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Abstract  

Artistic expressions that attempt at teasing out issues that pertain to topical issues affecting 

a variety of mankind’s daily life and living has been the thrust of novelists, poets and singers. 

Many visual artists in the painting specialization especially, perhaps, would rather be given 

to displaying the mastery of colour rather focusing on message. Gani Odutokun’s paintings 

express a plethora of issues bordering on the environment of Nigerian society, the feminine 

gender and governance in the country. The randomly selected from the body of thirty six 

paintings done in different media and style over a period of time attests to the thrust of 

Odutokun’s artistic concerns. He spent his artistic energies aimed at addressing issues with 

the hope that the viewing public will be able to perceive his message through the 

representational abstract style of art. In this reviewed article, it is observed that Odutokun 

paintings fulcrum on figurative abstraction. He adopts a philosophy based on the 

neoformalist concept of artistic conversion that generates movement of artistic elemental 

principles. The drive of neoformalist as an idea is seen in his wild brush strokes and designs 

by accident aided by liquidized style of painting. In trying to categorized Odutokun’s 

painting under this study, they could be classified as generic, definite, semi-definite, vague, 

constant and variable as his means of expression. The study also contributes to the 

scholarship on Odutokun’s work in the Art Historical with the hope that more studies will be 

brought to bear on the artist’s works since his demise in 1985.  
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Introduction Fulcrum 

Gani Odutokun expressed an astute 

penchant for addressing national issues at 

a time the country was under the military 

rule. Just like the works of some 

cartoonists, he relied on subversive nature 

of abstracted imagery of the liquefied 

manner of pouring colours on the surface 

of a canvas laid flat on the ground. There 

was a posthumous exhibition brochure 

with 16 articles published in his honour in 

2007 by the National Gallery of Art, under 

the Ministry of Tourism, Culture and 

National Orientation Abuja with 36 oil on 
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canvas works dating to as far back as 1974 

to as recent as 1995. Twelve oil on canvas 

works, One poster colour work, One 

charcoal drawing, and one ink drawing are 

dated 1994. This is one of the reasons why 

this article has chosen to focus on the body 

of work produced by the artist in 1994 

since they are more in number than the 

other works in their various dates.  

Just like some cartoonists that make 

political cartoonists that rely on least 

iconic mode of drawing, Odutokun relies 

on figurative abstraction to make some of 

the paintings under focus. Whether the 

viewer is conversant with non-

representational art or not, Odutokun 

enlisted the viewer to rummage through 

the web of splashes of colours, lines and 

forms to tease out the message in the 

painting made. Ochigbo (2007) avers that 

‘Gani’s philosophy is based on the 

neoformalist theory of artistic change. The 

neoformalist see art as a perpetual motion 

and believes that art is restless.” It is this 

restlessness that is evident in the 

mannerism of Odutokun’s colour 

application as derived from the liquidized 

style of painting which he also called 

“Accident and Design”, which affords him 

the opportunity to conceal a lot from his 

viewers and his intended subjects. 

His paintings reverberated the 

increasing socio-political instability 

across the country at the time, which 

prompted him to perhaps make the 

paintings to attempt at highlighting the 

growing problem of oppression as his 

central theme. The problems have since 

turned for the worse as kidnapping, ethic 

violence, insurgency among others 

plagues the country’s stability today. 

Babalola (2000) in a 1972 interview with 

Odutokun recorded the artist’s 

explanation thus; 

What actually started the whole 

thing is this: there used to be this 

ready to-use colour, acrylic 

colour, not the very high quality 

type, the type meant for schools. 

It has a spout. That was what I 

used for my first experiment in 

1977. The reason why I wanted 

to try this liquidized thing is that 

I was interested in continuous 

line, the use of continuous, 

unbroken lines of drawing. That 

was the first factor that started 

this liquidized technique…I 

realised that it had more 

potential than I ever thought.”    

It is worthy to note as the first author 

would recall as a student under the 

tutelage of Odutokun, he suggested that 

the author should use unbroken lines in his 

style of painting, but the he remained 

adamant, shyly maintaining his use of 

‘black broken lines’ to make his paintings. 

Odutokun however continued to paint the 

convolution of chaotic situation in the 

country was in; and is still in, through his 

subversive mode of representation with 

the very austere use of objects and images 

to suggest any particular person(s) in 

further discussing his thought process and 

oeuvre, Odutokun in Jari (2007) explained 

that  

The guiding light behind most of 

my work is the concept of 

‘accident and design’.  I see art 

as life and perceive life as an 

endless circle of oscillation 

between accident and design. 

Man attempts to order the world 

around him through design. 

Forces intervene to aid or 

disrupt. In the end, what gets 

realized is hardly the precise 

thing the mind conceived. Man I 
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never in total control. I like my 

art to reflect the essence, for that 

is my perception of reality. 

The forces implied the artist are both 

seen and unseen confrontational activity 

that more often than not have, and 

continues to cause pain and untold 

hardship on the majority of the nation’s 

people. Jari further explains that 

Odutokun’s works can be categorized into 

the following aspects of the accident and 

design philosophy namely, the social 

commentary, the mystic, the technical and 

the ethic. This article therefore attempts to 

deliberately present the works from the 

representational to the non-figurative style 

with oppression as a central theme as it 

relates to the state of the nation then and 

now. Emmanuel (1986) explain the overt 

thrust of Odutokun’s paintings said that  

His intention, he claims is not to 

present his audience with 

something readily 

comprehensive. The 

metaphysical themes he treats do 

not permit him to present to his 

audience, works they can 

understand easily. He often 

hopes that people will spend 

more time to concentrate and 

understand the meaning in his 

works. 

The authors of this article from the 

above last two lines infer that there is 

perhaps more to be written on Odutokun’s 

work, not with the intent of mere 

veneration, but to avail one the 

opportunity of attempting at a closer look 

at the works from a different perspective. 

It is pertinent to add that one of such 

different perspective is taken from 

Odutokun; his wife (op cit.: 144) when she 

reminisced about her late husband’s works 

that “Gani fought the course of the 

common man. He fought against injustice 

as it inflicts unfathomable injuries on the 

soul of the common man. This, we see in 

most of his political themes…” This 

statement above also gives insight to the 

possibility of revealing to the novice the 

ability to comprehend Odutokun’s works 

in the subversive edge that characterize 

the way he paints. Jari (2007) explains that 

Odutokun describes his art as “…an 

organic order that is structurally 

reminiscent of weather’s mark on the 

eternally evolving geological plane-an 

order that betrays minimal human 

presence.” This description explains the 

approach he employs in making the 

paintings where he lays his canvas flat on 

the bare floor and pours his chosen colours 

and allows them to flow all over the 

canvas with minimal use of his effort. He 

at times uses his brushes to make lines on 

the coloured surface yet, with minimal 

activity. Odutokun in Nwankwo (1999) 

explains that “…I have always been 

suspicious of the easel. I think it holds the 

painter ransom…today’s paintings should 

be rendered in liquid paint. The medium 

should flow and LIVE with dynamism of 

a flowing river, today’s restless spirit, 

which the easel stands for. I seek to blend 

the classical spirit with the modern…solve 

the larger context.” The thought 

presupposes his desire for liberty and 

freedom of expression to prevail in the 

country as many of the newspapers’ staff 

were arrested for publishing the truth of 

the situation in the country at the time.  

In the painting below in figure 1, the 

abrasive appearance of the work due to the 

brush strokes seeming to engulf the 

praying man suggests the chaotic situation 

he is trying to pray himself out of. 
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Fig. 1 
Title: The supplicant 

Media: Poster colour 

Size: 86 x 68cm 

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p 40 

 

This type of application of colours in 

thick brush strokes is aimed at 

emphasizing the vigour and energy he puts 

into praying to God for deliverance. 

Perhaps, Odutokun relied on the use of 

more white brush strokes to suggest a 

positive outcome when prayer is said in 

the midst of a tumultuous represented in 

disappearing red over powered by the 

brush stroke in white. This a pointer of 

sorts to the artist’s strong belief in prayer. 

Adeshina (no date) quoted Odutokun in an 

interview where the latter said art 

“…should be able to stand any time, and 

strike people of all ages.” This work is one 

that no doubt all ages and generation to be 

fervent in prayer so to assail any negative 

situation. 

In the next image in figure 2 below, 

Odutokun presents a subversive 

representation of the style of leadership 

and governance peculiar to the nation at 

the time. The subject is presented in a 

rather supreme autocratic position above 

all else so as to perpetuate his ideas and 

ideals. The chaos that emanates from his 

style of governance is suppressed by his 

constant attention over any voice that 

opposes him. In this, the white area of the 

paper should not be mistaken for peace 

and tranquility but an earie quiet that is 

borne out of fear and the effect of his 

suppressive rule. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2 
Title: The oppressor  

Medium: Ink     

Size: 74 x 57 cm  

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 38  

Suppression and calumny continues to 

haunt citizens of the continent as the 

African style of leadership continues to be 

the bane of democracy. This was a source 
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of inspiration for Odutokun to empathize 

with as he attempted to highlight the 

various challenges for the purpose that 

goes beyond mere display of colour 

application and individualistic style.  

The stridence in the image in figure 3 is 

one that challenges police brutality even 

till today, as increasing number of the 

members of the public continues to groan 

from the experiences they share. In order 

to highlight the nature of the activities of 

some of such police officers, Odutokun 

made the figure of the police to look 

monstrously larger than the female victim 

in the work. The skeleton presented in the 

work is also aimed at explaining how long 

police brutality has been.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 
Title:Police brutality 

Size: 72 x 55cm 

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 96 

On the short sleeve of the shirt is the 

chevron indicating the rank while a skull, 

reminiscent of the sea pirates suggest the 

deadly force with which such officers 

carry out their nefarious acts. It again 

suggests that such handful of officers do 

not carry out their duties within the ambit 

of the law. 

Fig. 4 
Title: Beyond red and ochre 

Oil on canvas 

Size: 89 x 61 cm 

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 134 

 

The title goes a simply suggests the 

mind set of some viewers at exhibitions in 

that they are more particular about the 

colours in a work than the intended 

meaning the artist expects viewers to tease 

out and engage in conversations. The 

work describes a situation where 

governance is exclusive to a chosen few 

and the rest are left to themselves. To the 

top right hand corner of the painting above 

is building that is suggestive of the type of 

edifices made for aristocrats that continue 

to claim they represent the people. The 

ochre is indicative of the opulence that is 

available but with the red to the left of the 

canvas, implies the amount of neglect that 

many suffer from the lopsided style of 

governance that is informed by divisions 

of various kinds.  

It is pertinent to point out at this 

juncture that the work in figure 4 brings up 

the need to expatiate on the yawning gap 
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that might be alluded to being the absence 

of pragmatics as a topic to improve 

knowledge across various curricula. 

Odutokun hitherto relied on common 

ground references informed by 

community membership such that he had 

to use endophoric and exophoric 

references. He averred that the viewer of 

the work should instead attempt to tease 

out the meaning of the work through 

allusions to ascertain the possible 

interpretation from personal or general 

interest. There are three levels through 

which common ground draws on its 

indicators and they are personal, cultural 

and socio-political references. At the 

personal, it is expressed through any 

shared and remembered joint activity. The 

cultural level is deduced from accent, 

established references, native dialects, 

traditions, customary practices among 

others. While, the socio-political level are 

those topical issues of national interest 

that stares people in the eye daily events 

come up. 

Odutokun relied on the non-figurative 

abstraction in some cases through 

exophoric associations in the manner in 

which his works are often made and titled 

as a face saving strategy common to 

cartoonists that rely on the least iconic 

type of making cartoons. Fetzer (2011) 

holds that common ground is 

“…indispensable for philosophical and 

cognitive conceptions of knowledge 

where it serves as background for 

reasoning and, for retrieving speaking-

intended meaning and other types of 

implicit meaning, such as indexical 

expression or implicature.” The thrust 

requires that the would-be viewer of any 

art work in the literary, musical and 

humanities must be grounded in the 

pragmatics and linguistic scholarships to 

enable the viewer comprehend speaker-

intended messages. Enfield (2008) defines 

common ground as “…a resource that 

speakers exploit in inviting and deriving 

pragmatic inference, as a way to cut costs 

of speech production by leaving to be 

inferred by the listener.” The titles used to 

enlist comprehension from viewers are 

either anaphoric (looking back in the text 

for their interpretation) or cataphoric 

(looking forward in the text for their 

interpretation), and both of these 

referential relations are called allusions. 

These allusions when applied by the 

viewer that is formally educated in the 

form of scholarship that is able to rely on 

them to interpret meanings of the art 

form’s intended message, and this might 

also aid the hearer, listener or viewer’s 

personal experience.    

The article suggests the possibility of 

the painting in figure 5 below being an 

accompaniment to the work in figure 4, 

due to the similarity in colour and its 

visual conceptuality.  

 
Fig. 5 
Title: Two worlds: Here and there  

oil on canvas 

82 x 89 cm  

1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 130 
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The title suggests an evident 

segregation in the mode of governance in 

the nation that spells out discrimination of 

varying kinds. This perhaps explains the 

level and amount of conscious effort 

Odutokun made at emphasizing the need 

for viewers to see art as a tool for social 

assessment, commentary and amendment. 

Again, the similarity in colour might have 

been borne out of the need to use what is 

left of the colours mixed to avoid waste. 

The liquidized painting style makes nearly 

artist to mix colours in excess in order to 

cover the large expanse of canvas chosen, 

as it is with the size of paintings, coupled 

with the quality of canvas used by 

Odutokun. 

As constant as the frequency of change 

may be, there is a sense in which the 

change in the country has been negative 

since Odutokun made this painting in 

figure 6 in 1994. After the 1993 coup, the 

years after till date has not left one with 

increasing untold hardship that makes it 

seem as the country is doomed to continue 

to spiral into continuous failure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6  
Title: Current of change  

Medium: Oil on canvas 

Size: 80 x 111 cm  

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 138  

 

The current of change presented by 

Odutokun is one that evidently reflects on 

a feverish visual feel of turbulence and 

instability. The change seen at the time 

spurs from only one direction as he 

perhaps, centers the leadership in the 

middle of the canvas towering over the 

impending rush of pressure. The manner 

in which he has presented the current 

implies that the change he saw at the time 

were not positive to say the least. In figure 

7, he relies on a metaphor to express the 

level of disunity, corruption and 

retrogression that had hit the country at the 

time. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7 
Title: Rape of democracy  

Medium: oil on canvas 

Size: 111 x 81 cm 

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 139 

 

Basically, democracy in all its essence 

was nearly lost to military rule and he 

relied on the situation as an inspiration to 

make the work have this garish mannerism 

through his liquidized style of colour 

application to describe the state of the 

Ethiopian Journal of Environmental Studies and Management Volume 15 No.4, 2022 



439 

 

nation. The faint image of the woman 

sitting awkwardly and leaning away from 

her assailant on the right of the canvas. He 

used ochre and crimson in their evident 

contrast to express the conduct that guided 

leadership at the time a military 

government had annulled an election in 

1993. Odutokun’s sense of nationalism 

pervaded most of the works he made with 

a patriotic sense of duty, as he hoped that 

his works will serve as a sort of 

psychological opium to engender a 

positive change in the country. His 

penchant to continuously call for caution 

at the consciousness of a probable 

impending national doom is seen in the 

work below in figure 8. 

Fig. 8 
Title: Exodus 

Medium: oil on canvas  

Size: 80 x 111 cm  

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 17 

 

It is obviously impossible to tell 

whether the throng of people are leaving 

or heading towards the buildings to the left 

of the painting. The title though lends a 

helping hand to telling the viewer where 

the people are headed. This was and is still 

the situation in the country today as 

Nigerians leave the country in droves to 

Europe and America in search of a life that 

is devoid of the instability in Nigeria.   

The painting in figure 9 is deliberately 

brought in at this stage in an attempt by 

this article to reveal the state of the man; 

Nigerians in general, old and young, male 

and female. Odutokun attempted to 

highlight how physically and emotionally 

battered and bruised many Nigerians had 

become under the hands of poor 

governance in his time. He attempted to 

typify the state of a majority of the 

nation’s citizens that were, and are today 

groaning under a myriad of hardship that 

has silenced most people’s ability to take 

to the streets in protest of the worsening 

situation in the country today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9 
Title: Face of a man  

Medium: Oil on canvas  

Size: 56 x 74 cm  

Year: 1994 

Source: Exhibition brochure titled Gani 

Odutokun: 1946-1995 A Legend of Nigerian 

Art, p. 148 

 

It is worthy to suggest that perhaps, 

stirring for long at any of Odutokun’s 

paintings especially the ones in figures 4 
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to 8 has the tendency to make one nearly 

vertiginous. Such visual sensation can be 

attributed to the nature of the result of the 

liquidized style of painting. Many of the 

paintings in the works mentioned have an 

effervescence that can also be seen in the 

works infigures 1 and 2 and 9. The vigour 

and energy evident in his brush strokes 

can be attributed to the chaos that 

characterized many of the negative 

physical and psychological problems at 

the time.  

Irokanulo and Nwosu (2016) describe 

Odutokun’s works in figures 1 and 9 in the 

following perception that “The first period 

is where the broad brush strokes dominate 

his works. He explores human and 

symbolic forms as a pure expressive mode 

in rather naturalistic rendering.” These 

expressions and symbolic forms are seen 

in figures 1, 2 and 3 and 9 in their various 

media. The reason why Odutokun 

explored is borne out of that artistic 

adventure aimed at avoiding a state of 

being monotonous in the oeuvre of works 

made. Irokanulo and Nwosu (ibid: 55) 

further add that “In the second period of 

his exploration he began to liquidize his 

paint into an aqueous form to express his 

understanding of restlessness of his people 

(Nigerians); though it is quite certain that 

Gani focused on the entire sociological 

activities of the whole world rather than 

Nigerians alone. This is evidenced in one 

of his paintings entitled ‘Anarchy and 

nationalities’, this period continued until 

his death in 1995.” These are the works in 

figures 4 and 8, as he showed his 

subversive edge to use art to call at the 

consciousness of his viewers at the time to 

awaken a nation that was going into 

despair. The liquidized paintings by 

Odutokun are ferinaceous, requiring that 

the viewer should always be patient to 

tease out the messages embedded in the 

web of colours, forms, shapes and lines 

that pervade the surface of each of the 

paintings. The viscosity of the colours 

applied on the canvases he painted on has 

a visual allure that perhaps, leaves one 

coming back to ponder and seek the 

possibility of making a discovery of what 

may have been missed in the detail after 

previous viewings.  

 

Analysis  

There are a variety of reference forms 

under which this article attempts to 

categorize Odutokun’s works. These are 

generic, definite, semi-definite, vague, 

constant and variable references. They are 

all communicative expressions that are 

used by the speaker; in this case the artist, 

uses to enlist conversation from the 

viewer. 
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Table 1 A table used to analyze the paintings with reliance on the referential forms of 

communication   
s/n Referential form Figure of painting  Remark  

1 Generic  Figure 1 the work appeals to every religion as they all 

make supplication a supreme being 

2 Definite Figure 3 Some police officers that are high-handed in 

the manner that they carry out their duty 

3 Semi-definite  Figure 4 Is focused on viewers that lack the knowledge 

to comprehend artistic messages 

3a Semi-definite  Figure 7 Speaks to any country that has its democracy 

stalled by any act of impunity; especially the 

artist’s own at the time 

3b Semi-definite  Figure 8 It alludes to any country where people silently 

or openly flee to other countries in search of 

better living conditions 

4 Vague  Figure 2 Speaks to anyone that will take undue 

advantage of other(s) 

4a Vague  Figure 5 This painting also speaks to the segregation 

common to all countries where people are 

delineated by poverty and wealth among others  

5 Constant  Figure 6 Attests to the fact that conditions are not 

permanent in the sphere of life and living  

6 Variable  Figure 9 As the title suggests, it takes cognizance of 

mankind; man, woman, boy or girl of all ages 

reflecting on the negative impact of the tyranny 

of a few over many 

 

The table further highlights 

Odutokun’s pragmatic devices relied on to 

subversively engender comprehension 

over issues that are peculiar to the nation. 

In the painting in figure 4, succinctly titled 

Beyond red and ochre is a pertinent plea 

to both artist’s and viewers of all leanings 

to approach art works beyond the 

formalistic sense. The intrinsic value of a 

work always goes beyond mere 

appearances as the cover of a book does 

not tell the willing reader what the content 

of the book is. The approach to 

comprehending any art work has to be 

pragmatic based on the various common 

grounds drawn from the three indicators 

earlier mentioned above.   

 

Conclusion 

Four other works with the 1994 date 

have not been included in this presentation 

since the works in the article’s view tends 

towards environmental issues and 

therefore do not fit into the purview of this 

discussion. The paintings are titled A gift 

of nature, Chromatic townscape, Volcano, 

and Green Afloat all to a large extent focus 

on the need to pay attention to the way 

man utilizes land and water, and its 

attendant negative effect from human 

activity. 
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