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W
eak oil prices meant Nigeria slipped 
into recession in 2016, but Africa’s 
second largest economy is returning 
to growth. The International 
Monetary Fund has predicted a 0.8 

per cent uplift this year due to growth in agriculture, 
the rise in oil output and big government spending. 
The impact of this recovery, and the wealth boom 
prior to this dip, is being felt across all luxury sectors, 
especially art. 

“The market is pretty strong at the moment. Things 
in Nigeria were pretty terrible about a year ago, but 
the economy has largely stabilised, the problems they 
had with currency stabilised. The gap between the 
official rate for the naira and the black market rate 
has now closed (there used to be terrible problems 
getting foreign currency). The government is being 
quite technocratic in the sense of getting on with 
things. Things have improved and that means that 
certainly for us, the more confidence there is in the art 
market,” says Giles Peppiatt, head of Bonhams African 
department.

To prove his point, Bonhams set a new world record 
for any Nigerian sculpture in February, with a full-size 
cast of the bronze sculpture, Anyanwu, by Nigerian 
painter and sculptor Benedict Chukwukadibia 
Enwonwu, selling for £353,000 at the auction house’s 
Bond Street headquarters. 

The sale was the culmination of the 

Believe the hype. With the first ever Nigerian 
Pavilion hitting the Venice Biennale last May, 
and Bonhams setting new records for Nigerian 

sculpture, African art is having a moment
 b y  l o r na   d av  i e s

rising 
out of 
africa

commemoration of Enwonwu’s birth 100 years ago, 
which included a dinner at Bonhams hosted by the 
chairman and founder of Coronation Capital Nigeria, 
Aigboje Aig-Imoukhuede and his wife, Ofovwe, and 
attended by the likes of Royal Academician Yinka 
Shonibare, the Tate’s Kerryn Greenberg and the 
Nigerian High Commissioner to the UK, Simon Ogah.

Enwonwu and fellow Lagos-born Yusuf Adebayo 
Cameron Grillo are regarded by many as the fathers 
of Nigerian modernism. Both are on Bonhams’ list for 
the next Africa Now sale, which takes place in London 
on October 5. Grillo’s vibrant oil The Duet sold for 
£87,000 in February. Peppiatt highlights these two 
as experiencing the most astronomic rises, but with 
potential to reach higher.

“We’ve got a cracking sale, there are some amazing 
pieces,” says Peppiatt. “We are now in our eighth year 
of having sales of West African art, and we have seen 
a huge growth. And actually a huge growth in people 
coming, the amount of collectors that want to be 
involved in art and catalogues and come to London for 
the event. It has changed beyond all recognition.”

“The world record for a Nigerian painting was one 
we sold two years ago for about £290,000 and for a 
sculpture it’s £350,000 – those prices would not even 
be conceivable five years ago.”

The buyers are Nigerians in Nigeria, London 
and around the world, many based in New York or 
Switzerland: “There are one or two non-Nigerian 
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buyers who are in the market because they simply like 
the artwork, or they think they’re a good investment 
and they’re under priced, but the biggest collectors are 
the Nigerians,” Peppiatt says.

African-focused exhibitions here such as Saatchi’s 
Pangaea: New Art From Africa And Latin America, 
have been few and far between, but the tide is slowly 
turning – the fifth edition of 1.54, a contemporary 
African art fair, takes place at Somerset House in 
October. In Lagos, the scene is developing too, with 
more galleries, a new fair called Art X Lagos (launched 
in November by Tokini Peterside, read more on this on 
page 64], and more auctions – all healthy news says 
Peppiatt.

“Art X went well. It’s great to have an art event 
of that kind in Lagos; it’s really important and 
gives the market more cohesion. They still have 
auctions in Lagos as well, an outfit called Art House 
Contemporary. They don’t have big sales, selling 
mainly up to the £10,000 area, but it’s great and I 
really want them to continue because you really need 
to have a strong, vibrant, local market in order for the 
overseas and offshore markets to remain viable.”

“We make sure we know what’s going on. We’ve got 
an office in Lagos, which is incredibly busy. People 
take works to them asking us to value and sell them, 
and also liaising and dealing with all the big collectors 
out there. You need to have someone out there, and to 
know all the right people.”

It’s because of this that Bonhams has dominated 
the African market, but now Sotheby’s is getting in 
on the act, although more on the contemporary side. 
The auction house has a new department focused on 
African art, led by ex-Bonhams specialist Hannah 

O’Leary. “When Bonhams entered that market, it 
was really at the very beginning of people taking 
notice of contemporary African art, certainly here 
in London. There were certain economic factors at 
play that they recognised, which meant that when I 
was there we started up those sales and they did very 
well. Sotheby’s is a company that does not go into new 
markets lightly. They had certainly been watching 
both the sales at Bonhams and other sales of this 
category. There are other sales in Paris that specialise 
in contemporary African art and also, obviously, 
on the Continent as well. All these areas have been 
growing enormously,” says O’Leary.

“Sotheby’s saw a point where we could enter the 
market and help develop it even further, because 
obviously we’re a big company, a big brand in the art 
world, and we have perhaps a wider reach than any of 
those smaller companies have.”

The auction house’s first Modern and Contemporary 
African Art sale was in May, breaking 16 world records 
for African artists, including British Nigerian artist 
Yinka Shonibare (his Crash Willy sold for £224,750)  

“One of the exciting things for us was to include 
artists who don’t have a natural home in another 
sale category,” says O’Leary. “It was a large reason 
for starting these sales. By and large, it was artists 
who have never been sold at Sotheby’s before, and 
almost half the sale were artists who had barely sold at 

LEFT: Yusuf Grillo, Three Ladies,
£60,000-90,000 at Bonhams

BELOW: El Anatsui: Earth Developing More Roots
Estimate: £650,000-850,000

Lot Sold: £728,750 at Sotheby’s
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