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Abstract: 
The attendant number of women in the Nigerian visual arts space has been 
unparalleled with that of men, but this development has renewed commendation 
by the authors, given the background of the culture and the society at large. From 
early times up till now, women throughout the world have participated in the 
visual arts, showcasing their prowess in diverse and stimulating ways, yet the 
Nigerian women are not left out in several important societies’ activities. This 
paper takes a look at some prominent Nigerian women in various fields of visual 
arts practice, such as Graphics, Painting, Sculpture, Textiles and Ceramics. This 
paper recommends that the momentum to overcome structural inequality for 
female visual artists in Nigerian should keep the pace for greater representation.      
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Introduction 

The incontrovertible fact remains that visual art practice both in production and 
consumption are strictly dominated by the male folks; the world over, women 
representation in the visual arts practice is that important at it responds to the questions, 
needs and interest that are relevant to the current culture and can also be a fantasy of power 
for the future.  
 
History has revealed that women have often been represented as a subject rather than the 
creative force behind the artwork, whereas, the role of women and their support to their 
male counterparts are evident in the achievement of career successes in the past and recent 
times. In our everyday parlance, it is often understood that behind every successful man, 
there is a strong woman, and this can certainly or equally be applicable to the art world.  
According to Gelonch-Viladegut (2011) the women played well and truly a role in the 
artistic production, as well as her domestic roles. From time immemorial, Spinning and 
weaving became chiefly associated with the virtuous women as literature would have it, 
although, long tradition has persuaded females of many generations of humankind that 
they should be quiet and always in the home. The Nigerian society, particularly does not 
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give women the right to participate in the decision making, while, men have totally 
dominated the traditional decision making system, which is assumed to be one of the 
reasons why Nigeria as a nation is still backward in terms of development.  
 
In contrast, in the Western world, women are allowed to play equal and commensurate 
role in politics, education, religion and several other sectors. In fact, this signifies total 
freedom which has encroached the boundaries beyond the art world, notwithstanding, the 
progressive of women’s rights perceived in the past few eras are presently facing a regional 
and international context in which not only are women’s human disputed, but the 
historical attainments of the women’s movement are being destabilized. The flimsiness of 
democratic institutions, a conservative backlash and an economic crisis worsens the 
unwarranted situation of women in Africa, and Nigeria in particular, hence, weakening 
the chances of the feminist movement for self-expression in their fight for human rights.  
Against this background, Friedrich (2019) exerted his energy and influence through the 
World March of Women and the Mozambican Women’s Forum (Forum Mulher) to enable 
women to have equal rights with men in the society.  Drucker (1999) opines that feminism 
still calls for nothing short of a complete overhaul and restructuring of the obsolete sexist 
and racist educational systems still in place everywhere.  At the home front, network of 
Nigerian women visual artists needs to pull their own stuns to continue to serve as a thorn 
in the side of the Old-Boys network, giving an alternative and strength to the women folk.  
This paper is optimistic that the future of women’s art and art making generally, will be 
stronger, participatory, empowering and all inclusive as more women will set their 
aesthetic parameters and demonstrate their possibility and necessity for self-determination 
in professional and personal terms as artists.  At this juncture, this paper introduces all 
readers the honour of basking in the radiance and wisdom of some inspiring Nigerian 
women visual artists with their electrifying creations across disciplines and their defining 
agenda for women in the 21st Century. 
 
Ladi Kwali, born in 1925 in the village of Kwali, Gwari region in the present Federal Capital 
Territory, Abuja, Nigeria to a family of Potters.  The women in her family were renowned 
for making outstandingly beautiful pots which were not just very impressive in terms of 
aesthetics but also had great functional value.  According to Asiyaubi (2018) Ladi’s talent 
for pottery shone as her pots were highly regarded for their beauty and form. 
 
Ladi in 1954 joined Cardew’s pottery training centre as an apprentice in Abuja as one of 
the only female potters.  She employed a technique of using a graffito decoration in 
throwing her pots and yet continued with her traditional hand building and decorating 
techniques; an interesting hybrid of the traditional African with Western Studio pottery. 
Asiyanbi (2018) affirms that the fusion became her signature style taking her work beyond 
the shores of the Country. Ladi’s works were exhibited in London between 1950s and early 
1960s at Barkeley Galleries and also displayed during Nigeria’s Independence celebration 
in 1960. 
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Ladi Kwali was able to hold people spellbound with her knowledge, skill and available 
character at workshops, demonstrations and exhibitions in Dallas, Chicago, Canada, and 
Germany. She was awarded a doctorate as she became Africa’s best-known and foremost 
potter. She was made a member of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (MBE). 
Ladi Kwali abiding presence is noticeable on the reverse of Nigeria’s twenty Naira 
currency note as the potter at the wheel. She died on the 12th of August, 1984 leaving a rich 
legacy of her works for posterity.   
 
Another, female Nigerian artist of notable contribution to the Nigerian arts: Oyenike 
Davies Okundaye, born in 1951 in Ogidi-Ijumu, Kogi State, Nigeria. She is also known as 
Nike Okundaye, Nike Twins Seven Seven and Nike Olaniyi, a Nigerian batik and Adire 
textile designer. She is an original product of the famous Oshogbo Art Movement and one 
of the internationally known and renowned female artists and textile designers from 
Africa. The dynamism of Nike’s compositions, the complexity and firm structure, emerge 
in her textile designs, particularly for the adire and batiks (Anonymous, 2020). 
 
Her adire is a piece of art embodied with a vivid imagination as well as a wealth of history 
and tradition regulating the production of adire. According to Simmonds (2016) adire is 
the Traditional Yoruba hand painted cloth. Nike’s traditional adire designs and myriad are 
full of meanings and history, which are combined into larger overall patterns with names 
that are universally recognized in Yoruba culture. 
 
Nike, a veteran adire artist has created both adire and batik works that glorify the social 
practices and the cosmic drama of Yoruba tradition. The prevailing indigo colour of Nike’s 
textiles accentuates the aura, mystery and beauty of her designs. Her effort has re-
established the value of adire as art and has increased the appreciation of this meticulously 
designed, hand produced textiles. Nike, founder and director of three art centres which 
offer free training to over 150 young artists in visual, musical and performing arts. Her 
centre is also serves as a rich source of knowledge for traditional arts and culture to both 
scholars and interested by several bodies. The spillover of her success has contributed 
towards the launching of a cultural revival in Nigeria. She is one of the major imprints on 
the international art circuits representing the new breed of African woman artist. She 
announces her designs through exhibitions and workshops in Nigeria, U.S.A, Germany, 
Japan, Italy and several other countries of the world. In 2000, Nike was invited by the 
Federal Government of Nigeria to supply all the textile materials, which she designed for 
the Nigerian pavilion at the Expo 2000 in Hanover, Germany. Her artworks were also 
displayed during that event. 
 
Another notable contemporary and versatile artist is Ndidi Dike, she was born in June 1960 
in London and completed secondary school in England, further exploring her creativity in 
interdisciplinary art classes. She is a visual artist who works in mixed-media painting and 
sculpture, a domain that is exclusively reserved for male artists. Ndidi is one of the 
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Nigeria’s leading female artists. She likes to blend materials, hence, creating an intimate 
and unique work of art as this was a prove during her sojourn in Paris, where she 
incorporated traditional materials from Africa and daily objects found at the Villa 
Vassiliett into her exhibition to highlight the deficiencies of consumerism.  
 
Ndidi’s transgressive works take the form of intricate wood relief assemblages 
characterized by curvilinear lines and symbols carved with industrial power tools and 
embellished with burning techniques. Byrd (2013) posits that through her imaginative 
embrace of quotidian through historically laden materials such as banana fibres, branding 
irons, brass figurines, coins and cowrie shells, a synthesis of dual culture is seen in her 
powerful work. 
 
Nigerian-born Njideka Akunyili Crosby, 34 years old, was raised in Enugu, working in 
Los Angeles, California, who has crossed incredible art world milestones. Njideka took her 
first painting class at a community college in Philadelphia, where she was advised to look 
into colleges with an art program. She pushed further her studies on biology and art at 
Swarthmore College and pursued her MFA at Yale, which is where her artistic 
breakthrough began. Njideka was mentored by a Kenyan-born, New York based artist 
Wangechi Mutu who helped her to see that an image could be composed of many others. 
Mutu uses images to speak to a fracture, while Akunyili’s approach focuses more on 
syncretism. According to Wolfe (2018) Njideka began to use the language of Western 
Paintings to tell her hybrid stories. She adds colourful paint, fabrics, acrylic, photos, cut-
outs from Nollywood films, advertisements, and Nigerian fashion magazines to create 
vibrant paintings and collages that dance across the borders of her different identities.  
 
She explores the post-colonial identity of her county Nigeria, where she grew up in her 
paintings. She equally portrays the place that she and other immigrants occupy, a hybrid 
identity that does not fit into any box. She says, her intention is to depict the Nigeria that 
she knew and experienced, to show people that life exists in these places, that people thrive 
and love, talk just like anywhere else in order to let people connect more to these places 
and people. Steadman (2016) observed that Njideka draws on her personal experiences as 
a Nigerian woman living in America in her work. Steadman concludes that this concept of 
integrating African intimacy with Western painting was introduced to her through the 
work of Kerry James Marshall.  
 
Chief Afi Ekong as was popularly known was born at Duke Town, Calabar. The late 
Constance Afiong Afi Ekong (1930 – 2009), Nigerian artist, designer, art collector, art 
promoter and humanitarian is renowned for establishing the first private gallery in 
Nigeria, “The Bronze Gallery”. She became the first female Nigerian artist to hold a solo 
art exhibition in Nigeria.  According to My Buttress (2018) Afi moved in elite social and 
political circles, established herself as an art promoter and nationalist. She was resourceful 
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in terms of providing materials to artists as well as giving publicity to several artists 
through her television program, “Cultural Heritage.”  
 
Ecoma (2013) affirms that viewing her paintings is like attending a history lesson which 
highlights her inspirations from traditional sources, and the documentation of colonial 
Lagos as visual statements of the growth and development of modern Nigeria as a nation. 
Ecoma concludes that Afi Ekong contributed positively to the development of modern 
Nigerian art and given intellectual support to the unheard creative voices of the women. 
One Professor Ekpo Eyo in Ecoma (2013) remarked that Chief Afi Ekong was worth a Ph.D. 
thesis if literature of her were available. Her professional image contended with her critics 
and overwhelmed the notion and fear among young artists that artists could not be 
economically enterprising. Her artistic dexterity was outstanding, one not commonly 
found among the womenfolk of her generation. 
 
Ecoma submits that she was as versatile as the traditional artist who is a farmer, carver, 
flutist, hunter, palm wine tapper and a healer. Her paintings and drawings provide a new 
level of refreshing experience. She was able to utilize her western training to idealized 
African subjects and lifestyle through her art. 

 
Concepts, Prospects and Impact of Feminism in Visual Arts Practice 

Feminism is a collection of movements aimed at defining, establishing and defending 
equal political, economic, and social rights for women. Kirkpatrick (1983) described the 
term as an advocacy of women’s rights, through the movement for the advancement and 
emancipation of women. Women’s liberation, the ultimate goal of feminism has always 
been part of the narrative of Nigeria. Salami (2018) explained that the very same year that 
Nigeria was formed in 1914, women staged a significant protest, which the scholar 
Nwando Achebe has referred to as the “Ogidi Palaver,” against both indigenous and 
British men who had jointly sidelined them in decision-making. The year, 1925 saw the 
women of “Nwaobiala Movement” forcefully rejecting colonial values culminated in 1929 
into what is known as the “Women’s War”, where 10,000 women participated and dozens 
lost their lives fighting back against a drop in female authority. Despite the retarding 
impact of slavery, colonialism, corruption, negative cultural beliefs, Nigerian women 
visual artists today have distinguished themselves as a major driving force for the 
advancement of not only the visual arts but as the pivot upon which the society is hinged. 
These prominent Nigerian women visual artists have quite an outstanding 
accomplishment in the art sector and all facets of human endeavour. 
 
The involvement of feminine gender in visual arts practice in Nigeria has really been been 
boosted and promoted the status-quo of Nigerian Contemporary art hence,. Arts practice 
in Nigeria has gained more value and respect. Nigerian female visual artists are making 
reasonable impact all over the world, which has served as motivation not only to the 
younger generation of artists but to their male counterpart in the art world. Tremendous 
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impact has been recorded in the area of skill acquisition where many prominent female 
artists have organized skill acquisition programmes annually or bi-anniel in an attempt to 
eradicate poverty and equip the youths with needed skills in the arts. Some of such artists 
are Pamela Cyril Egware, Princes Iyase-Adozie, Nike Davies Okundaye, to mention but a 
few. 
 
Some of the Nigeria’s prominent female artists have been reckoned with for their capacity 
in the establishment of firms, creative industries, galleries, which has created several job 
opportunities to both male and female in the Nigerian society. Reasonable number of 
women are in the visual arts today due to regular practice, personal involvement, 
determination and consistency of other popular feminine artists. In all, the works of these 
prominent Nigerian women visual artists highlight issues on feminism, and equality, 
energy, resilience, interconnections and identities with rich visual metaphors of breaking 
boundaries across disciplines. 
 
One of the most celebrated Nigerian diasporan artists, who has practiced for over three 
decades in the Western societies with African traditional descent and cultural influences is 
Sokari Douglas Camp. In a world and times where the identity of nationality is seemingly 
fashionable, hence, the trait of ethnic identity has been the hallmark of most artists of 
Africans descent, especially those practicing in the foreign countries. In this epoch, the 
subject is diverse, which include politics, ethnicity, social and culture, religion and some 
mundane issues that could be considered as petty have wielded holistic artistic interest in 
their genres in the Diaspora  
 

Sokari Douglas Camp is a Nigerian by birth; there she lived part of her formative years 
with her people in the locality of her ethnic root. Her parents are hail from Buguma, the 
headquarters of Asari Toru local government Area of Rivers State, Kalabari, an Ijo 
speaking tribe of the Niger Delta in Nigeria.  At her early childhood, she saw and 
appreciated the cultural and artistic performances; this undoubtedly created strong 
impressions and instilled the undying cultural emotions and aesthetic sensibilities to thrive 
in her artistic journey. 
 
Another opportunity that nurtured her to success was her association with Robin Horton, 
a fatherhood figure; the British Anthropologist, who spent major part of his life in Buguma 
among the people, there he studied the religion, culture and traditions and life style of the 
Kalabari people.. It was under the guidance and tutelage of this academic giant Sokari 
Douglas Camp grew to a formidable creative artist.   
 

With the African cultural and traditional background, Camp travelled to Europe,  trained 
as an artist, worked with different media, style and subjects of the artist’s familiar 
background to .produce excellent sculptural pieces. Her professional training in Europe 
gave her the another opportunity to experiment with modern, sophisticated tools and 
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materials, using her traditional background and subject matter that hitherto would have 
been avoided, dreaded and forbidden as a woman. This was possible because of her 
Western training at Oakland,, California (1979-80, Art and Design (1980-1983) and Royal 
College of Art (1983 and 1986). 
 
Camp has maintained a sustainable art career at the international scene, her works have 
been exhibited and collected by Smithsonian Institute and British Museums, Japan, United 
States, Austria, Germany, Nertherland, Cuba, France,  and South Africa. Her retinue of 
exhibitions all over the world simply reports her popularity and success. This has 
nevertheless impacted on the artistic development in the world, taking note of consistency, 
subject interpretation, aesthetics and presentation. 
 
 Camp is a hard notch sculptor, who uses sophisticated tools, materials and machineries to 
contrive forms that transcend boundaries of cultures, through these she conveys her 
messages, sometimes are contextually interpretative, while others need some deep thought 
or the assistance of a professional. She does these by participatory involvement, using the 
welding technique, joining steels to form figures and make shapes of discernable and 
abstract subjects. Her story lines are though mythical, however, reflect simple gifts of 
humanities, of past and present, for example, the subjects of Iriabo and the Primavera, to 
mention a few. Through these journeys, Sokari Douglas Camp has contributed immensely 
to the development of art and in her act, projected the culture and craft of her root, the 
Kalabar people, to the admiration and appreciation of the art world. 
 
Conclusion  

In conclusion, feminism is realized to be an intellectual commitment and political 
movement that seeks equality and justice for women and the end of sexism in all forms. 
This paper tries to rediscover the biographies of the prominent Nigerian women visual 
artists, indicating their masterful contributions to the modern and postmodern art, and 
incorporating them into the art history. The artworks of these women characterized 
essentially their feminist innovations, feminists power of womanhood and their 
contributions to the visual art scenes in Nigeria. Generally, the arts are valuable indicators 
of socio-economic change as could be reflected by variations in their styles, methods, 
materials, production, technology and modes of distribution and consumption. This paper 
finally insists that creative expression such as plays, poetry, art and fiction are avenues 
where women can challenge male-dominance as a form of political and intellectual 
interventions. 
 
Recommendations 
This paper proffers the following recommendations: 

 Government and its Institutions should support the careers of women artists 
working in the margins, especially where they are challenged with gender issues 
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 Women should keep on pushing the boundaries and taking opportunities without 
being complacent, dependent and show incompetence 

 Women should make Concerted efforts and focus on the production an to collect 
the works produced by women artists who are producing challenging and 
innovative works. 

 The feminism movements should continue and focus on agenda that would 
impact and develop the girl child and men and sundry to understand the rights of 
women in the society. 

 Women should not be seen as objects of sex, but as confident and productive 
individuals in life endeavour. 

 Government should create more congenial environment to empower women folks 
to parcippate squally with me in the visual arts and any other bussiness.  in the 
arts and other businesses. 

 
References 

Anonymous, (2020). Nike Davies Okundaye. https://modernafricanart.com/nike-davies-
okundaye. Accessed 15th August, 2020. 

Byrd, A. I. (2013). Archives of Women Artists, Research and Exhibitions. 
https://awarewomenartists.com/en/artiste/ndidi-dike. Accessed 22nd August, 
2020. 

Drucker, J. (1999). Contemporary Feminism: Art Practice, Theory, and Activism – An 
Intergenerational Perspective. 
tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00043249.1999…. Accessed 16th August, 2020. 

Ecoma, V. (2013). Chief Lady Afi Ekong in the Art Historical Account of Modern 
Nigerian. Art.  Vol. 3. No.6 
https://www.iiste.org/journals/index/php/RHSS/article/view/5560 

Friedrich, E. S. (2007). Feminism in Africa: Trends and Prospects. Report of the 
International Workshop on Political Feminism in Africa. 
library.fes.de/pdf…files/bueros/mosambik/13795:pdf. Accessed 16th August, 
2020. 

Gelonich-Viladegut, A. (2011). Women and Arts. 75 Quotes. Gelonchviladegut.com/wp-
content/uploads/2011/03/woen-and-arts.pdf. Accessed 20th August, 2020. 

Kirkpatrick, (1983). My Buttress, (2018). The Late Constance Afiong ‘Afi’ Ekong. 
https://web.facebook.com/mybuttress/photos/the-late-constance-afiong-afi-
ekong-1930-2009-nigerian-artist-designer-art-college. Accessed 26th August, 2020. 

Salami, M. (2018). Feminism in Nigeria By and For Who? Zeitschrift-
luxemburg.de/feminism-in-nigeria-by-and-for-who? Accessed 27th August, 2020. 

Simmonds, D. (2016). Adire cloth in Nigeria. Institute of African Studies, University of 
Ibadan. 

Steadman, R. (2016). “The Complicated Beauty of Njideka Akunyili Crosby.” The 
Observer. Retrieved 24th August, 2020. 

 

https://modernafricanart.com/nike-davies-okundaye
https://modernafricanart.com/nike-davies-okundaye
https://awarewomenartists.com/en/artiste/ndidi-dike
https://web.facebook.com/mybuttress/photos/the-late-constance-afiong-afi-ekong-1930-2009-nigerian-artist-designer-art-college
https://web.facebook.com/mybuttress/photos/the-late-constance-afiong-afi-ekong-1930-2009-nigerian-artist-designer-art-college


South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.3 September, 2020 
 

Selected Prominent Female Artists in Nigerian Visual Arts Practice: A Discourse 147 

Wolfe, S. (2018). The Transcultural Art and Life of Njideka Akunyili Crosby. 
www.njidekakunyili.com. Accessed 24th August, 2020. 

 

http://www.njidekakunyili.com/

