
South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No.4 December, 2021 
 

Thematic Analysis of the Garden Sculptures in Zaria Art School                                  163 

Thematic Analysis of the Garden Sculptures in Zaria Art School 

By 

 

Francis Ebunola Allan Oladugbagbe 

Department of Fine and Applied Arts,  

Ladoke Akintola University of Technology, 

  Ogbomoso, Nigeria  

(feaoladugbagbe@lautech.edu.ng ) 

*E-mail of the corresponding author: feaoladugbagbe@lautech.edu.ng 

 

Abstract 
Garden sculpture in Nigerian Art Schools is traceable to those of the Zaria Art 

School who perhaps laid the foundation for the first generation of sculpture 

gardens vis-à-vis first-hand assessment of the standard of the art school. 

Scholarships in these directions are few and not many ones are specifically on 

thematic analysis of garden sculpture. Therefore, the dearth of literatures in this 

trend needs to should be gradually encouraged because of the deep socio-cultural 

significance of the sculpture.  The study therefore examines and documents all the 

identifiable sculptures in the garden with a view to establishing the 

metamorphosis of the sculptures over the period between 1970 and 2000. In doing 

this, forms, themes, styles, materials and skills development are looked into with 

a view to establishing the transformation of the sculptures over the period of thirty 

years (1970 and 2000). The paper used data collected through field research in 

Zaria art school garden between 2000 and 2010. As at year 2000, the total number 

of sculptures collected in the field was two hundred and twenty (220), only fifteen 

percent (14.5%) of the two hundred and twenty (220) which is thirty three (32) 

were identifiable. All the identifiable sculptures were surveyed, classified and 

analyzed by forms, themes, styles and media. The garden sculpture, as a matter of 

importance has depicted various cultural, economic, historical, political and social 

activities which makes it a potential resource for documentation and continuous 

monitoring.  This study will ultimately help in the understanding of theme, style 

and media variations adopted in Zaria art school in relation to other art schools in 

Nigeria. 

 

Key Words: Thematic analysis, Garden sculpture, Zaria Art School, Media variations, Skill 

Development. 

 

Introduction 

Generally, the birth of sculpture as a course in all higher institutions that offer Art and 

Design is through the procedural handling, primarily, of clay material, cement, armature; 

and skill gradually introduced to the students. Immediately the sculptor students go to the 
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sculpture area to display his or her skill, the social, academic and environmental issues 

begin to develop (Kalilu, and Oladugbagbe, 2013: 78). Of course, garden sculpture is 

housed in the garden. The sculpture could however as well be placed anywhere else if 

circumstances demand so. Then, why do we specially create a garden for sculpture? When 

a garden is created (whether in the school or anywhere else) essentially to house 

sculptures, it is most likely to be for three major reasons: first, to create an atmosphere for 

maximum viewing of the works with minimum hindrance; second, to create a reservoir of 

sculpture collection; and third, in the passage of time, the garden becomes a pathway to 

evaluating, historically and contextually, the aesthetic adventure of the collector- be it 

individual or institution. In the case of institution, particularly the Department of Fine 

Arts, Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, these three vital reasons will serve as backgrounds 

for a brief impact theorizing on the garden sculpture and the sculpture garden vis-à-vis 

the students, the lecturers, the higher institution and the community at large.  

         

Indeed, in human experience, sculpture has a long history. Observations have revealed 

that for thousands of years, sculpture has been a primary means of artistic expression. Even 

long before the first record of history, the prehistoric civilizations used sculpture to 

document the world in which they lived. They employed both relief sculpture and that 

which is in-the-round. (Witcombe, 1997: 1).  All this be as it may, the ultimate determinant 

of the existence of garden sculpture is the sculpture garden itself: a dedicated space. Space 

is the first energizer in the execution of outdoor sculpture. Where and how the garden is, 

most times, dictates what the contemplator feels aesthetically about it. Therefore, a careful 

dedication to spatial structure by the Art School determines the level of importance it 

attaches to its sculpture collection 

           

A collection of sculpture in the garden setting of Zaria art schools visually enjoys good 

accommodation and liberty; each work airs its freedom.  Though, not without its setback 

regarding care for older works, this is an example of a School that has a well laid plan for 

the collation of its three-dimensional sculpture genres. Consequently, having a physical, 

three dimensional view of an artwork in-the-round, like an architectural model or a 

mechanical cast of new automobile invention is likely to have a lasting impression on the 

human mind than any other form of artistic enterprise. A reason again is, having this 3600 

angle-view to feel the tactile quality as well as the overall beauty, which is usually a 

paramount value of three dimensional artworks, makes preliminary aesthetic assessment 

of such a work easier and faster. This experience that is primarily psychological or 

intuitional and which one gets from the exhibition of a quasi-natural state of the “being” 

in a three dimensional art object is amplified through the interference (or coexistence) of 

the art object in the man’s shared space and the wider environment. This activity is a 
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prerequisite for determining a true structural and historical morphology of the sculptural 

life of Zaria art school. It is also a part that determines the total visual appeal the Art School 

impresses on the academic community. Sculptures are out-of-door, they are susceptible to 

damage and disintegration. These sculptures need to be periodically analyzed and 

documented to accommodate recent works and note changes in form, theme and style.  

 

Statement of the problem 

Judging by the variety of forms and themes produced by the formally-trained students’ 

sculptors in Zaria Art School, few scholars are interested in the study. In order to protect 

the imagery and research issues around these sculptures from being lost to scholarship 

since they cannot be safeguarded permanently from damage from nature’s threats and 

neglect, and to further keep the new aesthetic forms, themes, styles, materials and 

techniques that have evolved from the gardens, studies need to be embarked upon to 

adequately and rightly position the genres in the history of modern Nigerian art and to 

enrich scholarship on them. 

 

Review of Literature 

Literatures abound on garden sculpture are recent publications on metamorphosis, 

antecedent, iconography and some few others on outdoor sculptures in southwestern part 

of Nigeria. For instance, Oladugbagbe (2012: 77) examined stylistic and thematic 

development of garden sculpture in some higher art institutions in Nigeria from 1970-2000 

and used chronological and typological classification to classify the sculptures by period. 

The same manner, Kalilu and Oladogbagbe (2013) highlighted the historical development 

and fundamental changes occasioned by human and artificial processes noticeable on the 

sculptural pieces of the art schools in recent time. On the development of garden sculptures 

in art schools, Kalilu and Oladugbagbe (2013) examined metamorphosis of garden 

sculptures in four Higher Art Institutions in Nigeria (1970-2000). The paper examines the 

stylistic, material and metamorphosis of garden sculptures in four higher art institutions 

in Nigeria. The paper unravels the gradual destruction of these sculptures and the effect 

of weathering and oxidation on them.  On the issue of development and change Kalilu and 

Oladugbagbe (2013) discuss the antecedence and morphology of garden sculptures in two 

art schools in Nigeria, Zaria and Yaba art schools. The study bequeaths the impact of the 

earliest exposure of the African people to formal education after the scramble for Africa by 

the colonial masters at of the nineteenth century. The paper also emphasizes the 

importance of formal education particularly the higher art institutions to the development 

of styles, themes, medium freedom and its technical applications in sculptures.  However, 

the genuineness of sculpture works was also highlighted by Emeriewen and Oladugbagbe 

(2014), their hub of research is on characterization of precious metals artifacts from Benin, 
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the study elucidate the true components of produced materials, date of production and the 

provenance that are often overlooked in the work of art. Though, the work provides 

forensic knowledge of works of art not in the area of diverse and vibrant recent sculptures 

styles, themes and materials and techniques emanates from Zaria garden sculpture. Given 

the relative social significance of garden sculpture to academic endeavours, findings have 

shown that there is a dearth of works in this direction, especially in academic discourses 

relating to art in Nigeria. It becomes imperative, therefore, to explore this yet-to-be-

explored terrain so as to aptly give an exposé on the forms, themes and trends in 

contemporary garden sculptures in Nigeria. 

 

Study and its Scope 

The study is a thematic analysis of garden sculptures in Zaria art school institution in 

Nigeria. It is also examines and documents all the identifiable sculptures in the garden 

with a view to establishing the metamorphosis of the sculptures over the period between 

1970 and 2000. In doing this, forms, themes and skills development are looked into with a 

view to establishing the transformation of the sculptures over the period of thirty years 

(1970 and 2000). In scope, it covers the sculptures produced by the student’s sculptor on 

forms, themes, and technical processes from 1970-2000.  

 

Methodology 

The study adopts primary and secondary sources for the research. The information from 

related literatures is used to assist the fissure in the study of sculptures in the art school. 

Direct field research method was employed for a careful investigation of the sculptures in-

situ and in relation to environment where they are situated. Everything that people created 

is important, but genuine creative effort makes a valuable contribution to the continuation 

of true civilization (Mullaney, 1970:18). The sculptures in the art schools were identified, 

and chronologically classified into three period at an interval of five years; 1970-1979, 1980-

1989 and 1990-2000.  The selection of works was based on purposive samples; whereby, a 

proportional representation of all the sculptures created with various themes were selected 

and analyzed.  

 

Foundational Development of Zaria Art School 

The Ahmadu Bello University (ABU), Zaria, Kaduna State was first established as Nigerian 

College of Arts, Science and Technology in 1953 in Ibadan, Oyo State. The art section was 

moved in 1955 to Zaria and the Zaria Art School evolved, and in 1962 the college was 

upgraded to become a university, known as ABU. The products of the art school were the 

first driving force in the formation of visual arts departments in most of Nigerian tertiary 

institutions. Generally, the birth of sculpture as a course in all higher institutions that offer 
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it in the department of Fine and Applied Arts is through the procedural handling of clay 

material, then cement, armature and reinforcement skill are gradually introduced to the 

students. Immediately the sculpture student goes to the sculpture garden to display his or 

her skill, the social, academic and environmental issues begin to germinate. In the 

Department of Fine Arts, Ahmadu Bello University, garden and environmental sculpture 

slips into the academic consciousness very gradually.  

 

Thematic Analysis of Garden Sculpture in Zaria Art School 

A systematic thematic approach as expounded by Kalilu and Oladugbagbe (2013: 77) is 

used here for better interpretation of the process and the context of the artworks. Generally 

throughout the years under review from table 1 below, the themes of these sculptures have 

also been stretched to accommodate a broad spectrum of ideas and issues. In our quest for 

thematic explanation, therefore, for the identifiable sculptures done within 1970 and 2000, 

sculpture subjects are grouped into nine different thematic categories- two (2) 

Architectonic, three (3) Animals, and nine (9) Portraiture/ model. Others are based on 

issues relating to human activities and thoughts- Twelve (12) works were based on 

Cultural issues and one (1) Historical cum political. There is no Religious cum Philosophical 

subject, possibly or deliberately evaded because of Northern dichotomy on religion 

themes. Three (3) other works are on Socioeconomic.  The last but not the least is One (1) 

Sport, and One (1) Technology. These together one way or the other, presents the 

traditional and contemporary Nigerian and African identity. Some of these are visual 

documents of history; others are aesthetic sources of inspiration of scholarship, individual 

experiences and acquaintances, important events, people and place.  

 

Table 1: Table Showing the Thematic Classification of Works under Review 

Classification 1970/1979 1980/1989 1990/2000 Total No. of Works 

Architectonic - 02 - 02 

Animal - 03 - 03 

Portrait/Model - 06 03 09 

Cultural 02 05 05                    12                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Historic-political   01 01 

Religious /  

Philosophy 

- - - - 

Socioeconomic - - 03 03 

Sport 01 - - 01 

Technology - 01 - 01 

Total 03 17 12 32 
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Generally throughout the three decades under review, there are two architectonic forms 

(Figs.1 & 2) produced in 1980and 1989. The form is absolutely non-figural; it demands 

one’s aesthetic attention. So, it is with a skewmorphic architectonic like Space Age (Fig.1) 

and Entwined (Fig. 2) works respectively representing each of the ideas. The two sculptures 

are abstractly futuristic and functional in form. They display formal and architectonic 

character that eliminates human element completely in sculpture. It is the art of organized 

unity of form in space. The works are aptly titled; we are in the time and space that is 

predictably leaving us behind. Many things seem incomprehensible to a great many 

people; many are left behind in thought and physical actions. The Space Age stands tall and 

erect while the other Entwined on reclining position, with several slabs of concrete joined 

together to create functionality through the circular and long surface formation that 

already serves as seats for lovers in the garden on the one hand, and also suggests an 

abstract view of our new age on the other. 

                                     Fig.1                                           Fig.2 

                     Bola Alaka, Space, 1983                      Rabi Sule, Entwined,1986   

   

Works in the animal category first surfaced in the ABU garden in 1982, an example of this 

is the Grazing Elephant (Fig.3). In the school, though several other works were done 

depicting zoomorphic forms, they do not thematically fall under this category. For 

example, the Camel Rider and the Bull fighter in the garden falls under the Rider category 

because it is also have biomorphic form. 
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                                     Fig. 3                                                              Fig. 4 

         Tony Okpe, Grazing Elephant, 1982                 Shola Ikukoyi, Bull fighter,  1988 

 

                                                                              Fig. 5 

                                             I.A. Suleiman,Cameland the Rider, 1983 

 

Portraiture and model ideas are necessary tool in the development of artistic skill in 

student sculptors. Thus, portrait sculpture could be naturalistic in form when created in a 

very exact and faithful way; it could also be a life-like representation of a subject without 

adulation; and it could be abstract, which shows non-representational form. The 

representational likeness has come in artists’ studies as full or semi abstraction and/or 

naturalism. Many of these studies are usually portraitures presented as full, bust or profile 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No.4 December, 2021 
 

Thematic Analysis of the Garden Sculptures in Zaria Art School                                  170 

images. The multiplex dimensions, through which the portrait can be creatively expressed, 

have given almost all artists the will to explore such a familiar subject from varied 

contextual, thematic, media and material narratives. Throughout the three decades, there 

are nine (9) portraitures/models surfaces in the garden. These portraits were categorized 

into four (4) full portraits; four (4) profile images in –the- round, one (1) relief and one 

abstracted Teenager (fig.5). This work is preoccupied and, as such, the resemblance of 

posers has been eliminated. A thematic application of image (both substantial and 

economic) in this work is nevertheless noteworthy- considering the total, visual and formal 

simplification. For example, only the beads, the curves and the abstracted, cultural gown 

remotely indicated a feminine figure in the Teenager. The irregularity in the structure of the 

base adds some attraction to the work.  

          

Beside the Teenager there are two other works purposively selected for a brief 

understanding of portrait issue. They are figures 10 and 12. Figure 10 is Jaji’s Kwame 

Nkrumah is rendered in life size. The thick lips, wide nose and probing eyes are carefully 

done. The receding hairs of the bald head, which give prominence to the forehead and 

project the vein lines, capture the character, mood and essence of the president. His raised 

hand, typical of the pose of many people in the top echelon of government, is also 

reminiscence of Mao, (the socialist economy and philosophy he has tried to practice). The 

forms employed in this figure, most especially the rigid, in-rectitude posture, symbolize 

the ideals of the socialist. This makes the sculpture work stylistically and thematically 

successful. Figure 12 is a portrait bust of Lucas Bentu, commemorating art lecturer in 

Department of Fine and Applied Arts of the institution is exciting. Bentu is a Nigerian-

born artist from Plateau State which was boldly created with a carefree, textured technique 

using cement application. Bentu’s portrait head penetrates beyond the conventional 

smooth modeling; perhaps, catching the most-subtle characterization of Bentu. 
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                              Fig.6                                                                      Fig. 7 

Simeon Okpakuri, Teenager (stylized), 1980      Muideen Jaji, Ahmadu Bello (relief), 1986 

                           

Fig.8                                                      Fig.9 

   Muideen A. Jaji, Nkrumah, 1983                Murphy Ajayi, Nkrumah Nkwame, 1983 
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                           Fig.10                                                                  Fig. 11 

     Bola Alaka, Resting farmer, 1988                    Olalekan Babatunde, Model, 1988 

 

Fig. 12                                                   Fig.13    Fig. 14  
Peter U Kanu, Lucas Bentu 1990       Gabriel Bamidele, Charles Argent, 1993      Suleiman Taiwo Gani Odutokun, 1994 

 

Cultural issue treats themes and activities that are related to the tradition of a people. The 

use of fibre glass also started gaining ground in the garden in the late 90’s; students’ 

sculptors are possibly experimenting with the medium. Many of the fibre glass works are 

about life size. The reason is not farfetched: The material is expensive and only a 

commissioned work would worth the while of monumental exploration. For example, in 

The Return (fig.25)  is chosen better understanding- there is a lot of drama, which is 

achieved through the folds and the airy display of the “Agbada,” even in its moderately 

built slab. The thematic anomaly of The Return notwithstanding, Abdulrazak has labored 
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hard to arrive at the interesting forms and facial expressions of the musicians. The fibre 

glass medium-based relief is, however, falling off in parts. This further unfolds a technical 

disadvantage of jutting-out forms in relief works rendered in fibre glass. But the advantage 

of the medium is its lightness which allows for flexibility, dynamism of usage and 

application. The same goes for Moses Noren’s Nomadic Education (fig. 22) is mildly and 

carefully textured. It is rendered in concrete and free standing. The nomad in the garden 

is a lanky fellow reading a book and at the same time holding firmly to his calf with his 

left hand. The figure, which is slightly elongated, wears the locally-woven cotton Fulani 

hat and the three quarter pair of tight-fitted trousers. He has a feign smiles that carries 

suspicion. 

 

                     Fig. 15                                                              Fig.16 

    Ekpo E. Ifeta, Nok Head, 1970                      Ekpo E. Ifeta. Farmer, 1970 

 

          Fig. 17                                                                Fig.18 

Sanni Mohammed, Obasanjo  (OFN), 1980            Babatunde G.O, Eyo, 1988 
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                           Fig.19                                                                    Fig. 20 

         Muhammed A. G., Flutist, 1982                 Muideen A. Jaji, Sango Loko  Oya,1982 

                        Fig. 21                                                            Fig. 22 

Tunde Babalola, Aluya, 1988               Noren Moses, Nomadic Education 1990 

                    Fig. 23                                                           Fig.24 
Obi Chinedu, Drummer and Dancer,1991  Adeleye Albert, Unpaid Labour, 1993 
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                        Fig. 25                                                          Fig.26 

   Abdurazak Yusuf, The Return, 1996            Jerry Okafor, Fela Anikulapo, 1998 

 

The Historic cum Politics sub-themes portray themes that concern or relate to historical, 

governance and civil matters. It is not surprising also to see that the only sculpture on 

historical cum political issue is found in ABU and it is Queen Amina (fig. 27). This female 

warrior was a celebrated conqueror and a leader of warring legion in northern Nigeria. 

She has been a common feature in Nigerian art and history. 

 

Fig.27 

                                                Dayo Adedapo, Queen Aminat, 1998.                                                                                                                                                             
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Because of the vast number of works and the diverse nature of themes grouped under this 

category, a careful study of the themes has resulted in the grasping of the works into three 

(3) encompass all sorts that project hard labour Aggressive Digger, good Samaritan Rescue, 

and  structural adjustment theme  SAP.                                

        .           Fig. 28                                           Fig.29 .               Fig.30 
Eze Ngene, Aggressive Digger 1990      Shola Ikukoyi, Rescue, 1988    Bassey Orok, SAP, 1998 

 

           

The Sports sub-theme sculptures are those that show or illustrate the activities of amusing 

the audience, or actions of combat or contest. Lastly, Technology sub-themes deal with 

science and technology. The sole use of the metal as a complete medium of expression 

became visible in the 1980s in the garden. 

Fig. 31 

Kola Olorukooba, Wrestling, 1970 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.4 No.4 December, 2021 
 

Thematic Analysis of the Garden Sculptures in Zaria Art School                                  177 

As at this period, some graduate artists got employment in the universities and 

polytechnics. The experimentation with the metal medium could be explored freely and 

the result eventually appreciable. In 1988, Mathew Ehizele used galvanized sheet, iron bars 

and rods, to achieve this highly expressive work captured in motion. The activities in metal 

experimentation in Zaria art school began to be overwhelming from this period. The 

technical skill of Matthew Ehizele in the execution of Hard Labour (fig.32.) is no doubt… 

The work is a monumental work in galvanized metal sheet. Articulate in its proportion, it 

appears as a robot-like structure in its mild cubic forms. The good, technical execution of 

the work can be compared to any in its medium category in recent time.  

 

Fig.32 

Matthew Ehizele, Hard Labour, 1988 

                                            

 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

Generally, understanding art through thematic exploration and or through the provision 

of thematic variables provides a plausible judgment of morphological growth in the 

student sculptor’s visual mind on one hand, and the proclamation of skill and the infusion 

of appropriate style that will speak volume of the theme through the physical exertion of 

the sculptor on the other hand. Thematic assertion most times dictates the success of artistic 

work. This partially accounts for the reason why deep thematic understanding of art has 

gradually grown (and has been widely but cautiously endorsed) among the art Schools in 

this modern time. 

         

These ideologies are highly competitive among the higher art institutions in Nigeria. One 

undeniable fact is the presence of cement before and after 1970-2000 (and invariably the 
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lives of sculpture students) in Nigerian art schools. Cement has become an integral part of 

all sculpture gardens in Nigerian art schools. The material is relatively cheap for students 

and is easy to master. Cement, with fibre glass, affords the sculpture student the 

opportunity to explore both realistic and abstract forms with ease.  

           

Thus, a synthesis of the metamorphosis of the individual themes, styles and a collective 

transformation during the thirty years studied in the research can be briefly outlined- from 

all indications, it seems student sculptors are more inclined to sculpt  cultural and socio-

economic issues than any other issue.  However, there has not been significant leap of 

specific stylistic directions in the Zaria art school garden (Okpe, 2009: 233). Realism and 

cement concrete are constants that trial the sculpture students and their medium.  
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