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PREFACE

This study is a documentation of the use of African traditional art symbols and
motifs by Tola Wewe in his artistic expressions. It discusses and analyses the art
symbols in some selected works of Tola. It also recognizes ona, and artistic
movements that are commonly seen in the Yoruba and Igbo traditions. It also
traces the origin and meaning and context of use. Today, Wewe is one of the few
artists in Nigeria who not just employ the use of traditional art symbols and forms
for the beauty alone but to preserve and protect the Nigerian culture and traditional
believes. The photographs of Wewe’s paintings revealing different kinds of motifs
were also analyzed for a clearer understanding of how these motifs can be truly
manipulated and creatively exploited to form masterpieces. This ceaseless, never-
ending, persistent and relentless practice to art experimentations and production
has made Wewe a man with an indelible landmark on the sands of time. Thus, the
background of the artist and his immense contribution as an artist were also

documented.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study

All over Africa, visual images and ordinary objects are used symbolically to
communicate knowledge, feelings and values. Symbols play an important role in the African
conception of reality. Traditional symbols and motifs are those characters, figures or marks used
to represent an idea, thought or believe. Traditional art symbols are an essential part of a long
artistic tradition in Africa and they remain the visual form to retain and record significant
information just as the traditional art motifs. Africans use symbols to indicate a sacred site, the
location of a waterhole and the means to get there, a place where animals inhabit and as a way to
illustrate moon time stories. To understand and appreciate traditional art symbols imagine how

you would indicate, record and recall essential information or place names or events in a non

material world.

Since Africans travelled vast distances across their continent, significant information was
recorded using syrr;bols in regular ceremony. Sand painting and body painting ceremonies kept
the symbols alive and remembered. Later, these symbols were transformed into a more
permanent form using acrylic on canvas but the meanings behind these symbols remained the
same. Generally the symbols used by African artists are a variation of lines, circles or dot.
Similar symbols can have multiple meanings and the elaborate combination of these can tell
complex stories. Combining the stories the African artist tells about the painting with an

understanding of the meaning behind the symbols can lead to a greater appreciation of the work.

Many more use of these traditional art symbols can be found on painted and carved
wood, leather, jewelry, tattoos, textiles and pottery. African women play a vital role in the
development of African traditional art symbols. They use these symbols on the walls of their
homes and on their pottery. These traditional symbols are believed to represent magical

protection against adversity and the evil eye and are also believed to possess healing capabilities.

Another reason for developing these art symbols was that Africa was ridden with
different types of sicknesses and parasitic diseases that devastated the ability of the people to
resist other diseases, the same diseases that were little or of no threat to the people of the
developed countries and so they try as much as possible to relate with the spirit word through
this medium. Spirits protect man, they ensure success in life and provide security to man. These
art symbols and motifs were used to bring the spirits closer to mankind as they serve as

intermediates and provide secular communication between them.

The origins of African art lie long before recorded history. African rock art in the Sahara
in Niger preserves 6000 year old carvings. The earliest known sculptures are from the Nok
culture of Nigeria, made around 500 BC. Along with sub Saharan Africa, the cultural arts of the
western tﬁbc;, ancient Egyptian paintings and artifacts, and indigenous southern crafts also
contributed greatly to African art. The art often depicted the surrounding of nature and was often

more of abstract interpretation of animals, plant life, or natural designs and shapes.

In a country with more than one-seventh of the continents people and by far the most
populated of Africa’s continent, Nigeria is not just blessed with natural mineral resources but
also rich in art. Nigeria is a country with diverse ethnic groups. These groups contribute greatly

to the fact that Nigeria has a very rich culture and diverse art interests. In the traditional Igbo



society, Uli art forms, materials and ideas are often employed as some of the methods of objects
the society used to motivate the people to prestige and class. Uli is a traditional and indigenous
visual art forms, motifs and symbols that are used by the Igbo people of south eastern region of
Nigeria to achieve the desired psychological and aesthetic satisfaction..Some argue that Uli is an
expression of the people’s capacity for creative design, which is firmly rooted in their
experiences of life in the past, present and future. The design elements of Uli are cultural bound
and deep rooted on the folklore of the Igbo cultural experiences. Uli is a style employed in a
complex system of body painting and creation of wall mural using a vast catalogue of signs and

symbols, and pattern to a distinctive representation of the Igbo Universe. Membership of certain

in groups or age grades can also seck aesthetical satisfaction through the use of Uli designs and

motifs.

The history of Nigerian art cannot be complete without making reference to Uli art forms
and design. It is one of the major indigenous and rich cultural heritages that have transported a
people’s belief, values, communicative elements and creative ideologies into a unique and
acesthetic art phenomenon. Many art forms have emerged during the years since Nigeria got her
independence and even before her independence. Such art forms include texfilc, sculpture,
ceramics, visual communication otherwise known as graphics and painting among others.
Painting is that branch of the visual arts in which colour, derived from any of numerous organic
or synthetic substances is applied to various surfaces to create a representational or abstract
picture or design and so this research work analyses the use of these African Traditional Art
symbols and motifs on some selected paintings from a contemporary and renowned Nigerian

artist by name Tola Wewe.

1.2 Problem Identification

The essence of any research work is to intensively as well as extensively make proper
enquires in order to find facts. Painting in our own traditional art symbols will go a long way to
develop our culture and give us a sense of belonging but many art schools today lack that
traditional art culture and prefer to associate themselves with realistic works forgetting that
realism is a borrowed culture. This is indeed a threat to the growth and development of

traditional art symbols and motifs in the country.

Another problein is that among the few artists who try to introduce these traditional art
symbols and motifs in their paintings still fall victim of “chanciness usage of these forms”.
Therefore, this research endeavor will make an effort to encourage the use of these symbols in
paintings and identify the problems that artists commonly encounter in representing traditional
art symbols in their paintings. Traditional art symbols and motives cannot and should not be used
indiscriminately or haphazardly on paintings or else they stand to lose their true meaning in

respect to the entire work.

1.3 Scope of the Study

This research will analyse the images that appear in the paintings of Tola Wewe and will
try as much as possible to focus on the use of traditional art symbols and motifs on his works. It
will also partially discuss Uli, Yoruba traditional symbols and onaism as a movement because
there is a way one can discuss Tola Wewe without mentioning onaism. This is because he is a
founding member of the Yoruba symbol (Ona) and most of his works reflects the use of the

movement.

Furthermore, all the works to be analysed here were randomly selected from 1998 to

2010. Such works include “once upon a time” 2004, “family” 2003, “marriage” 2004, “heavenly



guest” 2001, “folktale” 2002, “polygamy” 2001, “in the beginning” and many others including

some untitled works but really interesting paintings. This research will also focuses on the

themes of these works and how Tola has been able to achieve these themes using these

traditional art symbols. Furthermore, the researcher will try to analyse the originality, simplicity,

surface texture and mastery of colours of these paintings in view.

1.4

Aims and Objectives

This research work is aimed at achieving the following objectives.

To show to the world the real meanings of these symbols through Tola Wewe’s paintings.
Tola Wewe has shown mastery in the use of these symbols and signs combining them
with onaism. Many artists today use these traditional symbols without really knowing the
meanings of the signs. Take the famous comb symbol in the Yoruba culture for instance
or the marriage symbol of the Igbo nsibidi culture. The marriage symbols means union,
togetherness, oneness and other closely related themes can come along, but you discover
that a painter can finish a work and feels the background needs more touch or is looking
empty and needs to fill up the background with “stunts” what he does is browse through
the symbols mayb;: from a book or an archive, looks for the one that is interesting to or
that catches his eyes without necessarily checking up the real meaning of these symbols
and use them. This is indeed a problem and this research is aimed at trashing out that
injurious act in painting as it stands as a threat to not just the whole theme of the entire
work but to the artist as he runs the risk of not been able to face intense criticism.

The research also tries to encourage the use of our traditional art symbols in painting and
other forms of art. In Nigeria today, not many artists use these symbols in their paintings

as means of expression or as a part of the painting. This is not encouraging as many art

1.5

institutions and colleges prefer to teach and encourage more of realism rather than
abstractism in paintings, having in mind that abstractism encourages the use of these
traditional art symbols. Painting in our own symbols and styles rather than copying the
western people will go a long way to give us that sense of belonging and make us feel
home and help preserve our culture than letting it go into gradual extinction. This
research work will go a long way to encourage the use of traditional African art symbols
as it clearly analyses its importance.

The final aim of this research is to emphasize the benefits of these traditional art symbols
and signs on paintings and on the artist as a whole using Tola Wewe as a case study. It is
significant to state here that Tola Wewe is well known today because he did his
homework well. He has mastered the use of these traditional signs and symbols, mastered
the right colour combinations and mastered abstractism in general. This has indeed
favoured him as it is argued that what Chinua Achcbe is to Nigerian literature is
what Tola Wewe is to the visual arts of his country. Both are respected, have enjoyed
international recognition and serve as an example to others. Both, too, go back to the
traditional African culture. Wewe reverts his figures to elementary, colourful forms and
symbols and makes them the main characters in the stories that he remembers from his
childhood. Just as Achebe mirrors the Igbo culture, all kinds of symbols from the Yoruba
culture can be found in the paintings of Tola.

Methodology

Here, the ways, means, approaches, systems and procedures exercised by the researcher

to carry out this research work is analysed. Intensive library research, field investigation and

questionnaire based on structured questions were carried out. Photographs and illustrations of the



artist’s work in galleries, private and artist’s personal collections were taken and used as an
instrument of analysis to establish the indigenous sources of his forms and motifs. Journals,
exhibition catalogues and newspaper publications were reviewed to establish facts about the
artist’s background, artistic creation and contribution to contemporary Nigerian art.

The internet was also used as a means of data collection to establish facts. For a better
understanding of the origin and meaning of the motifs used by Wewe, Igho wall paintings,
Yoruba shrine paintings, calabash carvings, traditional wood carvings and body markings were
studied. The researcher also deemed it fit to extract, identify and reproduce in detail these forms
and motifs. Later they were put together to form the appendix.

1.6  Significance of the Study

The study of the use of African traditional art symbols on some selected works from Tola
Wewe’s paintings will bring into lime light the real meaning of art symbols and motifs. People
will also understand ar.t from another perspective. Many people especially non-artists see art as
just drawing or panting something beautiful, beautiful in the sense that it must appear real and
have the natural colour. For instance they believe that if you want to paint a landscape then the
sky must be blue, the foreground must have that sandy colour, the trees must be painted with the
samc as nature and the human forms if any must appear real. This notion must be changed and
this rescarch work is geared towards making sure that people would understand beauty not just
from natural colours but from colours that are not physically present in what they are painting
like the landscape for instance. They would also see beauty in abstractism and in the usage of
these traditional symbols.

One can actually paint that same landscape using a different colour from the normal sky

blue for the sky, using a different colour for the foreground and a different colour for the trees.
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He can introduce some motifs and symbols in the scene maybe on the back of the trees or even in
the skies. This does not mean he has not interpreted the landscape before him but he has done it
in an extraordinary way and this time in the traditional way. If the two landscapes are placed side
by side and an art critic is called upon to appreciate them, it would not be surprising that he
would prefer the one with the symbols and motives applied to it rather than the other one that
looked just exactly or close to nature.

Furthermore, this study will go a long way to encourage artists to use the right symbols
and motifs for the right idea to be represented. Some artist have very good abstract paintings but
still run into problems with their finishing and some have good abstract ideas and still have that
problem of interpretation. These are indeed problems and this study is bent on providing
solutions to the problems. However, this research will encourage teachings of abstract art in
higher learning institutions, art schools and colleges. Many art schools today hardly practice their
own native art and would rather prefer to teach realism to their students. Some of the schools
already have the culture of traditional art but because they are not encouraged by the larger

society they tend to derail from it.

1.7 Limitations of the Study

Every rescarch work must have a limitation. These are the restrictions, shortcomings or
drawbacks that hinder the researcher from carrying out the research work as he or she would
have wanted to. Tola Wewe is a very busy person and one of the major drawbacks of this study
was his unavailability. Many art critics believe that most visual artists have little or no time for
themselves, their families and not to mention interviews. If they are not in one exhibition or the
other they are working on personal projects, contract works or they might just be working in

their studios. This will really make it difficult for the researcher to get in touch with his target.



Another factor that stands as a stumbling block to this research work was his location and
distance. Tola was formally based in Lagos state and has relocated to Ondo where he is presently
the Commissioner for Culture and Tourism and so the researcher might find it uneasy to travel to

Ogun state to visit him.

Another thing that stands as a setback for this research work is the time frame. The given
time is short and this type of research requires a lot of time, time for the interview, time to collect
the data and time to adequately study the data. Finally, the worst of all limitations is the money
factor. The finance to travel, the finance to hire a good photographer who will take and print all
the pictures involved for the research and the finance to book for a room in Ogun state because
the researcher will not only be travelling to Ogun state but be prepared to find somewhere to stay

or even rent a room around because he is not certain if the interview would last for only one day.

Despite all of the shortcomings mentioned above, the researcher has decided to take
every prospective limitation very serious. He promises to go on the extra mile and makes sure
that he arranges an interview with Tola regardless of his instability in movements. The
researcher will make it known to Tola the importance of the research and the countless benefits
people would stand to gain when the research work has attained full completion. The researcher
has equally deemed it fit to carry the responsibilities of providing the finance by him. He would
seek for financial assistance from friends and loved ones by making them see reasons with him
and encourage him in carrying out this research work and in the absence of cooperation from
these people he is willing to fall back to his life savings to carry out the research work. Indeed
travelling to Ogun state could be stressful but the researcher has deemed it fit to carry upon his

shoulders the inconveniences, stress and above all willing to take the risk.

PRSI PR

These are the various measures that the researcher is willing to take to enable him overcome the

setbacks that can make him unable to fulfill this research work.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter appraises other related literatures written by other people. It is aimed at
carrying out a critical review of literature as regards to the researcher’s area of concentration.
This was done by exploring deeply into the theoretical as well as the practical frame work of
some noteworthy scholars that have conceptualized and contributed largely to this field of study.
In other words, the whole essence of this chapter is to analyse African traditional art symbols,
signs and motifs. Hence, attempts is directed towards the assertions of some art critics, scholars,
researchers and authorities who have one way or the other discussed traditional art symbols and

motifs in relation to the importance and characteristics of these symbols.

2.0 Traditional African Art

According to Chike Aniakor in (1997), he highlighted that; across Africa there is as much
variation artistically as there is socio-politically, racially, linguistically, ecologically and
geographically. He continued by saying that there are kingdoms with divine rulers and tribal
groups governed by elders; the landscape varies from semi-arid land south of the Sahara to lush
coastal forest and savannah. As a result of this wide variety of surroundings there is much

variation between the regional art styles. The varying social and physical environmental

influences on the artists cause great variation between regions in style.
Roy Sieber (1971) stressed that;

Traditional African Art cannot be discussed without mentioning
the role that masks played in Africa. Masking was extremely
common and of high quality in Africa. The masks were made of

11
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wood, bronze, feathers and many other collected items. African
Masks were large in size, often with huge eyes and other
exaggerated facial features.

Wood and metal sculpture used in religious and cultural ce_remonies were also common.
Craftsmen and craftswomen are called upon to fashion objects to be wom as part of a costume at
a New Year festival, a dance in hope of the first rains, or a harvest ceremony where the guardian
spirits are thanked for providing food. Many of these objects were taken to Europe and North
America where they became popular and influenced Western art. The bronze and terra-cotta

sculptures of Ife and Benin City are the best known in Nigeria.

Painting is not left out as Thurstan Shaw (1978) recalls that Africans also painted on rock
walls which are equal to any others from the prehistoric eras. The Neolithic rock paintings and
engravings of the Africans are equally advanced in renderings of humans, animals and non-
representational (supposedly symbolic patterns). One example of sensitive human, depiction is a
dancing woman from Inaouanrhat, in the Tassili region. The figured varying delicately precise,
multicoloured body decoration and is actively posed. The rocks dated 3000 BC -but this is only

an estimate, as with many rock paintings.

The Yoruba were the most artistic in Africa producing: cult figures in wood, bronze,
terra-cotta and iron; beaded objects and garments; and elaborate palace decorations. Masking
was also popular in Yoruba communitics to entertain senior women and the deities associated
with witchcraft. One example is the door of the King's Palace at Ikerre, which was carved by
Areogun. Areogun's personal style included elongated and expressionistic figure. In about the
ninth century AD, Yoruba Africans had developed a sophisticated lost-wax casting techniques.
By the twelfth century the area had begun to produce the most naturalistic African Art known

and such example is the detailed 'Ife king figure'. The city of Ife was and is the spiritual capital

12



of the Yoruba people. It was located in western Nigeria. Although they have not survived, wood

carvings were made at this time.

Adepega (1995) stated that African Art displays clear abstract qua:lities and Aﬁica;l g‘?
sculptures have barbaric power and a disregard for classical canons of beauty; these combine to

create their abstract form, he also went ahead to mention that the line of African art is bold and

simple, the shapes are also simplified, they are rarely coloured and when they are it is with a

limited palette; these are characteristic of an abstraction. Faces are distorted to accentuate the

dominant features, in a type of serious caricature, thus the essence of the subject is conveyed.
Abstraction allowed the masks and sculptures to be immediately recognisable as who they
depicted by their use of line and shape capturing the subject's personality in an inanimate object.

Abstraction also allowed the clear depiction of stereotypes, especially in masks.

One of the reasons Africans developed Abstract qualities in their art was that they were

attempting to depict their Gods and other spiritual beings. The only way the people could

comprehend the metaphysical, was to extract the important part of each Gods character and

symbolise i. in the facial and other physical characteristics. Abstraction also provided the African
artists with a method to capture their subject as they saw them, on the inside. Symbolism was
also an important factor for creation of Abstract and distorted works. For example

ampic,

rulers were

given large heads in relation to their bodies to symbo r power and inteliigeace. This was

done because the head was considered the centre of being and the source of these qualities.
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2.1 The Concept of Onaism
According to Moyo Okwudili (1990)

Ona started as a ripple of rhythms radiating from Ile-Ife as the
mythic origin and center of the world, trying to reach the outer
most part of the globe, spreading in a subtle, soothing and
sonorous sweep, like the glowing and translucent tidings of the full
moon. The warmth of lunar bathes and melts the frozen plumage of
Nigerian art and Ona soars out in ripping myths of avian joy,
carrying in its eloquent beak, a fresh twig, the promise of a new
vision and the birth of a new world.

Onaism is coined from Ona; a Yoruba word that has a wide application. Ona is a genetic term
which embraces decoration, pattern, ornament, embellishment, design, composition, form, plan
and motif. All of the above can also be seen in the Yoruba traditional sculpture in wood and
metal. Ona is crammed with the best ingredients of beauty; it literally and metaphorical means
art, aesthetics and beauty. Ona as art means design, ornamentation, patterns, motifs, signs,

symbols and all elements of design.

Adepega (1995) agrees that Ona summarily deals with the concept of beauty in its entire
ramification therefore Ona becomes a descriptive philosophy of art as in “Gbenga-gbena”
(carver and designer) a c;)dc for appreciation as in “oju ona” (critical eyes), and “onise-ona”
(worker of pattemn). Thus, ona becomes the key that unlocks the door to artistic intellect. Amodu

Rasheed stated the values of ona as follows:

i.  The evolution of an identity for contemporary Nigerian art.
ii. The adaptation of indigenous design resources to meet the needs and requirements of
modern times.

iili. A re-orientation in art education towards functionalism.

14



giving birth to the movement and has in the long run positively affected the art circle both in

Nigeria and in Diaspora.

2.2 Ul and the Contemporary Art Expressions
According to Aniakor (1998)

In almost every culture and time, there is evidence of human
passion and quest for psychological and aesthetical satisfaction.
The traditional African culture provides socially accepted methods
and materials used to satisfy human’s emotional and other
passionate desires.

In the traditional Igbo society, uli art forms, materials and ideas are often employed as some of
the methods or objects the society used to motivate people to prestige and class. Membership of
certain in-groups and age grades can also seck aesthetical satisfaction through the use of uli
designs and motifs. It is a fact that no art work is created from a vacuum, there is always an
influence or inspiration drawn from natural or man-made art forms. This creative inspiration

could come from existing contemporary or traditional art form.

The Uli traditional painting forms have found expressions in many contemporary creative

rs. Many artists have been inspired by the lir

ualities of Uli to

create great works of art in various media of artistic expressions. Okoye (2006) stated in one of

his articles that Uli designs are used in other media such as textiles, and body art, in addition to

traditional wall painting. In another article, he stated that one of the Nigerian contemporary Uli

painters recently decorated the Njorowe Mask wormn by the Makonda society in southern

Tanzania. This account to the possibilities that Uli can be used in the contemporary global art +

expressions.
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Also these Uli designs have found expressions in contemporary textile, ceramics, sculpture,

£

graphics, prints and painted works. Hr bl

N g

l.Ocléitaj‘(lA9’.95:) ajﬁ'lr.xﬁs.thai a.mong vt;ev’,Fine Art coursesof St Lawrence University,
Canton, New York, is “Abstract Drawing: Uli and other forms”, which the principal objective of
this course is to expose students to some abstract drawing traditions of the world and, through
studio practice structured around these traditions, Here, Uli art forms, style and technique is
being used to master the skill of drawing among the students of St. Lawrence University. It must
be observed that these transformations in Uli have helped the people to maintain their link with

their cultural past and their ever fading artistic aesthetic traditions.

2.3 Nsibidi and its Origin

Nsibidi is an ancient system of graphic communication indigenous to the Ejagham
peoples of southeastern Nigeria and southwestern Cameroon in the Cross River region. It is also
used by neighboring Ibibio, Efik and Igbo peoples. Aesthetically compelling and

encoded, nsibidi does not correspond to any one spoken language. It is an ideographic script

whose symbols refer to abstract concepts, actions or things and whose use facilitates

communicat

among peoples speaking different languages. Nsibidi comprises nearly a

thousand symbols that can be drawn in the air (as gestures), on the ground, on skin (as tattoos),
on houses and on art forms, such as masks and textiles. Though it is enjoyed as an artistic
practice by the general public, deeper knowledge of the nsibidi symbols is restricted to members

of men's associations, which once controlled trade and maintained social and political order.

2.4 Motifs and its Classiﬁcation

It has been observed recently that, the literatures by scholars afford a general insight into

the nature of patterns and motifs especially in Africa and the reason is that there is hardly any
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carving, leather work embrordery, body adornment, corffure and beadwork among others. Othcr‘ :

o o el
sources of mdlgenous motlvcs include shrme wall paintings, carved wooden panels and i

sculptures.

African ornamental motives as depicted by Louise Jefferson and Margret Trowell were &

combined as samples from Africa. Mana Bems noted that the vital forces of thc spirits and

ancestors can be contamed in art forms and wh11c in this form, the forces become accessrble and 2

potentially controllable. Also, their recurrent motifs like the bird sign, cat and rat among others =
which either identify various forces in the Yoruba context or allude to the power that certain

individuals have in dealing with these forces. Motifs can be symbolic or mundane, and at times

they can be sacred or religious in context. Motifs are used for different art works. In this case, &

they are usually specific, informative depending on the message they are meant to convey.

2.5 Contemporary Yoruba Art

William Fagg appeared to have studied Yoruba Art more than any other single person. §

Other expatriates of note who have opened vital understanding in Yoruba art with detailed ¥
reference to its archaeology, history, origins, style and function include: Frank Willet, Henry ¥

Drewal and Thurstan Shaw. It is noted that these scholars often times emphasized on issues ° :

relating purely to their sculptural heritage and traditional aspects without reference to the

contemporary developments that have taken place over the years.

17

Modem Yoruba art can be described as a widely diverse art form. From the beadwork to the
woodcamngs the Yoruba people have crafted many works of art to reflect their hfe m Western :
~Afnca Vanous aspects‘ of }oruba art have been studied by Nngenan scholars rangmg from the
ancient to the contemporary, thereby estabhshmg a continuum in Yoruba art and hlstory

Through the aesthetic analysis of Babatunde lawal, Roland Abiodun, Cornelius Adepegba, Ekpo
Eyo and S.O Biobakil: an in-depth understanding of Yoruba verbal and perspective has become

appreciable. The authors have made known the peculiar signs and symbols that are inherent in the

forms and motifs of Yoruba art objects.

It is of noteworthy to state here that Nigerian art seems to have developed along ethnic
lines having in mmd that each ethnic group in Nigeria has a peculiar artistic tradition that is
enduxing. This can be asce'rtained_by'looking at the works of Chike Aniakor, Pat Oyelola and
Krydz Ikwuemesi. 'I:heir works show the contirluity of these ethnic similarities. They show the
cosmology and diverse forms of Yoruba art and stressed the need to establish continuity, identity

and changes that occur in the form and content of their art.

Moyo Okediji alluded to the concept of Yoruba art which ranges from high abstraction to
realism. Traditional Yoruba art and craft works are distinctive in form, and are often embellished
with creative patterns occasioned by the use of motifs, signs and symbols. However, their art is

not stream lined to realism, but encompasses poetry, dance, and song among others.

18
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i CHAPTER THREE & s s £ 8

. Data Presentation S S e ik

AL

30,

Thls is the type of research that many may rega.rd as a cumbersome one but the resea.rcher i

has deemed it fit to make it as srmple as possible to enable easy understanding by any reader It t
is a field based research because most the materials will be gotten outside the library. Here, the
researcher randomly selected the works of Tola Wewe dating from 1998 to 2010. This area ?
explains the procedure adopted for the research It could also be regarded as the methodology‘
aspect of the research work The purpose is to provrde a foundation or base for choosmg an

appropriate research method w1thm which to evaluate the selected paintings of Tola Wewe.

The collectron of adequate and useful data is a central operation in executrng a good

« “Remembrance” oil on canvas -

Ciee L1} 3 . d
o Mystery” acrylrc on canvas

e “Man and Woman” oil on canvas

. . “Life”” oil on canvas
- e “Sisters” oil on canvas -

“In Love acryhc on canvas

i “Hunters Paradise” 011 on canvas

research. In this study prrmary data were collected. The primary data were the pamtlngs s B

appraised and collected by photographing the works by hand. They are listed below;

‘

Y,

e “Heavenly Guest”, 2001. oil on canvas 3x4ft
e “Folktale”, 2002. oil on canvas 3x9ft
e “Polygamy”, 2001. oil on canvas 3x4ft
e “Inthe Begmmng 1999 orl on canvas ‘lx3 feet
. o “Fortune of Creat1on” 1994
e “Silhouette at Dawn, 2003 4 ok i o : 2 A B
e “Once Upon a Time” 2004. acrylic on canvas
. ‘;F armly”, 2003011and a_crylic on canva_s 122x117cm
e “Marriage”, 2004.!’()i1 on canvas 67x73cm
e “Tortoise Tale” oil on canvas

e “Tribute To Woman” oil on canvas

19

unstructured interview method was adopted Here different questrons was asked face to face as
regarding the different art exhibition, how many awards collected and how art all started in his
life. These and many other questions that are related to the research work were asked. The data

gathered were clearly analysed in the third chapter of this research.

The internet and articles from magazmes are also used in thls research work. They are the
secondary materrals and are also be analysed under the th1rd chapter The plctures of the selected

works ‘was divided into three vanous categones The ﬁrst category drscusses the works as

regards to the contribution of these art symbols on the pamtmg"m tespect of the subject matter

Tlns will enable the reader understand how these symbols have helped Tola in achlevmg the
themes of these works successfully and analyse the works thematrcally r

B 9

The second part analyses the sizes and posmonmg of these tradrtlonal art motrfs and
* g v Ay 7 (g o5y AN, B
symbols on the selected works The size of these symbols in proportron to the main eharacter

Ay ?’":l '1:‘. T e A AW bt oS
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work. Here the researcher dlscusses why Tola uses a pamcular number of art motlfs on a
o 3

painting and the range of colours t.hat he has used to depict these African traditional symbols.

i R A

.2_;,;* v,\: &
November 19, 1959 gave rise to the bu'th of a rare gem. Born in Shabomi- Olqtrpupa in

3.1 Background of the Artlst =

Ondo State, Tola Wewe graduated from the University of Ife in 1983 with a degree in Fine Art &

kT

4

“i“

and a Masters degree in African vrsual Arts from the University of Ibadan in 1986. He taught at

mmw

the Adeyemi College of Education for four years before moving to Lagos in 1991 where he

worked as a graphic artist and illustrator. Tola became a full time studio artist since 1994

m,we

ol

gamermg a wide acclalm and an mtemanonal reputation for his wealth of forms, mastery of =

2

Tola Wewe is one of the renowned artists in Nigeria known for his success as a mystxcal

painter, revivalist, art critic, expertmentahst and art administrator. Tola wewe started his voyage%‘

in art as a child. In fact, he sald at ; _mo_ment he started to write was the same moment he

the beginning of his career, three major influences characterised Tola Wewe s works the ﬁrst i

1o R ;q—&‘a

3 Commumcatmg with the sptrits of theAanceystotr's, and drawing out
the invisible spirits - the anjonnu, emere and the eborb who make
the art works...I am the vehicle, and they are the drtvers We go on
these strange journeys to the most remote ends of tmagmattve

Sexperience. S S AES ] e ;

His style draws from the Ona symbols of the Yoruba and his thexhes nroject traditional lores and

myths of his native Yoruba culture.

) E%rns VOYAGE INTOART = ; 2

Tola had the talents from childhood and nature helped him to develop these talents even
though nurture on the other hand and to an extent refused him. His parents would beat him for
drawing instead of writing and his teachers would scold him for drawing in his books and deep

inside of Tola, he wanted to do art but never knew that he would do art for a living.

Tola’s Response: : i : ik

lama pamter 7 practtce two-dimensional arts, It is stmctural ona
flat swface it could be pamtmg sculpture etc The story of my
arts started early and it wasn’t in an attempt to imitate or be like
any traditional artist or a known one. In fact, as soon as I started
wrttmg I started art. I started it with drama. :

o I remember in those days when my father traveIIed to Lagos and
7 bought sliced- bread, I would pierce the middle of my ; slice and turn
it info a camera by imitating a cameraman using a trxpod 1 would
gather my sthmgs and pretend to take their shots and immediately
go back to draw- them. 1 was able to take . a psychological . i
. resemblance of my siblings so much so that people could identify ' i
" each in the drawing. Another interesting thing is, I would use
broomstick to draw images of prominent Nigerians on the ground

22
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'charcoal or halk and most time, it was ‘usually pornographic. But
nobody lmew I dtd it. I would often draw on my textbook; this ;
usually attracted scoIdmg from teachers. At that time I did not know
1 would Ieave on my art.

3.3 CONTEMPORARY CONTRIBUTIONS AN D ACHIEVEMENTS

¥ _* -’q v’\

only a rcblrth of anclent tradmons but a re appralsal of contempomry posmons w}uch W111

eventuaily pave way for the growth of forms and concepts thh a stamp of Afncan dyna:msm

s ¥
-~ L o

“In facl nude pamttng gave me a 101 of populzmty, especmlly
between 1996 and 98. Nudity is purity. I remember in 2004 at a
Guinness-sponsored exhibition in London, a woman traveled all
the way from Nigeria just to buy my nude paintings. On how I get

Tola’s Response:

“Well, I am an artist and would remain an artist for life. The fact
that I am Ondo State Commissioner for Culture and Tourism today

does stop me from practicing art. As a commissioner, I am part. '

my models: people beg to model for me. It’s a thing of joy to model
Jfor a known artist. However, I don’t paint the faces of my models
and my mterpretanon of nudity is deep and not actually an
- amorous sense.’

and parcel of what is happening at executive meetings. I do not
always want to miss any aspect of the meetings. The kind of ‘ex-
cos’ we have in Ondo State is robust, kind where you have many
vzbrant contrzbutor.s I listen and make my own contributions. So,
there is no ttme for arts durmg such meetmgs 5

Tola Wewe exemphﬁes all lhe tralts of gemus mcludmg the tendency to be lmnatcd He

howcvcr stays ahead of hlS sxmulators by constantly adapnng hlS stylc whlle Inventing new

I stzll have my free time in which I try to squeeze in some colours

and paint on canvass. I may not be producing as I used to in terms

of quantity, but I think art every day. The ministry is a community

of arts, and as the commissioner I still live among artists and art.
My fhtaginatfoh is still at work and my contributions as an artist

are still very reIevant in the ministry. So, I have not totally
; dtsengaged ﬁ'om art

Enugu and the ‘nye Society” of Zaria, we also have the “Ona Movement” of the west and To!a 5
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man of good character within and outside thé ﬁéld 6f art.
: which were untitled.

& - “Nike and Wewe’x’»v

M AR €
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modemafricanart exhlbmon at BTJ Lund, Sweden F

me of his recent exhibitions;

Galene Im Schlossgarten, Gauangelloch Germany S oy

Y flt modemafncanart exhlbmon at Miklarhuset Hellborg and Pa:tners, Lund, Sweden

2005
Comngsby Gallery, London :
Neo Art Gallcry, Denver, Colorado, U.S.A

2005
N1mbus Art Centre, Lagos ngena %

2004

Platteforum, Denver, Colorado US.A %

Galerie Im Schlossgarten, Gauangelloch, Germany

Espace Alberica, Paris, France

Nimbus Art Centre, Lagos, ngcna ;

12th Pan African Film/Art Fesuval Los Angeles Cahfomla USA
Nicon Hilton Hotel, Abu;a ngena

2003 ’
Kunst Forum Das Carre, Heidelberg, Germany
Galerie Im Schlossgarten, Gauangelloch, Germany

EIf Village, Port-Harcourt, Nigeria

2002 ; B R S et

Galerie Im Schlossgarten, Gauangelloch, Germany

2001

Lola Gallery, Lagos, Nigeria

Parish Gallery, Georgetown, Washington DC, US.A =
2000 380 T Uk o)
Lola Géllery, Lagés,‘Nigérid

Centre Culturel Francaié, Cotondp, Rep of Benin
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3.5 OUTSTANDING AWARDS Wewe has achieved this feat through his incessant adherence to aﬂistlc experimentation and

June 2005 5 R S . production. His forrns at one point are. gracxously curv1hnear and ﬂowery and at another,
"QOutstanding Alumnus Award" by the Dept of Fme Arts Obafe »A}wolowo University, Ile Ife i

Ni rectilinear and uncompromlsmg They are endowed w1th a splendld omamental vigor that is
igeria 2

interestingly latent The opulent repertones of geornetnc and orgamc moufs that adorn his works

Nov. 2004

"Overall Winner" a certificate of merit awarded by GUINNESS N1ger1a Plc to Tola Wewe, m attest to his onaist exploits.

competitive exhibition titled “Worklng w1th communmes to make life better”

He mcubates his plctures w1th mesmenzmg orchestratlon of colours He opens vitals of

'M ch 2004
=t colour application that enhances Afrwan hues WhICh could be achieved through vigorous

heuristic approach to erudmon He prevalls where other art1sts travall He poetizes his canvases

Aug. 2003

1 ith coh harmc trary t 1
- "Merit for Creativity", an award presente d by the Culture iy d Creatwe A Fom [ cc AF], using earthy colours with cohesive ony contrary to western hues and tool blending peculiar

recogmtlon of outstanding contnbunon to creat1v1ty to post-modern amsts Wewe's works document rehglous and other cultural phenomena. It

3;.6 Techniques and Materials’ scarches for the essential values that celebrate the poss1b1hty of ‘evolution and of the

Wewe contrives within a variety of stylistic experirnents. Simply put, his esoteric a transcendence of the African culture

mysterious artistic creation cannot be reconciled to a comrnon rationale. He is a succinct draught . 5 !
y: g ;5 Over the years he has formulated his own motifs, patterns and decorative symbols,

man whose linear drawing is populated with intricate compartments He explores new frontiers é‘&, recently, he has been changing motives with P hahe onc Bohh dwe o 1o converge ot
digressing to new styles and techniques wrthout loosmg touch with the pas He is content- with - hidden words. Such lexicon of images could be traced to “Adue—Eleko” patterns. He consciously

b AN =

exposition of themes from traditional life. Nevertheless, his translatlon of reahty takes hbert i;, strive to make the formulated motifs 1cally A fioan by explormg folklonc e Buch
E_, typ such as
us

with the traditional rules of perspective in order to achleve a new plastic and rehglo lizards, fish, rcpnles moon, sun, star and many other signs and symbols. Despite Wewe’s

transcendence. prolificacy, he hardly repeats the same theme using the same format. He believes that there is

Hxlton krammer says that honour in drversﬁy and that variety is a condlment to life. According to him, with deliberate

effort the mind will always brmg up ‘new 1deas new structures and perhaps new approach. He

A constant reconstderatzon and revolution of the past is prectsely
what the master avant-grade were forcing on the official guardians
of the taste, and doing so not out of any contrary, to rescue it from
moribund conventions and redefine it in the most vital terms; terms

considers over—repetmon or reproduction of a partlcular theme as an'eprtome of indolence and
ineptitude. :
that articulate to the sensibility of age.
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commendable, even in the age of the avant-grade when most artists are treading the path 'df
modern technology and globalization. He uses traditional subject matter, event and ideas and%
presents them with modemn style and technique. His experimental and explorative inclinations

made his work to stand the test of time despite the diverse artistic styles that have emerged in

Nigeria contemporary art.

3.7 ORAL QUOTES ON TOLA WEWE

His work, defiant of classification, 'silently érows on viewers,
blending with their moods, simultaneously taking their minds to
strange and familiar colourful places full of false nostalgia. Often
the attraction is mutual and instani: for those who can consume
the spectacular banquet of colours, Wewe cooks up spicy visual
rhythms, sometimes playful, sometimes serious, sometimes dense,

R
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(Mqu ledﬁi, I_Jliiversity of Colorado).

What Chinua Achebe 'is to Nzgeruzn literature is ‘what Tola
Wewe (1959) is to ‘the visual arts of his country Both are
respected, have enjoyed mternatzonal recognition and serve as an
example to others. Both, too, go ‘back to the traditional African
narrative  culture. Wewe reverts his  figures to eIementary
colourful forms and makes them the main characters in the stories
that he remembers from his childhood. Trusted values play a
significant role in these oral narratives - in ‘The Family' from
2004, for example. Just as ‘Achebe mirrors the Igho culture, all
kinds of symbols from the Yoruba culture can be found in the
pamnngs of Wewe :

Rob I’errée (Amsterdam based Pa' tcr and Art Historian)

This statesmanhke beardei] - rtzst makes colourfu pamtmgs
incorporating stories from his youth and symbols of the Yoruba
culture. He won international acclaim with solo exhibitions in the
United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Germany and the United States.
The Denver Art Museum's curator of African and Oceanic Art
hailed him as one of the greatest taIents on the African continent.
Wewe himself says fame in your own country is a precondition for
an international breakthrough So what are we talkmg about’ Tola
is simply wonderful... u

Fenneken Ve]dkamp (Edltor-m chxef to Museum Tijdschrift)

Promotmg the work of women xs'my business and bezng like a
mother to him our coIIaboratxon worked out. He is one of the most

prolific artists in Nigeria and I am not saying this because he is
close to me. :

lee Okundaye (Painter)
Wewe’s non-conformist, htghly mteIIeclual approach to creativity

no doubt places him in a class of his own. We are convinced that

he has broken new grounds in the use of forms structure and

patterns which fuse together to produce unique imagery and

vocabulary for creative expressions.

Don Akatakpo (Pzinter and Historian)

What really baffles me about Tola is that there is a way he places
his elementary and colourful figures next to each other on the
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canvas without concerning himself about any factors such as
perspective or the setting in time and space. However the main

characters “in ‘his stories are more abstractly depicted and -

surround themselves with fewer of the symbols that are so
important to Tola Wewe. This abstraction tilts his paintings
towards a more universal, but at the same time sometimes a more
mysterious level. Indeed he is the master.

Tola Wewe is easily recognized as Nigeria's most famous living
artist not .because he has won_awards both nationally and
internationally and has passionate foIIower.é among collectors in
Nigeria or his works are on display in museums in Europe and the
United States where he has also had numerous successful solo
exhibitions but because he has proven to be on top in Nigeria. Just
last year he won _ thetop Prize for the Guinness  Artists’

Competition and represented Nigeria at a solo Exhibition at the

Cornings by Gallery in London and also held solo exhibitions in
Germany and The Netherlands. To me he is just the one the world
has been looking for...Wao! Have you seen his recent works’

All I can say is that I like his works. Tola Wewe's works are known
Jor their originality, simplicity, surface texture and inviting
colours.
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“ CHAPTER FOUR
,SummaryofFindings,-; A e s o TR .,_ e o o
Wewe s ammc career since. over two decades has undergone diverse experimental

approach to creatmty As one of the spmtual heirs of Ondo and 2 modern experimental artist, he

_ articulates indigenous forms and philosophies by using them to €Xplore new visual possibilities.
"‘Sufﬂce 1t to say, his philosophy of art is to project African 1dcnt1ty by adopting tradmonal art

forms to sult present-day realities by using symbols, forms and moufs from Yoruba soc1al and

religious paradlgms.The compilation of works analysed here Were selected from Wewe’s

collection, especially the ones characterised with heavy use of indigenous motifs.

“Tribute to womanilood”, 2001. acrylic on o;nVaé 3xitﬁ

_’In the above painting “tribute to womanhood” there is an attempt 10 preserve the Yoruba culture

as the theme connotes, it is the tribute to womanhood and looking closely at the work, one would
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not help but notice that the artist tnes to deptct women in cultural dresses and the type of rob oarder lines. The first Whlch can be regardcd as the frame of the pamtmg and the other the
i B S 34

o

won by these women can be hkened to the ones won the women in ngena speclﬁcally in th

Sl g L

i 8 moon in whrch the tales are been told In the former, he used one colour to separate the frame

B

PR S T ‘.c“ ‘u:‘.‘,

i from the tales. ThlS is mtended to avoid what he calls overcrowdmg of irrelevant forms and
colours and tries to focus the viewer’s eyes on the main subject of the painting. In the later, he

uses several forms and motifs not just from the. Yoruba culture but also from the u/i and nsibidi

o PR

3N £
to achieve that uadmonal and cultural feature Of ‘hls pxece by exp_lormg the use of motifs and® 'popular to the Igbo culture The motlfs gotten ﬁ'om the nsxbtdt culture include the lizard, cutlass

symbols like the diamond shaped eye and the lmear-crack motif that ongmated from the famous ', and the travelcr symbol Other symbols and motlfs hke'the complex geometric shapes, owo iwa

adire of the Yoruba people.

“Polygamy" 2001 oil on canvas 3x4ﬂ

On this beauttful plece where red is the dommant colour used Wewe trles to explam the menace

in a polygamous home ThlS is one work that 1s dommant of one colour but cannot be easily

noticed. Other colours mclude green blue and purple among others The red is used as the

Folktale”, 2002. oil on canvas 3x9ft

Here, one can clearly see the mastery use of motifs and symbols by the artist to portray his ¢ dommant colour because it rcﬂects danger, risks, peril, threat and jeopardy. A closer look at this

concept and idea. Just like the theme “tales by moon light” Wewe tries to depict his idea in tw0® painting reveals abstract imeges grouped into two and the center image supposedly to be husband

35 36



to the wives on both sides. The image in the outer front is supposedly to be the village priest
has come to settle the dispute among the wives and their children.’On this work Wewe managg;
: ]

to use very limited motifs but one would thmk he used several of them. This is another prove off

his mastery of these forms and motifs. The motifs used here are the chequeered motif$ . shown above. Wewe uses only two images in this pamtmg to create that sense of ongmahty and

thegeometric balancing of space motif, the complex geometric shapes symbol and the triangulz also, he plays around the background of the work with motifs and symbols. The motifs too were

-J.’
hmrtcd as he uses the dlamond shaped eye motif, thc owo, iwa omo also known as the money,

3

character and child motif and the linear crack motif. These motifs were used in such a way that

square chequeered motif. All these motifs are used in uniformity in such a way that they app
similar. B
' one would think the artist employed the use of too many motifs but a closer look at the painting

will reveal the reverse.

“In thc Begmmng 1999 oil on canvas 4x3féet

This work is typlcal of the monochromanc feature of Tola Wewe’s works It is dominant of

e

“Fortune of Creation” 1994
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In the “Fortune of Creation” Wewe tries to explain how important the world iS. what lies iﬂ lt In thls plece Wewe funher shows his mastery in monochrome. The only colour used he
g re is

‘and the beautiful mystcry behmd the 01'08110“ story “More than half of the enure painting was bumt umber nnd the other' lours. were gotten from the shadmg and tinting the ongmal colour

dedicated to the sky tbereby where the main theme lies. Up in the sky which is painted blue (bumt umber). Just like the name “silhouette at dawn” it shows the shades of stan. ding images o

Wewe introduces a rectangular plate-like form that he describes as the fortune of God. The form the first light or day break: The medium of this work is smeared acrylic on canvas. Some of the
images are deliberate while the rest are not but they all appear to be deliberate. No specific motif

is used in this p_ainting but the abstraction of the painting is a very importance characteristic to

look typical of the artist’s style but most 1mponantly Wewe employed the use of traditiona this research work.
forms and motifs only on the sky to show th unportance of the space above and to create that =
from the Yoruba culture : 3 =

“Once Upon a Time”, 2004. acrylic on canvas

Once upon a time” is one painting that reveals the artist’s love for colours. One would easily

notice the variety of colours employed by the artist to portray his idea. The colours include

«Silhouette at Dawn”, 2003
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painting.

“Family”, 2003. Oil and acrylic on canvas 122x117cm

On this eight figured painting titled “family” Wewe tries to express his innermost feelings abodf_;-

a family. One cannot help but notice how these figures are stylishly merged together. The 1dca

41

“Marri%.gc’;, 2004. Oil on canvas 67x73cm

“Marriage” is another intercéting work from Tola’s archive. It ré\}eals a union of two people, the
father and the mother and at a closer look, one would notice a third party in between the two
images. This third image is formed by joining the father image and the mother i image. It is the
outcome of the union. Wewe tries to differentiate these images using colours that differ. The

male image is represented using the darkest shade of brown most likely to be burnt umber, the

42



“Tortoise Tale” oil on canvas

This is one work that makes

embossed quality that is easily noticed on this work, one would not help but notice the way this :

single art work is stylishly divided into segments in such a way that they link up together to tell a b
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one to wonder how Wewe gets his inspiration. Apart from the |

“Tribute to Woman” oil on canvas

“Tribute to woman” is a feminine piece. Mere looking at this painti.ng”gives one that feeling of
womanhood. Female images are seen all around adorned with their ‘beads and necklaces. The
dominant colour used here is the sap green showing that rich quality of the woman especially the

African woman. The motifs seen here include the complex geometric shape motif, the crystal



“Wahala” oil on canvas

Sometimes a simple deménstration on a pigce of work can really be creatively interesting and
this piece is not left out in this maxim. Some brush strokes on a light blue background is what
one might conclude at the sight of this painting but a cioscr look at the work will reveal a sense
of revolution, plot, catastrophe, panic, unrest, disaster, violence, calamity, upheaval, tragedy and
above all uneasiness. 'i'his is why wewe lookg deep into the African culture and emerges with
that singular word that can mean the same as all of the words mentioned above. “Wahala” is
vernacular and a colloquial speech used as an everyday language in Africa particularly in
Nigeria. The arrangements of these strokes are random, unsystematic, without caution and may

even be unintentional. Furthermore, a collection of some of these strokes may create a kind of

45

“Separation” acrylic on canvas

This is one painting that can be viewed from many sides without losing its quality. The dominant
colour here is blue and the whole idea is detachment, division and disunion. Looking at the
painting as a whole, one would observe the way the images are placed in isolation. The images
can be likened to brothers of the same parents who because of one reason or the other hate each
other and have decided to separate. The oneness of colour shows that unity before the separation.
Meanwhile, in terms of traditional art symbols and motifs, this painting is not left out. There are
very little motifs used in this painting and they include the linear crack motif, the chequered

motif, the triangular- square motif, linear motif, geometric balancing motif among others.
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“Remembrance” oil on canvas

Remembrance is a painting that has to do with the dead. It is a painting done with more dark
colours than light colours. The white patches reveal the deceased ones in white robes and the left
part of the work show t};e mourners of the deceased. This is another painting that on a first
glance, one wguld think there are no motifs employed by the artists but a closer look reveals the

reverse. The opon-ifa symbol is one motif employed by the artist to d this work.
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“Mystery” acrylic on canvas

In this work, Wewe has created a vocabulary of shapes improvised from circles, squares and
triangles. The dominant colour here is a shade of yellow ochre and burnt umber mixed together.
The motifs employed by the artist include the complex geometric shape motif, the linear crack
motif, the chequered motif, the inverted Vs motif, the linear motif and many others. These motifs

are used by the artist to enable him express “the unknown” as he terms it “Mystery”.
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“Man and Woman” oil on canvas

This is a work that many may consider as too abstract. It reveals two images supposedly to be a
male and a female. The images blend so well into the background that one can hardly tell the
demarcation. The only motif used by the artist is the linear crack motif and it is seen on the lower

part of the painting.
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“Life” oil on canvas

“Life” is another painting that some may see as too abstract to interpret or understand. Wewe
tries to existence in a way that is mysterious, a way that few people would understand and so he
chooses to paint this interesting piece of art. The whole painting is entirely in abstract form no
doubt, but a study of the painting will reveal the deepest meaning of human existence. Life like
we all know is full of ups and downs, ups may mean good fortune and tidings while downs on
the other hand may signify miss fortune, catastrophe, disappointments, failure or even death.
These signs are represented in colours. The good signs vary in degree so are the light colours on
this painting and the bad signs too vary and are represented with dark colours close to black. A
rough look at the painting will reveal the balance between these two phenomena. There are little

or no motifs used in this painting but the source of the inspiration is highly commendable.
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“Sisters” oil on canvas

Though this psinting may be regarded as vague but the message is elear. “Sisters” is another
painting that shews Wewe’s prowess in eontrelling the brush. Take the background of this werk
for example whers several dots are made in form of pointillism using the brush. Contrasting
eolours Tike the blue and orangs are used o creats that sharp and distinctive quality. The sisters
are painted in blus whils erangs and reddish orange are used for ths background. The sharpest
red is used on the lips of the sisters and the slongated heads suggest the typieal woven hair style

of the African wemen.
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“In Love” acrylic on canvas

“In love” is ene painting that reveals the artist love for passion and tenderness. Blue is a colour
that depiets, affection, romanee, friendship, amity, love and adoration, no wonder the artist
ehoose to use the eolour as the dominant colour In this painting. A glanee at this painting creates
& kind of amorous atmesphere. On this painting two images ean be seen side by side, the one on
the fefi is most likely to be the male and the one on the right the female. The male can be seen
trying to kiss the fomale while she romantieally tums her face to the side not as a sign of regret
6 unhappiness but telling the male to push en. The metifs used by the artist include the flora
metif; the geometrie balaneing, the eneircled erossed motif, the interleeking letter O motif and

few ethers.
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“Hunters Paradise” oil on canvas

On this painting, wewe displays his mastery of using traditional symbols and motifs in a way that
it does not affect the beauty of the entire work. Diverse motifs run across the figures from the top
to the bottom of the canvas amalgamating into a rhythmic flow of patterns. One can comfortably
say that Wewe was inspired by the African textile characteristics because mere looking at this
piece one would think it was designed for a textile or any cloth manufacturing company in

frica. On another hand, “Hunters paradise” is one pa

reminds one of the early

discoveries of cave paintings especially the one at Lascaux in France where the hunt

evoke the spirits of the animals in the cave before they go hunting to ensure a successful hunt.

On this painting, images of animals, humans and traditional symbols are all merged together to

fitinto twenty three portions. The dominant colours used here is red and the motifs employed by
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the artist include the linear crack motif, the “owo iwa omo” motif, the sunflower radiance motif,

the triangular square Ichéquc}éd ‘lhriot.i-_f, theli}ut motif and the hut symbols.
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42 Motifs ahalysié Based on their“Mevaning and Usage
Wewe employed several traditional symbols and motifs to do his paintings and for a

clearer understanding, these motifs were therefore grouped according to their origin and

usage in Wewe’s works. They were grouped into eight segments and analyzed. They include;

1. The Geometric Motifs

2. The Organic Motifs

3. The Techno Morph Motifs

4. The Animal Motifs

5. The Bird Motifs

6. The Nature Inspired Motifs

7. The Utiltarian Inspired Motifs And Symbols

8. The Lettering Motifs

9. The Motifs And Symbols Derived From Sculpture
4.5.1 The Geometric Motifs

This is one group of motifs that are very visible in Wewe’s paintings. Such paintings

include the ‘Nike and Wewe D', ‘Nike and Wewe II°, ‘Nike and Wewe 1II°, ‘tribute to
womanhood” and ‘folktale” among others. These are motifs that were gotten or inspired by
geometric shapes like the circle, triangle, square, rectangle, polygon, hexagon, pentagon among
others and sometimes more than one of these shapes are mixed to form a particular shape. In the
illustration below, one can clearly sec these geometric inspired motifs and how they were

invented and initiated.
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6.

Ovals and invented triangles

Invented

in square shape
Complex linear motif: balancing of volume
Crystal chains: affluence (craft)

Complex geometric shapes (embroidery)

Complex geometric shapes (embroidery)

Triangle: public Area, great generative power (shrine/Craft)
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?.’"‘ 10. Arrow hcads straxghtway evil attack wood ca.rvm
11. Geometric balancing of space: dccoratwe (craﬁ mouf)
12. Geometric balancing II

4.2.2 The Organic Motifs

Just like the name implies, these are motifs gotten ﬁoﬁ organic materials. They are
organic in the sense that they are unprocessed, unrefined, untreated, raw and green. One would
notice that the motifs entails only plants and portray the green characteristic of plants. These
symbols can be seen in some of Wewe’s paintings like in the ‘folktale’, in ‘once upon a time’, in

‘in love’ and ‘in the ‘tortoise tale’ among others. These motifs are illustrated below:



423 The Techno Morph Motifs

1. Stylized bird/flora motif

2. Eye motif; monitor (sculpture)
3. Turtle motif

4. Plant - life motif (growth)

Flora motif blossom (olokun adire design) |

Flora motif blossom (olokun adire design) I

~J)

Pod motif (seed; life)

8. Invented flowers and comb (stylized): Separation
9. Leaves. Chieftaincy (Adire)

10. Fruit/pod motif (adire an calabash) [

11. Fruit/pod motif (adire an calabash) II
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12. Trees and leaves Chieftaincy (calabash/adlre)

¥ 5

‘These types of motifs are the type that are gotten or msp by repeatmg strokes and

lines. This can be done in a vertical, honzontal diagonal or mlxed block way such that the
repeated strokes are noticeable. The techno-morph motifs can also be referred to as the
synthesized duplicated pattern and are evident in most of Wewe paintings like the ‘tribute to
womanhood’, ‘mystery’, ‘polygamy’, ‘separation’, and ‘tribute to woman’ among others. These

symbols are illustrated below.
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1. Square/box motif (linear)

2. Chequered motif (matting)



Goat: stubbomness
Tortoise: w15dom, pcrseverance, crafty

Crested reptile: des-iiny; life source

yhs
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10. Mudfish: destiny, slippery «
_ 11. Ram head: strength, leadership
* 12. Monkey: tricks, wisdom * *° SH S Sl

i

4.2.5 The Bird Motifs

Like the name implies, lhey are motif gotten or inspired from the flying creatures of air.

These shape these birds take also affect the forms of the motifs. They are illustrated below.

1. Exotic bird: elegance = .. . |

2. Twisted bird: defiance
3. Bird with bold beak: strength - G e e
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DR

= 4 King of brrds leadership (staff of authority)
;5 Surgmg brrds confusron Sy 3
:_'6 Flared wmg elegance i :
;7 Fowls: meekness (Egungun Costume I)
8. Fowls: meekness (Egungun Costume II)
9. Ostrich: royalty (comb)
e 10 Dove brrd peace
11 Exotrc brrds in poses w1tchcraft I (shrines and craﬁs)
12 Exotlc b1rds in poses witchcraft II (shrines and crafts)
4.2.6 The Nature Insplred Motrfs

.Wewe employed these_motrfs in few of his paintings These are motifs gotten from everyday

.uaan r‘— - ;,.:;- 7

A ‘»‘4"»»

nature ere the cowries, moon, sun and many others Few of the pamtmgs ev1dent of such

motrfs mclude; the ‘hunters paradrse and ‘Nike and Wewe III’. They are illustrated below.
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. Pod motif: abundance

Forest motif (crafts)

Stars broken with vertical lines: destiny (crafts)
Trees (organic and geometric): Growth
Sunflower: radiance (crafts)

Cowry‘ affluence and sacrifice

Crescent moon: growth

Crescent moon and star: Islamic (foreign element)

Radiating sun motif: glory, honour

. Sun surrounded l;y cowries motif: light, wealth

. Lizard/gecko motif: fertility/omen
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12. Rising sun: emergence, expectation AL
4.2.7 The Utilitarian Inspired Motifs and Symbols

; Thcse are the motifs that are gotten from evcryday ob_lects used by the h‘admonal people

Tk = B

Wewe equally employed these symbols in few of hlS works to show that sense of connnmty in

the Yoruba traditional soclety Such works that are evxdent of these monfs 1nclude the “tribute to

woman’, ‘nike and wewe IP’, “folk tale’ and once upon a nme

1. Keys and stars; doors of opportunity (modern adaptation)

2. Slate-Islamic plate, play dolls (foreign element)
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2 Lettzr A as star mouf (embroxdery)
: 5 'Letter S as spu'al motlf (embrmdery)

6 Owo 1wa omo I (money, cha.racter chlld)
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-~ 8. Inverted Vs (geomemc)

=9, Multiple boxed letter X

10. Letter X as motif: wire/net .




Ham

o

Oval squmted eye moody (sculpture) %

£

itk

Drarnond-shaped eye glittering (sculpture)

6

i Eye wrth decoratlve brow, decorative motlfs abundance (carvmg)
8. Oval eye w1th hole: emotlonal (sculpture) ;

> :

. Nose (ca.rvmg)

10. Hen w1th ‘decorative motifs: abundance (carvmg)
11. Female head w1th collaboratlve halr—do destmy
12 Flguratlve bowl utilitarian

4.3 The UIl Motifs and Its Classrﬁcatlon Based on their Ongm, Meaning and Usage

Wewg m hrs ttempt to generally portray the African txadmonal socrety in his pamtmgs,

he equally employed the use of the UIx tradmonal motlfs and symbols These symbols as

-s
;r

mentloned in the econd chapter ongmated from the eastern part of ngena particularly from the

Igbo soclety Uh motlfs and symbols oﬁen refer to images of everyday life of the Igbo society.

These mclgude the moon, the sun, w1de and domesticated amrnals reptlles fnuts (kola nuts)
oA : b ‘7.’ i

£ s - g5
birds, plants cookmg a.nd farmmg tools among others These i unages are used as moufs whlch
¥

commumcate certain messages to the reclprent. Below are some of the Uli symbols and motifs of

the lgbo somety
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17.
18.

2

Friendship

Marriage

Marriage with a child
Mirror image
Growth/Continuity
Co-existence

Isi-oji

Isi-oji

Half moon

. Rising sun

. Divorce

. Compass

. Sun

. Foot print

. Stream/river
. Life

Marriage with many children
Comb
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Bush cow
Bush rat
Crocodile
Bush spirit
Ekpe mask

Tortoise

Child of ekpe

Lizard
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443 FLORALTYPES AR v ; v
These are s1gns symbols and motlfs msplred from flowery plants They were hardly

et
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; em, lo ed b Wewe mhxs tings. The fl
These are sngns and symbols gotten from thc bu'ds of the air and sub_]ects that are also p Liree . Paintings, The oral types preillustrafod bOSH,

chots

Bll'd Types

e
Y

y own wife is with a child : :
The peacock N\, Z
5‘ ¢ has gone to town +
New bird and its feathers : =
# A woman with a child y ; 4
1. Butterfly
& 2. Leopard spider
: 3. Spider
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are those signs composed of elements other than plants or animal origin.

better




1. Native mat
Toilet soap
Water in the basin

Native umbrella

2;

3:

4. : :
5. Native piatc, pdts or éap of grass -
6 Star . I

7. Skinofadmm. § &

8. Brass bangle

9. Wound

10. Inconstant heart

11. Meeting

12. Mirror

13. Looking glass ~

14. Ancient symbol of the leopard
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- 15.Leopard paw print

16 A bad man

~ 17. Drinking cup-made of ground

18. qu_den comb
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

As far as Africa is concerned, abstraction is our tradition. It is who we are and what we
are and there is no running from it. Traditional art synibolg and motifs have really helped the
African artist to express and portray his abstract ideas in such a way that it is appealing not just
to the Africans but to the world at large. Research concurs to the fact that these motifs can be
successfully used to express ones innermost feelings in painting as proven by Wewe. The
countless experiences afforded by these traditional art forms and its manipulations by Tola
Wewe does not stop him from making social, religious and political statements. Most of his
works are entirely abstract where he employed the use of traditional motifs and little or no
realistic images or forms can be selm on any of his worksl. ﬁe is a typical traditional artist to the
core and tries as much as possible not to b;: mysterious in his paintings even though most of his
paintings end up being mystifying. This is so because of his infinite quest of the unknown and in

the spirit world.

Despite his academic status, Wewe has refused to hide under any academicism to
produce any art that is void of good valqe and great aesthetics or one which will reveal nothing
but mere artistic clichés. As a professional draughtsman and a genuine African traditional artist,
he is caught up in a ceaseless struggle to recapture the meaningful past, to state the present and
predict the future. He demonstrated this ideology in his works by employing both traditional and

contemporary subject matters, events and ideas.

However, Wewe’s exploration of indigenous forms and motifs is not in any way limited
to the Yoruba cosmos, but also extends to the other African forms and symbols like the Uli and

the Nsibidi of the Igbo political, social, religious, traditional and cultural life, Adinkira textile
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'panerﬁs"af the “Akan” in Ghana and hieroglyphic patterns from Egypt. He globalizes his pictures

by freely using universal images and symbols adopted from floral patterns and natural motifs of
thve”suAn, moon, star, eyes, animal forms_ and motifs - generated as techno morphs. It is very

vrimporvtant‘ to state here that Wewe has greatly studied these traditional art symbols and motifs

'and knows their distinctive meanings. This has really helped him to know when to use a

particular motif and when not to.

This research has also shown the beauty in abstraction especially where traditional motifs
and symbols are being used. Wewe has in a long way proven to the world that he is capable of

doing any painting work especially the one that has to do with the abstract forms.

Fuﬁheﬁnorc, Wewe’s adaptation of these traditional motifs has in the long run reinforces
ihe hisforicalband ;:ultural business of the Yoruba, the Igbo and other concerned tribes as people
whé repregents strong icon of aesthetic consciousness in Africa. It is however in no doubt that
Tola Wewe wﬂl .Becorné ‘one of the most widely discussed and appreciated artist of our time. As
a painter, he has demonstrated a remarkable character of his immediate society. The most

important lesson from this is that wewe expresses him-self in a language that cuts across various

cultural spectrums and a language that is worth emulating.

5.1  Recommendation

There is an adage that says “the fall of a man is never the end of his life” and another that
says that for every problem that befalls a man, he has been predestined to overcome it unless he
refuses to” and so the researcher strongly believes that these there is no problem or difficult

situation that is without a solution. The following are some recommendations that the researcher
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believes if taking into proper consideration will go a long way to develop the practice of painting

in abstract forms using traditional art symbols and motifs. °

\f

178 There sh(v>uld‘b.e a total revitalization of the African cultu.reStartmgﬁ'om tille wéy We
dress, the way we speak, the way we eat and even the way we walk. ‘Many today tend to
copy the westerners in all that they do and this has really eatén deep int(; our culture. In
the arts too, it has affected the style with which African péintefs ;;Aaint’. and instead of
using our own traditional motifs and paint in abstract forms, t.hAéy‘prefer to paint

- naturalism. This is a common phenomenon in art schools today but with the revival of the

African culture, it will go a long way to correct all that we do especially in the area of

painting.

2. There should be an introduction of the study of the traditional art symbols and motifs as a
course of its own in higher institutions. Trained, skilled and willing lecturers should also
be employed to impact these techniques, skills, method and modus operandi on the
students. The students on the other hand should be encouraged to practicg abstract art

- using tﬁése traditional art symbols and motifs. They should be ready to”face the

challenges and made to understand that there is “light at the end of the tunnel”.

3. In a country like ours where art is generally undergoing a time of underdevelopment,
5 wilere poverty has eaten deep into the lives of an average man and there is no middle
class, where art is only appreciated in the heart and artist are left to their fate, where
people are scared to practice art because they see it as a leisure and not a profession
because they think it is not lucrative, where parents discourage their own children from

embracing art as a career regardless of the great talent shown by their kids and where the
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government is doing absol}xtely nothing about the whole thing, the researcher thinks that
more and more art associations shouldr be formed. Art assoéiat:ion that are ready to stand
and are proud to be axtisté; art associations that are founded on the basis of reviving the
art situation in the country, associations that will stand the test of time and one that will

encourage upcoming artists and give them hope and meaning to their lives.

5.2 Areas for Further Research

It is indeed a fact ﬁat any reséarch endeavor of this nature, no matter how in-depth and
thorough that it tries to be, cannot in any way be entirely exhaustive and since the act of writing
thesis is always in a constant and perpetual state of continuum, the researcher has deemed it fit to
encourage further research in the following related areas that would not only in the long run
encourage the practice of painting in abstract forms using traditional art symbols and motifs but
also shed more light on thé possible solutions to the daﬁy problems encountered by African artist

who have taken it upon themselves to embrace the challenges of practicing traditional art.

First and foremost, subsequent researches ‘should shed more light on other areas of art,
like the sculpture, ceramics, textile and graphic communication among others in relation to the
use of traditional art signs and symbols. This can be done by a proper documentation of the

works done by such artists over time and analyzing each and every one of the motifs used by the

artist.

Also, other researches can focus on the attitude and reaction of scholars, art critics, art
students and authorities in relation to the use of African traditional art and symbols in paintings

and any other area of art using any artist of choice as a case study. -
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»:«;.\;;;Finally',%;ne can decide to venture into a research that will expose the danger of a society
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