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 In this study apprenticeship in Visual Art is used as an example and a pointer to 
other professions: entrepreneurial or career development. It focuses on methods of skill 
acquisition and its character development which produces master orientation, leadership 
capacity and personality formation that make it possible for skill to be transferred from 
the master to the apprentice. Apprenticeship system in visual art is an informal 
educational enterprise(while formal in some cases, especially where it involves 
institutions, schools or workshops that are certificated, approved or recognized by the 
government).By apprenticeship, we mean the process and period of skill acquisition 
which is also a period of orientation in skillful service and character formation. Briefly, 
we look at both structures(structures of skill in character and skill in the profession), to 
see how it can be improved due to changes in modern trends and methods. The general 
observation through interviews is that skill acquisition in modern times has been 
diversified both in method and practice. Professional skills in most cases are no more 
considered as priority attention in the employment system especially when it involves 
public service. Even the private practice has its mediocrities, charlatan, and unqualified 
attendants. Nevertheless, this study emphasizes professionalism with adequate or 
qualified experience. Tradition had played a better role, and serves the society better 
than most modern practitioners. They exhibited discipline, integrity and honest service. 

The traditional carver apart from carving is a professional farmer and carves 
where and when the call arose. Also was the iron smith. Chinua Achebe highlighted this 
in his Arrow of God:  

When Obika walked away with his friend, Edogo returned to the shade of  Ogbu 
tree in front of his compound to resume work on the door he was carving. It was nearly 
finished and after it he would leave carving for a while and face his farm work. He 
envied master craftsmen like Agwuegbo whose farms were cultivated for them by their 
apprentices and customers. (Chinua Achebe: Arrow of God, 1968: p. 90). 

Other past examples can be seen in the words of Uga Onwuka(1992):He stated thus: 
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When a boy was to be apprenticed to a trade, there used to be some ceremonies, 
sacrifices and feasting. At the completion of the training, there also used to be some 
kind of graduating ceremonies, feasting and sacrifices…Apprenticeship scheme 
deliberately prepared the young to be artists, craftsmen, and holders of community 
offices particularly among groups which had marked specialization in occupations as 
well as pronounced political and special hierarchies.(Uga Onwuka,1992,179-195). 

The process of apprenticeship then was a period to build character along with 
skill. Character recognized by the society as evidence of core values are intergrity, hard 
work, honesty, honour loyalty or obedience, respect for elders, custom, the law and 
ultimately God no matter the religion. These are the good character base quite unlike 
what we see in some of our young once.  

 
In recent times, apprenticeship system has changed its structure and methods, 

although the values are still relevant. It transforms to leadership when the acquired skill 
is being transferred to another individual. This period of transfer is the learning period 
for the apprentice. No matter the career, whoever transfers skill is a master and who 
controls such a workshop, organization or school is a manager and leader in his own 
right. It is from this premise that we look at character and skill development in Nigerian 
society. We have few examples to look at, from admission or acceptance to agreement, 
fees, and period of learning and the role of the master or ‘Oga’ as it is called in Nigeria. 

 
No matter how talented, your training enhances that talent. Theodora Akachi 

Ezeigbo (2008) wrote that … “talented writers become better and more accomplished if 
they receive instructions...” so also are people of various professions. 
   …We do have an apprentice master relationship. It is not necessary now for 
an apprentice to wash the masters clothes. It is not necessary for the apprentice to 
sweep his master’s room or parlour. But we still have these apprentices at the schools, 
and outside the school. (Bruce Onobrakpeya, 2006). 

  This type of exercise is today under the Industrial Training or Attachment IT or 
SIWES: Student Industrial Work Experience Skill in the Universities. 

  A majority of the masters are not government employed and of reality is that 
some of those that are government employed have not been able to compete or surpass 
some of those that are self employed. For example, Bruce Onobrakpeya represents 
Nigeria and Africa as a figure in the arts in the global community. His workshop is the 
only surviving workshop that holds yearly for artists at Agbara Ottor, in Delta State. 
Many foundations of the world have found him a pedestal for avowed rights in the 
recognition of Africa’s cultural heritage and a leader for training; giving self 
employment to many young people. It is not right to fight for leadership. It comes to 
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one naturally. Onobrakpeya is an example ; like-wise, Yusuf  Grillo or Uche Okeke, all 
artists. Onobrakpeya is a leader in his field, although he is not in any government 
position. At the end of the day he is recognized by the government for many of his 
attraction to the nation and was awarded the title MFR. 

Factors that can affect or influence character in apprenticeship  

There are changes in the method of admission in apprenticeship system in 
modern Nigeria. The modern system shows more freedom and less strict discipline 
unlike in the past and traditional times. This freedom accounts for most frivolous 
characters. Certain serious misdemeanor might be overlooked which may likely affect 
the apprentice when he gets his ‘freedom’. 
  

A general observation through the interviews is that ethics of the profession is 
spelt out haphazardly. Good and bad behaviours have been observed by the ‘Oga’s 
interviewed but are handled to the best of their ability. Caution is given.  Bad behaviour 
might affect the progress of the apprentice. Some wish they had been trained in the 
career of their desires but whatever may have brought them to where they are should not 
be blamed on anybody or the apprentice. After ‘freedom’, as we have cited above from 
the Bible, whatever your hand findeth, do it to the best of your knowledge and ability. 
We have accepted a responsibility which is like a contract between one and the society 
and one has to respect and fulfill that agreement or it will be a breach of contract. Your 
service is a contract especially when it is not a volunteer service. If you are paid for 
your skill then you have to be honest about giving the service which it offers.  

 
There is professional leadership as in the area of specialization and leadership 

profession as in leadership as a profession. But this paper focuses on professional 
leadership capacity. Corrupt practices have affected professionalism. The assault is the 
infiltration of mediocreities, charlatans and false representation. Attitudinal change is 
therefore vital to the healthy growth of its services.  
In this paper we used visual art as a pointer to other professions. Factors that affect 
character in skill acquisition are numerous and most of them psychological. 

 
Questions like, will I like being in this skill. Or is it my last resort. What is my 

interest in it? Is it just money? If it is because people say money is in it then there is a 
problem. But if the interest comes before money there may be a healthy process in 
acquiring the skill. 
  
 When growing up, children usually play over which career  they liked best and 
which to choose. It may be wrong to judge their real interest because they are very 
young and may not know much about life. Most of the time they are emotional about 
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certain professions. When they grow up they may no more be interested in that 
profession. Some may say that they want to be medical doctors, perhaps because of the 
respect which people accord such a profession and the personality attached to it. Some 
want to be lawyers or teachers for some childish, reasons. But when the reality persisted 
and the chips are down, some could not be what they would have wanted due to many 
factors: finance, not too intelligent laziness, no good career guide, no goal insight. Some 
don’t just know what they want until they are of age or out of school. Out of the 
pressing need to be independent and to live a life, they begin to struggle and end up in a 
career or skill which they never planned. Some accepted it as a fact of life and do it 
honorably to earn a living – some became miscreants out of frustration. Even drop-outs 
and graduates are affected. They end up in a profession they never liked or never have 
wanted. This is a fact of life and it goes a long way to affect the personality or 
behaviour of some apprentice and some people even when they become masters or 
professionals in a particular skill.  
  
 One had wished to become a driver when he was young and learnt driving early 
enough and later became a wealthy mans chauffeur. But when he saw his mates 
graduating as lawyers and doctors he wanted to be like them and soon resigned from 
being a chauffeur. But he had no courage to go back to school because he already has a 
family. Even when he was advised to go back to school or have another trade he said 
that he can no more concentrate. The wisdom is to accept ones fate and get on with life 
and pick up a skill.  
  
 The glaring fact of life is that it is never too late to learn a trade, especially, skill 
acquisition; a vocation that involves apprenticeship. One may  feel that those who cry 
for unemployment are not well informed. One must not wait for employment on the 
trade he has mastered if there is no employment of labour. One can always be self 
employed and earn a decent living. But the tragedy of this century Africans is that many 
do not want a trade they never bargained for. Africans may never cease looking for 
white collar jobs. What made developed worlds thick is skilled labour. Skill acquisition 
is a form of education that can prepare one  to face the challenges of life. The modern 
society cannot thrive without skilled service. Knowing this open secret and being ready 
to exploit it goes a long way in preparing one for action. And becoming a master in any 
skill means that the individual has a leadership capacity or management ability in that 
skill. Another important question in this, especially when it comes to leadership is, can 
the individual master deliver his service both to his apprentice, employee and to the 
general society through an honest and conducive frame of mind in an economic 
challenging society? If he can, then he is a true master, manager and leader.  
  
 An example of a master Graphic Artist who is self employed and also an 
employer of labour is Smith Ogizeh of Ofoma village, Ughelli Local Government Area 
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of Delta State. He read Zoology in the University of Benin and graduated in 1998. 
Ogizeh attended Government College Ughelli. While in school he won an award for the 
school for designing the Nigerian coat of arms. This shows his artistic inclination which 
according to him, he started from primary school. Some may call it talent. He said he 
liked art this early and when he met the art practice as a subject in school he embraced 
it. But he had never wanted to be a full time artist. This was why he read Zoology in 
order to get government employment which he never got. Since his class II he had been 
producing and selling wood collage, interior decoration items especially picture railings 
for sitting room. 
  
 He uses aluminum to cast animals like bird, coat of arms, cross for catholic 
churches and other objects. Most of his cast objects are used by Iron Smith to make 
ornaments like Mace and other objects.  
  
 The principal character about Ogizeh towards acquiring skill in visual art is that 
he has an interest in the arts. Whatever he does he continues to look for an opportunity 
to improve himself.  
  

While he was a student in Benin, he usually went on holidays to his uncle 
Tonny Marino Onokurefe Onovohghakpo, Controller General of Customs. He used the 
opportunity to locate a fellow artist who turned out to be his friend and master. St. Chris 
became his ‘Oga’. Ogizeh attached himself to this mans shop and sold his art products. 
St.Chris is the name of this artist who  specialized in making customized cards 
(Christmas, birthday, party etc cards), tie and dye, batik and dry cleaning. What Ogizeh 
actually picked from St. Chris was card making. Ogizeh had this other friend, Eric who 
does collage. He also picked that skill from Eric.  
  

The point is picking a vocation, a skill especially when you are young. One 
might not know the one that will be useful later. No matter the level of talent, training is 
still very important. In Ogizeh’s words, “when I see, I develop”. As the Christian Bible 
would admonish, whatever your hand findeth, do it to the best of your ability and 
knowledge.  
Clients: Ogizeh came to Port Harcourt to practice after acquiring various skills in the 
arts, especially graphic art, in the year 2000. He did not wait for employment although 
he was looking for one as a graduate. How then did he start and did he get customers? It 
was not easy. Good product sells itself. Getting a workshop was not his first target 
because it will cost him a lot of money in Port Harcourt. But this would have helped 
because he would display his samples. Also he did not want to attach himself to any 
person. Since he has a home address, he resolved to start from his house. He could do 
his work at home as a start. In his words,  
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I do adverts through complementary cards, flyers. I go 
on canvassing; with time I stopped looking for 
customers. They began to look for me, call me on 
phone. I don’t look for customers like that because 
they are all around me. I do sales on return. I go to 
banks, supermarkets, oil companies like Slumbedger, 
government offices, markets. In 2001, I attached 
myself to an artist but I paid for the space. 

Soon he started having work load, students were registering with him on Industrial 
Training (IT), especially from the University. Trainee or apprentice was becoming too 
many. Some of the apprentices, after obtaining their freedom resolve to be employed 
full time by Ogizeh and he began to pay them monthly salary.   
His Process of Admission: Before he engages himself to any agreement with a 
prospective apprentice he would first of all interview the candidate privately 
irrespective of who brought them, whether parents, guardian or anybody. He would ask 
whether the individual came to learn the work because somebody advised him to or 
because he heard there is money in it or just because he is interested in that kind of 
work and also whether he will abide by the rules and regulations. If the answer is 
positive he can now go on to produce a written agreement which will be signed by both 
parties and also a guarantor or witness. Most parents want their children who cannot do 
well in school to learn a trade or work. Some who don’t have money to train their 
children also brought them to learn work.  
  

Some say they came because they have no money. Some will say they will go 
to school later. The kind of people preferred are those that came on interest because 
they will likely do well. In the traditional setting, money is not the usual fees but 
exchange of goods or goodwill.  
 
Relationship between the Master and Apprentice: The master relates openly with his 
apprentice and discusses with him on various issues to ascertain the kind of person he 
is. If he detects a negative interest he will call his parents to discuss the apprentice 
behaviour.  
 
Agreement: The duration according to Ogizeh lasts for about one year and half. He 
takes N50,000 for fees. The apprentice buys some materials to help him master his craft. 
Then he will learn the art of exhibition, excursions and how to handle clients.  
  

There is room for what Ogizeh calls professional touch or masters piece. This 
goes beyond the usual duration. In this case, the apprentice has to work for the master 
and he will be paid emoluments until he decides to go. The apprentice will then learn 
how to do proposals, quotations, write receipts, prepare for exhibitions; and how to go 
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about the general business and the national policy guiding the trade.. Sheyi Akinola who 
is one of the apprentice read Msicro-biology at the University of Port Harcourt, and is 
about to go for his youth service but he is picking up a skill from Ogizeh.  
 
Punishment: Corrective measures adopted come in this format. The individual 
misdemeanor attracts doing work without anybody guiding or aiding you. Others are 
suspension, sweeping, kneeling, depending on the offence. In the olden days apprentices 
are flogged. Also hierarchy is respected no matter the age depending on the year of 
seniority. 
 
Problem  
 This is an example of one of the characters encountered by Ogizeh. The 
agreement specified that there is no friendship in the workshop. This means that while 
at work no friend is allowed to come on a visit. But Ogizeh had a case of a boy who 
developed a friendship without his knowledge. One day he was given money to go and 
buy materials. They waited for him for long. When he eventually came he complained 
that pick-pockets made away with the money. Meanwhile people saw him relaxing with 
a girl friend in a fast food joint. Later he had industrial accident that almost cut off his 
fingers out of carelessness. Ogizeh called his parents to tell them that they cannot 
continue with the boy. He was just using the training to collect money from the parents 
and so he was dismissed.  
 
Successes  
 According to Ogizeh most of his apprentices are married today in this 
profession and are living in many parts of the country.  
  

Ogizehs skill acquisition, although, seems to be based on self development, but 
we have seen that his basic attitude is a show of interest which drives him to acquire 
different skills in art wherever he can. The fact is that no matter his talent and interest, 
he had to work under some informal training here and there despite the course he read 
in the University. Today he is an industry of his own without government employment. 
Whether he is still waiting for somebody’s employment or not, he is self sustained. Also 
we can see a microbiologist, Akinola Sheyi serving as an apprentice in his workshop.  

 
Ogizeh’s experience is just one out of many. For who would be a professional, 

positive character must support qualified and good service. Apprenticeship is a sure 
evidence of capacity building, investment in human capital which results in positive 
master-leader personality. The ‘Oga’ manages his workshop like a school or company. 
He helps to shape and sharpen the personality of his workers, employees or apprentices. 
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Why a Master or Trainer is a Leader 
One  must not be holding a position in a government, association or recognized 

institution before one is regarded as a  leader. The leader or master has followership. He 
heads those who he hands down a tradition of skill which he has learnt or acquired. This 
position keeps him at the head or at the helm of affairs because others take from him 
and the chain goes from generation to generation. Most of what goes on in future in that 
profession depends on him .Ultimately a leader is supposed to have these qualities as 
most writers have suggested:Visionary, Convincing, Humble and Innovative. He does 
not have to be bossy. Leadership of  tussule  and struggle usually leads to anarchy and 
authoritarianism.   
 

Characteristics of who would be master  
 

 Onobrakpeya (2006) speaks of his colleague, Yusuf Grillo: 

… Grillo is a role model to many of us, that is somebody we admire, look up  to, 
emulate and aspire to be like. ‘This is traced to his humility, correctness of character 
and devotion to the arts. Beyond that, he is a teacher of many generations. Consuming 
his expertise, knowledge and ability to teach, impart and inspire people together 
classify him within the roles that we could call a master.  

 A master then should be able to inspire people. We have many of them but they 
are very few compared to the degree of mediocrities that keeps the society backwards. 

 Onobrakpeya (2006) said much about Grillo that depicts   leadership skills in 
other words, management problems and solutions: 

I think that comes very clearly in the life of  Grillo himself. Someone works very hard, 
he identifies  that he could present something; he could express himself. He works very 
hard towards it. He goes to school; even while at school and after school, he has 
someone who becomes his role model, he works with the person. Acquiring the 
personality of the person. And eventually, he or she masters the craftsmanship of the 
very medium. While doing this he prepares and watches. And at a time, he becomes 
recognized and gets an identity, in which case, at that time, his works are seen adorn 
places. For the person to become a master, he must have gotten an identity for the 
profession or for the craft he choose. His works give identity to his people; he sends out 
his soul and attains a high level of professional responsibility. 

Moses Ohiomokhara (2006) quotes Onobrakpeya (2006): 

  For one to call himself an artist, one has to take a leadership role… not just 
merely producing art works, but producing art works which are backed by upgrade and 
uplift the life of the people.  
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Ohiomokhare referiates that, “A master has fellowership”. 

Dike P.C. (2006) in his keynote address to the seminar organized by the National 
Gallery of Art with the theme, ‘when does an artist become a master”. Stated thus: 

… The master artist is a total person, nurtured in excellence and cooked in perspective 
inspiration. It is not based on age, neither is it based on length of practice if that is the 
kind of answer the questioner will like to have. But because of the fact that the artist is a 
product of nature, he has a character, which defines him. It is from that character, from 
that unique contribution to creativity that others draw inspiration. 

Educational Psychology  
Two boys were asked to catch a fowl one of the boys used tack and skillfully 

caught the fowl. He hid behind a pile of blocks and waited patiently. He took the fowl 
by surprise. Before it could fly away he had already caught it. The fowl was let loose 
again and it was the turn of his friend. His friend in the attempt to catch the fowl scared 
and chased it away.  

This is what happens to a variety of those who say they teach or impact 
knowledge. You cannot successfully transfer knowledge by creating fear in your 
students. When they see you, they will run away, some create fear in children in order to 
be respected. This is a wrong approach for instructors or teachers. This is an aspect of 
educational psychology that should be given serious attention. 
  
 It is unfortunate that in the units, sections and departments of some institutions, 
there is the struggle over who should be the head, discrepancies, intimidation, 
discrimination of all sorts (tribal and political), even gender prone. This condition has 
seen mediocrities; charlatan’s and touts as leaders. In some service units, in most federal 
institutions and establishments even where you have “over” qualified professionals, 
heads of departments are appointed from outside the departments in order to avoid 
quarrels and struggles amongst colleagues. There are situations where it involves 
physical fighting. Many go diabolical. They criticize each other over who is the best, or 
who knows what.  These criticisms are not necessary. The world is a market place and 
has so many roads into it. The Igbo adage puts it thus;  “If you know this, do you know 
the other ?” No man can claim knowledge of everything except God. A great 
philosopher said that the only thing he knows is that he knows that he knows nothing.  
This is actually the beginning of wisdom. In a department full of doctors and professors, 
personalities respected as elites, stumble over who knows what. Why is this kind of 
squabble prevalent? This kind of situation blocks progress. The students observe and 
may not have respect for these teachers because they fight over each other. The same 
goes for these teachers who exploit female students, gave false admission or marks with 
money. This kind of leadership disturbs the progress of such professions and sector.  
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Every individual has something to contribute. It is said that a drop of water makes a 
mighty ocean. So no one contribution is useless. This should be the basic attitude of a 
leader. 
If the pioneers had spent their time arguing and fighting over who should be the head or 
who is the best, they may not have handed down to us, this heritage of contemporary 
culture. 

Who is a leader? 
 A leader has character. If he lacks character the chances of failing his people is 
wide no matter how nice he thinks he is. A leader no matter his personality cannot 
satisfy everybody. Therefore there must be a method to follow to achieve ultimate 
success. While he acts, there are those who may want to see him fail deliberately or 
otherwise and so must sacrifice his best skills. The character of a leader becomes 
paramount to the success of an establishment. Often, it is not funding that is the problem 
but management. The leader recognizes the people: he does not look down on anybody; 
the cleaner, waiter, receptionist, the clerk, the security and the Gardner. Everyone have 
something to contribute. These people are often neglected by the government. After this 
group of people are the teachers, both public and private. They are the class of people 
that holds an office domestically. Although, without being hash, you may never earn 
respect from an African, especially when you don’t assert yourself or show superiority 
but there is a method to everything. This is why leadership training is important. The 
leader can still be humble no matter his reputation, disposition, personality or 
qualification. The higher one goes the more humble. This should be the merit of an 
intellectual. We understand that there is security risk in dealing with subordinates, but 
without their assistance or delegation much of the work may not be done. This is why 
we say that managing man is managing a complex character. It is important that the 
leader understands his subjects and conducts him in such a way that will make him earn 
respect and at most control his subordinates. This is why in the question on who is a 
master (a typical leader), Bruce Onobrakpeya comes to mind: 
 
Summary 

This study looked at the manner or methods in which skill is acquired and how 
professional character is developed in modern Africa, especially Nigeria. It explored 
and identified problems of professionalism. Character is identified as a factor. Here we 
observed that character can be used to enhance or harm skill. Other problems are 
outlined as listed.  
Problems  

1. Character – character formation is often ignored at apprentice level  
2. Employment – unemployment is caused by dependency on white collar jobs  
3. Admission Process – haphazard admission is often done.  
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4. Lack of Ethics of Association- most of these vocations  
 do not have accredited association that can protect its ethics.  
6. Period – Periods of Apprenticeship, most often may not be enough, depending 

on the profession  
All these problems listed above can be the basic area of general education in skill 
acquisition.  
Interviews revealed the condition of modern practice .Ogizeh, a graphic artist is 
interviewed as an example. Space may not permit other varied examples recorded 
through interviews 

Suggested Solution 

 Apprenticeship period is an opportunity to sharpen both character and skill. It 
also produces master status. Who is then a master? These have been answered 
in the preceding pages.  

 Skill acquisition can aid self employment. White collar job dependency has 
discouraged self employment. This is why employment is a burden on the 
government.  

 No matter how informal the admission process, it is necessary to concretize its 
agreements in terms of signing undertaken to abide by the rules before a 
credible guarantor, preferably, a lawyer.  

Recommendations   

Skilled service, and skilled character cannot be over emphasised. 

1. No matter your qualification, if you don’t have employment, you can pick a 
vocation or skill and can be self employed, or employable. Winston Churchill, 
the prime minister of Great Britain during world war11 was a qualified brick-
layer and belonged to the guild. He was also an artist, a painter to be precise. 
Adolf Hitter was an artist, a painter. He wrote and illustrated children’s books. 
So many inventors of the world had no specific qualification attached to their 
inventions.  

2. There should be a guild or association guiding the practice.  
3. Mediocrities, charlatans can be removed from their positions to be replaced by 
 professionals.  
4. Leadership training should be considered vital in apprenticeship.  
5. Although Government opened skill acquisition centres for artisans and various 

technical skills here as there but the implementation of the policies on them are 
often warped.  
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This study sticks to professional skill as the only gateway to economically, 
viable and progressive society despite any degree of a country’s natural 
endowment. 

 

References 

 
Bill Newman (1997) 10 laws of Leadership: Leading to Success in a Changing World, 

Toowong: BNC Publications. 
 

Brain Tracy (2010). The Power of Self-Discipline: No Excuses; USA, Vanquard Press. 
 

Chinue Achebe( 1968) Arrows of God, London/Ibadan Heinemann Publishers. 
 

Ezeigbo, T.A. (2008). Artistic Creativity: Literature in the Service of Society, 
University of Lagos, Inaugural Lecture Series.Interview with Smith Ogizeh, 
Ogizeh’s workshop is situated at Wokem Estate street, Choba, Port Harcourt.      

 

When Does An Artist Become A Master? Seminar Proceedings edited by Mufu 
Onifade, National Gallery of Art, Abuja.  

 

Uga Onwuka(1992)Indigenous African Education and its Humanistic Functions, 
African Humanities, Awka,MEKSLINK Publishers(NIG),179-195 

 
           
 
 

 

 

 


