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A CULTURAL REPORT: by Yoshiko I. Wada and Louise Meyer to Anna Maria Adamo, Deputy Public Affairs Officer of
the US Embassy, Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire

American Day at the Crafts Fair in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire
Our presentation was arranged thanks to the initiative taken by Anna Maria Adamo, Deputy Public Affairs Officer of the US
Embassy in Abidjan, and endorsed by Public Affairs Officer Sita Chakrawarti. Approximately 50 people from diverse
backgrounds attended our presentations, which consisted of powerpoint slideshows on the American practice of resist dyeing
techniques and hand weaving, and how they relate to African textile traditions. Y.I. Wada pointed out the parallels between
Africa and Japan – of their ancient textile histories and how they each influence the worlds of design, fashion, and art
especially in North America. Artists, craftspeople, and cultural historians in addition to the fashion industry and its consumers
have been inspired by Africa’s aesthetics and traditions and want to learn more so they may incorporate African textiles into
international art and fashion. Currently, there exists a Swiss cultural exchange initiative to bring annually from the Korhogo
area of the Republique de Côte d'Ivoire (RCI) two weavers to teach in Switzerland and to send Swiss textile artists to RCI.
Americans similarly are keen to participate in cultural and educational tourism in RCI, where rich craft-music-dance traditions
make for a worthwhile destination. Wada also showed a film she co-produced on Japanese shibori dyers in a traditional
center, a documentation of technqiues practiced by aging artisans whose knowledge and skills may soon be lost. The film
promotes the value of cultural capital while educating a global audience of designers and consumers of an oftentimes invisible
/ unrecognized / underappreciated value. The film also recognizes a trend towards sustainable practices in the design and
textile industries, a movement seen across many sectors like energy, food, etc. Like Japan, America’s designers and many of
its consumers are also keen to work/live with sustainable products. African craftspeople can position themselves to embrace
the challenge.

Both presentations focused on making the audience aware of the important contributions Africa has made and continues to
make in influencing world textile trends. L. Meyer elaborated on her professional involvement while under the employ of the
International Labor Organization (ILO) in RCI. She was tasked with strengthening the artisan sector, especially in the north
where cotton spinners (female) and weavers (male) have no other source of revenue other than through the production of
woven cloth. Assisted by a team that included one textile engineer and two Peace Corps volunteers – a designer-tailor and a
skilled mechanic experienced in appropriate technology – astonishing progress was made in a relatively short period: a dyeing
workshop was built (funded by the US Ambassador Program); new products appealing to the urban market were created;
spinners were trained to crochet; there was a revival of old woven motifs; there was strict quality control; exhibits were
organized in cultural centers and hotels; the new artisan fashion was part of the SITHA and won a creativity award. Beginning
in the late 1980s, weavers from the UGAN cooperative were invited to represent the RCI at the Basel Trade Fair, which led to
the production of a printed catalog that still serves as their means of advertising today. These same artisans were invited to
teach their traditional weaving and dyeing techniques in Europe and the USA as part of a cultural exchange program begun by
L. Meyer and still continuing. www.africancraft.com

Both speakers emphasized the need for keeping traditions alive but at the same time creating new products, both of the
highest quality. In reply to a question from the audience, they said it was impossible to prevent the outside world from being
inspired by and making use of traditional designs of which African artisans were the original creators.
They recommended teaching their techniques to interested students in cultural exchange programs; that this would create
value-add and assure that customers understood the rich cultural traditions in Africa where cloth is a language of its own; that
consumers will be educated enough to discern authentic vs. imitation. Ms. Chakrawarti suggested that region of origin be
branded in a similar manner as Champagne and Bordeaux. Y.I. Wada showed video clips from a craft documentary she co-
produced of Japanese traditional dyers in the town of Arimatsu and suggested that a similar documentary on traditional crafts
in RCI would be beneficial for sustaining the technical knowledge amongst the community as well as for promoting
internationally the unique hand crafts RCI produce.

L. Meyer ended her presentation by setting up a solar oven, explaining that she co-founded an NGO focused on bringing this
technology to the parts of the world dependent on biomas (wood) for cooking. She explained that her work in RCI in the 1970s
inspired her to search for a solution to free up time for artisans (female) responsible for collecting firewood. Already
overburdened by domestic chores, they could have time to generate income with artisanal production. Solar ovens could also
be used to dye cloth, thereby saving firewood. Solar ovens use sunlight, an abundant and free resource; they do not produce
smoke; there is no fire to endanger small children; food does not boil over; cooking pots remain clean. Both speakers
recommended that an appropriate solar oven should be part of any future intervention promoting rural artisans in an effort to
improve the livelihood of the artisans, especially women. However, each community must embrace the technology and come
up with the appropriate application method. This requires a collective effort to integrate it.
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