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AMALIAN ARTISAN KEERPS AN ANCIENT
INDIGO TEXTILE TRADITION ALIVE

When Malian artisan Aboubakar Fofana recently displayed his
bespoke bedspreads, table runners, and scarves on a table ar Mew
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Soon only his b

% Home,sh gathered for a closer look.

ing dreac «re visible in a sea of blue
as textile lovers unfurled fabric dyed with natural indigo.
It is the green leaves of the plant indigofera arrecta that produce

a surprising range of beautiful blues, from pale sky to deep, dark
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midnight." It depends on the age of the dye bath and how many
times you dip,” explains 41-year-old Aboubakar, who easily
glides from speaking French to English to Mali's Bamanan.
After 20 vears of dipping and redipping, his fingernails are
permanently stained inky blue. “No two blues ke and,
for me, every color is a different emotion or feeling,” he says.
In Mali, “we have many, many names for blue” b




he roval hue goes back some 5,000 yvears and touches many
corners of the globe. The eardiest African indigo dyeing was
practiced in the 11th century in the Bandiagara area of Mali,
according to textile historians, Aboubakar has set up workshops
in Malis capital, Bamako, where he was born, Everything he
and his talented team touch, from organic cotton to sun-dried
indigo, is produced in Mali. In 2006, the National Museum in
Bamako exhibited his texule creations,

*The exhibition validated my eftorts o :iil.'L'I." the tradition
alive,” explains Aboubakar, who studied in Paris wherg he lives
part-time. “My family thought | would become a lgwyer,” he
laughs. Instead, he paints, practices calligraphy, ansl “learned
about indigo dyeing before all the knowledge was' lost™

Indigo went from royal to rugged thanks o Lievi Strauss,
who invented indigo-dyed blue jeans worn by miners and
prospectors in the 19th century. Most jeans makers, however,
had switched to cheaper, petroleum-based synthede dye by the

20th century. Aboubakar tracked down the world’s master dyers

in Mali, Ghana, and Japan to learn more about the mysterious

process.” The secret recipes are passed down from one genera-
tion to the next by word of mouth,” he explains.

Beyond blue, he values the human touch. " We hand-weave
our own hand-spun cotton, then we hand-stitch and hand-dye
each wrap and blanket,” he says. “The methods and materials
are all natural”

His designs use the resist-dye technique, a bit like te-dyeing,

but he sticches together pleats before dipping (“stitches are

like brushstrokes™). Unbound, the blue-on-white pattern feels

painterly and multi-cult chic. 8




