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Proverbs

The Jewish, Islamic and Christian cultural heritages

have elevated the status of the written word. Therefore,
many of us who have been raised on these heritages do
not acknowledge the importance of oral cultures. Note,
nevertheless, that in Greek culture, considered the cradle
of Western culture, the written text was considered
inferior to the spoken word. Plato even said that script
corrupts thought, since the sounds of speech are integral
to the idea conveyed. Postmodernist philosopher Jacques
Derrida also believed that the sound of the spoken word
was most significant to human existence, as it penetrated
our very soul. Accordingly, according to Plato as well, the
only way to teach is through speech: books are akin to
statues, the Greek philosopher argued - they appear to

be human from afar, but if you ask something, they would
fail to answer you. It is therefore not only the sound of the

spoken word that is important - the speakers themselves
command our appreciation and respect.

The spoken word is essential to most African cultures.
For centuries, proverbs have been handed across the
generations, used to illustrate ideas, support arguments,
and covey messages of ethics, inspiration, consolation
and advice. To deliver concise and powerful messages,
proverbs embody a rich variety of visual images and
as such, beyond being integral to language to this day,
proverbs in many African cultures inspire textile designs.
Imprinting the aphorisms in clothing echoes the message,
particularly when it originates in a person of high social
standing, but it is also particularly effective in situations
where the interlocutor, due to cultural barriers and social

hierarchies, is limited in his ability to express his thoughts

and views.

The exhibition Proverbs offers a narrow and partial
glimpse into the richness of the word spoken and visually
represented across Africa, but it also illustrates how the
language of proverbs is a way of gaining familiarity with
and understanding the spiritual world and social climate
in African societies. In that, it demonstrates the truth
behind the words of great contemporary Nigerian author
Chinua Achebe: 'Proverbs are the palm-oil with which
words are eaten.’
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Kente Cloth

The Kente cloth is woven by the Ashanti from Ghana and
the Eva from Ghana and Togo. Kente cloths are chosen
as much for their names as for their colors and patterns.
Names are derived from several sources, including
proverbs, historical events, important chiefs, queen
mothers, and plants.

nvlp T

NIN 7121 NINAN "UINWNKR 112 0117 NVipP T2 NN

N7 ,DN'NINW N13T2 0'IN21 NP 1T .1A1V1 NIRAND

D711 NINWA .0N'01aT1 DN'VANX N13T] 1WNND NNAa
,0771V0N NIYIINA ,0712NAa 0772311 ,N111PN 10NN
.0NNNT,N1NNRN13YN ,0'21WN VAW 1IPT

Kanga: A cloaked message

The Kanga is a printed cotton cloth frequently used by women all
over East Africa as a dress, head wrap, apron, potholder, towel,
and much more. The cloth measures about 110cm in height and
150cm in length. It is defined by a border and a central field

and usually contains on the lower third a printed, proverbial
inscription. It was originated in Zanzibar around the 1880s.

It was ordered from Europe in this form, and imprinted with
patterns and inscription. In the past 125 years, the Kanga has
developed an inventory of motifs and an iconography, though
certain specific themes remain dominant. The Kanga allows for
the communication of the unspeakable, whereby the interactors
cannot be held responsible for their interaction.
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Nobody is
born wise
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Ankara

African wax prints, also known as Ankara, are common
materials for clothing especially in West Africa. They are
inspired by local African reality, made with a technique derived
from Indonesian Batik, and often industrially produced in
Holland and China. Wax prints speak through their locally given
names, generally in the form of a proverbial message, or named
after personalities, ideas, or occasions.

Wax prints are prized possessions bestowed at life changing
events, such as coming-of-age ceremonies, customary marriage
rites, and baby-naming ceremonies. Women carefully select
cloth designs because they store and evoke memories. They are
therefore collected by a woman over the course of her life, and
when she dies, her female kin will inherit her cloth and share
them with others on her behalf.
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Target / Nsu Bura
(Water Well)

This drawing goes by many names, such as Plaque-Plaque,
Target, and Nsu Bura, which means ‘water well’ in Ghana.
When you throw a stone in a water well, you can see a ripple
effect. The message is that whatever you do, good or bad, it
will have an effect on everyone around you.

Nkrumah'’s Pencil

This design was named after Kwame Nkrumah, the first president
of Ghana. As the story goes, Nkrumah was known for making
strong comments and speeches both at home and worldwide.

But before proclaiming anything, he gave much thought to what
he would say and put it down on paper. Nkrumah's pencils were
always well sharpened, and his written words served as a weapon
against any obstacle in his way.

The Happy Family

The Happy Family represents the archetypical African family and
stands for family value from which the wearer derives status.

Sugar Cane

The story goes that Nigerian women have titled this fabric
as Sugar Cane, possibly referring to similarities between this
design and the shapes of sugar cane plants. In Ghana, it is
considered as a way to say: have a sweet day.
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Fallen Tree

This design, known as Fallen Tree, is especially popular in
Ghana. A common Twi proverb says Dua kur gye enum a obu:
One Tree alone cannot stand the Wind — meaning that in unity,
there is strength.

Kofi Annan’s Brains

On the day this print was launched into the market, Ghanaian
Kofi Annan, gave one of his final speeches in New York as
Secretary General of the United Nations. The depicted trees
grouped in a brain-like shape, became a reference to Annan'’s
brilliant mind.

Protecting Umbrellas

Symbolizes power and prestige. For Akan people, who live
across the Ivory Coast and Ghana, very large umbrellas are
used to shade a chief from the sun and bad spirits, and show
from afar that a chief is approaching.

Alphabet [ Ato Z

People wear this design to indicate that they went to school
and know how to read and write. They also attach importance
to a good education for their children, and they set aside money
to provide it. In Ghana it is known as ‘A to Z' given by a mother
to her daughter before marriage, implying that married life
should start from A and gradually arrive to Z.
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The Sderot Embroiderers N1NTYN N1np11n

The Embroiderers from the town of Sderot — 16 women of Ethiopian origin - conserve
traditional Ethiopian arts and make sure they pass on from the first to the second immigrant
generation. In this project Ethiopian proverbs were embroidered in a traditional technique,
while their design was based freely on the imagination of each embroiderer.

All proverbs from Daniel Belete's book Smoke and Brave.
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After seeing the mother -
marry the daughter.

(Judging by the family’s conduct,
particularly of the mother in-law to be,
you will be able to tell how the future
bride will look and behave)
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Patience is not to be equated with fear.

(Patience and perseverance
are indications of power, rather
than fear and weakness)
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Happiness and sadness go hand in hand.

(Happiness and sadness are

complementary. Sometimes

sadness takes the lead, and
sometimes happiness)
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It is only by was of conversation thata
person's wisdom may be acknowledged.

(First impressions are often

misleading. You can judge

people’s nature only aftera
deep conversation with them)
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Don't complain that you have no shoes -
some people have no leg

(Be thankful for what you have instead of
complaining about what you have not)
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Giving weight to other people’s opinions
will not get you what you seek

(If you want to achieve something, you
had better not concern yourself with
the way others interpret your actions)
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Thoughts in one's belly are as light in a pot

(Don't keep your wisdom to yourself.
If you don’t share your knowledge with
others, your wisdom will be a kin to light
in a pot — which does not benefit anyone
nor does anybody know of its existence)
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A one-eyed man had better not
play with branches.

(Guard well that which is
most precious to you)
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Telling secrets to a blabbermouth is

like carrying teff in a sack full
of holes

(The most important things must
be shared with only few, one must
talk little and remain
on guard)

They are all organs, but none is
the apple of my eye

(Allare good and important,
but this one tops them all)
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Thoughts and roads never end (0™ni 1"onnt
(Thoughts have no end - just as
roads can be endless. Thinking is
good, but one must also devote

attention to action)

Whoever forgets his past,
will err throughout his lifetime

(itisimportant to learn from the
lessons of the past and the
experience of life)
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one person to another.

(Everyone has problems now

and then. Even if trouble visits

you today, tomorrow they

may visit someone else)

The fire burning in your house
also blazes in ours

(This is said to provide support
and express empathy: the problem
you're facing - we face it too)
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Patience will take you
where you please
(Patience is akin to a guide who

leads you safely to your goal,
step by step)
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Proverbs from Africa

Temne - Sierra Leone

If you listin pan makit nois, you no go bai wetin yu want.
If you listen to the market noise, you won't buy what you want.

Mende- Sierra Leone
Nimi nimi i lo kalei, ma, ba kula?

When there is something very sweet still left on the bone,
will you drop it?

Zulu - South Africa

Iso liwela umfula ugcwele

The eye crosses the full river. Meaning: if you have a desire to do
something, you cannot be stopped by anything.

Kikuyu - Kenya

Bata ndubatabataga

Necessities never end. He who will have no trouble in this world must
not be bornin it.

Uganda

When two elephants fight the grass gets trampled.

Mandinka/Malinke - Mali, Guinea, Senegal,
Gambia, Ivory Coast

An empty bag cannot stand.

Toucouleur - Senegal, Mali, Guinea, Mauritania

The world is like running water, it cannot be picked up with fingers.

Bmbara - Mali

Un bon proverbe ne frappe pas aux sourcils, mais dans les yeux.

A good proverb doesn't hit one in the eyebrows, but straight in the eyes.

(The meaning of a proverb must be self-evident).

Rwanda

On tarde a naitre, on ne tarde pas a mourir.

One may delay in birth, but one does not delay dying.
(Health is fragile).

Tumbuka - Malawi

Les jours cuisent un éléphant dans un petit pot.

The days cook an elephant in a small pot.
(Time is right about everything).
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Proverbs of Ethiopian Jewry

A one-eyed man had better not play with
branches. (Guard well that which is most
precious to you).

Telling secrets to a blabbermouth is like
carrying teff [flour] in a sack full of holes.
(The most important things must be shared
with only few. One must talk little and remain
on guard).

Thoughts and roads never end. (Thoughts
have no end - just as roads can be endless.
Thinking is good, but one must also devote
attention to action).

Thoughts in one’s belly are as light in a pot.
(Don't keep your wisdom to yourself. If you
don't share your knowledge with others, your
wisdom will be a kin to light in a pot — which
does not benefit anyone nor does anybody
know of its existence).

Patience will take you where you please.
(Patience is akin to a guide who leads you
safely to your goal, step by step).

They are all organs, but none is the apple of
my eye. (All are good and important, but this
one tops them all).

Whoever forgets his past, will err throughout
his lifetime. (It is important to learn from the
lessons of the past and the experience of life).
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Troubles skip over from one person to
another. (Everyone has problems now
and then. Even if trouble visits you today,
tomorrow they may visit someone else).

After seeing the mother — marry the
daughter. (Judging by the family’s conduct,
particularly of the mother in-law to be, you
will be able to tell how the future bride will
look and behave).

Patience is not to be equated with fear.

Happiness and sadness go hand in hand.
(Happiness and sadness are complementary.
Sometimes sadness takes the lead, and
sometimes happiness).

It is only by was of conversation thata
person’s wisdom may be acknowledged.
(First impressions are often misleading. You
can judge people’s nature only after a deep
conversation with them).

Don't complain that you have no shoes - some
people have no leg. (Be thankful for what you
have instead of complaining about what you
have not).

The fire burning in your house also blazes

in ours. (This is said to provide support and
express empathy: the problem you're facing -
we face it too).

Giving weight to other people’s opinions
will not get you what you seek. (If you
want to achieve something, you had better
not concern yourself with the way others
interpret your actions).
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Proverbs of North African Jewry

Morocco

The cucumbers have grown and clobbered
the gardeners.

Oh wild ox, who have you beaten? The weak cow!

Should the mountains of steel fall prey to alienation
and loneliness, then the mountains shall melt.

So great are my estrangement and loneliness,
that I consider a dog my uncle.

He who steals an egg shall steal a camel.

Whoever dislikes you in your tatters, shall
not like you even in your Sunday best.

The eyes that love you shall greet you from afar.

Where it not for the cold of Sabbath eve and the

boredom of Saturday night, none would have married.

Assilk cloth shall never become a rag.

What is the value of a cow that overflows with milk,
if she kicks the bucket after milking?

Fleeing the drizzle, I drowned in the sewer.

Better a brick in the wall than a pearl on a string.

Libya
Whoever sleep with hens, wakes up cackling.

To my disgrace, the gold bar I had flaunted
turned out to be copper.

We have shown him the light and he took
off with the lamp.

In youth a lion, in adulthood a donkey,

in old age a dog.
What use are beans for those who have no teeth?

The well is deep and the rope is short.
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Adinkra symbols are abstract expressions of proverbs that
carry specific message. These messages may be expressed in
philosophical, allegorical or satirically to depict religious, social,
or political concerns as well as stimulate reflection on issues in

relation to beauty or morality.

The use of visual symbolism in the daily lives of the Akan
(a group of dialects spoken by the people of Ghana and Ivory
Coast that have cultural attributes in common) in fabric
designing, wood carvings, paintings, clay work and metal work
is believed to have originated somewhere in the 19th Century.
Printing on cloth became a common practice especially to be
worn at funerals, as Adinkra was interpreted then to mean
goodbye. However, the Akan people place much value in these

symbols and so use them in all their activities.
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Ghana:

Adinkra Symbols and Sayings

is an enclosed or secured
compound house. It is a symbol of
brotherhood, safety, completeness,
and solidarity.

Communal living among the Akans is the
default. It takes a village to raise a child’ is
not just figuratively true but literally lived.
The underlying concept is that safety and
security come at a cost and every citizen
must be raised and equipped to contribute
to his quota.

Further, this architecture ensures that
there is interaction as people cannot go
to and fro without encountering others.
Members of the group can be carefully
guarded. Besides, the safety in numbers
works to the advantage of the household.
You are unlikely to be attacked or robbed if
you live in a traditional compound house -
there’s always someone to come to your
rescue. Neither will you go hungry if you
a well-integrated member of society.

Cast him across the river.

(In the olden days, the severest
punishment for an offending member of
society was banishment. The expression is
to do that is to ostracize the person, publicly
repudiating his action to deter others).
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Meaning: No one has seen the beginning of
all creations, nor will anyone live to see the
end, except God.

Symbolizes God's omnipotence through
the knowledge that people should not fear
anything except for God.

This saying is used by many to further
indicate the speaker’s trust in God for His
protection from harm.
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Go back and get it.

(The mythical bird flexing its neck,
trying to reach the abandoned but precious
egg. This signifies the diligence and effort
required to pay due reverence to the past
and give it its proper place in the current
scheme of events.

That history has much to teach is not in
question but the wisdom of this sentiment
is even more pronounced in societies which
have nothing more than an oral tradition to
transmit their culture and values. Then, not

only is history important, but also those who

know it).

It is only the fool who would not learn from
experience.(Literally: ‘Our forebears have
something to tell us and teach us’).

It is not wrong to go back for that which you
have forgotten.

(Africans must reach back into ancient
history for traditions and customs that have
been left behind
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means 'crocodile.’ It is a symbol of
adaptability, cleverness.

The crocodile lives in water yet it breathes
air. (One may attribute the adaptability

of the reptile to himself, to his own
adaptability and ingenuity coupled with
formidability and mystery. The idea that it
takes ingenuity to live in water but breathe
air comes from the inability of humans to
do that. Hence, the anthropomorphized
crocodile becomes a symbol that embodies
superhuman traits the user desires to
communicate about himself).
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Literally: ‘ram’s horns'. This
symbolizes that even the strong have to
be humble. A ram will courageously fight
against its foes when prompted, but will
submit to slaughter when necessary.

Literally: ‘A child breaks a snail, nota
tortoise’. A child breaks the shell of a snail
and not that of a tortoise. Thus, children
should do things that pertain to children and
not things that pertain to adults. In Akan
culture, it is a taboo for a child to challenge
adults in any endeavour. Hence, children
should take care when engaging with adults
lest their actions be misunderstood.
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Power is like an egg
Delicacy of political power
Fragility of democracy
Restraint

Power is as fragile as an egg, when held too
tightly it might break, if it is held too loosely
it might fall and break.

The egg is a very delicate item and the
slightest knock can cause it to crack.

This symbol equates political power to
the delicacy and fragility of the egg. It can
easily slip out of control and like an egg with
a cracked shell, there are dire consequences
when power is beyond constraint
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‘Osram’ means 'the moon’ and symbolizes
patience and understanding. The proverb
says: 'It takes the moon some time to go
round the earth’.

Symbol of love, faithfulness, harmony.
This symbol reflects the harmony that exists

in the bonding between a man and a woman.

'The moon and the star’.
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Pamela Enyonu

1117IN N7na

Atapoyet
(Revelations)

Everything around us contains
memory. Memory of those

that were here before us

and the promise of what we
might become. As children

of the universe everyone and
everything is either a descendant
or ancestors and contributes to
the vast knowledge of that we
know or are yet to discover.
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Pamela is a Kampala based artist. As a mixed
media artist, Pamela is inspired by stories,
materials and the process it takes to transform
them into works of art. Most notable about
her work is it's tactile and three-dimensional
quality with richly layered textures exploring
narratives on gender, identity, empowerment
and self-awareness. Pamela uses her
experiences as a springboard for exploring
themes concerning the individual and their
surroundings, both ecological and social.

The subject matter/story determines what
materials she works with. The materials help
layer the stories in ways that represent the
complexities of the human condition/s she

is working with. Often times the work and
the artist go through a process of rigorous
and continuous experimentation, layering,
working and re-working narratives to find
new ways of (image) making.

Prayer to Adeke
Mixed media series

'Adeke’ is an Ateso Goddess. The word
itself is means ‘ruler’, ‘overseer’, 'lord’ and
‘creator’. When Christianity came, it was co-
opted to create 'Edeke’ to make room for a
male Judeo-Christian God.

In this work Adeke is co-opted to give
face to mine/our own inner goddess who
in my case | believe manifests through my
keloid scars. Keloid happen when skin takes
along time to forget trauma and keeps
healing creating hypertrophic scars that rise
above the skin. The result is a firm, rubbery
and sometimes shiny bump on the body.
Each keloid is different from the other with
a unique texture almost as if marking how
unique and different each experience is -

a living vessel of memory.

The work is layered in a mixture of texture
(skin), colour (element), figures (people and
deities) to explore the themes of memory,
divinity and being.
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Ebuwut Edou
(The rain is coming)

Ebuwut Edou is the first work in the series
called Prayer to Adeke.

Adeke is an Ateso Goddess. The word itself
is means ruler, overseer, lord and creator.
Ebuwut Edou denotes the coming of the wet
season that signifies the beginning of growth
and newness. A collaboration with the divine
to bring forth new life.
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We are Adeke. Adeke is us.

Prior to monotheism, humans believed the divine was
everywhere in the natural world; in nature, the sky, the
elements, feelings, humans, animals etc. Rituals and
practices were developed to create portals on how to reach/
access the divine. The ingredients used to create these
portals are around us in nature, and nature is part of us.
We are all part of this divine story/god consciousness. We
are temples to Adeke.

Adeke is me

Keloids usually found in people with darker skin and

I happen to come from the darkest people on earth. Skin
colour comes from a chemical called melanin which contains
carbon the organising molecule of melanin. Science tells us
that carbon is abundant in the universe. It is the building
block of the universe. My skin is a whole landscape on a
planet that is my body. What is in me, is also out there in
the universe from which Adeke steams from.



Ku Wuzana Zining'a

Even at such a dreadful time I am still a pet
They only think of me if i belong to them
If i am lucky the scraps of mouldy bread
And bare bones will find my dirty plate

I am nothing more but a dog

Guarding their pride and also protecting their hide
They once upon a time loved me

And also once did the thought cross my mind

I have learnt the deal of living
When you are served with humanity on your plate

It is wild,and treacherous

Photo: Noam Friedman
Poems: Chris Msosa
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A road. Ngakhale mu nthawi yo Sawutsa chonchi ndidakali chiweto

Amangoganiza za ine ngati ndili wawo

Ngati ndili ndi mwayi zidutswa za mkate wa nkhungu
Ndi mafupa opanda kanthu zimafikila mbale yanga

Sindine china koma galu
Woteteza kunyada kwawo komanso
Kuteteza chikopa chawo

lwowa nthawi ina kale ankandikonda

Komanso nthawi ina

Zinandifikilaponso mu maganizo anga

Nda phunzira za mayo
Wotumikiridwa ndi anthu pa mbale yako

Ndi za kunthengo, komanso za wodedeluka

Msewu.

Embrace

Our eternal dance is an immobility
Slipping into a sleeping dance

We are hughes being watched

By subtle human eyes

Who have planted within us
The spirits of their heros and gods.

So much is truth,
What you see here.

We are surrounded
by these two things.

There is as much darkness
as there is light

And no.
No country in between.

Chambiri ndi chilungamo mukuchiona pano.
Tazungulilidwa ndi zinthu ziwiri izi.
Pali mdima chimodzimodzi kuwala

Ndipo ayi.
Popanda dziko pakati.
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