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Foreword
South River Art Studios is very excited to present “Echoes
From Beneath”; a solo exhibition of sculptures, paintings and
installations by Jonathan Imafidor. Jonathan has recently
expanded his discipline from painting to include sculpture and
installation art. It has been truly inspiring to watch Jonathan’s
artistic transition into sculpture and to experience the
fabrication of his remarkable works. South River Art Studios is
very proud to have Jonathan in our community of artists and
we invite you to experience his work with us during the opening
reception on June 5, 2021 from 6pm-10pm.
Learn more about Jonathan Imafidor
https://www.jonathanimafidorart.com/

Learn more about South River Art Studios
https://www.southriverartstudios.com/
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Artist Statement
Jonathan is an artist living in Atlanta, GA. He was
born in Uneme-Nekhua, a small rural settlement in
Southern Nigeria. He grew up in a small town amidst a
vast expanse of tropical vegetation, rocky mountains,
and quiet flowing streams. This influenced his love
for nature and how people interacted with it and so
he spent his early years investigating and creating art
from natural materials. Jonathan earned a Bachelor
of Arts in Painting where he later taught Painting and
Drawing as a Lecturer in that same institution. He has
over 30 Group and Joint Exhibitions to his credit and
he is a recipient of several awards from different local
and International Art competitions.
Within the last 6 years, Jonathan has been traversing
the great plains of Dakota presenting his art through
exhibitions, mural paintings, and art workshops.
In his work, nature, culture, and history become
visually tangible concepts that represent his ideas
and experiences which he has lived or gleaned from
his background and in his travels between Africa

and America. In recent times, Jonathan’s art has
evolutionized into sculpting which has enabled his
ideas to spring from a two-dimensional surface onto a
three-dimensional reality.
Echoes from Beneath is a reflection of the cumulative
experience of his childhood and the exposure he has
gained in adulthood. Beautiful underwater creatures
are employed to metaphorically reveal certain
personal, social, cultural, and political issues that have
shaped or sharpened Jonathan’s world view.
Website: jonathanimafidorart.com
Instagram: @jonathanimafidor
Phone: +14045098827
Email: imafidorjonathan@gmail.com
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Materiality and Musings of
Jonathan Imafidor in Echoes
from Beneath
Michael Olusegun FAJUYIGBE (PhD),
Department of Fine & Applied Arts,
Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria
michofajuyigbe@gmail.com, +234 803 366 5333

Introduction
Change is a constant natural phenomenon. Life is a
continuous flow of change and events of history are
not static. The same can be said of art and artists.
Artists focus on the subjective expression of the
personal realities which they have experienced, over
time; in order to give tangible form to their mental
constructs. As artists experience changes due to

exposure, through tourism/migration, and embrace
new creative ideologies; their materials, methods,
styles, themes, and aesthetics also change. They
experiment with new materials in a way that is both
spontaneous and contemplative; and thus, invest both
form and material with the power to signify meanings
beyond viewers’ imagination.
Echoes from Beneath
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Diverse factors necessitate creative outputs of
contemporary artists1. The shift from one media,
method, or tool to another can be attributed to “the
style of fantasy”, or “the permanence of change”. For
“as artists became skilled in the manipulation of their
materials, they often discover that they can invent
forms which were never seen or imagined before”
(Feldman, 1967). In this regard, this essay examines
materiality as the basis for Jonathan’s Echoes from
Beneath: a collection of metal sculptures, paintings,
and installations. This new body of works, undoubtedly,
echoes his experiences as a visual anthropologist and
migrant settler in the US.
Art and Materiality
Material innovations and advances in technology
have provided artists with opportunities to explore
art as an instrument of identity construction, social
transformation, and discourse. Materials and tools,
and manner of use are crucial to understanding the
1
Factors that determine artistic creativity include
permanence of change, freedom of expression, artist’s
individuality, exposure to new and diverse materials, ideological differences, advancement in technology, cultural
influences, and aesthetic consideration, among others.

mind and emotions of the artist as a public analyst.
Therefore, materials and creativity constitute the main
ingredients in the exercise of creativity. Contemporary
artists sometimes focus on the power of art to mirror
social debates and prevalent issues. This attitude
has necessitated the need to recompose materials
and engage tools/equipment to produce socially
engaging art. The relevance of artists lies in their
ability to producing works that are contemporaneous
to recent debates in the contemporary world. Thus,
a socially sensitive, imaginative, and vibrant artist
reflects their age. In this context, art is a physical
embodiment, the thingness of the transformed
spirit, as noted by Moyo Okediji2. In art, the physical
transformation of materials and the methods used are
“just an end product of the transformed individual,
the transformed community, the transformed world”
(Fajuyigbe, 2018).
For many artists, the message is in the art form. For
some, methods and tools shape the message, while a
few projects the material as the message. Therefore,
2
Moyo Okediji is Professor of Art and Art History,
University of Texas at Austin. He is an icon of the Ife Art
School, a champion of Ona artistic ideals and a leading
exponent of Onaism.
Echoes from Beneath
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the materiality of art is a crucial factor in appreciating
artistic creativity. Materiality deals with the critical
study of “the nature of materials and methods in
relations to the techniques of application used in
the production of artworks” (Filani, 2020:124).
Contemporary artists, sometimes, draw viewers to
the strategic relevance of their material, method,
and style to objectify their reflections, particularly
how society shapes art and is shaped by it. Artists,
across time and space, shape materials and social
perceptions by infusing materials, not only with
personal and symbolic significance but also with
social, political, and economic functions. (The Getty
Research Institute). Thus, materials and tools provide
a creative impetus for artists in search of creativity
and identity construction.
Change, fantasy, and technology (digital art) have
opened a vista of opportunities for Jonathan Imafidor.
He delves into metal art when he decides to embrace
/explore a new media and art genre different from
a painting where he has proven his professional
expertise as a painter. Jonathan’s choice materials
include steel, found metal objects, and epoxy resin.
A closer view of the works reveals customized words

and symbols cut out of steel using a plasma cutter
and CNC (Computerized Numerical Control). The
letters and symbols are designed and attached to the
sculptures for decorative purposes. They are also to
enhance their thematic foci. The artist’s technical
proficiency is aptly captured in his words:
My technique involves plasma cutting, welding and
resin casting. The outline of my subject is cut out in
metal and then I build the forms around it. Suitable
metals are then used to fill out the forms. In some
cases, I apply heat using the oxyacetylene flame touch
so as to allow the metal to conform to the shape that
I want. After the metalwork is completed, I spray a
metal primer over the entire sculpture. Then, I begin
to add metal paint (automotive enamel paint) of
different hues to create more details and add to the
aesthetics of the sculpture. Upon completion, I add
the epoxy resin cast (mostly clear) where needed, and
then spray the entire sculpture with an automotive
finish for a luster look.
The artist’s romance with motorize tools, high-tech
equipment and access to quality durable materials has
shaped the form, content, and style of his metal art. He
Echoes from Beneath
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is passionate about the physical properties of metal,
steel and alloyed materials, and magical possibilities
of available tools/equipment. His methods shape the
form and content of his works, and are determined by
the materials. He uses auto junks such as bolts, rims
of tyres, etc, to support his fabricated forms which he
assembled to drive home his ideas. The new works are
more of constructions, carved out of metals than mere
assemblage of auto scraps.
The life of a work of art is embedded in the material used
in its composition, in addition to the artist’s creative
breath (or spirit). The material is the form, and form
is the actual physical tangible material explored in the
creation of artworks. Here, the material is the physical
embodiment that confers identity and meanings on
works of art. Meaning, in this context, is shaped by
the artist’s interpretations of issues they encountered
across time and space. Meaning is also shaped by
viewers who draw, sometimes unconsciously, from
their visual experience. Jonathan Imafidor uses metal,
paint, resin, and other relevant materials to create an
alternate aesthetic platform for social engagement,
and as the signification of prevalent social issues in
the US where he is a migrant settler.
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Training, Influences and Philosophy
Jonathan Imafidor is a painter, muralist, sculptor,
and mixed media artist. He has produced several
works, particularly, large murals and paintings that
depict the peoples, beautiful landscapes, great plains,
and stunning lakes of Dakota in North America, for
exhibition displays in galleries and art workshops.
Recently, his art has evolved from painting to sculpture
and from a two-dimensional surface onto a threedimensional reality; thereby, revealing an eclecticism
of media and genre.
Jonathan is a graduate of Fine Arts from the
prestigious Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife,
Nigeria. Art training at the Art School encourages
rigorous
exploration,
contextualization,
and
intellectualization of materials and ideas. This
ideology has empowered products and adherents of
the Ife style to break out of anything that constrains
innovations and also explores new grounds, yet
without losing their heritage and individuality. The
school holds the view that the distinctiveness of the
artist is closely linked to their personality, which
in turn is shaped by education, exposure, religion

(belief system), and challenges encountered in a
cultural context (Fajuyigbe, 2018). In other words, the
dynamism of the Ife School is notably rooted in the
artists’ capability for stylistic and creative diversity
Jonathan has lived up to this expectation.
Jonathan’s childhood, education, art training,
exposure, and team spirit, among others, resonate
with his daring creative innovations in Echoes from
Beneath. His creative thinking, critical sensibility to
properties of materials, and capacity for innovation
and creative diversities are shaped, more rigorously, by
study, observation, peer influence, and creative allies.
Also, his friendship and collaboration with Dotun
Popoola have been inspirational and impacted his
works and career, favorably. Popoola also interfaces
between painting and sculpture, and combines metal
and paint to produce magnificent synergetic hybrid
sculptures. Dotun and Jonathan are “two of a kind”;
the saying: “show me your friends and I will tell you
what you are capable of” aptly describes Dotun’s
influence on Joe’s new works.
Living in the midst of metal sculptors/fabricators
in an environment with a humongous metal waste

bin and auto junkyard, holding varieties of steel and
metals of different size, shape, form, weight, and
design must have redirected Jonathan’s imaginative
mind toward the potentialities of metal/steel as tools
of social construction and critique. Thus, the artist
subjects his emotions and ideas to the materiality of
steel, metal, and epoxy to examine issues that have
had the most profound impacts on human existence,
either positively or negatively.
His interest in kinetics has a great influence on most
of the sculptures, which swivel with flight gestures to
project the dynamics of both the form and material. The
sculptures are also shaped by the artist’s experience as
he traversed the great plains of Dakota executing large
murals for communities in the area. His encounter in
Lake Andes, a small native American town in South
Dakota was highly significant. There, he was given a
special name: “Tate” (wind), in appreciation of a large
mural he produced for the people in 2020.[1] Truly,
the wind of change has blown across the prairies of
Dakota with his colorful murals.
The outbreak of Covid-19 and its devastating impacts
on the global society cannot be overemphasized. The
Echoes from Beneath
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gloom and gory of coronavirus have necessitated
Jonathan’s decision to serve the global art audience
a visual fiesta of dynamic forms and vibrant colors, to
bring succor to people after a year that was ravaged
by the Covid-19 pandemic. He also points viewers’
attention to the values of steel and junk he explored.
Steel depicts strength, durability, resilience, etc.; while
junk symbolizes continuity, relevance, hope, revival,
transformation, and opportunities. The artist’s choice
of materials clarifies the Christian belief that God
is able to make an edifice of hope out of the broken
pieces of our past.

The Siamese fish, commonly known as beta fish are
highly territorial. Here, fish spot a ferocious and
aggressive look, as if they are ready to pounce on any
intruder that seeks to invade their territory and disrupt
their relatively cool ambiance. The fish are creatively
arranged against a serene and colorful background
that is technologically induced to suggest interaction
and giving the impression of fish swimming in a deep
blue sea. The overall composition of the beta fish series,
suggests effective handling of tools/equipment and
techniques by the artist in cutting, slicing, engraving,
embossing, and designing relief patterns that capture
the thematic foci in Echoes from Beneath.

Thematic Echoes
Generally, the works are made with a focus on technical
quality. A closer view reflects the artist’s mastery
of strategy, balance, finishing, and aesthetics in the
arrangement of materials and form. The colorful and
vibrant fish are embellished with motifs and symbols
cut out of steel to enhance their naturalistic look. The
motifs are obviously drawn from the Yoruba design
resources commonly found in the people’s art and
architecture, particularly on their adire (textile) and
wood/calabash carvings.

The beta fish series showcases a merging of painting
and sculpture, paint and metal, art and technology, and
musings that objectify current debates on migration,
race and racial identity, intolerance, survival, and
social deconstruction, not only in the United States
but across the contemporary world. Specifically,
the installations illustrate class, ethnic and cultural
struggles that define migrants’ experiences in a
foreign land.

Echoes from Beneath
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Echoes from Beneath alludes to the grievous effects
of colonialism such as racism, economic inequalities,
and constant struggles which many Americans,
particularly, the native Americans, African
Americans, Latinos, and migrants face. Beneath the
Echoes is reminiscent of the many divine encounters
Joe has lived as a migrant settler in search of better
opportunities.

is contemporaneous to the social contraption and
changes that are currently sweeping through the US
and some parts of Europe. The works raise the issue
of self-awareness, group marginalization, ethnicity,
eurocentrism, Americentric attitude, and the role of
race and racial constructs. The idea of ‘white’ from
‘black’ or ‘black’ from ‘white’ is an ethnic concept
aimed at promoting Eurocentric ideals.

Echoes from Beneath is Jonathan’s efforts at identifying
and empathizing with his fellow sojourners in the US
in their daily struggle against systemic injustice and
institutionalized xenophobia against people of color
or low social status. Here, he attempts to connect with
the echoes within their heart, which they hide beneath
their masked appearances, saying: “the struggle
continues”. The works are echoes of the past, a past
re-engineered to capture the present realities, with
the hope of a brighter tomorrow.

The age-long problem of migrant settler/indigene
dichotomy, caused mainly by competition between
indigenes and settlers for limited/ scarce resources,
occupation of political office, and marginalization is
captured in “Go”, a large mixed media sculpture. It
depicts a massive fish head crafted in metal and epoxy
resin. The piece is an attempt to recount the gory
impacts of colonialism and racism. It also echoes some
encounters the artist had had when he was treated
like a second-class citizen or with disdain, especially
because of the color of his skin and accent.

Echoes from Beneath reflects human struggle and
survival through the prism of migration, an inevitable
aspect of human life. The fish series in particular the
Siamese fish, capture the issues engender through
migration. Imafidor’s experience as a migrant settler

Echoes from Beneath is a visual document that reflects
issues such as racism, social stratification, migration,
and the search for greener pasture, among others. It
also focuses on the values of human relationships,
Echoes from Beneath
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interactions, and existence that are mutually beneficial
to all parties. The sculptures’ flight gestures, generally,
echo the wind of change and fortune that have
redefined and transformed Jonathan’s training and
perceptions of art, people, and places. Conceptually,
the sculptures resonate with nature, culture, history,
and his experiences as a visual anthropologist.
The artist’s choice of materials and mode of
presentation is intended to align with the
technological advances and social trends of the
communication age. This body of works is envisioned
for a global audience– people of color, whose struggles
and suffering, sometimes worse, echo what the artist
has experienced. A critique of two sculptures will be
in order here, for us to enjoy the visual cuisine served
by Jonathan Imafidor.
I Lay Out a Bait
The big fish head is constructed of steel and epoxy
resin. It is a reflection of Jonathan’s childhood in
the quiet rural settlement in southern Nigeria. The
aquaculture environment is blessed with beautiful
natural vegetation and quite flowing streams. This
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piece also echoes the artist’s experience during some
fishing expeditions he shared with his friend and
mentor, John Lopez, and other friends in Lemmon,
South Dakota. This sculpture is a reminiscence
of Jonathan’s innocent, fun-filled and exciting
childhood, when he engaged in a lot of fishing outings
and other adventures common with children from the
Niger Delta, Nigeria.
In retrospect, fishing connotes a strong metaphor for
Jonathan, having been groomed in life lessons such
as the power of endurance, persistence, strategy, and
reward. Bait is like a double-edged sword; it gives hope
to the fisherman and encourages him to be focused
and patient in achieving his goals. Bait also represents
the pitfalls on the road to success. It is a trap for the
jolly, unsuspecting fishes or lures for the less vigilant
and the profligate that they may fail in achieving their
goals. The fish represents human desires, dreams, and
goals, but these can be achieved only through focus,
determination, doggedness, and hope.
I Lay Out a Bait is a recollection of Jonathan’s many
struggles, from Niger Delta to Ile-Ife, to South Dakota,
and now Georgia; all these places are landmarks in his

many expeditions, fishing for success in his art career.
Listen to Jonathan, here:
“… I lay out bait, the lure of my burning, my wants,
and my cravings, for a pull of a catch alive at the end
of a hook. A catch that I may have to struggle with to
pull in, but that will be important to me, whether I
keep it or let it go. Sometimes, the target is elusive, at
times the catch comes quick, but more often it takes
a longer time of wait. It presents an understanding of
life, patience, hope, and perseverance, albeit vanity”.3
Mysterious Godfather
Godfatherism is an emotional concept, and it means
different things to different people depending on
contexts, profession, exposure, and encounters. In
art, the idea of the godfather has been portrayed from
different perspectives and is shaped by some political,
economic, cultural, and social issues. A godfather
is simply a father figure; one who protects, directs,
inspires, encourages, educates, and sometimes
discipline the young. A godfather is a wise and
experienced individual, someone who is seasoned in a
venture, endeavor, occupation, profession so that the
3

Jonathan Imafidor, (pers. Comm, May 20, 2021)

young or inexperienced may be guided accordingly.
This is important because the path to greatness is
strewn with thorns and pitfalls, only the wise can
survive it.
Mysterious Godfather depicts a turtle in relative
naturalism. Jonathan emphasizes the materiality of
this piece when he attached a four-leaf clover to the
mouth of the turtle. The leaves are said to stand for
faith, hope, love, and luck. The turtle is made of steel,
iron rod, plates, and epoxy resin. The turtle’s backside
is embellished with varieties of motifs and patterns
drawn from the repertoire of designs in Yoruba art
and architecture. The steel, paint, and epoxy resin
are suggestive of durability and emphasizes the
timelessness, wisdom, endurance, wealth, and long
life of the turtle as affirmed in Nigerian (African)
folklore, and the Chinese culture.
Mysterious Godfather is a metaphor for divine
guidance, intervention, love, and protection. It
echoes and documents the sundry blessings he has
been privileged to enjoy since he relocated to the US
in search of greener pastures. The piece is a visual
document dedicated to Eston Ford, the elderly
Echoes from Beneath
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man whom Jonathan describes as: “my Mysterious
Godfather from Arkansas” after their “mysterious
encounter” in New York in 2016 and subsequent
interactions afterward.
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Enjoy the echoes. Happy viewing...!
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