
 

El Anatsui – A Great African Artist  
 

El Anatsui [ah-nah-ch-wee] known as El, is a sculptor 

from Ghana who currently lives and works in Nigeria. 

He transforms simple, everyday materials into 

striking large-scale installations. His work combines 

traditional African with modern techniques. He has 

gone on to receive widespread international acclaim for 

his works and influenced many generations of young 

creators. 
 

EARLY LIFE AND EDUCATION 

El was born in Anyako, Ghana in 1944. His mother died 

when he was young and was then raised by his uncle and 

aunt. When he discovered that they were not his parents, it 

came as a shock.  In search of his identity, he decided to 

choose his own name: El Anatsui. 
 

He went to the College of Art at the University in Kumasi.  In 

1975, aged 29,   he began teaching at the University of 

Nigeria, in Nsukka, where he still lives today. 
  

HIS WORK  

Ever since his earliest years as an artist, El preferred to work in clay and wood 

as these materials enabled him to create objects heavily based on traditional 

Ghanaian beliefs. This enabled him to feel proud of his heritage and have a 

distinct feeling of belonging. He once said ‘I use broken pieces because of my 

family history and I am not living in my own family nor in my native 

country.’  El’s work often has hidden meanings which he likes to leave to the 

viewer to interpret.    

 

He has had lots of international attention for his more recent 

"bottle-top installations" which consist of thousands of 

aluminium pieces from recycling stations sewn together with 

copper wire, which are then transformed into metallic cloth-like 

wall sculptures.  

 

This beautiful sculpture is called Ink Splash II.  
 
Imagine the patience that was required to make this! For over 

two or three months, some forty young men from the local 

community were involved in cutting, hammering and folding 

the bottle tops. With copper thread, they join them together into 

flexible blocks. Then comes time for El to create his composition. 

After drawing lines on the floor, he continues shifting the 

blocks and making digital photographs to gauge the result 

until he is finally satisfied.  

 

As well as bottle caps, he has also used found materials that range from old milk tins, railway 

sleepers, driftwood, iron nails and printing plates.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Nigeria


OUTDOOR EXHIBITIONS 

When his work is displayed outside, El does not concern himself with the bottle 

tops being damaged by the weather. In Venice, this work was outside for six 

months, and when it came back he said he saw that salt and wind had affected 

it making it look older - wear and tear is welcome. As a human being, you age 

and change. You learn to live with that. 

 

GHANAIAN KENTE INSPIRATION 

EL’s artwork is a partial modern 

interpretation of kente cloth from his native 

Ghana. His flexible metal draperies are often 

associated with it which consists in narrow 

woven strips sewn together. El’s father and 

brother were kente weavers who made this 

Ghanaian cloth, once designed for tribal 

chiefs to display their wealth.   El admits that 

it has had some influence in his life but other 

things play a part too.  

 

HOW IS HIS WORK HUNG? 

It’s up to the curator to decide. El sends his work to galleries without instructions 

because he believes they should be part of the creative process. 

EXHIBITIONS 

In 1995, El held his first solo exhibition outside of Africa in London. Now his 

work can be seen all over the world.  Why not visit The British Museum, to see 

some of his work?  

AWARDS 

In 1968, El won his first award at the First Ghana National Art Awards. The 

following year he was awarded the Best Student of the Year at the College of Art. 

He went on to win many awards across the world including, in 2015, the Venice 

Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement.  

QUOTES 

People passed without noticing. But El stopped to pick up the dusty bag filled with discarded bottle tops 

and turned them into gold. He said, ‘I really want to move people.’ 
He believed he wanted to create, "Something that had more relationship to me, as someone growing up in 
an African country and to draw connections between consumption, waste, and the environment". 
 

VIDEOS TO WATCH ON YOU TUBE 

Meet the Artist El Anatsui 

El Anatsui: Studio Process | Art21 "Extended Play" 

Gravity and Grace: Monumental Works by El Anatsui 
 

WEBSITE TO VISIT 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/el-anatsui-17306/who-is-el-anatsui 
 

 

GLOSSARY 
Sculptor – an artist who makes 2D or 3D forms, especially by carving stone or wood or by casting metal or plaster. 

Installation - is a 3D visual artwork, often created for a specific place and designed to change the space 

Acclaim - enthusiastic and public praise 

Heritage - practices or characteristics that are passed down through the years, from one generation to the next 

Draperies – cloth or curtains hanging in loose folds. 

Curator - a manager of a museum or art collection. 

Consumption -using up resources like metals, wood and oil 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/el-anatsui-17306/who-is-el-anatsui

