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Abstract

Art, though considered as a universal languyagased and understood by different cultures in
ways peculiar to themn other words, bw a particular society uséheir artistic languageay
differ in certain details, despite the fact that it may finally conform to certain standards within
universal #istic expressionsThisrealizationcreates definitionathallenges in determining what
art is and what is notn thispresentation wemake an attempt aanalygngthe various contexts
within which the termart translates intandigenousGhanaian ways of life in their multifaceted
manifestationsin doingso, wedelve into the different concepts and linguistic expressions used
in denoting and connoting the term "art' in medthnic GhanaThrough thiswe come into
terms,thatthereism col | ecti ve word f or t heonseguently, ‘ art’
there is very little to distinguish among terminologies suchra®esigrandCraft Art*is

‘ @&ign  a esigiis‘AX. Artis‘Q a & b Graft is‘Art’. Provided theart, desigror craft

meets the purpose for which it wasade it isconsidered agood Therefore, every object
accepted as art, design or craftg@od To the Ghanaian, art is a way of life manifested through
creative expressions that solves the proldeshthe society. It is through having the right
perceptual thoughts about the art of a people that better global art education full of beneficial
exchanges could be fostered.
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Introduction

Art making and production is universal to all cultuitemanifessin the life of peoples of the
world. The making of artworks since time immemorial have been greatly influbyspécific
cultures of its producers. In other wardhe culture of artistic production of a people stems
from their way of lifeideas,understanding of their environmenisesand functionf the art

People create artworks for several reasons. Artwordgtedmay entertain, educate, edutain,
inform and inspireNo matter the underlining reason informing the creation of an artwork, many
a time, the artworks createare based on the cultural aspirations, beliefs and practices, and
philosophical thoughtsf a peopleFor example, if a society held high esteemvalues of

societal customs and traditions, they produce artworks that project those values for
enculturation purposesamongst otherdn this circumstance, an outsider who is not



accustomed to the culture of that society is likely to havempromisingoerceptualstance in
his/her questo understandhe artistic actualiesor soundness of an artwork created. This
brings to the fore, the questianf whatart is.

In this presentation, wkean onour practical and experientiakientation to discuss the question

of what constitutes art in the Ghanaian context and how the Ghanaian understanding of the
concept of art shapes their artistic practices and everyday hifeugh photographs of everyday
artistic life ofa section of tk public, and artworks from contemporary Ghanaian artists, we shed
somelight on thesemanticpurviewof the termart in the Ghanaian context.

What is art?

Perhaps, ne big question in the study of agmainsdefining the termart itself. This is because

the question ofWhat is ArQWhat is the nature of AGaNdW K & A& GKS ,RSTAYAGA2
amongst othersis centralto philosophy of artThesemportantquestions guide the thought

procesdor academizing the arts. Answers to thesestionshelp in straightening the path

towards a thorough understanding atworks produced by a particular culture or sogieiyd

by extensionplay critical role in ascertaimga common definition.

At this point, to assert that the evolvementast as adisciplineover time has equally affected it
definitionistrite and banalThe evolutions iart, the cultural orientation and approach to art
have indeedadded to the woes of finding a commaefinitionto it. All cultures make and
produce artworks, whichare usually influenced by their cultunadeceptsandartistic worldview.
For a particular culture to arrive at wheat is, their views or definition of art would be largely
influenced bytheir artistic worldiew. This hagontributed to the difficulty imrrivingat a
definition for art that does not relegate the art of other cultut@she background. Though all
the actors in the art fraternity-the audience, curators, editors, critics, art historians, doute

in determining the direction and definition of art (Fisher, 1993), it Woeldood to consider the
views of the actors in the art fraternity from different geographical backgemamdicultural
milieuto contributein defining or searching for what constitutes &ris is because, what a
particular societgonsiders aart maydiffer fromthat of other cultures

By studying developmesin contemporary art, Abijian (201@xtegorizeclethora of definitions

offered a art into two — cornventionalisiandless conventionaliskefinitions.Abijian explained

the conventionalistlefiniiont o cover Dant o’ mstitgtidndl8irhensionseoffag r e n c e
which include$iow art changes over time aiitd relational propertiesn relations to art history,

art genresamongst othersAccording Abijian (2012), tihess conventionaliskefinitionsfocus

on a wider and more traditional con-cudupat of ae
andtrans-historical characteristics

ApartfromADbi j i an’ s c¢ a tddigtionsoffered tonsaeed thesubjeot mater,
history, aesthetic interest and art genre to qualify askat.instanceduring theperiod ofthe



renai s s an c e bilitydorcopyp maturevas clésélysas @ossible gives it artistic credence.
Artists at the time were striving for higher degree of realssnsuch, subject matter including
sunsets, flowers, and human figures featupeaminently Artworks that failed t@apture the
tenets of realism were not appreciatedit the time, Africarartworks were full of abstraicnism.
Per the Western canon of art at the time, the artworks thete abstractwere not considered
asart at all. They were labelled as craftéoweve, the twenieth-century art movements

brought a renewed wave of art which included surrealism, dadaism, expressionism, cubism,
impressionism, realism and abstractionidine inclusion of abstractionism in the art movements
broughtthat kindof works into the Western worldview to be accepted aslartthis case, the
evolutionsin arthelps in shifting its definitional perspecsyevhereby thelefinitional

perspective arevirtually dominated by Western ideology of what is considered as art.

Based on given definitions overtime, Gaut (2000) in his cluster theories offered ten
characteristicsvhichshould feature in a work of art. Thare positive aesthetic features;

expressing emotion; intellectually challenging; Complex yet coherent; anpdexam meaning;
relating to individual’'s perception. 't must
skill;be part of an established artform; and a product of an artistic intenfibe. cluster theories

outline qualities something should possess in order to merit the agrm

Are theseart?

Based on the discussion on what constit@gslet us turn our attention to Figures 1, 2a13d4.
Figure ldepicts a picturesque view of two fishing wooden canoes docked at the slesidezb
coconut tree. The canoe at the fore looks worn out while the othsideit is painted in white

and blue colour scheme with emblematic details that gives semblanice loigio of the Chelsea
Football Club. The two emblematic designs are centrally placed and flanked on the left with the
inscription "10: 37, and t he, boundghithyehkowde show
colour. There are four upright polesdiio the canoe. This cang®und at the Winneba fishing
shore of Ghana is owned by a subsistence fisherman. The decoration of théendheoe

symbolism of Chelsea Football Club is suggestivehoé o ewveresuppast for the club for

which reason heammissioned an artigbr much possibly, himseff)r the painting decorations

on the canoe. Painting decorations on catmindat the shores of Ghana is a common

practice among fish&lks The fisherfolksreate various art forms not just tiecorat their

canoes, but most importantlyto register theimaturalaffections for somethingffirm their

slogans, philosophies, beliefs, proverbs, aspirateamsngst othersThe fisherfolks seem to

derive the psychic energy for their fishing occupatidhase designdn other words, no matter

the simplicity of themageson the canoesheyseem to servéoth as a morale boosteand

sources of identityand pride Could these designs be termedaasor craft?



Figure 1. Canoe at Winneba Shatesorated with Chelsea colours and logo.
Image Courtesy of Authors.

Figure 2: Back of a vehilmdgeCouriedy bf Authors.cr i pt i o

Figure2 and 3 show the inscriptionket Them Sagnd Abe Pe Shovespectively.Abe Pe&how
literallymeans locally brewed alcohol from the palm tree can easily get youTptye
observer, these are mefsometimes incoherentgxts and for that matter no brainer toe
called art. However, the drivers and owners of these vehicles haveapeeuliatives connected



to these textsand that render thoskttle inscriptionsbigimages of credenc&ometimes, the
texts could be maxims, proverbs, appellations and or proclamation of beliefs and practices. They
also serve functional and decorativerposes.

Figure 3. Back of a vehicle with insc

Figure 4Abstracted image of a bird and @fspringpainted in earth colours from
Sirigu in Upper East, Ghalraage Courtesy of Ghana National Museum



There are centrallglaced birdlike figures in varying sizes bounded by a rectangular encasement
(Figure 4)The rectangular encasement is composed of alternating triangular shapes in
undulating black outlines. Rendering the triangular shapes in the reds, black andokbhits in
forming the boarders create high contrast of shapes and colours. The treatment and varying
sizes of presentation of the bititke figures suggest a mother and its offspring. The entire
renditionand presentation stylpaytribute to the classievall painting and decorative

techniques practiced amongst the peoplesaiguin the Upper East Region of Ghahlae
presentation style may look infantile or naive to an outsider, yet aesthetic pleasure, conceptual
exploratory vervemultilayered narrati, functionality angbhilosophicalinderpinningof this

creative expressioremains unsurmountable in the artistic worldview of its originating culliure.
was produced to serve the needs of socatythey place high value on €ould this painting
(Figure 4) also be consideredaaisor craft?

Approaches to aesthetics

With Figures 1, 2, 3 anddifferent audiences or viewers may react to them differeftheir
reactions to a large extent depend on their aesthetic experience, perceptual skills, cultural
background and geographical locati®his is to say that aesthetic experiences or appreciation is
subjective, and therefore not universal.

There are arying approaches to aesthetic appreciation and interpretation of thefstihetic

appreciation and interpretation of the Arts is not global. Cultural traditions and personal
experiences play major influenceBsnoohko one’ s a
aesthetic answer. There are several.

The concept oArt for art sakeandArt for life sakehrows more light on the aesthetic

interpretational disparityf artworks.Art for art sakeas propounded by Immanuel Kdmbges

on the belief in the agtence ofonly pure beauty, devoid of content, created for its own sake,

based only on its intrinsic qualitidis concept according to Kaimag a distinctive intellectual
interest and holds the mind’ sonemplagondfthen so t h
artwork as an end in itself. Simply put, it is the outward beauty of a visual or a performing art

that makes it an art

Arts for life sakattaches strong affiliation with the functionality of thieject or imageits

semiotic power, anceptual orientation and contribution to secular and s@cular activities of
humans. The semiotic power of African arts (whether visual or performing) are inherent in the
artistic forms no matter how simple they may look or ordinary they may be paicé&ive
simplicity has something to do with exploration of artistic mediums foutie immediate
environment of the artistand philosophy behind it.



Ghanaian Concept of Art

There is not one way approach to art making in Ghana. Likewise, the créatiomonksis

based on some precepts such as functionality, purpose, education, exxiagbkliefs and
practicescultural nuancep hi | osophi cal thoughts and satisfa
impulse.

Ghanaian indigenous concept of beauty deetsoverlyconcernitself with the outward

manifestation of an artwork, but the abiliy the workto serve its intended purpose. Once the

purpose for which it was made is met, a work is considered Jobde Akan say, ‘ What
b e a uArtwork offers ways of experiencing the wor&b, in experiencing the world through

art, premium is not placed on the outwards of the work but the inrest joy or satisfaction in
accomplishing an intended purpose for which it was credtiedis the sense of beauty amongst

the people.

Ghanaian Art Canons

PrecoloniaGhanaian art, and by extension, African art is noted for tbageptualizations
symbolismsformalistic conventionsmprovisationscommunicativecommunalandfunctional
characteristicsErom about 80@&D tothe mid-19th century artworks paid allegiance to these
characteristics. Artworks wepgoducedto serve societal concepts and ideas for the common
good of the societyWorks created shared symbolic association oftiugetal concepts and
valueswhich madet easy to be internalised by the peogfegures 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10) addition,
artworks created followed certain fogto accentuate the intended message of the artwork. For
example, the head is considered as the seat of wisdom and therefore portrayed bigger without
recourse to accurate proportions. Sometintbe part performing a particular activity is
exaggerateqFigue 5) These stylizatiorere what arereferred to aformalistic conventions.

Through improvisation, artworks may be created with artificial and natural materials, related and
unrelated, local and foreign which create visual excitenidrd improvisatiohelped in
dematerialization of arBesides, the works created may have communicative, communal and
functional characteristiog-igure 7, 9 and 10)he works carry an intended message, done for

use by society and also serve as everyday functional abject



Figure6: Wooden carved sculptudepicting a proverb.



Figure7: AhenemaRoyal sandaldepicting a proverb.



Figure9: AbusuakruwgFamilybowl). Courtesy of Ghana National Museum.
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FigurelO: Assortment of carved wooden ladle. Courtesy of Ghana National Museum.

So, when these artworks received negative bashipgimstive, fetishistic idolatrous perverse
folk art(Rubin, 1984by the colonialist, Henry Moore (1981) thought otherwise. He said:

“l was particularly interested in the Afri
“primitive” was a misleading description
incompetence. It was obvious ne that these artists were not tryirgand failing—to

represent the human form naturalistically, but that they had definite traditions of their

own. (p. 11)

Characteristics dtontemporanGhanaian Art

With the adveat of formal school education in tHE900s, the introduction of Western concepts

of Art education featured prominently in the school curriculum. Learnersexposed to

Western artistic canonaf accurate proportions, realismperspective, foreshortening, amongst

others From the training ttough school education, three major categories of artists emerged.

The first category, according to Prof Ernest Victor Asihene, the then Dean of College of Art, were
those who workwith fresh unsophisticated and unbiased source; the second is the copyist

artists who tap his ideas from European source; and last is the artist who imbues his creations
with his/her cultural nuances though s/he may borrow from other sourcegd&u®68 as cited

in Essel, 209).
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The third category of artists contributedgbaping the trajectory of Ghanaian art in the
contemporary artwrld. Their works showelaybridity, experimentations, modernist tendencjes
freestyleandindividualismThe works ofhe pioneering artistgFosu, 20083uch as Vincent Kofi
(Figure 11)J.COkyere (Figure 12), Kobina Bucknor (Figure 13 &d4) exemplaryThe doings
of these category of artists influenced the succeeding generatiohsling Kofi Setordji (Figure
15).

Vincent Kofi, for exampleras noted for his wooden sculptures which incorporate African
concept of proportions in a modernistic stys figures are imbued with exaggerated and
distorted configuration of forms that pay homage to African sculptural sensibilities.

Figure 11Vincent KofiSankofaWood 49 x 17 x 11 inches
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Figure 123.C. Q. Okyer&lnknown Acrylic on canvas. 1956.
Courtesy of Ghana National Museum

Okyere makes a metonymical visual presentation of the Ghanaian ideals and values placed on
womanhood byis symbolic rendition of what appears to be three palm trees in human figural
characteristics. The trees take the form of feminine figures depicted with heavy bulbous buttocks
and rounded breasts. The lower parts of the tlige and feminine form receiahorthorizontal

strokes that add to defining the palilke characteristics of the trees. Two of the tige human
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figures of the left of the painting wear realistic facial details, and beaded in the ears. In creating
variety, Okyere&aried theposture and physiognomy of the figures with éaengthe viewer

with the backwith the two others faces the viewerhe figures wear palm branches and fronds

as flashy coiffures. With this painting, Okyere questions the stereotypical thought thataBhanai
women are totally neglected in the sociepdthat sexism is the order of the daas dishonest.

His presentation iatestimony of the longneld thought of women as enigmatic figures in

society. The palm three symbolizes strength, power, abundammesmsacy, fruitfulness and
profitableness in Ghanaian cultural and philosophical thought. The symbolic association of
Ghanaiarwomen with the palm tree as objectified in the artistic presentation of Okyere is a
confirmation of societal values and premiufagad on women.

Figure 13Kobina BucknoCalabash Musigacrylic on boardB3 x 961971s.
Courtesy of Ghana National Museum
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Figure 14Kobina Bucknot.ibation Acrylic on boards6 x 33. 19%68.
Courtesy of Ghana National Museum

KobinaBucknotis noted for his personalized artistic accent which he saliptural

idoms For example, his representation on the
pool of invited ancestral heavyweights in dramatic invocatory arrangements depicted

with intercessorial somatic forms of oval shapes and visual rhyming colourdskers'

the central figure into a sanctimonious conjecture in a way that appears to be observing

the formulaic opening addresses that characterize libation podriagcall on God,

Mother Earth, deities and ancestors in that order before proclamation of any

supplications. With this painting, Bucknor gives an annotated visual description to the
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perceived hour of spiritual visitation whenever and wherever libation is poured. He saves
viewers ti me and energy for i maginative perce
their minds on the varying expressive facial details of the multiplicity of masks that

engulfs a centrally placed human figure clothed in a colourfulliog@apestry * sel, E s

2014, p.49

Figure 15Kofi Setordji. Justice. 2004. Wood

Evidently, the contemporary Ghana artists namely, Kofi, Bucknor, Okyere and Setotd{ res

to their cultural roots from artistic inspiration in their creations despite the contemporary touch
of their artworks. It is also important of note that the early Ghanaiaweng created by artists
trained in indigenous formal apprenticeship educatidnclv was a system of art education in
Ghanabefore the advent of Western art educatidrne indigenous artists who created the
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works have their own artistic traditiof&ntubam, 1963Fosu, 1975Asihene, 1978Rubin,
1984;Fosu, 199).

Ghanaian Expressi for Art

Having delved into the aspect of the worldview of Ghanaian art, let us focus on our attention
semantic expression of the woadt. Ghana is ethnenulti-linguisticnation with over ninety
languagesAmongst thdanguages, thékan constitutethe largest ethnic majority among the
multi-ethnic population of Ghana according t@22®opulation and Housing Census

The Akan expression for desigidsvineor edwindzeT h e e x pR geAdgabitesusing the

power of the mind to create somethingidthe fruit of creative thinking to create designs.

Dwimfo means a designerhe Ewes, one of the ethnic groups in Ghana, use the expression
adbuwhich means design. Amongst all the ethnic groups on&llaere isno word for the term

art. Art is not distinguished from craft. Crafts are considered as design and therefdre, art.

terms of Ghanaian indigenous philosophy of art, craft is not separate froBodimgwood

(1958) distinction of art and craft is not applicable in the indigenous Ghanaian philosophy of art.

Conclusions

Art is a language used and understood by particular cultures inpgaybarto them. How a
particular society use their artistic codes or language difféixsugh art is considered as a
universal language, there gpeculiaritiesThis is justified by the fact thahat constitute art is
influenced by time, place, culture andtbry.

There is no col |l ecinithe@hanaiarcdntexhont ti lse ew@mr e s'sardt
andviceversdNo di f f er ence b e Ariwsedesign. Designtis dtavidedthe cr af t '’
art or craft meets the purpose for which it w@ene, it considered as GOODh e Akan say
i s good IiTethelGhamaian,iart isid way of life manifested through creative expressions
that solves the problems of the society.

Thedeterminants for definitionfor Ghanaiarart has not gosomuch to do with its superficial
presentation It has everything to do witimherent beautythat manifests in their functionalities

and or cultural representatiof.o the Ghanaiamrt has namaterial limitationstool limitations

or skill limitationsO n gabilities in art are measured by their ability to solve the immediate
creative problems around them and art must be produced when it is needed, because artefacts
are mostly functional. Therefore, art is created for the commyaitg sometimes by the
community) making theart creation process fluid, diverse, eclectic, and to a very large extent,
democratic.The beauty of an artefact is measured by its successful functions in the.dbigety

art, if it isculturally and philosophicaltynctional,andit is fculturally and philosophically

functional if it isart.
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Gonsidering the dichotomies between Western and-Wdestern approaches to art in terms of
philosophical thoughtsrtisticconceptual orientatiomndculturalexegesis or nuances is crucial
in forming perceptions about the arts of a peoplasthrough having the right perceptual
thoughtsaboutthe art of a people thabetter global art education full of beneficial exchanges
could be fostered.

References

Adjian, T. (2012, October 9). Tdefinition of art. In N. Z. Edward (Ed@he Stanford
encyclopedia of philosopHyetrieved from
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/adefinition/

Antubam K. (1963D K | Yy I Q& K S NALéigzig: KoeldleF & Arozting.dzNB d

Asihene, E. V. (1978)nderstanding the traditional art of Ghahandon:
Associated University Presses.

Essel, O. Q. (2014). Libatiden art in art of G
International Journal of African Society, Culture and Traditlghy 3949.

Fisher, J. A. (1993eflecting on arCalifornia: Mayfield Publishing Company.

Fosu, K. (2008Rioneers of contemporary Ghanaian art exhibiaara:
Artists Allianc&allery.

Fosu, K. (1994 Traditional art of Ghana. KumaShana: Dela Publications and
Design Services

Fosu, K. (1975). Art and sculpture of the black peoples of Afritiarlich encyclopedia of black
peopleqVol. 1, pp. 3384).Michigan: Scholarly Prednc.

Gaut, B. (2000). *“Art?” as Thebriesofagt todafpd. 2544p. ncept s
Wisconsin: The University \Wfisconsin Press.

Rubin, W. (19841t NA YA G A OA & Y€ NewYork /Ni:Rhe ™8sgumdzNbdein R d

18


http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2012/entries/art-definition/

