
Art and Decolonization in Twentieth Century
Nigeria: Exploring the Narrative of Liberation,
Identity, and Resistance
The twentieth century marked a complex and transformative era in the
history of Nigeria, a nation grappling with the legacies of colonialism and
the struggle for decolonization. Amidst the political and social upheavals,
art emerged as a powerful medium for expressing the aspirations,
frustrations, and cultural resilience of the Nigerian people. This essay
examines the multifaceted role of art in the decolonization process,
focusing on its contributions to the narratives of liberation, identity
formation, and resistance.

The Impact of Colonialism on Nigerian Art

Before the advent of European colonialism, Nigeria was home to diverse
and vibrant artistic traditions rooted in its rich cultural heritage. From the
exquisite bronze sculptures of Benin to the intricate beadwork of the Igbo,
Nigerian art reflected the ingenuity and creativity of its people. However,
the imposition of colonial rule disrupted these artistic expressions, as
Western aesthetic values and artistic practices were imposed upon the
colony.
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Colonial authorities dismissed traditional Nigerian art as "primitive" and
"unworthy," relegating it to the realm of ethnographic curiosities. Artists
were coerced into adopting European styles and techniques, often at the
expense of their own cultural heritage. As a result, a generation of Nigerian
artists emerged who were alienated from their indigenous artistic practices.

Art as a Tool of Liberation

The struggle for decolonization in Nigeria ignited a renewed appreciation
for traditional art forms. Artists began to reclaim their cultural heritage,
using art as a means of expressing their political and cultural aspirations.
They drew inspiration from the rich symbolism and techniques of their
ancestors, creating works that celebrated the beauty and resilience of the
Nigerian people.

One of the most prominent examples of this was the "Mbari" movement,
which emerged in the Igbo heartland in the 1940s. Mbari sculptures,
traditionally created to appease the gods, were transformed into powerful
symbols of cultural and political resistance. Artists used Mbari to depict the
horrors of colonialism, the struggle for independence, and the hopes for a
free and prosperous Nigeria.

Art and National Identity Formation

As Nigeria approached independence in the late 1950s, art played a crucial
role in shaping the nation's emerging identity. Artists sought to create a new
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visual language that would reflect the country's aspirations and distinguish
it from its colonial past. They drew upon traditional art forms, incorporating
elements of symbolism, color, and design to create a uniquely Nigerian
aesthetic.

The works of artists such as Ben Enwonwu, Uche Okeke, and Yusuf Grillo
became iconic representations of the new Nigeria. Their paintings,
sculptures, and textiles celebrated the diversity of Nigerian cultures, the
struggles for independence, and the promise of a brighter future.

Art as Resistance against Neocolonialism

After independence, Nigeria continued to face the challenges of
neocolonialism and cultural imperialism. Western influences continued to
dominate the art scene, often marginalizing indigenous artistic practices.
However, a new generation of artists emerged who challenged the
prevailing neocolonial narratives and sought to reclaim their cultural
autonomy.

The "Zaria Art Society," founded in the late 1950s, played a pivotal role in
this resistance. Led by the renowned artist Uche Okeke, the society argued
that African art should be rooted in African traditions and philosophies.
They rejected the idea of a universal "modern art" style, emphasizing the
importance of cultural specificity and authenticity.

Contemporary Art and the Legacy of Decolonization

In the decades since independence, Nigerian art has continued to evolve,
reflecting the complex political, social, and cultural changes in the country.
Contemporary artists have drawn inspiration from the decolonization era,
reinterpreting its narratives and challenges in new and innovative ways.



Artists such as Ngozi Omeje, Otobong Nkanga, and Wangechi Mutu have
used their work to explore issues of race, gender, and identity in a post-
colonial context. They have challenged Western stereotypes and biases,
while also grappling with the complexities of contemporary Nigeria.

Art played a multifaceted and transformative role in the decolonization
process in twentieth-century Nigeria. It served as a powerful tool of
liberation, expressing the aspirations and frustrations of the Nigerian
people. It contributed to the formation of a new national identity, celebrating
the country's diversity and cultural heritage. And it provided a platform for
resistance against neocolonialism and cultural imperialism.

Today, the legacy of decolonization continues to inform and inspire Nigerian
art. Contemporary artists are drawing upon the narratives and techniques
of the past, while also exploring new and innovative ways to engage with
the challenges and opportunities of the present. Through their work, they
continue to shape the cultural identity and political discourse of Nigeria,
ensuring that the story of decolonization remains an integral part of the
nation's history and future.
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