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The Yoruba-speaking peoples of Nigeria and the
Popular Republic of Benin, together with their count-
less descendants in other parts of Africa and the
Americas, have made remarkable contributions to world
civilization.! Their urbanism is ancient and legendary,
probably dating to Ap. 800-1000, according to the
results of archeological excavations at two ancient city
sites, Oyo and Ife.? These were only two of numerous
complex city-states headed by sacred rulers (both
women and men) and councils of elders and chiefs.
Many have flourished up to our own time. The dynasty
of kings at Ife, for example, regarded by the Yoruba as
the place of origin of life itself and of human civiliza-
tion, remains unbroken to the present day.

In the arts, the Yoruba are heirs 1o one of the oldest
and finest artistic traditions in Africa, a tradition that
remains vital and influential today. By AD. 1100 the
artists at Ife had already developed an exquisitely
refined and highly naturalistic sculptural tradition in
terracotta. and stone that was soon followed by works
in copper, brass and bronze (Figure 10). Large figures
portraying an array of social roles have been found in
the region of Esie.

Of the series of remarkable Yoruba kingdoms over
the last nine centuries, one of the earliest was Ovyo,
sited near the Niger River, the “Nile" of West Africa,
Straddling this important trading corridor Oyo and its
feared cavalry flourished between 1600 and 1830 and
came to dominate a vast territory that extended
northward to Borgu country, eastward to the Edo,
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westward to the Fon, and southward to the coast at
Whydah, Ajase, and Allada. In Allada the presence of
the Yoruba divination system known as Ifa was docu-
mented in an early divining tray (Figure 11).

Another Yoruba kingdom in the southeast, Owo, main-
tained close ties to Ife and also experienced the power-
ful artistic and cultural influences of Benin between the
fifteenth and nineteenth centuries. Both were changed
in the process—Owao artists supplying fine ivory work to
the court at Benin, and Owo royalty adapting and trans-
forming many Benin titles, institutions, and the regalia of
leadership in the process( Figure 4).

The Tjebu Yoruba kingdoms (1400-1900) of the coas-
tal plain were shaped by many of these same factors.
These Yoruba became masters of trade along the
lagoons, creeks, and rivers as well as masters of bronze
casting and cloth weaving (Figure 5). They were the
first Yoruba to establish trading ties with Europeans in
the late fifteenth century. Over the next four centuries,
the Yoruba kingdoms prospered and then declined as
the devastating effects of the slave trade and inter-
necine warfare of the nincteenth century ook their toll.
The stage was set for the ascendancy of the British and
the advent of colonial rule at the end of the nineteenth
century.

One of the effects of eighteenth- and nineteenth-cen-
tury disruptions was the dispersal of millions of Yoruba
peoples over the glabe, primarily to the Americas—
Haiti, Cuba, Trinidad, and Brazil—where their late
arrival and enormous numbers ensured a strong Yoruba
character in the artistic, religious, and social lives of
Africans in the New World, That imprint persists today
in many arts and in a variety of African-American faiths
that have arisen not only in the Caribbean and South
America, but also in urban centers across the United
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States.d Yoruba philosophical, religious, and artistic
tenets, ideas, and icons have transformed and continue
o transform religious beliefs and practices and the arts
of persons far beyond Africa’s shores,

There are several fundamental concepts that are dis-
tinctive to a Yoruba world view They provide a founda-
tion for comprehending the dynamics of Yoruba an and
culture through time and space. Furthermore, these con-
cepts are expressed in words, images, and actions. All
three modes of expression contribute to the shaping of
Yoruba culture and our understanding of it. Here, we
toncentrate on concepts conveyed in words and im-
ages that seem to permeate a wide variety of forms.
media, and contexts. In the Yoruba view, all the arts are
closely related and are often meant to he understood
and seen as images in the mind's eye. Such mental im-
ages (irann) are related 1o o i Uiterally “inner eye”
or “insight™ 4 Thus, both the words and the forms con-
sidered in this chapter embody concepts that are per-
vasive and enduring markers of Yoruha civilization,®

The Yoruba Cosmos

The Yoruba conceive of the COsmMos as consisting of
two distinet yvel inseparable realms—aye (the visible,
tangible world of the living) and orun (the invisible,
spritual realm of the ancestors, gods, and spirits)
(Figures 2 and 3). Such a cosmic conception is often
visualized as cither a spherical gourd, whose upper and
lower hemispheres fit tightly together, or as a divination
tray with a raised figurated border enclosing a flat
central surface (Figure 14). The images clustered
around the perimeter of the tray refer to mythic events
and persons as well as everyday concerns. They depict
a universe populated by countless competing forces.
The intersecting lines inscribed on the surface by a
diviner at the outset of divination symbolize metaphoric
crossroads, orita meta (the point of intersection he-
tween the cosmic realms) © The manner in which they
are drawn (vertical from bottom 1o top, center to right,
center to left) shows them to be three paths—a symboli-
cally significant number, These lines are always drawn
by Yoruba priests at the outset of divination 1o “open”
channels of communication before beginning to reveal
the forces at work and to interpret their significance for

4 particular individual, f

amily, group, or community.
Thus the Yoruba world view is a circle with intersecting
lines,

Such an image also has temporal implications since
the Yoruba conceive of the past as accessible and essen-
tial as a model for the present.’ They believe that per-
sons live, depart, and are reborn and that every
individual comes from either the gods or one’s ances-
tors on the mother's or the father's side. In addition,
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2. A diagram of some of the key elements of the Yoruba cosmos. It
consists of two distinet yetinteractive realms—aye, the tangible world
of the living and oreen, the invisible realm of spiritual forces such as
the gods, ancestors, and spirits, All beings, whether living or spiritual,
possess life force, ase. Those wise individuals such as priests, in-
tiates, diviners, rulers and elders who learn to use it for the benefit of
themselves and those around them are known as alase or alao
Drawing by H. | Drewal.

rituals are efficacious only when they are performecd
regularly according 1o tenets from the past and creative-
ly re-presented 1o suit the present.”

Orun: The Otherworld
Olodumare (also known as Odumare, Olorun, Eleda,
Eleemi) is conceived as the creator of existence,
without sexual identity and generally distant, removed
from the affairs of both divine and worldly beings.
Olodumare is the source of ase, the life force possessed
by everything that exists. Omo (the otherworld), the
abode of the sacred, is populated by countless forces
such as orisa (gods). ara orun (anceslors) and oro,
iwwin, ajogun, and egbe (various spirits), who are close
to the living and frequently involved in human affairs,
The orisa are deified ancestors and/or personified
natural forces. They are grouped broadly into two
categories depending upon their personalities and
modes of action—the “cool. temperate, symbolically
white gods,” {orisa funfun), and the “hot, temperamen-
tal gods” (orisa 8bighona). The former tend to be
gentle, soothing, calm, and reflective and include:
Obatala/Orisanla, the divine sculptor; Osoosi/Eyinle,
hunter and water lord: Osanyin, lord of leaves and
medicines; Oduduwa, first monarch at lle-Ife: Yemoja,



Osun, Yewa, and Oba, queens of their respective rivers;
Olosa, ruler of the lagoon; and Olokun. goddess of the
sed. Many of the “hot gods” are male, although some
are female. They include: Ogun, god of Iron; Sango,
former king of Oyo and lord of thunder; Obaluaye, lord
of pestilence; and Oya, Sango's wife and queen of the
whirlwind. The latter tend 1o be harsh, demanding,
aggressive and quick-tempered.

This characterization of the orisa has nothing to do
with issues of good and evil, All gods, like humans, pos-
sess both positive and negative values—strengihs as
well as foibles. Only their modes of action chffer, which
is the actualization of their distinctive ase (life force). as
expressed by their natures or personalities (iwa). Fur-
thermore, the gods are not ranked in any hierarchy
Their relative importance in any given par of the
Yoruba world reflects their relative local popularity,
reputation, and influence, and the order in which they
are invoked in ceremonies has to do with their roles in
the ritual and their relationships to each other.?

The gods regularly enter the world through their
mediums—worshippers who have been tained and
prepared to receive the spirit of their divinities during
possession trances in the course of religious ceremonies
(Figure 6). When the gods are made manifest in this
way, they speak through their devotees, praying and
giving guidance.

While all the gods periodically journey to the world,
two sacred powers, Ifa and Esu/}

gha, stand at the
threshold between the realms of o and dye, assisting
in communication between the divine and human
realms. Ifa, actually a Yoruba system of divination, is
presided over by Orunmila, its deified mythic founder,
who is also sometimes called Ifa. Esu Elegha is the
divine messenger and activator, 1”

Ifa offers humans the possibility of knowing the for-
ces at work in specific situations in their lives and of in-
fluencing the course of events through prayer and
sacrifice. The diviner, or babelawo Cfather of ancient
wisdom™) uses the rituals and poetry of 1fa to identify
cosmic forces: the gods, ancestors, and spirits, and the
machinations of the enemies of humankind personified
as Death, Discase, Infirmity

and Loss; cerain
troublesome entities such as egbe abiku (spirit
children), who may cause newborn children to die and
be reborn frequently thus plaguing their parents until
rituals and offerings can set matters right; and the some-
times evil-intentioned persons known collectively as
araye (“people-of-the-world™) who include aje
(witches), oso (wizards), and others.

While Ifa symbolizes the revealable,

isu/Elegha is
the agent of effective action, who also reminds one of
the unpredictable nature of human experience. Esu's
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constant and often unsetling activity reminds humans
of the need for guidance in lives of engaged action.
Esu, who bears the sacrifices of humans to the orisa
and other spirits, is the guardian of the ritual process.
A verse from Ifa warns that if Esu is not acknowledged,
“life is the hailing of waters with a sieve,"11

The ancestors (okir orun, osi. babanla, ivanka), con-
stitute another major category of beings in oron. They
are departed but not deceased. They can be contacted
by their descendants for support and guidance and can
return to the world either for shon stays in the form of
maskers called egungiin (Figure 17), or as part of new
persons in their lineages who are partially their reincar-
nation. A young female child revealed 1o be the incarna-
tion of her grandmother, for example, will be named
Yetunde (“Mother-has-returned”). The grandmother con-
tinues 1o exist in o, but pant of her spirit, or breath,
emi, is a constituent element of the new child.

Aye: The World of the Living

Aye. the world, is the visible, tangible realm of the
living, including those invisible otherworldly forces that
visit frequently and strongly influence human affairs.
The importance anc omnipresence of the otherworld in
this world is expressed in a Yoruba saying: “The world
is a marketplace [we visit], the otherworld is home”
(Aye Loja, orun wile). A variant of this phrase, Aye

i
el

3. Calubash. Oyo, 19th century. The Yorubi conceive of the cosmos
As consisting of two distinet yet inseparable realms, aye and orun
Such a cosmic view is often visualized as a spherical gourd, whose
upper and lower hemispheres fit tightly wgether. Carved gourd,
Diam. 9 ¥ in, Statliches Muscum i Volkerkunde, Munich
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Fajo, orun n'ile (“The world llife] is a journey, the other-
world [afierlife] is home™), contrasts the movement and
unpredictab

ty of life with the haven of the afterworld
that promises spiritual existence for eternity. 12 In-
dividual goals and aspirations in the world include long
life, peace, prosperity, progeny, and good reputation
Ideally, these can be achieved through the constant
search for ogbon (wisdom), imo (knowledge), and oye
(understanding).

Yoruba society is traditionally open, but with a long
history of monarchial and hierarchical organization.
Nevertheless, decision making is shared widely—con-
sensual rather than autocratic or dictatorial—and an
elaborate series of checks and balances ensures an es.
sentially egalitarian systcm.“]us[ as all the gods are
cqual in relation 1o Olodumare, so too all lineages are
structurally equal in their relation to the sacred king. At
the same time, the possibility of mobility is fundamen-
tal, depending on how one marshals the forces in the
environment. The situation is remarkably fluid and
dynamic. Within this context, there is some recognition
of rank, yet distribution of responsibilities and authority
are given more importance than hierarchy. Seniority is
based on the age of the person, the antiquity of the
title, and the person's tenure in office. Such an ideal for
social interaction is roated in the concept of ase, the
life force possessed by all individuals and unique to
each one. Thus ase must be acknowledge and used in
all social mauers and in dealings with divine forces as
well.

Ase: Life Force
Aseis given by Olodumare to everything—gaods, ances-
tors, spirits, humans, animals, plants, rocks, rivers, and
voiced words such as SONgs, prayers, praises, curses, or
even everyday conversation, Existence, according 1o
Yoruba thoughr, is dependent upon it; it is the power
to make things happen and change. ' In addition to its
sacred characteristics, gse also has important social
ramifications, reflected in its translation as “power,
authority, command.” A person who, through training,
experience, and Initiation, learns how to use the essen-
tial life force of things is called an alagse Theoretically,
every individual possesses a unique blend of performa-
live power and knowledge—he potential for certain
achievements. Yer because no one can know with cer-
tainty the potential of others, eso (caution), ifarabale
(composure), owo (respect), and suiery (patience) are
highly valued in Yoruba society and shape all social in-
leractions and organization.

Social processes encourage the participation of all
and the contribution of the gse of every person. For
e

ample, members of the council of elder men and
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women, known as Osugho among the liecbu Yoruba
and Ogboni in the Oyo area, have hereditary titles that
rotate among many lineages, and there are other posi-
tions that are open 1o all in the saciety, as well as
honorary titles bestowed on those who have made spe-
cial contributions 1o the community (Figure 19). Mem-
hers stress the equality of such positions in emphasiz-
ing their distinctive rights and responsibilities, All are
seen as crucial to the successful functioning of the
society as evident in Osugbo rituals, The members
share kola nut, the drummers play the praises of titles,
individuals take turns hosting a series of celebrations,
cach person has the Opportunity to state opinions
during debates, and al] decisions are consensual. Osug-
bo members stress the autonomy of their individual

roles while at the same time asserting their equality in
decision making. Al various times some will dominate
while others acquiesce, which is entirely in keeping
with Yoruba notions of the distinctive ase of individuals
and the fluid social reality of competing powers that
continually shape society. 1>

Rituals 1o invoke divine forces reflect this same con-
cern for the autonomous ase of particular entities,
Those invoked first are not more important or higher in
rank, rather they are called first in order to perform
specific tasks—such as the divine mediator Esu/Elegba
who “opens the way” for communication between
humans and gods, The recognition of the uniqueness
and autonomy of the ase of persons and gods is what
structures society and its relationship with the other-
world.

Ase and Composition in Art for Ifa and Esu

The concept of ase seems also to influence how many of
the verbal and visual ans are composed. In the visual arts,
for example, a design may be segmented or seriate—a clis-
continuous aggregate in which the units of the whole are
discrete and share equal value with the other units.'o The
units often have no prescribed order and are interchange-
able. Auention 1o the discrete units of the whole produces
a form which is multifocal, with shifts in perspective and
proportion. Such elements can be seen in Ifa trays and
lidded bowls (Figure 8), veranda posts (Figure 9), carved
doors (Figure 20), and ancestral maskers (Figure 18),17
Such compositions (whether representational or not) mir-
ror a world order of structurally equal yet autonomous cle-
ments. It is a formal means of organizing diverse powers,
not only 1o acknowledge their autonomy but, more impor-
tantly, to evoke, invoke, and activate diverse forces, to
marshal and bring them into the phenomenal world, The
significance of segmented composition in Yoniba art can
be appreciated if one understands that art and ritual are
integral to cach other.
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The design of Ifa sacred ant forms both expresses the
presence of a host of cosmic forees and recalls valuable
precedents from the mythic past.!® 1fa divination trays,
opon, by their composition, articulate a cosmos of com-
peting, autonomous forces. The etymology of the term
opon means “to flatter,”!” and the tray, through the ar-
tistry of its embellishments, is meant to praise the
momentous work of diviners as they seck to disclose
the forces active in a situation. The tray’s iconography
is often documented in myth, which preserves the les-
sons of the past. More importantly, the arrangement
of motifs in an object, together with efficacious in-
vocations and actions enacted in its presence, not
only acknowledge supernatural forces and events,
but bring them into the present world from the other-
world and the past for the benefit of devout Yoruba
(Figures 12, 13).

One opon from the Ulm Museum, West Germany, col-
lected at Allada during the first half of the seventeenth

4. The Oba Ogunave I, Olowao of Owo, wearing his ceremonial cos-
tume during the Igogo festival, Stuck in his plaited hair are two white
egret il feathers. He wears a short-sleeve blouse made up of red
bular coral beads. On cither side of his white skirt (Iholukun) are
suspended several rows of stringed red coral beads and a small
ceremonial knife hanging down the center from beneath the beaded
blouse. Igogo, Owo, Nigeria, 1975 Photograph by H. J. Drewal
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5. The Olowa, an liebu priest, wears an dse ofona, “the artful cloth,”
named for the richness and complexity of its woven designs. These
and other woven cloths from Tiebu were traded widely in the Niger
Dela. After the Portuguese established trading links with ljebu in the
late 15th century, liebu cloth was also traded to Brazil where it he-
came known as pane da costa, “cloth from the [West African] coast.”
lichu-Ode, Nigeria, 1982, Photograph by I J. Drewal

century, documents the antiquity of segmented com-
position (see Figure 11).20 A large frontal face centered
at the top has been identified by some as Esu/Elegha,
the divine mediator, although others identify this face
with other forces. Three calabash medicine gourds
crown the brow, and two profile figures, one with a
gourd at the end of a tailed coiffure, may be Esu/Eleg-
ba references. Arranged around the border are a myriad
of images: quadrupeds, cowrie shells, birds, reptiles,
women, men, and cultural items such as pipes, tools,
swords, sheaths, axes, cups, brooms, shackles(?), drums,
gourds, guns, market goods, and divination tappers.
Things present in the world crowd the space and ex-
press a wide variety of themes: lcadership, warfare, sur-
vival, fertility, protection, and sacrifice, among others,
There is no unifying narrative; instead these diverse
depictions convey the autonomous forces in the Yoruba
cosmos that affect and concern the diviner and his
clients. Each is given approximately equal visual impor-

17
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6. Initiates of the god Omolu in possesion dance during 4 ceremony
They wear the beads of their div inity as well as riwal fringed gar
ments and carved wooden imitations of guns, symbolic of the general-
ly aggressive nature of the god During such spirit possessions, the
gods assert their omnipresence and, speaking through their devotees,
bless and guide the living. Egua, Eghado area, Nigeria, 1977
Photograph by M. T. Drewal.

7. Two animal maskers or “miracles” (idan) performing during an an-
nual Egungun festival. Imasai, Egbado, 1978 Photograph by H. J.
Drewal

tance, thus evoking a dynamic and fluid cosmos of the
same forces that “speak” through the verses (ese).
recited by the diviner. The composition is segmented
and egalitarian, with the marked shifts in perspective
and proportion throughout the figurated border.2! In
keeping with seriate design and the autonomy of
motifs, any visual element may be enlarged or reduced
at the discretion of the artist,

A segmented composition and multiple proportions
and perspectives are not the only features of composi-
tion in Tfa divination trays. There is also an explicit
orientation and emphasis on four directions, the four
quadrants between thes

>, and the center of the tray.
The four directions refer to the cardinal points. The

orientation of a diviner's shrine should be castward, so
that morning light enters the room. Frobenius, citing in-
formation received early in this century from diviners in
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8. Ifa bowl, Osi-llorin, 19th—20th century. This splendid figurated
bowl was carved by Arcogun (¢ 1880-1954) of Osi-lorin 1o hold the
matcrials of divination used by a priest of Ifa. A master of composi-
tion, Areogun arranged the figures in the low—reliel carving to sym-
bolize the Yoruba experience of the universe as one of continuous
change and transformation, and interdependence and interaction.
The sacrificial way of life is shown as the appropriate response for
making one's way propitiously through this world. Wood, H. 23V in.
Holly and David Ross collection.

9. Verunda Post, Ekiti, 19th-20th century. Agunna (dicd ¢ 19301 of
Oke-lgbira, near Tkole-EKili, was a carver of great originality. He saw
the human figure in terms of fundamental geometric shapes. The
veranda posts that he carved for the palace of the Owa of llesa and
another at ljero, which depict the same subjects, are conceprually
more severe than this veranda post. In this carving, and in a similar
onc in the collection of the Staatliches Museum fiir Valkerkunde,
Munich, Agunna clusters figures behind each of the principal ligures,
conveying a sense of the lirger social world in which every in-
dividual exists. Wood, pigment. H. 58 in Cynthia and Cecil A Ray Jr

1/The Yoruba World
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13. Ifa Tray, liebu, 19th=20th century. The bold composition of this
divination tray is noteworthy. The Face of Esu, guardian of the ritual
process, appears at the top. It is unusually large, the lower portion is
framed by a curve that sweeps into the central section of the tray
where the priest would trace the marks ol the Odu thar would be
revealed during the divination rite. Opposite the face of Esu, two
kneeling figures grasp either end of the intertwined pattern, On cither
side of the tray are coiled snakes. Above them are pairs of intertwined
fish. A simple design of juxtapesed triangles and circles completes the
imagery. The wtl effect is a remarkable interplay of formal and
geometric paterns and images of harmony and tension. The carving
I8 4 succinet expression of the dynamic at the heart of the Yoruba
universe. Wood. Diam, 14 in. Barry . Maurer,

14. Ifa Tray, Oyo, 19th-20th century_Thirty-one birds gather around
the edge of this beautifully carved divination tray 10 witness the con-
sultation with Orunmila. the orisa of wisdom, In the poctry of Ifa,
birds are often associated with female power (Some priests of [fa as-
sert that it was Odu, Orunmila's wife, who disclosed the secret of Ifa
to him.} The iconography of the inner circle depicts two figure
ing pipes and the face of Esu, the orisa who transforms the s L
of men into food for the gads. At the bottom of the inner circle the

carver depicts a crab and two mudfish, creatures which are like Esu
in their ability © move in marginal realms. On either side of the face
of Esu there is 1 motif often found in southern Yoruba carvings. It is
avisual pun. On the one hand, it show i
tend from the nostrils to frame

s rms Cx
1 th : face, and three parallel lines whicly

radiate from a Conical crown. 1t also has the structural appearance of
@ mudfish. On the other, it is an image of kingship, for kings are mar-

4 ; j d ;
- ginal beings in whose sacred persons are SGmbined the powers of
n and gods. They thus become mediators between The realms of
—_ B - ot
the human and the divine. Wood, m I7V in Pet ‘hnell
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10. Head of a Figure, Ite, 11th-12th century. One of the best
preserved Ie terracotta heads. Is refined, idealized naturalism and
sensitive modeling suggest its origins in The Early Pavement Era
Terracota. H. 6Y4 in. National Commussion for Muscums and Monu-
ments, Nigeria

11. Ifa Divination Tray, Aja Fon, 16th/17th century. Collected at
Allada in the carly 17th century. Its style and elements of its icono
irved by an Aja or Fon artist who
11 in. Ulmer Museum, Ulm

graphy suggest it was probably
was familiar with Yoruba sacred art. L

12. Bahalawo Kolawole Ositola beginning the rite of divination. He
marks the crossroads patern in the frosim powder on the surface of
the oport Ifa and rhythmically taps the tray with an froke Ifa while in-
voking the presence of ancient Ifa priests. Porogun Quarter, ljebu Ode,
Nigeria, 1982, Photograph by J. Pemberton 111
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1/The Yoruba World




1/The Yoruba World

R

15. Ifa Tray, Ekit, 20th century. The three faces on this hu.luzil'uily
carved tray are similar 1o those found on can ings by Olowe of Ise
(see Chapter Ithough it is doubtful that Olowe was the earver,
On divination trays there may be from one to four faces representing
the ever-observant Esu. In addition 1o the three faces, the carver has
depicted Esu in action. The figure with the phallic hairstyle, an
iconographic reference to Esu, forces 4 supplicant 1o her knces.
Wood. Diam. 19 in. Drs. Daniel and Marian Malcolm.

G nes
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16. Divination tray inherited by babalawu Kolawole Ositola with

numbers ingicag

} ng the order and position of invocations, lichu,
Niger,

Drawing afier a photograph by H J. Drewal

badan, Ife, and Lokoja (Lokoya) recordee a myth ex-
pl;u’m‘ng the origins of this practice: “Long, long ago,
when Cverything was in confusion and young and old
died, Olodu-mare (God) summoned Edshu-oghe and
said: ‘Cregpe order in the region of the sunrise.’ To

O}’ako—f\-lcdyi; ‘Create order in the region of he sunset.’

3 g}fsf.i\(ll ~

cad  has-the-crown”; no. 9). Ti s
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Next morning Edshu-oghe created order in the east and
in the evening Ovako-Medyi created order in the
west,"*2 In divination trays, then, the compositional in-
y of a circle and lines reflects t[lu_pmg

mos populated by diverse, autonomous forces.

Wi e i Mg 3

It represents the interseetion of cosmic realms at the

metaphoric crossroads, and the cardinal directions and
— s e T

myth personages associated with them.

“The divination tray also speaks of legendary diviners
and their exploits, which provide precedents for actions
and remedies in the present. One old tray, discussed by
its owner, the diviner Kolawole Ositola. has eight sec-
tions plus’one said o tepresent ancient diviners (Figure
16). The diviner invokes each section as he “opens” the

ribing lines on it at the beginning of a con-
sultation. The main, often the largest, section is called
Oju Opon (“Face of the Tray": no. 1?3 oriented op-
posite the diviner. The part nearest the diviner is the
Ese Opon (“Foot of the Tray”; no. 2). At the right-hand
side is Ona Oganran (“Straight Path”: no, 3), while the
left is Ona Munu, (“Direct Path™; no. 4). As Ositola
explained: “These argancient Torefathors When you
work, work, work, your name will remain in history.

That Ona Munu is one of the hard-wor ing, ancient
diviners, and he became so famous that we shall

= : . 524 - - i
remember his name forever."24 Ony Oganran (“Straight

Path™) was also famous. His way was straight, meaning
he was “a straightforward person. .. a good man.”
Straightness is a metaphor for openness, honesty, and
trustworthiness. The upper right quadrant of the tray is
Alabalotun ("Oncnwhu—pfopcmcs—wilh-thcfrighl": no. 5);
the upper left is Alaselosj “One-who-implements-with-
the-left”; no. 6). On the lower right is Aliletepowo
("E:ll'l}’fri.‘aci'-\\’h()-SiI,‘r(.l()\VI]-ii!'Id*])l'(:h'pCI‘S": no. 7), and
on the lower left is Afurukeresayo (“One-who-has-a-
di\-':‘n(—:l"s-ﬂy\\'hisk—umlmﬁm"; no. 8). The center,
designated the “leader,” of the tray, where the verses of
Ifa are marked, is the Erilade Opon ("Ccnler—of—ll18—“';1}'—
s point of intersection of
paths and realms is thus seen and explained as a
(Trown,” ade, a conical form with profound symbolic
significance in Yoruba thought as we shall see.

After the diviner “greets” these nine ancients, he may

then pay homage o his forefathers, the deities, and
certain birds. These birds symbolize the diviner's ability
to chant and also, according to Ifa lore, represent
cient diviners, As Ositola explained, “all the b
——ner

animals have the knowledge of If

a in the ancient times.”
Many stories in the Ifa corpus recount the trials and
tribulations of these bird diviners. Their victories

presage the success of the diviner who invokes their
memory. In praising all the sections of the tray, the
diviner alerts its spiritual po

readies it for action,

%
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an an-
success of their performance is judged by
the fun and excitement they generate as they cavort about the area
They chase and grab the children in the audience who sometimes
taunt them with abusive songs and challenges. Tmosan, Nigeria, 1986
Photograph by M. T Drewal

17. An Egungun masker or “miracles.” fdan, performing during
nual Egungun festival. The

18. Two ancestral maskers of the type known as alabala. The distine-
tive feature of their costume is a hrightly colored patchwork facing

said by Yoruba 1o “make the cloth shine.” Its segmented composition
reflects the belief in diverse and awtonomous powers in the cosmos
that must be evoked and marshalled for the survival and benefit of
society. llaro, Nigeria, 1975 Photograph by M. T. Drewal.

19. Titled male elders in the council of female and male elders
known as Osugho among the liebu Yoruba Ogboni, the Oyo and
others. They are Osugho/Oghoni members seated in their lodge,
iledi. These, Nigeria, 1977, Photograph by H. |. Drewal



b mown as alabala. The L!l‘él'\nt'
'ha"ig'mly colored patchwork facing
th shine.” Its segmented composiion
AUtoNOMOUs powers 1N the L‘(.)-\'{HE)F-
hed for the survival and benefit of
wograph by M. T. Drewal

council of female and male elders

1< liebu Yoruba Oghoni, the Oyo and
fihaﬂl members seated in their lodge,
Rotograph, by H. J. Drewal.

and, at the same time, focuses the attention of all those
present on the divining process. 1t i

SO a means by
which the diviner establishes his own powers of con-

centration.
Even more important, the diviner, by invoking
famous past diviners, brings them to the consultation in
the world from the otherworld. The divination SeS8S10N
is similar to all Yoruba spectacles in that the invocation
temporarily makes manifest an otherworldly reality 27
Each section of the tray is a path and simultaneously a

personified entity. All ways are recognized and nvoked

separately, some with attributes that distinguish their
roles. For example, the diviners whose praise names
are "'I'hcfcmcfwho-proposes-wiLIHI]e—righl“ and “The-
one-who-implements-with-the-left” refer to the Yoruba
belief about the use of the right hand in socis

matters and of the left in

I/secular

diviner orients himself facing toward an open doorway

<« or path. This direction must be kept clear during invoca-

tions to give free access lo the forces called upon. The
invocation and the presence of these forces assure suc-
cess, their neglect courts disaster.

Just as guidance from Ifa mediates the interactions
of spiritual forces and hunians, so too does_Esu/Elegba,
a divine messenger, facilitator, transformer, and provo-
cateur. Esu/Elegba, the embodiment of the principlés
of life force, action, and individuality, epitomizes much
of the dynamism and vitality in the Yoruba world. He
intercedes on behalf of humans in their appeals to
spiritual beings, if appropriately treated and honored
but garbles messages and wreaks havoc if angered.

Since Esu is crucial to persons positive relations with

their divine origins and interactions, every individual
has a personal Esu who assists in interpretations and
actions in specific situations, Fsu s also essental To the
gods, His ritual objects often have faces pointing in
Opposite directions and/or figures playing flutes
(Figure 24), references to his mediating and messenger
roles. He plays the praises of the gods, encouraging
them to enter the heads of worshippers during posses-
Sion trance dances, as is done at Igbogila among the
Egbado and Ohori Yoruba (Figure 22).

Probably the most dramatic icon in Esu arts depicts
Projections bursting from heads (Figure 23). Such
Projections, in the form of long-tailed coiffures or peak-
ed caps, blades, or phalluses surprise and amaze the
viewer, At the same time, thev evoke the union and
Passage between this world and the realm of divine for-
¢, this life and the next. Both visibly and metaphori-
cally they command, for they refer to potent medicines
Coogun asey thay are embedded in the head and allow
things to happen, life to be lived, The image of a
Projecting form is a fundamental motif in many Yoruba

1/The Yoruba World

art forms and in many spheres of Yoruba life.20 1t is
particularly prevalent in Esu imagery because it an-
nounces the themes of existence and individuality.

In the broadest sense, Esu/Elegha personifies action,
generative power, and command—the ase that animates
the Yoruba world?” (Figures 25 and 26).

Because interpretations in matters involving super-
natural forces can be personal, and because there are
regional variations of practice, generalizations about
Yoruba religious beliefs and practices are risky. The
practice of Yoruba religion is dynamic, not rigidly
proscribed. At its center is the use of_ase, upon which
one’s strength and effectiveness are dependent.
Because it is essentially performative power, ase
diminishes with inaction and strengthens with activity

20. The door and pancls on the palace veranda in la-Orangun were
carved in 1927 under the supervision of Ogundeji (c. 1870-1962), the
elder and head of Ha's carvers. Akobiogun Fakeye of Inurin's com-
pound carved the door leading to the room where the King's crowns
are kept on ritual occasions. His son, Adeosun, carved the panel
above the door. The panel on the left was carved by Oje and other
carvers from Aga’s compound and that on the right by carvers from
Ore’s and Obajisun’s compounds. The frame for the panels was
carved by Ogunwuyi of Ore's compound. Ila Qrangun, Nigeria, 1984,
Phatograph by John Pemberton 3red.
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As the diviner Osiiola explained: “If 3 person neglects
his or her shrine [by not offering prayers or gifts] the
spirits will leave, . All You are seeing are the images. ..
The person has relegated the deities to mere idols, ordi-
nary images,” Or as another priest declared, “If vou don't
feed it, it will die."28 Ar is important, therefore, in Wor-
shipping the orisa. The ¢creation of artifacts for shrines
and their placement s an act of devotion that equals
the ritval significance of prayer or sacrifice. The Yoruba
say that a shrine is the “face’

Coju) of the divinity or the
face of worship” (ojieho). 22 The shrine is the place of
meeting, of facing the gods and locating oneself relative
to the gods. The objects on a shrine, in particular
carved figures, are not images of the deity but of the
worshippers of the gods. They provide images of devo-
tion and represent the empowerment by the god of
those who kneel and present sacrifices and offerings.
Hence, ritual an both shapes and is shaped by the im-
agination of the artist whe seeks to reveal the interre-
latedness of the divine and the human through sculpred
image, song and dance

Within this dynamic ethos of constant flux, creation,
Te-creation, renewal, and action in a cosmos of ase, cer-
tin core principles can stil] be identified. These define
and distinguish Yoruba religious thought and the ans
that both shape and exXpress ir.,

Ori Inu: Inner Head and the Concept of
Individuality

The head, o, is of immense imponance in Yoruba art
and thought. In sculpture its size is often enlarged in rela-
tion 1o the body (1.4 or 1:5) in order to convey its posi-
tion as the site of 4 person’s essential nature (iwa), and

her or his ase (see Figure 24), More precisely, this spiritual

essence is sited in the inner head, (ori i), a reflection of

the Yorubg conception of self as having exterior (ade) and
interior (inu) aspects. Inner qualities should rule ouer
ones, especially such qualities of mind as inner calm, self-
control, and patience, A pryer: “May my inner head not
spoil my outer one” ( ory inu mi ko ma ba ti ode fe), ex-
presses this concern, Ogde denotes the visible, physical ap-
pearance of a person, i May mask one’s inner essence,
but it can also reveal it Ideally it should express a confi-
dent nobility of mind and dignity iy, as exemplified in
the unruftled facial expressions of sculptures (see Figure
9) especially exquisite Ife terracotias (see Figure 10). This
clcvtfmh_f‘lwclf'tl1-r‘c'ntl|ry terracotta documents not only
the antiquity of Yoruha civilization, but also a refined.
idealized naturalism suggestive of a tradition of portraiture
which celebrates individuals by means of likenesses,
Almost from birth, the Yoruba perform elaborage
rituals that reveal both the uniqueness of individualg
and their inherent relationship to others. Newborns are

20

given special names, known as oruko amutoruniea
"names brought from the otherworld") that reflect their
spiritual nature as revealed by the ways in which they
arrived, their origins and their special qualities and
potential. For example, children born with their hea
inside the caul are called dmusan if male, or ato if
female. They are thought to have 4 special atfinity with
their ancestors and are destined to become active mem-
bers in the egungun or ancestral masking society (see
Figure 17). Those born with 4 head of thick, curly hair
are called Dada, while those with soft, slightly curled
hair that looks like sea shells are called ekine or
omolokun and are associated with water spirits (Figure 21).

Names known as orko abiso are given after hirth
and provide other clues to the nature of the person.
Oruko abiku, for example, are names given to those
who are reincarnations of themselves, that is, they are
“childrvn-h(ar‘n-lo—niiu‘" meaning 1o be reborn frequent-
ly. Oruko €¥a names are those given to partial reincar-
nations of an ancestor, such as a grandmother or
grandfather. The reincarnation is partial because the
emi(spirit/breath) of the ancestors continues to exist in
Orun, but part of it dwells in the newborn and may
even appear in several children in (he same lineage at
the same time. These names indicate the spirirual
qualities and propensities of the person, stressing their
uniqueness and their connection o the past, the ances-
tors, and the spiritual forces in the universe.

Names such as oruko abiso or orko eyo become the
central focus in the verbal arts of oriki (praise poems) and
orin (songs). These ars embellish the imagery associated
with names. They serve 1o integrate their owner into an
unbroken chain of relations from depaned ancestors to
living relatives, 1o celebrate the distinctive qualities and
uniqueness of the individual, to invoke (he spiritual es-
sence of the person, and o ele ‘ate the person by en-
couraging perfection and “faultless performance.”3 When
such praises are voiced, the head becomes g, Cinspired”
or “encrgized”) with the spirit of one's noble ancestry,
which is calculated o encourage high achievemen.
Naming is important because the Yoruha say, onko nro
ni(*a person's name directs actions and behavior) 3! i
also encapsulates the person’s and the family's history, for
names are used o reconstruct historical circumstances.
The enlarged head in Yoruba sculpture, therefore, plays
several roles. Tt is the site of one’s spirit

al essence, the
place through which divine forces enter during pos
sion trance, and a kind of visible oriki conveying a
person’s dignity and pride in positive achievement,
Much of this personal information is often kept

private, to be shared only among tamily members or
very close, life-long friends. It is believed that enemies
might use such knowledge to one's detriment. In some
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21. Children born with soft, curly hair are called momolokun,
“children of the sea,” because of their spiritual affinity with water
spifits. Their curly hair is allowed 1o grow long and is likened to sea
shells. This omolukun is being carried by a woman who wears a T-
shirt commemorating the annual water spirit festival. It pictures one
of the maskers that appears during the occasion, Akio, liebu, Nigeria,
1982. Photograph by H. J. Drewal.

areas, for example, it is forhidden to call out a person’s
name at night in order to avoid attacks by evil-inten-
tioned persons or spirits. Protecting the privacy of the
inner being ensures its well-being, wholeness, and
vitality,

The privacy and uniqueness of a person are the
theme of the ile ori (*house of the head”) in Figure 30,
and the object it holds is the symbol, called the ibor,
of a person’s inner, spiritual essence or individuality
known as iponri (Figure 32). This potent symbol contains
elements of egun ipanri (ancestors), orisa, and ewo
(potentials, restrictions)—everything that plays a significant
role in the life of the person. The ile oriis a cloth and
leather cylinder claborately cloaked in cowrie shells, a
Primary sign of prosperity and good fortune. It is sur-
mounted by a projecting stem, sometimes figurated as, for
example, an equestrian figure in leather on top of a coni-
cal, open-work crown.

In striking contrast to the stylized humanism of most
Yoruba sculpture, the ile ori, with its thory, is an
abstract conical form, even though the objects are sym-
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bols of individuality. These visual contrasts demonstrate
how Yoruba artists convey ideas about the inner or
spiritual life of persons through abstract forms while
depicting the physical exterior of persons in realistic or
figurative ways.

At the wp of the ibori is a stem. It visually and actual-
ly commands the cone; it refers 1o the spiritual head's
link with erun and contains power substances that are
intended to actualize this relationship. The cone, with
or without stem, is a symbol of the o inu (inner
head), as are: the osu and sonso o (projections) on the
heads of orisa initiates: the headdresses of ancestral
maskers; the crowns of priests, chiefs, and kings: and
the sculptures in honor of Esu/Elegba. 32 The cone is
also an ancient Yoruba symbol of persons and their
place in the universe. This is evident in the headgear of
prominent persons represented in bronze and terracot-
ta, and in the cone-shaped terracota heads unearthed
at Ife.

The cone-shaped ibori is a fundamental image that
resonates throughout Yoruba culture. The form of an
ibori and its oke iponri (summit), are made of the

22. Man playing a flute, assisting the drummers in calling down the
onsa to enter the spiritual heads of their devotees during a ritual, Eg-
bado, Nigeria, 1978, Photograph by M. T, Drewal.






23. Esu Dance Staff, Osogho, 19th century. Esu, the guardian of the
ritual way, bestows riches upon those who follow the
of life and steals from those who do not acknowledge
ase. Hence, Fsu figures are often laden with beads
of wealth and power, The sexual symbolism in the myths and iconog
raphy associated with Fsu is emphasized in this figure, Its owner en-
cased the long phallic hair shape, a hallmark of Esu, in an claborately
decorated beaded sheath Wood, beads, cowries. H. 18%4 in. Dr. and
Mrs. Robert Kuhn

sacrificial way
his authority,
and cowries, signs

24. Fsu Dance Staff, Ekiti, 19th century. Esu/Elegba, the divine mes-
senger, facilitator, transformer and provocateur mediates between the
interactions of spiritual forces and humans. He intercedes on behalf
of humans in their appeals to spiritual beings, if appropriately reated
and honored, but garbles mes 1ges and wreaks havoc if angered
Since Esu is crucial to peoples’ positive relationship with their divine
origins and interactions, each individual has a personal Esu who assists
in interpretations and actions in specific situations. His ritual objects
ofien have faces pointing in opposite directions ancl/or figures play-
ing flutes, references to roles as mediator and messenger. Wood, in-
digo dye, beads, H. 167 in. The University of lowa Museum of A
The Stanley Collection,

25. Esu Figures, Ighomina, 19th--20th century. The Igbomina Yoruba
employ a distinctive ritual ubject for Esu, the messenger of the gods.
It consists of a group of carvings, usually two pairs of male and
female figures, to which long strands of cowrie shells, symbols of
wealth, are attached. A third female figure, probably once part of a
similar grouping which has been damaged, has been added. I: is Esu
who possesses the power 1o bring opposites together in fruitful rela-
tionships. Wood, cowrie shells, H. 132 in Sol and Josephine Levitr,

26. At the time of the annual festival for Esu in the Ighomina town of
lla-Orangun, an Esu devotee from Obajoko’s compound carries
Esu shrine to the market to dance in honor of her lord. The
consists of paired male and fermale figures. Beneath the cowric shells,
black seed pods cascade from the figures, suggestive of the wealth

and fecundity that Esu can shower upon those who acknowledge his
power. lla-Orangun, Nigeria, 1977, Photograph by John Pemberion 3rd

her
grouping
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29. The palace at Oyo with the Aremo, the son of the Alafin, and
palace officials taken in the carly twentieth century “Photographs of
Nigeria ¢. 1907-1912." Vol. 16 Foreign and Commonwealth Office,
Library and Records Department, London, England.

30. House of the Head Shrine, Oyo. 19t
of the head,” ife ori, made of cloth and le
cowric shells, holds the symbol of
individuality, ibori The shells

20th century. The “house
ather and covered with

@ person’s spiritual essence and
are signs of wealth and well-being
The equestrian serves as an image of prestige. Together they
proclaim the prosperity and good fortune resulting from a life well-
lived. Cloth, cowries, fiber. H. 21¥2 in. The Seaule An Museum:
Katherine White Collection

30

27. The Ataoja, Oba of Osog
ho, wearing the great crown
at the concluding rite of the
Osun festival Osogho,
Nigeria, 1965, Archives of the
Institute of African Studies,
University of Ibadan
Photograph by D. Simmonds.
28, The Ore of Otun with his
wives, The King's face is not
only covered by a veil of
beads but is concealed by a
beaded shield held over his
mouth. In the past the faces
of kings were not 1o be seen,
for it is in the crown, not the
face that royal power resides
The photograph was taken in
the first decade of the twen-
tieth century by an unknown
photographer whose caption
reacls: “Ore of Awton.’ Tribal
Phdtographs”, vol. 9, Foreign
and Commonwealth Office,
Library and Records Dep:
ment, London, England
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person’s placenta and materials that represent deities or
others, for example water (if river deities are present),
stone (for Ogun), palm nut (for Ifa), mud (for Oghoni,
mothers, ancestors), and wind (for Oya, Sango,
Oranfe). Other conical forms also refer to the fghori:
various types of Esu/Elegba forms; sigidi (clay sculp-
tures) for various purposes; face bells of the Tjebu; the
orun oba of Ekiti: the concept of okiti (“mounds of
agreement”) establishing boundaries and marking
momentous pacts; the ebe or conical earthen mounds
holding the symbols of each of the sixteen major verses
of Ifa in addition to one for Esy for certain Ifa
ceremonies. In addition, umbrellas and peaked roofs
seem to be part of this complex of ibori symbols. 33 The
cloth cone of umbrellas, primary symbols of kings and
their sacred heads, and the conical form of roofs can be
seen in an early photograph of the Aremo, son of the
Alafin, and other palace officials in front of the palace
at Oyo (Figure 29). The pointed spires mark the loca-
tion of the kobi (verandas) where the King sits for im-
portant meetings and during public rituals, making
them the architectural equivalent to the conical crowns
that cover and protect the king's sacred head du.ring
once-rare public appearances. The cone is also part of
every version of the Yoruba creation myth: a creature
descends and spreads earth on the surface of water o
create a cone of land—the origin of the name lle-Ife
(Home-Spread). This cone is a primal image for ase in
the world >* Rendered two-dimensionally, the cone is a
triangle. It can be found in the triangles of cowries and
leather panels on ibori, in the red, serrated border
enclosing the ancestral Spirit in egungun maskers (see
Figure 17), and in amulets containing power substances
(Figure 33). Furthermore, Yoruba artists often render
the pubic area of both women and men as triangles,
representing centers of great generative power, and
given praise names such as “path to the otherworld "
“power concealed,” egun, or oba niny aye (“the ruler
of the world"). 3% pPointed downward, the triangle be-
comes the symbol of the heart, an organ that figures
prominently in certain rites as in the enthronement of
kings.

Itis the head that also links the person with the
otherworld. When a child comes into the world, one of
the first rites to be performed is imori (*“Knowing-the-
Head”) ceremony during which a diviner determines
from where the child comes—from the father's or
mother’s lineages, or from a particular orisa.3” If the
child comes from an orisd, it means the person should
become a follower of that god. At the time of orisa in-
itiation (which usually occurs during adulthood), the
person undergoes elaborate instruction and prepara-
tions in order to be able 1o receive, that is, become a

32

31. Crown, Fkiti, 19th=20th century. The conical beaded crown with
veil symbolizes the inner spiritual head of the king and links him
with all his royal ancestors who have joined the pantheon of gods
Cloth, Venetian glass beads, fiber, H. 30 in. The Milton D, Ratner
Family Collection

32. Ori Conuiner, western Yoruba, 19th-20th century. The ibori is
made of various ingredients associated with one’s ancestors, gocds,
and the restrictions or taboos (ewo) one must abide by. It thus con-
ins everything essential 1o a person’s life. All of these substances
are tightly packed and covered in beads in an abstracted human form
with a stylized head or conical form 1o convey something of the
inner or spiritual life of individuals, Glass beads, cowrie shells,
leather. H. 612 in. Lent from the Alexandra Collection by Balint B.
Denes
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vessel foi, the spiritual presence or ase of her/his
divinity during the trances that are an essential part of
Yoru!  worship. In preparation for such occasions, be-
cause . is the ort inu that receives the spirit (Figure 34), a
persen’s head s shaved, bathed. anointed, inoculated,
and | ainted with spiritually potent substances and sym-
boli - colors possessing the ase to arttrace and direct

sp’ wal forees in particular ways. When possession
occurs, the Yoruba say that the gods have gun
C'mounted”) their worshippers. They are known as
elegun orisa ("gods’ mounts”) or esin orisa (“horses of
the gods™).

Such a metaphor is remarkably similar 1o another
used in relation to art, The Yoruba say that “proverbs
are the horses of speech” (owe, 'esin oro). In other
words, proverbs are succinet verbal evocations and em-
bellishments of conversation that support, carry, and
elevate speech, and intensify the expressiveness of
ideas. Proverhs are verbal art, not simply verbal com-
munication 38 Thys we May understand Yoruba arts as
embellishments that literally uplift and move their
viewers by the beauty and power of their expressiveness,

The Oba’s Crown; Symbol of Authority

mong all Yoruba peoples. (}ye 2 (crown) is in-
century. The conical beaded crown with A ng all Yoruba PUIPIC'M |1L‘ ade (cre wrnJ is the prin
diritual head of the king and links him cipal symbol of 3 king’s authority. According to the
Who have joined the pantheon of gods Orangun-ila, the crown i an orisa (Figure 31).39 When
« fiber. H. 30 in. The Milton D. Ratner

the ade is placed upon the king’s head, his o i
(inner head) becomes one with al| those who have
reigned before him, whe are now orise,

There is an ancient story that says that before he
died, Oduduwa, the founder and first king of the
Yoruba people, Bave a beaded ade 10 each of his sons
and sent them forth 1o establish their own kingdoms.
Another version, with many variations, states that when
Oduduwa was old and almost blind, his 50ns stole their
father's ades and with the authority of the ade estah-
lished their own kingdoms. Taken together, as they
should be, the stories acknowledge the primacy of [le-
Ife as the earliest “crowned town” from which all

33. Pair of Iheji figures, Ighomina, 190 century. Pair of ere ibeji with
Yoruba kings must trace their d(-:sccm, and thcy reflect carved Islamic amulers (tira) suspended from their necks. The carv

. " ; — i - i ot ings arc in the style of Bogunjoko, master carver from Inurin's com-
the tension that has existed over the centuries between pound, Ila-Orangun, who died abour 1870. Woodl, beads, cowries
lle-Ife and other Yoruba kingdoms.

Courtesy of Sotheby's
Certain local oral histories of some Yonuba sub- 34. Those who receive the Spitit of their divinity during possession

groups (for example, towns and villages among the france are required 1o undergo extensive raining, In preparing for
o i . ? such occasions, the heads of initiates are shaved, bathed anointed,
southern Ekiti, Ip,homma, Ondo and Iiebu peoples) fre- and painted with substances, colors, and patterns o attract and direct

: 1lh Ctﬁ!llr},‘. The itor is quently suggest an origin other than le-Ife, a claim the spirits that will be important in the life

of the person. Iparinta,
One's ancestors, gods,

i . " s liebu, 1986, Photograph by M. T Drewal.

€ MU alyge 1 2 often supported by evidence derived from a people’s

. = L‘Y‘Illus‘ln . o S .

;?r;a of these “lltiatill:ti‘g material culture ang religious practices, Nevertheless,
o nv:ya:slrar'u:d human form since the mid-nineteenth century there has been g

Mmeth * a . A %
556 beg g cmmffhtfuf“ widespread concern 1o establish the authority of the
Ira oy, Snels, . 3 apy . o .
Mectiy, by Balint g oba (king) through an identification with Oduduwa and

lle-Ife. Over the centuries, and ever sipce the civil wars

33
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35. Staff with Birds, western Yoruba?, 19th-20th century. Many of the
iron staffs for Osanyin, the deity of herbal medicines, consist of 4 ring
on which sixteen birds are perched facing inward toward a large hird
at the top of the central shaf:, On staffs among the southw estern
Yoruba, especially among those living in the Republic of Benin, the
birds are arranged in several clusters along the upper portion of the
shaft, with a single bird at the top, whose position is enhanced by
two branches with large oval leaves, Iron H. 44 in. Dufour Collec
tion, France.

36. Staff with Birds, Southern Yoruba, 19th-20th century. The
simple, graceful lines and “nergetic interplay of curves by which o
blacksmith depicted the birds on this stfr disclose an admirable artis-
tic sensitivity. In the poetry of Ifa itis told that eye kan, (*the lone
bird™), also known as eye oko, (“the bird of the bush"), was bisexual
and could not give birth, Afier consulung Ifu and making the appropriate
crifices, eye kan gave birth to male and female birds. In gratitude 1o
Ifa, eye kan ok up residence in the house of the diviner, and was
henceforth known as ere ile, (“the bird of the house™) Iron. H. 45 in
Drs. Daniel and Marian Malcolm
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37. ‘The bird on the top of the great beaded crown of the Orangun-lla
has the long white il feathers of the Okin, which is often referred 10

as “the royal bird.” lla-Orangun, Nigeria, 1977, Photograph by J.
Pemberton 3rd.

38. Staff with Birds, Southern Yoruba, 19th-20th century. Near the
€ntrance door at the foot of a tree in the center of a compound one
often finds a metal staff with a single bird or a pair of birds at the
top, beneath which is an inverted cone piercing a sphere containing
protective medicines. Many blacksmiths reveal a high order of artistic
imagination as well as technical skill in their stylized depiction of
birds. Tron. H. 3034 in. Drs. John and Nicole Dintenfass.

1/The Yoruba World
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that followed in the wake of the fall of the Oyo Empire,
there has been among the Yoruba an increasing need
to affirm a cultural center or hegcmon_\'. while also af-
firming their individyal histories and distinctive modes
of cultura] €xpression. Hence, the importance of the
Oduduwa tradition and the authority of the crown

There is little information on the nature of the
crowns and other regalia worn by the Yoruba obas
from the sixteenth 1o eighteenth centuries, although

the strings of re-painted beads on the Oni's robes in the
classical period may provide a hint of continuity, if, as is
likely, the beads were of carnelian or other red stone of
the types now often known as “Iorin beads” in Nigeria,
although, in fac, they came from farther west, passing
through and often being pracessed in Iorin, Certainly
they have continued to reach Benin (whose kingship was
under Ife influence) from at least 1550 (o the present,
and they have played an essential part in the regalia,
along with the smaller beads of re] coral whose origin is
in the Balearic Islands. "

One ancient erown of the Owa of Idanre, which was
dated to the eighteenth century and in rather poor con-
dition, was made of leather overlaid with 2 mixture of
red stone and coral beads, strands of which cascaded
over the face of the wearer, 11 Another eighteenth-cen-
tury crown from the liebu area was made of cowrie
shells, which were in use in West Africa before cora] 42
It is interesting because of the presence of three bird im-
ages.

In the nineteenth century European “seed beads”—
tiny beads, about two millimeters in diameter and in a
glorious array of colors—arrived in West Africa, Yoruba
crown makers, such as the Adesina family in Efon
Alaiye, soon put them to use with extraordinary artistry.
The great crowns with veils of heads Cadenla) are a)-
ways conical in shape (Figure 27). 1n every instance the
adenla is surmounted by the image of a bird In 2
splendid study of the sacred regalia of the Olokuky of
Okuku, the image of the bird has been identified with
Okin, the “royal bird "3 | is a tiny whitish bird with 4
very long tail feather; and it js this tail feather that is af-
fixed to the image of the hird at the top of the adenia
(Figure 37). The other constant image on an adenly i
4 frontal face, On some crowns there are faces on the
front and back, and on others there will be g many as
sixteen faces organized in a pattern over the entire
crown. There is almost no dgreement on the significance
of the face. The Orangun-Ila and others have said that
it is the face of Oduduwa ¥ Other persons claim thar it
is the “face” of the king, that is, the face of the ori jnu
of the one who wears the crown. The bead workers in
Efon Alaiye have sajd that it was the face of orisa
Olokun, god of the sea and “the owner of beads,” but
the Olokuku, king of Okuku, said that the double lines
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under each eye ‘represent Ejiogbe,” an odu of Ifa that
is associated with the Olokukus.® In the face on the
crown in Figure 31 there is a visual pun (and
metaphor). At one moment the viewer may see the
head of an elephant; at another moment, a human face.
The creation and consecration of a crown are at-
tended by elaborate precautions and rituals. The crown
makers move o the palace where they must work in
secret while preparing the crown 46 They first construct
@ cone of palm ribs, and then build it up with four
layers of white cloth, fixed to the framework by apply-
ing damp corn starch. Whiteness has many subtle mean-
ings and may refer in this instance to birth, As one
diviner said, “We all come into the world in white [the
caull. "7 When the oba dons the crown for the first
time, he is transformed into one whose head is em-
powered by an orisa,

The beadworker first offers prayers to Ogun, the god
of iron and patron of those who use iron instruments,
such as needles. Gifts of snail fluid to gain the o m-
posure for creating a momentous work and a tortoise 1o
ensure the wisdom to complete the project successfully
are then presented, after which the beadworker begins
to sew the beads o the surface of the crown 48 The
multicolored beaded patern refers to the gods in orun
and their devotees in dye. The pattern and colors
proclaim the power and authority of the sacre king.

Before a new crown can e worn, it must be
prepared by herbalist priests, A packet of herbal
medicines is secreted in the top of the crown. Hence, in
Oyo, when the crown is placed on the Alafin’s head at
the time of his enthronement by the Iya Kere (one of
the royal wives), she stands behind the king. % The one
who wears the crown must never look within, To do 50
is to risk blindness. The power of woman js depicted
not only in this ritual act of the Iya Kere, but also in the
cluster of birds that appear on many of the great
crowns,

There is a gathering of birds on staffs for orisa Osanyin,
god of herbal medicines, (Figures 35, 36, 38) as well as on
those carried by Ifa divination priests (Figure 41), suggest-
ing an iconographic link with the birds on kings’
crowns 3% In almost all instances of Yorba ritual art, bircs
are references to the mystica] power of women, known af-
rbcrionn[cly' 45 awon fya wea (“our mothers”). or abusively
as dje ("witches™), As there are positive and negative
valences to the mystical powers of women (and gods,
spirits and ancestors). so too the substances guarded by
the bird-mothers can either protect or destroy the person
who wears the crown. Given the central role played by
women in controlling, placing, protecting, and sacrificing
to the crown, the birds signify that the king himself rules
only with the support and cooperation of aron el .
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According to the Orangun-lla: “Without the mothers |
could not rule, I could not have power over witcheraft
in the town.”5!

The beaded veil masks the identity of the oba. His
awesome performative powers are intensified when he
wears the crown. It is taboo for people to look directly
at the head of the king because of the powers it em-
bodies. In the past, judging from descriptions of the first
audiences European visitors had with Yoruba kings, they
were not 1o be seen at all but were hidden behind
screens and sequestered within their palaces, as were
the most powerful sacred objects used throughout
Yorubaland. When the oba appeared in public wearing
the veiled crown, he was surrounded by palace ser-
vants, wives, and drummers, with the great royal
umbrella whirling above his head (Figures 28, 29). It
would have been difficult 10 catch a glimpse of the
crown and impossible to see the face of the one who
wore it.

Concealment constitutes heightened spirituality. It is
a way of conveying the ineffable qualities and bound-
less powers of the divine person of the oba. The veil,
therefore, is a mask, hiding the face of the oba so that
the power of the crown may be seen. It also moderates
the penetrating, piercing gaze of one whose power is
like that of a god. More importantly, as a person’s ibori
is guarded within its cloth, cowrie, and leather house,
50 too the king's inner, spiritual person is protected,
enclosed within the enveloping form of the cone and
beaded fringe of the crown.

For the Yoruba the ase of the crown is awesome.
When the chiefs kneel before their crowned ruler, they
greet the crown and the one who wears it with the
salutation: Kabiyesi! Oba alaase ekeft orisa’ (“Your High-
ness! The king's power is next to that of the gods!").
The Staffs of Osugbo
The Osugbo (Ogboni) is a society of male and temale
elders who are responsible for the selection, installa-
tion, and burial of kings, and who render judgment and
stipulate punishment in cases of serious crimes in the
society, including the removal of errant rulers 53 The
powers and pacts between women and men proclaimed
by the birds on the beaded crown are seen again in
paired images among this society. The primary symbols
of Osugbo are the paired male and female brass figures
called edan, castings on iron spikes that are joined ar
the top by a chain (Figure 42). The term is used in the
singular, since each pair is viewed as one object.
Likewise, a single edan always implies the existence of
its mate of the Opposite sex—concepls ancient in
Yoruba art and thought, and in the symbolism of
Osugho 34
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Paired Osugbo brasses, especially those joined by a
chain, evoke the importance of the bond between
males and females, both within Osugbo and in the
larger society. As diviner Kolawole Ositola, whose
father was a titled elder in an ancient Osugbo lodge,
elaborates, the chains

have joined [male and female| together 1o make one
couple...because the two ogether have only one
power..It's for oneness. It's for [the] oneness of Osugho.
You see, men and women, they all come 1o the world at
the same time. There has never been a time when we
have men and we don't have women. And there has
never been a time when we have women and we don't
have men. So everybody comes 10 play his role success-
fully...If you leave woman, then the role of the men can-
not be played successfully. That's how they have been
mixing every issue, and everyone has his own secrets.
too. Men have the secret and women have the secret, just
to rouble each other, just to add more salt to the world. >

The casting process itself suggests a joining of female
and male elements, Tron is put inside Osugbo brass cast-
ings, even when it has no structural function.>® [ron s
most often associated with men and male divinities
such as Ogun, and brass with women and female
deities such as Osun. In the edan castings, the two
have been fused into one,

The theme of the couple also helps to explain the
apparent visual emphasis placed on sexual identity in
edan iconography. When edan depict heads without
torsos, female and male genitals srill appear—a visual
reminder of the importance of the couple. Castings,
portraying Osugbo members, usually depict nude
figures with sex organs displayed. In initiation rites, the
novice, who must be nude, is washed by the Oluwo, a
titled elder, in the presence of other Osugho members
who are themselves nude. Similar procedures continue
today where all Osughbo members and guests must
remove footwear and bare their chests or shoulders
before entering the courtyard of the lodge. Such acts
connote honesty, openness, humility, and reverence—
no secrets will be kept among the membership and, at
the same time, no secrets will be revealed to outsiders.

Iwa I'ewva: The Beauty of Truth

Many authors have contributed to our understanding of
Yoruba aesthetics,5” the foundation of which is con-
tained in the phrase fwa l'ewa, most often rranslated as
“character is beauty ”

The heart of the matter emerges in a detailed explora-
tion of the meanings of fwa and its relation to ewa
(beauty).>® Jwa derives from the word for “existence”
and by extension from the concept that “immortality is
perfect existence.” Iwa has no moral connotations;
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39. Textile, liebu, 20th century. This beautiful cloth consists of five basic
juxtaposcd patterns. The predominantly red strips with the green design
are in the shape of an Islamic writing board. They allemute with the
more traditional darker strips. The later, however, are not uniformly
arranged, but vary as single or paired placements. The weaver has en-
hanced the visual impact such weaving and dying tec
overlay pattern on the predominantly red strip
work pattern on the red, white and black siri
dyed hand-spun cotton in the red

“hniques as an

an occasional open-
ps, and the use of ikat
and white stripe that moves through
the gray arca of the gray and red strip. Cotton, ravon. L. 91 in
Barbara and Richard Faletti Collection

40. The head and shoulder scarves of this singer at a festival for
Ogun, deity of iron and war, is made in part of ikat-dyed cotton. The
warp yarn for the thread that varies from
blue has heen tie-dyed b
process is known as “ik
thread at various interv
dye. The thread

a dark 10 a lighter shade of
efore it was mounted on the loom. The

" and entails tying lengths of hand-spun

Is before dipping the thread in vats of indigo
“resists” the dye where it is tied, creating vari
in the shades of blue. Egunsen Ipeja, Nigeria, 1982,
Pemberton 3rd.

ations
Photograph by |

41, Ifa priests leaving the palace in la-Orangun after divining for the
King in preparation for the King's Festival. They are led by the priest
whose wrn it was o cast ifa. He carries an apa [f
priests to the house of the Chict P,
Nigeria, 1982, Photograph by

15 he leads the
ricst, the Oloriawo Ifa. Ila Orangun,
I. Pemberton 3rd

?2. Pair of Edan Osogho, liebu, 19th-
female figures in bronze are
the clders whose moral
and chicfs. Their heads

20th century. Linked male and
the symbols of Osugbo, the socicty of
and political authority equals that of kings
» not their ascetic bodies, radiate with power,
for their authority is the wisdom of those who have followed the
ritual way of life. Nonetheless, their sexual
I‘hc coming together of opposites, that the meaning of life is 10 be
found. The left fist over right is the sign of Osugho membership

Bronze, H. 11 in. The University of lowa Museum of The Stanley
Collection.

identity is clear, as it is in
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rather it refers 1o the eterng] Constancy, the essential ng-
lure, of 4 thing or person—ijy js 4 specific €Xpression of
ase. Thus when g captures the essential nature of
something, the work will be considered “beautify] »
That is the significance of the saying jug lewa—“essen.
tial nature jg beaury.» This can of course include syp.
jects that are humorous (Figure 7) o terrifying (Figure
43), as well g5 those that e pleasing ang admirable
(see Figure 10). Beauty CNcompasses all, as long as the
representation I appropriate 1o the h‘uhjc(‘l

In Yoruba though;, everything in existence possesses
fwa and, when fu”':‘lling its essengig) nature, is thougly
beautify, €d. Hence, the Yoruba are taught to “con-
cede 1o each person (o thing] his o her own particular
character lessential nawrel."60 In orher Words, the
Yoruba idea|y ;u*knu\\'k‘(!gu‘ and respect difference,
which they fecognize as ap CxXpression of lita; they
counsel suury (paticnce) 45 4 mark of respect for dif-
ference. Yorubg ORISON (artjsys). NO matter why,
medium they employ, myg POssess and manifest the
attributes of 8ood characrer in order ro create beautify)
forms. These include: Yarabale (calmness). /i
(Ic:lch;xhility); IMoju-merg fsc-nsi(i\'ny, good perception,
APpropriate innov:ujrm): fito (l;is(ingnuss, endurance
genuineness)- Ojt-iny (insight); ang Ojt-onea (design-
Consciousness, originality) 61 addition, there is ad-
miration for the visual fphotogr:xplm') memory, which
is expressed in the judgment thay the artjst js ‘one who
sees well and femembers " 4nd the ability 16 ¢on-
centrate thag requires the attribute of patience. As (he
master sculptor Ely, Segbe explains. “A good antist myyg
be a goad person, of goad character, friendly ang
interested jn others, fz Cria mura, He must not be ;.
lempered, bg 800do kapyg And the bodly artise
Ogunole added thag artists must haye 4 “cool and
patient character” 0a tuty gy Stirerge 02 When taken
together, these attributes indicate thgy the Yoruhg value
feasoned openpegg and creativity—a mengy) outlook
that carefully evalyages creative production in the pas
and the Present in order to lead 1o new, appropriate,
and efficacioys Creations in the future. sych a dynamic
is one reason for the Iongm'r‘ly. strength, ang continu-
ing vitaliry of Yoruba ar.

43. Janus Plaque, liehu, 18th~19ry century. This Powerlul bronze cast-
ing w probably onge Part of an fjelhy Janus IMUge associated with
hip of warer SPIrts, The merq) loops hy Which the (eerh ire
rendered gre f Und on a4 numlyer of ljeby Agbo Janus headdresses,
The inverreq CTescents on the f rehead, however, gre found on many
lichu Osugh bronzes Bronze H. 1514 iy Private collection
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L. Throughout this hook we use the term Yorube as shornthand
for Yoruba-speaking peoples who historically idenrifie themsel
ves by their independent but interactive city-states, such as Ife,
liebu, Owo, Ekir, Oyo, and others Despite significant cultural

diversity, Yorubg speaking peoples assert their common origins

at lle-Ife and share centain fundamental social, political, religious,

philosophical, and artistc concepts that justify the now widely
used and accepted designation of Yoruba, Fo o discussions of this
topic, see Crowther 1852. Johnson 1897/1921. Bascom 1969y,
Smith 1969; Eades 1980; Awoniyi 198]

2 Willeu 1971, Calvorcoressi and Day id 1979. Eluyemi 1980,

3. The African-American religious communities include Lucumi,
Candombhle, Shango, Santeria. Vodun, Umbanda, and Macumba
1.5eC Lapin 1980, Abiodun 1983.21-22

5. For fuller discussions of the relationships berw cen verbal and
visual arts among the Yoruha and the concept of oju iny, see
Lapin 1980, Abiodun 1983, 1987a; and Drewal and Drewal 1987
0. M. T. Drewal 1977,

7. For a related discussion of Yoruba oral hasl(n}y sce Peel 1984

8. The imponance of ¢f

ivity in Yoruba ritual practice has
been documented n M. T. Drewal 1989a; see also Pemberton
1989,

9. Tor critiques of hierarchical structuring in writing about the
pantheon of Yoruba gads, see Pembertion 1975, 1. R. O. Gio
1978; Barber 1081
10. For writing on the terms Ya and Orunmiia and the divination
SYStem in general, see Abimbola 1975, and b, 1976, 1977. Bas
com 1969a and b,

11. Mason 198816,

12. For the importance of the metaphor of the ‘journey” in
Yoruba thought ang mrital practice, see M. T Drewa) 19805,
13. Drewal and Drewal 1987,

14, The literatyre on the concept of gse Is extensive, See Bascom
1960:408; Prince 1960:66; Verger 196415 19; Ayoade 197951,
Fagg and Pemberton 1982 S2ff; Drewal and Drewal 19834 5-6,
73fF
15, For a full discussion and other examples of distributed power
and the essentially open natyre of Yoruba s tety, which differs
from much of the standard literatyre on Yor

uba sociul arganiza-
Hon, see Drewal and Drewa] 197,

telem 1987
16. Drewal and Drewal 1987 225-251

17. For more on segmented/seriate COmposition in Yoruba art see

Drewal ang Drewal 1987 | J. Drewal 1988b; M. T. Drewa
1988h

18 For g discussion of 1fa art and oral rraditic n, see Abimbaolg

1975h; for un analysis of segmented compasition and mythic al-
lusions in 14 ans, see H. J. Drewal 1987

19. Abiodun 1975a:436

Notes

20. Weickmann Collection, iny entory no. 46. While Yoruba were
certainly present in Allada in the 17th century, the style and
1conography of this diy nation tray suggest Ajior Fon work
rather than Yoruba Regardless of the exact provenance, it is cer-
tain that Ifa was widely practiced in this area as a result of
Yoruba cultural influence. The composition and icon graphy,
therefore, can he said to reflect Yoruba cosmole gical ideas

21. See Drewal 1987. Vogel has also noted changes in scale und
shifting Perspective in both Ife ritya Pots and Yoruba hronge
rings (1983:349)

22, Frobenius (1973, 188-189). The imponance of cirdinal points
and Yoruba asire momical conceps requires serious study; they
are rooted in Ifa and other Yoruba belicfs and practices E.g. Ifa
shrines and rituals are oriented on an east/west axis: enlrances 1o
shrines and Broves must face east, the direction from which
Orunmila (Ifa) is said 1o have come; from which light. je.,
knowledge, comes tsee Drewal 1987), Bejer notes an old crown
at Okuku that has 1wo faces, one whire. one blick (1982:50)
When appearing in the morning, the king wears the white face
forward and when feturning from a rite, the black one

23. Opri-opon would normally refer 1o the ¢irc alar central portion
covered with camwood powder, on which divination marks are
pressed. E.g., ofu-owo in Yoruba would refer Lo the depressed
central part of 3 plate that holls stew, while the surrounding bor-
der is called eff (cars) Thus. the face usually depicted on the sur-
rounding border of Opon ifa cannot be said 1o helong strictly 1o
IS ofuebul 1o its efi w hich leaves us with anothe possible inter
Pretation of the face on the border, namely, that it may be that of
Esu (see Abimbola 1975b:437-438)

24.H. |. Drewal 1987:148-149

25. Drewal and Drewal 1983h.4

26 M. I Drewal 1977

27 For more on Esy Elegha, see Verger 1957; Wescort and Mor-
ton-Williams 1962: dos Santos and dos Santos 1973
1975; M. T. Drewal 1977.

i Pembenion

28, Kolawole Ositola, personal communication, July 1982. ]
Mason, personal communication March 1989

29. Ositola, Personal communic aton, June 1982

30. Akinnaso 1983:145. For detailec) discussions on Yoruba
naming traditions. Praise poetry, and relureq maler, see Bascom
1960:104; Babalola 1966; Ekundayo 1977 Awolalu (1979 hi
3L E

1p.

ades 1980. Akinnaso 1981, 1983, Barber 1981
31.See Akinnaso 1981:5]

32.8¢e M. T. Drewal 1977. For the role and Importance of the

head in Yoriha art and thought, see Abimbola 1975), an
Abiodun 19873 HJ.:HUI:I{L-I) carved tusks emanating from (e

bronze ancesiral heads on Benin royal altars are another munifes
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