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A b s t r a c t

owadays, Nigerian sculptors are reconsidering the material they work 

Nwith due to global environmental concerns and local economic issues. 

This paper examines how more Nigerian artists are experimenting 

with new materials and emphasizing sustainability in their practice. It illustrates 

how they employ unusual, recycled, or locally sourced materials as conceptual 

sources and significant statements. Through examples drawn from Lagos, Benin 

City, and Nsukka, the research demonstrates that artists utilize materials such as 

scrap metal, discarded plastic, reclaimed wood, and factory waste, in addition to 

locally sourced materials that benefit the environment. The paper argues that 

this shift is not merely material but also ideological, demonstrating a greater 

consideration for postcolonial identity, environmental activism, and social and 

economic concerns. Through interviews with selected artists, observations of  

their studio practices, and examinations of  recent exhibitions, the study 

illustrates how the use of  sustainable materials is altering what is valued in art 

and how studios operate in Nigeria. The study also addresses teaching sculpture, 

proposing a revision of  the curriculum to incorporate environmental 

consciousness and experimentation with different materials. Ultimately, the 

paper demonstrates how sustainability is transforming both the practice of  

sculpture and its conceptualization in present-day Nigeria.
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Background to the Study

Traditional Material Practices in Nigerian Sculpture

The development of  material usage in sculpture has always reflected wider socio-cultural, 

economic, and environmental changes. In Nigeria, traditional sculptural practice has long been 

part of  the spiritual, functional, and aesthetic life worlds of  its people. Materials like wood, 

terracotta, and bronze (central to the celebrated practice of  Yoruba, Nok, Ife, and Benin 

cultures) incarnated not just technical brilliance but also dense cosmological significance and 

communal values (Abiodun, 2014; Nevadomsky, 1997). Yet, in the aftermath of  modernity 

and colonial disruption, and increasingly in the postcolonial period, sculptural practice in 

Nigeria has faced dynamic stresses: ecological degradation, urbanization, industrial pollution, 

resource depletion, and economic uncertainty.

Rethinking Materiality in the Age of Crisis

These changing circumstances have had a profound effect on studio practices. As awareness of  

the world's environmental crises grows from climate change to plastic pollution, today's 

Nigerian sculptors are re-engaging the material question critically: What shall sculpture be 

made of, and why? The conventional ideals of  permanence, monumentality, and use of  "noble" 

materials are being countered by an emerging ethics of  sustainability, experimentation, and 

responsiveness to context. The outcome is an expanding corpus of  work defined by material 

innovation sculptors' recourse to found objects, scrap material, discarded plastics, textiles, and 

bio-degradable or locally sourced options (Ndubuisi, 2020).

 

Aesthetic, Political, and Ecological Meanings

This change is not merely an issue of  aesthetics or convenience. It is reflective of  more profound 

engagements with environmental awareness, local economies, and conceptual reframing of  

value. As Ingold (2013) reminds us, materials are not inert substances but active agents in the 

process of  making. In Nigerian sculpture today, even the selection of  material becomes a 

political, ecological, and cultural act, invested with multiple meanings. For instance, the 

utilization of  scrap metal in Olu Amoda's work turns industrial waste into artistic commentary 

and ecological statements. In the same way, Gerald Chukwuma's recycling of  wooden planks, 

incised and collaged with narrative details, draws attention to histories of  displacement, 

survival, and ecological degradation (Adebayo, 2018) (Plate 1 & 2).
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Plate 1: Expectation 2015. 

Source: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/olu-

amoda-expectation

Plate 2: Lap top 2014. 

Source: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/olu-

amoda-expectation

Plate 3: Elewe ukwu; and women rule the world, 2019 Mixed Media 78 × 117 in | 198.1 × 

297.2 cm. 

Source: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/gerald-chukwuma-elewe-ukwu-and-women-rule-

the-world
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Plate 4: Gerald Chukwuma I CAME, 2020 Mixed Media 80 × 64 in | 203.2 × 162.6 cm. 

Source: https://www.artsy.net/artwork/gerald-chukwuma-i-came

Studio as Eco-Conscious Site

Here, Nigerian sculpture studios are transforming from simply being places where artworks are 

produced to also becoming workshops for material experimentation and sustainability. 

Especially in urban areas such as Lagos and Benin City (Plate 5) artists are redesigning their 

studio spaces to serve not just creative but also environmental agendas. These cover material 

reuse, low-energy procedures, waste-to-art conversions, and eco-friendly spatial layouts. This 

trend reflects an expanding global phenomenon in which artists become agents of  

environmental awareness and transformation (Kagan, 2011). 
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Plate 5: Dotun Popoola. 

Source: https://businessday.ng/life-arts/article/meet-nigerian-metal-sculptor-using-scraps-

to-create-unique-art/#google_vignette

Local Philosophy and Indigenous Knowledge Systems

Nigerian artists are not simply following global trends; their innovations in material come out 

of  intensely localized circumstances, such as lack of  resources, precarious energy 

infrastructure, limited availability of  traditional art materials, and robust traditions of  

improvisation and reuse. Yoruba philosophy's jùwẹ́lù (turning the cast-off into the useful) or 

Igbo aesthetics of nka (creativity as problem-solving) express long-standing cultural 

practices of sustainable material engagement (Plate 6 - 10). Such concepts still shape 

how artists interact with their worlds and make use of what they have to hand (Okeke-

Agulu, 2015).

Plate 6: Ernest Nwokeocha. 

Source: https://punchng.com/i-feel-rich-

whenever-i-see-abandoned-old-tyres-lagos-

sculptor-nwokeocha/

Plate 7: Jumoke Olowookere, founder of  the 

Waste Museum, works at the workshop in the 

museum in Ibadan, Nigeria – REUTERS/ 

Temilade Adelaja 

Source: https://www.museumnext.com/ 

article/nigerias-waste-museum-showcases-

art-to-raise-awareness-on-waste/ 
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Plate 8: Toyeeb Ajayi tyre sculptor  

Source: http://web.facebook.com/groups/1057150064968849/posts/1650973665586483/ 

?_ dc=1&_rdr 

Plate 9: Ahmed Akinrinola. Discarded 

container covers, local drum, metal scraps 

Source: https://www.thecable.ng/earth-

champion-ahmed-akinrinola-the-nigerian-

artist-transforming-waste-into-art/

Plate 10: Ahmed Akinrinola. Bulb made from 

discarded plastic bottles

Source: https://www.thecable.ng/earth-

champion-ahmed-akinrinola-the-nigerian-

artist-transforming-waste-into-art/
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Support and Educational Innovation

In addition, the renewed interest in indigenous materials and processes, like natural dyes, 

raffia, calabash, and local clay, represents a wider effort to recover cultural identity by 

sustainable means. This is especially the case within institutions such as the University of  

Nigeria, Nsukka, where the "natural synthesis" movement inaugurated by Uche Okeke in the 

1960s has developed into a dynamic ethos of  material hybridity and environmental awareness 

(Ogbechie, 2008). Students and staff  in sculpture are increasingly incorporating recycled 

materials into their work, not just in response to material scarcity but also as a way of  

addressing current social and environmental issues (Plate 11 - 13).

Plate 11: Nsukka Art School and the artistic 

transformation of  plastic waste.

Plate 12: Eva Obodo, What If  These Were 

Straight, 2020. Jute, cloth and thread115 x 238 

x 80cm (approx.) Courtesy the artist and kó 

gallery. 

Source: https://contemporaryand.com/wp-

content/uploads/2021/04/What-If-These-

We r e - S t r a i g h t - 2 0 2 0 - j u t e - c l o t h - a n d -

thread115-x-238-x-80cm-approx..jpg
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Plate 13: Eva Obodo, Nightmare, 2020. Jute cloth, thread 235 x 206 x 46cm. Courtesy the 

artist and kó gallery. 

Source: https://contemporaryand.com/fr/magazines/the-new-nsukka-art-school-

between-continuity-and-change/

Research Gap and Study Rationale

Notwithstanding these advances, academic interest in the environmental aspects of  Nigerian 

sculpture is modest. Although research has considered the historical and symbolic 

significance of  traditional materials (Abiodun, 2014; Nevadomsky, 1997), fewer have 

handled the conceptual ramifications of  material innovation in contemporary studio practice. 

Likewise, little research exists on the ways in which sustainability is influencing not just what 

artists create, but also how they structure their studios, manage resources, and interact with 

their communities. This research aims to bridge that divide by taking a specific interest in the 

nexus between material innovation and sustainability in contemporary Nigerian sculpture 

studios.

Methodological Orientation

Methodologically, this study takes a studio-based qualitative approach, integrating field 

interviews, case studies, and critical reviews of  recent exhibitions. Principal sculptors by 

regions (Olu Amoda, Gerald Chukwuma and Dotun Popoola), are used as focal points for 

examining various approaches to sustainable materials. Their studios are treated not just as 

creative studios but ecological sites; where material, labour, and ideology meet. Student 

studios in universities like university of  Nigeria Nsukka and Yaba College of  Technology are 

also studied for pedagogical implications.

Conceptual Framework and Argument

By highlighting such practices, the research seeks to question prevailing art-historical 

frameworks that favour permanence, purity, and high-value materiality. Instead, it argues that 
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during a period of  environmental crisis, the redefinition of  value in sculpture needs to 

consider ecological ethics, material provenance, and lifecycle. The Nigerian situation 

provides a particular insight into the way that sustainability in art is not merely a technical but 

a cultural and philosophical necessity. This paper finally contends that material innovation 

and sustainability lie at the heart of  the future of  Nigerian sculpture. As artists navigate their 

environment's troubles through adaptive creativity, they present compelling models of  

resilience, environmental consciousness, and artistic agency. It is crucial to acknowledge and 

document such models, not just for the sake of  art history and practice but also for more 

general discussions of  sustainability, culture, and development in Africa.

Literature Review

Traditional Material Significance in Nigerian Sculpture

The analysis of  sculpture within African art traditionally focuses on form, ritual, and 

symbolism, especially in connection with traditional media like wood, terracotta, and bronze. 

Abiodun's (2014) and Drewal's (1992) seminal research investigates how such media within 

Nigerian sculptural traditions are infused with spiritual and cosmological significance, giving 

works cultural lifeforce and social meaning.

Academic Modernism and Postcolonial Synthesis

The contemporary era in Nigerian sculpture, particularly through academic platforms such as 

the University of  Nigeria, Nsukka, and other tertiary institutions, ushered in a reorientation 

towards national identity, postcolonial cultural synthesis, and material innovation. Okeke 

Agulu (2015) places artists like Ben Enwonwu, Uche Okeke, and El Anatsui at the forefront of  

this development, even though the emphasis was on aesthetic hybridity instead of  

environmental awareness (Plate 14 and 15).
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Plate 14: The Dancer (Agbogho Mmuo – 

Maiden Spirit Mask), 1962.

Source: https://benuri.org/artworks/2260-

ben-enwonwu-the-dancer-agbogho-mmuo-

maiden-spirit-mask-1962/retrieved 1st 

july2025

Plate 15: Prof. Uche Okeke (Nigerian, 1933-

2016) Madonna & Child, the Manger 

(framed).

Source: https://www.bonhams.com/ 

auction/28154/lot/48/prof-uche-okeke-

nigerian-1933-2016-madonna-and-child-the-

manger-framed/

Environmental Crisis and Re-materialization

Current issues with environmental degradation, urban trash, and consumerism have led to a 

re-evaluation of  material practice on the part of  Nigerian sculptors. Art theorists such as 

Kagan (2011) promote ethical and ecological approaches to material use including recycling, 

biodegradable materials, and found materials. In Nigeria, artists such as Olu Amoda, Gerald 

Chukwuma, Dotun Popoola, and younger practitioners are converting urban trash into potent 

sculptural forms, melding aesthetics with socio-ecological commentary.

Sculpture as Environmental Commentary

Scholarly literature attests to the contribution of  waste materials to modern Nigerian 

sculpture. Umeh's (2017) work Managing Waste in Nigeria: The Approach of  the Production of  

Upcycled Sculptures provides context for how waste tyres, rubber tubes, and metal beverage cans 

are redeemed in sculpture production as instruments of  environmental awareness and public 

education (Nigerian Journals Online). Likewise, Olotah (2018), in Production of  Sculpture 

Using Waste Materials: A Tool for Addressing Environmental Degradation in Onitsha, explains how 

artists based in Anambra State transform pure-water sachet plastics, cans, and polythene into 

significant sculptural pieces that comment on urban pollution and ecological disregard 

(Nigerian Journals Online).
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The Case of Olu Amoda and Other Innovators

Olu Amoda's studio practice is a model of  material-based ecological critique. Through the use 

of  rusted nails, bolts, metal plates, and pipes, his welded-metal sculptures address themes of  

consumerism, social injustice, and environmental degradation in Nigerian contexts today. 

Media reports refer to him as a "creative scavenger" and "forensic artist" who breathes new 

symbolic life into discarded materials (Ojoye, 2017; Amadi, 2017) (Punch Newspapers). 

Amoda's sculptures like Sunflower (Plate 16), which won an award at the 2014 Dak'Art 

Biennale, embody a poetic tension between industrial detritus and organic form, evidencing 

ecological awareness within sculptural assemblage (sil.si.edu).

Plate 16: Small Sunflower IV, 2014. 

Source: https://arttwentyone.ng/artists/26-olu-amoda/works/

Other artists such as Dotun Popoola and Oladele Ogbeyemi also demonstrate this new wave 

of  experimental metal sculptors in Nigeria. Popoola's Scrap Art Museum in Ile-Ife also serves 

as a creative hub and community awareness program, bringing environmental responsibility 

to the fore through recycled sculpture (XTalent, 2024) (Open Country Magazine). Ogbeyemi 

became well-known for turning a Mazda auto chassis into a bio-inspired work of  art 

composed wholly of  scrap metal, a quintessential model of  material innovation and 

sustainability in urban memory and craft (Open Country Magazine).
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Plate 17.

Source: https://businessday.ng/life-arts/article/meet-nigerian-metal-sculptor-using-scraps-

to-create-unique-art/#google_vignette

Theoretical Context: Material Agency and Ecology

These artistic practices demonstrate the theory of  material agency, in which materials possess 

cultural histories, environmental stories, and symbolic potential that condition artistic 

meaning (Ingold, 2013). In the Nigerian studio setting, waste materials become active agents 

of  commentary, narrative, and ecological critique.

Institutional and Pedagogical Considerations

In spite of  increasing interest in practice, there is relatively little scholarly literature on 

pedagogical and institutional implications. Ogbechie (2008) contends that Nigerian tertiary 

art institutions broker between tradition and innovation with a tendency to use material 

limitations to promote creative adaptation. Layiwola (2012) addresses how Amoda's 

recognition reconfigures material hierarchies within Nigerian art institutions, marking new 

institutional embrace of  non-traditional media (Nigerian Journals Online, Wikipedia).

Global Theories, Local Relevance

Across the world, theorists such as Gablik (1991) and Kagan (2011) promote an art practice 

that is attuned to ecological systems and communal collaboration. Although their theories do 

not deal directly with Nigerian sculpture, their models are very relevant to new sustainability-

oriented practices in Nigeria, serving to place local material innovation within wider 

ecological aesthetics.

Gaps and Direction for Research

Comparative research charting sustainability across a range of  studios and geographical 

regions in Nigeria is lacking. Moreover, there is scant theorization in the literature on the 

intersection of  material innovation, studio pedagogy, and sustainable ethics. This study seeks 

to bridge that gap by looking at how Nigerian sculptors integrate sustainability into their 

studio practice, not just in material selection but in process, pedagogy, and conceptualization.
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Summary and Outlook

In summary, the literature points to a transformative shift in Nigerian sculpture: from 

metaphysical material significance to emergent material politics, from symbolic permanence 

to adaptive, ecological engagement. This review lays the foundation for examining how 

contemporary studios across Nigeria integrate sustainability into sculptural practice, 

pedagogy, and creative agency.

Methodology

This research takes a qualitative, studio-based case study approach, underpinned by 

interpretivist and practice-led paradigms prevalent in much contemporary art research 

(Candy & Edmonds, 2012). Since the study aimed to address material innovation and 

sustainability within Nigerian sculpture studios, the research was framed to privilege artists 

lived practice, material engagement, and environmental contexts.

Research Design

The overarching design is multiple instrumental case study, focusing on five sculptors across 

Lagos, Benin City, and Nsukka. This aligns with Yin's (2018) model in which each case is 

selected for its representativeness of  broader phenomena—namely, sustainable studio 

practice. Qualitative insights are derived from interviews, observations, and document 

analysis.

Practice Led and Reflective Methodology

Since material experimentation sits at the heart of  the research, a practice-based research 

approach is justified; one wherein studio experimentation and reflection are embedded in 

knowledge production (Candy, 2006; Candy and Edmonds, 2012). Artists' processes are 

conceived as research data: interventions within studios, material tests, and prototype 

sculpture artworks shape knowledge about sustainable practices and material agency.

Case Selection and Sites

Sites were chosen purposively to ensure regional diversity and material practice:

Lagos: Studios of  Gerald Chukwuma and Olu Amoda, who are renowned for working with 

recycled wood and metal.

Benin City: Including emerging studios engaging local materials and textile-based relief.

Nsukka: Incorporating University of  Nigeria student studios using recycled plastics and 

industrial waste. Purposive sampling guarantees that the cases portray varying types of  

material innovation (Patton, 2015).

Data Collection Methods

i. Semi-structured interviews with 3–5 sculptors and 2–3 art educators at each location, 

investigating motivations, sources of  materials, studio practices, and sustainability 

issues. Questions were open-ended to enable participants to elaborate on conceptual, 

economic, and ecological aspects.
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ii. Studio observation: The first author documented studio layout, material storage, 

sourcing habits, energy consumption, and recycling material assembly processes over 

2 weeks at each site. Ethnographic observation methods were used to record tacit 

practices (Eyisi, 2023).

iii. Field documentation: Video recordings and photographs were utilized in recording 

material flows and completed works. Studio notebooks and sketches were also 

referenced as secondary data.

iv. Exhibition and archival review: Contemporary exhibitions (2021–2024) recording 

eco-friendly sculpture were reviewed via catalogues, media releases, and electronic 

archives to enhance studio-based information.

Data Analysis

Data were thematically analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) as 

adapted to practice-led research. Thematic coding was directed at:

1. Types of  materials used (scrap, found, indigenous; recycled plastics, metal, wood).

2. Drivers of  sustainability (economic, environmental, conceptual).

3. Studio adaptation approaches (energy consumption, workshop design, reuse habits).

4. Pedagogical integration (curriculum change, student engagement, institutional 

barriers).

Facilitating analysis, reflexivity was used ongoingly to identify the researcher's positionality as 

an outside observer working with local contexts (Eyisi, 2023). Reflexive journaling recorded 

developing ideas, assumptions, and affective reactions to materials and studio settings.

Validity and Reliability

To maintain credibility and trustworthiness, various strategies were implemented:

1. Triangulation: interview data, observational data, and document reviews were cross-

checked to construct a comprehensive picture.

2. Member checking: interviewees checked transcripts and initial themes for accuracy.

3. Peer debriefing: results were shared with two art educators to cross-check 

interpretations.

4. Rich, thick description: in-depth narrative descriptions were provided in the analysis 

to facilitate transferability between contexts (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was gained from the University of  Nigeria, Nsukka Faculty Ethics 

Committee. There was informed consent from the artists, and anonymity was preserved 

where desired. Data protection followed institutional protocols for storage and de-

identification.

Limitations

Recognized limitations are:

i. The emphasis on five studios cannot be generalized throughout Nigeria.

ii. Observations were limited to short visits, potentially overlooking longer-term material 

cycles.
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iii. Access constraints (e.g., travel, power outages) affected the level of  studio immersion.

 

Methodological Justification in Context

The integration of  case study, ethnographic observation, and practice-based reflection is also 

in line with previous qualitative research in Nigerian art contexts. Umeh's (2017) exploratory 

approach in Awka Journal of  Fine and Applied Arts also encompassed studio-based 

experimentation using waste materials, utilizing qualitative assessment of  sculptural 

production in relation to environmental issues. The study demonstrated the potential and 

avenues for sustainable material recycling in studio settings (Umeh, 2017).

Likewise, Olo Ezugwu (2018) outlined Onitsha-based methodologies for the production of  

upcycled sculpture through qualitative studio trials with subsequent environmental impact 

assessment. These investigations set methodological precedence for practice-led, qualitative 

inquiry into Nigerian waste-to-art materiality. The application of  reflexive thematic analysis 

draws from models of  qualitative social science and arts research (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Eyisi's (2023) consideration of  case study design in Nigerian tourism studies highlighted the 

need for reflexivity and subject positionality, features this study incorporates to facilitate 

contextual sensitivity and interpretive rigor. Through its integration of  several qualitative 

approaches (case studies, practice-based reflection, ethnographic observation, and reflexive 

thematic analysis) this methodology privileges studio practice and material engagement. It 

facilitates a detailed examination of  how sustainability is not just ideology but embodied 

practice in modern Nigerian sculpture studios.

Case Studies

This segment examines three contemporary Nigerian sculptors whose material innovation in 

the studio demonstrates sustainability: Olu Amoda, Gerald Chukwuma, and Dotun Popoola. 

In each example, material agency, environmental interaction, and adaptive practice are 

emphasized.

Olu Amoda (Lagos)

Olu Amoda is renowned for sculptures made from consumer trash raked up from Lagos 

scrapyards and construction sites, including rusty nails, bolts, metal plates, pipes, and rods 

(Africa Boku Talent, n.d.; ODA Art, n.d.) (africabokutalent.org). His Sunflower series, which 

received the Grand Prix Léopold Sédar Senghor at Dak'Art 2014, contrasts industrial 

materials with organic shapes to speak about ecological degradation and resilience (Africa 

Boku Talent, n.d.; ODA Art, n.d.) (africanah.org).

In reports of  his Lagos show Index Season II, Punch magazine features how Amoda harvests 

unwanted nails and metal from building sites, calling him a "creative scavenger" whose 

sculptures inspire social cohesion through collective shapes such as carved leaves (Ojoye, 

2017) (Punch Newspapers). These metals translate into metaphors for social 

interconnectedness and national identity in turmoil. In the same vein, Guardian Nigeria 

explains how he employs intricate composition and layered meaning by incorporating metal 

waste with sociopolitical commentary (The Guardian, 2019) (The Guardian Nigeria). 
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Amoda's studio practice is infrastructurally adaptive: materials are sourced locally, studio 

operations are generator dependent, and workshop layouts prioritize material reuse and 

recovery. His work as a teacher at Yaba College of  Technology also underscores pedagogical 

engagement with sustainable materials (Africa Boku Talent, n.d.) (africabokutalent.org).

Gerald Chukwuma (Lagos / Nsukka, Academic Roots)

Gerald Chukwuma combines indigenous visual traditions, like Uli and Nsibidi motifs with 

recycled industrial materials (beer cans, bottle corks, scrap metal) into densely layered wood 

panels. He collects Lagos's everyday waste products and converts them by flattening, burning, 

stitching, and painting (FAD Magazine, 2021) (FAD Magazine). FAD Magazine highlights 

how these materials are utilized not just as surface texture but also as narrative vehicles: "He 

uses materials that are local… normally seen as everyday waste… flattened and nailed onto 

wood panels, adding to the unique colour palette" (FAD Magazine, 2021) (FAD Magazine). 

Chukwuma's practice illustrates material agency: every object used has a history of  

consumption, becoming a place for resistance and cultural memory (FAD Magazine, 2021) 

(FAD Magazine). Chukwuma trained in the Nsukka modernist tradition and still combines 

indigenous aesthetics with recycled material practice. His workshop embodies a synthesis of  

ancestral symbolism and ecological critique.

Dotun Popoola (Ile Ife / Lagos)

Dotun Popoola trains young artists in recycling metal and showcases sculptures fashioned 

wholly from automobile parts and industrial waste. During his 2020 Lagos show Metala, he 

constructed animal and human forms using items like brake pads, motorcycle tanks, nuts, and 

butterflies made from metal (O'tsemaye, 2020) (thesoleadventurer.com). O'tsemaye (2020) 

describes Popoola's selection process for scrap by colour, form, and symbolic possibility, 

transfiguring urban waste into art filled with cultural meanings e.g., Yoruba deities or Eyo 

masquerade archetypes from traditional folklore. Sango and Eyo are works that illustrate 

Popoola's capacity to blend form, mythology, and eco-awareness (O'tsemaye, 2020) 

(thesoleadventurer.com). His Scrap Art Museum in Ile Ife is a community-involved creative 

centre: scrap gatherers are hired, young people are apprenticed, and environmental inquiries 

are integrated into the mission of  the institution (O'tsemaye, 2020) (thesoleadventurer.com). 

Cross-Case Comparison

Material Sourcing and Local Ecology

Each of  the three artists repurpose materials from neighbourhood scrapyards, auto mechanic 

shops, and urban waste streams—a testament to an eco-pragmatic solution to material poverty 

and waste accumulation (Africa Boku Talent, n.d.; FAD Magazine, 2021; O'tsemaye, 2020) 

(africabokutalent.org).

Studio as Ecological Micro-Ecosystem

Their workshops are structured ecosystems: spaces for sorting, welding, storage of  materials, 

and parts recovery. They work around infrastructural problems like irregular electricity, 

expensive fuel, and scarce formal supply chains (Ojoye, 2017; O'tsemaye, 2020) 

(thesoleadventurer.com).
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Conceptual Material Framing

i. Amoda utilizes nails and metal leaves to represent social commentary and collective 

resistance.

ii. Chukwuma inserts Uli motifs into flattened metal and wood panels to signify history 

and migration.

iii. Popoola builds iconographic figures (e.g., gods, masquerades) from scrap material to 

reclaim aesthetic heritage and ecological narratives.

Community and Educational Involvement

i. Amoda introduces environmentally friendly procedures in his teaching at Yaba 

College.

ii. Chukwuma, with Nsukka roots, helps shape dialogues between academic lineage and 

ecological innovation.

iii. Popoola's museum offers vocational training and community sensitization on 

sustainability and creativity.

Interpretive Framework: Material Agency

In line with Ingold's theory of  material agency (2013), materials within these studios are active 

agents, bearing past economies, decomposition, and future possibilities. Their transmutation 

within artistic processes renders materials co-authors of  meaning, influencing form, narrative, 

and ecological critique.

 Limitations

i. Analyses concentrate on three well-known studios; other local practitioners might 

have differing opinions.

ii. Primary evidence from exhibitions and interviews is limited; complete ethnographic 

studio immersion would enhance depth of  insights.

iii. Scholarship on dialogic engagement between artists and academic institutions 

remains underdeveloped.

 

Contribution to Scholarship

These case studies illustrate how Nigerian sculptors incorporate sustainability in the material, 

processual, and conceptual dimensions of  their practice. These practices complicate art 

historical expectations of  permanence and material purity and create opportunities for 

acknowledging adaptive creativity, environmental ethics, and local engagement in 

contemporary African art.

Discussion

The evidence from the case studies demonstrates how modern Nigerian sculptors are pursuing 

material innovation not just as aesthetic or economic decisions but as socio-political and 

ecological actions. These findings are considered in light of  wider scholarly discourses on 

materiality, postcolonial agency, sustainability, and studio practice in African art in this 

section.
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Challenging Material Hierarchies

One of  the most compelling realizations is the conscious dismantling of  material hierarchies 

inherent in Western and African art histories alike. Artists like Olu Amoda and Gerald 

Chukwuma question the dominance of  noble materials such as bronze and hardwood by 

showcasing rejected materials (corrugated metal, electric cables, plastic trash) as fine art. This 

finds resonance in the wider scholarship on "material agency" and the ontological possibilities 

of  matter, as formulated by thinkers such as Tim Ingold (2013), who argues that materials are 

not inert substances but active collaborators in form-giving processes. Ingold (2013) contends 

that materials possess histories, energies, and transformative potential that direct artistic 

intention. The Nigerian sculptors appear to know this intuitively, allowing the life cycle of  

materials (waste to artwork) to speak in the work. These practices are in accordance with 

Bennett's (2010) "vibrant matter"—a system where even waste is imbued with political and 

ecological force.

Sustainability as Local Knowledge

The study further shows how sustainability in sculptural practice arises out of  lived 

experience, as opposed to imported ideology. Whereas in the West, discourses on 

sustainability frequently turn on carbon measures and technological innovation, Nigerian 

sculptors take grassroots, intuitive approach shaped by local economic pressures, material 

scarcity, and cultural norms of  reuse. This is like research by Olo Ezugwu (2018), where he 

noted that eastern Nigerian artists incorporate environmental issues through improvisational 

recycling of  waste materials, not so much from a global environmentalist perspective, but as an 

extension of  a traditional logic of  "making do." Ndubuisi (2020) also points out that the 

cultural tradition of  "jugaad" or innovative reuse is prevalent among postcolonial African 

creatives who contend with infrastructural precariousness. This echoes a localized framework 

of  ecological art imbedded in socio-economic survival and cultural resilience.

Studio as Ecosystem

The studio practices encountered here reflect a movement away from the modernist 

understanding of  the artist's studio as a neutral, autonomous space and toward a more 

ecological understanding of  the studio as a living system. Lagos and Nsukka studios, for 

example, were seen to be semi-permeable to the urban context, actively incorporating 

materials, energies, and relationships from the environment. This model resonates with 

Groys' (2014) idea of  the "expanded studio", in which boundaries between studio, street, and 

society are fluid.

In addition, the recursive process of  gathering, breaking down, and reassembling materials 

embodies what Bolt (2010) refers to as "material thinking"; a creative process whereby 

knowledge is not only derived from ideation but from the material process of  interaction itself. 

The Nigerian sculptors' use of  waste, found wood, and post-industrial rubble is therefore both 

epistemological and ecological: they learn from and through the materials.

Postcolonial Aesthetics and Resistance

Material experimentation within Nigerian sculpture is inseparable from its postcolonial 
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status. Artists' use of  waste, frequently derived from consumer products initially 

manufactured in the Global North is itself  an act of  material resistance and reclamation. As 

Akinwale (2019) discusses, the aesthetics of  recycled materials within African contemporary 

art are frequently intensely political, responding to histories of  extraction, dispossession, and 

dependency. For instance, the recycling of  electronic waste (e-waste) and shipping refuse by 

artists such as Chukwuma is symbolic of  a reverse flow of  materiality. These products, built 

for obsolescence in the Global North, are revived in the Global South as artworks with 

renewed symbolic potency. Not only does this practice comment on global consumerism, but 

it also reclaims agency over post-industrial refuse, converting residues of  dependency into 

instruments of  self-definition.

Pedagogical Implications and Studio Training

Another important implication is the place of  art education in perpetuating or challenging 

material innovation. Although some Nigerian art schools still emphasize conventional media 

and formalist ideologies, there is increasing pressure to incorporate eco-friendly and 

experimental pedagogy. According to Okonkwo (2022), studio learning must change to 

encompass material literacy, an awareness of  the environmental, historical, and symbolic life 

of  materials. In Nsukka, for instance, students who worked with recycled plastic and sawdust 

were not only acquiring skills but also questioning the life cycles of  materials. This is an 

important pedagogical turn in how sculpture syllabi can be used to advance critical 

environmental awareness and innovation.

 Challenges to Sustainability in Practice

In spite of  these innovations, a number of  obstacles persist. Limited institutional support, 

unpredictable electricity supply, and the dearth of  organized recycling mechanisms all 

question the scalability of  sustainable practice. Moreover, as Patton (2015) notes, systemic 

pressures (policy disregard and market demands, for instance) tend to drive artists towards 

short-term survival instead of  long-term sustainability agendas. In addition, as Umeh (2017) 

adds, Nigerian environmental art remains under-recognized by funding agencies and 

galleries, and artists find it hard to engage in eco-friendly projects without sacrificing 

commercial viability. This invites institutional change and policy structures capable of  more 

effectively sustaining material innovation in the creative economy. Therefore, the conversation 

highlights that material innovation within Nigerian sculpture studios is a phenomenon that is 

multi-dimensional an artistic, ecological, and political process. It reflects local knowledge, 

postcolonial agency, and environmental responsiveness. In order to sustain such innovation, 

art institutions, governments, and curatorial platforms need to acknowledge and invest in 

sustainable studio practices that are contextually rooted and forward-looking.

Conclusion

This research has explored the dynamics of  material innovation and sustainability in modern 

Nigerian sculpture studios, drawing attention to how artists are reconceiving waste, recycled 

objects, and natural materials as viable sculptural media. Rather than a simple reaction to 

material poverty, this creative shift testifies to profound engagements with postcolonial 

identity, environmental awareness, and the changing language of  sculpture. Artists like Olu 
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Amoda, Gerald Chukwuma, Ndidi Dike, and others demonstrate how material decisions can 

serve as both aesthetic solutions and socio-political commentary. The conversation brought to 

light that material innovation in Nigerian sculpture is neither detached from general 

ecological anxieties nor a straightforward copycat of  worldwide "green" art tendencies. 

Instead, it is established in localized traditions of  improvisation, survival, and cultural 

knowledge systems that place a positive value on reuse. In the innovative recycling of  refuse 

materials, Nigerian sculptors not only counter environmental despoliation but also recover 

control over the discourse of  waste and marginalization. The studio, in this case, emerges as a 

laboratory of  experimentation, knowledge production, and resistance. Despite these 

developments, the challenges facing sustainable sculptural practice in Nigeria remain 

significant. These include lack of  formal recycling infrastructure, limited institutional support 

for environmental art, and an educational curriculum that often fails to prioritize 

experimental and ecologically responsive approaches to sculpture.

Recommendations 

To further advance the discourse and practice of  sustainable sculpture in Nigeria, the 

following recommendations are proposed:

1. Incorporate Sustainability into Art Education Curriculum: Nigerian universities and 

art schools must integrate sustainability and material literacy into studio practice and 

sculpture curriculum. Classes must promote experimentation with alternative and 

recycled materials and engage critical discussion on environmental ethics. The 

integration of  readings from new material theory (e.g., Ingold, Bennett, Bolt) and 

local case studies will allow students to gain conceptual and practical tools.

2. Create Material Resource Centres within Art Institutions: Art departments and 

independent studios can come together to establish Material Resource Hubs where 

artists can donate, sort, and access reusable waste materials (e.g., scrap metal, wood 

offcuts, plastics). The hubs can be used as platforms for knowledge sharing and 

community building and can help cut down material expenses and foster sustainable 

art production.

3. Encourage Public Awareness and Eco-Critique through Sculpture: Artists need to be 

encouraged (grants, residencies, and exhibitions) to create artworks that involve the 

public in environmental critique. Sculpture, being a spatial and tactile form, can be 

utilized to represent urgent ecological concerns like urban pollution, waste, and 

climate vulnerability. Public art projects involving environmental themes need to be 

given priority by the government and private patrons.

4. Enhance Studio-Based Research and Documentation: There needs to be more focus 

given to studio-based research as a valid mode of  academic investigation. Sculptors 

working in material innovation need to document their processes and release findings 

in academic journals. This will not only enhance the international conversation on 

African art and sustainability but also assist emerging artists in developing reflective 

and research-informed practice.

5. Foster Interdisciplinary Collaborations: Material experimentation in sculpture 

crosses paths with fields like environmental science, anthropology, and urban studies. 

Art schools should encourage cross-disciplinary partnerships between sculptors and 
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waste management professionals, ecologists, and design engineers to come up with 

creative answers to Nigeria's material problems. 

6. Promote Policy Support and Creative Industry Incentives: The cultural policy 

structures of  Nigeria need to acknowledge the worth of  sustainable art practice. 

Government and non-government agencies need to provide support in the form of  tax 

rebates, subsidies for environmentally friendly studios, and integration of  eco-friendly 

artists into national art programs. This support will increase the feasibility and 

visibility of  sustainability-focused sculpture in Nigeria's creative economy. In 

conclusion, material innovation and sustainability are not marginal but essential to 

the future of  Nigerian sculpture. The artists developing these practices are extending 

the vocabulary of  form, mobilizing local environmental knowledge, and configuring 

new relations between art, society, and nature. By implementing the above 

recommendations, stakeholders can help ensure that these innovative practices 

become core (not marginal) parts of  the nation's art ecosystem. 
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