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Editorial
We need a book like Artists of Nigeria, in every country of the continent, whatever its size
or status; celebrating its art education – non-formal as well as formal – artists and
movements. But until that time, we have the great precursor.
Some of these artists have been celebrated in issues of this magazine, so I am happy to
present to you, the Artists of Nigeria, published by 5 Continents.
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King Solomon and other Monarchs
Blessed are the artists of Nigeria, for they will have Onyema on their side.
There's not another country in the sub-Saharan regions of the continent, that has
produced a book such as Artists of Nigeria. And let me correct myself, for this is a tome,
rather than a book: something from the heavyweight division. Not just for its physical
aspect, its size and heaviness, but for the calibre of the creativity shown here and for the
text that accompanies it. Onyema Offoedu-Okeke takes us on a tour, through the throne
room of Nigerian Art.
Because Nigeria has produced such pioneering artists as Solomon Wangboje, Uche
Okeke, Jimoh Buraimoh and Ben Enwonwu, this publication sometimes reads like a Who's
Who's of Modern Art in Africa.
The introductory segment gave me confirmation of something, as well as a surprise. I was
not sure whether Ben Enwonwu was the first Nigerian - possible the first African - to exhibit
in England. But the book informs us that in 1920, a carved door by the sculptor, Olowe of
Ise, was exhibited in the West African Pavilion, during the British Empire exhibition in
Wembley.
When we think of European influence on modern art in Africa and the endeavours of the
English teachers to have the work of their African students exhibited abroad – such as
Frank McEwen, Margaret Trowell and Kenneth Murray – I was surprised to hear that a
very early patron of art in Nigeria was a Yoruba medic, Dr Randle; that he held what the
book tells us was 'the first recorded art exhibition', in his home in 1901.
And Dr Randle brings us to the first featured artist, Aina Onabolu, who was the artist in that
1901 exhibition. Aina Onabolu, the original. Before Kenneth Murray, there was this
Nigerian artist, who studied at St. John's Wood Art School in London. On returning to his
homeland in 1922, he delivered the first art lessons, in some of the the primary and
secondary schools of Nigeria. It was his suggestion, that resulted in Kenneth Murray
coming to Nigeria: Ben Enwonwu was one of the fist students of Murray. Because of his
pioneering teaching and his artistic specialism, I think of Onabolu, as the Patron Saint of
the African Portrait.
Would have liked to have seen at least one cartoon by Akinola Lasekan, especially when
we remember their popularity during the Independence struggle and that they were a
favoured tool of Nnamdi Azikwe. Lasekan was a role model figure, when you think that he
was educated only up to secondary level, received no formal art teaching, but became a
lecturer at Nsukka and a Fellow at Ile-Ife.
The next pioneering artist, the first iconic figure of African Modern Art, received the full
gamut of educational possibilities; gaining a first class diploma with honours in sculpting,
from the Slade in London: Ben Enwonwu. It was good to see the full page paintings
Agbogho Mmo and Ogulugu-Igbo Masquerade, as well as the seminal sculpture Anyanwu,
all figures from the Igbo culture; plus a personal favourite of mine, View of River Niger at
Asaba. Enwonwu has a central place in the Royal Pantheon.
Then we come to the priestess of the pantheon. Although born in Austria and trained as an

artist in Switzerland, from 1950 until her physical passing, she lived in Nigeria; her vision
helping to generate what is now a UNESCO World Heritage site: the sacred groves of
Oshogbo. Due to her belief, vision and activism, she was inducted as a priestess of Osun,
one of the leading deities of the Yoruba.
From batik and pen and ink to wood; to Lamidi Fakeye, from that great lineage of
sculptors. Privileged were the learners who attended his workshops, in Nigeria, America,
England and France.
In the introductory text, to the section on the Pre-Independence Era, it was good to be
reminded of Onaism, the art movement that explored and used 'patterns and motifs
derived from Yoruba sculpture, batik design, pottery, weaving, bronze and metal casting'.
This movement was founded at the university of Ile-Ife, the sacred city of the Yoruba. Good
also to be introduced to the photographers, such as J.D. Okhai Ojeikere – his studies of
Nigerian hairstyles - Don Barber and Kelechi Amadi Obi, as I knew nothing of this aspect
of the national creativity.
Onward we went, viewing the meditative paintings and majestic sculpture of Abayomi
Barber; Erhabor Emokpae and his depictions in oil, of iconic figures in Nigerian history; the
pottery of Ladi Kwali, whose life and work, reminded me of the art of the South African
doyen of traditional ceramics, Nesta Nala.
To Uche Okeke, who I call the Monumental One, who was one of the great educators –
and the one who revitalised uli. A founding member of the ''Zaria Rebels'', he seems to
have been an omnipresent presence on the Nigerian art scene, with his work at Mbari
Enugu, Nsukka University and the Asele Institute. Good to see his work in gouache, as
well as the pen and ink of the uli drawings. Like Ben Enwonwu, he has a central place in
the Royal Pantheon; a diadem for Uche Okeke.
I don't know of any other African artist, who has created in as many genres as Demas
Nwoko. If there is one sub-Saharan artist that can be called a Renaissance Man, then it is
him; architecture, dance, theatre, sculpture, painting, literature and so on. I didn't realise
that he'd been involved in architectural consultancy also; another to add to his list of
talents and roles. I was never a fan of his paintings, but his sculpture, very much so. I
would have either The Philosopher or A Wise Man, or both, standing in a corner of a room.
If I should bow my head to someone, let it be to Demas Nwoko.
Then we come to King Solomon, my King Solomon. Although I like the prints of Bruce
Onobrakpeya and respect his trail-blazing art, when it comes to printmaking, for me, its the
work of the lesser known Solomon Wangbaje, that would hang in the rooms of my home.
As a big admirer of lino and wood cuts, I have studied artists such as John Muafangejo of
Namibia, Azaria Mbatha of South Africa and the two African Americans, Hale Woodruff and
Dox Thrash, but I keep going back to King Solomon. Like Uche Okeke, he was a great
educator, teaching in three universities; founding the department of Creative Arts at the
University of Benin. It would be an honour to place the crown on his head.
Plastograph and serigraph were unknown terms to me, until I came across the work of the
aforementioned Bruce Onobrakpeya, a couple of years ago. Reading this book, alerts me
to his use of copperfoil also. The intricacies of his work, especially the black and white
plastographs, are pleasantly mind-boggling. His annual Harmattan workshops, brings
artists form near and far and beyond the border. When so many of the featured artists are
from the Igbo and Yoruba cultures, its good to have someone from the Urhobo.

When looking at the art of Jimoh Buraimoh, I think that God must have sent him here on
earth, as one of his artists-in residence, to beautify the world with beads. When we think of
beadwork, we think of the Maasai of Kenya, the Nguni peoples of southern Africa, the
Kuba of the Congo, but these were used as personal decoration, as love letters. A master
of colour and its mix, his art would also hang where I reside. For giving us the gift of colour,
in such works as Forum of Elders and Installation of an Oba, I offer a royal salute.
Like Buraimoh, another artist who came under the Oshogbo influence, was the one I call
Mama Adire, Nike Davies-Okundaye, who although associated with the indigo-dyed cloth,
also creates using batik and mixed-media. A pioneering art educator as well as artist, she
deserves to be in the regal roll-call. Wouldn't you like to deliver a workshop, talk or lecture,
with Shango Worshippers as a backdrop? Mama Adire, there is a tiarra waiting for you.
Moving on through this gilded chamber, we're introduced to the dream like paintings of
Moyo Ogundipe, such as Celestial Migrants and Emperor Sundiata's Daughter ; of those
of Kolade Oshinowo, such as Migrations and Market Affair; and from the the one I call the
Poet Laureate of the Nigerian Twilight, Abiodun Olaku. Good to see a comprehensive view
of his art, as we associate him more with his studies of dusk and dawn: of little lights and
firelight, over the lagoons of Lagos.
Demonstrating the influence of Bruce Onobrakpeya, we see the exquisite print works of
Tayo Quaye. We are informed in the text, that one of his works 'was acquired by the
Victoria and Albert Museum', which is an extra impetus for visiting that institution.
Onward, to Reuben Ugbine and his unique sculpture of pigmented clay; individuals, duos
and group settings. There's also a couple of of Iroko wood pieces, such as the stunning
Athlete.
The last artist featured in the 1970-1980 section, is the sculptor Samuel Chukwu
Nwobodo. When you think that he received no formal training, you have to give thanks for
the Igbo apprenticeship system, when you look at such works as Father's Portrait and
Prodigal Son.
How many stars are in the sky? How many artists in Nigeria? I think that one of the
hardest things of this book for Offoedu-Okeke, must have been the selection of which artist
s to include. Rather him than me! Especially when you think that artists such as Oghagbon
Moses, Nina Fabunmi, Uzoma Samuel Anyanwu, Sunday Chukwu or Peji Alatise, are not
represented here.
We carry on along the red carpet, to an artist who appears to specialise in blue: Edosa
Oguigo. Whether depicting people, horses, clothing or pots, blue is in there. Another
favoured aspect of his creativity, is the painting of equestrian scenes: he has mastered
horse and rider in motion. In a painting called Durbar: The Charge, there is a wonderful
combination of favoured colour and subject matter.
How often do we see art in plastocast? I wonder why not, when I see what can be
produced, looking at the offerings of Anthony Enebeli; of people at work and in celebration.
Created in the present, they remind me of medieval tapestries, telling the stories of time.
A graduate of the legendary Yaba, El-Dargg Leonard Okwoju has chosen to celebrate the
semi-nude female form in his creativity: movement of elegance. The one entitled Green
Wingtips, recalls for me the annual Swazi and Zulu gathering of young woman, where they

perform The Reed Dance.
Whether she comes with paint or with print, its always good to see what Lara Ige-Jacks will
produce. I think of her as one of the great users of impasto, as well as the serigraph. See
Gathering for the former, 019 for the latter.
On to the Watercolour Man, Ini Brown. Paintings of herding, vending and the Niger River.
Like the Sotho watercolourist, Tsepiso Lesenyeho, he paints rural scenarios. I imagine the
man in the boat in the painting entitled Sunset, sitting back, watching the unfolding colours
in the sky, wrapped in the magnificence.
He is President of the Society of Nigerian Artists UK who at the time of writing – February
2018 – have an exhibition at SOAS, London University. Like his countryman Edosa Oguigo
he is a specialist of movement; but where as Oguigo, focus on horses, Hasan Aliyu paints
humans in motion; Runaway is a great example.
A former student at Auchi, you can see the influence of Ablade Glover in such paintings as
Shantytown and Market; and the originality of Alex Nwokolo, in the ones entitled
Fragmented Hope and Blue Rooftops.
From Onaism, came Mufu Onifade, came Araism. Onifade is influenced by the traditions
and art of his Yoruba culture. I like the mysticism of Iroke (The Seeker); imagery of past
and present, in Stranger Among Masks; the playfulness of Tan ma S'oko.
Whether watercolour, acrylic or pastel, you can see the author enjoys his interaction and
experimentation with colour, as diplayed in the pastel Organza Light; the acrylic Ancestral
Jisting; the watercolour, Metropolitan Masquerade. I think of the latter displayed as
ceramic, as tiling or on a vase.
A great capturer of urban living, is Abimbola Samson Adenugba. I've never been to Lagos,
but you get a real feel for the city, when looking at the seven paintings shown here; its
vibrancy and its pathos, which every major city holds.
The last artist I'll feature is Ibe Ananaba, especially for his ballpoint artistry. The only other
African artist I can think of that uses ballpoint pen regularly, is the Ghanaian Enam
Bosokah. You wouldn't think that biro could produce such beauty; something serene that
touches the spiritual.
Many artists are documented here, I couldn't cite all of them! Have to admit that I would
have liked to have seen Simon Okeke featured. But I hope I've given a comprehensive
view of the creative spirits, celebrated within the pages of this tome. Artists of Nigeria is a
magnificent achievement; a wonderful symbiosis of beautiful art and brilliant text. Truly, a
labour of love; truly, the artists of his homeland, are blest to have Onyeme Offoedu-Okeke
in their corner. A work of majesty, paying homage to King Solomon and the other
monarchs; and the princes and princesses that have come after them.
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