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The Future of African Art Studies
An African Perspective
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Ni i mi ki Babaldwo
O d4 *f4 ororvin. (Collected in 1lé-1fe, 1974)

Today’s divination
May not be valid tomorrow [that is, in the furure].
This is the reason Babaldwo [Yorub4 diviners]
Must divine repeatedly every five days

[that is, once in each four-day week].

i The Yoriib4 four-day cycle is named after four of the most powerful

and influential drisd (deities in the Yorubi pantheon), namely,
Orisanl4, Ogtin, If4, and Sangd. Most marker days and important meet-
ings take place once per week. It is also significant that when okra
vegetables are in season, Yorob4 farmers harvest them once per week,
In between the harvesting times, new buds appear and existing ones
come to maturity,

In many ways, this symposium is similar to this scenario. This paper
will address the important subject of the future of African art studies
from an African perspective. Like the Babaldwo, a traditional African
diviner, I am very much aware of the unreliability of predictions, but
take consolation that provision has been made for a periodic review of
all divinations. The diviner, therefore, can never really be judged as
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incompetent, particularly as his client will rarely be able to make sacri-
fices to all of the deities, some of whom are very jealous and highly
temperamental and therefore need to be placated before a successful
divination can be assured. W

I believe that in the years to come, African art will take on new
dimensions that no one has yet imagined—dimensions that will not only
connect it more fully and effectively with cognate academic disciplines
but will also fulfill many of the yearnings and aspirations of distin-
guished scholars in the field. Present interest in the exploration of Afri-
can art through “sight” and “sound” will include the element of “soul.”
By this I mean that the current conventional anthropological and art-
historical approaches—which emphasize direct representational reaction
and formal analysis to the detriment of culturally based studies in aes-
thetics and art criticism—will make full use of the philosophies of the
African peoples.

There will be renewed interest in field research, but this time around,
the role and involvement of African scholars will be much greater. The
goal will be to interpret African art from inside the culture that gave it
birth rather than from outside. In a bid to allow the culture to speak for
itself, scholars will give more credibility and imporrance to primary
sources, which consist mainly of oral traditions, than to secondary
sources, which may have become authoritative simply because they were
in print. Oral traditions will become a highly efficient means of studying
culture, retrieving history, and reconstructing artistic values. Used prop-
erly, oral traditions will reveal forgotten meanings that would be hard
or even impossible to obtain from the most cooperative informant.

The recognition of how important African languages and literatures
are to the understanding of African art will Jead to a reconsideration of
many “closed"_issucs, theoretical frameworks, and artistic concepts; a
redefinition of much terminology; and a reappraisal of the present style
and techniques of displaying African art objects in museums and exhi-
bition halls. I believe that these changes will mark the beginning of a
truly interdisciplinary study and lay the foundation of a joint search for
those values and concepts which lie behind the creation of African art.
Such a study of the aesthetics of African art can be illustrated by my
current work among the Yoriib4 of southwestern Nigeria.!

The Yorib4 people number well over twenty-five million and con-
stitute one of the strongest and largest cultural groups in Africa south
of the Sahara. Yorub4 kingdoms and settlements occupy the southwest-

64 Rowland Abiodun

ern area of Nigeria and extend beyond it into the nations of Benin and
Togo. Through the slave trade, Yorub4 culture was transported across
the Atlantic and has survived to be a powerful influence on Africans in
the New World. In short, Africans in the diaspora constitute sizable
proportions of the populations of Latin America, the Caribbean, and
North America.

The Yoruib4 culture—well known for its fine artistic achievements,
primarily through the naturalistic life-size bronze and terra-cotta heads
of Ife—has produced a large number of the wood, ivory, bead, leather,
textile, and other artifacts that we see displayed in major collections and
museums of African art all over the world. Yorub4 art is among the
earliest known by the West and consists of some of the besi-studied
African works in the field.

Rudiments of Yoritbd Artistic Criticism

Yorb4 artistic criticism emanates from the highest level of aesthetic
consciousness. Not everyone can be an art critic or amewd, “expert on
beauty.” This is something that requires a significant and conscious
cffort to acquire. The market woman, the egungin audience, the art
user, or even the artist will not necessarily be an art critic, even though
each may have acquired some rudimentary appreciation of the Yorub4
concept of beauty through a random or accidental encounter with art,
To say this is not to deny, of course, that their comments can be
interesting, intelligent, and even insightful.

Although there is no formal training for critics per se, from field
experience I am led to believe that most accomplished critics acquire
their experience and expertise by “walking with the elders,” bd dwon

__tig:é_a_‘_rir_&_\._vhile pursuing another primary interest or duty. This phrase
actually means “taking an interest in traditional procedures and studying
them.” This kind of exposure usually statts at an early age through
regular attendance ac artistic performances, assisting with artistic proc-
esses and presentations, and listening to the comments of elders on the
finished artistic works in operative contexts. I discovered that a good
number of these elder-critics are If4 priests who, by virtue of their
profession, take part in traditional community rituals and festivals and
have at their disposal a profound knowledge of the complete cultural
background.

It is a consequence of their position and training that the critics are
reserved and will not volunteer information spontaneously in public,
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especially when the artist or his relatives are nearby. A ki f ¢ ojst onfka
mésan dn ka 4, “It is not courteous to count the fingers or toes of a
nine-digited person in his presence.”

In his study of Yorub4 1jl4 artises, Adeboye Babalola has observed
a similar attitude.

Usually the members of che audience do not speak out, on the spot,
their opinions abour the relative merits of the performing 1j4l4 arrises,
But later on, in private conversation on the subject of who is who in
fjélé-chanring in the area, each person speaks out his mind and thys
the reputations of the best 1j4l4 artists are established [italics mine].
(Babalola 1976, sr)

This is probably why, as Ulli Beier once reported, one never overhears
“spontaneous discussion of form, proportion or expression of a piece of
sculpture” (1963, 3). My observations in the field also indicate that
traditional artists hesitate to comment on a colleague’s work in public.

For one to qualify to “walk with the elders,” one must possess and
demonstrate these qualities at least: ifarabals (calmness), utf (teach-
.ableness), Imojiu-mora {sensitivity), and #z6 (steadfasrness). Other qual-
ities, like oji-ins (insighr) and ojti-ond (design consciousness), are de-
veloped through training, '

All'_the foregoing qualities belong to susiry (patience) or hwapélé
(gendle character), which in Yorub4 traditional thought embody the
highest and most desirable attributes of fwd (character) and, therefore,
also incorporate the most important canons of Yorub4 artistic criticism
and aesthetic judgment,

Centrality of Ywi as a Concepr
The concept of iwa? is crucia to the definition of beauty in Yorub4

thought. Even though scholars of the subject appear to have acknowl-
edged this fact (Thompson 19713, 1971b, 1973a, 1973b, 1984; Lawal
1974; Drewal 1980), the dynamic relationship which exists between v
(character) and ewg (beauty) has yet to be explained. Indeed, a Yortib4
aphorisin declares hig I’ ewd, that is, “lwg is beauty,”

“Beauty” in this usage, however, pertains not so nuch to the super-
ficial physical appearance of things as to their deep essence in Yoriib4
culture and metaphysics.

Roy Sieber rightly observes that

art is a cultural manifestation finally to be understood (as
distinguished from “appreciated") only in the light of jts cultural
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origins. . . , Admiration in isolation easily leads ro misunderstanding,
and African art, its functions vaguely apprehended, has fallen prey to
the taste of the twentieth century. (1971, 127)

Further on, he points out:

Like most art in the history of the world, African arr s deeply
involved in the sensible and spiritual goals of human beings.
Instancing and symbolizing security, it lies at the center of a hard core
of beliefs. (1971, 128)

Thus, I am persuaded that the best place to begin a meaningful
study of Yortib4 aesthetics is with fwa, for 1o overlook or underrate this
important prerequisite for beauty and to favor external criteria or expla-

of Yoruib4 art. Fortunately, scholars of Yorib4 traditional thought and
literatures, with their wealth of oral data, can be of immense help to
the art historian whose studies need to be Jess speculative, more oriented
toward Yoriib4 thought, and contextually relevant,

In his work on Yorubs aesthetics, Babatunde Lawal {1974, 239)
asserts that “In man, ewd-ing (the intrinsic worth of things) is frequently
implied in the word #wd or character.”

The word iwa in Yortibs €an mean either “character” or “existence,”
The noun w4 is formed by adding the prefix i to the verb w3 (to exist,
to be), a normal nominalization process of Yorib4 language (Bamgbose
1967). Wande Abimbola has shed light upon the relacionship between
the two words. He argues that g (character) derives from fwad (exis-
tence) and says that “the original meaning of hug . . . can be interpreted
as the fact of being, living or existing,” whose highest attribute or whose
perfect ideal or form is immortality (1975, 393). A cognate aphorisin
says Aika parf jwa, literally, “Immortaliry completes existence,” but
more idiomatically, “Immortality is perfect existence,”

Abimbola’s suggested relationship between fiud as.“existence™ and
fwad as “character” provides a possible explanation for the use of the
two meanings of fwa in Yortib4 thoughe, particularly in the If4 literary
corpus. The following is an If4 verse,

Orisanl4 d’ 44 méta
O d4 kan ni dudyg
O d4 kan nf pupa
O d4 kan ni funfun,
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Didd i o re mi

O b gbodd re mf ni pupa.
Dudu ni o re mi,

O & gbodd re mi ni funfun.
Iwa mi of o ké 2t re

Ni Katukatl Obarisa. (Akinbiyi Akiwowo, pers. com., 1976)

Orisanl4 prepared three dyes.
He made one black,

He made one red,

He made one white.

Make me black,

Do not make me red.

Make me black,

Do not make me white.

Dye me with my lwa first

At the dawn of creation.

We see that “Dye me with my lwa first” means “First give me existence”
or “First create my being.” The “black,” “red,” and “white” dyes repre-
sent the various possibilities of “character” that the individual can be
endowed with at creation.

Also in this verse, we note that Orisanld, the creator-divinity does
the “dyeing” (that is, the imbuing) with fwd (meaning either “being” or
“character”). But most important, his work or product is above re-
proach in traditional Yoriib4 thought. An illustration of this last point
is appropriate since we shall build more on it lacer.

In If4 divination literature, Iwa, an 6risa, is presented as an exceed-
ingly beautiful woman who lacked good behavior and had many dirty
habits. Her negative traits notwithstanding, she was indispensable to
her husband, Oréinmila, whose prosperity, honor, and popularity were
all attributed to her presence.

It was not long, however, before Oriinmila’s patience ran out and
he drove Iwa out of his house. Soon afterward, however, Oninmila
went searching for Iwi, having realized how much he had lost. He was
determined to sacrifice everything he had {money, children, houses,
clothes) in order to have her back. When they were finally reunited, Iwa
was not blamed—it was Orinmild who was blamed for not exercising
enough patience in dealing with his wife (Abimbola 1975, 415-16). Iw
was not blamed for the rift between herself and Ortinmila because (1)
she was an drisa, (2) she was being herself, and (3) she was said to have
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brought fame, wealth, and honor to her husband. This presentation of
Iwi as blameless appears to contradict common sense. But this story is,
in my opinion, a warning to us to learn to distinguish between the
human and the divine. Thus, true to her character as an orisd, Twa's
indispensability to Orinmila is not based on whether or not she con-
forms to the generally accepted standards of goodness and ethics, for
the issues involved here go beyond those of morality. Simply stated, the
uniqueness and beauty of Iwa in this story derives from her consistency
with her character and the subsequent expression of it.

Similarly, Ortinmila has his own character (iwa) which though very
different from his wife’s must also be expressed by him at all times.
Orunmil¥’s character is, however, difficult to maintain. He needed plenty
of sacrifice and patience, which he did not have enough of, in his
relationship with fwa and therefore lost her.

The implication of this is that Ordnmlld’s character (hed) is not
sufficiently like that of Swirt (Patience), his father-in-law. Thus, becom-
ing like Sttirlt was the only way Orinmild could save his relationship
with Iwa and prevent loneliness. Certainly, Ortinmila did not consider
any effort or sacrifice too great to make to gain her back. And in any
case, the Yorub4 believe that Aigba're k’dmd gba’bl, “Evil and Good go
rogether” (Lawal 1974, 239), a point that has been amply demonstrated
in the person of Iwa.

In Yoriiba religion, Iwa is considered the daughter of Sinari (Pa-
tience), who is the first child of Olddtimare (the Almighty God). With
the help of Siiirt (Bab4 Iwa, or the Father of lwa, as he is also often
called), Ol6dumaré controls all of his numerous but diverse creations,

also represented by the character of Iwi. Each creation, be it a divinity,

person, or thing, possesses its own inner beauty as a necessary conse-
quence of fwa (being and character). Thu‘s, the deities Ogin (of war
and iron), Oya (of the Niger River), Osun (of the Osun River), Sangé
(of thunder and lightning), Obatsld (the arch-divinity), Sdbnpdnns (of
smallpox), Tk (of death), Ariin {(of disease), Egba (of palsy), Ofd (of
perdition), and Esti (the trickster) have their individual and imperishable
ewa (inner beauty). Our judgment of them, like that of Orinmild’s wife,
Iwa, should not be bound by human codes or morals.

Of immediate relevance here is the Yorub4 saying Mo hed fn
ontwd, literally, “Recognize existence in respect of the one existing,” or,
idiomatically, “Concede to each person his or her own particular char-
acter,” which may not be like yours or pleasing to you. From this
statement, it is clear that the Yoribd respect this category or level of the
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aestheric and acknowledge it. This would explain the Yoriub4 admira-
tion of divinities like Sénponn4, Sangd, Ogun, Esi, Ikd, all of whose
characters or behaviors may be perceived as immoral in human terms.
The hunchback, the albino, and other deformed persons—all the hand-
iwork of ObAtdld—receive their “license” or right to be respected and
admired by virtue of their relationship with their creator, the cause of
their existence, as shown in the saying Owé Orisa l'adfi wo Afin, “We
perceive the honor [divinity] of Orisa [the sculptor divinity] in the al-
bino.” Similarly, an insane person is appreciated for the unusual view-
point he provides: Waré din iin w0, sigbon ko se é bi lomo, “The
insane person is pleasant to watch, even though no one prays to have
him as an offspring.” It is not uncommon to find that hardened crimi-
nals and brutal hoodlums have praise poems and songs composed in
their honor.

All of the above examples, in my opinion, illustrate Abimbola’s
original meaning of iwa, as well as the inner beauty (ewsd) of Twi as
Ortnmild’s wife in Ifa literature. Put simply, this iwa deals with the full
recognition and proper appreciation of the thing in itself, the unigne
qualities of a specific object, as totally distinct from the generalized kind
of which it is a part. ;

The Yortib4 orfki {praise poems/ names) of drisd, man, and all other
things play a vital role in this twa. The oriki constitute a powerful
verbal art form in the identification and realization of the essence of
everything known to the Yoruib4, When a thing expresses the qualities
attributed to it in the oriki, it has fulfilled the most important prerequi-
site of ewa at that leve! of Jwg. ‘

It is interesting that Roy Sieber has observed a somewhar similar
attitude among the Igala, who share much with the Yoruib4. He de-
scribes how a tribesman once offered his critique of a mask in two
words: “one [word] identified the mask, the other indicated thar it was
well done” (1971, 130).

In Yoriib4, a thing can lose its ewa and be deemed ugly (obiréwa)
if its character or identity is lost. In such an instance, the Yoriib4 may
invoke a saying like Nigha H-Sigidi ba fé té, a nf ki won 6 gbé “in sini
9j0, “Sigid) [a greatly feared orisd often represented by an unbaked mud
sculpture] courts disgrace when it insists on being left in the rain.” The
mud sculpture would disintegrate, of course, making any kind of iden-
tification impossible and thus losing both iwa and ews. -

The manifestation of the “well made” or “well done” in Yorub4
aesthetics, already noted by Lawal (1974, 239), seems to correspond well
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with the second part of the Igala tribesman’s critique of the mask. More
important, the concept introduces the aesthetic consciousness that the
artist needs to accomplish his task successfully. This aesthetic conscious-
ness derives from the w4 (character) of the artist. In other words, there
is a recognirion of cerrain character traits thac the Yorub4 consider
indispensable in the production of a “well-done” or “well-made” work,
Like that of Orinmila, the artist’s hwa also calls for plenty of sacrifice
and patience. “Sacrifice” as used here includes the placing of the artist’s
iwa over and above one’s own individual Jed, which may not necessarily
include patience (siiirar). The artist’s fwa, incidentally, is also the type
that Yortib4 culture demands of chiefs, kings, diviners, and family heads
for their works or activities to be considered beautiful. To maintain this
lwad is no less challenging than keeping the Yorub4 universe in perfect
equilibrium with volatile or quick-tempered drisd such as Sangd, Son-
ponnd, Ogin, and Esi, all of whom express their own fwd, Ordinary
people who share this aesthetic consciousness are highly praised and
ranked with the topmost men and women in the society.

This kind of aesthetic consciousness derives from the notion of lwa
as iwdpélé, meaning “gentle character,” or suiry (parience). It is not
opposed to Abimbola’s original meaning of iwd discussed earlier buc
represents a much larger complex, inclusive of aesthetic universes host-
ing all the notions of jwa.

Since the Yorub4 regard lwdpélé as the most desirable iwd, its op-
posite would be fwa-lile (liverally “hard character”), and the word is
usually used to describe someone who is difficult and uncompromising.
These two aspects of iwa have been well illustrated in the Iwa story told
earlier. In it, we see that Ordnmila needed 1o operate at a deeper level
of aesthetic consciousness in order to accommodate and appreciate Iwa,
his wife, with all her shortcomings (Abimbola 1975, 389),

Referring to this same aesthetic quality in his important work “An
Aesthetic of the Cool,” Robert Farris Thompson writes:

Control, stability, and composure under the African rubric of the cool
seem to constitute elements of an all-embracing aesthetic attitude. . :
Manifest within this philosophy of the cool is the belief thar the purer,
the cooler a person becomes, the more ancestral he becomes. In other
words, mastery of self enables a person to transcend time and elude
preoccupation. . ., We are in a sense describing ordinary lives raised
to the level of idealized chiefraincy, The harmony of the marriage or
the lineage ideally reflects the expected first magnirude harmony
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strength urjlized surreptitiously o covertly, ( 1977, 551—52)

The source of this aesthetic consciousness j, Yoruib4 myth is Sty
(Patience), the first child of Olédz&maré, who was tired of being lonely
and wanted offspring to reflect hig attributes ang add to hjg beauty, Ap
If4 poem describes this Yearning for fulfillment 4 creation,

fwa Pewy
Omo lesé jj¢

Omo—eni-]é-é-kési,
Omo-em'-ni—fff—wé-j’oni.

Oun Bt’~ééyén-déra-ri—kb-nf—lwé-
Igi-oko—ni-ké-maé~ﬁ~wé.

Awon ni wén dg 14 £in Oléfin-Oras
Ti 6 nwénj ¢ 6 jo dun

NIij6 of 6 d4 késekése

Nwén nf pji¢ ayé

Ké st enikan mpg

O sl da késekease

NR owland A blodun

Ode Orun ¢ ¢ 1€ teyan
Agbadagdidy méji jlé
A bojii ray, (David Adeniji, pers. com., May 1g74)

lwa g beaury.

Children are (e fitting adornmen of 4 home,

It—is-one’s-offspring-that-onc-can—scnd~on-errands.

It—is-one’s-offspring-whose-charactcr-can-resemble—one's~own.

Along wijth No-matter~thc—extent~cf-a-person's-physica!-attracdvcness,
if-dcvor’d-of—iwd, rhac-onc~should-be—1ikencd-ro—a-picce-of—woad—

All these were the If4 prieges who divined for OIdﬁn-Oréré,

Who was in need of 3 creation that would resemble his characeer,
All was voig in the earth,

Nor a single soul inhabied j;.

Al was a]g0 void in heaven,

With no inhabitangs,

Just two large empty shells

With nothing in them,

tion are benefiteq. Oléfin-Orees (Supreme Being or Crcator—in—Chief)
achieves hjg goal of self-expression and fulfillmen; through énlydn (man),
who in tyrq derives his aesthetic sanction from Oléfin-Oeee, Thus
1wdpdld, also often regarded as wa rere (good character), becomes the
Manifestation of Sinirty, the first and MOost important offspring of the

3

Iwa, iwa 1a o wié o Iwh.
Ire gbogho ¢4 anf
T4 A nfwy
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Iwd, lwa is what we are looking for.

All the good things of life that a man has
If he lacks lwa ‘
They belong to someone else.

Iwa, wa is what we are searching for.

Searching for this fwd as Ordnmila did is symbolic of the continuing
importance of hwdpélé in Yoruib4 tradition.

Political and socioeconomic stability and progress, artistic creativ-
ity, and criticism are all sustained through the invocation and utilization
of the canons of iwdpélé. The following passage provides an insight into
how some of these attributes of iwdpelé can be immediately relevant to
human problems, regardless of their nature, size, or severity.

Ed4 t6 gbéyin 1€ rf kif panceté
Pelé I aréwa frin

Jeje Fémo ol8l4 fyan

1gb4 onfpelé kif 6

Awo onfpelé kii faya

Ohun ¢f a fésé mu kii bajé

Ohun d a Pagbird mi, koko nif le
Esd pelé ni 3 4 pamikird,

A ki { kdnji tu 1t ordn

Pelépelé ejo 6 g'dpe

Igbin ko l6wé, Igbin ko lés2

Esb &sb nigbin gba gungi. (Ogunniran 1969, 18)

A person carrying eggs on the head needs poise.

The physically beautiful one has need of a composed gait.

Walking gracefully adds to the beauty of the wealthy.

The breakable plate of the careful one never breaks.

The secret of the calm individual is never accidentally revealed in
public,

Anything carried out using brute force always encounters great
resistance;

It is with calculated patience that one kills the sand fly.

A person should never be in a hurry to collect the [einy but
delicious] ordn mushroom,

With considerable patience, the snake succeeds in climbing the
[branchless] palm tree.

The snail has neither hands nor legs

Yet it is with patience and endurance that it climbs the tree.
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The qualities of thought and aesthetic attitudes hinted at above are
important, They constitute the basis of Yoruib4 artistic criticism.

“lwa” of the Critic (Recognition of Beauty)
Eefin ni lwa,
Ko si b’a se bd 6 méle 6
Rird ni 6 ru.

fwd is like smoke,
Which cannot be suppressed.
It comes out in all we do.

Because of this Yoriib4 belief, it is expected that the iwd of an artist will

" not only show through his work but will influence his execution of it.

Thus, an artist who is impatient is not likely to convey the theme of his
subject effectively or execute a technically accomplished work, It is
important, therefore, that the artist possess the attributes of iwwapélé (the
foremost iwd) in addition to his own iwd. With the attributes of lwapélé,
the artist can demonstrate qualities such as “poise,” avoidance of “brute
force,” “composed gait,” “grace,” “thoroughness,” “calmness,” “calcu-
lated patience,” “insight,” “endurance,” and “fulfillment” through artis-
tic expression in his work. A critic’s familiarity with these and other
components of lwdpélé are basic to his ability to recognize ewa (beauty)
in Yorub4 art.

I shall now briefly highlight a few of those aspects of fwdpélé which
I believe may help in shedding more light on Yorub4 artistic criticism,

‘Ojts-inti

Oju-ini lirerally means “inner eye.” It refers to insight, a special kind of
understanding of a person, thing, or situation, and is not usually derived
from an obvious source. Imi ni alejd fi f rivan, “The outsider or unini-
tiated usuaily sees through the nose.” Without ojit-ind, “the outsider,
like a child in ignorance, may say a medicinal plant is an edible vegeta-
ble,” omode & modgun o n pe é nf &f6. It is the intellect with which one
perceives the individualized form, color, substance, outline, rhythm,
and harmony of the subject. Perception can be learned through tradi-
tionally approved sources such as chants, songs, and orik, by reference
to If4 divination literature, and, of course, extant examples of works of
art. This sensibility is extremely important if the artist is to capture
accurately the essential identity, character, and function of his subject,
Though not called ojé-ini among the lgala, a similar aesthetic notion
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was probably intended by the Igala tribesman who offered his critique
of a mask by first identifying the mask type. And Sieber (1971, 130)
rightly noted that “the observation [of the Igala tribesman]} was based
on familiarity with a preexistent style, knowledge of a predetermined
function and critical awareness of comparative excellence.”

It is with oji-ind that the artist knows the right colors to use for the
costumes or shrine of Sangé, which is usually dominated by red, or that
of an Obacdld priest, which is invariably white. The situation is the
same if the artist is a sculptor and has been commissioned to do a
carving. There is a fairly wide range of preexistent styles of representa-
tion from which the artist may choose. If the carving is for an dké
second-burial effigy in Owd, he would have to work in an dké-type
naturalistic style and size and aim for a high degree of resemblance to
the deceased. The case would be different, however, if the artist were
to produce ére-ibeji (twin statuertes). Such objects never approach life
size (except on the screen in an African art class) and are generalized in
representation. The successful expression of oji-ini results in the fulfill-
ment of the fwa of a thing (as implied in Abimbola’s original meaning
of fwa), without which the other aesthetic atrributes, to be considered
hereafter, cannot be made meaningful and releyant.

Ojit-ona

This is “design consciousness.” Though sometimes considered a rare
talent, oj#-ond is often acquired in the course of an artist’s training or
by learning from one who possesses this quality. In many cases, through
proverbs, stories, and other channels, the Yoriib4 culture provides useful
hints to guide the taste of the artist.

Obinrin kukidrd ye oko ré 16j6 ijé,
Obinrin gidigba ye oko ré 18j6 &bu,

A short woman is the pride of her husband on the dance floor,
Just as a big woman is the pride of her husband in the yam-planting
season.

Innovation in design resulting from of#-ond must be appropriate to the
meaning and function of the art product, and not be introduced simply
for its own sake. This is expressed by the saying Obun 16 ye'ni I6 ye ni,
ok#in oran ko ye adie, ko si tin ye eni tf n f3 4, “An action [or a design]
must be appropriate [or relevant] to its contexr; tying a rope around the
neck of a fowl for the purpose of transporting it is not proper, and it
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makes the one pulling the rope look ridiculous” (Akinwumi Isola, pers.
com., January 1975).

Having oji-ona distinguishes the artist from the nonartist, the critic
from the noncritic, and the talented artist from the untalented one.
Thus, we may assemble two hundred epa masks or ibeji figures for
examination and criticism. All may satisfy the first criterion discussed
above, ojit-ini, but attention will be focused on the demonstration of
ojit-ond. Here, the critic—after familiarizing himself with the rudiments
of ona {(good design), which includes recognizing it and irs appropriate
use—professionally apprais'es the works before him, using all the facul-
ties as hinted in the following verse.

Oju 1 (mo Alsf epo,
Ereké 13 fmo sl (yo,
QObré6 gangan 13 mo Al4pa
Ti ko ni epo nint.

It is by loaking that we detect the absence of [red] palm oil.
It is in the mouth that we detect the saltless [dish].

And it is from a distance that we spot the aldpd,*

Which contains no oil.

Also, it is in this process that he examines the artist’s oji-ond as well as
his level of ladkdyé (clear thinking), dye (understanding), and ogbon
{wisdom), all manifestations of hodpélé.

Ifarabale
This literally means “calming or controlling the bedy,” or “letting reason

rather than emotion control man,” or “not losing one’s composure.”
Robert Farris Thompson’s work “An Aesthetic of the Cool” is most
relevant to the understanding of this phenomenon (1973b).

Ifarabalé is a prerequisite to the successful expression of ojii-in# and
ojit-ona. It concerns the artist’s ability to control himself and his mate-
rial (the mental and technical), as well as to execute a thorough and
successful work of art. According to Lamidi Fakeye (pers. com., 1983),
a renowned traditional Yorub4 carver, “It is ifarabalé that we go to
learn in the profession of woodcarving.” Much admired artistic qualities
like pfpé (correctness) and dfd4n (completeness) are both consequences
of ifarabalé. Pipé and diddn are sometimes used interchangeably as they
convey essentially the same meaning. Although other scholars have
translated diddn as “shining smoothness” {Thompson 1973a, 37), I have
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not done so since it may include rough surfaces, as in epa masks, which
emphasize color for their “completeness,” or rough-textured, hand-wo-
ven cloth with attachments of ritual or decorative objects.

In most Yoriib4 figurative sculpture, the emphasis on a strong ver-
tical movement, an arresting frontal presence, and a serene facial ex-
pression seem to underscore the importance of ifarabald in Yortibs aes-
thetics. For the same reason, 1 believe, the head is rendered unusually
large in size, 'and its technical execution is often elaborate,

In Hfarabale, orf (the head, also the sear of reason) rules the rest of
the body. It is not the faithful rendering of the anatomical details, such
as a figure's muscles, that is supposed to produce that feeling of power
and action that one experiences from Yoriib4 sculpture, but the intelli-
gent, creative, and skillful combination of forms by the artist. That such
a high premium is placed on intelligent action by the Yorub4 is reflected
in the saying Aldghdra ma méré baba dle, “A thoughtless strong man is
worse than a lazy man.” Yet another proverb states more clearly the
value of calculated patience in achieving a ser goal: Asirétete ko r'éyé
Je, aringbéré ni { méyee délé, “He who walks slowly [that is, acts
intelligently] will bring the title home, while he who runs {that is, acts
recklessly] misses the chance of enjoying a title,”

We might surmise that {farabalé, as the most powerful component
of lwapdlé, must have influenced the Yorub4 choice of the head as a
natural focus of artistic criticism and aesthetic judgment,

(]

Tluti literally means “good hearing.” Used idiomatically, it refers to
qualities such as teachableness, obedience, and understanding, all of
which are highly esteemed in the traditional, educational, and appren-
ticeship systems of the Yoruib4,

In religion and art, Hutf features prominently when considering the
efficiency of an orisd {deity), odguin (traditional medicine), or isé ond (a
work of art). Thus, in choosing an drisd to worship or consulr for aid,
the Yortib4 look for those with utf, Ebora t6 lutf 13 m bo, “We worship
only deities that can respond when consulted.” In advertising potent
traditional medicines, salesmen use the slogan ajé-bi-ing, “that-which-
responds-like-the-ignited-fire,” to convince customers of the effective-
ness of their product. Similarly, in judging art, dutf plays an important
role. It aids the critic in determining whether or not the work in question
is “alive,” “responding,” and “efficacious,” that is Jé or ddbin. In es-
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sence, therefore, #utl focuses on the fulfillment of artistic intention, as
well as precision in the artistic process (see Abiodun 1976). The warm
reception and approval given a work of art by the community is consid-
ered quite important. Following an unenthusiastic reception of their
work, amateurs and artists have quietly withdrawn to the farm or
returned to petty trading, never to carve again. Though members of the
audience are not always willing to discuss their reaction, the researcher
can feel the spontaneous acceptance or rejection of works at festivals
and other public events.

Yorub4 tradition enjoins obedience to established procedures and
rules so that efficacy might result.

Wiaridka A {-yinrink4,
Gboord-gbooro I'34 déb4la

Bi &ni3 ko b4 se & gégé bi ati f se ¢

Ki i-rf gégé bi 6 ti i ri. (Sobande 1967, 25)

Kneeling-and-rolling-from-side-to-side is the woman’s way of paying
royal homage.

Prostrating-face-down is the man's way of greeting his superior,

If one fails to do it the customary way,

It will not turn out as well as it always has.

Perhaps of some relevance to the understanding of iutf, which can be
broadly described as a “call-response” phenomenon, is that the Yoruth4
believe in the existence and power of primordial names for all living and
nonliving things. Consequently, the concept and possession of etf, “ears”
or “good hearing” in both its physical and metaphorical sense, are
essential for efficient functioning and communication.

4

Eti ko si 16rf,
Ori di 4pdla igi. (Sobande 1967, 29)

With the ears missing,
The head is no more than a dumb piece of wood.

Here is a critical comment whose implication for Yorub4 art goes be-
yond the physical representation of ears. Indeed, the artist, critic, and
audience have need of Hutf to execute, understand, and enjoy the art
product, which I have considered elsewhere as a kind of visual metaphor

(Abiodun 1987),
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- Imoji-mora
This can be translated generally as “sensitivity to the need of the mo-
ment,” “ability to adapt and change without being formally told to do
s0,” “propriety,” and “measure.” Because all the other qualities of jd-
pélé are called into play before imojsii-mora can be manifested, anyone
who demonstrates it is said to possess ori-pipé (literally, “complete
head”), which is an acknowledgment of an intelligent and creative mind.
Closely related to imojé-mora and perhaps falling within this aes-
thetic consideration is the concept of drd, which Adepegba has studied.

At all events, the word [ard] when used as a novelty, wonder, or new
fashion basically implies uniqueness or newness, which as far as
man-made objects are concerned often results in creativity, (Adepegba
1983, 62) '

Imoji-mora is not only a crucial factor in the adoption of new
styles, techniques, and materials—in spite of the seemingly unchanging
traditions of Yorub4 art—but also a means whereby the culture has
managed to survive in the new environments and under the difficult
conditions of the new world since the slave trade. The inventiveness of
the Yortib4 in the diaspora and their effective use of substitutes in art
and religion most probably derive their inspiration and sanction from
proverbs or sayings such as:

Bi a & b4 rf adan®
A A fi d6be seba,

In the absence of the big fruit bat traditionally approved for sacrifice,
Another kind, 00b6¢ [which is smaller in size and lives under the
eaves], may be used.

Robert Farris Thompson has done a valuable study of the creative
responses and artistic ingenuity of African peoples in his book Flash of
the Spirit (1984).

Even though quite supportive of creativity, innovation, and change,
the Yortib4 caution us through imojii-mora on the nature, reasonable-
ness, and extent of these qualities. For example, the following proverb
would be apt when judging a sculpted figure. )

Ki fse pé etf ki igiin,

Ki fse pé etf ki { f2,

Stigbén yf t6 b4 seés) rékoji orf,
O ¢ di ti ehoro. (Sobande 1967, 29)
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It is not that ears cannot be long.

It is not that they cannor be wide,

But when the ears perchance shoot past the head,
Then they belong to the rabbit.

And yet, in the same sculpture, the Yoriib4 may not only permit but
accept as beautiful a wider range of modes of artistic presentation, as it
is evident in this saying:

Bi a s4 kéké

Adjd ewa la se,

Bl a b’ abaja,

Adjd ewa la se,

B a si fereké sile I'6bors

Adjd ewd nda la se. (Sobande 1967, 35)

If we have the kéks” facial mark,

It is for the sake of beauty.

If we carry the dbaja® mark,

It is for beauty.

And if we leave the face unmarked,
It is also for the sake of beaury.

Whereas many scholars have held the erroneous notion that traditional
art and styles are static, unchanging, and repetitive, imoji-mora contra-
dicts such assumptions, since it contains germs of change, initiative, and
creativity that give dynamism to Yorubd arc,

Critics and audiences are encountering a wider and wider range of
new forms and morifs, as well as old forms that have been freshly
treated and presented. For those in the art process, the situation is
challenging and calls for the sharp sensibilities thar may be summarized
as Imojs-mora. *

“Tité

Tit6 refers to “enduring,” “lasting,” “unfading qualities,” and “reality,”
as well as “genuineness” and “steadfastness.” Titd is the most important
atcribute of Jwd, because the Yorub4 consider the most desirable fvd to
be that which is “immortal” (aiksz). Hence, dlki pari wa, “immortality
itself is perfect existence” (Idowu 1962, 162). Tité inspires, encourages,
and supports the durability of artistic material and style, leaving little
or no room for transient innovations and ephemeral beauty. Yorub4
tradition does not favor change for its own sake. [t respects and pre-
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serves time-honored visions whose vocabulary of representation has
been found supportive of the treasured values of the society.

With art molding individual lives from birth to death and dictating
the action of whole communities, we can understand the reluctance of
the Yoriib4 to leave to chance or frivolity the creation of art and the
formulation of its aesthetic criteria.

Since the Yoritb4 conceive of the arts more or less as dwe—that is,
as a metaphor that conveys an idea or concept whose fwd is immortal—
they do not believe that the physical decay, destruction, or looting of a

Sangé shrine or an If4 divination apparatus will spell the end of the -

religio-aesthetic ideas they embody. Through channels such as drama,
music, chant, and mime, the ideas live on and the lost work can be
reconstructed (Abiodun 1987). In other waords, the Yortibi have no
illusions that wooden art is imperishable, so the culture makes provision
for their continuity through periodic replacements,

Notwithstanding this, artists do make a conscious effort to make
their work compact, strong, and durable. This is evident in their choice
of material, be it wood, metal, or stone. One should see the brass and
bronze heads of If¢ as an attempt to conform to the ultimate definition
of “iwa as immortality itself,” ks pari iwd. |

E & gho, ¢ é 16, "May you live long and remain mentally and
physically sound,” is the most important prayer of Yorub4 subjects for
their oba (king). Similarly, the work of art needs to be well preserved
and medicinally potent (where applicable) for as long as possible. A
sculpture should be physically intact, as indicated by the concept of #14,
which emphasizes being well preserved. Consequently, a figurative
sculpture with a missing eye or limb may be considered ugly or
unacceptable.

Thus we find that among the Yorubd, broken and unfinished works
of art are not considered beauriful; their wa has been adversely affected,
‘Such is the case with the metaphorical Sigidl, the unbaked mud-sculp-
ture deity that courts disgrace by insisting on being left in the rain.

Twa is so basic to the Yortb4 aesthetic sensibility chat they say:

Iwa nikan 16 séro o

Iw nikan 16 soro

Orf kan kii *burt P'éru Ife,

Iwa nikdn 16 soro. (Idowu 1962, 155)

Twa is all that is needed.
Iwd is all that is needed.
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There is no 077 to be called bad in the city of Ife.
Twa is all that is needed.

This is the reason I have tried in the preceding pages to examine six of
the aesthetic considerations that are related to fwa (as fwapéld) and to
show how they pave the way for the artist, critic, and general viewer to
participate fully in the enjoyment of arr. Indeed, it is the essence of jwd
that makes all things beautiful. Therefore, the absence of fwa may be
responsible for the lack of beauty.

Iwa in Creativity (Production of Beauty)

In the Yorub4 pantheon, it is OrlsAnl4 whose lwa (as character) comes
closest to dwadpelé, which embraces all the aesthetic considerations dis-
cussed above, An orfki (praise poem) describes this drisd as patient,
silent, and without anger {Beier 1970, 27), a belief that probably ac-
counts for the identification of Orisinl4 with creativity specifically and
artistic processes generally.

The artist, especially as onisé-onad (worker of designs), agbégilére
(sculptor/wood-carver), gbénagbéna (designer in wood), or aldrd (dyer/
colorist), is a devotee of Obarils (also known as Orisanl4 or simply
Orisa), the divinity acknowledged in Yoriib4 traditional belief as the
first artist, designer, and sculptor.

As Bolaji Idowu (1962, 71) points out, Olédamaré commissioned
Orisanl4 to create the physical part of man, as well as the earth and the
arrangement of its trappings. Having been granted the freedom to create
as he chooses—a rare occurrence in many artistic traditions in the
world—Orisanl4 became the first creative artist in Yorub4 culture, It is
ironic that creativity is the very quality that scholars in the field have
denied the traditional artist as having,

In Yoribd myth, Orisanl4 is said to be the divinity who is charged
with the sole responsibility of producing all human forms, irrespective
of whether they are physically attractive or not. It is also he who creates
different hues of dye. Although sometimes called agbokunkin-sona,
“one who designs in darkness” [that is, in total seclusion], Orisanls is
ot an anonymous creator, and neither are Yortib4 artiscs who, by
reason of their profession, also carry out creative work. The Yorub4
openly acknowledge that each éda (creature) on earth was creared in the
first artistic efforts of Orisanl4. This action is illustrated by the saying
Ki se €j6 eléyin gan-n-gan; Orisa 16 seé, ti ko fiawo bo 6, “The person
with prominent teeth is not to blame; it is the Orisa who made them
and did not provide a covering for them” (Idowu 1562, 72).
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Orisanld’s role as sculptor-divinity not only accommodates all forms
of ewd (beauty) in the name of iwa (existence), but—as the supreme
expert on identity and the character of form, that is, as amowi—he
ensures their fulfillment through artistic process and expression. By the
same token, Obat4l4 qualifies as the foremost ameswd (expert on beauty),
since lwa (being or character) is ews (beauty).

It is against this background that we can begin to know the artist,
because he is in fact the dwdrd (priest/devotee) of Orisanl4. The follow-
ing oriki of the artist is virtually the same as Orisanl4’s, his chief patron.

Emi 'omo agbégilére

Omo agbégi rébété sé lége;

Emi Pomo asogi d'¢niyan

Nigba tf a gbé gi t4n,

Igi I'6jii;

Igi I'énu

Igi 'éwé

Bée ni gi si Pdcampake

Est méjeejl n'le;

Igt sl gun’mi cire,

O sl se gagaga.

Wén kin'gi I'6siin

Wén se’gi loge;

O wa ka K gi 6 fohun I'43fin Oba
Omo agbé'gi rébécé Poba;

Omo asogi dénlyin. (Akinrinde 1978, 19)

I, the offspring of a carver of images

Who makes finished statues in wood and beautifies them.
I change uncarved wood into human figures.

After working on a piece of wood

It possesses eyes,

Mouth,

Hands,

And mere wood now has toes

Properly positioned on the feer.

Wood now acquires breasts

Which are full, erect, and ateractive,

Red osun [camwood dye pigment] gives color to the wood.
Fitting designs adorn i.

It only remains for the wooden figure to speak before the king.

Rowland Abiodun

1, the offspring of the accomplished sculptor who carves for the king;
Who transforms ordinary wood into human figures.

In transforming his raw material, the Yordb4 artist seeks to realize
completely the identity and character (dwd) of his subject as implied in
the phrase se ldge, “to beautify through artistic activity,” by using his
ofit-ond.

In Yorib4 culture it is absolutely imperative for individuals to ac-
knowledge each other’s identity and presence from moment to moment,
There is a special greeting for every occasion and each time of the day.,
Like incomplete works of art, abbreviated greetings are frowned upon
and are sometimes unacceptable. Greetings paint a friend’s picture in a
setting larger than his own life, quite often through oriki (praise names)
identifying him with all that is notable in his background. To fail to
greet someone is to say thar he does not exist (that is, lacks #wd) and is
to liken him to igi oko, “the common tree in the forest.” It implies that
he is not beautiful, and such an implication is reprehensible in Yorib4
culture.

Poverty, childlessness, physical unattractiveness, age, decay, and
death cannot rob one of the beauty derived from fwa. In summary, it is
indeed the Yortib4 belief that fwd U'orisa, bl a bd ti bt st ni | gbe ni,
“fwa [character] is a deity that favors us according to the way in which

we express it.”

Conclusion

We no longer can confess to ignorance of African art studies or say we
are unable to address the grossly understudied aspects of African arts,
primarily the unity of verbal, visual, and philosophical elements. The
field of African art studies needs to extricate itself from the still preva-
lent “primitive art” mentality that most of ‘our readers and supporters
expect African art to conform with. Also calling for our immediate
attention is the widening gap between the dry and often recycled texts
(sometimes with the same old errors) on the one hand and those fine
and irresistible field photographs on the other—a practice which now
characterizes the majority of our publications.

Furthermore, it would be immensely beneficial to the cause of sound
African art research and scholarship if in our work more proper native
names were employed in the identification of African art objects instead
of the current practice of putting them in parentheses or leaving them
out altogether. In the same vein, many indigenous terms that embody
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important artistic and aesthetic concepts should be given prominence in
our studies. To leave out these African names and terms, for whatever
reasons, is to make future research in African art difficult if not impos-
sible. But, perhaps, a much worse repercussion would be the creation
of an African art field in which African thought and language no longer
are considered relevant in understanding African art. By then, we would
have unwittingly removed the “African” from “African art,” which I
believe is the very opposite of our goal.

Expressing his concern over the state of African art studies, Father
Kevin Carroll, who has been studying traditional Yorubs carvings for
several decades, noted:

It is not possible at present to offer an assured interpretation and
analysis of Yorub4 carving as an expression of the people’s philosophy
and religious belief. African carvings have frequently been interpreted
in abstract terms without any attempt to discover the people’s own
interpretation. In Yoriibd country, study of such interpretation has
scarcely begun. (1973, 168)

Ralph Altman’s (1973, 184) observation that “aesthetic norms elude
us in nearly all instances owing to a lack of information on the aesthetic
criteria of the people” is further confirmation of this unsatisfactory state
of affairs that now calls for our urgent actention.

William Fagg’s remarks are diagnostic and get to the bottom of the
problem.

The study of meaning in African . . . artis ar a rudimentary, not to
say primitive, stage. . . . It is a pity that full and detailed accounts of
the philosophies of tribes are almost universally absent from the many
excellent anthropological monographs which have appeared in English
since the war. . . . It is a little disappointing that there seems as yet to
have been little help forthcoming from African students of traditional
African philosophy among peoples known for the practice of visual
art. (1973, 161)

These comments are a challenge not only to the African scholar bur
to the whole field of African art studies. We need a new though not
entirely unfamiliar approach that promises a deeper understanding and
more meaningful appreciation of African art,
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Notes
1. This work is based largely on fieldwork conducted between 1974 and
1980 in Western Yorubdland. I thank the University of Ift Research
Committee for providing the grant thar made the investigation possible.
The author is most grateful to Professor Akinsola Akiwowo, Dr,
Moses Makinde, Dr. Barry Hallen, Dr. Sope Oyelaran, Professor Femi
Morakinyo, and Professor Paula Ben-Amos for their interest in and
criticisms of the earlier version of this paper. I am also indebred to
Professor Wande Abimbola for sharing with me his vast knowledge and
insight into traditional Yorub4 thought. I also thank Professors Adebisi
Afolayan, Ulli Beier, Richard Taylor, and Arthur Okunniga for their
thoughtful criticism of the text.

2. Lattempted in the carlier stages of my investigation to translate the
concept of hwd in Yoruba thought as “charact(e)ry.” In the Shorter Oxford
Dictionary, edited by C. F, Onions, vol. 1, 3d ed. (1965), “charactery” or
“charactry” has as one of its meanings “delineation of characrer.”

3. Wande Abimbola, pers. com., March 1980. Esé means “guardian.” 6 is
the verb “to watch.” Hence, the guardians of the royal palace in Old Oyé
are known as &sd.

4. A type of Yorlib4 food made from steamed, ground cowpeas and melon
seeds,

5. Eidolon helvium.

6. Desmodus sp.

7. Kéké is a traditional facial mark among the Yoribd. Sce Abraham 1970,
3joo-joI.

8. Abdja is another kind of facial mark among the Yorub4. See Abraham
1970, 300—-30I.

9. L have modified the translation by Bolaji*ldowu (1962, 162). For
example, orf can be translated as the “essence of one’s personality.” See
also Abiodun (1975) and Morakinyo and Akiwowo (1981).
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