


' , The Roles and Use of Art as Technology 

.I. 0. A deyartju 

Art and the Artist 

Several authors have defined the tcrm art. Read (1967) defines art as an a t tempt  to 
create pleasing forms. T h e  forms bcing referred to  however arc those forms which salsify 
our  sense of beauty, in relation t o  o u r  appreciation of  unity, and  the harmonious effect we 
perceive f rom the forms. Also, a n  has  been seer, as  the discovery of  order in nature. O n e  
example is the design of  the Convcntry Chapel in England which came u p  as  the result ?f a 
close study of a maple leaf (Akolo, 1979). S o  also is the  tomb of Late Chief Obafcrni 
Awolowo which was b ~ r n e  out  of  the shape of the praying hands. 

Although art was described a s  expression of oneself by making good usc of sound 
images, movements and s o  on ,  Akolo (1979) explained that the artist should be secn a5.a 
pcrson who creates, cxprcsscs and revives the works of art and contributes lo the matcrM 
culture of his society. The  tcrm 'artist' according lo  Uenthal (1972) combines the scnsc of 
'visionary, the philosopher and the prophet with the sense of craftsman technician and 
designer. A craftsman according to  him would not be addressed as  a n  artist, unless his 
medium of work has some u+ual clairvoyance or imaginaffofl. An  artist organizes his 
resources and finds economical solutions t o  problems: he co-ordipates technical resources 
with psychological o r  spiritual resources so that there is a continuous proccss from 13ca to  
technical expression and  back 1 0  idea. 

Artists d o  struggle t o  appeal t o  their audience by using the medium that best suits 
them. This they d o  in ordcr t o  be fully understood. Thc  architect dtsigns buildings for I& 

utilitarian purpose it serves for the human race. Man needs security from very h r S h  
weather as  well as  comfort in order to  livc. The painter reprcscnts the socio-cultural 
changes of  his society using paint and brush. so also does the composer of music draw on 
his consciousness, creating pleasing sounds. The poet chooses his words dclihcratcly in 
ordcr t o  communicate. Evidently, what artists intend doing at all time is t o  exprcrs thcir 
dcsire to please. 

THE Role of Art rs Technology in  the Past 
Since ar t  seeks for  the truth and for  pcrfcction, the traditional artist's role was that o f  

a spirit-controlled being. Okeke (1982) describes thcir personality as thnse bcing "hcld in 
awe and  wonderment". Their function was to  bring into being tnc spiritual csscnccs o f  



traditional belief. Some of  their products were the altar pieces, spirit images for  example, i 
Bangwa figures and masks used in Cameroons,  the Lcga initiation objects, bone, ivory 
and wood,  etc., and mcmorial images 'Ere Ibcji, among  the Yorubas masks and 
rriasqueradcs for cxarnplc, the 'day masqucradc' Eku Odu  among  the Igbirra, which was 
used a s  a n  instrument of discipline. Art was used by smith, woodcarver and  s o  on ,  for  the 
production of ritual art objects which were cherished in the traditional society. 

Art has been expresscd in rnctal for more than five thousand years according to  
(Strirley, 1974). When the earliest craftsmcnt in stone discovered and first exploited mctal, 
civilization took a step forward bccausc mctal was shaped, bent and beaten. It was melted 
arrd by  pouring molten mctal into a mould, i t  was possible to  prodrlce remarkable 
cerrrnonial golden and copper bowls, daggers, silver shears. axe heads or 'an  alloy o f  gold 
arld silver and so  o n .  Quire a number of engraved patterns, wcre possible, finger rings. 
car-rings, necklaces and othcr jewelry and sculptures. T h e  role ar t  has  played in 
~ c ~ h ~ ~ o l u g y  involved the initial design of  the mould. In tombs golden helmets have'becn 
dibcovcred which dare back to  thc 4th century B.C., an  example is that of  the Sumerians. 
I 'he ' rutankhamen 'gold drnrh mask' of the Egyptians is another example o f  art playin? 
irs rt)lc as lcchnology. In Nigeria, the Isaiah Anozie's compound contains art  object! 
which wcrc excavarcd in 1938. Shaw (1977) describes in dctail the art objccts of Ipbc 
l l l w u .  Sornc of them are  hronze howls. globular pottery vessels altar stands,  bronze star! 
I~cad and so  o n .  

'I'hr use of Art 9s Technology 
Hornby (1974904)  describes the lcrm technology as  cxfltf-application of  scientific 

krlowledge in problem solving. In this paper technology is used as  a technique o r  method . . 

of doing something expertly. 
In the traditonal period, artist and craftsmen employed technology in their day-to- 

(lay activities as exemplified in the Ifc, Nok, Benin nnd lgho Ukwu cultures as  well as  in 
' E ~ ~ > I  arld Europe.  T h e  use of iron was an indication rhar Africans have a aevclopcd 
:ecllnology, wticrc utilitarian products like spear-tlencis, knives, hoes and some othcr 
~n:itcr~alc were rnadc to  help then) in thcir hunting cxpcditions. T h e  evidence of  the use of  
iron can be linked with the Nok culture where terracottas wcre made. lgbo Ukwu,  Ife and  
I k i ~ i n  bronzes are  examples o f  cultures where some form of metals were used. The Nok 
rrrracotta, according to  Willict (1975), dates back to  between 900 B.C.-200 A.D. Ife 
b ro l~ re  9th-10th century A.D.; lgbo Ukwu 9th century A.D.  Art can t rcrefore  be  noted to  
l~avc t)ccrl used to  express ttle technology of Africa, and cxamples are  the Ife. Nok and 
lie11111 'classic arts'. 

-1he Ifc bronze heads, Benin brass works and lgbo Ukwu objccts wcre produced 
usirlg the 'lost wax' technique. This technique of casting involves the use of  clay, wax and  
' ~ u o l t e ~ ~ '  rnetal. The  initial heads were molded in clay. Wax o r  latex was applied on the 
hurlaces of  the moulded object.  T h e  molded head was kept in support  using sticks 
projecrirlg out of  the moulded figure. A second layer of clay was thcn molded o n  t o p  of  
rhr wax. 1-401 metal is thcn poured into the waxed interior through a funnel-like sprue 
crcatcd space; af ter  heating thc  wax. When the mctal is cold, the outer  clay is,removed and  
r t ~ r  ir~rlrr clay core is also carefully taken out.  Newman and Thnlma (1973 describe othcr 
cxarnplcs ~ ~ s c d  by tllc Tuaregs,  Dnns, Hnusas, the Dini and so  on. 

'I 11c ube of  art is a lso  reflected in wood carving. Okekc (1982) considerca the Yoruba, 
lbibio and lgbo wood carvings nnd Akwanshi stone images as  images which were well 
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halldied by their creators. The imagcs cxplair~ thc richncss of technological culture in 
Nigeria. Virtually, all arts use technology of onc kind or thc othcr. I t  is only in ccrtain 
performing arts like mime, oral poctry singing and ciancc [hat technology may be abscnt 
but the art remains. 

The Role of Art in Contemporary Period 
Art plays sthe role of maintaining the conccpts of reality. Olapadc (1983) cxplain the 

works of artist as creators of religious symbols. Some of these symbols are fashioned out 
of stone, wood and clay and other materials. Furthermore, t l ~ c  dccorations that go with 
money give it an added mcaning. Nigerian currencies and coins bear visuals of Nigerian 
personalities. These serve as reminders to Nigerian citizens about Nigerian history. The 
one naira note, for example, has the illustration ofaHcrbcrt Macaulay on one side ~ n d  t l ~ e  
famous Benin Ivory mask which was used as the symbol of 'Fcstac' in 1977 on the othcr 
side. Thus, art plays a central role in maintaining the culture of a society. The carved 
posts, lintels, well decoations, body decoration and facila marks have their functions as 
well as having aesthetic values. Art can thcrefore be used to express the best and the worst 
of society's traits. Okeke (1979) expresses the view that artists 'mirror' the society at best 
through their documentation of events from which generations after generations learn of  
their past cultural, polidcal and social activities. 

The role that art plays can further be seen in the productive dccorations of othcr 
functional materials. The enhancement of basketry, weaving 'aso oke', 'kente' tie dye. 
batik materials dyed in intricate colour combinations, tapcstry for example, the dycd and 
woven threads by Okeke in V.I.P. Airport Lounge in Lagos, c;~lnt~nsh carvings, smithing. 
embroidery textile and platic dcsigns and so on. 

PRINTING 

Art in Printing Technology 
The designing of various matcrials for printing, lcrtcrs, dcsigns of books, cover 

designs, picture illustrations and so on reflect thc usc of art i n  printing. Bcforc printing 
began, at about the 15 century, manuscripts and rniniaturc paintings were used. the Bible 
was filled up with hand-drawn and heavily designed lcttcr inscriptions which were 
produced for the Kings and 'Lords' as well as for thc church. The cffectiveness of the use 
of  the Bible for record keeping and for documentation is another usc of art as technology. 

The use of art as technology in the contcmporary pcriod involvcs the designing and 
preparation of art works, layouts pasting up and sometimes colour separation by hand. 
the blue print can be seen as one other usc of art in printing technology. 

Wax, Batik and Prints 
The wax batik dyeing technique and the Yoruba 'adire' indigo dyeing methods are 

examples of the arts interacting positively with technology. This dyeing technique is 
similar to  the process of  dyeing used the old Malayan citizens. Sussan Wcnger Alarape 

arc 
. experimtnted with eight different colours which a . k  predominantly indigo and similar .. dark torbes for batik. Nigeria Magazine (1976) discussed Alarapcs use of artistic form in 

.communicating to  the beholder the Yoruba myths transferred on cloth in form of art. 
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! Mud Building 

A n  k clmc!y, ticd with buiiding trchnology. Saad (1985)dku;scd 'Cwanl'. the maser  
buiidcn of Hawaland. Onc of the renarkablr arristir: cxccllrqce they havc attained is the 
u x  of mud for structural complcxitiez. The  'liausa Vault' i~ a technique of comtruc:ion in 
rrinforccd mud bnscd on thr corbel principle which cnables the builder to create Brc!::s 
'bnkan p;ito'. As cxplaincd by Saad (lC183:7), the a r c h a  permit the build-r to achieve domic 
intcrion and incredible ceiling pattenu for the wealthy people, for mosqua and other 
important build in^. With thir tccbnolop, the buildcrs arc able to create monumental 
buildinp which would havc bccn very difficult to attain comider in~  the naturc of the - 
materials a'vailable to them. 

Anothcr area of art bring used as technology is the uw of plasticity of mud to create 
sculptural rciicf for both thc intcrior and exterior surfaccrr of buildings (Gardi. 1974:PS: 
Saad(1983: 15-19) explains thc cnhanccrncnt of ctlr cffcct which traditional colours bring 
on thc vario&surfacc buildings. concidcr:r!: t::ci? forms, motifs and styles. A few e x ~ p l e s  
of mud decorated surfaces arc found in ->.- Uorthern p a n  of Nigeria. ~ h c  Zaria Friday 
hl?sque. the Oba of Benin Palace. the King Gczo Palace, the Merchant House in Knno and 
so on are good cxamplcs. On the variou~ walls aie dccor;.!;ons based on figurative.2~ well as 
abstract geometric pattcrru which stand out in relic!' f e r n  from the wall. 

In architecture, thc planning sragc involves rhc preparation of the 'working drawing' 
ttlc drawing of the structure in pcrspcctivc in relation to clcvation and the vzrious views 
rcquircd. The con<tructional arpcct is t l ~ c  rmponsibility of the cndncer or dmigncr. A sound 
unc'crstanding of matcrials and tllrir rorrrct usr in h u i l d i n ~  is rcrrponsible for s ~ r u c t u n l  
stability. Faults in d c s i p  or in construction make Ftructurcs ugly in appearance. 

Arrur and  Crcativity 

Creativity is lnvovlcd in all aspects of human bchaviour. T h e  artist is not lcft out in the 
rxhibition of creativity crait. Crcativity in terms of personality, product, process and 
cnvironmcnt involvcs the production of something new and unique. The  'cffcctive surprise' 

the beholder exhibits must be prescnt, like the first-sight of Ife Bronze heads, which have 
madc a c o m i d z r a b l ~ c o n ~ $ u t i b n  to thc unders:a6ding of African cultural heritage. Artists 
also nianifcst the stager of picparar:zn, iqcubation, illumination and elaboration in th;ir 
crcative output which ;cquire time and effort (Field. 1970). Being creative. :herefore. 
involva personality projection, the ability to invent, the power to explore as well as 
originality in 'forming' or in bringing to l i ~ h t  a creative product. The creative artist should 
thcrcforc bc sccn as onc who is fluent and flcxiblc as well as having the ability to redcfinc. 
rcarrangc. a n a l y . ~ ,  synthcsisc and organix. in addition to being original. Wallas (1945) ' 
rcporu the four s taga  .of crcativitg p ~ o c c s ~  as the stayes O F  preparation, incubation, 
illumination and elaboration. The  prcpar?:i3n stagc is described as the process of uilding Y .  
associations in learning. The  iricubation pcriod rclatcs to the period of consolidation of 
changes of auociat;on and the beginring of linkagcs into grids. Illuninztion stage car, be . 
dcscribcd as that stagc of. conceptualisation when the grid forms. At this level, there are 
solutions to the problem which h.tvc to be tried. T h c  elaboration stage can be considered ns 
thr pen06 of creative self direction. When thc correct solution is found, a stage described as 
rvaluation begins, this,stagc is also rcfcrrcd to as the relaxation "age. 

The ~ i ~ c r i a n  civil war cxpoqrd scvcral m.>nufacturcd crcative products which ran@ 
from tianc guns to !cc;~l bombs, used by tllc thcn 'Riafran cornmunirp'. Some other 
inlpurt:~nt war cquip!ncnr wcrc tlrvrloprti as well as a vcryq>owcrful transmitter tlxd for 
2 8 



radio broadcast. What h important here is thc rolc arc is rnadc to play in thrir  t r c h n o l o ~ y  
-ilitc7Us a i d  199(k.-in Nlgerian market. a numbcr of arriclcs wcrc nicknamed 'Onitsti; 
made, 'Aba made. o r  made in 'Taiwan'. T h e  articles range from m a n u f n c t ~ m d  clrrtricall> 
operated faru; bulbs a h a  motor car rparc pa ro .  and so on. T k  cfforu  madr  would h r  
impossible without the m e  of ar t  as a bmu for chc cnhanrrmcnt  d mhnlogy. Furltwrmorc. 
th mproducrion and m a d  prbduction of automobilm and the W y  pru of vchiclrs may 
~ o c  bc accanplLbRl without the initial 'working drawing' of the p l a ~  kr thc model. This 
dPrelopn4nt h c l u d a  thc.popular grain grindcr and thc famoua yam pounding ma&inr 
which war fir# invcntrd h the engineering dcpartmcnr of the Obafcmi Awolowo U n i ~ e n i ! ~ .  

. Ilc-Ifc in Oyo Stat+. 
Nig~& C ~ I I  be ren to  be in crisis, crisis of uncmploymcnt, dcbrccibtion of naira rnlue. 

insuficihrcy of food, h c k  of spare p a r u  fcr rnxchinrs and autornobilcs; insufficiency of rsr 
materials to  p r o r m  products of iron arid stcel industries, plastic intiurtrin and so o n .  Artiqta 
certainly have a great role ro play in making Nigeria advancc fast t r chno lo~ca l ly .  

B u r i a w  d m m c  innova:ive accompanying arc forms ro h m t  our rconomy. 
advmising requim originality in graphic arts and design if i t  is to makc a fruitful mark on 
the audience. Manufactured goods and products nccd c o l o u r f ~ l  labels to m& Lhtm -11 
fast.  ashi ion d a i g n e n ,  tailors are all n e d c d  in this austcrc period. withgut rrta p w  it 

w f u l  role, man  may have to r e tum to a n  ape  level of cxistencc (Akolo. 1979). 
, . 

T h e  contnbution ar t  m a k a  to technology should thcreforc be that of i n n d o n .  11 
. . should strive a t  producing something unique; its practitioners should be mxn to  be o 
. r n m  involved in productive, innovative and creative endcavoun. J apsn  u x d  Jc -m 

of. the World W a r  .I1 as a cnalyst .  Today Japan leads thc world in techno lo^ anc 

. .  busintrra.  America suffered from depression before she took oPI tcchnoIogicaIIy. N i p k  
sh& not submerge in . the  economic depressien if artist and a r t  cducatorl pla, thcir 10% 

morc erfcc~ivcly by designing and crcatinu morc prndurra whirh n>uld br u u t l  a r  gnrul 
altcrnativts to imponcd ircms. 
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