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The bane

Overview:

art in existence is that they cr nno t be confidently tagged

subs tan ti ve as such. This is be cause the in forma tion

contained in them often reflect so ne degree of ethnocentri-

cism, application of wrong ne thc do Loqi e s , poor in Eorrnation

processing and rnanaqerre n t; leadi. 9 to the dissemination of

ideas which are questionable. C'thers are improper interpre-

ta tion of exis ting theories, ar i~ forms and artis t in ten tions

among many others. This however has been the trend for

decades.

But on the contrary this p ubl i ca t i.on titled; "THE

ZAHIAART SOCIE'l'Y: A New Conscic usne s s " appears to ove rsh a-

dow all other related works in con te rrpor ary Afric:::m Art,

especially that of Nigeria. It is quite tirrely while its

approach Ls a uthori tati ve, cond~: ::ting enqui ries and raising

discourse concerning the e vo Lut i on an d de ve Loprren i; of rrode rn
. ;

Nigerian art.
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The book consists of several in teresting se ctions

which we shall group into five l.1tegral parts for our con-

venience. These se ctions are as follows:

i. The Introduction

11 COhpl::O"
~=--.t . .

Interviews/Recollections 'II

-::d ";'1 /lrf c~.,( ,"'h/ /11 IljJ r
Artl~t Profiles and

v , Extract from Uche Okeke'slJiary.

The opening chapter of the text ":',n£lects on tradi tional

African setting and way of life \.:ith emphasis on how erst-

while artistic foundations have row become sources of inspira-

tion for modem artists who expLc r e their symbolism and

other contextual possibilities. Artists in whose hands these

encounters started to reveal the: selves over tine Here,

J. /I.. Okeredolu, Aina Onabolu, Ax' nola Lasekan -an d Ben

Enworiwu who 'emerged on the art s cerie much later a fze r them-

in the late 1950 's - when the ye ~zn.i.nq for poli ti ca l Lndeperr-

dence was at its climax in the ccuntry. Most of them are

already 1ate.

Accounts from the book also make us deduce that while

these pioneer artists were workir. J in European materials and

nodes wni c11 they WI..! 1'1..! I..!xpouo d to Lhu lJI..!HL! rutlull Ulu t cum ..!

after them, at least after Enwonvu, were already kicking

u)uin!::ll whuL thc i r f orubu urs We l: ~w mentLone d had already
Nigeria C~llege of Arts & sc; enc Techmlogy

imbibed. They were fresh intakes at then now Ahmadu Bello
, 1\.

University, Zaria who became ove r vhe Imed with the s p.ir i t;

of "collective consciousness". T: eir national interests

however led to the formation of tr.e "Zaria Art so cc.e ty " whose
"
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creative activism has left indellible imprints on Nigeria's

artistic terrain. Paucity of literature on the society is

why they have be come a focal pcint in this work. But as we

shall corne to note later on in the publication, .rember'sh i p

of the soc.ie ty has remaine d a s ubje ct of e rro t ion al, po li ti cal

and intellectual contention before now. And for the first

lillll!, the J1i.1l11esof its members arc authori tativcly presented

in the tc xt.

'l'hey are, Yusuf Gri 110, Si.mon 01aosebikan, U.che Okeke

Bruce Onobrakpeya, Demas Nwoko, Oseloka Osadebe, Okechukwu

Odit a , Felix Ekeada, Ogbonnaya 'Nwagbara and IkporTMosa Omagie,

the only female among them.

ThL!es s ay s are four in ni.mber and wri tten by s c:holars

wi th di vc rse training and view". about con temporary Nigeri an

art. The geographical spread -;£ these scholars makes it

easy for them to provide a ba.l . need view on the ,topi cs assigned

to them without undue Lnf Luence or consultation with fellow

schoLar s for ideas that could ::ead to bias results. They

are based in Lagos, West, East and the North. This same

rule seem to apply to the se l,e ..;tion 0 f the cur a tori al te aiu

that packaged the art e xhi.bLt.i.cn ,

'rhe Leadi nq essay by Cornelius Adepegba, Professor of African

Art History and Director, Inst. tute of African Studies,

University of Ibadan, Nigeria ':s titled; "The Zaria Rebels

and the spirit of their "Rebe Lli on " in Modern Nigerian Art".

In this work, Adepegba clarifi~s ass~ptions surrounding
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membership of the society. For instance he pointed out that,

Solomon Wangboje, Yusuf Grillo, ~~rllce Onobrakpeya, Demas

Nwoko, Uche Okeke and Jimoh Akolo were not classmates except

for the fact that their duration of training in Zaria over-

Lappc d , This in .i Lse Lf is Ln te rc s t i riq Lc c ause he was alrLe

to highlight the versatility of their training as reflected

by what each of them is known for today.

He approached his essay f r c rn a historical point of

view. The success of the paper ~s hinge d on the fact tha t

it s i t.ua te s the story of Zaria A.t Society within the context

of Nigeria's artistic di spos i t.i.o:.. of the early 1960's.

Adepegba equally reviewed the amcunt of influence the "so

cuLl.e d" "reuL.!ls" have vh ad on the growth of Nigerian out today.

Interes ting high poin ts of the pr.per are e.xplanati ons con-

cerning the link between when th':': association was instituted

and Nigerian's year of Ln depe ndec ce . Some of the intrigues

involved in the decision to cite the Institution in Zaria

equally form part of his di s cus s.t ons , Furthermore, he

espouses on. re collections from th:-m and the ir te achers. From

his deduc t.i ons j vhe posits .that net all the students of the

first three sets of Zaria school graduates (1959, 1960 and

1961) were against the cur r i cu Lun being operated by the

British lecturers at that time; ~athe.r, what they »exe not

at home with according to Adepeg!:::awas, and I quote, "their

teachers abhorence of their makir.gany recourse to their

African ar t background in their ',.'orks. Whethe r the teache rs
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accepted individual innovations that did not appear African

is however not indicated. This posture is further butressed

by the fact that some forms which were used as models

during sculpture classes were devia tions from the classi cal

Western trudition, thus affirming that even the teachers

were only -ailerse to indigenous er t, forms. Therefore I the

differences in views which generated be tween teachers and

students did not emanate from p~re artistic consideration

according to him. m.ather they v.e re muddled up wi th po li tical

and rac i a L passion. Sugges t.Lon s that all artisti c develop-

rrent in the' country should be regulated by the Society of

Nigerian Artists (SNA)were eq ual l.y made in the pape r , He

however concluded by discussing or ie f Ly , the life, works

and effor ts of the group toward forging and shapi nq an

identify for contemporary Nigerian art, noting that, "the

essence of such account is to he lp. u.s..:imagine the in visible.

under":curren t of their ideas. C' IT~'=l~".,~·e.. - ., - ( ".,
I I. "".,.~l' ',. ':. .

L'-..:.( ••1- ~ L-iJ~ \J

The article that corres af t.e r this by Ola Olaidi is

entitled; "Zarianism: The cr us r..ling spirit of A l~volution

in Nigeria". The approach is a::':50historical while the
•

thrust has to do with the issue )f relocation of the institu-

tion from Ibadan to Zaria. In tn i s highly Inci.s i ve pape r

Oloidi revealed controversies s i, rr oundi.nq this decision by

tilt! liri t.Ish .i rr'e spe c t.i ve of aqi :1tions from Nnamdl..AzLk Lwe ,

Nigeria I s first President, Ben F:1wonwu,adviser 011 art

matters to the colonial qover nme1t, Kenneth. Murray, District

Officer, Lagos Protectorate under the British Colony and
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Aina Onabo lu, Nigeria' s firs t academic traine d ar tis t. Other

eminent Nigerians and Europeans who also resisted this move

include, Mrs. Ransome Kuti, Rev. Father Kevin Carroll and

Akinola Lasekan among many others who believed the action

w as a dc Li be r a tc one aimed at sta Ll inq the dc voLopmcn t; of

art in the country because the northern erivi ronrre n t appeared

unconducive for art training and practice especially when

it comes to the production of wood carvings whi en the southern

part of Nigeria is well known fo=.

The paper also records thac these new intakes at Zaria

e xpe r i.ence d environmental stress and victimization on Campus

causing disillusionment among t.him, However I this prolonged

s t re s s W..l!") q ui ck Ly trc,mslated .i n co a silent revolution by

Uche Okeke through the support 0: late Simon okek e , Bruce

Onobr akpey a and Demas Nwoko. 'l'h L s was in 1957, but t.he out-

come of their efforts became cb va.o us in 1958 when the Zaria

Art Society 'was formed. Althoug!. the association survived

for only two years, the 1961 ind .pe nden ce e xhi.b i, tion which

was held in Lagos attests to the fact their r'e voLuc i.on ary

effor ts were not in vain.

After pointing out that Ucl.e Okeke I Yusuf Grillo, Demas

Nwoko and Druce Onobrakpeya pe r s cni fy the spi ri t of "Zarianism",

Don Akatakpo focused attention O~_ Bruce Onobrakpeya who he

regards as the "Epi tome of Dream. and Reali ties of the Zaria

Art Society". He acknowledges h::mas one of Nigeria's nos t,

prolific printmaker, and perhaps the most ce Leb re t.ed and

publici zed contemporary artist Lr. Africa today. .ka takpo
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recounts Onobrakpeya's major artistic achievements which

made various groups I organis ations, a cade.mi, c insti tutions

and other countries bestow on hi.m, awards and honours of

all sorts, and at different levels.

Ins tc ad of engaging more in his t.or i ca l, or formal dis-

course of Druce Onobrukpey a t s style, he mukes further enq ui ry

into how he is able to create vi s uaL bal anoe between indi-

genous concepts (themes), which he explores for conmunica-

ting contemporary ideas; and other aspects that have to do

with decoding tradi tional symbols. and ob jects for- the

visual enjoyment ot his audienres whose psychological and

emotional states he succesfully p..me t.rat.es , The reason for

this is quite simple. It is base on Onobrakpeya's abili ty

to experiment expIor Lnq repe ti tio .• through firm control of

.imaqe within pictorial space. Th',s findings are base d on

studies by European and African s choLar s such as Mount,

Walhman, Lawai, Lawrence, Jegede, Adepegba and Que] to nention

some of them. Their various e f f o.rt.s at diagonizing the

works of this c rc at i ve mystiq ue f •....rm the tlUIUS t of the e s s ay
I

when it is fur th er perused. The ....riters submission is that

through the technique of thematic and formal repe ti tion the

ar tis t succeeded in ach ievi.nq his Zari ani s tide als. 'fhese

ideals and dreams which are well espoused in the paper incl ude I

the abi li ty to draw inspiration f r om therres, myths and legends

from wi thin his Urhobo cui tural metrix and other in teres ting

artistic tradi tions in the co unt ry . Don Akatakpo also posi ts,

that, the pyramidal format of ar.r anq.inq compos i td o.i.s which
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is qui te commonwi th the artists works makes it possible

for him (Onobrakpeya) to relate w~th the Supreme Being who

to every African is the Perfect Cxeat.or ,

The four th o s s ay ti tLed, "Natural Synthesis and Dialog u:!

wi th Monil Li s a" is by Jacob Jari. In this study, emphasis

is on the contribution of Zaria Art School towards the

establishment and growth of other major art institutions in

the country. He mentioned principal actors asse ci.a te d with

this developments. For instance,' late Irein Wangboje founded

Benin Art School, while Nigeria ,,::'11 ever remain grateful to

Yusuf Grillo and Uche Okeke for laying artistic foundations

at Yaba College of Technology, La,90s and Nsukka respectively.

Aftc r h i.qh Li qh ting U1C can L; .ib ut.i ons of both nu noc r s

and other non-members of the Zaria Art Society who as ex-

s tuden t.s of the institution made .'.nput to the artistic deve-

lopment of the nation, Jarob Jari subjected the syr.onym,

"Natural Synthesis" to cri tical exami.nation. In the process

he recapitulates Uche Okeke's words , and I quote, "Nat.uraL

Synthesis" means the unronscious e f f or t, to assimilate what

is the cream of ,fore~gn Lnf Luencen and wedding them to our

native art cul ture".

It is per tinen t to mention tria t SOl1kJ 0 f Jari's views are no t

in agreement wi th cer tain pronoun -;ements by some persons

involved in the Zaria reI<Jolution .s t r es sLnq that it was inci-

dentally timely because it coi nci.ded with nationalist struggles

in many African countries, LncIuc'Ln q Nigeria. The author

is not quite certain that all mer.)ers of the association
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were honest in their inten tion because no art form according·

to him, could develop, thrive or blossom in isolation of

o.ther arts. He disagreed with certain western paradigms

wi th which most African works we::e adj udged because such

cr Ltc r i a w .ro fo rmul.a to d by the s ami group (Europeans) of

people whose training curriculum they kicked against, In

fact, Jari almost convinces us in his paper that, "perhaps

the society was a myth, perhaps j ts members arrogated to

themselves some undeserved credi~". These views seem to be

based on the fact that the Natur 1 Synthesis ideology was

taken for granted by the initiator. Nonetheless, history

has vindicated them.

•'I'h i s portion of the book a s made up of Questions and

l<esJ:.>on~~::)l.hl!..i~<.l on <.l ~ t.un durd Ll '8 tionuui r o do s Lq nod by U1U

organising/planning committee invharge of the entire project

Lei the publication, symposium and art exhibition. Persons

interviewed are Uche Okeke, Dema~ Nwoko, Felix Ekeada, Bruce

Onobrakpeya and Yusuf Grillo all based in Nigeria. Udle

Okeke however left the country fur the United States not too

long aqov Lnc.luded in this se c t.i o.i also are Okechukwu Odi ta t s

recollection of his Zaria days. Odi ta is equally based on.

Ohio, U.S.A.

The chapter in question mal.es interesting reading in

the sense that all of them bared thei~ minds freely on how

and why the .society came into exi.s t.ence , Each person also
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provided individual interpretaticn of the term Natural

Synthesis which was the motto of ~he group. As for Uche

Okeke, it meant the synthesis of old and new ideas, old

and new techniques, while Demas Nwoko conoept.uaLised it as

th e evol venen t; of a completely new culture. He refers to

UH~ U:";L! o I Lur opuun .illltJh.!lIL!nt~and doos not ciuph usi zu Ul<it

such a culture must necessarily be African in orientation.

In a different vein, Felix Ekeada. translates. it to mean

Patrotism, which implies "Freedoni" of expre s sLon within the

atmosphere of political Ln depende.rce , For Onobrakpeya, it

is an examination .of culture - pas t and present for onward

blending with relevant aspects of foreign concepts. Grillo,

in his own case cane up wi th con t. radic tory cornrre nt.s , According

to him, "if the synthesis is natt.::al," then it's not an

issue, Howc., then do we analyse this statement which he

believes you do not need to crack your brain about?

On this issue, Odita rrerely reflects on the question of

curriculum at Zaria between the 1')50's and early 1960's based

on his training at Zaria and Ohi.c State uni versi ty cillt trie

United States oi America.where he underwent ethnocentric

acadelllic orientation. From all their utterances it can be

ass umed U1a t these topical iss ues appea r to be in line wi th

Jacob Jaris view about allowing ~;ntiments to infringe on

the ideological goal$ of any prog=essive group.

"The Zaria Art Socie ty; Iris i qhts 7 by st rron Ikpakronyi

is another: intriging paper in the text. Perhaps, .i t; should
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have been grouped along with the essays_ The paper addresses

the question of appelation - Zaria Rebels - the birth of

the s oc i e ty , its composition and Objectives as well as its

cont r ib u t i or»: to con to npo r ary Ni(jurLIII ir t ,

Ill! begins by tracing the history of Ahmadu Bello university,

~<.Iri<.lwhich took off from Ibadan where its originul aim WLlS

to produce art teachers for the country and equally notes

the shortcomings of the curriculum wh i ch was not

designed to meet the need of Africans. Acoording to Ikpakronyi,

the situation Changed as soon as the school was transfered

to Zaria in 1955 with more empras i s on professionalism.

In spite of the new location, it was able to serve as rrelting

tJO t f or Ute co unt ry I!J uc cond 9~n . r a lion ur t i s t,s •

Another important issue th~t the author conveniently.
deliberated upon is that pertain:i ng to the objectives of the

society which he claims was predicated on traditional and

modern values. Simon Ikapkronyi' s thesis is f ur th er under-

scored by his step by step acco uvt; of how their activities

metamorphozed into several art ir.stitutions including the

Asele Institute) Nimo Anambra State, art associations, schools

and moverrents incl uding the forrnc.t.ion of the socie ty of

Ni.qe r i an Ar t.i s ts . 'l'h ro uqh t.he Lr o Lfo r t t s Ll vi r i Lc cu l Luru I

policy has also been instituted w i t.h the National Gallery

of Art (NGA)' to manage the affai: s of the different interest

groups wi thin the association.
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Artist Profiles

This chapter was compiled, ..l:ilyDavid Dale I a renowned

international artist. Focus is on the profile of artists

whose works arc be inq e xhibi ted along wi th the book Launch

and symp os i um,

The ar r amjc mont is chrono 109i ca l in s cq uen co, Per t.i nent

information that could be elicit.ed from this section include

place and date of birth, trainir.g backqr ound, infl uences

and contributions of each person to local and international

art circles. Dale pin-points Grillo's interest in mathematics

as a major influence in his use of planular forms for depic-

ting the social life of Lagos wh er e he grew up. His interac-

tion with architects made him de veLop interest in stained

glass I mosaic I san tex and other:naterials which can be used

to embellish buildings on monumental scales.

The quintessential qualities of Demas Nwoko's building

exper i.rrent s that combine earth {:nud) wi th saw dus t have

ultimately become recognised an d accepted by architects

including government. The Bendel State Cultural Centre,

Benin City, hi e private home in Idumuje Ugboko, Delta State

and New Culture St ud.io s, Ibadan are in teres ting examples of

his cre a ti VL! qcru.us , sene of these projects are pro f usc Iy

illustrated in the text along w i t.h his early works - pain-

tings and sculptures of the late .1950' s up till the mid

1960's. c
Nwokob rokere d new ground!:: in theatre design I se asoning

of wood incl ucling its use for f~ rn i ture and interior designs.
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He hai Ls from an environment where wood can be fo und in

abundant quantity. His early wo.•.ks, paintings and sculptures

reflect poli ti cal under tones according to Dale. They CIerive

forms from the merror abLe artistic traditions of Nok and lfe

a large portion of the text. which should be of interest to

ceramists, sculptors and architects.

Another rE:Rlownedfigure is Uche Okeke I founder and records

custodian of the Zaria Art Society's activities. He is

strongly associated with the Uli art movement with base in

Neukka , Excerpts from his diary which form part of this

publication bear testimony to the fact that Okeke had already

con cc i vc d d i u t.uru (or h Luuru Lf 1.> f o ru lJoilHJ to u t udy LlL

Zaria, but incidentally, Zaria became a crucible wher e some

of h.i s .i deaLs crystallized.

'I'he works of Uche Okeke who is qui te vast in the ore tical

and studio aspects of art cut . ac r oss several phases as

reflected by illustrations in the publication. They are his

pre-Zaria period which extend to include the Zaria Art Society

days and post-Zaria experiences. suos uned within this

classifica don is the ul L period and his civil war drawings.

'j'll u.rr l y lC)()O'u lldUPUll to bo h Lu mou t p roduc t.Lvc YULll'tJ

when it comes to drawing and painting before engaging in the

execution of mosaic and docurnentacion of con te mpora ry

Nigerian art in general.
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Sirron Okeke, late painter and sculptor is being remem-

bered on this memorable occassion for his interesting con-

tributions to the visual arts of today. His expos ure to

.i nt.er na t.i onal art styles through travelling/tours abroad did

not inhibi t him f r oin rc cognising the un iq uenes s of Nok,

Igbo-Ukwu, Lf e and Benin, sculptures which he encountered in

Nigeria and Bri tish museums where he was engaged in laboratory

studies. Okeke' s approach to art is qui te di~ferent from that

of his colleagues as we can observe from the illustrations.

They are often striking. Simon Okeke lost his life during

the Nigeria/Biafra civil war. He was a perfectionist.

A one t.i rre secre tary of t.he Zaria Art Socie ty is

Okechukwu Odi ta who disagreed wi th the views of some of his

peers over the training curricula at Zaria. Although he left

this country in 1963, Odita has continued to project the

philosophy of his academic group in far away America through

exhibi tions, lectures seminars arid publi cations. His works

too are profoundly rooted in Af ri.c an culture. 'l'his however

is not because they expose him to cultural conflicts but

for his interest in African forms and symbolism which are

probed by exploring the limi ts 0:: the color spectrum as con-

tro l l.cd by light uico r ics and tho r ai nbow u:.; ro fc run ccu .

To be more knowledge able about Odi, ta' s creative sensibi li ties,

it is necessary to peruse the t.ext; and also have direct

visual contact wi th the works during the art exhibi tion.



15

Bruce Onobrakpeya is a rare example of a child brought
who

up in trie christian faith but/also .imbi be d through oral

tradi tion, myths and legends which he took advantage of to

interrogate his culture by exploring moti fs from both

experien ccs - ch i r s tian and tradi tional. David Dale's

treatise raises some unknown facts, Onomrakpeya was actually

excited by the Zaria environment which was a contrast to his

ughelli home town. The excitement and euphoria made the

artist appreciate the large anthills, trees and Islamic

architecture prevalent in the northern of Nigeria.

The dye-pi ts at Kano and the Adire e 1.eko designs of the

Yoruba speaking people were looked upon for design synthesis

w.i th ..l v i cw Lo Lo rq i nq ..111 Afr.i.c ...111 Ldcu ti ty. Wh.i.lu.i L .i:.;

noteworthy to rrention that space cannot provide us that

oppo r t uni ty to enumer a tc all his artistic con't r i.but.i cns , the

few which we shall mention here are q.uite notable. 1113 pioneered

new avenues in print making, illustrated books, p ro duce d

paintings in mul ti-media, painted murals I publishe d books,

developed plastocast techniques etc. Thus Onobrakpeya's

creativity spans several periods whose details are well
•

ca tered for in this publication.

In '-1. project of this magnitude, the c f fo r ts of ..Ill

who belonged to the society must be credited irrespective

of the nature of their contributions. Osadebe Oselaka and

Felix Ekeada appear not to have been much involved in the

widespread dissemination of II Zarianis t;" ideals. The landmarks

of Oseloka include a mural design for the Mbari Art.i.s t.s
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Club in Enugu in .1963 while Ekeada contributed towards the

beautification of Owerri town with sculptures. Bothiof

them were e xpe r imen talists who \Jorked in clay, produced

points I oil paintings I posters, color beads and charcoal

media.

'l'he bro ad bu!jl.!d t ru ininq thc sc crop of Niqc r.i an ar t.i s t.s

were exposed to in Zaria corrp Led with their ability to pick

up jobs with organisations where they made their relevanoo

known is l~dable.

Ogbonnaya Nwagbara operated in this manner. Despite the

several job opportunities at his disposal after obtaining

a master's degree in 1981 from U.S.A., his untimely death in

1985 put an end to such dreams.

Extracts from Uche OkekeI s diary of 1957 - 1961, form the.
concLud.inq part of the publication. It gives an account

which s choLars in the discipline of contemporary Nigerian art

must be updated with. The entire story of Zaria Art Society

can only be neaningful if the text is read. Therefore,

s choIars , artis ts, art promoters I collectors, curators,

libraries, inst.itutions and researchers should endeavor to

acquire it.

Don Akatakpo is a lecturer
in the Dcpar trrc nt of Archi te cture
University of Lagos, Nigeria.


