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A b s t r a c t

T
his study examines the ways in which Igbo 

traditional figurines continue to influence 

contemporary Nigerian sculpture. It employs 

historical research, visual analysis, and studio case studies 

to analyze how ancestral forms (such as Ikenga, images of 

Ala, Mbari figures, and Uli-inspired works) still impact 

material selection, symbols, and subject matter in 

sculpture today. Previously, Igbo figurines had spiritual, 

social, and cosmological functions, mirroring assumptions 

about identity, fertility, and divine protection. Following 

colonialism, Nigerian sculptors have returned to these 

forms as rich resources for cultural critique and creative 

innovation. By highlighting artists such as Obiora Anidi, 

Ndidi Dike, and Chuka Amaefuna, the paper 

demonstrates how indigenous visual vocabularies are 

transformed to engage issues such as gender, memory, and 

environmentalism. This blend of art demonstrates a 

conscious attempt to root modern expression in local 

heritage. The contributions of institutions, particularly art 

schools located in Igbo-speaking regions, are also 

mentioned for their role in keeping and popularizing these 

sculptural traditions through pedagogy and new media. 

The study concludes that Igbo figurines are not passive 

cultural objects but are active agents shaping Nigeria's 

artistic modernity, thereby demonstrating their 

significance in global debates regarding African identity, 

postcolonial creativity, and sculpture development.
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Background to the Study

The evolution of Nigerian modern sculpture is rmly grounded in the country's rich and 

varied traditional visual cultures; of which, the Igbo people's gurative art of 

southeastern Nigeria is an especially signicant heritage. Traditional Igbo gurines, often 

carved-wood, terracotta, or cast-metals;(plates 1 and 2) played not just aesthetic but also 

spiritual, ritual, and sociopolitical roles. These objects were used quite frequently in 

ancestral shrines, masquerade dramas, fertility rituals, and initiation rites, and they 

embody a sophisticated engagement with visual form, cultural meaning, and spiritual 

presence (Cole, 1984; Willett, 1971). 

Plate 1: A pair of Igbo sculptures, 

attributed to Awka Master and from the 

Nri-Awka area of Nigeria,

h t t p s : / / w w w . a r t n e w s . c o m / a r t -

news/news/christies-igbo-sculptures-

chika-okeke-agulu-1202690696/ 

Plate 2: Igbo artefacts seized by Nigerian 

police during a raid in 1970 in Taraba state 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2

020/jun/21/nigeria-igbo-sacred-

artworks-sculpture-christies-paris

Plate 3: Igboukwu bronze 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archaeo

logy_of_IgboUkwu#/media/File:Igbo_u

kwu_face_pendant.pnghttps://en.wikip

edia.org/

Plate 4: Undated igbo Kneeling female 

gure.https://www.etsy.com/uk/listing

/858669624/igbo-kneeling-female-gure-

south
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As Nigerian artists continue to engage with themes of identity, history, and indigenous 

epistemologies, many sculptors of the contemporary generation have returned to 

traditional gurative idioms for inspiration and re-interpretation. This development is 

part of larger postcolonial artistic trends that privilege cultural reclamation and 

decolonial aesthetics (Okeke-Agulu, 2015; Ogbechie, 2008). Contemporary Nigerian 

sculpture has therefore emerged as a site of intersection of indigenous knowledge 

systems and modern creative strategies. One can discern the inuence of Igbo traditional 

gurines, especially their stylized human gures, abstraction of anatomy, spiritual 

symbolism, and ritualistic function, in the work of artists like Oke Ikenegbu, and Ndidi 

Dike. 

These artists work with forms and materials that recall Igbo traditional sculpture, yet they 

also reinterpret them through a contemporary lens, engaging with subjects like memory, 

environmental degradation, urban alienation, and gender politics. For example, 

Ikenegbu's sculptural installations derive direct inspiration from the angular stylization 

and gestural dynamics of Igbo woodcarving but also address contemporary media such 

as metal, cement, and found materials and thereby recontextualize traditional symbols 

within a modern aesthetic idiom (Nkiru, 2019). (plate3)

Plate 5: Okey Ikenegbu, eagle  ,metal,33ft x8x10,2009   

These artistic strategies align with Rowland Abiodun's (2014) characterization of the 

"African logic of form," in which visual representation provides a vehicle for oral 

traditions, philosophical contemplation, and collective awareness.

The signicance of this shifting rapport lies in its power to bridge historical heritage and 

contemporary relevance. Rather than treating Igbo gurines as inert leftovers of an earlier 

era, Nigerian artists engage with them as active presences, living repositories of memory, 

spirituality, and identity. This concurs with Ingold's (2013) framework of "material 
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agency," which maintains that objects and materials have an active role in the building of 

meaning, not only through symbolic attachment but also in their very physical makeup, 

cultural genealogy, and artistic intervention. In a globalized art world where 

contemporary African art is ever more commodied or cast into Western curatorial 

moulds, the recuperation of local gurative vocabularies emerges as a fundamental 

strategy of resistance and afrmation. It reconstitutes cultural agency, reunites artists 

with local publics, and safeguards visual languages threatened by modernization and 

religious iconoclasm (Oguibe, 2004; Kasr, 2007).

This paper explores the impact of Igbo traditional gurines on contemporary sculptural 

practice in Nigeria, such as formal aesthetics, conceptual meaning, and material process. 

It aims to illustrate how sculptors balance the twin imperatives of cultural continuity and 

artistic innovation. Drawing from an analysis of chosen case studies, visual observations, 

and a survey of the relevant academic literature, this article adds to an understanding of 

how indigenous artistic traditions continue to be meaningful as living systems of self-

expression, cultural critique, and historical continuity in contemporary Nigerian art.

Literature Review

Traditional Igbo Figurines: Meaning and Function

Traditional Igbo sculpture is inherently rooted in religious, social, and aesthetic domains. 

Figurines like the ikenga (personal shrine embodying strength and achievement), (plate 6 

and7) alusi (deity gurines), and mmuo (masquerade spirits) (plates 8and9) are visual 

expressions of ancestral worship, moral standards, and ritual practices (Nwanna, 2017). 

These works of art are typically carved in wood, molded in terracotta, or sometimes cast in 

metal, with their form and symbolism closely connected with community cosmology and 

social hierarchy (Cole & Aniakor, 1984). Each gurine embodies an expression of 

metaphysical convictions and collective memory, often placed within shrines or 

integrated into seasonal festivities and rites of passage (Okonkwo, 2018).

Plate 6: Ikenga,wood. Undated

https://sm76626.wordpress.com/catego

r y/african-tribes-objects/igbo/page/2/

Plate 7: Ikenga,wood. undated

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Sta

tuette_masculine_ikenga,_Nigeria,_Mus%

C3%A9e_du_quai_Branly.jpg
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Plate 8: https://upload.wikimedia.org/ 

wikipedia/commons/3/3d/Complex_sc

ulpture_Nigeria_BM_Af1954_23_522_im

g02.jpg 

Plate 9: https://sm76626.wordpress.com/ 

category/african-tribes-objects/igbo/ 

page/2/

Colonial Disruption and Postcolonial Reappraisal

The onset of colonialism, Christianity, and Western education profoundly impacted the 

course of Igbo sculptural traditions. Missionary activity decried numerous indigenous 

practices as idolatrous, leading to widespread destruction or abandonment of ritual 

gurines (Nkiru, 2019). However, post-independence Nigerian art movements have 

been characterized by conscious recuperation of indigenous heritage among artists, 

particularly sculptors schooled in institutions such as the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, 

and Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. Artists like Uche Okeke and Chike Aniakor 

promoted a return to traditional African idioms within the Natural Synthesis movement, 

although largely focused on painting, this movement also spurred sculptural 

engagement with indigenous form (Ogbechie, 2015).

Modern Reinterpretations of Classical Motifs

Contemporary Nigerian sculptors are increasingly using Igbo traditional gurines not as 

static symbols but instead as active modes of expression. Artists such as Oke Ikenegbu 

explore new meanings of ikenga gures in modern materials like bronze and industrial 

waste, thus projecting themes of masculinity, ambition, and cultural resilience in 

postcolonial Nigeria. For Eze (2020), such recontextualizations enable "a dialogue 

between continuity and rupture, indigeneity and globalism."

Gaps in Scholarship

Although abundant research has considered Igbo traditional sculpture through the 

lenses of anthropology and ethnography (Cole & Aniakor, 1984; Nwanna, 2017), there is a 

remarkable lack of scholarly investigations that have expressly probed the direct 

inuence of such traditions on modern Nigerian sculptural practice. Furthermore, the 

active interaction between indigenous gurative systems and contemporary pedagogical 

theories of sculpture, and especially studio practices since 2015, is under-researched. This 
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study aims to bridge this gap by presenting a critical examination alongside artist-specic 

case studies that outline the continuity, transformation, and contestation of Igbo 

gurative traditions in the modern sphere.

Historical Context of Igbo Figurines

Overview of Traditional Igbo Sculpture and Religious Beliefs

Igbo traditional sculpture is inextricably embedded in the people's cultural and religious 

worldview, in which art does not exist just to be aesthetically pleasing but as an integral 

bridge between the physical and metaphysical worlds. In contrast to Western notions of 

art as independent objects, Igbo sculpture is functional, ritualistic, and symbolic in 

nature. Sculptures are usually made to represent deities (alusi), ancestors, or spiritual 

powers and are usually stationed in shrines, village squares, or ceremonial arenas (Cole & 

Aniakor, 1984). The Igbo religious cosmology revolves around a dualistic universe 

regulated by the interplay between uwa (the physical world) and mmuo (the spiritual 

world), with sculptural objects facilitating this interaction (Nwanna, 2017). The religious 

role of such sculptures was also commonly related to local religious practice, including 

divination, agricultural rituals, fertility cult, and social integration. This rendered the 

sculptor not merely a craftsman but a channel of ancestral power, religious wisdom, and 

social understanding (Okonkwo, 2018).

Role of Figurines: Ikenga, Mbari, and Uli Inuences

One of the most recognizable sculptural types in Igbo culture is the Ikenga, a personal 

shrine to achievement, strength, and divine favor. The Ikenga, usually carved in wood 

and anthropomorphized with horns, represents the inner spiritual energy of the person, 

particularly men of rank or warriors (Aniakor, 2005). The possession of an Ikenga was 

tied to rites of passage and achievement in trade, war, or leadership. Its spiritual 

signicance was in its function as a motivator and defender of one's destiny.

Another signicant sculptural tradition is the Mbari house, (plate 10) a highly regarded 

open-air architectural monument that was built as a collective tribute to the Earth 

goddess, Ala. Built over a long duration of time, Mbari houses have life-size naturalistic 

sculptures made of clay, often depicting deities, ancestors, colonial gures, and common 

people in signicant attitudes. These structures served both as spiritual and sociopolitical 

statements, demonstrating Igbo resilience in addressing historical changes (Cole & 

Aniakor, 1984).
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Plate 10. Front side of mbari to Ala by the artist, Ezem, in Inyeogugu, Nigeria, 1960. Photo 

Credit: Herbert M. Colehttps://discoverenugu.medium.com/lessons-from-mbari-

6489cf3595eb

Also, the aesthetics of Uli, a linear, symbolic system of design traditionally employed in 

wall and body painting by women, (plate. 11) had a profound impact on Igbo sculptural 

form. Uli's sinuous, rhythmic patterns guided surface decoration as well as conceptual 

abstraction in wood carving, terracotta sculpture, and shrine architecture (Oguibe, 1995). 

These inuences still emerge in contemporary practice, where Uli is revisited not merely 

as motif, but as a philosophy of uidity and non-linear expression. 

Plate 11. Left: Drawn representation of uli motif of a girl with mbubu scarication marks 

collected by Northcote W. Thomas in 1911. Right: Detail from photograph of young 

woman with mbubu scarication marks, taken by Northcote W. Thomas in Awka, 1911 
th

(NWT 2124, RAI 400.16078). https://re-entanglements.net/uli/ retrieved 7  august 2025

Symbolism and Cosmological Meanings

The symbolism embedded in Igbo gurines is multilayered, drawing from myths, 

folklore, gender constructs, and metaphysical beliefs. For example, the horns in Ikenga 

sculptures symbolize aggression, virility, and focus, qualities required for personal 
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success in a competitive world. The presence of dual faces or multiple limbs in some 

gures references ancestral omniscience and the transcendence of ordinary perception 

(Nkiru, 2019).

Exaggerated body parts, facial distortions, or animal fusions in Mbari sculptures are not 

mistakes but intentional symbols of power, moral teaching, or social commentary. Their 

spiritual effectiveness does not reside in realism but in symbolic excess and ancestral 

encoding (Kasr & Forni, 2019). Every gurine is consequently a mnemonic for collective 

memory and moral governance, reafrming social compacts and divine order. 

Cosmologically, several personalities are linked with the Earth goddess Ala, who is a 

symbol of fertility, justice, and Igbo society's moral order. The positioning of sculptures 

within shrines dedicated to Ala or other deities served not only as acts of veneration but 

also as judicial authentications, as crimes or vows were assessed in her presence 

(Okonkwo, 2018).

Materials and Methods Employed in Traditional Practices

Traditionally, Igbo sculptors used organic and locally sourced materials such as wood, 

especially iroko and ugba, clay, rafa, and later, bronze or iron. Not only was the choice of 

these materials' utilitarian, but it was also spiritual, insofar as specic woods were 

believed to contain certain energies or ancestral approval (Edewor, 2016). The tools used 

were usually handmade, and the carving activity was usually preceded by rituals like 

libations or incantations, which again stressed the spiritual nature of the activity.

In the example of Mbari gures, unred clay was worked directly on site by groups of 

male and female artists laboring under spiritual direction. These impermanent materials 

emphasize the ritual temporality of the art: the Mbari house was never meant to endure 

but to fulll its spiritual function and naturally deteriorate, mirroring the cycle of life and 

death (Cole & Aniakor, 1984). This naturalistic connection between material, form, and 

meaning highlights the integrated character of traditional Igbo sculpture, in which art, 

belief, and society are profoundly interconnected. The renaissance or reworking of these 

materials and methods within contemporary sculptural practice testies to a desire to re-

engage this unied worldview, even in the midst of global modernity.

Postcolonial Transitions and Cultural Reinterpretations

Effects of Colonization and Missionary Inuence

The colonial era in Nigeria brought about signicant disruptions to the traditional 

sculptural practices of the Igbo people. The arrival of Christian missionaries and colonial 

ofcials in the late 19th and early 20th centuries resulted in the denunciation of many 

indigenous religious and artistic expressions as “pagan” or “fetish” artifacts, leading to 

their systematic suppression (Kasr, 2007). Sacred sculptures, notably shrine gures such 

as Ikenga, representations of alusi, and Mbari forms, faced destruction, conscation, or 

were relegated to ethnographic museums located in Europe (Enwezor, 2009). 

Consequently, the original function and context of these sculptural forms were 

diminished, detaching them from their ritualistic and cosmological origins. The 
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missionary agenda propagated Western aesthetics and Christian iconography as 

superior models, which caused traditional patronage systems to decline and the oral 

transmission of sculptural knowledge to be severed. In the view of Okeke-Agulu (2015), 

such cultural imperialism not only devalued traditional forms but also aided a colonial 

hierarchy that placed African sculpture as "primitive art" in Western museums and art 

history.

Early Modernist Reinterpretations of Igbo Forms

Early modernist artists re-appropriated Igbo gurines not just as aesthetic sources but 

also as ideological instruments. Uche Okeke, for example, incorporated Uli linearity and 

Ikenga-like symbolism in his drawings and paintings to reassert Igbo ontology within 

modern art discourse. His promotion of the reinvention of indigenous aesthetics 

established the foundation for what is today acknowledged as modern Nigerian art 

(Ogbechie, 2008).

In the same vein, El Anatsui (Ghanaian by birth but long settled in Nigeria) has invoked 

the example of shrine gures and the philosophical foundations of African material 

culture for his use of discarded materials to fashion monumental sculptures. Though not 

gurative in the classical sense, Anatsui's work echoes the postcolonial move of 

excavating signicance from precolonial forms and re-situating it within global art 

discourse (Visona et al., 2008). These modernist appropriations did not copy traditional 

gurines but abstracted their symbolic power, making them vehicles of cultural 

resilience and reinterpretation. In these transmutations, traditional Igbo forms found 

new currency in exhibitions, biennales, and critical theory.

Institutions Such as Nsukka and Zaria in Forging New Paradigms

The Nsukka School, formulated during the 1970s under Uche Okeke's leadership among 

others, came to be identied with the revival of indigenous visual systems in 

contemporary Nigerian art. Uli, a non-gurative but deeply symbolic female body and 

mural painting system of Igbo origin, emerged as a core research and studio interest. Its 

revival generated a wider reconsideration of Igbo cosmology and aesthetics, especially in 

relation to symmetry, uidity, and visual poetry (Ogbechie, 2008). On the other hand, 

Zaria provided a more open platform for artists coming from different ethnic groups, 

including the Igbo, to experiment with indigenous motifs using new media. The "Zaria 

Rebels," a group of young artists who worked in the 1950s, advocated breaking away 

from Western academic realism and for integrating indigenous elements such as 

gurines, motifs, and rituals into art practice (Oguibe, 1995). This pedagogical legacy 

enabled the conservation and reinvention of Igbo gurines in a range of modern forms 

that included sculpture, installation, performance, and conceptual art.

By way of these institutional platforms, Igbo gurative traditions were reconstituted not 

just as heritage but as lived epistemologies that could address current issues, identity, 

history, globalization, and sustainability.
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Exemplary Analyses of Contemporary Artists

Modern Nigerian sculpture also continues to address Igbo gurative traditions, not 

simply as stylistic allusions, but as conceptual models for redening identity, spirituality, 

gender, and remembrance. The case studies that follow discuss the work of three 

sculptors whose work demonstrates an intentional re-engagement with Igbo visual 

traditions using contemporary media and thematic innovation.

Obiora Anidi: Re-imagining Ikenga in Bronze and Wood

Obiora Anidi, who is both a sculptor and an academic, stands out for his creative 

rethinking of Ikenga symbolism placed in contemporary sculptural frameworks. The 

Ikenga, which is a personal deity among the Igbo people, traditionally symbolizes 

strength, achievement, and spiritual protection. Anidi's work meaningfully integrates 

these motifs, often blending anthropomorphic forms with horns, weaponry, and emotive 

stances typical of Igbo warrior and ancestral gures. Plates (12 and 13)

Anidi's use of wood and bronze honors indigenous sculptural conventions, whereas his 

stylized abstraction bespeaks academic training and global exposure. His piece "Totem of 

the Self" (2007), for instance, cites Ikenga in its verticality, ritual posture, and symbolic 

hand-held objects, but its aesthetic is closer to modernist simplication and postcolonial 

self-questioning (Anidi, 2009). In Anidi's work, material and form reunite to join ancestral 

reverence and individual identity, proposing a continuity instead of a disjuncture in Igbo 

spiritual aesthetics. Ogbechie (2008) maintains that such re-contextualization of Ikenga 

represent broader postcolonial strategies under which artists validate indigenous 

epistemologies as valid foundations for contemporary artistic expression. The work of 

Anidi demonstrates this incorporation by reconguring the gurine, changing it from a 

simple artifact into an active symbol of creative autonomy.

Plate 12: Eleganza Africana, 1996

Concrete and metal 

https://www.mutualart.com/Artist/Obi

ora-Anidi/929BAABC595F84F8/Artwor

Plate 13: Illusions and dreams of a lady 1994 

mixed media

https://www.mutualart.com/Artist/Obi

o r a - A n i d i / 9 2 9 B A A B C 5 9 5 F 8 4 F 8 / 

Artworks
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Ndidi Dike: Gendered Symbols and Memory Politics

Ndidi Dike's sculptural installations are often multifaceted investigations into memory, 

gender, and historical trauma. While she does not directly recreate Igbo gurines, her 

conceptual use of indigenous symbols, particularly in works addressing femininity, 

colonial violence, and religious transformation, evokes the essential characteristics of 

Mbari and Uli forms. The ritual art practice of Mbari, in which women have traditionally 

created gurative models for deities, is evoked subtly in Dike's tactile, communal, and 

memorial approaches.

For her installation "Waka-into-Bondage (plate 14) The Last ¾ Mile" (2008), Dike 

invokes traditional Igbo symbolism, appropriating carved wooden female gures, 

masks, and braided patterns to question the transatlantic slave trade and the effacement 

of African womanhood (Dike, 2011). The fragmented and layered aesthetics used in her 

artwork mirror the shattered cosmologies of colonized subjectivities but also recover 

Igbo feminine agency by symbolically resurrecting Igbo symbolism.

As noted by Ijeoma Loren Uche-Okeke (2012), Dike's integration of Igbo-inspired 

symbols within a global feminist discourse retheorizes sculpture's role as both a visual 

and a political language. Her installations engage with the same cosmological subjects 

that informed gurines in Igbo rituals surrounding fertility, spirituality, and transition 

but reinterpret these subjects within contemporary narratives of loss and reclamation. 

(Plate 15)

Plate 14: Waka-into-Bondage wood, 2008 

https://ccalagos.org/waka-into-

bondage/   

Plate 15: Panoramic meditation, Ikenga 

2020-2021 

https://arttwentyone.ng/artists/81-

ndidi-dike/works/ 



IJDSHMSS| p. 323

Studio Practice and Pedagogical Continuity

The survival of Igbo sculptural traditions within current Nigerian practice is largely due 

to the functions of both informal studio workshops and formal academic institutions. 

Nigerian universities of art, including the University of Nigeria, Nsukka; Nnamdi 

Azikiwe University, Awka; and the Institute of Management and Technology (IMT), 

Enugu, have been primary locations for the revision, dissemination, and reinterpretation 

of Igbo artistic tradition. These educational institutions promote a pedagogical practice 

that not only preserves material memory but also invites innovation through systematic 

teaching and studio-based experimentations.

Academic Institutions as Places of Continuity

The University of Nigeria, Nsukka, is also especially famous for its leadership in the 

incorporation of indigenous Igbo visual traditions, notably Uli and Mbari, into modern 

art curricula. Founded by Uche Okeke and his peers in the post-independence era, the 

Nsukka school of art focused on the imaginative possibilities of indigenous forms in the 

construction of a modern African visual language (Ogbechie, 2008). Although initial 

focus was on painting and drawing, sculptural practice at Nsukka has since developed to 

encompass reinterpretations of Igbo forms like Ikenga, Ofo, and ancestral statuary. 

In the same vein, Nnamdi Azikiwe University and IMT Enugu have become signicant 

sites for the conservation and reinvention of local artistic traditions. Sculpture 

Plate 16: https://alache.wordpress.com/ 

2020/09/04/uli-art-the-pursuit-of-

beauty/       

Plate 17: Uli wall design.

https://alache.wordpress.com/2020/09/

04/uli-art-the-pursuit-of-beauty/ 
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departments in these schools frequently have practical modules that invite students to 

experiment with clay, wood, bronze, and found objects using cultural symbols and 

narratives derived from Igbo cosmology and folklore (Okafor, 2017). (Plate17) Such 

formal exposure to traditional iconography within a modern curriculum enhances 

students' capacity to reinterpret heritage through personalized sculptural expression.

Curriculum, Materiality, and Innovation

Academic programs in these schools usually integrate art history, theory, and studio 

practice so that students are able to grasp the symbolic richness of indigenous sculpture 

while learning technical prociency. Training in African traditional art genres, 

mythology, and postcolonial aesthetics provides a conceptual foundation for creating 

works that are embedded in local traditions but also receptive to critical questioning and 

global conversation (Nzegwu, 2016). Notably, this academic environment offers access to 

diverse materials and technologies, which permits students to experiment with 

traditional media (wood, clay, metal) as well as unconventional ones (resin, ber, found 

objects), somewhat in the manner of artists such as Chuka Amaefuna and Ndidi Dike. 

Material experimentation in the current context goes beyond the aesthetic; it carries deep 

concerns related to sustainability, identity, and innovation. Students and teachers alike 

often explore the possibilities of reinterpreting local forms, such as Ikenga or ritual 

gurative, through strategies like abstraction, conceptual art, or installation. In so doing, 

Igbo gurative traditions are not stagnated but rather become active participants in 

contemporary discourse.

Apprenticeship and Mentorship

In addition to formal education, mentorship and apprenticeship networks remain 

essential to the continued impact of Igbo traditional sculpture. Master sculptors and 

academic artists in southeastern Nigeria routinely act as mentors for aspiring artists, 

transmitting both technical expertise and cultural philosophy. Such informal learning 

contexts promote close intergenerational relationships and enable younger artists to 

encounter traditional motifs and materials rsthand; for instance, artists trained in 

Nsukka or the Institute of Management and Technology (IMT) Enugu often return to 

rural communities for research and creative stimulus, thus bridging scholarly training 

with traditional practice.(plate 18) Oguibe (2004) notes that the Nigerian artist's studio is 

often a hybrid space, both laboratory and shrine, at once where tradition and modernity 

are constantly negotiated. This twin paradigm allows for the development of sculptural 

methods that are strongly rooted in Igbo visual tradition yet addressed to the challenges 

and debates in contemporary art. 
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Plate 18: Playing with Time and Memory. acrylic on canvas, 101x101cm, Chuu Krydz 

Ikwuemesi, 2020. https://re-entanglements.net/uli/

Thematic Trends in Modern Figurative Sculpture

Modern Nigerian gurative sculpture, though frequently based in traditional types like 

Igbo ritual gurines, has become a locus of active thematic exploration. Artists now more 

and more respond to social, political, environmental, and technological stimuli, 

producing works that are simultaneously culturally grounded and internationally savvy. 

The introduction of Igbo visual tradition into these practices invests current concerns 

with profundity, demonstrating that the traditional symbols continue to be exible 

throughout time and context.

Spiritual and Metaphysical Motifs

Many Nigerian sculptors continue to engage spirituality in gurative sculpture, drawing 

on traditional Igbo cosmology, mythologies, and ritual symbolism. Motifs such as the 

Ikenga, which represents strength, personal achievement, and ancestral guidance, have 

been retranslated in abstract and conceptual terms. Artists such as Obiora Anidi and Uche 

Okeke have in the past concentrated on metaphysical subjects associated with indigenous 

beliefs, while younger artists are continuing with the tradition in contemporary language 

and forms (Ogbechie, 2008; Nzegwu, 2016). These works habitually depict deities, spirit 

intermediaries, or ancestral presences, combining modernist stylization with 

metaphysical depth.

Contribution to Global Contemporary Art from a Localized Tradition

The continued involvement with Igbo gurative traditions places Nigerian sculptors 

rmly in the international contemporary art world, proposing an alternative modernism 

based on indigenous paradigms. Instead of copying Euro-American fashions, these 

artists place African knowledge systems and aesthetic lexicons at the center of their 

practice. Artists such as Ndidi Dike and Chuka Amaefuna are now involved in 

international exhibitions where the invocation of Igbo symbolism is no longer local but 

part of an international discussion on memory, nature, and postcolonial identity (Nwosu, 

2020). This stakes the claim of localized traditions in envisioning a plural and decolonial 

global art history.
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Conclusion and Recommendation

Summary of Main Discoveries

This research has investigated the lasting impact of Igbo traditional gurines on modern-

day practices of sculpture in Nigeria, following the historical path from ancestral visual 

cultures to their recontextualization in contemporary studios and university setups. 

Through historical inquiry, case studies, and thematic analysis, it transpires that Igbo 

sculptural forms, namely Ikenga, Mbari, and Uli, continue to be potent reservoirs of 

cultural memory and identity in the art of modern-day Nigeria. Artists such as Obiora 

Anidi, Ndidi Dike, and Chuka Amaefuna illustrate the creative agency inherent in the re-

fashioning of traditional symbolism to address modern-day issues like gender politics, 

postcolonial resistance, and environmentalism (Okeke-Agulu, 2015; Nwosu, 2020.

Relevance of Indigenous Figurines in Shaping Nigerian Sculpture Today

Native Igbo gurines are not simply vestiges of the past but active participants in the 

continuous evolution of Nigerian cultural production. Contemporary sculptors utilize 

their intense symbolic meaning, spiritual efcacy, and artistic vocabularies to create 

works that challenge mainstream perceptions of modernism and espouse other, 

localized, systems of knowledge. Such cultural endurance validates an active heritage 

that retains its relevance across time, in spite of its capacity for adaptation to changing 

social and artistic contexts (Abiodun, 2014; Nzegwu, 2016).
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