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Robert Leckie: What are the main issues or themes in your practice? 

 

K O-A: My work starts from my own experience, the elements that constitute my own sense of self, 

in the context of my cultural background. It starts from there but these experiences can also open 

up and speak about more general conditions. 

 

RL: What forms have you used to address this?  

 

K O-A: When I think of my sense of self, it produces itself in different ways. I could claim ethnicity 

and claim to belong to a certain ethnic background, and then national allegiance produces another 

identity, then another layer of identity comes from affiliation with a continent, and then outside of 

the continent there are several more. To be specific it would be thinking through my Accraness, 

through to my Ghanaianness, then Africanness, then blackness, and besides blackness, otherness. So 

it’s constantly changing depending on where you go and your place in time.  

 

RL: One way in which you’ve tried to deal with these issues is through your Prison Anxieties (2011-) 

project. 

 

K O-A: That series came at a point in my development when I decided to confront these aspects of 

how I perceive myself, and how the environment shapes your development. The project started with 

my research into Ghanaian national history, as a way to understand my own cultural past, the 

construct, which is Ghana. The Prison Anxieties series was a way to think through the research I was 

doing at the time, so the project wasn’t just a theoretical preoccupation, but also actualising it in a 

way in that I’m able to make sense of. I made three site specific works, two at the Ussher Fort 

Prison in Jamestown, Accra and one in Iglesia de la Merced in Santiago de Cali. There was also a 

curatorial project that happened in the meantime, an exhibition commissioned by the Nubuke 

Foundation to commemorate Ghana’s 58th year of independence, which I also consider to be part of 

Prison Anxieties. I am now continuing this research at Gasworks. 

 

RL:  How? 

 

K O-A:  The research starts by looking at the country to which I belong and the elements that 

shaped its creation. During the residency at Gasworks I have focused on the Ghanaian flag and what 

it means as a symbolic representation of a collective psyche. How can I now use that symbolism, and 

begin to open it up through other interpretations? I looked into the Asafo flag idiom, which was 

developed around the 17th century during colonial times. This was a very potent and prominent 

cultural practice amongst the Fante people and was a way to express their political affiliations and 

ideas. I thought I could take some of these principles and relate them to contemporary notions of 

what the flag represents, and see how it could help me deal with the complications of existing in and 

belonging to an idea of nation.  

 

RL: How do you communicate these complexities to an audience that might not be familiar with these issues 

or contexts?  

 

K O-A: Research is essential to my practice and there are times when I want to show work in a 

specific way, which would be the best way to show it, but there are other times when I open up a 

possibility for my peers to contribute and that might determine how the work is eventually 

presented. But regarding publics who are not necessarily familiar with themes of my work, this is 



where I insist that information is presented or experienced in a particular way, or present the work 

and let the experiences of the public also formulate its meaning. But I’m still thinking about this. I’m 

still in a place where I’m trying to combine working as an independent artist and working as an 

individual who is inspired by collaboration. This something I will be resolving throughout my 

practice.  

 

RL: Can you talk about the relevance of reading and writing in and for your work? 

 

K O-A: After my undergraduate training my appetite for theory was awakened by my professor. 

Going to art school required skill and the ability to paint. It was in my fourth year that my supervisor 

encouraged me not to limit myself – I could paint if I wanted to but there were also other things I 

could do. I remember feeling then like I had come alive. It jolted me into thinking about these 

interests I have. Before I felt that if I was not making something concrete or something physical I 

wasn’t working, but I realised I could bring a lot of other interests into my practice. I was excited. I 

was introduced to new ideas, such as post-modernism, and I wanted to know more. I was diligent in 

my interests and I realised that I had to apply myself to be in a position where I was constantly 

learning. If you want to know you have to search. That led me to read extensively. After 

accumulating of all these ideas I wanted to express them, so I started writing about music, I started 

sharing personal anecdotes, I began to develop ideas through writing and I began to enjoy writing. 

This is how it developed.  

 

RL: And what art influenced you?  

 

K O-A: Glenn Ligon’s work. I remember seeing his work in my fourth year at university. It was the 

work when he repeated ‘I feel most coloured when thrown against a sharp background’. I loved the 

application of that idea. I remember seeing it and thinking ‘wow’, it is so strong. I think he was one 

artist who I would say I was very much fascinated by. Otherwise it was my peers, coming out of 

school and not knowing what we wanted to do or how we wanted to contribute to the artistic 

scene, we formed a community. Ghana has an interesting history of contemporary art, people say 

we don’t have it, but if you trace it back, in the 90s we had a major contemporary art exhibition in 

the National Museum in Ghana. I think there’s more a suppression of it than anything else. We 

created a community in which we could work together, so there was a scene with another 

perspective of what art is.  

 

RL: Could you talk about the work you developed at Gasworks?  

 

K O-A: The work I’ve made here is called Notion 0603. It focuses on two periods in Ghana’s, or 

Gold Coast’s, cultural history: 1884 and 1957. The number ‘0603’ stands for the sixth of March. This 

was when of the bond of 1844 was signed, which was a bond between the British Crown and the 

local Fante chiefs, in which the chiefs conceded their juridical power to the British Crown, losing the 

ability to prosecute any offences or crimes according to their traditional systems. This is the 

moment in which colonisation of the Gold Coast was formalised. On the same date in 1957 

independence was granted by Britain. I am looking at these two points, which have 130 years in 

between them, trying to deal with the events which produced the nation state Ghana. It is a 

chronological transition from subjugation to independence. I was in interested in using the Asafo flag, 

which is an appropriation of the British use of their own flag. The warrior groups among the Fante 

adopted that flag symbolism and reimagined it to suit their own ideologies. Notion 0603 focuses in 

particular on these two moments, which happened on the same day but during different periods. 

The Asafo flag gave me an opportunity to affirm an identity to which I subscribe to and which I have 

inherited, while allowing me to bring my own personal perspective and produce my own reality. This 

is why I became interested in the flag as a form and the Asafo flag in particular.  

 

RL: How does your research into Ghanaianness, Africanness, blackness, otherness – the many layers of 

identity you were describing before – affect, or cause you to reflect critically, on your own sense of identity? 



 

 

K O-A: My identity changes as I move around the world and issues of race also arise. For example, I 

travelled to Germany and I had to go through security check and when it got to my turn I was 

rigorously searched. Initially I didin’t want to think of it as anything other than people doing their 

jobs, but it is difficult because when I was there I was the only one who went through that. You 

begin to think that this is not just opinions, but an ideology that is ingrained in the psyche. I am not 

saying that is what it is necessarily, but that is what it could be. So these are the things that influence 

my thinking, and I know that there are issues beyond this, like colonisation. I want to be able to 

think more broadly about it and not have to make blanket statement like ‘all people are wrong’ or 

‘I’m a black man’, but these are things you subscribe to, these are things that you become. So I have 

to juggle all of that. And if the state of my national identity is in flux then it applies to all other forms 

of identity. I am questioning my sense of self based on culture, based on religion, based on history, 

based on philosophy, looking through various lenses. It’s a difficult thing.  

 

 


