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Abstract  

Art is as old as man and as the human society develops, the indispensable 
relevance of Art to man is gradually made more visible. This paper explores 
basically the functional relationship between the Artist and his community; 
his domain of operation. It reviews the roles of Art and the Artist from the 
traditional period to the modern time especially in the present century. The 
paper concludes with the perception of the community, of the roles of the 
Artist focusing on the controversies or arguments about the importance of 
the Artist in the community. The paper urges various Art agencies to be 
more functional in the promotion of the   image of the Art and the Artist 
particularly in relation to realizing the objectives of vision 2020 in Nigeria: 
reformation of the Nigerian society for all round development. 

 
Introduction 
 The word art comes from the Latin word ars, or skill. In the present time it is used in a wider 
sense to include all the creative disciplines – literature, poetry, drama, music, dance, and the visual 
arts. (Janson 2004:382). Art is also defined in the New Encyclopedia Britannica as “the use of skill 
and imagination in the creation of aesthetic objects, environments or experiences that can be shared 
with others”. The term art may also refer to one of a number of modes of expression conventionally 
categorized by the medium utilized or the form of the product. Thus, we speak of painting, sculpture, 
filmmaking, music, dance and many other modes of aesthetic expression as arts and of all of them 
collectively as the arts. 
 The scope of the concept of community would not be explored in this paper. Our operational 
definition remains that a community is a specific designated environment within which the artist 
exists, generates his themes and performs. Thus the artist’s community ranges from his immediate 
environment (his village in the case of a traditional artist) to the larger society – his country or the 
world. In the present context, Nigeria and the African nation are identified as the communities on 
which this paper is focused. 
 Art is essential in the society. The controversy surrounding this statement shall occupy us in 
the later part of this paper. Art performs different functions at different times depending on the society 
involved and its stage of development. It informs, educates, illuminates, corrects, reprimands, 
criticizes and restores positive changes in society. Art has been classified by many social scientists as 
a social institution. In the light of this, Albrecht outlined certain salient elements that made up the 
structure of art as a social institution to include: technical systems, the traditional forms of art, artists, 
their socialization and training carriers, association, disposal  and reward system, art  reviewers and 
critics; public and audience, broad cultural values sustaining art in society etc. In what follows, we 
shall examine the functions of art in the society. 
 
Function of Art in our Community: a General Overview 
               Broadly speaking, all art is an imitation of nature. By this we mean that painting, music, 
sculpture, architecture, literature and drama are expressions of human ideas, which in turn are the 
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product of recalled images. These images are recalled because the creator uses the image of past 
experience, the recollected forms of life, and through them creates an object that is the result of his 
own imagination but that fundamentally is nothing but life itself. “Art is man’s interpretation of life 
expressed in a way that can be universally recognized and understood. (Dean 1964) 
 The basic essence of art is to have pleasure as well as arouse emotions. For instance dramas, 
like- The Gods are not to Blame by Ola Rotimi, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Wedlock of the gods written 
by Zulu Sofola etc. excite intense feelings in an audience. This emotional agitation must not be 
merely a passing effect; instead, the force of the passion on the individual must be so profound that 
when he leaves the immediate stimulus there will remain a lasting impression conducive to thought. 
Unless both of these are aroused, the work may not be classified as a work of art. The stimulus given 
by the work of art could bring to consciousness the individual’s own experiences, images or ideas 
about life. Or it may stir the individual to a deeper realization of life and man’s relationship to it or to 
such important fundamental forces as God or the universe or nature. The purpose of art therefore is to 
stir us emotionally and intellectually. 
 Art is not always linguistic, visual and dramatic art may be used to carry a linguistic message. 
Religions around the world make use of art to communicate both religious feelings and doctrine. Art 
can also store information for cultures that lack writings. Thus, church windows in medieval Europe 
illustrated the bible stories heard in church. 
 Art has a primary function to entertain, a source of relaxation. Apart from this, art has been 
discovered to progressively illuminate social relationship, enlighten men in societies becoming 
opaque, help men to recognize and change social reality. Bamidele (2000:38) summed up this when 
he says that “art should perform the function of making men understand nature, society and indeed the 
whole of life” 

Art therefore can raise man from a fragmented state into that of a whole integrated being. Art 
enables man to comprehend reality and to increase his  
determination to make it more human and more worthy of man kind. (Fischer 1963:46). The functions 
of art in the society cannot be overemphasized .In the next section we shall consider the function of 
the artist.  
 
The Artist in the Past and in the Present 
 Traditional Nigerian art was closely intertwined with religion, societal beliefs and events. 
According to Fasuyi (1973:17) “Art and cultural activities were closely interwoven with the social life 
of the kingdoms under the traditional rulers who were not only political heads but also the spiritual 
leaders of their people”. Traditional African society and Nigerian community believe strongly in the 
strength and ability of their departed ancestors to influence and order events affecting their well-
being. Members of the community employ various forms of the performing arts: music, dance, songs 
etc as their media of communication to the unseen spirit hoping that they could by so doing draw their 
attention to the solution of their problems. Ritual performances are carried out in order to solve 
various forms of life crisis: epidemic, drought, warfare etc The ritual performances are held in order to 
propitiate the spiritual forces, to enlist their support to the search for solution; to solicit protection as 
well as avert any impending calamity. (Kofoworola and lateef ,1987) 
 
 In most traditional societies, the artist is an individual recognized for his or her talents, but 
nonetheless, only a part time specialist. There are few cultures in which artists work their skill full-
time. In the past, the artist especially the poet and praise singers favoured the ruling class in spite of 
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their murderous whims. This is because the poet then largely relied on royal patronage and largesse, 
in the words of Osundare (2007), the artist “puts his vision where his bread was in the court of kings 
and the courtyard of the landed gentry’’. 
 The traditional artist is also a traditionalist performing his duties according to the norms of his 
community. The traditional artist could be a carver of wood, ivory and stone, musician, poet, singer, 
the metal caster or the artist in pottery working in the context of the tribal system for the members of 
his own tribe and expressing the religious and artistic values of his community. “He sees his roles as 
that of a sustainer of the community and its institution ’’ (Bamidele 2000:28). He is given due 
recognition and respect for his talents and contribution to the efforts of his community. However, the 
traditional artist’s role is mostly functional, aesthetics is secondary. In the modern time the role of the 
traditional artist in his community has been modified by a number of factors: the advent of a new 
religion, colonialism and modern technology.     
 So far, much has been said about the traditional artist and his community. It is pertinent to 
also highlight the relationship between the    modern artist and his community; the roles the modern 
artist performs in the present century. The modern artist does not throw away some fundamental 
functions of art in any human society. He builds on them, expands and develops his roles depending 
on the prevailing socio-economic, religious, and political situation of his time and the society 
concerned. 
 The artist is a righter of wrongs. He exposes through his work  socio-economic and cultural 
subjugation (Osundare 2007). He condemns oppression, inequality in human societal systems, 
imperialism and exploitation. In different parts of the world, the artist is significant for instance, in 
ancient Greece, the poet was conceived as a maker, someone with divine intimation; in the old Roman 
world he was seen as a diviner or prophet. Shelly says that poets are legislators even though 
unacknowledged by mankind. Achebe (1975:45) cited in Osundare (2007) has argued that the African 
writer “cannot expect to be excused from the task of re-education and regeneration that must be done. 
In fact, he should match right in front”. In the present millennium the roles of the artist in actualizing 
Nigerian’s vision 2020 lays credence to Osundare’s view. 

Art and the artist would help in transforming the Nigerian nation particularly in the area of 
politics, economy, education and culture. A notable artist, Ojaide, for instance, exposes the collapse of 
moral values and preaches ethical universalism at both private and public work places, the corridor of 
power and indeed in every sphere of human endeavour ( Olafioye 2000). This is closely linked with 
Abdullahi’s (2008) interpretation of vision 2020.Redemption of moral values in Nigeria would result 
in changing the collective mind set of the nation and seeking a collective commitment to policy 
implementation and accountability.    

The artist is also a priest and healer. He is the embodiment of the creative essence whose 
powers over societal ills range from the preventive to the curative. He is the curer of severance and 
restorer of lost unity. The work of the artist is expected to usher in physical, emotional, intellectual 
and even spiritual healing to the community where the artist operates. Sidney quoted in Osundare 
(ibid) says that “healers are awakeners of a people who have slept for too long”. Artists therefore 
should awaken man to the ethical and the religious values of life and to change every facet of man’s 
life. 
 The artist is a watchdog of the community. When an educated person (artist inclusive) sees 
“the fate of the country decided by the whims of corrupt, incompetent and often barely literate leaders, 
silence is impossible”( Mustafa 2001: 6). Passivity would amount to a betrayal of the people and a 
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lack of principled integrity. The artist barks to draw attention to these ills and proffer solutions to 
them. 
 In a decaying society, the artist if he is truthful must also reflect decay in his work. And 
unless he wants to break faith with its function, the artist must show the world as changeable and help 
to change it. 

The artist also conceives his role as a communicator, educator, moralist and a redeemer and 
his art as a redeeming agent. He uses his work to condemn all manner of vices in his community; 
educate his people on the virtue of conscientious life. When the artist is successful on these roles, he 
sees himself as one who has redeemed his people from chains of oppression, inequality, corruption 
etc. However, a lot of controversies surround the roles of the artist. Many questions have been raised 
that affect the position and qualification of the artist in respect of the aforementioned roles; especially, 
in consideration of Shelly’s romanticization of the roles of the artist using poet as microcosm.            

             
Poets  are  the unacknowledged legislators of the world, philosophers of the 
very loftiest power, men of the most spotless virtue, the most consummate,  
prudent and if we could look into the interior of their lives, the most 
fortunate men. (Quoted in Bamidele 2000:29). 
 

The artist also performs socio-political roles. He uses art as a weapon to advocate for radical 
changes in society. In what follows, we shall consider briefly the reactions and controversies over the 
relevance of the artist in his community. 
 
Community’s Perception of the Artist 
 So much has been said about the traditional and modern artist especially in the Nigerian and 
African context. Are the artists recognized as qualified for their roles? Are they appreciated? Do they 
live up to their roles? These are the issues that would be examined here. 
 One factor why artists are not given due recognition is the inconsistency in the roles of some 
artists. The artist sometimes “tears the world asunder by creating false warnings; by seeing false 
visions” (Osundare 2007: 11). Artists in this category include court poets of tyrannical leaders who 
describe starvation as abstinence. More so, the creation of the artist tends to be subjective. Every artist 
of whatever form, medium and style sees the society from his own subjective view. 
 Again, in the aspect of bringing about immediate social change, the artist is not a solider 
whose revolutionary force is immediately felt; he is not a politician who makes laws and changes the 
tide of political trends of the community almost instantly. And so many members of the community 
where the artist functions do not perceive his role as important. 
 

 The artist’s position in the community is also questioned by the fact that he may not live up to 
the commendation and standard he sets up for all. In other words, some artists do not behave in 
consonance with their statement on the functions of their art. The general reaction is often: has he 
righted the wrongs of his own vision before embarking upon his cleansing crusade? Has the healer 
healed himself before taking it upon himself to lance the abscess of society? 
 Some other issues for consideration here is the intangibility of the art, the materialistic nature 
of the community and sometimes, the style of presentation of the artist’s work. The Nigerian 
community as a matter of fact has not fully developed the spirit of art appreciation. This perhaps 
accounts for why the roles of the artist are not often given due recognition. What is needed in this case 
is a proper cultural revolution rather than verbal resolution. It beholds the various agencies of art 
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education such as the ministry of education, the mass media, cultural and art societies and the society 
of Nigerian artists to be active and more functional in nurturing the interest and value for art in the 
Nigerian community. 
 In spite of the arguments that call to question the role of art/artist in the community, art is 
indeed indispensable and a weapon in the revolutionary struggle in Africa and in Nigeria. Ngugi in his 
commentary on Wizard of the Crow likened art to flowers. The flower is an expression of the entire 
plant, but additionally the flower holds the seeds of the future of the plant. Flowers are decorative but 
they are more than that. In the same vein, art is a product of the entire social tree and also holds the 
seeds of our future. (Bamidele 2000:32) 
 
Conclusion 
 The paper has examined extensively and critically the various roles of the art and artist 
beginning from the earliest time to the present millennium. It has shown that art is a communicative 
medium that portrays and sustains the community’s historical origins, organization, religious beliefs 
and ancestral wisdom in traditional setting. The paper further confirmed Olusanyin’s (1993: 54) 
assertion about the role of art as outlets, and vehicles of expression of communal, cultural, political, 
sexual, sacred or personal matters. 
 The paper has acknowledged the controversies surrounding the role and position of the artist 
in his community. But above all, it recommends that a greater understanding of the roles of the artist 
in his community would be reached if the various agencies involved in the promotion of art would 
device novel methodology to improve the situation of art in the Nigerian context. 
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