’s use of denim also suggests it may have served as an indicator of his own 

identity as an American and Ghanaian fashion designer.  By continually creating 

garments in Ghana that incorporated denim, Ossei was able to repeatedly link himself 

to his previous career in Los Angeles and his proclaimed successes, as well as imbue 

his clothing with a significant international flair.  Accra’s elites were highly aware of 

international trends and actively purchased garments from other countries, further 

suggesting that Ossei’s usage of denim may have made his clothing more appealing to 

Accra’s fashion conscious elite.   

The most important aspect of Ossei’s fashions is that he did not use denim it its 

pure, unadulterated form; he continually reworked the material by cutting it into strips 

and sewing these pieces together with other denim remnants of varying hues, creating 

visually stimulating, monochromatic garments.  This technique is best seen in his 

“stripped” denim garments, which he began creating in 1975 and continued to create 

throughout his career.  The image of Ossei’s “stripped” denim that appeared in Revue 

Noir’s fashion issue is exemplary of this style (Figure 4-5).  The outfit, which dates from 

                                            
8
 The other style of dressing, as defined by Okyere, was the kaba.   
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1997, consisted of a pair of “stripped” denim pants and a matching vest.  Both garments 

were made from an amalgamation of denim jean waistbands, the same technique that 

originally garnered Ossei attention in the aforementioned Los Angeles denim 

competition.  Fiske’s interpretations of denim, particularly his discussion of the 

meanings of altered denim, provides an additional lens for interpreting the potential 

significance behind Ossei’s “stripped” garments.   

 According to Fiske, “if today’s jeans are to express oppositional meanings, or 

even to gesture toward such social resistance, they need to be disfigured in some way – 

tie-dyed, irregularly bleached, or particularly, torn” (Fiske 1989: 4).  Fiske argued that by 

disfiguring jeans, the altered denim becomes an “expression of both domination and 

subordination,” a signification of both “a set of dominant American values and a degree 

of resistance to them” (1989: 5).  Fiske’s interpretation, applied to Ossei’s denim 

garments, particularly his “stripped” suits, suggests that Ossei was attempting to 

challenge an established icon of American dress, exhibiting some degree of resistance 

to an iconic element of American culture.  Although Ossei is attempting to subvert the 

accepted meaning of denim, by analyzing his own explanations for his “stripped” 

garments, a more nuanced assessment of his intentions is achievable.   

Ossei’s “stripped” denim garments were created from his active deconstruction of 

existing jeans, sewing the pieces together to create a garment that emphasized both the 

disparities and similarities between each strip of denim.  Ossei offered an explanation 

for this technique, suggesting that “the concept…came to me…due to my personal 

belief in the need for togetherness among people of all races” (“The Fashionable World” 

1979: 5).  He expanded on this explanation in a later interview, stating that “sewing the 
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waistbands together is symbolic of life.  You find all the different characters – they’ll all 

be wearing jeans, the truck driver, the hippie…so I felt I was joining all of them, from a 

junkie to a President” (“Ricci’s Fashions” 1980: 6).  Ossei also emphasized the 

importance of touch in relation to jeans; he believed that “those who wear my jeans 

which are made from the stripped waistbands of jeans already worn by others, get the 

feel and touch of others” (“The Fashionable World” 1979: 5).  Ossei linked this to his 

own interpretation of life, which was “for people to touch people and understand each 

other” (Ricci’s Fashions” 1980: 6).   

Ossei’s act of disfiguring denim, only to re-combine it in new configurations, 

suggests a deliberate act of challenging established norms of designer denim.  While 

Ossei was originally appealing to Los Angeles fashion consumers by creating 

expensive, one-of-a-kind patchwork denim garments, he was simultaneously 

challenging the inherent elitism of designer fashions by visually referencing disparate 

segments of denim, which to Ossei, represented the diversity of humankind.  Thus the 

garments are exclusive in their manufacturing, but inclusive in their symbolic meaning.  

Ossei was attempting to bring “the junkie and the President” closer together, to erase 

the social and class divisions between these two individuals, who are indicative of larger 

social categories.  This suggests that Ossei was engaged in subtly challenging the Los 

Angeles fashion system from within by creating garments for the exclusive designer 

denim market in Los Angeles that symbolically referenced togetherness and denim’s 

mass appeal.  This is further supported by an article from the Sunday Mirror that stated, 

“as Ricci describes his feeling about…uniting under the universal truths which he sees, 

you can’t help but think of the colour symbolism of his jeans…each is a slightly different 
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shade of blue, so all colours come together to make the St. Ossei jean” (Dadson 1987: 

8).  Ossei’s subtle, intellectual re-imaginings of denim become more complex and 

meaningful when incorporated into his Ghanaian fashions, which consisted of 

patchwork denim combined with locally produced textiles.  The most comprehensive 

collection of these garments was Ossei’s posthumous collection, exhibited at Ghana 

Fashion Weekend 2009.   

Ossei’s tribute collection was comprised of twelve garments for men and women, 

predominantly constructed from denim and locally produced indigo cloth (Figure 4-7).  

To honor Ossei and the success of his son Reggie Rockstone, the male garments were 

all worn by well-known contemporary musicians, including Tinny, Samini, Kwaw Kese, 

and members of the group Peer Pressure.  All of Ossei’s garments featured a re-

working of denim, creating garments that were literally patched together from a variety 

of jeans.  This collection demonstrated Ossei’s ability to combine denim and Ghanaian 

fabrics in unexpected ways.  He repeatedly used the curved, front pocket, as well as the 

back pocket of jeans, to create visually interesting and surprising front pockets for his 

shirts (Figure 4-7).  He transformed strips of denim into cuffs on his shirts and shorts, as 

well as into shirt collars.  Ossei incorporated large horizontal strips of denim into the 

designs of several shirts to visually interrupt the verticality and visual complexity of the 

indigo cloth (Figure 4-8).  His combination of blue denim and various shades of deep 

blue indigo cloth is striking, each garment akin to an abstract work of art with an 

emphasis on simplified shapes.   

Ossei’s final collection serves as the visual culmination of his concepts of 

fashion.  The majority of Ossei’s final collection consisted of patchwork garments 
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fashioned from kaleidoscopic combinations of denim and indigo cloth.  By combining 

these two disparate materials, Ossei harnessed the power of denim as an icon of 

American fashion while resisting its classification as a material that is distinctly 

American.  Ossei’s visual juxtaposition of denim and indigo cloth subverts the American 

symbolism of denim and suggests that it can equally represent an African, specifically 

Ghanaian identity.  This act of Beyond Ossei’s appropriation of denim, his combination 

of denim and indigo cloth represent the pinnacle of his personal philosophies; Ossei 

created a collection of garments that symbolically brought Ghanaian and American 

cultures together, representing his, as well as many Ghanaians’ complex international 

identities.  This assessment resonates with Ossei’s own words: “denim has liberating 

powers: it makes the individual feel free and because of its universality, it breaks down 

barriers between different people” (Dadson 1987: 7).   

In addition to Ossei’s patchwork denim garments, the designer repeatedly used 

northern Ghanaian batakari cloth as a material for his fashions.  Batakari cloth became 

an iconic Ghanaian textile after Kwame Nkrumah and fellow leaders of the Gold Coast’s 

independent movement wore batakari cloth to announce the Gold Coast’s freedom from 

colonial rule on May 6, 1957.  Batakari cloth is often sewn into a garment called a 

“smock,” a voluminous shirt with exaggerated pleating that is considered a men’s 

prestige garment, particularly in northern Ghana.  Ossei challenged this concept, using 

batakari cloth to create stylish garments for women.  Ossei’s earliest documented use of 

batakari cloth was in his 1987 “Steps” show.  An article from the Sunday Mirror stated 

that “the emphasis was on traditional batakari design with motifs created by Ricci 
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himself…all of the clothes at the show had big…sleeves and they were loose and 

baggy” (1987: 7). 

Photographs of Ossei’s batakari fashions were not published until 1997, when a 

color photograph of one of his batakari garments was featured on the front page of the 

Sunday Mirror (Figure 4-4).  The caption described the loose-fitting, wide-sleeved dress 

as follows: “the hand woven batakari is a prized item of clothing for many Ghanaians – 

both men and women.  See Ricci Ossei’s version” (“The Ricci Touch” 1997: 1).  Despite 

the Sunday Mirror’s acknowledgement of batakari as a material for both men and 

women, batakari smocks are often considered the prerogative of men, particularly men 

in positions of power, as exemplified by two famous men who frequently wore batakari 

smocks, Kwame Nkrumah and Jerry Rawlings (Lamb 1975: 144).  Ossei’s use of 

batakari for women’s garments challenged the concept of batakari as a material for 

men’s prestige garments, providing later designers with more flexibility in incorporating 

and manipulating this material into their own fashions.   

Unlike his denim fashions, which emphasized the shredding and subsequent 

reconstruction of the material, Ossei’s batakari dress is simplistic, presenting the cloth in 

a relatively unaltered form.  Ossei likely began incorporating batakari and other local 

textiles into his fashions because, as he stated, “there is an opening for us as artists to 

identify with our culture.  This opening is bringing all talents in the country to express 

what nature has given to them to serve mankind” (“The Ricci Touch” 1997: 13).  Ossei 

believed that Ghanaians were being encouraged to revisit their locally produced textiles, 

a trend that becomes more evident through the garments of succeeding designers.   
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As these discussions of Ossei’s garments have suggested, Ricci Ossei was 

primarily concerned with, as he himself stated, “a very universal concept of fashion” 

(Dadson 1987: 8).  Ossei’s garments reflected his inclusive approach to life; he strove to 

create garments that were intellectually meaningful, and yet aesthetically pleasing to a 

myriad of global individuals.  Ossei did not limit himself to creating garments exclusively 

for Ghanaians, rather he hoped his melding of iconic textiles from the United States and 

Ghana would ensure that his clothing appealed to a broader, more international 

audience.   

In addition to reflecting Ossei’s personal philosophies, his fashions resonated 

with the populist policies of Rawlings, which aided in maintaining Ossei’s relevance as a 

designer during an anti-elitist era.  Ossei’s use of affordable and attainable materials, 

coupled with the explanation of his garments as symbols for the melding of disparate 

groups, particularly in relation to social class, are reminiscent of Rawlings’ political 

policies and rhetoric.  The linkages between the ideologies of Rawlings and Ossei 

suggest that Ossei’s designs reflected a new form of nationalism that developed during 

the 1970s and early 1980s, an anti-elitist nationalism that emphasized equality among 

all Ghanaians. 

Ossei’s invocation of a populist nationalism in his designs did not preclude their 

association with cosmopolitanism.  The majority of Ossei’s garments relied heavily on 

international materials and styles of dress, particularly denim, a globally recognized 

fabric that has maintained strong associations with American culture.  Ossei’s reliance 

on denim, coupled with his allusions to specific Ghanaian ideologies, further imbued his 

designs with a cosmopolitan identity.  His final collection of garments, which I believe 
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represent the culmination of his career, encapsulate his interpretation of a distinctly 

Ghanaian, nationalist cosmopolitanism.  The garments maintained his intellectual 

approach to design, blending a variety of denim pieces to invoke his concept of equality 

that resonated with Rawlings populist rhetoric.  His addition of indigo cloth complicates 

his creative intentions; by incorporating a material associated with northern Ghana, 

Ossei’s garments become a carefully constructed juxtaposition between the local and 

the global that invokes cosmopolitanism by blending the textile heritage of Ghana with a 

ubiquitous material of global fashions.  Similar to Norteye’s creations, Ossei’s designs 

reflected the nationalist cosmopolitanism of his era.   

Ossei’s deconstruction of a material imbued with a global identity serves as a 

symbolic assertion of power.  By dismantling denim and reassembling the scraps with 

large swaths of Ghanaian textiles, Ossei is actively asserting that denim is part of 

Ghana’s dress culture.  He is symbolically taking ownership of this global material, 

illustrating how the creations of Ghanaian fashion designers continue to assert a level of 

power and autonomy, celebrating the complexities of a collective Ghanaian identity.   

Ossei’s emphasis on stitching together disparate materials, representative of the 

country’s culture, greatly influenced Ghana’s future fashion designers, particularly 

Accra’s younger generation of designers, who view the dizzying arrays of textiles and 

fabrics as representative of their own international, cosmopolitan identities.    Ultimately, 

Ossei continued the creation and promotion of cosmopolitan designer fashions, as 

introduced by Juliana Norteye.  Ossei’s designs, particularly from his final collection, 

exhibited strong visual associations with the global fashion community, while 

maintaining a distinctly Ghanaian identity.    
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This chapter has demonstrated that in spite of Ghana’s failing economy and 

Rawlings’ populist beliefs, an elite fashion culture persisted in Accra, albeit with several 

significant changes, including the obscuring of elite fashion and the championing of 

locally produced fashions made of Ghanaian fabrics.  As this chapter’s opening quote 

suggests, fashion is prone to experiencing its own “ups and downs,” yet fashion’s 

inherent malleability allows it to persist, during even the bleakest of times.  The 

presence and persistence of Ricci Ossei during this time period further attests to the 

inherent strength of Accra’s fashion culture and how as Ghana’s economy recovered, a 

new, incredibly vibrant chapter in the epic of Accra’s fashion history began to unfold.
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Figure 4-1.  The revised name of the Daily Graphic, 1983, the People’s Daily Graphic.  

The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 4-2.  Photograph of GTP representative as a means for promoting Ghanaian wax 

print fabric, 1975, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 4-3.  Fashion show at Elsina Models with diverse kaba styles, 1984, the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 4-4.  A St. Ossei garment of batakari cloth, 1997, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 
Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 4-5.  One of St. Ossei’s iconic “stripped” denim designs, 1997, Revue Noire. 

Photograph by Eric Don-Artur. 

 
 
Figure 4-6.  Advertisement for imported denim, 1986, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 
Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 4-7.  Garments from St. Ossei’s final fashion collection, exhibited posthumously 

at the 2009 Ghana Fashion Weekend, 2009, Photograph by Christopher 
Richards. 

 
 
Figure 4-8.  Garments from St. Ossei’s final fashion collection, exhibited posthumously 
at the 2009 Ghana Fashion Weekend, 2009, Photograph by Christopher Richards.
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CHAPTER 5 
 “FASHION SHOWS WERE THE ‘IN’ THING”:  THE RESURGENCE OF FASHION IN 

1990S ACCRA AND THE CAREERS OF JOYCE ABABIO AND KOFI ANSAH 

The early 1990s was a transitional phase in Ghana’s political history, shifting 

from authoritarian rule to a fledgling democracy.  The era was marked by the 

resurgence of Accra’s elite fashion culture, with the sudden proliferation of young 

Ghanaian fashion designers returning to Ghana from abroad, hosting countless fashion 

shows and creating a diverse array of exuberant and avant-garde garments.  The 1990s 

saw Ghanaian fashion beginning to influence international designers and global fashion 

trends.  As described in the Sunday Mirror, “with fashion-minded people all over the 

world these days turning their attention to what comes out of Africa, the continent is now 

becoming a rich source of inspiration for many fashion designers” (Asare 1992: 11).   

To capture the renewed vibrancy of Accra’s fashion culture and the return of 

Ghana’s elite fashions, this chapter will begin by highlighting three of the most important 

fashion shows held in Accra during the 1990s: the “Catwalk Extravaganza – Fashion 

Revue,” “Afrique Noire Revue ’93,” and “Motion ‘94”.  Despite the renewed attention to 

elite fashion, local forms of fashion continued to maintain their significance.  The kaba 

continued to grow in popularity as a signifier of local, fashionable attire, particularly due 

to the efforts of several highly-visible and politically important women who were 

proponents of wearing the kaba, as exemplified by Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings.   

During the 1990s, the resurgence of kente cloth as a material for fashionable 

garments captivated Ghanaians.  This chapter will explore the revitalization of kente 

cloth, particularly how Ghanaian fashion designers promoted the textile by producing 

kente fashions throughout 1990s.  The career of two designers will be highlighted: 

Joyce Ababio, a designer known and respected for her continued use of kente cloth, 
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and Kofi Ansah, one of Ghana’s most internationally known and well-respected 

designers who frequently incorporated kente cloth and other indigenous materials into 

his haute couture creations.  Ultimately, this chapter will encapsulate Accra’s complex 

and burgeoning fashion culture during the 1990s, setting the stage for the continued 

proliferation of Ghanaian fashion in subsequent decades.   

All Runways Lead to Accra: The Proliferation of Fashion Shows during the 1990s  

The resurgence and rapid growth of Accra’s fashion culture during the 1990s, 

complete with a variety of fashion designers and fashion shows, was due in part to  

Ghana’s improving economy.  Despite the dismal economy of the1980s, it had begun to 

recover by the end of the decade.  According to Shillington, Ghana’s ability to repay 600 

million dollars of foreign exchange arrears in 1990 signified that the nation’s economy 

had finally been restored (Shillington 1992: 122).   

In addition, President Rawlings began lifting several of his most restrictive 

policies, including limitations on Ghana’s state-owned newspapers.  By the end of 1991, 

Rawlings abolished the regulations imposed on Ghana’s popular media, allowing the 

Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror to resume freely documenting all aspects of life in 

Ghana, and specifically Accra.  Most significantly for this research, several contributors 

to the Sunday Mirror revived the active chronicling of fashion designers, events, and 

advice columns, creating a rich and detailed account of Accra’s thriving fashion culture.   

  One article from 1991 marked what I believe to be the unofficial return of 

Accra’s fashion culture to the pages of the Sunday Mirror.  The article, “The Now Things 

to Wear…Dots, Shaky, Linen,” documented the latest trends in fabrics for the holiday 

season, including the developing style of incorporating local materials into clothing 

designs.  As the author stated, “these [fabrics]…are setting the pace for the season and 
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together with local stuff like facsimile kente combinations, batiks, and tie-dye fabrics and 

African prints, it does not take one too much of an effort to look good” (Dadson 1991: 

11). 

After the reappearance of the Sunday Mirror’s fashion advice columns, the 

newspaper’s documentation of Accra’s fashion shows soon followed.  The majority of 

fashion shows during the 1990s were a form of entertainment for Accra’s elite citizenry.  

One of the earliest documented fashion shows of the 1990s was Juliana Norteye’s 

aforementioned 30th Anniversary fashion show, held at the Accra Golden Tulip Hotel on 

November 15, 1991 (“Chez Julie” 1991: 11).  The following year, before Ghana’s 1992 

presidential election, a politically-themed fashion show was organized, featuring 

garments by Lina Acheampong.  A photograph featuring four of Acheampong’s 

garments was included in the Sunday Mirror, each representing one of Ghana’s major 

political parties at the time (Figure 5-1).1  As 1992 drew to a close, the “Fashion Nite of 

Christmas Collections” was held at the Accra International Center.  The fashion show 

included garments from Mawuli Okudzeto, as well as the designer labels Mama Dee, 

Eadata, and L & J (“Fashion Nite” 1992: n. pag.).   

By 1993, several large-scale fashion shows were organized, including Ghanaian 

designer Yvonne Holdbrook Smith’s fashion revue, held at the Swiss Ambassador’s 

residence in Accra and filmed by GBC television for its programme “Fashion on the 

Move” (“Tops, Bottoms” 1993: 9).  The Sunday Mirror attested to the increasing 

professionalism of Ghana’s fashion shows, stating that in regards to Smith’s event, “one 

needed to remind oneself regularly as the evening wore on that the event…was not 

                                            
1
 Each garment was emblazoned with a large appliqué that was representative of a particular political 

party.  For example, the garment representing NPP was adorned with an oversized appliquéd elepant.   
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occurring in some fashion-conscious European city, but was actually rolling off in Accra, 

Ghana” (1993:11). 

Fashion shows continued to be held throughout the 1990s, ranging from large-

scale, international extravaganzas to smaller-scale fashion shows sponsored by 

individual designers.  At least three fashion shows were held annually throughout the 

1990s, which demonstrates the return of Accra’s thriving fashion culture and fashion’s 

growing significance to both elite and non-elite Ghanaians.  In order to capture the 

essence of the decade, it is necessary to discuss three major fashion events that were 

organized between 1993 and 1994: the “Catwalk Extravaganza – Fashion Revue,” 

“Afrique Noire Revue ‘93” and “Motion ’94.”  These three fashion shows were the 

highlight of fashion events in Accra during the 1990s, serving as exemplars of the 

renewed strength and vibrancy of the city’s fashion culture and the growing significance 

of incorporating fashion designers from international circles.   

The “Catwalk Extravaganza – Fashion Revue” was advertised in the Sunday 

Mirror as “an exclusive night of elegance and distinction.”  The event was organized by 

Binaifer Chothia, a fashion designer of Indian and Ghanaian descent who was a fixture 

of Ghanaian fashion from the late 1980s to the early 1990s (Asare 1992: 11).  Chothia, 

known for her bespoke clothing which the Sunday Mirror described as 

“classic…sophisticated…and cheeky,” organized the “Catwalk Extravaganza” as a 

response to the growing popularity of African-inspired fashion in Europe and America 

(1992: 11).  As further explained by the Sunday Mirror fashion contributor Loretta Asare, 

“a number of ‘African designs’ made by non-African designers have inundated the 
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fashion market…to help place the African fashion upsurge in the right perspective” 

(1992: 11). 

 Unlike the majority of Accra’s previous fashion shows, Chothia’s “Catwalk 

Extravaganza” incorporated designers and models from across Africa, Europe, and 

America.  The most globally recognized participant in the show, who received extensive 

press coverage, was Ghanaian-born, British designer Joe Casely-Hayford.  Casely-

Hayford was known for designing garments for an array of British musicians, including 

Soul II Soul, Jazzie B, U2, and Duran Duran (“World-Class” 1992: 11).  A second British 

designer of Ghanaian descent, Ozwald Boateng, also showcased his designs at the 

“Catwalk Extravaganza.”  Although Boateng would become one of the most significant 

menswear designers in Europe, at the time of the show, Boateng was twenty-five years 

old and just emerging as a fashion designer.  Not only did his participation in the 

“Catwalk Extravaganza” mark his first return to Ghana, but it was one of his first 

international fashion shows.2   

In addition to Casely-Hayford and Boateng, British designers Johann Brun and 

Andrew Coombs were participants, as well as Nigerian designers Anne Okuzu and Olu 

Remi, Ivorian designers Fifi and Ndeye Awa, and Ghanaian designers Binafier Chothia 

and Joyce Ababio.  The models for the show included Nigerian-born, American model 

Wale, as well as British models Pascal, Ruth O’Dowd, Rob English, Lisa Uphill, and 

Jane Spencer.  In addition to receiving extensive coverage in the Sunday Mirror, the 

                                            
2
 Boateng opened his first studio in 1991 and showcased his fashions for the first time in a solo show 

during the 1994 Paris Fashion Week.  His 1994 fashion show was so successful that he was able to open 
his own boutique on Savile Row, London in 1995.   
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“Fashion Extravaganza” was documented by the BBC’s Clothes Show and MTV’s The 

Pulse (Asare 1992: 7). 

Following Chothia’s “Catwalk Extravaganza,” an even larger fashion show was 

planned for the end of 1993, labeled “Afrique Noire Revue ’93.”  According to the 

Sunday Mirror, the fashion exhibition had two main goals: to provide an opportunity for 

African designers to come together and potentially form a Federation of African 

Designers (FAD), as well as to raise money to support the National Council on Women 

and Development” (Bonsu 1993: 9).  The fashion show had an additional purpose, as 

explained by Kofi Adjei, a member of the planning committee: to “project the 

indisputable talents of fashion designers nutured and developed in Africa” (1993: 9).   

The show itself featured renowned African designers from throughout Africa and 

Europe.  Ghanaian born, U.K. based designer Joe Casely-Hayford participated, as well 

as Ghanaian designers Ricci Osei, Joyce Ababio, and Kofi Ansah.  Remi from Nigeria 

and N’Deye Awa from Guinea were also featured (1993: 9).  What is particularly notable 

is that several of the participating African designers were well-established and 

internationally recognized.  These designers were exemplified by Nigerien Alphadi and 

Malian Chris Seydou, as well as Ivoirian Angy Bell and Burkinabe Pathe’O (1993: 9).  

Like Chothia’s “Catwalk Extravaganza,” the models were as diverse as the fashion 

designers.  Nigerian model Wale returned for the fashion show, accompanied by 

models from Nigeria, France, Ghana, and Cote d’Ivoire (1993: 9). 

To further attest to the significance of participating designers, the Sunday Mirror 

offered descriptions of several, including Alphadi and Seydou.  The article described 

Alphadi as “the hottest name in African fashion, who has defied all odds and emerged 
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as one of the dynamic haute couture designers of the 1990s” (1993: 11).  Seydou was 

“nicknamed ‘The Star of the Night’ because of his creativity.  The name Chris is not only 

synonymous with great style…it is also impeccable in accessories” (Bonsu: 11).  

Although these statements are clearly part of the Sunday Mirror’s promotion of the 

fashion event, they provide an accurate description of these designers’ reputations, as 

viewed by popular media, during the 1990s.  The Sunday Mirror’s statements of the 

designers’ significance are supported by academic scholarship, including the research 

of art historian Victoria Rovine, who described Seydou as “Mali’s most famous fashion 

designer” (Rovine 2004: 200).  Revue Noire’s special issue on fashion further supported 

Seydou’s significance, attributing him with creating the “African Style” that had become 

accepted and expected in international fashion circles.  By 1993, Seydou had returned 

to Mali and was celebrated for his innovative use of bologan cloth in his fashion 

designs, further suggesting that Seydou was at the height of his career when he 

participated in “Afrique Noire Revue ’93.”  Seydou passed away in March of 1994; it is 

possible that the “Afrique Noire Revue ‘93” was one of his final international fashion 

shows, accentuating the significance of this particular event. 

The fashion exhibition was held on December 18th, 1993 at the luxurious Golden 

Tulip Hotel.  The show was centered around a stage inspired by African “huts” and 

decorated with African motifs, a setting described as invoking a “village scene” (Bonsu 

1994: 14).  The catwalk extended from this imagined African village across the Golden 

Tulip’s swimming pool, which undoubtedly created a visually impressive experience for 

the fashion show’s attendees.  The spectacular nature of the show, particularly the 

designs of the participating fashion designers, is reflected in Adwoa Serwaa Bonsu’s 
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review of the show.  Bonsu opened her column by stating that “the bulging eyes that 

stared at the clothes that were exhibited at the ‘Afrique Noire Revue ’93’ were enough to 

tell that Africa is now a rich source of inspiration for many fashion designers” (1994: 14).  

Bonsu provided a detailed account of each designer’s collection; she stated that Seydou 

featured several of his bogolan garments and Kofi Ansah exhibited evening and cocktail 

kente dresses.  Despite the absence of photographs visually chronicling the event, its 

extensive coverage in both the Sunday Mirror and the Daily Graphic, coupled with 

Bonsu’s assertion that it was successful, suggest that “Afrique Noire Revue ’93” was 

one of the three most significant fashion shows of the 1990s.   

The day before “Afrique Noire Revue ‘93” unveiled the creations of Africa’s most 

recognized fashion designers, a second international fashion show was held in Accra.  

Like “Afrique Noire Revue ’93,” “Motion ‘ 94” was also a large-scale, international 

fashion show, but featured less well-known designers.  The event was conceived by 

fashion designer Margaret Ofori-Atta, who had recently returned to Ghana after living 

and working in Europe for thirteen years (Bonsu 1993: 1).  Ofori-Atta partnered with 

Event Field, the company known for organizing the annual “Prêt A Porter Feminin” in 

Paris, to help plan and design “Motion ‘94”.  In addition to featuring Ofori-Atta’s designs, 

the show included Ghanaian designers Nora Bannerman and Mary Anna Grant, as well 

as Senegalese designer Colle Ardo Sow.  Although initial advertisements for the show 

stated that Nigerien designer Alphadi would be involved, he was eventually replaced by 

Johathan Appah Sampong, a Ghanaian designer based in California.  This change in 

participants was likely due to Alphadi’s involvement with “Afrique Noire Revue ’93.”   
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“Motion ‘94” was held on December 17th, 1993 at the Labadi Beach Hotel.  Like 

“Afrique Noire Revue ’93,” the catwalk was placed over the hotel’s pool.  According to 

Bonsu, it was one of the first elements of the show that caught her eye.  She described 

it as “built of aluminum scaffolds descending from the foyer of the hotel, pausing in the 

middle with a short flight of stairs and then stretching across the pool.  Just esquisite 

[sic]” (1993: 15).  Bonsu recounted that the fashion show was organized in two parts; 

the first segment featured the creations of the invited designers: Mary Anna Grant, 

Jonathan Appiah Sampong, Nora Bannerman and Colle Ardo Sow, while the second 

half was dedicated solely to the work of the organizer, Margaret Ofori-Atta and her label 

MagDanelli Designs.  A diverse array of garments were exhibited, including an 

assortment of women’s jogging suits and an evening gown of kente and organza that 

Bonsu described as “wow” (1993: 15).   

A single photograph from “Motion ‘94” was featured on the front page of the 

Sunday Mirror, although the garments in the photograph were not attributed to a specific 

designer (Figure 5-2).  The garment in the foreground of the photograph appears to be 

a dress sewn from fabric mimicking the patterns of Malian bogolan cloth, indicating 

bogolan cloth’s popularity during the 1990s.  The skirt and jacket ensemble in the 

background is made from a similar material, although the patterns are more reminiscent 

of Ghanaian batik fabric than bogolan cloth.  Due to the lack of information and the poor 

quality of the photograph, it is difficult to ascertain any further details regarding these 

garments.  The photograph does indicate that participating designers were creating 

fashions from local, African materials, in addition to garments from imported fabrics.   
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These three fashion shows, “Catwalk Extravaganza,” “Afrique Noire Revue ’93,” 

and “Motion ’94,” indicate the renewed strength and vibrancy of Accra’s elite fashion 

culture, further aided by Ghana’s recovering economy, the reinstatement of a more 

stable, democratic government, and the return of several successful Ghanaian fashion 

designers.  The shows further illustrate the high standard Ghanaian fashion reached 

during the mid 1990s.  Ghanaian fashion shows were elaborately staged international 

events that brought together a selection of the most recognized and celebrated African 

designers of the time.  The extensive documentation of these events by Ghanaian 

newspapers and television networks further attests to the growing popularity of fashion 

in Accra. 

The preceding account of Accra’s fashion shows indicates that these events 

were organized on a regular basis throughout the 1990s.  The fashion shows ranged in 

focus from the 1994  “Decades of Fashion” show, with the goal of promoting designs 

reminiscent of “clothes from our parents and grandparents old trunks,” to the 1998 

“Fashion Ensemble” event held at the Nogahil Hotel, featuring former winners of the 

“Miss Ghana” competition as models (“Decades of Fashion” 1994: 11).  This brief 

discussion, with particular focus on three of Accra’s most significant fashion shows, 

indicates that during the 1990s, elite fashion returned to popular media and was once 

again a visible and promoted aspect of Accra’s complex fashion culture.  Additionally, 

Accra’s elite fashion culture achieved new heights with the organization of 

internationally recognized fashion shows that illustrated to Ghanaians that African 

fashions were indeed innovative, productive, and “au courant”.   
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“Anywhere one goes…there is Bound to be Kaba”:  The Continued Popularity of 
the Kaba  

Accra’s designer fashions continued to co-exist with local fashions, particularly 

the kaba, which persisted as another form of fashionable attire.  Building on its 

popularity during the late 1980s, the popularity of the kaba increased as a fashionable 

garment during the 1990s.  According to one article in the Sunday Mirror, “it is one of 

the usual twists in fashion that kaba, which started off lowly…as the local wear for maid 

servants and the illiterate, has now shot up to become the sophisticated attire worn for 

formal occasions” (Adisah 1993: 7).3  These sentiments were reiterated in another 

column from the Sunday Mirror, stating that “if in the old days…it was against the trend 

for many ladies to wear kaba…these days, however it is the thing to do.  Anywhere one 

goes, be it the market, work or church, there is bound to be a kaba” (Manu 1993: 1).  

The popularity of the kaba can be partially attributed to the versatility of the garment and 

the diversity of kaba styles.  As the Sunday Mirror explained, “through the years, the 

kaba has gone through a number of creative additions and adaptations and promotions 

which have helped it become much more elegant and in tune with contemporary 

fashion” (“In the kaba” 1993:1).  The contributor continued by stating that “there is 

hardly any harm that any foreign influence can do to discourage the beloved blouse and 

the matching ntama – long skirt or wrapper” (1993: 1).  One contributor made a direct 

correlation between Accra’s resurging fashion scene and the continued popularity of the 

                                            
3
 Although the exact origins of kaba are somewhat difficult to substantiate, a very distinct, well-defined 

mythology regarding their creation exists and is readily expressed by Ghanaian women.  In many 
interviews, Ghanaian women reiterated that kaba was often associated with the “illiterate” and originated 
as an unofficial uniform for female servants.  This is echoed by Suzanne Gott’s research, which stated 
that during the late 19

th
 and early 20

th
 centuries, the kaba developed associations with the “illiterate” (Gott 

2010: 14). 
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kaba, explaining that “with the upspring of fashion designers all around the place, kaba 

has even been made more wearable” (Adisah 1993: 11).   

These assertions are supported by art historian Suzanne Gott, who stated that 

following Ghana’s independence, “the Ghanaian ‘kaba’ gained new prestige as the 

‘noble national costume’ which honored the new nation’s cultural heritage – a status that 

it retains to the present day” (Gott 2010: 14).  Gott further attested to the fashionable 

nature of the kaba, stating that “at the center of women’s fashion world is the kaba,” 

which has the “unique capacity to simultaneously honor the region’s cultural heritage 

while embracing the ever-changing world of fashion” (2010: 11).  According to Gott, “in 

contemporary Ghana, the fashionable stylishness associated with virtually all women 

continues to find its most valued expression in the three-piece kaba” (2010: 14).   

As illustrated by previous chapters, the malleability of the kaba has allowed it to 

reflect the political and cultural shifts of specific eras, makint it a potent symbol of 

Ghanaian nationalism through multiple decades.  Immediately following independence, 

the kaba was transformed into a form of elite, nationalist fashion, whereas during the 

Rawlings regime, it initially functioned as a populist form of nationalist attire.  As the 

following section will explore, with the help of First Lady Nana Konadu Ageyman 

Rawlings, the kaba gained further significance as an appropriate form of nationalist 

attire for professional women.   

The significance of the kaba as a fashionable garment during the 1990s is best 

indicated by the creation of an annual fashion show and design competition known as 

“The Great Kaba Show.”  The first “Great Kaba Show” was held in 1991, with separate 
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fashion shows held in each of Ghana’s geographical regions (Mensah 1991: 11).4  The 

Sunday Mirror documented the Central region’s competition, stating that a total of six 

individuals designed kaba in three categories: casual, occasional, and business.  The 

winner of the competition, Miss Esther Rabukour Agbettor, received a cash prize of 

C30,000 and competed with the winners from the other regions in the final fashion 

show, held in Accra on September 7th, 1991.   

Documentation of the “The Great Kaba Show” was sporadic, although due to its 

highly publicized 1993 iteration, it is likely that the kaba show was an annual event that 

was held for several consecutive years.  The 1993 advertisement described the event 

as “Ghana’s biggest fashion pageant,” with a grand prize of C300,000 and tickets to 

Paris (“The Great Kaba Show” 1993: 4).  The Sunday Mirror documented the 

competitions for the Northern and Central regions, but the remaining regional 

competitions were canceled, with “one grand kaba show” held in Accra on November 

27th, 1993.   

The grand finale of the 1993 “Kaba Show” received limited coverage, likely due 

to the deluge of international fashion events that occurred in December.  According to 

the Sunday Mirror, fifteen kaba designers from Accra, Bolgatanga, and Kumasi 

participated in the show, creating garments in the same categories as previous 

competitions: casual, office wear, and evening wear (Adiash 1993: 7).  The winner of 

the competition, Afi Agbenyegal of Alfie designs, received the grand prize of C300,000 

and two tickets to Paris.  Unlike other fashion events, the Sunday Mirror claimed the 

“Kaba Show” “attracted a large crowd of people from all walks of life” (1993: 7).    This 

                                            
4
 Although not all of the geographical regions were mentioned in the article, they included: Central, 

Eastern, Western, Northern, and Greater Accra.   
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comment implies that the kaba fashion shows were more inclusive of an economically 

diverse population of Ghanaians.  

The kaba maintained its popularity throughout the 1990s, as attested by the 

Sunday Mirror’s introduction of a new feature titled “Fashion…Fashion…Fashion…”  

Starting in 1998, The Mirror featured a two-page, color spread of the latest fashion 

trends, which often focused on the latest kaba styles.  In one feature subtitled “Kaba for 

Less Formal Occasions,” the Sunday Mirror stated “a few years ago, most women 

would rather be found dead than sport kaba and slit to the office…but now things have 

changed…the kaba and slit can be ideal for the office” (“Kaba for less” 1998: 9).  An 

array of kaba styles were included, from kabas that resembled blazers, to kabas with 

elaborate scalloping (Figure 5-3).  The following week, kaba designs for formal 

occasions were highlighted, including a dramatic kaba with large fabric rosettes on each 

shoulder (Figure 5-4).      

The kaba’s popularity as a fashionable garment can be partially attributed to the 

increasing visibility of politically important Ghanaian women who chose to wear the 

kaba.  During the 1990s, the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror repeatedly featured 

photographs of Ghanaian women, particularly women in official government positions, 

wearing a diverse and elaborate array of kaba designs.  Although difficult to 

substantiate, the repeated inclusion of recognized and powerful women wearing kaba 

likely encouraged other Ghanaian women, both elite and non-elite, to don the iconic 

garment for a variety of contexts.   

One example of a politically influential woman who regularly wore kabas is Ama 

Benyiwa Doe, the Minister of Employment and Social Welfare.  Doe and her expressive 
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kabas were featured repeatedly in the Sunday Mirror and the Daily Graphic, as 

exemplified by the front page photograph that captured her mid-stride with briefcase in 

hand (Figure 5-5).  The image was featured with the caption “Time for Business” (Manu 

1994: 1).  Doe was again photographed wearing a kaba at the launch of “The Year of 

the Adventist Woman,” in Accra (Figure 5-6).  Both of Doe’s kabas featured elaborate 

detailing; her “business” kaba had exaggerated sleeves and a kaleidoscope of wax 

prints, whereas her kaba for the Adventist event featured a profusion of ruffles on the 

bodice.  Both garments attest to the creativity of kaba designs during the 1990s, as well 

as the growing importance of the kaba as a garment appropriate for all occasions, 

particularly official government business.  Mrs. Matilda Esi Fiadzigbey, President of the 

Ghana Institution of Surveyors from 1995-1996, was another woman who opted to wear 

the kaba.  An image of Fiadzigbey wearing a kente kaba with exaggerated, ruched 

sleeves was featured in the Sunday Mirror, which described her as “someone young 

girls who have their eyes on high-rated professions can look up to” (“Madam President” 

1995: 5).    

The most significant proponent of wearing kaba was Former First Lady Nana 

Konadu Ageyman Rawlings.  Rawlings made a concerted effort to wear kabas sewn 

from local fabric on a regular basis, a sartorial choice that lasted for the duration of her 

husband’s career as both head of state and the President of Ghana.  As Rawlings 

explained, “I decided that I would start wearing traditional clothes using the wax prints 

from our factories for two reasons: first of all, wax print wasn’t available and we were 

trying to improve the economy, so I thought it would be good if I promoted the cloth to 

encourage Ghanaians to wear it when the factories began producing again.  I also didn’t 
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want to be a role model for anyone while wearing Western clothes” (Rawlings 2012: 

personal interview).5     

Rawlings explained that initially, elite Ghanaians reacted negatively to her 

adoption of the kaba and wax print fabric: “the first time, people said ‘Why is she 

behaving like an illiterate?’  I said to myself, ‘You don’t choose for me what I wear, if I 

look in the mirror and I like it, I’m wearing it.’  I wanted to make a change and I wanted 

to make a statement” (2012: personal interview).  In spite of criticism from her peers, 

Rawlings contined to wear kabas sewn from wax print.  As she recollected: “I just kept 

pushing it.  Sometimes they would say ‘Oh, you’re always so local,’ and I said, ‘Yes, I 

like to be local’” (2012: personal interview).      

Rawlings was regularly featured in the Daily Graphic and the Sunday Mirror 

wearing elaborate forms of kaba, particularly after her husband won the presidential 

election in 1992.  For her husband’s 1993 Sessional Address, both she and the vice-

president’s wife wore kabas.  Rawlings’s kaba was a mix of solid fabric and kente cloth, 

while Marian Arkaah wore a kaba of printed material, presumably wax print (Figure 5-7).  

When Rawlings met with Mrs. Sandy Cooper, a representative of the Trade and 

Investment Mission of New Jersey, she wore a kaba with oversized ruffles on the 

neckline (Figure 5-8).  At an event celebrating the inauguration of the “Council of 

Indigenous Business Association,” Rawlings posed with two female executives wearing 

a belted, peplum kaba with oversized sleeves, a feature that she believed provided her 

with more of a physical presence (Rawlings 2012: personal interview) (Figure 5-9).  

                                            
5
 Rawlings’ reference to the lack of wax print in Accra refers to the early 1980s, before her husband was 

formally elected President of Ghana.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the 1980s was an era of 
extreme economic difficulties and locally produced wax print was scarce.   
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When Rawlings was presented with a chieftancy staff in honor of her efforts to provide 

electricity to a small town, she wore a highly patterned kaba with a matching headwrap 

(Figure 5-10).  Almost every time Rawlings was photographed, she was wearing a 

variation of the kaba.  In my interview with Rawlings, she spoke briefly of her varied 

styles of kaba, stating that a particular kaba “could have been European, it could have 

been Asian…but I made it to my style and my taste” (2012: personal interview).   

The single photograph that suggests the potential power of Rawlings’s kaba 

wardrobe was taken during President Jerry Rawlings’s visit to the United States in 1995.  

The Sunday Mirror captured a single photograph of the two first ladies together, 

describing them as “in a pose one may describe as ‘on equal footing’.” (“In USA” 1995: 

8).  Although the women were equal in their roles as first wives, their clothing was far 

from identical.  Hillary Clinton wore a conservative tailored suit with understated jewelry, 

whereas Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings opted for a boldly patterned, belted peplum 

kaba, accented with a kente stole (Figure 5-11).  The visual statement made by this 

pairing is incredibly significant.  By wearing the kaba during her visit to the United States 

and in an official photograph with the First Lady of the United States, Rawlings was 

asserting that the kaba is appropriate attire for even the most formal and important of 

occasions.  The kaba not only represents Rawlings’ Ghanaian identity and heritage, but 

her pride in expressing this identity through her clothing.  The description provided in 

the Sunday Mirror becomes even more meaningful when applied to the women’s 

appearances; although their clothing is starkly different, they are considered equals, 

imbuing the kaba with extreme potency and further suggesting the kaba is equivalent to 

the finest of American formal wear.   
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Rawlings’ championing of the kaba had a noticeable affect on Ghanaian women, 

as exemplified by a photograph in a 1997 issue of the Daily Graphic (Figure 5-12).  The 

image, which captured Rawlings and a group of women celebrating the anniversary of 

her husband’s December 31st Revolution, is awash in colorful wax print.  Rawlings is 

wearing her favored style of kaba: a peplum blouse with exaggerated sleeves.  The 

women visible in the background of the image are also wearing kabas, several of which 

were sewn from a commemorative cloth celebrating the 40th anniversary of Ghana’s 

independence from colonial rule.  This photograph provides additional visual evidence 

to suggest that Rawlings’ promotion of the kaba encouraged women to embrace 

wearing the garment on a more regular basis.  As Rawlings recollected, “I kept wearing 

it [the kaba] until others wore it and eventually, people started to say ‘I want to wear it, I 

want to be like Mrs. Rawlings,’ and everybody started wearing it” (2012: personal 

interview).  In 1998, Rawlings was acknowledged by the GTP wax print company at 

their “Celebration of Colors” fashion show for her continued promotion of wax print and 

kaba designs (Bonsu 1998: 17). 

Not only did Accra’s fashion culture return with renewed vibrancy in the 1990s, 

particularly with the celebration of both elite and kaba fashions, it continued to expand 

into new territories.  The further development of Accra’s fashion culture is exemplified 

by the introduction of a new section in the the Sunday Mirror called “Silhouettes”.  Each 

week, this small section in the newspaper featured drawings of new and innovative 

dress styles for both men and women, accompanied by a brief description of each 

garment.  The intent of “Silhouettes” was presumably to provide inspiration for 

seamstresses and tailors, as well as their clientele, to create new and stylish garments, 
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ranging from boubous to parachute pants (Figure 5-13).  Several of the “Silhouettes” 

featured kaba designs, such as the drawings featured on May 6th, 1995, which were 

described as “multi-purpose ensembles” appropriate for business and social functions 

(“Silhouettes” 1995: 8) (Figure 5-14).  In other examples, European-inspired garments 

were highlighted, such as the “high-neck dress, with the opening in the front, which 

shows off the striped tube underneath” (“Silhouettes” 1995: 8) (Figure 5-15).  

“Silhouettes” even gave advice on the types of fabrics to use, as well as the style of 

shoe that should be worn with specific garments.  The illustration of a short evening 

dress, described as a garment that would “literally ‘knock ‘em dead’ wherever you go,” 

was accompanied with the following advice: “the riveting glamour of sparkling sequin 

details and lame fabrics are recommended for this piece, with the elegant, open waisted 

punched court shoes with open toes to match” (Azasoo 1995: 8) (Figure 5-16).   

The introduction of “Silhouettes” indicates a further expansion of Accra’s fashion 

culture, one that encouraged a more accessible and approachable type of fashion.  

Silhouettes was likely developed for the average Ghanaian who could not afford the 

exclusionary prices of elite fashion labels, yet wanted to stay abreast of local and global 

fashion trends, further demonstrating the renewed importance of fashion in Accra, 

particularly in popular media.   

The Kente Craze:  The Proliferation and Origins of Kente fashions in 1990s Accra 

As acknowledged in previous chapters and echoed by designer Joyce Ababio, 

Ghanaian fashion designers of the 1990s were not the first to incorporate kente cloth 

into their creations.  As Ababio emphatically stated, garments sewn from kente cloth 

have “always been there, always” (Ababio 2012: personal interview).  Although my 

research indicates that Juliana Norteye was the first fashion designer documented using 
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kente cloth in her designs, the practice of cutting and tailoring kente into fashionable 

garments originated earlier, before the start of Norteye’s career as a fashion designer.   

The earliest documented example of kente cloth used in a garment was featured 

in a March 1958 issue of the Sunday Mirror.  The photograph showed two Ghanaian 

women attending a horse race in Accra dressed in Western-inspired garments (Figure 

5-17).  The subtitle of the photograph, “New Role for Kente,” alludes to the 

innovativeness of one of the women’s outfits.  As the caption stated: “a new slant on 

women’s fashion: the model, Mrs. Alice Ababio (right), is wearing a flared afternoon 

dress with the skirt and the V neckline trimmed with strips of kente” (“New Role” 1958: 

5).  Upon closer inspection of the photograph, thin strips of kente, which have been 

sewn across the body of Ababio’s skirt, are clearly discernable.  The width of the strips, 

coupled with the repetition of specific kente motifs, like the double stripe, suggest that 

the creator of this garment cut an existing kente cloth or single kente strip in order to 

create Ababio’s garment.  Kente cloth has long been considered a high-status textile 

that was rarely cut or sewn into garments prior to the 1990s; this photograph provides 

concrete evidence that Ghanaians have been experimenting with kente cloth and 

transforming kente into fashionable attire as early as 1958, if not before.  The 

importance of this garment is that it illustrates one of the earliest examples of a 

cosmopolitan, Ghanaian fashion garment.  The silhouette of the dress is Western-

inspired, yet the inclusion of kente imbues the garment with a distinctly Ghanaian flair, 

encapsulating the wearer’s co-existing identities as a Ghanaian and global fashion 

participant.    
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After 1958, the depiction of Ghanaian women wearing kente garments in the 

Sunday Mirror steadily increased.  Photographs often illustrated women wearing kente 

sewn in the style of a kaba or a kente skirt paired with a Western-styled blouse.  This is 

supported by several photographs and articles, including a brief December 1958 column 

documenting the fashionable dress of two bridesmaids who wore kente skirts paired 

with elaborate blouses (Figure 5-18).  The Sunday Mirror hailed the women as 

pinnacles of fashionable dress, stating “look at their gorgeous kente cloths, those 

fashionably-cut blouses…look at the fashionable way they’ve tucked their handbags” 

(Anon 1958: 11).  In the same issue, a brief article titled “The Kente Cloth and the 

Fanciful Blouse” proclaimed that “kente – that was the craze for this Christmas!  It 

featured prominently at many a social function” (“The Kente Cloth” 1958: 13).  As 

implied by the article’s title, it was not kente by itself, but a kente skirt paired with a 

blouse that was the latest style in Accra.    

In other instances, Ghanaian women were more inventive with their kente 

garments; Mary Carlis-Paittoo, better known as the advice columnist “Aunty Eva,” was 

photographed in May 1958 wearing a V-neck top featuring a strip of kente along the 

neckline (Figure 5-19).  In a photograph accompanying a column titled “Smart Office 

Girls,” Comfort Botchway was shown wearing a sleeveless kente dress with a peter pan 

collar, accessorized with a matching kente stole (Figure 5-20).  A final example from the 

column “Wearing Cloth While Abroad” opened by asking, “Do you wear cloth when 

holidaying abroad?  I sincerely hope you do” (Crilly 1959:18).  The author provided 

several suggestions for outfits from local fabrics, including an elaborate kente evening 

coat.  As the author explained, “if you want to be really extravagant, have an evening 
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coat made in kente cloth and line it in grosgrain…it will certainly create a sensation in 

London, Paris, Rome or New York!  Wear it over a sheath dress of matching kente” 

(1959: 18).  A sketch of the suggested kente evening coat with matching dress was 

included in the article, likely to encourage Ghanaian women to have the garments made 

by their seamstresses (Figure 5-21).  As these photographs and accounts from the 

Sunday Mirror suggest, kente was embraced as a material for fashionable garments.  

The textile quickly grew in popularity immediately following Ghana’s independence; 

likely due to Nkrumah’s active championing of the material, kente cloth became visually 

associated with a collective Ghanaian identity, symbolically representing a united, 

independent Ghana.  These garments additionally demonstrate that few limitations were 

placed on the sewing and tailoring of kente cloth, illustrating that kente’s extreme 

cultural and social significance did not affect the material’s malleability or wearability.   

Kente cloth gaments were not limited to Ghanaian women; European women 

were also documented adopting kente cloth garments as a form of fashionable attire 

(Figure 5-22).  In the same issue as the photograph of Ababio’s inventive kente dress, a 

brief column titled “Kente Appeal Does the Trick” asserted that “Make no mistake!  The 

‘kente appeal’ is spreading fast among non-Ghanaians, both here and in other parts of 

the world” (“Kente Appeal” 1958: 8).  The article focused on Anne Rado, the wife of an 

English lecturer in Accra who readily adopted kente fashions for various events, 

including a party celebrating Ghana’s independence and a dance held at the University 

of Legon (1958: 8).  The article concluded by predicting that “before she leaves Ghana, 

Anne may have a number of different types of kente in her wardrobe” (1958: 8).   
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In a later issue of the the Sunday Mirror, an account was provided of Monueli 

Dekonor’s participation in London’s International Handicrafts Exhibition, in which 

Dekonor showcased the quality, versatility and wearability of kente cloth.  Dekonor was 

quoted as stating that “What I really want – and I am quite determined to achieve it 

before this exhibition closes – is to see British women brave enough not only to buy our 

kente cloths, but to wear them” (“Will U.K. Women” 1958: 7).  Dekonor’s challenge to 

British women was recorded by the Independent Television News company and 

subsequently broadcast throughout England (1958: 7).  Although it is doubtful that 

British women began actively adopting kente cloth as a new form of apparel, the articles 

on Rado and Dekonor suggest that the kente phenomenon was not limited solely to 

Ghanaian women, further demonstrating the role of kente cloth in promoting and 

symbolizing Ghanaian culture and Ghana’s recent independence.  Ultimately, these 

articles and photographs attest to the existence of an earlier “kente craze,” one which 

immediately followed Ghana’s independence and established a clear precedence for 

kente’s incorporation into fashionable garments.    

Following the “kente craze” of the 1950s, the textile experienced a second 

renaissance during the 1990s, gaining renewed popularity among Ghanaians as part of 

their fashionable wardrobes.  As the 1991 article “Yours Exclusively, Kente” announced, 

“the kente craze is really going on…ever since this concept of combining kente with 

other fabrics caught on, one hardly goes on any outing without seeing different 

interpretations given by fashion makes” (Koomson 1991:7).  The article mentioned the 

fashionable creations of Vida Akua Amuah, stating that she was “a step ahead of all 

others” and attributing her with creating some of the earliest 1990s kente fashions 
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(PAFAM)” (1991 7).  According to the article, Amuah’s main desire was to “spread kente 

all over the world to portray Ghana’s rich culture” (1991: 7).   

The “kente craze” is further supported by the Sunday Mirror article “Chieftan 

Kente Show Takes Off,” which stated that “previously, the use of kente was the 

preserve of royalty.  Today, the situation is vice versa.  There is currently what many 

refer to as the ‘kente craze’ not only in Ghana, but worldwide” (Koomson 1991: 10).  

The focus of the article was “The Kente Explosion,” an event organized by the group 

“Chieftain Limited” and held at Accra’s Art Centre.  The exhibition included twenty 

participants from throughout Ghana “seeking to demonstrate to the world that as the 

original innovators of this creative craft, they are quite intelligent and capable of 

diversifying the use of kente to suit international demands and tastes” (1991: 10).  In 

addition to full sized kente cloths and kente strips, kente weavers displayed “those 

exponents of westernism in the form of ties, cumber bands [sic], ladies dresses, belts 

and the like” (1991: 10). 

As part of the “Kente Explosion,” a fashion show was held at the Novotel hotel, 

with eight fashion designers creating a diverse array of garments to prove that “kente 

can be number one in world fashion circles” (Koomson 1991: 9).  The garments, which 

ranged from children’s clothes to bikinis, typically combined kente cloth with other 

materials to create wearable and affordable garments.  The highlight of the show, as 

described by the Sunday Mirror, was the kente bridalwear.  According to Koomson, “it 

was refereshing to see a groom in a kente suit with cummberbands [sic] and all and his 

bride in a kente gown, a concept most people had never thought of” (1991: 9). 
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The reasons for kente’s resurgence in Accra’s fashion scene are twofold.  As 

previously acknowledged, during kente’s original renaissance during the late 1950s, 

kente became a symbol of Ghanaian identity and independence.  These concepts were 

reiterated during the 1990s; as one Mirror contributor explained: “if there is any one 

fabric in the world which is synonymous with the history and rich culture of a people, 

then it’s Ghana’s kente.  Kente embodies the rich cultural heritage of this county” 

(Koomson 1991: 10).  As this comment suggests, Ghanaians wore kente garments to 

identify with their own culture and histories.   

Additionally, kente was becoming a significant part of African-American fashion 

during the 1990s as a wearable symbol of African heritage.  As one contributor to the 

Sunday Mirror explained, “the discovery of his roots by the African in the diaspora, 

coupled with the beauty, ingenuity and intricate designs of the fabric, has resulted in an 

explosion of the fabric on the high streets of most cities” (1991: 10).  Although the 

author is clearly overstating the importance of kente cloth in foreign markets, kente did 

garner significant attention during the 1990s, on European and American runways and 

in African-American popular culture.  This is supported by the research of art historian 

Nii Quarcoopome, who stated that “in 1991 sales of African and African-style fabrics 

reached fourteen billion dollars in the United States, and kente was by far the hottest-

selling item” (Quarcoopome 1998: 193).  It was Ghanaians’ own desire to promote and 

celebrate their culture, coupled with the developing popularity of African-inspired 

garments in Western fashion that ultimately sparked the return of kente to Accra’s 

fashion culture.   
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Additional Fashion Designers during the 1990s 

Before discussing the careers and fashion designs of Joyce Ababio and Kofi 

Ansah, I will recognize several other Ghanaian fashion designers who garnered 

significant attention during the 1990s.  Although many of these individuals are no longer 

active as fashion designers, their role in reviving Accra’s fashion culture is significant 

and warrants acknowledgment.  These designers and their garments will provide further 

evidence to suggest the rapid revitalization of Ghanaian fashion during the 1990s, the 

continued diversity and creativity of Accra’s fashion culture and the growing significance 

of locally produced textiles, particularly kente cloth, in the garments of Ghanaian fashion 

designers. 

In addition to Ansah and Ababio, one of the most active and creative Ghanaian 

designers during the 1990s was Margaret Ofori-Atta.  Ofori-Atta, who returned to Ghana 

in 1993 after thirteen years in Europe, introduced her fashion label MagDanielli by 

organizing and participating in the “Motion ‘94” fashion show.  Prior to her return, Ofori-

Atta had participated in fashion shows in both the United Kingdom and the United 

States (Bonsu 1993: 1).  Following “Motion ’94,” Ofori-Atta was included in the M-NET 

Africa Showcase in 1995, the 1993 and 1995 Prêt-À-Porter Féminin in Paris and the 

1995 Igedo Trade Fair Exhibit in Germany.  Her designs were repeatedly featured in the 

Sunday Mirror, as exemplified by a group of photographs of male and female garments 

from 1995 (Figure 5-23).  Ofori-Atta’s garments often drew on local fabrics and motifs; 

the Sunday Mirror described one of her garments for the Igedo Trade Fair Exhbition as 

referencing “a male warrior in batakari, talisman and other amulets” (Crabbe 1995: 14).  

In 1996, a printed kente bathing suit, created by Ofori-Atta, was featured prominently on 

the front page of the Sunday Mirror (Figure 5-24).  Ofori-Atta’s stylistic diversity and the 
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complexity of African cosmopolitanisms is best captured by her garments featured in the 

Sunday Mirror during Eid al-Fitr, a day of celebration and feasting that marks the end of 

Ramadan.  Ofori-Atta’s garments included a man’s three-piece, embroidered boubou 

and an elaborate kaba and slit with a coordinating headwrap (Figure 5-25).  All of the 

garments were described as “still in the mood of Eid Il-Fitr.”  Ofori-Atta’s garments 

specifically for Muslims, coupled with her use of local materials like kente, batakari, and 

batik, illustrate her diversity of styles, as well as her attention to small, but important 

details. 

Another popular designer in the late 1990s was Rhodarlyn Naa Shika Anyah and 

her label Fantasy Designs.  Anyah was first featured in the Sunday Mirror in 1993, for 

her children’s fashion show at the Old Ridge Church in Accra, in which she exhibited 

party clothes, casual wear, and beachwear for boys and girls.  A photograph of two of 

the young models was featured on the front page of the the Sunday Mirror (Figure 5-

26).  Following her first documented fashion show, Anysah transitioned to creating 

womenswear.  Anyah often combined locally produced textiles, such as kente and 

batakari cloth, with imported fabrics to create fantastical designs.  One example of 

Anyah’s garments featured in the Sunday Mirror was a mid-length top of batakari and 

organza, paired with batakari trousers (Figure 5-27).  A second design was comprised 

of a kente dress and a see-thru organza coat, with plackets of matching kente cloth 

(Figure 5-28).  Anyah was also known for creating bold and exaggerated statement 

hats, such as the pointed cap featured on the front page of the Sunday Mirror, 

accompanied by the phrase “to the sky” (“To the Sky: 1995: 1) (Figure 5-29).  In addition 

to her innovative fashions, Anyah actively trained young women to become skilled 
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fashion designers.  In the brief article “Graduation at Fantasy Designs,” the Sunday 

Mirror documented the graduation of two students from Anyah’s fashion company after 

completing two years of training in free hand cutting and dressmaking (“Graduation” 

1993: 5).   

Kwesi Nti is likely the most recognized Ghanaian shoe designer and was an 

active participant in Accra’s fashion scene during the 1990s, designing shoes for many 

of Ghana’s top fashion designers.  Nti received a two-year diploma for shoe and belt 

designing in Italy and returned to Ghana in 1986 (Bonsu 1995: 11).  He gained national 

attention in 1993 when he created shoes for Kofi Ansah’s fashion show at the British 

Council Hall.  Following this initial partnership, he continued to work with Ansah and 

other Ghanaian designers.  Nti’s footwear was included in several of the Prêt-À-Porter 

Féminin held in Paris, as well as “Motion ‘94” and “Afrique Noire Revue,” in which he 

designed a collection of shoes for each of the participating designers (1995: 11).  A pair 

of his stylish kente shoes were even highlighted in an issue of the Sunday Mirror, 

accompanied by a caption that proclaimed “Kwesi Nti – one Ghanaian designer whose 

creativity and skill at designing footwear has been stunning” (“Kwesi Nti” 1995: 9) 

(Figure 5-30).  Nti’s talents were recognized by Revue Noire when they included him as 

one of a small group of African accessories designers featured in their 1998 special 

issue on African fashion.   

Several other designers worth mentioning were also featured regularly in the 

Sunday Mirror.  Nora Bannerman, who was recognized in the previous chapter as a 

creator of stylish kaba designs, participated in both the 1993 and 1995 Prêt-a-Porter 

Feminine show in Paris, as well as the Igedo Trade Fair Exhibition in Germany (Crabbe 



 

243 

1995: 15).  Illona Ajavon of Illo’s Fashions also participated in both shows in 1995.  

Tetteh Adzedu, better known as Adzedu of Shapes, relied heavily on local textiles and 

fabrics to create his garments that emphasized wearability and bold shapes. His debut 

collection, which featured “batik, indigo cloth, and Hausa fabric,” was featured in 

“Afrique Noire Revue ’93” (Bonsu 1994: 14).  Besides these six designers, additional 

Ghanaian fashion designers were actively documented by contributors to the Sunday 

Mirror.  These names and fashion labels included Jimmy Delaja, Tetteh Plahar, Alfie 

Designs, Hay Looks Fashions, Winnigol Fashion and Mawuli Okudzeto.  This profusion 

of fashion designers indicates the renewed importance of elite fashion in Accra during 

the 1990s and the continued strength and creativity of Accra’s fashion culture.   

Unlike many designers who were successful during the 1990s, Ababio and 

Ansah have maintained their status as significant fashion designers, remaining active 

participants in Accra’s ever-changing fashion culture.  Ababio, who still owns and runs 

her own fashion label, has recently focused her energies on developing a well-

respected fashion school that has produced several of Accra’s most talented emerging 

fashion designers.  Kofi Ansah, who accepts apprentices and mentors an organization 

for young, aspiring fashion designers known as “The Web,” maintains his focus on 

creating the highest forms of haute couture fashion in Accra.  Their continued 

involvement in Accra’s fashion scene, the creativity and quality of their designs, as well 

as their accessibility and willingness to share their own knowledge and experiences 

makes them exemplars of Accra’s fashion culture during the 1990s and today and ideal 

for further exploration. 
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“I was Born to Sew”:  The Career and Designs of Joyce Ababio 

Joyce Ababio grew up in the suburbs of Accra and was interested in fashion from 

a young age.  She described herself as a fashion conscious teenager, recounting that “I 

liked my things a certain way.  My mom did fashions as well; I would call her and sketch 

what I wanted and I would say ‘do this’” (Ababio 2012: personal interview).  Ababio 

echoed these sentiments in an article from the Sunday Mirror, recollecting that “I knew I 

was born to sew.  My mother is a dressmaker and I have a sister who sews, but not 

professionally.  My best subject in school was needlework.  I just loved to sew” (Bonsu 

1995: 11).   

Ababio attended the prestigious Achimota School before traveling to the United 

States in 1984 for a bachelor’s degree in Medical Technology at St. Cloud State 

University in Minnesota (1995: 11).  Her foray into the medical field was short-lived; as 

the Sunday Mirror explained, Ababio “switched from the medical books and made a dive 

for the thimble and needle,” pursuing a degree in Fashion Design from the Texas 

Woman’s University in Dallas (1995: 11).  After completing her degree, Ababio 

apprenticed with Texan Victor Costa, a well-known fashion designer during the 1980s 

and 1990s, recognized for his special occasion dresses and his affordable copies of 

couture garments.6  Costa’s exuberant and exaggerated fashions undoubtedly 

influenced Ababio’s style, particularly the silhouettes of her pageant designs.   

Ababio and her husband left the United States to return to Ghana in 1992, but as 

Ababio recollected, “I wasn’t in a hurry to come home [to Ghana], my husband was.  I 

came with my mind set that I was going to rest a year; that was my thought.”  Ababio’s 

                                            
6
 Victor Costa is best known for copying the designs of established couture designers like Arnold Scaasi 

and Yves Saint Laurent.   
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desire to “rest a year” was unfulfilled; upon her return to Ghana she was quickly 

recruited to participate in two of the aforementioned fashion shows in Accra, the 

“Catwalk Extravaganza – Fashion Revue” and the “Afrique Noire Revue ‘93.”     

  Upon her arrival, Ababio was introduced to fellow designer Binafier Chothia, who 

immediately recruited her for the upcoming “Catwalk Extravaganza.”  Ababio was 

completely unprepared for the show, remembering that she “hadn’t even pulled out a 

sewing machine, [but] once I got started, I knew I was going to be a part of it” (Ababio 

2012: personal interview).  Ababio recounted that “I had a month and a half.  I wasn’t 

sleeping.  I worked day and night, day and night.  I ended up with thirteen wedding 

gowns and eleven eveningwear [gowns], black and white” (2012: personal interview). 

Ababio’s designs were well-received by the press, as attested to by Lorreta 

Asare’s review of the “Catwalk Extravaganza” in the Sunday Mirror: “Joyce Ababio’s 

collection of bridal gowns were exquisite.  Ababio…a specialist in wedding and special 

occasion wear, was quite a sensation” (Asare 1992: 11).  Her fashion debut was 

referenced in a later article from the Sunday Mirror, announcing that Ababio “made a 

quick entrée on the fashion scene when she showcased splendid evening and bridal 

wear at the fashion show which was dubbed Catwalk Extravaganza” (Bonsu 1995: 11).  

When asked about her immediate success, Ababio recounted that “when I was done 

[with Catwalk Extravaganza], I didn’t have a shop because I wasn’t even set up, so they 

[Ghanaian women] found my house and they came and bought” (Ababio 2012: personal 

interview).   

The following December, Ababio participated in the “Catwalk No. 3” fashion 

show, which marked another personal success for Ababio.  As documented by the 
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Sunday Mirror, Ababio “was the one designer who got the standing ovation and the 

most applause.  Joyce is making waves in the Ghanaian fashion scene with her 

expertly-tailored special occasion and wedding repertoire” (Bonsu 1993: 9).   

In addition to the “Catwalk Extravaganza,” Ababio participated in a second 

international fashion show, the “Afrique Noire Revue – Accra ’93,” one of the most 

significant fashion shows to be held in Accra during the 1990s.  After her inclusion in 

these highly publicized fashion shows, Ababio was considered by Ghana’s popular 

media to be one of the foremost fashion designers in Accra.  One of her most significant 

achievements, which cemented her importance in Accra’s fashion culture, was winning 

the “Best Evening Gown Award” at the 1995 Miss World pageant, held in Sun City, 

South Africa.  As recounted by fashion contributor Adwoa Serwaa Bonsu, Ababio 

explained: “I was initially approached to make a dress for Miss Ghana to present for the 

spectacular dress contest, but before I could start, I was told that another designer was 

handling that, so I should make her some evening clothes” (Bonsu 1995: 11).  Ababio 

made three dresses in four days for Miss Ghana 1995 Manuela Medie and was not 

expecting to be considered for any award.  According to Ababio, “I just made her 

evening clothes she could wear to formal events.  So you should have heard my 

screams when I heard for the first time that it won an award” (1995: 11).   

At the same time she was designing dresses for Miss Ghana 1995, Ababio 

decided to open her own fashion school.  As Ababio explained, after establishing a 

workshop for her designer label, she had a difficult time finding machinists who had the 

technical training to meet her high standards.  As she stated, “I wasn’t very happy with 

the way they produced the garments…I found that I was training my workers before 
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they could do the work for me” (Ababio 2012: personal interview).  In order to avoid 

constantly training her employees, Ababio established an informal school in 1995 at her 

workshop in Asylum Down.  Ababio started with five students, whom she trained in the 

theories of fashion design, pattern drafting and the physical construction of a garment 

(2012: personal interview).  Gradually, Ababio’s enrollment increased and by the year 

2000, she moved from her workshop in Asylum Down to a much larger building near 

Independence Square, located in the center of Accra.  Currently, Ababio has hundreds 

of students enrolled in her school from throughout West Africa, with many of them 

becoming successful fashion designers.  

Despite Ababio’s focus on developing her school, called Vogue Style School of 

Fashion and Design, she continued to participate in various fashion events, including 

the 1995 “Look of the Year” fashion show held at the British Council Hall.  In1996, she 

organized a solo fashion show to showcase her latest designs at the Golden Tulip 

Hotel.  The Sunday Mirror described the evening as consisting of four collections of 

garments, defined as “casual, elegance, evening wear and bridal wear” (“Joyce Ababio” 

1996: 9).  In a review of the show, Bonsu stated that “the show stopper was the evening 

wear collection, a speciality of Vogue Style” (Bonsu 1996: 11).   

The following year, Ababio organized another solo fashion show to exhibit her 

1997 collection.  The event was again held at the Golden Tulip and received extensive 

coverage by the Sunday Mirror.  Like her previous show, Ababio’s garments were 

divided into separate collections, including “clothes for working women,” “occasion day 

wear,” and “bridal wear” (Bonsu 1997: 16).  One of her bridal gowns, a floor-length 

dress with sweetheart neckline sewn from kente cloth and lace, was featured on the 
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cover of the Sunday Mirror accompanied by the following caption: “In a dress like this, 

every bride is sure to look great” (1997: 1) (Figure 5-31). 

Ababio continued to organize solo fashion shows until 2003, when she 

introduced a new designer label, “Joyce Ababio Kente” (Ababio 2012: personal 

interview), hosting a fashion show and opening a new boutique located on the ground 

floor of the Vogue Style School of Fashion and Design.  Since the inception of this 

design label, Ababio’s main focus has been to produce formal attire sewn from strip-

woven kente cloth.  An article announcing the premiere of the “Joyce Ababio Kente” 

label stated that Ababio initiated the collection because she wanted to promote Ghana’s 

kente cloth and encourage both Ghanaians and foreigners to purchase products made 

in Ghana (“Joyce Ababio Kente” 2003: 1). 

“Kente, it’s Strictly a Ghanaian Thing”:  The Kente Fashions of Joyce Ababio 

Although Ababio has used a diverse array of fabrics and materials to create her 

fashions, she has relied heavily on kente cloth, gaining a reputation in Accra for creating 

elegant and sophisticated kente fashions.  Ababio is thus exemplary of the 1990s trend 

of incorporating local textiles, particularly kente cloth, into her garments.  Ababio’s use 

of kente is further reminiscent of Norteye’s introduction of designer kente fashions as a 

form of attire that expressed a nationalistic, cosmopolitan identity, primarily for Accra’s 

elite citizenry.  In order to explore this topic further, several of Ababio’s garments will be 

discussed, including her evening gown for Miss Ghana 1995, as well as several 

garments from her 2003 “Joyce Ababio Kente” show.     

As the previous section has demonstrated, Ghana and its fashion designers were 

aware of the increasing popularity of Ghanaian textiles in Europe and America during 

the 1990s, which directly informed their creations.  Ababio felt that she should contribute 
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her own designs and creations to the global fashion market.  As Ababio stated, “we had 

already seen other people from the Western world using it [kente]…which we had 

issues with, because it was important to us, but it was just being used casually” (Ababio 

2012: personal interview).  This sentiment served as a catalyst for Ababio to rely more 

heavily on kente cloth for a majority of her fashions.  Ababio’s use of kente is indicative 

of a broader Ghanaian and global fashion trend during the 1990s: the renewed 

importance of kente and other indigenous African textiles by Africans, as well as 

African-Americans, as a material for fashion.  

In addition to Ababio’s desire to challenge Western designers’ casual use of 

kente cloth, Ababio began incorporating kente into her fashions because she wanted to 

enhance the textile’s wearability, a sentiment that echoes Norteye’s inspirations for her 

designs.  As Ababio recollected, “I remember my mother had given me a really nice 

kente made out of silk.  It was royal blue with some gold and it was so beautiful.  All I 

could think about was why are people keeping this in their drawers when we could be 

wearing it” (2012: personal interview)?  Ababio expressed that in creating her kente 

fashions, she wanted “something that everybody can use and it didn’t have to be stuck 

in a trunk.  Everyone could wear it.  It can be used for anything, be it day, evening or 

whatever” (2012: personal interview).   

The gown Ababio created for Manuela Medie, Ghana’s contestant for the 1995 

Miss World competition, received the most media attention of all her garments and 

solidified her reputation as of one Ghana’s top fashion designers.  This award-winning 

garment, a sophisticated, exuberant evening gown with kente accents, exemplifies 

Ababio’s approach to fashion (Figure 5-32).  The evening gown is an amalgamation of 
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two dress forms: the upper portion of the strapless dress, fashioned from kente, 

features a sweetheart bodice and a voluminous balloon skirt.   Underneath this upper 

portion of the gown is an ankle-length, black velvet column skirt. 

The color scheme and pattern of the kente cloth in Ababio’s gown is the same 

kente as worn by the paramount chief Nana Akyanfuo Akowuah Dateh II in Eliot 

Elisofon’s frequently referenced 1970 photograph (Figure 5-33).  Ross identified this 

pattern in his comprehensive tome Wrapped in Pride as “Fathia befits Nkrumah,” which 

was later revised to mean “Obaakofo mmu man,” or “One man does not rule a nation” 

(Ross 1998: 119).  It is doubtful Ababio selected this particular kente cloth for its specific 

meaning; as Ababio explained, “when we brought [kente] in and made it more 

fashionable, we didn’t use names.  We used different styles” (Ababio 2012: personal 

interview).    

Although Ababio may have been unaware of the overall meaning of her chosen 

kente pattern, the kente’s color palette of black, gold, yellow, and green has 

significance, as it represents the colors of Ghana’s flag, serving as a visual symbol of 

Ghana’s national identity.  Ababio likely chose the kente cloth for this reason, as the 

garment would be representative of Medie’s culture and home country.  It is also 

possible that Ababio commissioned this particular kente pattern and color scheme, as 

she mentioned in several interviews that she employed weavers to create kente based 

on her own specifications. 

Although Ababio created a variety of fashion designs, she was best known for 

her formal kente attire, as indicated by several color photographs from The Daily 

Graphic’s archives (Figure 5-34).  Although these photographs were unlabeled, a 



 

251 

careful examation of the background of each photograph reveals that these kente 

fashions were created by Joyce Ababio, likely for the launch of her “Joyce Ababio 

Kente” label in 2003.7  Each garment was crafted from a single piece of kente cloth, as 

evidenced by the contrasting kente borders on the hems of all three garments.  The 

bright blue and white color scheme of one kente gown indicates that Ababio was 

commissioning weavers to create specific color schemes, as the colors are not typical of 

historical kente cloths (Figure 5-35).  The silhouette of each garment is relatively simple; 

all three are narrow floor-length gowns with slight variations in the style of the neckline 

and sleeves, allowing the patterns and color schemes of the kente cloth to serve as the 

focal point of each garment.   

As previously stated, Ababio’s kente garments are indicative of one of the 

prominent trends of Ghanaian fashion during the 1990s.  Kente cloth was popular both 

in Ghana and abroad.  During a time when kente was sewn into all manner of goods, 

ranging from ties and shoes to teddy bears, Ababio consistently transformed kente cloth 

into garments for formal occasions, thereby maintaining kente cloth’s significance as a 

form of attire for special events.  As Ross has noted: “kente is first and foremost a high-

status garment worn on special occasions” (Ross 1998: 39).  Ababio’s gowns echoed 

kente cloth’s historical significance, albeit in a more international and stylish guise.  By 

tailoring kente cloth into contemporary silhouettes, Ababio made kente cloth wearable 

                                            
7
 In the photograph of a woman wearing a predominantly gold kente, there is a sign in the background 

with the name “Joyce Ababio” in large letters.  To the right of the model, there is a large banner with 
several unintelligible names and logos, likely representative of the show’s sponsors.  The same banner 
appears in two additional photographs of women wearing kente gowns, both of whom are carrying a 
single flower and wearing elbow-length gloves trimmed with white fur.  Based on these similarities, I 
strongly believe these photographs are from the same Joyce Ababio fashion show.  I estimate these 
photographs to be from 2003, as most of the photographs in the Daily Graphic albums are from the late 

1990s and early 2000s.   
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and cosmopolitan, much like her predecessor Juliana Norteye.  This is not to say that 

Ababio did not use kente in other garments; Ababio stated that she wanted kente cloth 

to be used for all manner of clothing, incorporating kente cloth into children’s clothes 

and activewear for women.  Norteye hoped to broaden the use of kente cloth, furthering 

its importance as an indicator of a nationalist, cosmopolitan identity.  Despite her 

expansive approach to kente, her formal kente gowns received the most attention in 

newsprint, suggesting they were her most popular designs among fashion-conscious 

women in Accra.  Formal kente fashions were synonymous with Joyce Ababio’s fashion 

label and were ultimately her most influential fashion garments, establishing a genre of 

kente fashions that would be elaborated upon by a younger generation of designers.8 

Although Ababio’s kente fashions are important exemplars of 1990s fashion in 

Accra, Ababio’s most significant contribution to Accra’s fashion culture was her creation 

of the only independent fashion school in Ghana, the Vogue Style School of Fashion 

and Design.9  As previously stated, after her initial success following her premiere at 

“Catwalk Extravaganza,” friends and community members began approaching Ababio 

to request that she teach their children how to sew.  As Ababio recollected, “I decided 

this was something we really needed in this country.  They don’t seem to know that 

different textures of fabric have to be handled differently.  My idea was to improve us” 

(Ababio 2012: personal interview).  For over seventeen years, Ababio’s school has 

offered one year certificate programs in fashion design and graphic design.  In the last 

                                            
8
 Brigitte Merki, a graduate of Joyce Ababio’s Vogue Style School of Fashion and Design, has created 

several collections of formal kente attire, including a collection that combined kente cloth with silhouettes 
of traditional Swiss costumes.  Ann Marie Addo of JIL fashions has an exclusive line of formal kente 
fashions that are dramatically embellished with rhinestones and beads.   

9
 The majority of fashion programs in Accra are part of larger universities or polytechnics.   
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five years, she has graduated several students who are becoming well-known fashion 

designers in Ghana and abroad, including Aisha Obuobi, Brigitte Merki, and the design 

team of Sumaiya Mohammed and Kabutey Dzietror, known as PISTIS.  Several of her 

students have received scholarships to attend fashion programs in the United States, 

including the Savannah College of Art and Design’s program in fashion design.  In 

2013, Ababio achieved approval from the Ghanaian government to begin offering two-

year and four-year degree programs in fashion design, prompting Ababio to re-name 

her school the Joyce Ababio College of Creative Design.   

Ababio’s contributions as an instructor and mentor have been recently 

recognized by Accra’s fashion community.  At the 2012 Ghana Fashion Awards, Ababio 

was presented with an award for “Fashion Contributor in Education and Mentoring.”  

Ababio continues to create garments for her “Joyce Ababio Kente” label, although her 

main focus is the further development of her college.  Ababio was one of the most 

significant Ghanaian fashion designers of the 1990s, with her formal kente fashions 

illustrative of a significant fashion trend that has continued to this day.   

“An Nkrumah Kid”:  Kofi Ansah’s Career 

While Joyce Ababio was gaining fame for her fashion designs, Kofi Ansah, a 

Ghanaian-born, British-educated fashion designer whose garments were gaining 

popularity among British elite, returned to Ghana to continue his career in Accra.  Ansah 

frequently refers to himself as the “godfather” of Ghanaian fashion, implying that he 

singlehandedly created Accra’s vibrant fashion culture.  As this dissertation has 

established, Ansah was not the founder of Ghanaian fashion, calling into question 

several of his recollections regarding his career and successes.  Despite the potential 

bias of his reflections, they provide a colorful account of his career and are important to 
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record, with future research hopefully providing a more nuanced understanding of his 

contributions.  Emerging onto Accra’s fashion scene during the 1990s, Ansah 

distinguished himself from other designers by creating elaborate and imaginative 

garments that had an international flair, yet were deeply connected to his Ghanaian 

heritage.      

Like Ricci Ossei, Kofi Ansah began his fashion career in Europe.  After 

completing his secondary schooling in Ghana during the late 1960s, Ansah had difficulty 

choosing his future career path.  As he recollected, “I tried to do medicine and I didn’t 

even start.  I went through the interviews and I said, ‘no, that’s not for me.’  Then I 

went…to do architecture and I failed miserably.  I was there for four months, I was 

thoroughly bored.  It didn’t work for me.  Architecture didn’t excite me” (Ansah 2012: 

personal interview).  Following his short forays into medicine and architecture, Ansah 

decided his best option would be to emigrate to England.  As Ansah stated in his own 

descriptive and facetious manner, “I deported from Ghana, for being totally useless.  I 

went to England and checked myself into a nice mental home called Chelsea School of 

Art” ( 2012: personal interview).   

In the 1960s, London was known for its thriving fashion culture.  Robert O’Byrne 

noted in his publication Style City: How London Became a Fashion Capital, “London 

developed during the 1960s as a global leader in innovative fashion” (Byrne 2009: 13).  

When Ansah arrived in London in the early 1970s, the economic boom of the 1960s 

was abruptly ended by the country’s drastic economic downturn, which greatly affected 

England’s ability to manufacture and produce clothing.  Although much of the carefree 

and vibrant culture of “Swinging London” had wilted, the students at the Chelsea School 
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of Art maintained their creativity and innovativeness, likely influenced by iconic British 

designers of the 1960s, such as Mary Quant and Ossie Clark.  Ansah recollected that, 

“British fashion was totally unrestrained, like a young filly out in the wild” (Ansah 2012: 

personal interview).  He recalled that his classmates were very experimental in their 

dress, one coming to class wearing a trash bag he had transformed into a shiny coat 

(2012: personal interview ).  Ansah was clearly influenced by his time at the Chelsea 

School of Art, which ultimately informed his exuberant and imaginative approach to 

fashion design.   

Ansah graduated from Chelsea in 1977 with first class honours and by the early 

1980s, he was participating in international fashion exhibitions.  As a member of the 

London Designer Collection, Ansah held his first fashion show in 1982, presenting a 

collection that consisted primarily of structured jacquard skirts and suits.  For his earliest 

designs, Ansah believed that “for me to be accepted as a good designer, I had to create 

very British clothes, like things the Queen of England would wear” (2012: personal 

interview).    Ansah recalled that his initial collection sold well, recounting buyers from 

Saks Fifth Avenue, Bergdorf’s and Bloomingdale’s all came to his show and expressed 

interest in purchasing his designs.  Ansah remembered that “I sold to all of them.  When 

our group coordinator came he said ‘Kofi, but you don’t do that.’  I said, ‘Well I did’” 

(2012: personal interview).  Following the advice of his group coordinator, Ansah later 

contacted two of the buyers and much to his dismay, explained that he had to cancel 

their orders due to his limited production ability.   

This anecdote, in addition to revealing Ansah’s strong personal drive to achieve 

success and fame as a fashion designer, illustrates what Ansah describes as the 
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powerful influence of Nkrumah’s rhetoric on the youth in post-independence Ghana.  As 

Ansah explained, “I was too confident.  I was an Nkrumah kid!  He had told us and 

assured us that the sky was the limit and let no one tell you otherwise.  You can be 

anything you want to be if you put your mind to it.  I had no fear” (2012: personal 

interview).   

After several years of designing “British clothes,” Ansah created an important 

collection that drew on his Ghanaian heritage.  As Ansah explained, “once they [the 

British elite] have accepted you, then if you come out with something quirky or not what 

they’re used to, they know you know what you’re doing” (2012: personal interview).  The 

collection, known as The Blue Zone, premiered in1988 at the Dorchester Hotel in 

London as part of a larger event organized by the Ivory Coast Embassy to celebrate the 

anniversary of Ivorian independence.  Following its official unveiling, Ansah stated that 

he showed the Blue Zone at the 1988 London Fashion Week, where it received 

“fantastic acclaim” (2012: personal interview).  The collection consisted of an array of 

garments: bustiers and corsets, parachute pants and bolero jackets, even kitten heels, 

all fashioned from a striking and boldly patterned blue denim (Figure 5-36).   

According to Ansah, the Blue Zone collection was his most successful collection 

during his time in England.  As Anash recollected, “I was fortunate…I was at a polo club 

charity show and I had these clothes there (from the Blue Zone collection).  A certain, 

very famous royal bought an outfit and [my collection] ignited” (2012: personal 

interview).  To further illustrate the success of his Blue Zone collection and its popularity 

among the British elite, Ansah recounted a personal experience that involved the 
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popular and extremely exclusive nightclub Annabel’s.10  As Ansah stated, during a visit 

to the club he saw “three or four people wearing things from my collection” and he knew 

immediately that his collection was “a hit” (2012: personal interview).  Ansah brought 

pieces of his printed denim designs to Accra in 1992.  Ansah explained that, “I did three 

runs of this printed denim.  I did them in England, but I brought them here (to Ghana).  I 

had a large stock and people started buying them, they were quite hot” (2012: personal 

interview).   

Ansah returned to Ghana in 1992, so that his children could experience life in 

Ghana.  As Ansah stated, “they were becoming quite Anglicized, so I thought I needed 

to ‘Africanize’ them a wee bit” (2012: personal interview).  A second reason for his 

return was his desire to further develop and influence his native country.  As Ansah 

explained, “the person I chose as a role model was our late president, Kwame 

Nkrumah, who inspired me to no end.  So I just said, let me come and put something 

back into the system” (2012: personal interview).  What Ansah decided to “put back into 

the system” was his fashions, beginning a long and successful career as one of 

Ghana’s most important and established fashion designers.   

Upon his return, Ansah began actively participating in Accra’s accelerating 

fashion culture, transforming his predominantly European couture designs into 

garments that would resonate with Ghanaians, without sacrificing his training and 

originality.  The earliest reference to Ansah in the Sunday Mirror mentioned his 

participation in the 1993 Prêt-a-Porter Feminin in Paris, accompanied by a photograph 

                                            
10

 Founded in 1963, Annabel’s was the first “members-only” nightclub in London, attracting members of 
the British Royal Family, as well as both British and American celebrities and performers (“Club History” 
2012).   
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of a garment from his “Nomad Collection.”  Although the photograph does not capture 

the full garment, Ansah’s skill at seamlessly mixing diverse prints is clearly evident 

(Figure 5-37).  The garment consists of what appears to be a sleeveless top, high-

waisted pants and a headwrap, all sewn from a variety of intricately detailed, indigo 

batik cloth.  Instead of clashing, the monochromatic color palette and grid-like structure 

of the batik designs creates a harmonious, fluid appearance.  The name of his 

collection, coupled with the dramatic headwrap, suggests that Ansah was drawing 

inspiration from the Tuareg people of West and Northern Africa, who are famous for 

wearing garments of the deepest indigo.  The designs of the batik, which include a 

crosshatched motif and circular patterns, are more reminiscent of Nigerian or Ghanaian 

batik patterns, further grounding Ansah’s garment in a specifically West African context.   

Ansah was an active participant in the Afrique Noire Fashion Revue ’93, aiding in 

the organization of the event and exhibiting his own collection.  In an article announcing 

the show, Adwoa Bonsu described the designer: “Kofi Ansah has carved a niche for 

himself in the ostentatious couture market.  He has produced a collection of Western 

shapes in African fabrics.  Hues of blue dominate and the flamboyance of his couture 

cutting is incorporated into this range of ready-to-wear” (Bonsu 1993: 11).  It is likely 

that Bonsu was referencing his “Blue Zone” and “Nomad” collections, both of which 

predominantly featured varying hues of blue.   

By 1995, Ansah and his fashions were featured on the front page of The Sunday 

Mirror, officially announcing the opening of his Art Dress Limited showroom located near 

the Hotel Shangri-La.  As the anonymous author explained, “Since returning to 

Ghana…Kofi Ansah’s clothes have taken on a distinctive African look, especially with 
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his use of local fabrics” (“Kofi Ansah” 1995: 11).  This observation was echoed by 

Ansah, who stated that “when I came back to Ghana, my goal was that I was not going 

to use any Western prints” (Ansah 2012: personal interview).  The author continued by 

asserting that “Kofi Ansah is quick to point out that though many of his designs now are 

uniquely African, the idea is not to create for Africans or black people alone.  ‘Everyone 

can wear the sort of things I create,’ he says” (“Kofi Ansah” 1995: 11).   

Despite his contemporary focus on creating expensive, haute couture clothing, 

Ansah initially cultivated the idea that “everyone” could wear his clothes by selling his 

designs at affordable prices.  As the author observed, “prices of garments in the Art 

Dress showroom are moderate compared to what such good quality stuff would cost in 

shops in New York, Paris, Tokyo, or Rome.  ‘I want as many people as possible here to 

be able to wear my clothes,’ is the designer’s explanation for keeping his prices fairly 

low” (1995: 11).  The affordability of Ansah’s initial collections is difficult to ascertain, 

however currently, Ansah prides himself on the exclusivity of his designs, producing 

clothing that only a small portion of Accra’s elite population can afford.  This is 

significantly different from his approach mentioned in 1995, which appears to have been 

more inclusive and may have reflected the remnants of Rawlings’ populist rhetoric.    

Ansah continued to participate in group fashion shows, such as the “Look of the 

Year” fashion exhibition at the British Council Hall in Accra, held on July 15, 1995.  

Ansah also collaborated with other designers, such as shoe designer Kwesi Nti and 

milliner Miss Koo.  In a fashion show from November 1995, Miss Koo created highly 

fanciful hats to complement Ansah’s wax print designs, including one that mimicked the 

shape of a teacup (Figure 5-38).   
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Ansah collaborated with Kwei Nti and Miss Koo for his solo fashion show in 1995, 

held at the annual dinner dance of the British Women Association on November 4, 

1995.  By the end of 1995, Ansah’s designs had captivated Accra’s fashion conscious 

women, particularly Mirror contributor Adwoa Bonsu, who described Ansah as “a 

designer whose clothes can turn mere mortals into heavenly creatures.” (Bonsu 1995: 

11).  Ansah’s fashion show, self-titled “The Greatest Show in the West,” showcased 

designs ranging from beachwear to evening wear sewn from GTP’s latest wax print 

fabrics.  According to Bonsu, this diverse array of clothing included “layers of 

voluminous coats with effortless tunics, fitted short skirts or long splits with lean gamine 

shapes” (1995: 11).  Based on Bonsu’s descriptions, the most important aspect of 

Ansah’s garments was his combinations of fabrics.  Bonsu described Ansah’s fashions 

as “igniting in explosive bright colors – reds, with blacks, blues with whites, greens with 

blues, the clothes depict a revised purity of dress and style” (1995: 11). Bonsu 

concluded that “one may wonder how choice of colours, combinations and styles from 

simple fabrics could be transformed into such elegance” (1995: 11).  Two photographs 

from Ansah’s solo fashion exhibition accompanied Bonsu’s article, but due to their lack 

of color, it is difficult to fully grasp the dynamic nature of Ansah’s designs (Figure 5-39). 

In her review of Ansah’s 1995 solo fashion show, Bonsu recognized Ansah’s 

penchant for contrasting colors and patterns in his design.  This technique of Ansah’s 

was further illustrated on the front page of the December 29, 1995 issue of The Sunday 

Mirror, which featured two photographs of his latest designs.  The garment on the right 

was comprised of several fabrics, including what resembles an indigo tie and dye and a 

fabric mimicking bogolan motifs (Figure 5-40).  The second garment appears to have 
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been an amalgamation of beadwork and printed fabric, although due to the poor quality 

of the image, it is difficult to draw specific conclusions regarding the garment’s material.  

These garments indicate Ansah’s continued interest and skill in combining seemingly 

disparate materials into cohesive and stylish garments.  By 1998, Ansah’s fashions had 

garnered enough attention to be included in Revue Noire’s special issue on African 

fashion, accompanied by five color photographs of his various fashion garments.   

For the rest of the decade, Ansah’s fashion designs were regularly featured in 

the Sunday Mirror and the Daily Graphic.  They ranged from the unexpected, like his 

dramatic velvet interpretation of a kaba and slit, to the reworking of popular looks, such 

as his wax print dress with matching teacup hat (Figure 5-41, 5-38).  During this time 

Ansah began collaborating with GTP, which not only influenced his fashion collections, 

but helped reinvigorate GTP’s reputation as one of Ghana’s preminent wax print 

companies. 

Following the economic hardships of the 1980s, GTP was struggling to produce 

quality wax print.  As Ansah recollected: “they ran out of dyes…they were left with one 

color, yellow, so it [GTP’s fabrics] became nicknamed yellow fever” (Ansah 2012: 

personal interview).  Mary Ann Littrell documented GTP’s lack of dyes as early as 1976, 

stating that “cloth available for sale, due to the low stocks of dyes, was often of colors 

considered undesirable by the Ghanaian consumer (Littrell 1985: 67).  Not only was 

GTP short on dyes, but they lacked proper finishing chemicals, which meant, as Ansah 

humorously stated, “whenever it [GTP fabric] saw water, it started running” (Ansah 

2012: personal interview).  The quality of GTP’s fabric had declined so dramatically, 
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Ansah claimed that “when you went to the market, they did not even put it on the 

shelves, it was on the floor” (Ansah: personal interview).11 

Ansah remarked that in order to restore their reputation, GTP wanted to launch a 

new line of fabrics.  According to Ansah, he advised against re-introducing GTP’s wax 

prints, suggesting that they create something that would “get people’s minds off what 

they had been known for” (2012: personal interview ).  This resulted in GTP’s unveiling 

of Sikaprint, an assortment of solid colored fabrics printed with metallic motifs, including 

feathers and an array of geometric patterns.  The inclusion of the word “sika,” which 

means “gold” in Twi, indicates GTP’s addition of a metallic foil to the surface of the 

Sikaprint fabrics.  On February 1st, 1997, the Sunday Mirror documented GTP’s 

Sikaprint fashion show, featuring an array of garments designed exclusively by Ansah.  

Unlike Ansah’s previous fashions, which featured imaginative silhouettes and a melding 

of contrasting materials, Ansah’s garments were created to showcase GTP’s latest 

fabric.  The designs are relatively simple, with an emphasis on wearability, as evidenced 

by Ansah’s pink skirt suits (Figure 5-42).  Ansah even included a man’s boubou and a 

variation on the kaba and slit as part of his Sikaprint fashion show, indicating that Ansah 

was clearly designing to appeal to a broader clientele (Figure 5-43).     

After aiding in the launch of GTP’s Sikaprint, Ansah was an active participant in 

GTP’s re-introduction of wax print fabrics.  As Ansah explained, GTP hoped to remind 

Ghanaians that they were capable of producing high-quailty, colorful wax print fabrics.  

The launch of GTP’s newest collection resulted in the “Celebration of Colors” fashion 

                                            
11

 It is necessary to acknowledge that Ansah’s recollections are his opinions and may not accurately 
reflect the reality of GTP’s reputation during the 1990s.  GTP did experience trouble producing wax print 
during the 1990s, resulting in a shortage of cloth, but whether or not GTP fabric was considered one of 
the worst producers of wax print fabric remains unsubstianted.   
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show on March 28th, 1998.  According to Ansah, his main advice to GTP was that 

“because they were reduced to one colorway, yellow, I told them whatever they do, I 

don’t want to see yellow in the collection” (2012: personal interview ).  Ansah’s advice 

was heeded, as photographs from the event illustrate a complete lack of yellow prints in 

favor of a more diverse color palette of reds, greens, blues and creams.  The 

significance of GTP’s launch of new colors was acknowledged by the Sunday Mirror 

contributor Adwoa Bonsu, who stated that “there is no doubt that colour is one of the 

most important and valuable determinants of any piece of wax prints” (Bonsu 1998: 17).   

Ansah recounted the fashion event in detail, stating that GTP’s strategy was “let’s 

go back to the time when GTP was a fantastic name in people’s drawers and 

wardrobes, so we did a rebirth.  At the beginning of the show, we had a dummy of a 

baby and then we piped in the sound of a baby crying, then a spotlight…so that was the 

rebirth of GTP” (Ansah 2012: personal interview ).  To remind attendees of GTP’s past, 

the event showcased Ghanaian fashions from the 1960s through the 1990s, ending with 

designs for the future, dubbed Sika Futro.  In addition to Ansah, who designed fashions 

inspired by the 1980s and 1990s, Alfie Designs and Winigol designed fashions for the 

1960s and 1970s.  All three designers created fashions for the future, which Bonsu 

described as garments meant only for the catwalk. 

  Ansah’s recollections are elaborated by a promotional article from the Sunday 

Mirror, announcing the upcoming “Celebration of Colors” fashion show.  The majority of 

the article emphasized the historical significance of wax print and GTP’s continued role 

in producing stylish wax print textiles.  The article announced that “thanks to 

advancement in technology and with an eye towards development, GTP is now 
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producing seven non-indigo base colors in the wax print category” (“Celebration of 

Colors” 1998: 21).  The article described the fashion show as “a celebration of the 

development of African prints from the 60s through the 90s and beyond into the future 

where, it is believed, GTP’s new colours will play a prominent role” (1998: 21).  Only 

one of Ansah’s garments was featured in the Sunday Mirror, a voluminous, floor-length 

dress sewn from a dizzying print of cowrie shells.  Although Ansah did not mix this fabric 

with other prints, it further attests to his ability to manipulating prints and create dazzling 

fashions.    

Much like other fashion materials, the popularity of wax print is cyclical; the 

reincorporation of wax print fabric as a material for elite, designer fashions illustrates its 

second revivial following its popularity during the late 1950s and 1960s.  Similar to its 

symbolic meanings following independence, wax print in the 1990s served as a 

representation of a Ghanaian nationalist identity.  The fabric became a symbol for the 

country and could be worn equally on the market streets and the runways of Accra.  The 

preceding chapters will demonstrate that the popularity of wax print fabric continues to 

wax and wane, while maintaining its importance as a symbol of a Ghanaian nationalist 

identity.   

Ansah continued to develop his reputation as one of Ghana’s top fashion 

designers, participating in fashion shows in Accra and throughout Europe.  Ansah was 

the winner of the Millennium 2000 African Fashion Awards and he designed the wax 

print fabric for Ghana’s official Golden Jubilee Celebration.  In 2008, Ansah designed 

the costumes for the opening and closing ceremonies of the African Cup of Nations, 

which was hosted by Ghana.  Since 2009, Ansah has participated in several of 
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AltaRoma’s Ethical Fashion shows in Rome, which aim to promote African fashion 

designers and provide them with international exposure.  In 2009, Ansah also 

participated in the third and final Ghana Fashion Weekend, in which he was featured as 

one of the headlining fashion designers.  Ansah’s most recent accomplishment was his 

inclusion in L’Uomo Vogue’s special publication, “Rebranding Africa.”  One of the few 

fashion designers included, and the only one representing Ghana, Ansah was praised 

for his role in promoting African fashion, described by the author as “launching African 

couture” (Matarrese 2012: 214).  The article further recognized Ansah’s contributions to 

developing future fashion designers, particularly his involvement in the founding of the 

Federation of African Designers (FAD).  Ansah remains an active participant in African 

and European fashion shows, creating at least one new collection on an annual basis.   

As Ansah continues to serve as the advisor for “The Web,” he hopes to involve 

young, aspiring designers in his next project, which will focus on partnering with 

European designers to create African inspired fashions in Accra.  As part of Ansah’s 

continued involvement in mentoring Ghana’s next generation of fashion designers, he 

regularly accepts a small group of apprentices, whom he trains to uphold his exacting 

standards of garment construction and fashion design.   

 “It’s not Accidental, it’s Intentional.  It’s Couture”: An Assessment of Kofi 
Ansah’s Fashions  

Kofi Ansah can be considered the first formally trained, haute couture fashion 

designer in Ghana.  Although his original collections focused on stylish and expertly 

tailored garments for everyday wear, his most recent collections indicate his strength in 

creating unexpected and avant-garde garments that are rooted in imagined visions of 

Africa, creating designs that blend iconic African textiles with Euro-centric fantasies of 
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the African continent.   Ansah’s second approach to fashion, which runs counter to his 

creation of unabashedly bold haute couture designs, is the creation of garments that 

subtly allude to African inspirations, creating clothing that emphasizes form and 

craftsmanship over its African origins.  To illustrate Ansah’s duel approaches to fashion 

design, three of his most significant fashion collections will be assessed: his Blue Zone 

collection from the late 1980s, as well as his summer 2009 “Enchanted Garden” 

collection and his winter 2009 “Malian Warrior” collection, both showcased at AltaRoma.  

By examining a collection from the beginning of his career and with examples of his 

more recent work, a broad understanding of Ansah’s approach and the shift in his 

design aesthetic will be established.  In addition to encapsulating Ansah’s approaches, 

these collections will attest to Ansah’s significance as one of Ghana’s best-known 

contemporary fashion designers.   

Ansah’s previously mentioned “Blue Zone” collection, which premiered in London 

in 1988, was his first collection to be released in Accra.  A publicity photograph of the 

“Blue Zone” collection featuring four models posed in Ansah’s striking printed denim is 

proudly displayed in Ansah’s new atelier (Figure 5-36).  Although the collection 

premiered in 1988, Ansah explained that he developed the concept for his Blue Zone 

collection in 1986 and produced his first prototype garments in 1987.  Ansah 

collaborated with the well-known English wax company ABC textiles, a company that 

exported fabrics to Ghana, to print a botanical wax print design onto a sixteen ounce 

denim that served as the core material for Ansah’s collection.12 Ansah’s collaboration 

                                            
12

 Sixteen ounce denim is considered a heavier denim, which likely could better withstand being printed 
with an additional design.  When Ansah mentioned these garments and the weight of the denim, he said 
they were “built to hold everything in.”   
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with ABC textiles initiated his continued practice of incorporating African textiles and 

motifs into the majority of his future fashion collections. 

What is the most striking about Ansah’s “Blue Zone” collection is its limited color 

palette.  Instead of the bold and visually jarring colors associated with most wax print 

patterns, Ansah’s “Blue Zone” garments are monochromatic, encompassing shades that 

range from an almost white blue to a deep indigo blue.  Ansah’s adherence to this strict 

color palette was intentional and went beyond his personal design aesthetics.  In order 

to appeal to a Western clientele Ansah restricted his color palette to blues and whites, 

shades he believed were preferred by Americans and Europeans.  As Ansah teasingly 

asked me during our 2012 interview, “look at the American flag, what are the colors?  

The French flag?  The British flag?” (Ansah 2012: personal interview )  Ansah further 

explained the  “Blue Zone’s” limited color palette with the following anecdote.      

Shortly after the premiere of  Anash’s “Blue Zone” collection, he participated in 

the London fashion buyer’s event Pure London, held annually at the Olympia London 

exhibition center.  Prior to this event, Ansah recollected that one of his garments, a 

“bustier dress with a bubble skirt,” was featured in the British fashion magazine Chic 

(2012: personal interview).  Ansah explained that the dress, which featured bold colors, 

“brought all the buyers in.  Then came, ‘Oh Kofi, you know, the color works nicely with 

your skin, but we are so pale, can’t we have it with just the blue and white?’  I said, ‘that 

one was just for pure photography.’  I knew what they would like, so I anticipated their 

wishes” (2012: personal interview).  If Ansah’s recollections are accurate, then his 

assumptions were correct; shades of blue and white appealed to 1980s European 
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aesthetics of fashion more than the brighter and vibrant colors characteristic of West 

African wax prints and Ghanaian kente cloth.  

Ansah’s “Blue Zone” collection may have been designed with European 

consumers in mind, but the garments were African in inspiration.  By using a wax print 

pattern that was created for West Africa by ABC Textiles, Ansah subtly infused his 

collection with a West African flair, identifiable only to individuals familiar with wax print 

fabrics.  These garments create a dazzling dichotomy; the botanical pattern is bold and 

visually arresting, yet due to its monochromatic qualities when printed on denim, the 

print does not immediately resonate with preconceived notions of African wax print 

fabric.  It is this notion of the overtly visible with covert meanings and intentions that 

makes Ansah’s “Blue Zone” collection powerful, exemplifying one of Ansah’s main 

approaches to fashion: his continued persistence on creating African-inspired clothing 

that does not fulfill preconceived Western notions of African fashion.   

 As Ansah explained to me in 2012, when foreigners come to his shop, he 

believes they are confronted with several realities that influence their interpretation of 

his clothes.  As Ansah stated, “I’m African.  They’re in Africa.  So the garment is 

ultimately, African.  So their whole psychological make-up creates this prohibition…it’s 

African, so it’s too loud, it’s too colorful and all that” (2012: personal interview).  Ansah 

combats these “prohibitions” by asking his clients ““suppose you are in Vegas and you 

went in and saw my shirt on the rack, without seeing my name or ‘made in Ghana,’ what 

would you think?  Look at the garments on their relative merits, not the person who 

made it” (2012: personal interview).  In a discussion I had with Ansah in 2009, he was 

more direct.  He explained that he wanted his garments to be sold in high-end 
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department stores, like Neiman Marcus or Saks Fifth Avenue, with the hopes that 

potential customers would appreciate his designs for their exquisite tailoring, material, 

and style, only to later discover that his designs are created in Ghana, incorporating 

Ghanaian and West African materials and motifs.   

One of Ansah’s most recent collections that further exemplifies this approach to 

fashion design was his Spring 2009 AltaRoma collection, which Ansah referred to as the 

“Enchanted Garden.”  The collection was comprised primarly of strip-woven, Ewe kente 

cloth, but the color palette was uncharacteristic of both Ewe and Asante kente.  Instead 

of bright shades of blues, reds, and greens, Ansah’s commissioned kente cloth reflected 

his botanical inspiration, incorporating colors that invoked the shades of flowers.  The 

torso of one cocktail dress was fashioned from kente cloth of pastel green, purple and 

yellow, accented with similar colors of taffeta.  A second dress, featuring a bubble skirt 

and halter neck, was sewn from kente with shades of pastel yellow, green, and lilac 

(Figure 5-44).   One of the most striking garments from the collection, which I saw being 

constructed in Ansah’s atelier in 2009, was a dramatic coat of black and gold kente 

cloth (Figure 5-45).  During our conversations, this coat served as the epitome of 

Ansah’s approach to fashion.  His previously mentioned aspiration of having his 

garments appreciated for their quality of design and material was in reference to this 

coat.   

The materials of Ansah’s “Enchanted Garden” garments are not only 

recognizably African, they are clearly Ghanaian, as they feature one of Ghana’s most 

culturally significant and iconic textiles.  However, Ansah’s incorporation of colors that 

are uncharacteristic of Ewe and Ashanti kente makes the textiles’ origins ambiguous, 
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visually softening his garments’ allusions to Ghana.  Like his “Blue Zone” collection, 

Ansah’s “Enchanted Garden” designs subtly reference West African and Ghanaian 

textiles in an attempt to, as Ansah would say, appeal to “European sensibilities.”  

 I think these two collections go beyond the alteration of West African and 

Ghanaian materials in order to appeal to a Western clientele.  The “Blue Zone” and 

“Enchanted Garden” collections challenge consumers’ preconceptions of West African 

fashion in a subversive and inherently clever manner.  Ansah has the ability to disguise 

a garment’s West African inspirations while purposefully emphasizing West African 

textiles and motifs as the focal points for his garments.  This is particularly evident in his 

“Blue Zone” collection, which superficially appears to have no connections with West 

African fashions and textiles, yet is purposefully linked to the complex history of 

European-produced wax print.   

In comparison to Ansah’s previously discussed collections, his second approach 

to fashion design could be considered fashion hyperbole.  This approach, which 

emphasizes bold and fantastical designs, is exemplified by his Winter 2009 AltaRoma 

Collection (Figure 5-46).  Originally shown in Rome, Italy, Ansah revised the collection, 

to include menswear, for the 2009 Ghana Fashion Weekend.  Although not titled, Ansah 

described his Winter 2009 collection as garments that Malian heroines would wear to 

present themselves to the czar of Russia (Ansah 2009: personal interview).  The entire 

collection was fashioned primarily from bogolan cloth, with accents of black and white 

kente cloth and heavily-embroidered pieces of PVC plastic.  The garments ranged from 

floor-length coats and evening gowns to mini-dresses paired with bogolan leggings 

(Figure 5-48).  Unlike his previously discussed collections, Ansah presented bologan 



 

271 

cloth in its unadulterated form; a highly-recognizable textile that is synonymous with 

both African textiles and contemporary African fashion.  By prominently featuring 

bogolan, Ansah is both visually asserting that these garments are African-inspired and 

fulfilling Western fashion consumers’ expectations of African-inspired fashion.   

Ansah created this collection during a time when African-inspired fashion was 

dominating European and American runways.  As explained by Time: Style & Design’s 

editor Kate Betts, “Clarity came for me at Junya Watanable’s poetic show, a tribute to 

African style expressed in hand-blocked prints paired with recycled-denim 

skirts…suddenly, references to Africa were everywhere” (Betts 2009: 6).  This special 

issue of Time included a photo spread titled “Out of Africa” that proclaimed “it’s time to 

pay tribute to all things tribal, with layers of prints, stacks of bangles and scarves galore” 

(“Out of Africa” 2009: 36).  This notion of African-inspired fashion, one that relies heavily 

on stereotypical representations of African print fabrics and textiles, as well as muted 

earth tones and dramatic accessories, can be seen in Ansah’s Winter 2009 collection.  

Ansah employed bogolan cloth as his iconic African print, juxtaposed the material with a 

variety of earth-tones, and accessorizied the models with headwraps, bold jewelry, and 

“war spears”.  Ansah’s runway presentation of this collection created a fantastical and 

imagined representation of Africa that echoed the African-inspired collections of 

European designers, like Jean Paul Gaultier’s Spring 2005 Haute Couture collection.  

Instead of subverting African textiles and materials to challenge consumers’ 

preconceptions of African fashion, Ansah’s 2009 Winter collection directly appealed to 

the Western fashion industry’s love of an imagined and fantastical Africa.   
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My analysis of three of Ansah’s fashion collections illustrates Ansah’s virtuosity 

as a fashion designer, as well as his intellectual approach to designing fashions.  Ansah 

is clearly aware of the European fashion market and deftly creates garments that both 

subvert and fulfill the expectations of African and African-inspired fashion.  Ansah’s 

collections ultimately reflect his own identity and personal history; his garments are 

clearly rooted in both a European and a Ghanaian context.  Ansah skillfully blends this 

dichotomous background into his fashion designs, creating garments that reflect 

European silhouettes and styles, but that are intensely evocative of West Africa and 

Ghana, ultimately continuing the trend established by Juliana Norteye of creating 

cosmopolitan designer fashions.   

This chapter has demonstrated that the 1990s was an era of renewal for Accra’s 

fashion culture.  A plethora of Ghanaians introduced designer fashion labels, 

showcasing their diverse creations at a multitude of shows and events.  As the 

significance of designer fashions returned, the kaba continued to develop as a 

fashionable form of nationalist attire, particularly with the support of Former First lady 

Nana Konadu Ageyman Rawlings.  The 1990s was also a time for the resurgence of 

kente cloth as a material for fashionable attire.  Ghanaian fashion designers’ return to 

kente cloth, exemplified by Joyce Ababio, echoes the textile’s earlier renaissance 

immediately following Ghana’s independence as a visual signifier of Ghanaian heritage.  

As the popularity of kente cloth extended to diasporic Africans and African-Americans, 

kente became a symbol for broader notions of African heritage.  Ababio’s most 

important design, the gown she created for Ghana’s Miss World contestant, 

encapsulates how Ghanaian fashions continued to represent a nationalist 
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cosmopolitanism.  The gown was intended as a symbolic representation of the nation, 

with kente cloth as the material that best embodied the state, a symbolism rooted in 

Nkrumah’s post-independence philosophies.     

As with previously discussed designers, the fashions of Ababio and Ansah 

asserted a level of power and autonomy, particularly in relation to Ghana’s elite 

population.  The 1990s marked the resurgence of Accra’s elite class and their assertion 

of power and autonomy through the consumption of designer fashions and the 

organization of fashion shows.  Furthermore, the garments produced by Ababio, and 

particularly Ansah, served as additional assertions of power, as the majority of their 

designs invoked distinct associations with Ghanaian culture.  By manipulating his 

fashions to appear Western, while subtly saturating them with meanings indicative of a 

Ghanaian identity, Ansah created garments that appealed to a Western aesthetic, but 

that were distinctly Ghanaian.  Instead of his fashions “returning the colonizer’s gaze”, 

his fashions allowed consumers to wear his garments without realizing their intense 

Ghanaian symbolism, a complex and clear assertion of his own power as a designer, 

and of Ghanaian culture.   

As indicated by the designs of Joyce Ababio and Kofi Ansah, the two fashion 

designers from this era that are still active in Accra’s fashion culture, nationalist 

cosmopolitan fashions remained relevant to the citizens of Accra.  Similar to the designs 

of Juliana Norteye and Ricci Ossei, Ababio and Ansah’s garments blended distinctly 

Ghanaian materials with European silhouettes and tailoring, creating fashions that 

evoked a distinct Ghanaian identity, while asserting their belonging to the global fashion 

community, ultimately resulting in the continuation of Ghanaian cosmopolitan fashions.  
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As the following chapters will indicate, the importance of cosmopolitan and nationalist 

fashions continues in Accra, with the materials used to create these fashions 

experiencing the most drastic revisions.  
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Figure 5-1.  Garments Inspired by political parties, the Sunday Mirror, The Daily Graphic 
Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-2.  “Motion ’94” fashion show, the Sunday Mirror, The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-3.  “Kaba for less formal occasions,” the Sunday Mirror, The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-4.  “Kaba for formal occasions,” the Sunday Mirror, The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 5-5.  Ama Benyiwa Doe, “Time for Business,” the Sunday Mirror, The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-6.  Ama Benyiwa Doe at launch of “The Year of the Adventist Woman,” The 

Sunday Mirror, The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-7.  Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings (left), the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-8.  Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings (right), The Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-9.  Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings (far right), the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-10.  Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings (center), the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-11.  Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings and Former First Lady Hillary Clinton, 

the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-12.  Nana Konadu Agyeman Rawlings (foreground, right), the Sunday Mirror.  

The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-13.  “Silhouettes,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-14.  “Silhouettes,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   



 

282 

 
 
Figure 5-15.  “Silhouettes,” The Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-16.  “Silhouettes,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-17.  “New Role for Kente,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 

 
 
Figure 5-18.  Ghanaian bridesmaids wearing kente cloth, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   



 

284 

 
 
Figure 5-19.  Mary Carlis-Paittoo, “Aunty Eva,” the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 

 
 
Figure 5-20.  Comfort Botchway wearing kente dress, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-21.  Kente evening coat, The Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 

 
 
Figure 5-22.  Anne Rado wearing kente gown, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 5-23.  Garments by Margaret Ofori-Atta, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-24.  Kente bathing suit by Margaret Ofori-Atta, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-25.  Garment by Margaret Ofori-Atta, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-26.  Children’s garments from Fantasy Designs’ first fashion show, the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives. 
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Figure 5-27.  Garment by Fantasy Designs, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-28.  Garment by Fantasy Designs, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 5-29.  Hat by Fantasy Designs, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-30.  Shoes by Kwesi Nti, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-31.  Wedding gown by Joyce Ababio, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-32.  Joyce Ababio’s design for Miss Ghana 1995.  Personal Collection of Joyce 

Ababio. 
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Figure 5-33.  Chief Nana Akyanfuo Akowuah Dateh II wearing kente cloth, 1970.  

Photograph by Eliot Elisofon, Eliot Elisofon Photograph Archives.  National 
Museum of African Art. 

 
 
Figure 5-34.  Kente evening gown by Joyce Ababio, The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-35.  Kente evening gown by Joyce Ababio, The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-36.  Kofi Ansah’s “Blue Zone” collection, Personal Collection of Kofi Ansah.   
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Figure 5-37.  Kofi Ansah’s “Nomad” collection, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-38.  Kofi Ansah’s collaboration with Miss Koo, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-39.  Kofi Ansah’s “The Greatest Show in the West,” the Sunday Mirror.  The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-40.  Kofi Ansah’s designs from 1995, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 5-41.  Kofi Ansah’s velvet kaba and slit, the Sunday Mirror.  The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   

 
 
Figure 5-42.  Kofi Ansah’s skirt suits from his Sikaprint collection, the Sunday Mirror.  

The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 5-43.  Kofi Ansha’s kaba and slit from his Sikaprint collection, the Sunday Mirror.  

The Daily Graphic Archives.   

 

 
 
Figure 5-44.  A garment from Kofi Ansah’s Enchanted Garden collection, Personal 

collection of Kofi Ansah.   
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Figure 5-45.  A garment from Kofi Ansah’s Enchanted Garden collection,  Photograph 

by Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 5-46.  A garment from Kofi Ansah’s Winter 2009 AltaRoma Collection, Personal 

collection of Kofi Ansah. 
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Figure 5-47.  Kofi Ansah’s bogolan collection at the 2009 Ghana Fashion Weekend, 

Photograph by Christopher Richards.
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CHAPTER 6 
THE ARTIST AND THE ENTREPRENEUR: THE CAREERS AND DESIGNS OF 

BEATRICE “BEE” ARTHUR AND BEN NONTERAH 

While the 1990s was a time of unprecedented growth and creativity for Ghanaian 

fashion, many designers who were wildly successful during this period slowly faded 

from Accra’s vibrant fashion culture.  Joyce Ababio and Kofi Ansah serve as the only 

two designers of their generation who have maintained their success as Accra 

transitioned into the new millennium.  In 1995, in the midst of Accra’s fashion revival, 

Ben Nonterah, a young Ghanaian informally trained in design, premiered his first 

fashion collection.  He quickly became a successful fashion designer, aided by his 

partnership with Beatrice “Bee” Arthur, a Russo-Ghanaian woman with an eye for the 

unconventional and an attention to detail.  This chapter documents the careers of these 

two inextricably linked designers, exploring how the dissolution of their collaborative 

brand in 2008 encouraged each to progress down their own career path.  Nonterah 

continues to build his highly successful and profitable design label, focusing on designs 

that invoke a distinctly African, yet global identity, whereas Arthur has chosen to focus 

on creating highly artistic and imaginative garments that are frequently imbued with her 

personal history and identity.   

Nonterah and Arthur are important figures in the history of Accra’s fashion 

culture, as they represent an era of designers who were influenced by the iconic 

creations of the established African designers of the 1990s, yet they are more 

established and successful than the emerging designers of the 21st century.  Nonterah 

and Arthur are distinctive; there are no other designers who began creating fashions as 

young adults in the 1990s and are still active in Accra’s fashion culture.  As this chapter 
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will attest, both Nonterah and Arthur create garments that reflect their distinct 

approaches to designing fashion, earning Nonterah my designation as “the 

entrepreneur,” and Arthur as “the artist.”     

A Pastiche of Inspiration: The Beginnings of Ben Nonterah and Beatrice Arthur’s 
Careers  

Nonterah was raised in Accra during the 1970s, although his parents were from 

Kassena, a northeastern district located near the border of Ghana and Burkina Faso.  

Nonterah’s exposure to Accra’s fashion scene began at the age of 20, when he 

informally modeled and briefly worked for the successful 1990s Ghanaian fashion 

designer Mawuli Okudzeto.  Although specific details regarding Nonterah’s professional 

relationship with Okudzeto remain unclear, Nonterah was undoubtedly influenced by his 

experiences with him, as evidenced by one of Nonterah’s first fashion collections.  

During the early 1990s, Okudzeto incorporated kente cloth and batik fabric into his 

designs, and he created bold patchwork garments from a diverse array of wax print 

fabric (Figure 6.1).  When Nonterah premiered his second fashion collection in 1995, 

several of his patchworks were reminiscent of Okudzeto’s designs.   

According to Nonterah, his interest in fashion developed prior to his experiences 

with Okudzeto.  Nonterah recalled that his grandmother sewed garments and that he 

was “always interested in what she was making at the time” (Nonterah 2010: personal 

interview).  Nonterah studied fine arts in secondary school and intended to complete a 

degree in architecture in the United States, but when his plans went unrealized, 

Nonterah decided to “experiment with fashion” (2010: personal interview).  As Nonterah 

recollected, “I started with just one shirt.  I had to borrow my grandmother’s sewing 

machine… my sister used to sell [greeting] cards, so my [first shirt] was bought by 
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someone who just came in to buy a card and she saw it and loved it…I produced two 

other shirts with the funds I got from the sale, and I just turned it over and over” (2010: 

personal interview).   

During this beginning stage of his career, Nonterah sold his clothing from a 

wooden kiosk he built in front of his parent’s home in the Airport Residential 

neighborhood of Accra.  The location of Nonterah’s original kiosk and subsequent 

boutique is significant, as it provided him with access to both elite Ghanaians and 

wealthy expatriots.  A customer of both Nonterah’s and Arthur’s recollected her first 

encounter with Nonterah’s shop.  She explained that she thought his clothing was 

attractive and visually interesting, but she found the cost of the garments prohibitive.  As 

she admitted during an interview, “I also said, chuckling to myself, I know who their 

clientele is, they are located in the airport residential area, so they have expatriot 

women who can afford their pricetags” (Adams 2010: personal interview). 

Nonterah’s first fashion show in 1994, which went unnoticed in Accra’s popular 

press, was held at the Novotel Hotel.  According to Nonterah, the show was titled 

“Fashion Explosion ’94” and was organized with the intent to promote young Ghanaian 

fashion designers and artists (Nonterah 2012: personal interview) (Figure 6.2).  

Nonterah showcased a variety of designs, including an assortment of garments sewn 

from Ivorian printed fabrics that featured an array of motifs, from stylized human figures 

to a variety of fruits.  The Ivorian fabrics were a significant departure from the wax prints 

found in Accra; the colors were darker and there was a higher contrast between the 

individual motifs and the background of the fabric.  When asked why he chose these 

particular fabrics instead of Ghanaian wax print, Nonterah stated that he “wanted to do 
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something different” (2012: personal interview).  A particularly innovative garment from 

his first collection was a culotte ensemble sewn from alternating vertical strips of Ivorian 

printed fabric and solid cotton (Figure 6.3).  The Ivorian fabric featured a pattern of dark 

green pineapples, which Nonterah paired with a matching shade of solid cotton.  This 

garment is an exemplar of Nonterah’s early designs, as it featured his signature style of 

angular vests with narrow front panels and it incorporated alternating strips of cloth, a 

technique mimicking strip-weaving that Nonterah continued to revise throughout his 

career.     

In addition to the outfit’s significance, the model who presented this garment 

played an important role in developing Nonterah’s ability to sell his clothing overseas, a 

practice that Nonterah would return to throughout his career.  As Nonterah recollected, 

the model, who was a student at the University of Legon, would “go on holidays in 

London every summer.  Of course, before going on holiday, she would borrow money 

from her parents for the ticket.  Another way to make money is she would sell some of 

my stuff [Nonterah’s clothing]…by the time she would come back, she had enough to 

pay back her ticket money and then she would also buy clothes from me” (2012: 

personal interview ).  This collection marked the beginning of Nonterah’s continued 

reliance on international customers to bolster the success of his burgeoning fashion 

label, a practice employed by a variety of African fashion designers and classified by 

Leslie Rabine as “the informal African fashion network” (Rabine 2002: 1). 

On June 10th, 1995, Nonterah participated in his second fashion show, organized 

by Accra’s Alliance Francaise as part of an event called “Students’ Night”.  Several of 

Nonterah’s garments were featured in the following week’s issue of the Sunday Mirror, 
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which celebrated Nonterah’s skill for designing garments with complementary 

accessories (“To Match” 1995: 8) (Figure 6.4).  Nonterah recollected that the fashion 

show at Alliance Francaise was attended by “a diverse net of people from different 

countries…it gave me a big pool of customers.  From then on, I started getting invited to 

other shows and meeting other people who were interested in fashion…so it shot up my 

fashion business” (Nonterah 2010: personal interview). 

Nonterah participated in his third fashion show on July 8th 1995, titled “Look of 

the Year,” held at the British Council Hall (Figure 6.5).  The fashion event was organized 

by the Walk Tall Model School and Agency and showcased the creations of Accra’s top 

fashion designers of the time, including Kofi Ansah, Joyce Ababio, Jimi Delaja, Adzedu 

of Shapes and Kwesi Nti (“Look of the Year” 1995: 9).  Nonterah exhibited a collection 

of thirteen garments that ranged from knee-length, hooded patchwork jackets, to short 

dresses of black lace and industrially printed bogolan cloth (Figure 6.6).  These 

garments illustrate both the naissance of Nonterah’s identity as an emerging fashion 

designer, as well as a key element of his style and his use of disparate textiles to create 

visually bold and stylish garments.   

A week later, the Sunday Mirror published several photographs of Nonterah’s 

garments from “Look of the Year.”  One garment, a dress of alternating strips of plain 

and printed fabric with an exaggerated collar, was featured on the Sunday Mirror’s front 

page and described as a “pretty outfit from Ben ‘N’ Girls Collection” (“Walk Tall” 1995: 1) 

(Figure 6.7).1  Two additional photographs were included in the Sunday Mirror’s brief 

                                            
1
 Over the years, Nonterah has revised his brand on several occasions.  Initially, his label was “Ben N,” 

which he changed to “Benign ‘N B’Exotiq” after partnering with Arthur (the label was also known as Ben 
and Bee).  Following the dissolution of his partnership with Arthur, the brand has been consistently 
identified as “Nonterah.”   
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column on the event, both examples of Nonterah’s menswear.  The first photograph 

was of a hooded patchwork jacket, likely inspired by his earlier exposure to Okudzeto’s 

designs, while the second outfit featured a shirt of industrially printed bogolan 

juxtaposed with light and dark blue cotton (Figure 6.8).  The fabrics were arrayed in a 

complex pinwheel pattern, creating an eye-catching effect (Figure 6.9).  According to 

Nonterah, his inclusion in this particular show was highly beneficial for his career, 

expanding his clientele to include more Europeans and middle-class Ghanaians.  

Nonterah’s hooded patchwork jackets were again featured in a 1996 issue of the 

Sunday Mirror as an example of “one of the rare opportunites for men to also show their 

fashion consciousness with designer clothes” (“Male Attraction” 1996: 9) (Figure 6.10).  

The repeated inclusion of Nonterah’s garments in the Sunday Mirror may suggest that 

Nonterah’s early collections were highly popular among Accra’s fashion consumers.  

Furthermore, it indicates that Nonterah was considered one of Accra’s emerging young 

fashion designers of the mid-1990s.  Even Ghana’s former president, Jerry Rawlings, 

visited the aspiring designer’s shop in the mid-to-late 1990s (Figure 6.11). 

To further establish the success of his fledgling brand, Nonterah embarked on a 

unique business venture that aimed to sell his designs directly to African-American 

tourists in Ghana.  Nonterah partnered with Mona Boyd, an African-American woman 

who established the Land Tours Ghana Limited in 1995, a company aimed at offering 

travel packages for African-Americans visiting Ghana and other West African nations.  

Boyd brought tourists to Nonterah’s boutique, which had moved from the restrictive 

wooden stall to the inside of his parents’ garage.  As Nonterah explained, “our shop was 

one of the points of shopping.  We would have these tour buses, mostly of African-
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Americans and about fifty to sixy people would come to the shop.  It got hectic, but it 

was interesting.” (Nonterah 2010: personal interview).   

In addition to bringing tourists directly to his boutique, Nonterah and Boyd hosted 

occasional fashion shows for African-American tourists.  Nonterah recollected that 

“Boyd had huge groups, so she would organize a fashion show for them [with] me and 

another fashion designer, Jimmy Delaja.  At one point, she had 180 to 200 tourists, and 

they bought” (2010: personal interview ).  In another interview, Nonterah reflected on 

the importance of African-American tourists to his career.  As he explained,  “I relied a 

lot on foreigners and African-Americans who used to come…they really appreciated the 

African fabrics and fashion, so that’s how we were able to grow our business, revenue 

wise” (Nonterah 2012: personal interview).  Acknowledging the prominent role of 

African-Americans in the consumption and development of Nonterah’s brand is 

significant, as it indicates the global, cosmopolitan appeal of his creations.  

Furthermore, the consumption of Nonterah’s fashions by African-Americans and other 

tourists furthered the popularity of his garments among Ghanaian elites, as they 

became stronger symbols of a cosmopolitan identity.             

Due to Nonterah’s popularity with African-Americans, his earliest collections were 

greatly influenced by their sartorial preferences.  According to Nonterah, “African-

Americans were looking for African fabric, especially the mudcloth [bogolan cloth], it 

was a big hit” (2012: personal interview).  Nonterah primarily used an industrially printed 

version of bogolan, which he explained was preferable due to its flexibility and 

resistance to bleeding.  Nonterah designs were further influenced by the creations of 

Alphadi and Chris Seydou.  Nonterah explained that “I was inspired by them because 
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mudcloth was a big thing at that time.  I really loved the patterns in the mudcloth, so I 

used it and mixed it with local prints” (2012: personal interview).   

During this initial period of success, Nonterah decided to expand his knowledge 

of the fashion industry by attending a fashion merchandising course at the Fashion 

Institute of Technology.  Nonterah spent five months in New York City in 1997.  

Nonterah credited the course with providing him important information on pricing his 

garments, as well as managing his shop.  At the same time, Nonterah was informally 

improving his sewing skills.  As he explained, “I picked it up from watching the tailor I 

had…I was practically sitting on their neck, watching every stitch.  So that’s how I 

gained some sewing techniques” (Nonterah 2010: personal interview). 

While Nonterah continued to garner attention as an emerging fashion designer, 

he met Beatrice “Bee” Anna Arthur.  Arthur could be considered a product of Accra’s 

cosmopolitanism: Arthur was born in 1970 in Odessa, Ukraine, the child of a Russian 

mother and a Ghanaian father.  Arthur spent the majority of her childhood in Accra, but 

returned to Odessa at the age of thirteen, where she lived with her Russian 

grandmother.  Living with her grandmother afforded Arthur the opportunity to learn a 

variety of handicrafts, including embroidery and knitting.  As Arthur explained: “A 

Russian woman is supposed to be an all-around woman; you learn to shoot the Russian 

bow, but you also learn how to knit and fix your own tire.  So I grew up in a context 

where a woman is supposed to be self-sufficient” (Arthur 2010: personal interview).   

During her teenage years in Russia, Arthur began experimenting with 

embellishing her own clothing.  According to Renee Mendy-Ongoundou, author of 

Elegances Africaines, the young Arthur “bought everyday clothes and completely 
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transformed them by adding a few personal touches” (Mendy-Ongoundou 2002: 86).  

During her late teens, Arthur returned to Ghana and began attending school at the 

University of Ghana in Legon, where she met Nonterah at a student strike (2002: 86).  

As Arthur recollected, “I was in school and I met this young up-and-coming designer.  I 

thought his stuff looked nice” (Arthur 2010: personal interview).  Arthur began informally 

collaborating with Nonterah in the mid-1990s; she described her role as “an accessory 

advisor and quality control.  I did it just for fun, to kill time” (2010: personal interview).  

While Arthur was assisting Nonterah she continued attending courses at the University 

of Legon, graduating with her degree in Sociology and Spanish in 1999.  She worked at 

the Ministry of Tourism as part of her National Service until 2000.2  The following year, 

Nonterah and Arthur embarked on an official partnership, establishing the brand 

“Benign and B’Exotiq” in 2001 (Figure 6.12).   

Nonterah and Arthur’s partnership was a fruitful collaboration, particularly due to 

their shared vision of design.  Nonterah believes that “when people hear ‘African 

clothes’, they imagine a dashiki, lots of colors and embroidery, [clothes] that you 

couldn’t wear in certain cities in Europe and America.  My vision is to do clothes that 

you can wear anywhere…and still look trendy” (Nonterah 2010: personal interview).  

Arthur expressed similar sentiments regarding her designs: “I decided to toy with 

fashion because I yearned for funky and stylish clothes that had a little ethnic touch to 

them.  Most locally made clothes were very traditional.  I wanted something modern and 

with Afro-cosmopolitan glamour” (Arthur 2013). 

                                            
2
 Ghana’s National Service Scheme, established in 1973 and amended several times, currently requires 

students above the age of 18 or recent graduates of Ghanaian universities to work for one year in either 
the private or public sector, as part of their civic responsibility. 
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The Benign and B’Exotiq label flourished under their combined creative energies, 

producing garments that blended their individual conceptions of fashion.  One garment, 

an ankle-length, tunic-style dress, illustrates how Nonterah and Arthur’s creative visions 

melded in their designs (Figure 6.13).  The main emphasis of the dress is its large field 

of patchwork fabrics, a key feature of Nonterah’s previous designs.  The central strip of 

bogolan fabric is also reminiscent of Nonterah’s earlier fashions and reiterates the 

importance of bogolan in appealing to his diverse clientele.  The addition of a small 

appliquéd giraffe below the garment’s neckline and the inclusion of fringe on the sleeves 

reflect Arthur’s influence on the garment, examples of the “funky ethnic touches” she 

incorporated into her designs.  Although this particular garment suggests a blending of 

artistic visions, other garments, such as a bright orange tunic scattered with floral 

appliqués and zippers, indicates the hand of one designer (in this case Arthur’s) (Figure 

6.14).      

After establishing the “Benign N’ B’Exotiq” label, Nonterah continued to market 

his brand overseas.  In 2001, Nonterah partnered with an African-American woman 

enamored with their designs, who agreed to informally assist in promoting and selling 

their fashions in the United States (Figure 6.15).  Nonterah recollected that “she invited 

me to Chicago to have a show.  She used to live in Ghana and she would buy a lot of 

garments.  When she went back to Chicago, a lot of people gave her compliments, so 

she decided to invite me to come and showcase my designs” (Nonterah 2012: personal 

interview).  According to Nonterah, the private fashion show “was very successful, 

extremely successful.  I got a lot of orders.” (2012: personal interview).   
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The year 2001 also marked one of Nonterah and Arthur’s most significant 

accomplishments: winning the KORA award for fashion in Sun City, South Africa.  As 

Arthur recollected, “Most of the designers that were there had been in the business for 

five, six, seven, eight years, so you can imagine what it was like for me.  It was like 

winning an endorsement.  After KORA, people were crazy.  I could even sell them 

rubbish…because they saw my face in the newspaper and someone in South Africa 

said I was the next best thing” (Arthur 2010: personal interview).  Their winning 

collection consisted of sixteen outfits, as well as accessories, that featured an explosion 

of embroidery and appliqué (Figure 6.16).  Not only did this experience expand their 

clientele, it afforded them the opportunity to connect with established fashion designers, 

such as Alphadi from Niger.   

In 2004, Nonterah and Arthur moved from their location at the Nonterah family 

garage to a free-standing building located in Labone, an area adjacent to the expatriate 

neighborhood of Osu.  The two designers continued to collaborate until 2008, when they 

mutually decided to end their partnership and embark on separate design careers.  

Nonterah and Arthur opened their own boutiques, Nonterah’s in Asylum Down, Arthur’s 

in Labone.  Arthur retained the “B’Exotiq” name for her label, whereas Nonterah 

renamed his brand “Nonterah.”  Nonterah succinctly summarized his partnership with 

Arthur, stating that “she had her ideas and I had my ideas, so she picked on some of my 

ideas and I picked on some of her ideas.  Of course, we both inspired each other.  We 

looked at fashion in different ways” (Nonterah 2012: personal interview).     

Initially following the dissolution of their brand, each designer’s garments were 

virtually indistinguishable from their collaborative creations.  This observation was 
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echoed by Anne Adams, a retired Cornell professor and one of Arthur’s most faithful 

and longstanding clients.  When Adams compared the pieces that she purchased from 

the Benign ‘N B’Exotiq label to garments that Nonterah and Arthur were creating 

independently, she stated that “I still can’t tell [their garments apart], there is so much in 

common between them.  I still can’t tell what is Bee and what is Ben” (Adams 2010: 

personal interview).   

As time has passed, both designers have begun to distance themselves from 

their former label, developing their own distinct styles and approaches to fashion.  

Despite their continued efforts to highlight their own perspectives, both Nonterah and 

Arthur retain elements in their designs that are reminiscent of their former collaboration.  

In order to understand their individual approaches to designing garments, the following 

sections will analyze garments from Nonterah’s and Arthur’s collections produced after 

the conclusion of their professional partnership.  These two sections encapsulate each 

designer’s distinct style and ultimately illustrate how, as the chapter title suggests, both 

have fostered separate identities as entrepreneur and artist.   

“I Want Everybody to be Able to Wear my Clothes”: The Designs of Ben Nonterah 

Upon establishing his own label in 2008, Nonterah immediately renamed his 

brand “Nonterah Designs” and developed a new logo, distancing himself from his former 

associations with Arthur and the “Benign ‘N B’Exotiq” label.  Nonterah’s current logo is a 

complex triangular form topped by a spiral motif, which he explained as referencing the 

circle of life and the personality trait of being grounded (Figure 6.17).  Nonterah stated 

that he decided to use his surname for his label because “the people from the north are 

under-privileged or under-recognized.  I decided to promote the name and therefore 

promote the people from there” (Nonterah 2012: personal interview).   
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By 2009, Nonterah was actively participating in international fashion shows, 

beginning with the 2009 Arise Africa Fashion Week in Johannesburg, South Africa, 

followed by the 2009 Festival International de la Mode Africaine (FIMA) in Niamey, 

Niger.  In 2010, Nonterah showcased his designs at Sira Vision in Dakar, Senegal and 

at Labo Ethnik Fashion Week-end in Paris, France.  Nonterah participated alongside 

Kofi Ansah at the 2011 Switzerland Green Fashion event, showcasing garments sewn 

from locally woven textiles and other indigenous materials.   

In September 2011, Nonterah dressed Amber Rose, an American model and 

celebrity who hosted the second edition of Vodafone’s 020 live concert in Accra.  

Nonterah recounted the experience, stating that “when she came to Accra and…saw 

my collection, she was like ‘wow, this is what I want to wear’.  So she wore about three 

outfits for the night.  She really loved it.  It was good exposure, a good experience” 

(Nonterah 2012: personal interview).  Rose’s decision to wear several of Nonterah’s 

garments was indeed an important endorsement of his designs, as Rose’s repeated 

wardrobe changes were a popular topic in the American and Ghanaian blogospheres 

(Figure 6.18).  After the concert, Nonterah continued to emphasize his assocation with 

this highly visible American celebrity; the latest version of his website features a banner 

that states the Nonterah brand is “endorsed by Amber Rose” (www.nonterah.com). 

In 2011, Nonterah shifted his focus away from creating runway collections for 

international fashion shows to the expansion of his designer label.  In the latter half of 

2011 Nonterah opened his second boutique, located inside the Movepick Hotel.3  As 

                                            
3
 The Movenpick Hotel was originally the Ambassador Hotel, built in 1957 as a gift from the United 

Kingdom to celebrate Ghana’s independence.  Considered to be the most luxurious and historically 
significant of Accra’s tourist landmarks, the hotel was purchased by the Swiss hotel chain Movenpick and 
re-opened in 2011 after a significant remodeling.   
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Nonterah explained, the entire boutique, which features a bold color scheme of lime 

green and orange highlighted by large gold adinkra motifs, was designed and built 

entirely by him and members of his staff (Figure 6.19).  “That took a lot of my time and 

energy,” he stated.  Nonterah believes the opening of his latest boutique is instrumental 

in expanding the presence of his brand.  Nonterah elaborated on his future plans: “my 

overall goal is to have outlets in different places and in different countries, so I thought 

this was another step.  From this one, I will move to other West African countries and 

possibly somewhere in the West” (Nonterah 2012: personal interview). 

The continued influence of Nonterah and Arthur’s combined approach to design 

is evident in Nonterah’s 2009 Arise Africa Fashion Week collection, exemplified by a 

green and yellow kente gown (Figure 6.20).  The main portion of the gown is sewn from 

two pieces of heavy handwoven fabric, in shades of turquoise and yellow.  A strip of 

kente cloth is incorporated down the center of the garment, featuring similar hues of 

turquoise and yellow.  The lower portion of the gown alternates between horizontal 

strips of tie-and-dyed eyelet fabric and brightly-colored kente cloth.  The garment is 

further adorned with a border of cowrie shells, embroidered adinkra symbols, and an 

appliquéd, stylized bird (Figure 6.21).  The embellishment of the gown suggests the 

influence of Arthur’s iconic style, yet the garment is crisp and tailored.  The adornments 

do not detract from the silhouette of the garment, nor from its eye-catching fabrics.  The 

garment’s reliance on balanced and purposefully placed motifs, as well as its thoughtful 

color scheme, is indicative of Nonterah’s style and can be seen in the majority of his 

designs.      
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A second garment from Nonterah’s 2009 Arise Fashion Week collection recalls 

his early fascination with bogolan.  Nonterah’s turtleneck dress, made of bogolan cloth, 

is subtlly adorned with paillette sequins, embroidered motifs, and fringe that accentuate 

the bogolan cloth’s patterns (Figure 6.22).  As with the previously discussed garment, 

Nonterah’s ornamentations are carefully placed; his subtle embellishment of stripes 

inside a rectangular motif, topped by an embroidered spiral, is an understated reference 

to his logo, which intentionally serves as the focal point of the dress.  The garment 

additionally features a limited range of earth tones, with all of Nonterah’s adornments 

complementing his chosen color scheme.  Nonterah’s simplified and balanced approach 

to embellishment, coupled with his carefully orchestrated interplay of colors and fabrics, 

serves as one of his distinguishing features, further enhancing the appeal of his 

garments to a diverse clientele of Ghanaians and African-Americans.    

Nonterah’s use of color is significant to understanding his skill as a designer.  

After a decade of incorporating a mélange of fabrics into his garments, Nonterah has 

become adept at mixing both prints and colors.  As expressed by one of his most 

devoted clients, Michelle McKinney Hammond, an author and businesswoman of 

Ghanaian and Barbardian parentage, it was “the combinations of the fabrics and the 

colors that caught my eye, I think he has a great eye for coordinating fabrics and 

colors…I instantly fell in love with his clothes” ( McKinney Hammond 2012: personal 

interview).  Nonterah’s skill is evident in his most recent garments, which are 

predominantly made of wax print.  Nonterah explained his current approach to wax print 

fabric, stating that “I try to use more muted prints and prints that are wearable” 

(Nonterah 2012: personal interview).   
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His juxtaposition of a yellow wax print fabric featuring a pattern of navy blue 

scrolls with a leopard printed fabric is expertly achieved, a harmonious, yet unexpected 

pairing (Figure 6.23).  In a second garment from his Novotel boutique, Nonterah mixed 

cheetah and leopard with a cream-colored wax print, drawing attention to the fabric’s 

pattern of dark brown and bright blue geometric shapes (Figure 6.24).  This outfit, 

comprised of a high-waisted skirt and a long-sleeved shirt with flounced sleeves, is 

exempliary of Nonterah’s skillful designs.  His combination of contrasting fabrics is not 

visually jarring, as were his earlier patchwork garments from the 1990s.  The result is an 

aesthetically pleasing outfit which is visually dazzling, yet not overpowered by one 

specific print.   

Even his most atypical garments, such as the floor-length coat Nonterah 

designed for his 2009 FIMA runway show, are harmonious in spite of his outlandish use 

of motifs and materials (Figure 6.25).  Like the previously discussed bogolan dress, 

Nonterah’s coat features a predominance of earth tones, punctuated by occasional 

pops of bright orange.  His embellishments of meandering embroidery and oversized 

adinkra symbols are symmetrical, as are the garment’s bogolan cloth cuffs and lapels.  

This coat illustrates that despite its zaniness, it is an additional example of Nonterah’s 

carefully executed design aesthetic.   

After accompanying Nonterah several times to purchase fabrics in Makola 

market, the primacy of prints to his design aesthetic became clear.  Nonterah frequently 

entered the area of textile vendors with a preconceived vision of what he intended to 

purchase, although he rarely voiced his wax print preference.  Instead, he scanned 

endless stacks of fabric, paying little attention to suggestions made by vendors or 
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friends, until he found his desired material.  In one shop, overwhelming arrays of 

imported fabrics were stacked from floor to ceiling, with most of the materials barely 

discernible from one another (Figure 6.26).  Nonterah patiently picked through the 

haphazard piles, illustrating his determination and commitment to his creative vision.  In 

many instances, if Nonterah purchased a wax print, the textile vendor suggested the 

same pattern in a completely different colorway.  Nonterah almost always rejected their 

suggestion, further indicating the importance of specific colors to Nonertah’s unspoken 

design aesthetic.   

Nonterah’s careful balancing of colors and patterns is not the only element of his 

fashions that has ensured his success as a designer; part of his appeal is his selection 

of iconic silhouettes that are easily wearable and recognizable.  The most potent 

example of this is his recent adaption of the “Trapeze Dress,” a short and voluminous 

style made famous by Yves Saint Laurent for Christian Dior in 1958.  Nonterah has 

made several versions of this dress, using one wax print for the majority of the garment, 

but creating visual interest by adding sleeves and edgings of contrasting fabrics (Figure 

6.27).  Nonterah also includes variations on the shift dress in his design repertoire, as 

well as the famous and popular safari suit.  By relying on familiar forms of fashion 

design, Nonterah is able to make his fashions more appealing to a diverse clientele, 

particularly to African-Americans and Europeans.   

The most significant aspect of Nonterah’s clothing is that he consistently features 

West African fabrics and textiles in his designs.  Nonterah blends conspicuous 

references to West Africa, such as his repeated use of printed and hand-dyed bogolan, 

with materials and motifs that subtly reference African cultures and textiles, such as his 
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inclusion of small adinkra symbols or isolated patterns from bogolan cloth.  Although the 

specific fabrics and motifs may change, a distinct West African inspiration is ever 

present.  As Nonterah has matured as a designer, indirect references to West African 

cultures have become a significant element in his clothing.   

Since 2009, Nonterah has incorporated large, embroidered spiderwebs on 

several of his garments, particularly men’s shirts and tunics (Figure 6.28).  As he 

explained, the spiderweb is an allusion to Kwaku Ananse, a popular character in 

Ghanaian folklore.4  Nonterah views this motif as a way to promote African and 

Ghanaian cultures.  Additionally, Nonterah continued incorporating small, isolated 

adinkra symbols, as well as individual motifs from bogolan, as adornment on men’s and 

women’s garments.  Nonterah elaborated on these embellishments: “I’ll do an outfit and 

put little African accents that can still promote our traditionalism, but look trendy” 

(Nonterah 2012: personal interview).  Nonterah explained his continued reliance on 

adinkra symbols, stating “that’s one thing that Ghana’s known for, our Asante adinkra 

symbolism.  That’s synonymous with Ghana and that’s what people can identify.”  His 

repeated use of adinkra and bogolan motifs, as well as the spiderweb, illustrate how 

Nonterah balances symbols that are easily recognizable and immediately identifiable as 

West African, with motifs that are obscure and require contemplation in order to fully 

understand their significance.   

One of Nonterah’s most successful garments is a men’s shirt from his 2011 

Green Fashion Week collection.  Initially, the shirt appears to make no allusions to West 

                                            
4
 Kwaku Ananse is a popular folk tale character in Ghana and throughout West Africa known for his 

cunning nature.  Kwaku Ananse is often depicted as a spider, so any visual references to arachnids, such 
as cobwebs, are often associated with him.  Kwaku Ananse has special significance to weavers; one 
particular folktale claims that the spider and its web were what initially inspired the creation of kente cloth.   
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Africa, save for the shirt’s collar base, which is sewn from a subdued wax print fabric 

(Figure 6.29).  The embroidered design on the left shoulder of the shirt, which could 

relate to specific bogolan patterns, is a generic design added to stimulate visual interest 

and to make the shirt more universally appealing; the garment’s allusion to West Africa 

is apparent on the back of the shirt, made of a burlap cocoa pod sack (Figure 6.30).  

The bag’s label, stamped in bold block letters, reads “Ghana Cocoa Board, Produce of 

Ghana.”  Nonterah’s skillfull and innovative incorporation of this utilitarian item is 

intensely meaningful and goes beyond simple notions of recycling; it immediately 

invokes associations with the production and trade of cocoa pods, as well as its 

significance to Ghana’s economy.  The seemingly inconsequential burlap pocket flaps 

on the shirt’s front, sewn from the same material as the cocoa sack, serve as a further 

allusion to the garment’s meaning.  By positioning the burlap fabric, particularly the 

pocket flaps, against a dark blue cotton, the burlap material becomes the focal point of 

the shirt, further emphasizing the garment’s symbolic meaning.  Even the shirt’s 

declaration of “Produce of Ghana” can be read as a clever double entendre; suggesting 

that Nonterah’s own garment is a “product” of Ghana.  Ultimately, Nonterah’s cocoa pod 

shirt illustrates his ability to create complex and innovative designs that are visually 

appealing as they are meaningful.   

  Nonterah’s continued use of West African fabrics and motifs, combined with his 

skillful balancing of colors and his reliance on recognizable Western silhouettes, make 

his garments appealing to both Ghanaians and Westerners as exemplars of what 

Nonterah describes as “African urban apparel.”  Nonterah’s client Michelle McKinney 

Hammond reiterates his garment’s global appeal, stating that “his things are really, 
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really wearable and…they are easy to transition, depending on the context.  You can 

take it [his clothes] to the United States, you can take it to London, it can be in Ghana” 

(McKinney Hammond 2012: personal interview).  These assertions are further 

supported by art historian Victoria Rovine, who said of Nonterah’s designs that by 

“preserving some elements of local sources of inspiration while producing clothing for 

international markets, Nonterah has created styles that are distinctively Ghanaian, yet 

thoroughly international” (Rovine 2010: 98).  Nonterah’s expert balancing of global 

trends with culturally significant West African materials, as well as his continued efforts 

at internationally marketing his clothing, has fueled his success and popularity as a 

designer both in Ghana and abroad, earning him the moniker of “the entrepreneur.”  

 “For Me, Clothes Must Have a Soul”: The Designs of Beatrice “Bee” Arthur  

In contrast to Nonterah’s emphasis on garments with global appeal, equally 

valuing the local and global elements of his designs and created with marketability in 

mind, Arthur has found a niche within Ghana’s contemporary fashion culture as a 

champion of artistry and personal expression over other aspects of fashion design and 

production.  Although Arthur describes her clothing in similar terms to Nonterah, stating 

they are indicative of an “Afro-cosmopolitan,” this section will explore how Arthur’s 

garments are more than a melding of global forms with African materials.  Unlike other 

fashion designers, Arthur is an artist using fabric as a vehicle to express her eclectic 

creativity and to explore complex issues regarding her own identity. 

Arthur established her designer label in 2008, opening a boutique the same year 

and officially premiering her designs at the 2009 Ghana Fashion Weekend.  Arthur 

participated in a variety of fashion shows, including the 2010 AfriCollection in 

Cameroon, Senegal’s 2011 Dakar Fashion Week, the 2011 Chris Seydou Fashion 
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Week in Mali and the 2012 Malabo Fashion Week in Guinea.  In Fall 2011, Arthur 

closed her boutique.  This decision prompted her to begin creating even more 

imaginative and fantastical garments, as she was no longer limited by the need to 

produce saleable clothing.  Surprisingly, the decision had no adverse effects on her 

reputation as one of the most visible, outspoken and flamboyant fashion designers in 

Accra.  In 2012, Arthur was the recipient of the African Women of Worth Award for 

Excellence in Creative Fashion Design.  Most recently, Arthur participated in the 2013 

African Fashion Reception in Paris, France, followed by Burkina Faso’s 2013 Ouaga 

Fashion Week.  Arthur was also nominated for the Prix D’excellence award at the July 

2013 Festival de la Mode et Mannequin Africain (FESMAA), held in the Republic of 

Benin. 

Despite the closure of the “Benign ‘N B’Exotiq” label, Arthur chose to retain the 

name of her brand as B’Exotiq because of its personal meaning.  Arthur explained its 

significance: “I’m half Ghanaian, half Russian, and even my Russian side is very, very 

mixed.  They [Ghanaians] see me as very exotic.  No matter how much I try, I’m still 

seen as a foreigner because of my skin tone…and my attitude.  I’m proudly Ghanaian, 

but not typically Ghanaian” (Arthur 2010: personal interview).  Thus, the significance of 

B’Exotiq is not only based on Arthur’s personal experiences, but it serves as a subtle 

command to her clientele, encouraging them to “be exotic” in their choice of apparel.   

There is an additional significance to “B’Exotiq;” as Arthur recollected, her friends 

began referring to her as “Bee” instead of Beatrice, which spurred her to research the 

potential meanings and symbolism of bees.  As Arthur explained, “I found out what the 

bee meant [and] what it symbolizes in different cultures.  It’s interesting that the bee, 
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across cultures, symbolizes something extremely positive, from the pollen, to the wax, 

to the honey…and as much as I’m not a feminist, they have a queen and it’s a feminine 

society, so there are just so many things about it” (2010: personal interview).   

With its cross-cultural significance, the bee quickly became Arthur’s totem and an 

important visual motif in her designs.  Arthur filled the interior of her former boutique 

with references to her favorite insect; a large painting of bees greeted customers upon 

entering and an idiosyncratic collection of stuffed bees dangled from the ceiling, 

functioning as talismans of positive energy and physical reminders of the bee’s 

industrious and productive nature (Figure 6.31, Figure 6.32).  Arthur further conflates 

her public identity with the qualities of bees that she finds most appealing, often 

referring to herself as “your favorite busy Bee.”   

Arthur connects her complex juxtaposition of disparate fabrics to her diverse 

heritage.  Her distinct and blended background provides her with a unique approach to 

fashion that is unrivaled by her contemporaries.  When asked specifically regarding her 

patchwork technique, Arthur explained that “If I like something I put it together, finish.  

Look at my heritage, I have everything.  I’ve got Polish people, German people, Russian 

people, I’ve got blacks, I’m a mixture of so many things, so many religions, so many 

races…I don’t have barriers, nothing stops me” (2010: personal interview).  In regards 

to her preference for West African fabrics, Arthur stated that “I work with kente and 

bogolan because it’s home, but if I came across a nice piece of cloth from Thailand or 

India or the UK and I could work with it and combine it with a piece of print, I would” 

(2010: personal interview).  As Arthur’s explanations imply, her continued reliance on 

dizzying patchworks for the basis of her garments is ultimately a visual expression of 
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her multifaceted ethnicity, reflecting what Arthur considers to be the inherent beauty of 

multiculturalism. 

A complex assortment of fabrics is only the beginning for Arthur; she takes the 

art of patchwork to the extreme, appliquéing additional motifs on her garments and 

adorning them with all manner of decorative elements, ranging from embroidery and 

sequins to fabric paint and hair weave.  A simplistic dress of blue wax print with large 

green and yellow motifs of birds is exemplary of her layered approach.  To add visual 

interest to the garment, Arthur appliquéd large orange fish to the skirt of the dress, 

outlining them in silver thread and adorning each with individual gold sequins (Figure 

6.33).   

In a second garment, Arthur joined large strips of contrasting West African cloth, 

including wax print, batik, and indigo stitch-resist cloth, to create the bottom portion of a 

dress.  She then adorned the strips with additional motifs, including one of the 

aforementioned fish, as well as a bright red wax print hand (Figure 6.34).  She further 

embellished these elements, adding a large red rhinestone to the pinched fingers of the 

hand, a playful ornamentation that illustrates Arthur’s attention to detail.  Arthur’s 

continued modification of her garments separates her from other Ghanaian fashion 

designers, particularly her former business partner.  Whereas Nonterah’s 

embellishments are subtle, Arthur’s are bold and ostentatious, adding a level of visual 

complexity to her creations.  As this brief discussion of Arthur’s techniques implies, 

Arthur continually enhances the surface of her garments, creating a visual mosaic of 

fabrics and motifs.  The importance of Arthur’s designs is not their overabundance of 

decoration, it is their clear connection to Arthur’s identity and personal history.  As 
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Arthur reflected, “when I am expressing myself, I want to use something that is related 

to the culture, something that is traditional, something meaningful” (Arthur 2012: 

personal interview). 

Not all of Arthur’s garments are dizzying collages of fabrics and embellishments, 

although as Arthur admitted, “I’m probably known more for my crazy stuff” (2012: 

personal interview).  Arthur explained that “when I first started, I had clothes that I knew 

the consumer could easily wear…clothes that were ‘wearable,’ but they were not too 

artsy.   Those were the clothes that were moving.  And then on the other side, on 

another rack [were the] clothes that I didn’t really care if they would sell…but I was 

expressing myself and doing what made me happy” (2012: personal interview).  As 

implied by Arthur’s statement, most of her intensely decorated and personalized 

garments were not made for consumption, although even her most subdued garments 

include allusions to her identity, such as a small embroidered bee on the hemline of a 

garment.  Following the closure of her boutique in 2011, Arthur no longer needs to 

produce garments for purchase, providing her the freedom to focus on designing highly 

artistic and conceptual garments.     

One of Arthur’s most significant garments, which illustrates her penchant for 

creating fashions that reflect her complex heritage, premiered during Ghana Fashion 

Week 2009.  The form of the gown, a strapless column dress, is stylistically simple; it is 

Arthur’s elaborate embellishments and use of specific fabrics that are imbued with 

specific meanings, illustrating Arthur’s creativity and artistry.  The front and back of the 

bright purple gown are decorated with large embroidered matryoshkas, a widely 

recognizable form of Russian folk art, which Arthur festooned with glitter fabric paints, 
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various types of ribbon and lace, and hot pink hair weave (Figure 6.35).  The 

matryoshkas, with their extensive and time-consuming elaborations, are the centerpiece 

of the gown, serving as a visual expression of Arthur’s Russian heritage (Figure 6.36).  

Additionally, the profusion of embroidery and decoration further permeates the garment 

with Arthur’s Russian identity, as she directly associates embroidery and other 

handicrafts with her Ukranian upbringing.  As Arthur stated, “I’m very good with 

embroidery and with my hands.  I grew up in Russia, so for us it’s normal” (Arthur 2010: 

personal interview). 

Arthur’s matryoshka dress is more than a testament to her Russian ancestry.  

The dress is finished with a flounced edging of two contrasting materials: solid red 

cotton and alternating pieces of fugu cloth (Figure 6.37).  Although not as internationally 

recognized as kente, fugu cloth is considered one of Ghana’s iconic indigenous textiles.  

Fugu cloth has long been associated with northern Ghana, the region where the textile 

is predominantly woven and worn.  In recent years, fugu cloth has gained popularity 

throughout Ghana, particularly among Ghanaian fashion designers as an additional 

locally produced textile that symbolizes Ghanaian heritage and identity.  By 

incorporating pieces of fugu cloth into the matryoshka dress, Arthur is acknowledging 

her Ghanaian ancestry, creating a garment that symbolically asserts both her Russian 

and Ghanaian parentage.5  The final motif, an embroidered bumblebee on the back of 

the garment, completes Athur’s symbolic distillation of her identity (Figure 6.38).  As 

previously stated, Arthur believes that bees represent her best qualities, particularly her 

                                            
5
 It must be acknowledged that when Arthur’s matryoshka dress first appeared on the runway at the 2009 

Ghana Fashion Weekend, the garment did not include any fugu cloth.  In less than a year, Arthur adapted 
the dress to include fugu cloth, which is how the dress remained through 2012.  This further indicates 
Arthur’s continued reworking of her garments. 
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productivity, thus the inclusion of a large embroidered bee serves as her signature.  

Ultimately, Arthur’s matryoshka dress is an allegorical representation of the designer, 

depicting her Russo-Ghanaian heritage and her personality traits through the 

juxtaposition of personally meaningful symbols, a clear example of the complexity of 

Arthur’s designs.  

Arthur’s emotional attachment to her highly artistic garments, a feeling that she 

readily expressed during interviews, further indicates that her designs are steeped in 

Arthur’s own identity and heritage.  When asked if she had a personal connection to her 

garments, Arthur responded “of course, completely!  I get so emotionally attached to 

some of them that by the time I finish, I can’t even bring myself to sell them” (Arthur 

2012: personal interview).  The matryoshka dress is an example of this; a she herself 

emphatically stated, “the matryoshka dress is something I cannot part with” (2012: 

personal interview).   

A second aspect of Athur’s creative approach to fashion design is her penchant 

for reinventing and reworking existing garments, a technique that stems from her 

Ukranian childhood.  Arthur elaborated on the continued revising of her designs: “I like 

the idea of transformation, I love it.  Clothes that I have had in the shop for awhile, it’s 

fun to see if I can give them a different spin.  The idea that something can be a skirt and 

become a hat, or a hat can become a skirt, I like that.  It comes purely from the fact that 

I grew up in a culture where we were taught to recycle everything” (2012: personal 

interview). 

Arthur’s reworking of garments is best captured by a mini-dress from her 2012 

Tribal Flair collection.  When I first saw the garment in January 2012, it was a knee-
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length dress sewn from faux snakeskin fabric (Figure 6.39).  The dress had an 

exaggerated, triangular collar, which Arthur adorned with pink appliquéd fabrics and 

paint.  The bodice of the dress featured a large segment of pink fabric accented with 

gold foil, whereas as the lower portion of the dress was decorated with contrasting strips 

of faux snakeskin applied in a diamond pattern, adorned with additional appliqués.  

Within six months, Arthur had transformed this garment into a design for her Tribal Flair 

collection and subsequent photoshoot, drastically shortening the dress and adding 

additional embellishments, such as a magenta trim to the hem (Figure 6.40).  As Arthur 

explained in June 2012, “all the dresses…from the Tribal Flair shoot, they were all long 

gowns that were transformed into short…I cut out triangles from the sides and they 

somehow ended up [as] puff sleeves” (2012: personal interview).  Arthur related the 

garment’s physical revisions to herself, suggesting that the alterations reflect her 

constantly developing identity.  As she stated, “you evolve as a person or an artist, so 

sometimes you see something and you think, I could give this another dimension, that’s 

fun” (2012: personal interview).   

Rarely do Arthur’s garments escape modification.  In a second garment that was 

not included in the Tribal Flair photo shoot, Arthur used turquoise metallic Christmas 

garland as an exaggerated fringe on the garment’s neckline (Figure 6.41).  She reused 

scraps of fabric from the original dress to create rosettes of varying sizes, which she 

added to the bodice and the waistline of the dress.  As Arthur stated, she is consistently 

confronted with the question of “how can I reuse these materials?  I think it [the practice 

of recycling] is deeply rooted in me” (2012: personal interview.).  This particular dress 

illustrates Arthur’s incorporation of disparate materials into a single design; although the 
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dress is visually overwhelming and may be considered by some to be unwearable, 

Arthur creates an artistically interesting garment that is beautiful in its eccentricities.   

For her most recent collection, showcased at the 2013 Ouaga Fashion Week, 

Arthur imbued her garments with social and cultural issues that interest her.  Arthur 

used the iconic and historically significant “hands and fingers” wax print, which features 

the motif of an open hand with coins, as the inspiration for her 2013 collection (Picton 

1995: 27).  The “hands and fingers” print is often interpreted as referring to wealth and 

money and remains a popular print throughout West Africa, with one European 

company producing the pattern in sixteen different color schemes (1995: 27).  As Arthur 

explained during an interview, she continues to incorporate wax print into her designs 

because she associates the fabric with her personal history, as well as the history of 

Ghana: “When we were looking at fabrics, I said ‘I love this one’ because it reminded 

me of my grandmother.  I tend to like the traditional, the old patterns.  A lot of them are 

related to sayings and to proverbs, so they have a history” (Arthur 2012: personal 

interview).  Arthur researched the origins of the textile, referencing John Picton’s The 

Art of African Textiles on her Facebook page, yet transformed the motif into a visual 

statement that referenced the power of women’s sexuality and Arthur’s hopes to stop 

violence against women.   

Arthur named the collection “Hands Off: Eyes Only,” explaining her garments 

suggested that “women must be admired and desired, but only touched when they give 

permission” (Arthur 2013).  Arthur’s form-fitting garments featured exposed shoulders 

and high hemlines, hinting at each model’s sexuality and desirability, while the careful 

positioning of appliquéd hands and eyes provided the garments with a secondary 
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meaning.  Arthur positioned the appliquéd hands and eyes to correspond with intimate 

areas of a woman’s body; the shoulders, the chest, and an upper thigh, visually 

suggesting that these appliquéd pieces of wax print were synonymous with a man’s 

potentially unwanted sexual advances (Figure 6.42, 6.43).  In one particularly 

suggestive garment, Arthur created the illusion of wax print hands resting on the 

model’s shoulders, a visual message that is unsettling in its ambiguity: is the model 

being caressed by the disembodied wax print hands, or is the gesture slightly more 

sinister (Figure 6.44)?  Arthur’s purposefully placed hands could also serve to enhance 

the wearer’s sexuality, enticing the viewer to focus on the intimate areas of the models’ 

bodies.  Ultimately, the “Hands Off: Eyes Only” collection indicates that Arthur’s designs 

serve as deeply personal expressions of her identity, as well as reflections of cultural 

and social issues that Arthur finds intellectually stimulating.    

As this discussion of Arthur’s garments has demonstrated, the majority of her 

most visually arresting garments are inextricably linked to her heritage and personal 

history, transforming her garments into a vehicle for her complex artistic expressions.  

Perhaps Arthur explained it best: “clothes must have a soul.  They’re not just…three 

yards of linen with some embroidery on it; they’re like a painting.  If I look at a painting 

and it doesn’t evoke anything for me, then I just treat it like a piece of canvas with paint 

on it…so for me, a dress must be more than that” (Arthur 2012: personal interview). 

Nonterah and Arthur demonstrate an important modification in Ghanaian fashion, 

one that maintains the relevance of cosmopolitanism in Ghanaian designer fashions, 

but drifts from the invocation of a strong and visible nationalism.  Although Nonterah 

and Arthur use materials and motifs that relate directly to their Ghanaian heritage, their 
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garments emphasize multiculturalism, incorporating motifs and materials from other 

African and European nations.  The resulting garments reflect a cosmopolitan identity, 

with only subtle hints of Ghanaian nationalism embedded in their visually complex 

designs.  This shift in Ghanaian fashion influencd the latest generation of fashion 

designers, although the majority of Accra’s emerging designers actively invoke 

nationalist ideas, suggesting that Nonterah and Arthur represent a unique and finite 

generation of designers.  Their garments further become a statement of their power as 

African, and specifically Ghanaian, fashion designers.  By creating garments that appeal 

to Ghanaians and foreigners alike, particularly African-Americans, Nonterah and Arthur 

are asserting their power as African designers in a Eurocentric fashion system, 

suggesting that African designers have a place in the global fashion system.   

 Nonterah and Arthur continue to cultivate their own distinct identities for their 

respective brands, creating designs that reflect their individualized approaches to 

fashion, although they each retain influences from their initial partnership.  Nonterah 

and Arthur, as the entrepreneur and the artist, exemplify the divergent paths taken by 

two fashion designers.  Their contributions, in the forms of their designs and their 

brands, have expanded the realm of Accra’s fashion culture.  Nonterah and Arthur have 

opened new pathways for Accra’s next generation of designers to reinvigorate and 

reinvent Accra’s dynamic fashion culture, continuing the significance of distinctly 

Ghanaian, cosmopolitan fashions.    
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Figure 6-1.  Garments created by Okudzeto, with Nonterah as a model (far left),   

Okudzeto is second from right.  Personal collection of Mawuli Okudzeto. 

 
 
Figure 6-2.  One of Nonterah’s designs from “Fashion Explosion ’94.”  Personal 

collection of Ben Nonterah.    
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Figure 6-3.  Nonterah’s culotte ensemble, sewn from Ivorian printed cloth.  Personal 

collection of Ben Nonterah.   

 
 
Figure 6-4.  The first feature of Nonterah’s fashions, The Sunday Mirror, The Daily 

Graphic Archives.   



 

331 

 
 
Figure 6-5.  Nonterah and his models at the 1995 “Look of the Year” fashion show.  

Personal collection of Ben Nonterah. 

 
 
Figure 6-6.  Nonterah’s garments of bogolan and lace, from the 1995 “Look of the Year” 

fashion show.  Personal collection of Ben Nonterah.   
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Figure 6-7.  Nonterah’s garment featured on the front page of the Sunday Mirror, The 

Daily Graphic Archives.   

 
 
Figure 6-8.  An example of Nonterah’s menswear, the Sunday Mirror, The Daily Graphic 

Archives.   
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Figure 6-9.  Nonterah’s blue cotton and bogolan shirt.  Personal collection of Ben 

Nonterah. 

 
 
Figure 6-10.  Nonterah’s popular patchwork men’s garment, as featured in the Sunday 

Mirror.  The Daily Graphic Archives.   
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Figure 6-11.  Former President Jerry Rawlings in Nonterah’s boutique.  Personal 

collection of Ben Nonterah.   

 
 
Figure 6-12.  The Benign ‘N B’Exotiq label.  Photograph by Christopher Richards.   
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Figure 6-13.  A garment from the Benign ‘N B’Exotiq label.  Personal collection of Ben 

Nonterah. 

 
 
Figure 6-14.  A garment from the Benign ‘N B’Exotiq label, indicating Arthur’s design 

aesthetic.  Personal collection of Ben Nonterah.   
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Figure 6-15.  One of Nonterah’s sponsors from the United States.  Personal collection of 

Ben Nonterah.   

 
 
Figure 6-16.  Arthur and model in Sun City, South Africa, for 2001 Arise Fashion.  

Personal collection of Beatrice Arthur. 
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Figure 6-17.  Nonterah’s brand logo, as seen on his Asylum Down boutique sign, 2012.  

Photograph by Christopher Richards.   

 
 
Figure 6-18.  Amber Rose wearing one of Nonterah’s garments.  Personal collection of 

Ben Nonterah.   
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Figure 6-19.  The interior of Nonterah’s Movenpick Hotel boutique, 2012.  Photograph 

by Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-20.  A gown from Nonterah’s 2009 Arise Africa Fashion Week collection (left).  

Photograph by Christopher Richards.   
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Figure 6-21.  Detail of the gown from Nonterah’s 2009 Arise Africa Fashion Week 

Collection, Photograph by Christopher Richards.   

 
 
Figure 6-22.  Nonterah’s turtleneck bogolan dress from the 2009 Arise Africa Fashion 

Week, Photograph by Simon Deiner, Personal collection of Ben Nonterah.   
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Figure 6-23.  Nonterah’s wax and leopard print dress, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards 

 
 
Figure 6-24.  Nonterah’s cheetah, leopard, and wax print shirt, paired with a matching 

skirt, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher Richards. 



 

341 

 
 
Figure 6-25.  A coat from Nonterah’s 2009 FIMA collection, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards.   

 
 
Figure 6-26.  Nonterah searching for fabric in Makola market, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards.   
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Figure 6-27.  Nonterah’s “trapeze” dress, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher Richards.   

 
 
Figure 6-28.  Embroidered spider web motif, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards. 
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Figure 6-29.  The front of Nonterah’s cocoa pod sack shirt, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-30.  The back of Nonterah’s cocoa pod sack shirt, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 
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Figure 6-31.  Arthur’s painting of bees in her former boutique, 2010.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards 

 
 
Figure 6-32.  The interior of Arthur’s former boutique, 2010.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards. 
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Figure 6-33.  Detail of one of Arthur’s dresses, 2010.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-34.  Detail of one of Arthur’s dresses, 2010.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards. 
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Figure 6-35.  Arthur’s 2009 matryoshka dress, 2010.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-36.  Detail of decorated matryoshka, 2010.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards. 
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Figure 6-37.  Detail of flounced edge on matryoshka dress, 2010.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-38.  Back of matryoshka dress, 2010.  Photograph by Christopher Richards. 
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Figure 6-39.  A garment from Arthur’s 2012 Tribal Flair collection.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-40.  On the right, the revised garment from Arthur’s 2012 Tribal Flair collection 

(right).  Photograph by David Kweku Sakyi.   
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Figure 6-41.  A garment from Arthur’s 2012 Tribal Flair collection.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 6-42.  A design from Arthur’s 2013 Hands Off: Eyes Only collection.  Personal 

collection of Beatrice Arthur.   
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Figure 6-43.  A design from Arthur’s 2013 Hands Off: Eyes Only collection.  Personal 

collection of Beatrice Arthur.   

 
 
Figure 6-44.  A design from Arthur’s Hands Off: Eyes Only collection.  Personal 

collection of Beatrice Arthur.  
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CHAPTER 7 
“IT’S BEAUTIFUL IN OUR EYES AGAIN”: ACCRA’S EMERGING FASHION 
DESIGNERS AND THE RETURN OF WAX PRINT IN THE 21ST CENTURY 

My exposure to Ghanaian contemporary fashion began in 2009, when I attended 

the third and final “Ghana Fashion Weekend”.  This fashion show serves as the 

anchoring point for my assessment of Ghana’s current high fashion culture because the 

event represented the revival of large-scale, internationally-oriented fashion shows and 

the subsequent expansion of Accra’s high fashion culture since 2009.  Reminiscent of 

“Catwalk Extravaganza” and “Afrique Noire Revue ’93”, “Ghana Fashion Weekend” 

showcased the talent of African designers from across the contintent, while 

simultaneously attesting to the significance and skill of Ghanaian designers.  The 

fashion event included collections from Nigerien designer Alphadi, who unveiled his 

latest line of ready-to-wear clothing and a collection of haute couture garments, as well 

as Cameroonian Parfait Behen and Ivorian Patrick Asso.  In addition to international 

talent, nine Ghanaian fashion designers were included, headlined by Kofi Ansah.   

The event’s focus on prominent fashion designers is significant, as it 

unintentionally reified a separation between Accra’s more established generation of 

designers and an emerging new generation of designers who established successful 

fashion brands after 2009.  “Ghana Fashion Weekend’s” clear demarcation between the 

established and emerging designers, coupled with the knowledge that a significant 

group of designers developed their brands in the years following the event, suggests 

that the 2009 iteration of “Ghana Fashion Weekend” was an important event in the 

history of Accra’s fashion culture.  The event serves as a delineator between two 

distinct factions of designers: an older, more established generation and a younger 

generation that quickly garnered international attention in the years following the event.  
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As this chapter will demonstrate, Accra’s new generation of designers, represented by 

Aisha Obuobi, Ajepomaa Mensah, the design team of Kabutey Dzietror and Sumaiya 

Mohammed, and Aya Morrison are intent on reinvigorating wax print fabric, blending the 

material with international styles of dress and other imported fabrics to create garments 

that reflect a youth-oriented, cosmopolitan and nationalist aesthetic, a reimagining of the 

creative intent that motivated many of Accra’s past fashion designers.   

As established in the introduction, although wax print fabric did not originate in 

Ghana, it is considered part of Ghana’s complex and diverse textile heritage, with a 

majority of Ghanaians indicating a personal connection to the fabric.  Wax print is often 

referred to as “local;” when young designers discussed their garments, particularly their 

use of wax print and European fabrics, they made a clear distinction between “African 

prints and foreign prints” (Dzietror 2012: personal interview).  This is not to say that 

Ghanaians are unaware of wax print’s complex and varied history; Ghanaian fashion 

designers readily acknowledge its European origins, however they are quick to 

recognize that wax print has become part of their established dress culture.  This widely 

accepted sentiment is exemplified by the words of designer Ajepomaa Mensah; when 

asked why wax print fabics are so appealing to her generation, Mensah stated that “we 

just love our African heritage” (Mensah 2012: personal interview).   

“You Can Never Go Wrong with Christie Brown”: The Designs of Aisha Obuobi 

The first of Accra’s emerging fashion designers to establish her brand and to 

receive consistent international praise for her designs is Aisha Obuobi.  Obuobi officially 

states that her brand, Christie Brown, was established in May 2008, although Obuobi 

was producing clothing before 2008 on an informal basis.  It wasn’t until her first runway 

collection premiered at the 2009 Arise Fashion Week in Johannesburg, South Africa, 
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that she became a widely recognized Ghanaian fashion designer, opening her first 

boutique in February 2012.   

Obuobi spent most of her childhood and young adult life in Ghana, punctuated 

with frequent trips to the United States and Canada.  Obuobi’s fascination with fashion 

began at an early age.  Obuobi recollected that as a child she would watch her 

grandmother, who worked as a seamstress, sew garments for her clientele.  Obuobi 

would mimic her grandmother’s actions, using scraps of fabric to create garments for 

her dolls (Obuobi 2012: personal interview).  The formative effect of these early 

experiences on Obuobi is evident in that her label, Christie Brown, is named after her 

grandmother.  Obuobi began designing garments for herself and her friends, but 

“nothing…for a living or anything of that sort” (2012: personal interview).  Upon 

graduating from secondary school, Obuobi hoped to enroll in a fashion program at a 

Ghanaian university, but “things just didn’t fall into place” (2012: personal interview).   

Instead, Obuobi attended the University of Ghana, Legon, graduating in 2008 with a 

degree in psychology.  Upon graduating, Obuobi explained that she said to herself, “you 

know what, I’m going to do it [start a fashion label].  So I just…threw myself into the 

deep end and taught myself to swim” (2012: personal interview).     

Following the introduction of her fashion label, Obuobi recollected that “I had 

tailors all over the place.  I’d run to this person, show them how I wanted this and that, 

and then on Saturday I’d pick it up, and so on.  But with that, you have so many 

disappoints…there is no guarantee of what they are doing, and the finishing [of the 

garments] was horrible” (2012: personal interview ).  In order to improve her skills in the 

construction of garments and learn other technical aspects of fashion design, Obuobi 
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enrolled in fashion courses at Joyce Ababio’s Vogue School of Fashion and Design.   

Obuobi attended Ababio’s school for several months, expanding her knowledge of the 

technical aspects of fashion while simultaneously continuing to develop her brand, until 

she was invited to participate in the 2009 Arise Fashion Week.  As she explained, “I 

could not leave, come back, and pickup where I left off [at Ababio’s school]…I had to 

make a decision…so I dropped out” (2012: personal interview). 

Obuobi’s participation in Arise Fashion Week was a turning point in her career.  

She was awarded the 2009 Emerging Designer of the Year award for her first runway 

collection, which as she explained, “just opened more doors.  It catapulted me; it just 

thrust my label out there” (2012: personal interview).  Following her success at Arise 

Fashion Week, Obuobi was the first Ghanaian to participate in the 2010 Arise L’Afrique-

à-Porter, held in conjunction with Paris Fashion Week.  Obuobi also attended Columbia 

University’s 2010 “Africa Economic Forum” participating in the panel “African Fashion 

Going Global.”  As Obuobi’s garments gained international exposure, her popuarlity in 

Accra and abroad grew dramatically; she and her designs, were featured in a diverse 

range of European, American, and African fashion magazines, including UK Harper’s 

Bazaar (2011), Vogue Italia (2011), AfroElle (2011), African Report (2012), and OK 

Nigeria (2013).   

Obuobi’s most noteworthy exposure in the international press was the April/May 

2012 issue of Vibe magazine, which included several photographs of American singer 

Alicia Keys wearing an assortment of Obuobi’s iconic wax print necklaces (Figure 7-1).  

This was not the first time an American celebrity had worn Obubi’s designs; the 

American singer and celebrity Michelle Williams wore one of Obuobi’s distinctive wax 
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print jackets during an October 19, 2010 interview for the show Strictly Come Dancing, 

It Takes Two (2012: personal interview).    

Since the 2012 opening of her boutique in Accra, Obuobi has continued to 

actively participate in local and international fashion shows.  In 2013, Obuobi was 

included in the Vlisco “Be Your Dream” award ceremony, designing a gown for nominee 

Mawuena Trebarh and showcasing six additional designs sewn from Vlisco’s latest 

collection of fabrics.  Obuobi was also one of four designers to participate in the fashion 

event organized by the International Trade Center’s (ITC) Ethical Fashion Initiative and 

AltaRoma.  The runway show was held in Rome, with Obuobi creating a collection of 

garments exclusively for the event.  As part of ITC’s initiative to promote African 

designers, an assortment of Obuobi’s garments and accessories were featured at 

Milan’s Biffi Boutique during the Vogue sponsored event “Fashion Night Out,” held on 

September 17, 2013.  Concurrently, after spending a year in its original location, Obuobi 

moved the Christie Brown boutique to an area in Osu known for its high-end retail shops 

and exclusive nightclubs.   

Obuobi’s use of wax print fabrics exemplifies the approach of Accra’s generation 

of emerging fashion designers.  Obuobi explained that the impetus for creating the 

Christie Brown label stemmed from her desire to reimagine wax print: “the whole idea 

behind it [the Christie Brown label] was to find interesting ways of using African print.  

There is always some element of the print [in my designs]” (2012: personal interview).  

When asked why wax print fabric was a continued focus of her collections, Obuobi 

initially stated that “I just love African print.  I think it’s so vibrant and interesting” (2012: 

personal interview).  She further revealed that “my grandma, Christie Brown, she and 
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her friends…everyone used to wear African print…especially the older ladies.  I think it 

must have done something to me because I just love it” (2012: personal interview).   

Obuobi added that “in secondary school, we had to wear it for church on Sunday.  You 

were supposed to sew a kaba and slit.  That’s when I started playing around with the 

print more, maybe adding a belt.  We had to wear it, but not because we loved it.  When 

we thought of African print, it was just boring “ (2012: personal interview). 

Obuobi’s fascination and continued use of wax print extends beyond associations 

with her grandmother and her early efforts to reimagine wax print; Obuobi believes that 

the fabric serves as a symbol of her Ga heritage.  Obuobi expressed this sentiment as 

she discussed the absence of kente cloth in her designs: “my grandmother, she’s Ga, 

she’s from the south.  Ga people don’t really wear kente, it’s an Ashanti thing.  The Ewe 

have kente…and the northerners, the fabric they use for batakari smocks is like kente.  

The people of the south…they use the wax print, so I think it has some bearing, maybe 

on where I’m from because [kente] is not our thing” (2012: personal interview).  Obuobi 

admitted that “I know wax print didn’t come from here…but even though it’s not from 

here, it’s become our culture” (2012: personal interview).  Obuobi considers wax print 

fabric as a form of traditional attire for the Ga people: “we embraced it and it has 

become our thing…that’s the tradition bit” (2012: personal interview). 

 What separates Obuobi’s garments from the work of other emerging fashion 

designers is her physical manipulation of materials, particularly wax print fabric.  Unlike 

the majority of Ghanaian designers, who rely on large swaths of wax print fabric to 

create their African-inspired garments, Obuobi blends luxurious European fabrics with 

wax print in subtle and often surprising ways; a colorful wax print as the lining of a 
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peacoat or a sweetheart neckline edged in wax print, both serve as exemplars of how 

Obuobi uses the material to create bold and surprising accents on her garments (Figure 

7-2).  Obuobi alluded to this approach as she explained her preference for creating 

clothing with eye-catching details: “I’m big on detail because I could be wearing the 

most simple thing and just two buttons would make the outfit that much more 

interesting.  My thing is detail, detail, detail” (2012: personal interview).   

Obuobi’s award-winning 2009 collection captures the emergence of her detail-

oriented aesthetic, although her signature style was not yet realized.  A majority of the 

garments, divergent in color and style, are united by their incorporation of bold 

flourishes of wax print.  A simple black dress, inspired by the silhouettes of 1950s 

cocktail gowns, features large wax print bows along its hemline (Figure 7-3).  An 

understated trench coat dress of monotone khaki is interrupted by a wax print belt, and 

a yellow sack dress is accented with a wax print neckline of a complimentary color 

(Figure 7-4, Figure 7-5).  These garments, as well as others from her first collection, 

indicate the beginning of Obuobi’s design method: to create European inspired designs 

with hints of textiles that evoke an African, and distinctly Ghanaian identity.   

The garment that best illustrates Obuobi’s attention to detail and forshadows her 

continued experimentation with wax print fabric was the final look from her 2009 

collection, a coral and turquoise evening gown with an elaborately detailed bodice 

(Figure 7-6).  Initially, the garment appears to have a minimal inclusion of wax print, 

limited to a narrow band of fabric at the waist and a Y-shaped neckline, both adorned 

with coral-hued embellishments.  However, as the movement of the model reveals, the 

peach skirt of the garment is merely a chiffon overlay meant to obscure the bold wax 



 

358 

print underneath.  The veiled, turquoise-hued wax print, which features a recognizable 

motif of trees and leaves, can be identified as an iconic and historically significant wax 

print design known informally as “Fallen Trees” or “Unity is Strength” (Figure 7-7) 

(Cordwell 1973: 483).  Obuobi does not attribute any particular significance to the 

inclusion of this specific wax print, however since the pattern has been produced for 

several decades, it is a likely indicator of her grandmother’s inspirational role in 

Obuobi’s designs, as well as a symbol of Obuobi’s Ga heritage.  This gown 

encapsulates Obuobi’s approach to design, particularly her emphasis on details and her 

subtle incorporation of wax print fabrics.   

In addition to Obuobi’s treatment of wax print fabric, the garments’ silhouettes 

further distinguished her first runway collection from the work of her contemporaries.  At 

the time, Obuobi included silhouettes that were not prevalent on Ghanaian runways.  

Obuobi’s garments were heavily inspired by European and American mid-century 

styles: sweetheart necklines paired with full skirts and sack dresses with cowl necks.  

Additionally, Obuobi’s first runway collection emphasized a degree of asymmetry, which 

added an additional layer of visual interest to her garments.  Many of her dresses 

featured asymmetrical shoulder lines, while others had large swaths of fabrics layered 

diagionally or voluminous ruffles placed on one side of the garment (Figure 7-8).  Even 

her most stylistically simple outfit, a white blouse paired with knee-length pants, 

featured a group of appliqued flowers that cascaded from the blouse’s high collar to one 

shoulder, further reiterating Obuobi’s penchant for asymmetrical flourishes (Figure 7-9).   

Obuobi’s second fashion collection for the 2010 Arise Fashion Week in Lagos, 

Nigeria, saw the continued refinement of her design aesthetic.  Instead of attempting to 
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continually revisit the juxtapositioning of wax print and European fabrics, Obuobi chose 

to transform wax prints into objects of adornment.  Obuobi challenged the expected 

form of wax print fabric by physically manipulating the material into fabric covered 

buttons and horizontal fringe, which she used to embellish her garments.  By festooning 

her stylistically simple and boldly colored garments with an explosion of dynamic, wax 

print detailing, Obuobi ensured that the garment’s embellishments served as the focal 

point, creating a collection in which her predominantly European silhouettes were 

transcended by her careful and detailed inclusion of wax print fabric.   

Obuobi’s innovative adornments are evident in the majority of her 2010 designs.  

Obuobi decorated the center of a white lace dress with columns of wax print buttons, 

increasing in size from minute at the neckline, to oversized at the hemline (Figure 7-10).  

On a sleeveless dress of fuschia finished with a blue hem, Obuobi applied wax print 

buttons to the garment’s neckline and bodice, creating the illusion of a collar necklace 

fashioned from wax print buttons (Figure 7-11).  Obuobi incorporated her horizontal 

fringe in a similar manner, decorating the front of a chartreuse and turquoise sack dress 

with wax print fringe, as well as adorning the sleeves of a black lace jacket, from 

shoulder to wrist, with a shortened version of her fringe (Figure 7-12, Figure 7-13).  

Obuobi’s fringe is not the conventional type of sartorial decoration; Obuobi creates her 

fringe by sewing together the vertical edges of long, thin strips of fabric, constructing 

tubes of wax print that she applies horizontally to her garments, creating a dynamic 

ribbing of contrasting fabrics. 

The design of Obuobi’s wax print adornments further enhances their aesthetic 

interest.  Both Obuobi’s wax print buttons and fringe are applied to the surfaces of her 
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fabrics, adding an element of depth to her designs.  Movement is particularly significant 

to Obuobi’s embellishments; both the buttons and fringe shift with the movements of the 

wearer.  This is particularly evident in the case of Obuobi’s fringe, which often echoes 

the sashays of the runway models.  By creating embellishments that are dynamic and 

visually arresting, Obuobi further ensures that her use of wax print fabric remains the 

focal point of her designs.  

Obuobi also introduced two styles of necklaces that incorporated her 

embellishments of wax print buttons and fringe.  Obuobi’s bib necklaces consist of a 

crescent-shaped piece of fabric, which she covers in an assortment of wax print 

buttons, varying in size, shape, and print.  Pieces of ribbon are attached to the ends of 

the crescent shape and tied around the neck to create a “bib” of buttons that transforms 

the neckline of a woman’s garment (Figure 7-14).  Similarly, Obuobi’s fringe necklaces 

consist of varying lengths of her unique fringe that create the illusion of wearing multiple 

strands of beads (Figure 7-15).  The popularity of her wax print necklaces encouraged 

Obuobi to continue their production, adding small variations to the fringe and bib 

necklaces for her subsequent runway collections.  For her Spring 2012 collection, 

Obuobi produced bib necklaces edged with feathers, as well as gold chains.  She also 

experimented with nestling a sequined bow amidst the wax print buttons, creating an 

entirely different visual effect.  This was the same year that a version of Obuobi’s fringe 

necklace was worn by Alicia Keys in two photographs for Vibe magazine, further 

solidifying the significance of her fashion accessories in a global market and enhancing 

the popularity of her accessories among Accra’s elite (Figure 7-1).   
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As Obuobi gained recognition for her garments in Ghana and abroad, a multitude 

of aspiring designers and seamstresses began copying elements of her designs, 

particularly Obuobi’s wax print covered buttons.  As evidenced during my 2012 fieldwork 

in Ghana, imitations of Obuobi’s buttons began appearing throughout the streets and 

boutiques of Accra.  Posters created for seamstresses began featuring dresses 

decorated with fabric covered buttons, while aspiring fashion designers created their 

own versions of Obuobi’s bib necklaces, substituting kente cloth for wax print fabric and 

altering the size and shape of the necklace (Figure 7-16, Figure 7-17).  One designer 

produced exact copies of Obuobi’s necklaces with one minor revision: the bib form of 

Obuobi’s necklace was changed to a peter pan collar (Figure 7-18).  During my informal 

partnership with the fashion program at Accra Polytechnic, one student invoked the 

concept of Obuobi’s bib necklaces as part of her garment, a decision for which she was 

quickly chastised by the program’s instructors for copying Obuobi’s designs (Figure 7-

19).  Even some of Accra’s most promising young fashion designers, such as Papa 

Oppong, have taken inspiration from Obuobi’s bib necklaces.  For his graduating 

collection from Radford University College in Accra, Oppong designed a luxurious range 

of somber, Russian inspired garments.  Despite his collection’s surprising originality and 

clearly defined artistic vision, the neckline of a black evening gown with elaborate gold 

detailing invoked the form and style of Obuobi’s necklaces (Figure 7-20).   

Obuobi reflected on the prevalence of imitation in Accra’s fashion industry, 

stating that “people copy all the time…it makes our work more difficult because we will 

come up with a concept and the designer next door decides to knock it off” (2012: 

personal interview ).  Obuobi explained that “now I’ve seen the print buttons are 
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catching on and people are beginning to use them on their clothes, [so] for my new 

collection I’m not using buttons” (2012: personal interview).  Although Obuboi willingly 

eliminated wax print buttons from her runway garments, she also actively combated the 

imitation of her accessories.  Due to the popularity and significance of the bib necklaces 

to her brand, Obuobi opted to constantly revise their design, explaining that “with every 

collection, there is a new bib necklace.  With the last one, it’s a collar with a chain 

underneath, so we’ll still be doing bib necklaces, but there’s always something new” 

(2012: personal interview).  By continually changing the style and embellishments of her 

necklaces, Obuboi ensures that she maintains her originality, challenging imitators to 

stay abreast of her ever-changing designs.        

Obuobi removed all traces of covered buttons from her Fall 2012 runway 

collection, opting instead for an experimentation with her iconic fringe.  The collection 

featured large ribbons of wax print fabric that cascaded off shoulders, bodices, and 

backs of garments, further exploring the importance of movement and dynamism 

(Figure 7-21).  Obuobi explained that the collection, titled Xutra, was inspired by the 

work of Ghanaian architect Joel Osei Addo: “I was reading an article on [David Adjaye], 

and he mentioned…Joel Osei Addo, so then I Googled him.  He talked about how his 

work has to do with layering and I looked at more of his work, so that’s where I got the 

concept from.  Xutra literally means lines coming together, so I’m just playing around 

with lines to create the look” (2012: personal interview).   

The entirety of Obuboi’s Fall 2012 collection was sewn from a combination of 

black velvet and lace fabrics, paired with selections of wax print fabrics from Vlisco’s 

“Silent Empire” collection.  This was the first time Obuobi used exclusively Vlisco fabrics 
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for her collection, which provided the garments with an immediate and recognizable 

cohesiveness, both in color and pattern.  As with her previous collections, Obuobi’s Fall 

2012 collection incorporated iconic European silhouettes, as exemplified by a dress that 

recalled Yves Saint Laurent’s iconic “Mondrian” dress.  Obuobi replaced the large 

blocks of primary colors in Laurent’s dress with wax prints of contrasting patterns, 

creating her own interpretation of Laurent’s epochal design (Figure 7-22).  This dress 

further illustrates Obuobi’s ability to take a stylistically simple, globally recognized 

silhouette, and imbue the garment with local significance by incorporating wax print 

fabric.   

Obuobi’s Fall 2012 collection continued her inclusion of wax print in bold and 

suprising ways.  A monochromatic outfit consisting of a black velvet skirt and see-

through lace top was interrupted by the addition of a wax print belt (Figure 7-23).  As 

with the majority of Obuobi’s collections, a hint of wax print should be expected, as 

evidenced by the black skirt’s wax print lining.  Only visible as the model paraded down 

the runway, the skirt’s thigh-high slit provided a glance at the fabric underneath.  A 

second outfit, consisting of a sleeveless silk blouse and black velvet tuxedo pants, 

featured wax print for the pants’ stripes (Figure 7-24).  Due to Obuobi’s limited color 

palette of black and burgundy for her complementary fabrics, the bold taupes, corals, 

browns, and creams of her chosen Vlisco pattern ensured that the wax print serves as 

as the focal point of the garment.  An additional surprise, visible as the model turned to 

complete her walk, revealed an exposed back draped with large, horizontal ribbons of 

wax print.  These garments are exemplary of Obuobi’s Xutra collection and indicate the 
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honing of her skills as a fashion designer, as well as the consistency of her design 

aesthetic.    

Obuobi has continued to incorporate wax print fabrics into her designs, although 

their presence has become less obvious.  In her Fall 2013 collection Düre, Obuobi 

further experimented with layering, masking selected wax print fabrics with an overlay of 

complex patterns.  This is most evident in a dramatic and revealing cocktail dress which 

features a geometric overlay of black fabric on the upper portion of the skirt, 

simutaneously echoing and complicating the wax print pattern underneath (Figure 7-25, 

7-26).  For a sleeveless purple shift dress, Obuobi inserted panels of analogous wax 

print on the sides of the skirt, continuing the subtle emphasis of wax print in her designs 

(Figure 7-27).  Obuobi has become so adept at discretely alluding to wax print that it is 

difficult to discern whether several of the garments from her Düre collection actually 

incorporate the fabric at all.  A selection of her garments did not incorporate wax print, 

relying instead on Obuobi’s juxtaposition of print and solid fabrics, as well as her 

continued use of detailed embellishments.   

Obuobi has produced one collection that incorporated no wax print fabric, 

although it could be considered the collection that most strongly invokes a distinctly 

Ghanaian heritage.  Obuobi’s 2013 Resort collection To Dye For developed from a 

collaboration with Grace of Grazia Fabrics, a woman Obuobi described as having 

“successfully built a twenty year old batik/tie dye making business, fusing the most 

complementary of colors to make unique, ‘irreplaceable’ prints” (“To Dye For” 2013).   

The majority of Obuobi’s Resort 2013 garments were lace fabrics in shades of 

white and light blue juxtaposed with Grazia’s bold, yet harmonious batik and tie-dye 
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fabrics (Figure 7-28).  The garments of Obuobi’s To Dye For collection invoked the 

silhouettes of earlier collections, emphasizing full skirts with nipped waists, as well as 

sack dresses and a range of blouses.  Several of the techniques employed in this 

collection, like the obscuring of batik fabric skirts with a layer of see-through organza, 

originated in earlier collections and have since become trademarks of Obuobi’s style 

(Figure 7-28).  The garment that best encapsulates the continued refinement of 

Obuobi’s aesthetic is a floor-length gown of white lace with contrasting piping on the 

garment’s waist and bodice (Figure 7-29).  As typical with Obuobi’s garments, the dress 

appears completely European in silhouette and material.  Its incorporation of Ghanaian 

batik fabric remains hidden until the back of the garment becomes visible, revealing a 

train of brown and chartreuse striped batik fabric, overlayed with a crosshatching of 

electric blue.  Like her preceding collections, Obuobi’s 2013 Resort garments rely on the 

purposeful and detailed incorporation of materials symbolic of a Ghanaian identity, as 

well as Obuobi’s ability to highlight the material in surprising ways, to ensure that the 

distinctly Ghanaian materials are the focal point of the garment.   

Although Obuobi’s resort collection attests to her ability to incorporate a diverse 

array of Ghanaian materials into her garments while maintaining a recognizable design 

aesthetic, her most significant contribution as an emerging designer has been her 

reimagination of wax print fabric.  Obuobi’s importance is supported by the reflections of 

participants in Accra’s fashion culture, as exemplified by Sandra Ankobiah, the creator 

and host of the Ghanaian television program Fashion101.  According to Ankobiah, 

Obuobi “brought on this whole change.  When she started, we started seeing African 

print in a different light.  I would never wear African print [before Christie Brown].  See 
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me now, I’m rocking my [African print] pants.  We didn’t even think that we could use it 

in so many ways” (Ankobiah 2012: personal interview).  Ankobiah’s opinion is echoed 

by Accra socialite and creator of Ghana Project Walkway, Bertha Owusu.  Without 

attributing the phenomenon to a particular designer, Owusu believes that “fashion in 

Ghana has changed.  It’s changing from one phase to another and Ghanaians have 

really accepted [wax print fabric], and they’re using it in so many ways” (Owusu 2012: 

personal interview).  The words of these two active participants in Accra’s contemporary 

fashion culture support that Obuobi gained notoriety as an emerging fashion designer 

due to her creative and innovative manipulation of wax print fabric.   

Obuobi’s designs harken back to previous designers; Accra’s fashion designers 

have been reworking indigenous materials for decades.  However, Obuobi’s specific 

treatment of wax print fabric, particularly her transformation of wax print into a material 

for the detailed embellishment of garments, is a novel approach to highlighting African 

and distinctly Ghanaian fabrics.  Her unique interpretation of wax print makes Obuobi’s 

garments a clear departure from the creations of earlier designers.   

“An Era That’s Coming Back”:  The Designs of Ajepomaa Mensah, Kabutey 
Dzietror and Sumaiya Mohammed, and Aya Morrison 

Obuobi may be one of the most successful and popular emerging fashion 

designers in Accra, reinforced by her iconic and highly recognizable style, but she is not 

alone in her reimagining of wax print fabric for a young Ghanaian audience.  Several 

other young Ghanaians began to develop their own fashion brands between 2009-2012, 

each with a distinct vision of how to incorporate wax print fabric into their designs.  This 

section will highlight the creative inspirations and designs of four additional emerging 

fashion designers, attesting to the diversity of wax print fashions, as well as the 



 

367 

material’s renewed significance as a means to express both an African, and a 

specifically Ghanaian identity.   

“Functional, Eclectic, and Colorful”: The Designs of Ajepomaa Mensah 

Like other Ghanaian fashion designers, Ajepomaa Mensah, creator of Ajepomaa 

Design Gallery, was initially inspired by her mother, who sewed clothing for Ajepomaa 

and her siblings during their childhood.  Mensah’s formal career in fashion began after 

her graduation from the prestigious Accra Girl’s High School in 2001, when she enrolled 

at Joyce Ababio’s Vogue Style School of Fashion and Design. After nine months in the 

program, family obligations forced Mensah to move to Singapore, where she attended 

LaSalle College of Arts.  In 2005, Mensah graduated from LaSalle with a degree in 

fashion design and merchandising.  Following the completion of her degree, Mensah 

traveled to New York City where she interned with fashion design companies Jil Stuart 

and Searle, as well as worked in various fashion retail positions.  Reflecting on her 

international educational experiences, Mensah stated that “it was a huge influence on 

what I do now.  Having my experience in the East, it was a bit similar to home,…but the 

interesting thing about Asians is they add certain elements of practicality and quirkiness.  

They put a lot of details in the textile treatment and that makes it very inspiring to me, as 

a young designer” (Mensah 2012: personal interview).   

Mensah returned to Ghana in 2009, establishing her label in February 2010 and 

opening the Ajepomaa Design Gallery boutique in October of the same year.  Mensah’s 

boutique is located in her mother’s former plant and flower shop in East Legon, an elite 

suburb of Accra.  The building is surrounded by her mother’s fertile and expansive 

gardens, including a particularly stunning outdoor orchidarium Mensah has used as a 

backdrop for photographs of past fashion collections.  Since the inception of her label in 
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2010, Mensah has actively participated in Accra’s fashion scene.  She was selected to 

participate in the runway collections that premiered Vlisco’s 2011 Delicate Shades 

collection, as well as their 2012 Parade des Charmes.  On March 21, 2012, Mensah 

was one of two designers featured at the “Google+ Hangout for Fashion Influencers,” an 

event organized by Google to promote their latest product, as well as to facilitate 

collaboration among active participants of Accra’s fashion culture.  In October 2013, 

Mensah participated in the second annual Ghana Fashion and Design Week, which 

featured garments from African, European, and American designers.    Mensah’s 

designs have been featured in several African fashion magazines, including Arise 

(2012), Dream Wedding (2012) and Glitz Africa (2012).  Additionally, Mensah served as 

a stylist for the 2012 Ghanaian television show Meet the Girls in the Yellow House, 

which increased the exposure of her designs.   

When she initially returned to Accra, Mensah admitted that “I did not understand 

this whole phenomenon behind wax print,” explaining that “growing up, my grandmother 

and my mom…middle-aged women…wore the African print.  They wore it beautifully, 

but they wore it in the traditional sense of the kaba and slit.  The women wore it as a 

form of maturity and refinement.  Growing up, we were influenced by urban cultures, we 

wanted to look hip and cool, so we were not really drawn to the African print as much” 

(2012: personal interview ).  

In order to better understand the popularity of wax print and to develop her own 

appreciation of the fabric, Mensah took the advice of her former instructor and family 

friend Joyce Ababio, and began visiting Makola market on a regular basis.  As Mensah 

recollected, “[Ababio] told me that when she got here, she literally spent a couple of 
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weeks…[she] would get up in the morning and just go to the marketplace and look for 

vendors.  So it was a good inspiration for me.  So I took a whole month and…went to 

Makola and scouted where to get the fabrics” (2012: personal interview).  Mensah found 

her experiences in Makola enlightening: “there are really cool fabrics.  Fabrics that, to 

me, you could find on any international catwalk or runway, you can find [in Makola].  

And of course, the wax print is just miles and miles” (2012: personal interview).  Mensah 

realized that wax print was a resource worth mining for her designs: “we have a market 

full of fabrics, why don’t we just go and try and work with it and make it ours” (2012: 

personal interview).  An additional catalyst was the work of British fashion designer 

Matthew Williamson, who incorporated wax print fabric into one of his collections.  As 

Mensah stated, “I realized that Matthew Williamson comes down, takes our fabrics, and 

transforms them…I thought, I could do that…let me not be so Westernized with my way 

of designing, but rather go with the authentic prints.  So that’s how I went about it” 

(2012: personal interview). 

When Mensah’s wax print garments proved popular with her customers, she 

decided to make wax print fabric the focal point of her fashion collections.  Mensah’s 

approach is similar to Obuobi’s, to blend wax print with complementary fabrics in the 

hopes of creating distinctive garments.  As she explained, “that’s why I’m steering from 

the print itself.  When I started with African print, if you have a particular fabric and 

another designer has used it…how do you differentiate?  So that’s how come I try to 

differentiate it by using more of the different fabrics” (2012: personal interview).   

Mensah often highlights her use of wax print by restricting the material to specific 

details of her garments.  A sleeveness satin dress may feature a contrasting wax print 
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collar, or Mensah may use wax print as edging along the neckline and armholes of a 

dress, with an additional piece of wax print for the garment’s waistband (Figure 7-30).   

Mensah believes that what distinguishes her from other emerging designers is the 

finishing of her garments, as well as her inclusion of a variety of foreign fabrics.  

According to Mensah, “I work the foreign fabrics more than I work the African fabric,” 

indicating her belief that it requires skill and technical knowledge to mix specific 

European fabrics with wax prints (2012: personal interview).  Mensah’s Axim collection, 

released in Fall 2011, blended wax print fabrics with pastel chiffons, whereas her Spring 

2012 Navrongo Pursuit collection saw the addition of lace and satin fabrics to diversify 

her predominantly chiffon and wax print garments.   

Mensah employs two techniques that distinguish her from other designers, both 

involving the manipulation of wax print.  One technique involves the cutting of wax print 

into one inch strips, which Mensah entwines together to create a material of woven wax 

print (Figure 7-31).  Mensah then uses the woven wax print as a material for the bodices 

or skirts of cocktail dresses.  The process is time-consuming, but the resulting garments 

are visually complex, transforming the wax print motifs into reduced, rectilinear versions 

of their original forms.     

The second technique Mensah employs is cutting single motifs from wax print 

patterns to use as appliquéd embellishments for her garments.  A dress from her 2011 

Mediterranean Charms collection featured a see-thru bodice of netting, paired with a 

colbalt blue satin skirt (Figure 7-32).  Mensah decorated the netting with a variety of 

stragetically placed geometric shapes – circles, rectangles, and triangles – that she cut 

from a Vlisco fabric.  A second garment from this collection, a high-waisted dress with a 
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plunging neckline, featured similar geometric adornments cut from a Vlisco fabric which 

Mensah further adorned with metal grommets (Figure 7-33).  Mensah’s use of wax print 

fabric motifs as objects of embellishment is reminiscent of both Ben Nonterah and 

Beatrice Arthur, although Mensah relies primarily on geometric patterns, as opposed to 

figurative motifs.   

The collection that best exemplifies Mensah’s work is her 2012 Fearless 

Evolution collection, featured at the 2012 Google+ Hangout for Fashion Influencers.  

Mensah explained that Fearless Evolution was inspired by the time period of The Great 

Gatsby: “we have some silhouettes that are very androgynous, boyish, like the drop 

waist, and they are quite semi-fitted, they are not tight and body-hugging” (2012: 

personal interview).  In addition to her artistic inspiration, Mensah considers her 

customers’ lifestyles when developing a collection.  For Fearless Evolution, she 

emphasized her clients’ need for practical, yet stylish attire.  As Mensah stated: “these 

are women who are either career women, or career women turned mothers, women 

who are always on the go.  They want something versatile for all functions, something to 

wear to a formal business meeting to a lunch meeting, to a cocktail hangout at the 

house” (2012: personal interview).   

Mensah designed the Fearless Evolution collection around chiffon, using subtle 

details of wax print to provide a West African flair.  This approach is illustrated by 

Mensah’s Ajeley dress, a floor-length, sleeveless dress of apple green and heather grey 

chiffon, accented with a bold wax print in shades of red, blue, yellow, and green (Figure 

7-34).  Mensah employed the wax print sparingly, using the fabric as edging for the 

collar and armholes, as well as the garment’s plackets.  Additionally, Mensah 
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embellished the garment with wax print epaulettes.  In other garments, such as the 

Nkechi dress, Mensah incorporated larger swaths of wax print fabric.  The Nkechi dress 

paired a yellow chiffon bodice with a skirt of pleated wax print that featured a geometric 

pattern of predominantly red, yellow, and turquoise (Figure 7-35).  As with the Ajeley 

dress, the neckline and armholes were edged in a matching wax print fabric.  As these 

two garments illustrate, by juxtaposing bold and colorful wax print with complementary 

shades of chiffon, Mensah ensures that her chosen wax print fabric serves as the focal 

point of her designs while maintaining visual affinities with global fashion trends.  

“Simplified and Classic”:The Designs of PISTIS 

PISTIS is a third designer label that has garnered significant attention in Accra, 

particularly for its exuberant and bejeweled wax print gowns, as well as their affordable 

ready-to-wear.  Created by the husband and wife team Kabutey Dzietror and Sumaiya 

Mohammed, PISTIS began as an informal venture, with Dzietror and Mohammed 

designing clothes for friends and a small clientele while they were enrolled in fashion 

courses at the Vogue Style School of Fashion and Design.  After graduating in 2008 

with their certificates in fashion design, Dzietror and Mohammed continued to develop 

their skills as fashion designers, formally establishing their brand in July 2011 with the 

opening of the PISTIS boutique in East Legon.  Since then, Dzietror and Mohammed 

have showcased their designs at the 2011 Vlisco Dazzling Graphics fashion show, and 

provided the wardrobe for all of the 2013 Miss Malaika contestants.1  They have also 

                                            
1
 Miss Malaika is a Ghanaian beauty pageant and reality television program that first aired in 2003.  Since 

it’s inception, the program has crowned a total of ten Miss Malaikas.  Ghanaian celebrities and fashion 
designers, such as Beatrice Arthur, have been featured as past judges.   
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designed garments for a variety of Ghanaian celebrities, including musician Kaakie, film 

actress Naa Ashorkor, and fashion personality Sandra Ankobiah.    

The main focus of PISTIS is to create affordable, expertly sewn garments from 

predominantly wax print fabrics, although as Dzietror acknowledged in an interview, “we 

sometimes mix [wax print] with foreign prints, polished cotton, leopard print and other 

imported fabrics” (Dzietror 2012: personal interview).  When asked why wax print was 

the chosen material for their designs, Dzietror explained that “formerly wax print was 

limited to the kaba and slit…it wasn’t for the youth.  It was a bit for the mature, older 

people.  Right now, people admire the foreign styles, so we take the wax print and use it 

in the foreign style, so it’s a combination of the two” (2012: personal interview).   

Dzietror and Mohammed’s garments often feature a blending of wax print with 

more luxurious fabrics, particularly lace.  This is illustrated by a small collection of 

garments released in April 2012, which featured a range of cocktail dresses sewn 

predominantly from white eyelet and lace fabrics.  Dzietror and Mohammed 

incorporated wax print fabric into these garments by sewing together horizontal strips of 

blue and white wax print fabric of contrasting patterns, thus creating a vertical column of 

patchwork fabrics that they used as the central panel for their dresses.  The presence of 

wax print is echoed by the back of the garment, which incorporates two thin edgings of 

wax print fabric that run the length of the dress (Figure 7-36).   

As a continuation of this collection, Dzietror and Mohammed produced a range of 

patchwork wax print skirts, with large borders of white lace on the waistline and the hem 

(Figure 7-37).  These skirts indicate Dzietror and Mohammed’s proclivity for patchwork, 

particularly of wax print.  Although large swatches of wax print patchworks are visible in 
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the markets and on the streets of Accra, they are typically viewed as a material that is 

consumed only by tourists and young Ghanaian men popularly referred to as “rastas” 

(Figure 7-38).  Dzietror and Mohammed’s repeated inclusion of wax print patchwork in 

the aforementioned skirts, as well as other garments, challenges established 

preconceptions of dress by indirectly suggesting that patchwork can be used as material 

for both street and designer fashions, a concept previously explored by Ricci Ossei.   

Their willingness to create garments completely from wax print fabrics 

distinguishes Dzietror and Mohammed from the majority of Accra’s emerging fashion 

designers.  Instead of relying solely on complementary fabrics to create a neutralized 

ground that visually emphasizes and complements a garment’s wax print fabrics, 

Dzietror and Mohammed employ wax prints in a limited palette of navy blue and white to 

achieve a similar effect.  As illustrated by a second collection released in April 2012, 

Dzietror and Mohammed designed two types of dresses that featured this particular 

juxtaposition of white and blue wax prints with their more colorful counterparts.  One 

style of dress featured a bodice and sleeves of blue and white wax print, paired with a 

skirt of boldly patterned and brightly colored wax print, typically in shades of reds, blues, 

and yellows (Figure 7-39).  A second dress was sewn completely from a variety of blue 

and white wax print fabrics, with the bodice’s central panel comprised of colorful wax 

prints (Figure 7-40).  Further visual interest was achieved with the addition of four 

colorful bands of appliquéd wax print along the bottom of the skirt.  Despite the 

potentially overwhelming impact of contrasting prints, the predominant use of blue and 

white wax print allows for the brighter, more colorful wax prints to command the viewer’s 

attention. 
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“Bold, Classic, and Sexy” :The Designs of Aya Morrison 

The creations of Helena Aya Morrison illustrate that the revitalization of wax print 

has expanded to include accessories and swimwear.  Morrison was born in Ghana, but 

her parents’ British citizenship provided her with a degree of mobility, allowing her to 

travel frequently between Accra and London.  According to Morrison, her penchant for 

creating accessories began at an early age: “going to church, I would do my own hair 

[accessories], my own belts…if my outfit is plain, I’ll put on a belt, a jacket, I want to do 

something.  So that’s how it started.  From a very early age I liked doing these things” 

(Morrison 2012: personal interview). 

After completing secondary school at Wesley Girls’ in Cape Coast, Morrison 

moved to New York City to attend Baruch College.  During her undergraduate years, 

Morrison channeled her penchant for design into creating her own purses.  Morrison 

recollected that “my second year I started making my own purses out of placemats.  My 

friends liked it…so I would go to vintage stores, get some scraps and put something 

together, something different” (2012: personal interview).  Morrison’s experimentation 

with designing handbags coincided with the increasing presence of African textiles, 

particularly wax print fabric, in New York’s fashion scene between the years 2002 and 

2007.  Morrison explained that “it was around the same time as the African print, so I 

just thought, let me try it…it was amazing.  My first collection of wax print 

purses…people liked them and it was catching on...it was like [the print] was new to the 

eye, people found it very different” (2012: personal interview). 

As her handbags increased in popularity, selling online and in boutiques like 

Harlem’s Bebe Noir, Morrison contemplated expanding her label.  As she explained, “I 

was making the purses and they were catching on and I was thinking, I don’t really want 
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to make clothes, but what other thing can I do with the print that will catch on?” (2012: 

personal interview)  Inspired by her youthful desire to wear revealing swimsuits, which 

her protective and watchful brothers would not allow, Morrison launched her line of wax 

print swimwear in 2009.   

In 2011, Morrison returned to Ghana to attend her grandmother’s funeral in 

Kumasi.  At the time, her handbags and swimwear were being produced by a factory in 

New York City. As Morrison made business connections in Kumasi, she quickly realized 

her accessories could be made locally, prompting her to temporarily move to Accra and 

begin manufacturing her handbags in Ghana, while the production of her swimwear 

remained in New York.  Initially, Morrison collaborated with fashion designers like Ben 

Nonerah and Ajepomaa Mensah, selling her accessories in their boutiques, as well as in 

several high-end hotels.  In 2012, Morrison opened her own boutique in the Dzorwulu 

neighborhood of Accra.  Since 2012, Morrison’s label has garnered considerable 

attention, particularly her wax print swimwear, which was worn by Miss Ghana 2012 

Naa Okailey at the 2013 Miss World pageant.  Morrison is regularly featured in 

Ghanaian fashion magazines such as Glitz (2013), and has participated in several 

fashion events, including a runway show at the 2012 Google+ Hangout for Fashion 

Influencers. 

Although Morrison was not the first to create wax print bikinis, she is currently the 

only Ghanaian fashion designer to focus exclusively on swimwear and accessories.2  

The majority of Morrison’s swimsuits blend complementary, solid colors of lycra with 

wax print fabrics.  In addition to offering young Ghanaians a novel form of wax print 

                                            
2
 Makeba Boateng, a former Ghanaian fashion designer who returned to Accra in 2012, created her own 

line of wax print bathing suits during the late 1990s.   
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attire, the popularity of Morrison’s swimsuits among Accra’s youth is likely due to her 

daring silhouettes, as exemplified by her 2012 Fiji collection.  This collection featured an 

array of two piece bathing suits, with tops ranging from halters that wrapped around the 

breasts and torso, to strapless tops embellished with wax print bows (Figure 7-41).  

Even Morrison’s one piece bathing suits are quite revealing, often featuring plunging 

necklines and carefully placed cut-outs (Figure 7-42).      

Morrison admitted that she did not always appreciate wax print fabric: “growing 

up, I would never wear wax print, only because we had this conception that it’s ‘old 

school’.  Our grandmothers wore wax print.  I hated it.  My generation, I know, nobody 

liked kaba and slit” (2012: personal interview).  Her initial incorporation of wax print 

fabric was a business motivated decision: “everyone was going crazy over the African 

print [in New York City], so I stopped using [other materials], it was actually quite 

exciting, knowing this is a print we hated and seeing it catching on so well” (2012: 

personal interview).  Morrison has since embraced her generation’s penchant for wax 

print, stating that “now you can style it and it’s young again.  It’s fresh, it’s new and 

that’s the new meaning for me, and I know it’s for a lot of people in our generation” 

(2012: personal interview).  Morrison has even begun to wear her mother and 

grandmother’s old clothing: “like my grandmother’s kaba and slits, I have some of her 

kaba tops with the big sleeves, but I wear them with jeans and put a belt over it, and it’s 

fine.  I never would have worn them when I was fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, but look at 

me now!  Twenty years ago, I would have said, ‘what are you wearing?’  Now I look at 

[my grandmother’s old photographs] and I say, ‘I want that top’” (2012: personal 

interview). 
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The Power of the Print:  The Renewed Significance of Wax Print Fabrics 

Wax print has, once again, grown in popularity and become a focal point of 

Accra’s fashion culture.  This is not to suggest that all of Accra’s emerging fashion 

designers have embraced the current penchant for print.  Nelly Aboagye, the designer 

behind the label Duaba Serwa, stated emphatically in 2012 that “I’ve been running away 

from African print.  It’s overdone and…I think there is a whole group of people that want 

clothing that looks like clothing in Neiman Marcus and Saks Fifth Avenue, so I use a lot 

of fabrics that you would find on a designer like Calvin Klein or Armani, and then I add a 

little beading to make it African” (Aboagye 2012: personal interview).  In addition to her 

use of beadwork, Aboagye invokes her Ghanaian heritage by designing garments that 

allude to specifically Ghanaian forms, such as the kaba and slit.  This can be seen in a 

garment she created for an exhibition on World Fashion, held at the 2012 Perth Fashion 

Week (Figure 7-43).  As Aboagye explained, “I wanted to bring something from here, to 

them [and the kaba] is the fundamental outfit for everybody” (2012: personal interview).   

Despite Aboagye’s emphatic dismissal of wax print fabric in the spring of 2012, 

by the end of the year, wax print began making an appearance in her runway 

collections, such as her Spring-Summer 2013 collection Preciosa, unveiled at the 2012 

Ghana Fashion and Design Week.  In this collection, Aboagye combined her iconic, 

angular beaded bodices with an assortment of complementary wax print fabrics, 

creating garments that were immediately recognizable as her designs, but 

simultaneously responded to the growing demand for wax print fashions (Figure 7-44).  

Aboagye’s incorporation of wax print fabric serves as a testament to the struggles faced 

by Accra’s emerging fashion designers, particularly the difficulty of maintaining a 

distinctive voice and artistic vision in the face of overwhelming trends and demands of 
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clientele.  The sudden inclusion of a material she so vehemently rejected further attests 

to the primacy of wax print in Accra’s contemporary fashion culture, illustrating its 

significance as a material that can invoke Ghanaian and West African identities in both 

local and global fashion contexts.    

Accra’s fashion culture is currently awash with wax print fabric, with the material 

being transformed into everything from evening gowns and cocktail dresses, to 

swimsuits, handbags, and even footwear, although the reasons for its dominant 

presence in Accra’s contemporary designer fashions remains unanswered.  I turn now 

to an exploration of several possibilities for the resurgence of wax print, ultimately 

suggesting that wax print’s particularly adaptable qualities, both physically and 

symbolically, have allowed the fabric to be transformed by Accra’s emerging designers.  

Wax print fabric has been renewed as a material expression of a distinctly Ghanaian 

identity, which when combined with global fashion techniques and silhouettes, indicates 

a cosmopolitan identity.  This trend is firmly rooted in the past and has been invoked by 

generations of Ghanaians, creating a cycle of rejection, followed by celebration, 

resulting in the panoply of wax print fashions that is such an integral aspect of Accra’s 

current fashion culture.   

When asked to comment directly on the popularity of wax print as a material for 

high fashion, the majority of Accra’s emerging fashion designers offered two 

explanations: the influence of the global fashion industry, which in recent years has 

seen a flurry of of wax print on American and European runways, and the 2004 

introduction of Ghana’s program to promote locally produced textiles, “National Friday 

Wear.”  The former explanation is supported by the words of Aya Morrison, who stated 
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that in her opinion, “it’s catching on because it’s caught on so well in the West.  They 

have embraced it, so we feel that everyone is doing it, so let me do it too” (Morrison 

2012: personal interview).   

Western fashion designers have used the African continent as a source of 

creative stimulation for decades, dating back as early as Paul Poiret’s 1920 garment 

Tangiers, followed by seminal African inspired collections from Christian Dior (Afrique 

and Jungle – 1947), Yves Saint Laurent (Africaines – 1968), and John Galliano for 

Christian Dior (Masai – 1997) (Richards 2010).  Since the start of the 21st century, 

African fabrics and motifs have consistently appeared on the runways of European and 

American fashion designers, most notably in Junya Watanabe’s 2009 Spring-Summer 

collection, as well as Burberry Prorsum’s Spring Summer 2012 collection.  Burberry’s 

collection, which featured dresses, jackets, handbags, and shoes sewn from iconic wax 

print fabrics, was actively discussed by Ghanaian fashion designers in 2012, attributed 

with fanning the flames of Accra’s wax print fervor (Mensah 2012: personal interview, 

Morrison 2012: personal interview).  Although the collections of Western fashion 

designers undoubtedly influence the creations of Ghanaian designers and 

subsequently, Accra’s fashion culture, attributing the popularity of wax print in Accra 

solely to its prominence on European and American runways is inaccurate.  This 

attribution discounts the creativity and ingenuity of Ghanaian fashion designers, 

reducing them to mere imitators of global trends, as opposed to the originators of their 

own fashion revisions.   

The latter explanation, which credits the Ghanaian government for encouraging 

Accra’s embrace of wax print fabric, was invoked by Kabutey Dzietror: “when [the 
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Ghanaian government] introduced ‘Friday Wear,’ people wanted clothes to wear, so we 

[began to] make wax print in beautiful dresses, skirts, shirts, and jackets, so they can 

wear [wax print] on a Friday and not feel too bold” (Dzietror 2012: personal interview).  

According to Sandra Ankobiah: “the initiative that our president brought, to wear African 

print on Friday, really revolutionzed [Ghanaian fashion]” (Ankobiah 2012: personal 

interview).   

“National Friday Wear,” the product of a collaboration between the Ministry of 

Trade and Industry and the Presidential Special Initiatives (PSI), was launched in 

November 2004 to encourage Ghanaians to wear locally produced clothing and textiles.  

As explained in an editorial from the Ghanaian newspaper The Chronicle, the goals of 

the initiative were to “prevent further rot in the local textile industry…it will also bring out 

the latent talent in our designers to use local prints and fabrics to project our unique 

Ghanaian identity” (“Ghana: National Friday Wear” 2004: n. pag.).  There has been a 

noticable increase in the number of Ghanaians wearing local textiles, particularly wax 

print fabrics, on Fridays.  This change in professional attire is mainly due to the growing 

number of corporations and businesses that have commissioned Ghanaian wax print 

companies to design and produce custom wax prints, which employees are required to 

wear on Fridays.  The “National Friday Wear” program has likely expanded Ghanaians’ 

conception of professional attire to include local textiles, particularly wax print, as more 

Ghanaians, particularly men, can be seen wearing wax print fabrics on a regular basis.  

Perhaps the most persuasive evidence for the resurgence of wax print’s 

popularity is illuminated by delving into the past, which reveals that the current fixation 

on wax print is indicative of a cyclical process characteristic of fashion systems that 
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involves the rejection, adaptation and subsequent celebration of specific elements of 

fashion.  The existence of this cyclical pattern is evidenced by the recollections of Mrs. 

Akosua Nyantekyi-Owusu, the mother of fashion designer Ajepomaa Mensah.  In a 

2012 interview, Mrs. Nyanteki-Owusu admitted that as a young Ghanaian she didn’t like 

wax print.  As she recollected, “growing up, I realized [my mother] wasn’t wearing 

dresses, she would always be in her ntama [wax print] cloth.  I used to get annoyed, I 

would say to her ‘you are educated, you are supposed to look like an English lady and 

you refuse to wear dresses’.  She would just smile at me.  By the time I became of age, 

dresses were in, and that’s when we started shedding the local.  We would wear the 

ntama on special occasions, but as much as possible, during the day, going to work, 

going to school, we would wear dresses.” (Nyanteki-Owusu 2012: personal interview).  

Mrs. Nyanteki-Owusu explained that she rejected wax print because “my age group, 

those born in the 50s and 60s, we wanted so much to look Western, that we pushed 

tradition aside” (2012: personal interview).   

Mrs. Nyanteki-Owusu resented that her mother dressed in wax print fabric, 

wearing the fabric only for “special occasions, going to church, going to funerals…and 

festivals” (Nyanteki-Owusu 2012: personal interview).  It wasn’t until Nyanteki-Owusu 

returned to Accra in 1990, after spending seventeen years in the United States, that her 

opinions on wax print and indigenous materials changed dramatically.  As she 

recollected, “[Accra’s fashion scene] was then starting.  Kofi Ansah had a name in 

London, but when I came it was Joyce Ababio.  And then there was Ricci Ossei…when 

all of a sudden [local textiles] came back, everybody was very excited” (2012: personal 

interview).  Nyanteki-Owusu even remembers specific garments made by Kofi Ansah: 
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“at that time…he was using African fabric.  I remember an outfit he made for a sister-in-

law of mine, and it was African fabric and denim” (2012: personal interview).3 

The renewed interest in wax print and indigenous textiles during the 1990s 

reflected the tastes and dress preferences of Nyanteki-Owusu’s generation.  This 

phenomenon coincided with the childhood of Accra’s current emerging fashion 

designers, including Nyanteki-Owusu’s own daughter, Ajepomaa Mensah.  The opinion 

of this generation of Ghanaians, who were born in the 1980s, is best summarized by the 

words of Sandra Ankobiah: “after I came back from the U.K…I realized that the fashion 

industry had really changed, some kind of revolution had been going on because back 

then, when I was here, we never liked to wear the African print.  It wasn’t for the 

younger generation; we never wore it.” (Ankobiah 2012: personal interview).  It is clear 

that this generation’s aversion to wax print echoes the opinions of Nyanteki-Owusu’s 

generation sixty years earlier.   

By comparing Mrs. Nyanteki-Owusu own youthful distaste for wax print, followed 

by her renewed appreciation for the material as an adult, with the opinions expressed by 

Accra’s emerging fashion designers, it becomes clear that there is a precedence for the 

rejection and subsequent reappropriation of wax print fabric.  This cyclical process is 

best summarized by the words of Brigitte Merki, a fashion designer who graduated from 

the Vogue Style School of Fashion and Design: “I think older people used to wear the 

local [fabrics].  The younger ones used to feel that to be more modern or more 

westernized, you don’t wear that fabric, or you end up looking like an old lady or 

                                            
3
 Nyanteki-Owusu’s recollection that her sister-in-law’s garment was made of African fabric and denim, as 

well as during the 1990s, suggests that the garment was part of Kofi Ansah’s seminal “Blue Zone” 
collection.   
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somebody that is local.  Now what has happened is a lot of designers have shifted their 

designs to be Westernized, but with African fabric”  (Merki 2012: personal interview).  

Merki added: “I think now people are developing that attitude that we have nice things 

and we can be proud of our own culture, so I think that is where the shift has 

happened…[young Ghanaians] want to identify with something” (2012: personal 

interview).   

Accra’s emerging designers have adapted wax print fabric to suit their own 

tastes, combining European silhouettes and a diverse range of fabrics with subtle and 

innovative flourishes of wax print to ensure the garment’s focal point remains firmly 

placed on the wax print.  By creating garments that emphasize the presence of wax 

print, a fabric that is permeated with a distinctly local significance despite its complex 

origins, the garments allow Accra’s young elite to visually assert their Ghanaian 

identities while simutaneously indicating their awareness of and membership in a global 

fashion system.  As Merki’s comment suggests, this generation of Ghanaians “wants to 

identify with something” (2012: personal interview).  In this case, it is a form of fashion 

that resonates with the nationalist cosmopolitanism originally illustrated by Norteye.   

The fashions of Accra’s emerging designers further indicate the burgeoning 

power of Accra’s young elite population, both as consumers and creators of fashion.  

Not only are they initiating a return to celebrating a collective, nationalist identity through 

designer fashions, they are illustrating the economic potential of fashion to the African 

continent.  As the predecessors of Accra’s emerging fashion designers began to 

challenge the status-quo of the global fashion system, designers like Christie Brown are 

showing that they are active participants in fashion centers outside of Africa.  The power 
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now lies in the hands of Accra’s emerging designers to shift the gaze of fashion to 

African countries, a change that is beginning to come to fruition.   
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Figure 7-1.  Photograph of Alicia Keys wearing a Christie Brown necklace, Vibe 

magazine, April/May 2012.  Photograph by Jill Greenberg.   

 
 
Figure 7-2.  A Christie Brown jacket with wax print lining, from the 2010 Arise l’Afrique-

à-Porter.  Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-3.  Christie Brown dress with wax print bows, 2009 Arise Fashion Week. 

Photograph by Simon Deiner.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-4.  Christie Brown trench coat dress with wax print belt, 2009 Arise Fashion 

Week.  Photograph by Simon Deiner.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-5.  Christie Brown sack dress with wax print neckline, 2009 Arise Fashion 

Week.  Photograph by Simon Deiner.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-6.  Christie Brown evening gown, 2009 Arise Fashion Week.  Photograph by 

Simon Deiner.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-7.  Wax print fabric known popularly as “Fallen Trees”.   

 
 
Figure 7-8.  An example of Obuobi’s use of asymmetry in her garments, 2009 Arise 

Fashion Week, Photograph by Simon Deiner.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-9.  An example of Obuobi’s use of asymmetry in her garments, 2009 Arise 

Fashion Week, Photograph by Simon Deiner.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-10.  Christie Brown dress with button embellishments, 2010 Arise Fashion 

Week, Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-11.  Christie Brown dress with button embellishments, 2010 Arise Fashion 

Week.  Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-12.  Christie Brown dress with fringe, 2010 Arise Fashion Week.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-13.  Christie Brown jacket with fringe, 2010 Arise Fashion Week, Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-14.  Model wearing a Christie Brown bib necklace, 2010 Arise Fashion Week, 

Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-15.  Model wearing a Christie Brown bib necklace, 2010 Arise Fashion Week, 

Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-16.  A necklace of wax print fabric and kente cloth, derivative of Obuobi’s 

design, 2013.  Photograph by Anthonia Fesu. 
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Figure 7-17.  A necklace of wax print fabric and kente cloth, derivative of Obuobi’s 

design, 2013.  Photograph by Selina Beb Brand. 

 
 
Figure 7-18.  Peter pan collar necklace of wax print buttons, 2012.  Photograph by 

Roots by Naa. 
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Figure 7-19.  Accra Polytechnic student with necklace derivative of Obuobi’s design, 

2012.  Photograph by Christopher Richards.   

 
 
Figure 7-20.  Fall-Winter 2014 collection of Papa Oppong, featuring a neckline 

derivative of Obuobi’s necklaces, 2013.  Photograph by Papa Oppong.   



 

396 

 
 
Figure 7-21.  Dress from Christie Brown’s Xutra collection, 2012.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-22.  Dress from Christie Brown’s Xutra collection, reminiscent of Yves Saint 

Laurent’s Mondrian dress, 2012.  Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha 
Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-23.  Outfit from Christie Brown’s Xutra collection, 2012.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-24.  Outfit from Christie Brown’s Xutra collection, 2012.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-25.  Dress from Christie Brown’s Düre collection, 2013.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 5-26.  Outfit from Christie Brown’s Düre collection, 2013.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-27.  Outfit from Christie Brown’s Düre collection, 2013.  Photographer 

unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-28.  Dress from Christie Brown’s To Dye For collection, 2012-2013.  

Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   
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Figure 7-29.  Gown from Christie Brown’s To Dye For collection, 2012-2013.  

Photographer unknown.  Courtesy of Aisha Obuobi.   

 
 
Figure 7-30.  A dress from Ajepomaa Mensah’s Fearless Evolution collection, 2012.  

Photograph by Steven Adusei.  Courtesy of Ajepomaa Mensah.   
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Figure 7-31.  Detail of Ajepomaa Mensah’s woven wax print, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 7-32.  A dress from Ajepomaa Mensah’s Mediterranean Charms collection, 

2011-2012.  Photograph by Kweku Gyaaba.  Courtesy of Ajepomaa Mensah.   
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Figure 7-33.  A dress from Ajepomaa Mensah’s Mediterranean Charms collection, 

2011-2012.  Photograph by Kweku Gyaaba.  Courtesy of Ajepomaa Mensah.   

 
 
Figure 7-34.  Ajeley dress from Ajepomaa Mensah’s Fearless Evolution collection, 

2012.  Photograph by Steven Adusei.  Courtesy of Ajepomaa Mensah.   
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Figure 7-35.  Nkechi dress from Ajepomaa Mensah’s Fearless Evolution collection, 

2012.  Photograph by Steven Adusei.  Courtesy of Ajepomaa Mensah.   

 
 
Figure 7-36.  Back of PISTIS cocktail dress, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher 

Richards.   
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Figure 7-37.  An assortment of PISTIS patchwork skirts, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 7-38.  Pieces of patchwork wax print hanging in Makola market, 2012.  

Photograph by Christopher Richards. 
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Figure 7-39.  A selection of PISTIS wax print dresses, 2012.  Photograph by 

Christopher Richards. 

 
 
Figure 7-40.  A PISTIS wax print dress, 2012.  Photograph by Christopher Richards. 
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Figure 7-41.  A bathing suit from Aya Morrison’s Fiji Collection, 2012.  Courtesy of Aya 

Morrison.   

 
 
Figure 7-42.  A bathing suit from Aya Morrison’s Fiji Collection, 2012.  Courtesy of Aya 

Morrison.   
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Figure 7-43.  Nelly Aboagye’s garment on display at Perth Fashion Week (bottom row, 

far left), 2012.  Courtesy of Nelly Aboagye.   

 
 
Figure 7-44.  A dress from Nelly Aboagye’s Preciosa collection, 2013.  Courtesy of Nelly 

Aboagye.   
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CHAPTER 8 
“YOU’RE GOING TO SEE US CATAPULT”: THE FUTURE OF ACCRA’S FASHIONS 

AND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

The defining feature of fashion is its inherent mutability; fashion is continually 

being revised, responding to the unpredictable sartorial preferences of its consumers 

and producers, as well as significant shifts in the social and cultural fabric that inspires 

its physical manifestations.  The fashion culture of Accra exemplifies this quality, 

continuing to experience rapid changes in spite of Ghana’s declining economy.  To 

avoid circumscribing Accra’s fashion culture, I will provide a brief synopsis of the 

innumerable changes that have occurred since the completion of my field research.  I 

will conclude this dissertation by broadly acknowledging the influence of Accra’s fashion 

culture and its designers, demonstrating the significance of fashion as a vehicle for 

understanding the complexities of a cosmopolitan capital and its inhabitants.   

Following my departure from Accra in June 2012, the country experienced 

significant political change.  In July, Ghana’s president John Atta Mills died 

unexpectedly and a new president, John Dramani Mahama, was elected in December.  

Since this transfer of power a growing economic crisis has developed, resulting in the 

rising cost of staple goods and a steady decline in value of the country’s currency.  In 

spite of these detrimental shifts, Accra’s fashion culture continues to flourish and adapt, 

largely driven by the creative energies of Accra’s aspiring designers and young 

entrepreneurs.     

The most compelling indicator of the sustained expansion of Accra’s fashion 

culture was the second iteration of Glitz Africa Fashion Week, a three day event held in 

November 2013.  The event featured forty-two fashion designers hailing from a diverse 

range of countries including South Africa, Nigeria, Zambia and Tanzania; more than half 
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of the participating designers were Ghanaian, suggesting the rapidly expanding 

presence of fashion designers in Accra.  Even more surprising, and indicative of the 

continuing development of Accra’s fashion culture, the majority of designers 

represented at the event established their brands within the last five years.  Aisha 

Obuobi’s label Christie Brown, informally introduced in 2008, was the oldest and most 

established Ghanaian fashion brand represented at the event, indicating that a younger 

generation of designers is currently dominating the fashion culture of Accra.   

In the last year, several designers have emerged and experienced rapid success, 

adding their own creative interpretations to the popular and ever-present trend of wax 

print fashions.  Some of these designers, like Sheila Garbah (She By Bena) and 

Kyerewa Atakorah (April Rust), have received recognition for their designs.  Garbah and 

Atakorah won first and third place in Vlisco’s 2013 “Be Your Dream” campaign.  Sandra 

Ankobiah, a socialite and host of the popular Ghanaian television program Fashion 101, 

regularly wears She By Bena designs and posts images of her latest garments on the 

social networking sites facebook and instagram.  This conspicuous endorsement by one 

of Accra’s influential fashion figures has aided in developing the success of this fledgling 

brand.  She By Bena rapidly rivals established brands like Christie Brown and 

Ajepomaa Design Gallery.   

While a select group of designers has continued to develop and advance, other 

fashion designers have drastically revised their brands or altogether withdrawn from 

Accra’s fashion culture.  As mentioned in Chapter 5, Beatrice Arthur retired as a fashion 

designer in the fall of 2013, focusing instead on developing her career as a television 

personality.  Brigitte Merki, a recent addition to Accra’s fashion scene, has completely 
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reimagined her brand, shifting from designing exuberant garments to creating subdued 

and restrained clothing exclusively for Islamic women.  The revised name of her 

designer label, Brigitte Merki – Hijabi Clothing, reflects her attempts to rebrand her 

image.  Although wax print remains a staple of her designs, she has introduced a line of 

t-shirts that boldly celebrate elements of her Islamic faith, exemplified by a shirt printed 

with the phrase “my hijab, my choice.”  The daughter of Juliana Norteye, Brigitte Naa 

Ode Kragbé , has re-opened her mother’s Chez Julie boutique to sell creations from her 

own brand Nahode Okai, designs which are often inspired by her mother’s sense of 

style and use of local materials. 

As designer fashions continue to maintain their relevance, enterprising young 

Ghanaians have begun to capitalize on the fashion culture of Accra.  Ob Abenser is the 

most noteworthy of these individuals; FashionistaGH has become one of the most 

prominent companies to document Accra’s fashion culture, producing short films 

highlighting the latest fashion shows and events that are shared via the internet.  

Through FashionistaGH, Abenser has organized his own events, including a series of 

lectures to assist aspiring designers and entrepreneurs in navigating the complex 

network of Accra’s burgeoning fashion culture.   

Television and magazines have become additional vehicles for promoting and 

profiting from Accra’s penchant for fashion.  Sandra Ankobiah’s program Fashion 101, 

introduced in 2012, has experienced unprecedented success, encouraging the 

development of additional fashion-oriented television programs, such as Fashion Ghana 

TV.  Individual shows have realized the importance of incorporating Accra’s latest 

fashions, with programs like Girls in the Yellow House partnering with specific designers 
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to create wardrobes for their entire cast.  A variety of locally published fashion 

magazines have been established in the last few years, including Glitz and Oh Yes!, 

further establishing the importance of fashion to the cultural fabric of Ghana’s capital.     

Although the majority of this dissertation is inherently positive, illustrating the 

successes of specific designers, it is important to recognize that there is another side to 

Accra’s fashion culture, characterized by struggle or failure.  As successful fashion 

designers become more visible, their occupations appeal to a broader swath of Ghana’s 

population.  Currently, a growing segment of Ghana’s youth is turning to the profession 

of fashion design, in hopes of achieving wealth and social status.  Unfortunately, 

success will likely elude the majority of these aspiring designers.  This is often due to 

some of the aspiring designers’ lower economic status; it is difficult for non-elite 

Ghanaians to garner resources and attention in the highly competitive and elite-oriented 

fashion industry of Accra.    

As this brief summation illustrates, Accra’s fashion culture, like fashion itself, 

continues to experience constant revisions and fluctuations.  As designer fashions 

maintain their significance, Accra’s fashion culture will continue to develop, potentially 

making the city one of the most significant and influential African fashion centers of the 

21st century.  The conclusions I propose in the following section will highlight the notable 

contributions of this dissertation and offer several broad postulations regarding the 

importance of fashion to the exploration of African cultures.      

In November 2013, a colleague and I lectured on the subject of West African 

dress and textiles at a retirement community in Gainesville, Florida.  Following our 

presentation, I was approached by several individuals who thanked us for our 
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contributions and shared their own experiences with foreign styles of dress.  One 

gentleman told me that my portion of the presentation, which focused specifically on 

Ghanaian textiles and contemporary Ghanaian fashion, evoked a remarkable childhood 

memory.  According to the gentleman, he attended the 1939 New York World’s Fair as 

a young boy and saw a variety of Africans dressed in Western apparel, instead of the 

African attire he presumed they would wear.  He insisted that the only people who wore 

a local form of dress were Ghanaians, and recalled their distinct pride in dressing 

themselves in such a colorful and conspicuous manner. 

This man’s recollection, although unsubstantiated, alludes to two integral threads 

woven throughout this dissertation: the paramount importance of dressing to Ghanaians 

and their distinctive approaches to maintaining the relevance of specific dress forms 

and practices.  An individual’s appearance is extremely important in Ghana, and 

throughout West Africa, primarily due to the messages conveyed through the careful 

selection of specific sartorial stylings.  Edith Francois’ well-worn Akwadzan, a garment 

she treasures as exemplary of her sister Juliana Norteye’s originality and talent, was 

more than an innovative form of a wrapped textile.  The garment encapsulates the 

complex cultural shifts of post-independence Accra, visually attesting to the resurgence 

in popularity of traditional forms of dress that occurred simutaneously as Ghanaians 

endeavored to assert their belonging to the existing global network of independent, 

democratic countries.  The majority of the garments explored in this dissertation are of 

similar importance, illustrating that designer fashions are far more significant than 

typically acknowledged.  The inherent malleability of fashion allows garments to reflect 
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rapid and often unanticipated social and cultural changes, serving as tangible and 

visible expressions of crucial historical and cultural moments.   

The Akwadzan alludes to the integral role of fashion in maintaining historical 

forms of dress.  The garments of Ghanaian designers discussed throughout this 

dissertation demonstrate that specific fashions serve as an accessible and highly visible 

means to encourage the continued use of historically significant textiles and dress 

practices.  By bringing historical dress and textiles into fashion, the forms themselves 

may change, yet their significance is maintained, encouraging future generations to 

continue celebrating specific dress practices.  An integral part of this preservation 

through innovation is the acknowledgement that specific textiles, like kente cloth, are 

not imbued with a reverence that prevents alteration.  As this dissertation has 

documented, kente cloth has been physically manipulated and served as a material for 

diverse fashions since the 1950s, further supporting my assertion that fashion is key to 

maintaining notions of Ghanaian traditions.   

This dissertation further establishes that designer fashions in Accra existed prior 

to the 1980s, the time period attributed with the development of contemporary African 

fashion.  Malian Chris Seydou is repeatedly credited with initiating the production of 

African fashion; although Seydou was instrumental in directing the attention of the 

international fashion community to non-Western, specifically African designers, he was 

not the first African to create imaginative designer fashions.  In relation to Ghana, 

designers like Chez Julie were firmly established by the early 1960s, illustrating that 

fashion has been an integral part of African capitals for decades, if not centuries.  I 

emphasize this recognition, as the importance of fashion in colonial and pre-colonial 
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settings has yet to be fully explored, particularly in Ghana.  I predict research focused in 

these time periods will elicit important discoveries that will further substantiate the 

historical significance of fashion to African countries and their respective cultures.   

Ghanaian designer fashions are ultimately indicative of a nationalist, 

cosmopolitan identity.  Beginning with Juliana Norteye and persisting until today, 

Accra’s designer fashions have continually championed a nationalism as invoked by the 

political philosophies and rhetoric of their respective eras, while maintaining strong 

visual allusions to styles of dress from a variety of global fashion centers.  It is this 

simultaneous promotion of nationalism and the assertion of elite cosmopolitanism that 

makes Ghanaian designer fashions significant.  Ghanaian fashion is more than the 

stylish garments of a select segment of Accra’s population; it symbolizes key aspects of 

the collective identities of Accra’s citizens and illustrate the potency of Ghanaian 

fashion.  This suggests that in addition to the newspaper and the novel, which Benedict 

Anderson described as the main vehicles for imagining a national identity, there is an 

additional form of “print”: the prints of Ghanaian designer fashions.   

The previous discussions further demonstrate that fashion serves as a means for 

asserting power and autonomy, particularly for a population that was formerly colonized.  

As each chapter has explored, Ghanaian fashion designers have invoked varying 

conceptions of power through their garments, indicating the potency of fashion for 

challenging existing inequalities between Ghanaians and Europeans and championing 

the role of African designers in a Eurocentric fashion system.  Ultimately, fashion is an 

intensely visible and ever-present means for continually asserting notions of power and 

autonomy among Accra’s elite population.         
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The most crucial contribution of this dissertation is recognizing that fashion is a 

powerful and highly visible form of artistic expression that permeates the social and 

cultural fabric of Accra, as well as other African cities.  The Ghanaians who create 

designer fashions, whether they define themselves as designers, couturiers, or as in 

one isolated case, a tailor, are all artists.  As artists, Ghana’s fashion designers employ 

various local materials and fabrics as their canvases to create garments that reflect their 

own interpretations of local and global cultures, mirroring significant social moments of 

their respective eras.  Their innovative techniques, the symbolism of their materials and 

motifs, and their immediate visuality all support my classification of Ghanaian designers 

as artists, and their designs as works of art.   
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