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THE BEAD 
KING

his government work. He lived for more than a decade in 
Mombasa, Kenya, running an eponymous gallery and working 
as an artist. In 1982 he moved to Florence, Italy to study 
interior design, but was advised to study art and design. 
He chose jewelry design, which he studied for a year, later 
continuing his studies at Camden School of Art in London. 
“It took me time to realize that I could be an artist, a jeweler, 
a goldsmith,” he reflects.

The early 1980s were a time of civil war in Uganda and in 1985 
President Milton Obote was overthrown in a military coup. 
The country’s current leader, Yoweri Kaguta Museveni came 
to power in 1986. When Gateja returned to Uganda in 1989 
he founded a studio named Kwetu Africa, which translates 
from Kiswahili to Home in Africa, with Nigerian-British artist 
Joseph Olubo. Olubo died in London in 1990, before he was 
able to relocate to Uganda, but Gateja has continued their 
original vision of empowerment through craft employment. 
His “secret”—the idea to work with paper beads—grew by the 

T he first paper bead to catch Sanaa Gateja’s eye was in the 
studio rubbish bin. Gateja was studying jewelry design 

in London and explains, “I took it home and saw how it was 
made.” 1 The discarded bead revealed a rolled oval shape and 
the potential of recycling. But at that time, in the 1980s, power 
dressing ruled and Gateja feared “no one in London would buy 
paper beads.” Instead, he used centrifugal casting to create 
versions in gold or silver to sell at markets on the weekends. 
But the original idea of working with paper beads remained 
with him. “I kept it as a secret,” he explains, “to introduce the 
idea to villages when I returned to Africa.”

Gateja was born in Uganda in 1950, twelve years before 
the country’s independence from British colonial rule in 
1962. In 1968 he was appointed Assistant Crafts Officer at 
the Ministry of Culture and Community Development, 
tasked with contributing to the newly independent nation’s 
cultural identity. After managing the craft shop of the Uganda 
pavilion at the 1970 world’s fair in Osaka, Japan, he ended 

by Jessica Hemmings



WINTER 2022  /  31

early 1990s into an enterprise that works across the country 
employing young people, particularly single mothers, in craft. 

Unit construction is the basis of the project’s production model. 
A huge guillotine is used to cut as much 50 kilos of paper (about 
110 pounds) into strips that are then delivered to villages. 
Recycled magazine paper is turned into multicolored beads, 
while fiber-reactive fabric dyes are used to color white office 
paper after the beads are rolled. The beads are then glued and 
varnished with an organic binder for strength and shine before 
they are strung on cords. Once the beads are constructed, they 
return to Gateja’s eight-person studio in Lubowa, Kampala, on 
the north coast of Lake Victoria. From his studio, he focuses on 
drawing, color selection and stitching the strings of beads onto 
bases of bark cloth.

UNESCO awarded Intangible Cultural Heritage status to 
Uganda for bark cloth production in 2008. Harvested from the 
Mutuba tree, a type of ficus, the cloth is traditionally used to 
embalm the dead. Heating and beating stretch the bark into thin 
warm fabric. The centuries-old method is used in many countries 
in Central Africa, with Uganda often credited as preserving the 
technique today. For the wall hangings Gateja produces, beads 
are stitched onto bark cloth and the whole work is then lined 
with a fabric backing. “I like to bring wasted paper back to the 
tree,” he observes, of the materials path “from tree, to paper, to 
recycled paper beads sewn onto their relative, bark cloth.”

Gateja explains that beads can act as a talisman, much like gold 
from Ghana which is said to be created with “words spoken into 
molten gold.” In contrast, he explains, “paper has messages 
already in the material.” Beads crafted from a half ton of paper 
heading to the shredder from former US President Barack 
Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign offer one poignant 
example. As “Obama Beads,” the reappropriated paper returned 
to the U.S. in 2010 for exhibition at the Museum of Art and 
Design in New York as a large tapestry. At the other end of the 
spectrum, the 1990s supplied Uganda with an abundance of 
Chinese propaganda magazines that also found themselves 
refashioned as beads. 

Sanaa Gateja, Baby Boom, 2021. Paper beads on hand woven raffia, 
51 x 63.25 inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery. Left page: detail.

“I like to bring wasted paper 
back to the tree,” he observes, 
of the materials path “from 
tree, to paper, to recycled 
paper beads sewn onto their 
relative, bark cloth.”

Sanaa Gateja, Biologica, 2021. Paper beads on barkcloth, 91.75 x 
59.5 inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.
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Today he chuckles that his first memory of the objects that are 
the focal point of his career was the feeling that “beads were 
slightly frightening.” Gateja recalls sitting on his aunt’s lap as 
a young child where, along with memories of her perfume, a 
necklace of large black and white or blue and white beads met 
his eye level. While the close vision clearly left an early imprint 
on the artist’s memory, the pictorial content of his work today 
feels entirely positive. Compositions are often symmetrically 
balanced and draw on themes of abundant nature such as “A 
New Day” (2020), “Blossoming” (2021), “Old Coffee Tree” (2021) 
and “Nectar” (2022). The oval beads—wider at the center and 
tapered towards each end—look at times like seeds. But other 
associations appear as well, such as the barbs of individual 

Sanaa Gateja, Blossoming, 2021. Paper beads on hand woven raffia, 
92.5 x 59 inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.

Sanaa Gateja, Bird Queen, 2021. Paper beads on barkcloth, 85 x 
54 inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.

Left page: Sanaa Gateja, A New Day, 2020. Paper beads on barkcloth, 
84.25 x 56.5 inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.

feathers in “Bird Queen” (2021). Occasionally round beads 
appear within a ground of ovals to punctuate the design. 
Abstraction makes a less frequent appearance but can be seen 
in the mottled stripes of “Change 2” (2021) where some less 
tapered beads create tightly packed bands and small fringed 
areas hang free. 

If Kori Newkirk2 and Liza Lou’s3 use of beads were both 
driven by the possibility of optical games, Sanaa Gateja’s craft 
shows little interest in illusion. Instead, he believes “a bead is 
a miniature sculpture.” Like Lou, Gateja has found in beads a 
distinct form of economic empowerment, predominantly for 
women. An idea born out of a chance introduction has now 
existed for three decades as a form of income generation. Some 
individuals have now worked with Gateja for twenty years. 
Today he estimates more than 100,000 individuals have been 
employed to create beads through Kwetu Africa—starting from 



©2022 Surface Design Association, Inc. All rights reserved.
Reproduction without permission is strictly prohibited.

34  /  SURFACE DESIGN JOURNAL



WINTER 2022  /  35

the seemingly insignificant action of recycling and rolling. No 
wonder he has earned the affectionate moniker “Bead King.”

afriartgallery.org/artists/sanaa-gateja

Sanaa Gateja is exhibiting at the 58th Carnegie International Is it 
morning for you yet? in Pittsburgh through April 2,  2023.

1 Sanaa Gatejia, interview with author, September 26, 2022.
2 Hemmings, Jessica. “Kori Newkirk: Painter without Paint.” Surface 
Design Journal, Fall 2006.
3 Hemmings, Jessica. “Liza Lou.” Surface Design Journal, Spring 2017.

—Jessica	 Hemmings	 is	 Professor	 of	 Craft	 at	 HDK-Valand,	
University of Gothenburg, Sweden and the Rita Bolland Fellow at 
the Research Centre for Material Culture, the Netherlands (2020–
2023). Forthcoming publications include a monograph about the 
Dutch fashion designer Iris van Herpen and the second edition of 
The Textile Reader (Bloomsbury: 2023). jessicahemmings.com

Left page: Sanaa Gateja, Old	Coffee	Tree, 2021. Paper beads on 
barkcloth, 85.5 x 64.5 inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.

Sanaa Gateja, Nectar, 2022. Paper beads on barkcloth, 81 x 35.75 
inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.

Sanaa Gateja, Galactic, 2022. Paper beads on barkcloth, 50 x 59.5 
inches. Photo courtesy of Afriart Gallery.

http://afriartgallery.org/artists/sanaa-gateja
http://jessicahemmings.com



