
 

 

  



 

 

 

Dear Future Self is the title of Joseph 

Awuah-Darko’s debut solo exhibition at 

GÄRNA Art Gallery in Madrid. The exhibition 

showcases the way Awuah-Darko adapts 

African folk-art traditions with his 

distinctive approach to materiality and 

figurative representation. AwuahDarko 

harnesses a variety of materials in his 

figurative depiction of human beings and 

flora and fauna that strives for the ideal and 

the universal. In Awuah-Darko’s tapestries 

form, colour and texture emerge organically 

as simple geometric shapes like rectangles 

and squares are combined with curvilinear 

forms to showcase the flexibility and 

expressive qualities of the materials used. 

The forms, colours and textures that 

emerge do so organically as a result of 

Awuah-Darko’s synthesis of crafts and fine 

art techniques including painting, collage 

and weaving. This work could be described 

as African Bauhaus — were it not for the 

fact that Africa’s folk-art tradition embraced 

a ‘Bauhaus’ conception before there was a 

Bauhaus. Awuah-Darko mines this ancient 

but still fecund seam in woven tapestries 

incorporating human forms, flora and 

fauna, the sun, moon and stars in a way that 

representationally reinforces the holistic 

nature of the arts and crafts-embracing 

African conception of artistic creation. In 

line with this tradition the works in Dear 

Future Self depict the natural, universal and 

cosmic. Awuah-Darko’s innovation is a 

signature combination of materiality and 

figuration that rests on a basic contrast of 

form between his sinuous ‘sentinel’ figures 

and the simple geometric shapes that 

emerge as organic patterns. This formal 

contrast is echoed by similar contrasts of 

colour and texture. Awuah-Darko’s 

‘sentinels’ are coloured in striking reds, 

blacks and yellows, with their forms often 

outlined by yellow, red or purple borders 

which create striking contrasts with their 

tapestry backgrounds. This approach to 

figuration is predicated on movement: for 

Awuah-Darko, the essence and the spirit of 

figuration is dependent on kinetic 

relationships between forms. There is both 

abstraction and realism in Awuah-Darko’s 

tapestries which call upon all the tools of 

traditional art making in Africa to conjure 

poetic and sensory impressions that occupy 

a grey space between objective truth and 

pure feeling. Awuah-Darko’s art confronts 

and engages with ideas in a search for 

epistemological truth. His geometric shapes 

and sinuous forms suggest ideals that 

reconcile the polar pillars of materiality and 

figuration, tangible objects and visible 

figures. Awuah-Darko selects materials for 

their intrinsic qualities and scale. His artistic 

vision embraces scale to promote the ideals 

and universals for which he is striving. 

Awuah-Darko creates combinations of 

textures, colours and forms that surprise 

and jar. The work of El Anatsui is an 

influence, but Awuah-Darko’s propensity 

for biomorphic forms in his woven 

tapestries and in his penchant for synthetic 

materials, such as yarn, satin and plastic — 

rather than his compatriot’s bottle caps and 

other found objects — to create his 

sculptural tapestries are significant points 

of divergence. The structural counterpoint 

between materiality and figuration in 

Awuah-Darko’s work arises organically from 

an empirical epistemological approach. 

Awuah-Darko is cognizant that human 



 

beings do not fully direct their attention to 

visible figures, which change depending on 

perspective. Human eyes do not attend to 

this change, as they imperceptibly correct  

for changes in shape and extension that are 

dependent on the observer’s point of view. 

This creates a disconnect between visible 

figures, which deceive as to physical reality 

and tangible objects, which reflect this 

reality. Awuah-Darko’s tapestries harness 

materiality and figuration to show that 

tangible objects are not only fundamentally 

different to visible figures, but also 

potentially unknowable. His simple 

geometric shapes and sinuous forms attain 

the ideal and universal as regards figuration 

while his forms, colours and textures 

achieve truth to materials. This 

counterpoint can be seen in three 

emblematic works in Awuah-Darko’s 

oeuvre, Bourbon Stance, (2022), Nootka 

Scorpio, (2022) and Purslane War, (2022). 

The first is a large-scale tapestry (396.2 x 

795.5cm) which uses rust brown satin 

flowers to outline a sentinel form against a 

pastel blue woven tapestry backdrop. The 

form — a female in an expressively sinuous, 

semi-crouching stance as if poised to leap 

into space — is at once futuristic and deeply 

traditional. The second, another large-scale 

tapestry (371.8 x 557.8cm), features pink 

and red satin flowers which take on the 

outline of a sentinel figure that is a hybrid 

between a man and a scorpion set against a 

black woven tapestry backdrop. There is a 

palpable power and menace in this 

transformed sentinel form. In Purslane War 

(457.2 x 393.2cm) two sentinel figures 

formed of black satin flowers are playing tug 

o’ war against a yellow woven tapestry 

backdrop even as an enigmatic pink satin 

band on the rope — or the wrists of the 

contending rope pullers — hints at the 

possibility of peace. Of the geometric 

shapes Awuah-Darko deploys the most 

recurrent are the steps which speak to 

ascending and descending the various steps 

of wellness and also the steps separating — 

and interlinking — the various human and 

animal forms spiritually from one another.  

This emblem is not only used thematically 

but also in Awuah-Darko’s handling of 

materials: the steps cut of some of his 

tapestries obliquely allude to the sinusoidal 

nature of the mental health cycle. Awuah-

Darko’s work emerges from and is refracted 

through the prism of his struggle with 

clinical depression; he finds catharsis in 

purging these inner conflicts through the 

spiritual and psychological component in his 

work. There is an auto-reflexive aspect in 

Awuah-Darko’s work in that his thematic 

material – the cacti, stars, crescent moons, 

scorpions, snakes, humanoid sentinel forms 

and other emblems – all play multiple roles 

and have varying and even opposing 

symbolic values depending on context. It is 

in his exploration of these themes through 

his distinctive approach to materiality and 

figuration that he arrives at an ideal of 

universal and poetic truth. One of these 

themes is the cactus plant. Awuah-Darko is 

fascinated by cactus varieties, which in 

colour and texture symbolise the 

dichotomies of his mental health struggles. 

The rarity and resilience of cacti are 

inspirations for his tapestries. In their 

beauty and sadness, their prickliness and 

sweetness, Awuah-Darko sees mirrors of 

the psychological and spiritual moods of 



 

depression. Awuah-Darko’s cactus flowers 

are brightly coloured and ornamental in 

resplendent yellows, purples, pinks, reds 

and oranges, green; the charm of these 

colours and the softness of their textures 

are captured using satin flowers that 

contrast with the dull grey or green and 

prickly textures of their bodies which are 

captured in coarse woven backgrounds. In 

Rebutia Despair (2022), a woven sentinel 

figure is shown about to ascend a ladder as 

another figure smothers it, seeking to 

dissuade the attempted ascent. Two other 

figures toppling from the ladder attest to 

the reason for the attempt to prevent the 

ascent. In Ferocactus Dance (2022), a red 

sentinel figure with a purple border 

navigates a treacherous landscape between 

two green snakes representing the mental 

health afflictions. The striving visible in the 

dancing sentinel form is redolent of the 

strenuous effort involved in the creative 

activity that Awuah-Darko engages in to 

overcome depression. Just as with the 

cactus theme, semantic ambiguity is 

intrinsic to the dance theme in Awuah-

Darko’s work. Some of AwuahDarko’s 

sentinel forms suggest the therapeutic 

nature of dance whilst others present 

contending sentinel figures in poses which 

draw attention to the choreography of 

conflict. Joseph Awuah-Darko’s work is a 

celebration of community. There is spiritual 

community (and continuity) in his 

faithfulness to African folk-art tradition. 

There is thematic community in the textural 

and figurative truth attained by his 

depiction of flora and fauna, celestial 

objects and human sentinel forms. Finally, 

there is practical and methodological 

community in that AwuahDarko is based at 

and works from Noldor, an artist-led studio 

community and ecosystem in Accra which 

he shares with a group of artists and 

artisans who are constantly learning from 

and stimulating one another. The result is 

this exhibition which showcases a coherent 

artistic vision which rewards attentive 

viewing.  
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Joseph Awuah - Darko 

Mihanovic Stance, 2022  

Satén y tapicería tejida 

200 x 210 cm  

 

8,450€ + IVA 

 

https://admin.itgalleryapp.com/index.php?p=admin_artists&a=view&id=36933


 

 

  

Joseph Awuah - Darko 

Ferocactus Reclined, 2022  

Satén y tapicería tejida 

370 x 260 cm  

 

15,225€ + IVA 

 

https://admin.itgalleryapp.com/index.php?p=admin_artists&a=view&id=36933


 

 

  

Joseph Awuah - Darko 

Opuntia Flight, 2022  

Satén y tapicería tejida 

200 x 190 cm  

 

9,620€ + IVA 

 

https://admin.itgalleryapp.com/index.php?p=admin_artists&a=view&id=36933


 

 

  

Joseph Awuah - Darko 

Piloso Courtship, 2022  

Satén y tapicería tejida 

200 x 190 cm  

 

9,620€ + IVA 

 

https://admin.itgalleryapp.com/index.php?p=admin_artists&a=view&id=36933


 

 

  

Joseph Awuah - Darko 

Saguaro Trio, 2022  

Satén y tapicería tejida 

200 x 190 cm  

 

9,620€ + IVA 

 

https://admin.itgalleryapp.com/index.php?p=admin_artists&a=view&id=36933


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joseph Awuah-Darko (b. 1996, London, UK; lives and works in Accra, Ghana) is a British-born 

Ghanaian contemporary artist best known for his multi-disciplinary practice of painting and 

woven tapestry work. His practice autobiographically references major broader themes of 

depression [mental health], spirituality and identity, as well as procreative sexuality. Beyond 

acrylic paintings, Joseph earnestly employs interdisciplinary techniques rooted in local poster 

design with works on canvas. Additionally Ghanaian basket weaving and European tapestry-

making are also engaged to create both abstract and loosely figurative works that depict symbols 

of spirituality - rendered in the dystopian beings he describes as Sentinels which famously 

reference the Akuaba fertility doll originating from Akan culture in Southern Ghana. Often 

depicting moments of conflict or amorous harmony, Awuah-Darko pulls influences from African 

literature, Ashanti poetry and internalized cognitive dreams played back to himself. The tapestry 

process usually begins through the weaving of found plastic which is a material he deliberately 

utilizes in acknowledgement of its complex history. Plastic acts both as industrial friend and 

environmental foe given its domestic use yet peril towards the environment respectively. With 

a documented autobiographical history of suicide attempts, Awuah-Darko’s work presents 

idiosyncratic visions of the perennial battles with mental wellness and identity, while also 

alluding to the complicated histories of capitalism and systemic policing. Joseph utilizes 

segments of weaved Ghanaian basket making, commercial dyes and incorporates satin roses to 

create the figurative elements within the conceived large scale woven tapestries. Influenced by 



 

artists such as Henri Matisse, Magdalene Odundo, El Anatsui, Andy Warhol and Atta Kwami, he 

repetitively investigates emotion through form and shapes, interlacing reality with his singular 

magical escapist dream state often aligning with his global view. The artist emphasizes a sense 

of community as he attempts to increasingly place artisanal everyday Ghanaians in the center 

of his artistic production as a key attribute to his creative proliferation. One of Joseph's recent 

bodies of work is a tapestry that deeply considers the crippling effects of mental health issues 

which statistically acts as one of the leading causes of death amongst persons in black/African 

communities. The work ‘Purslane War’ engages atypical hues such as yellow, black and magenta 

to create this vibrant, intricately assembled tapestry actively exploring the height of internal 

conflict in a depicted tug-of-war. This mirrors doubt and uncertainty alluding to the artist’s 

ongoing battle with sustaining mental health etched in a lack of personal equanimity. With a 

solo exhibition in 2019 with Gallery 1957 under his belt, Joseph Awuah-Darko has rebirthed his 

career forging a new visual vocabulary from the one he initially debuted. In the process he still 

continues to dedicate a significant amount of his time at the helm of institutions dedicated to 

uplifting emerging practitioners from the continent; he is the recognized director and founder 

of the Noldor Artist Residency and the president of the Institute Museum of Ghana 


