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TECHNIWUES AND PRACTICES OF
URUBA WOOD CARVING

JOEL 'LADE ADEYANJU
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‘ %{’ t?'aditional wood carving practlces among the Yoruba, It

f httampts to axplain why certain carved images are decorated,

:Itvalao appraises the contrbitutions of Father Kevin Carrollf:

& ~#% experimental Workshop to the development of wood carving
%3  §j;umdit1on in Nigeria, The study evaluates the silyles uand
;éy.;gi:themes of traditional carving in g -neral,.
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""‘@fme Significance of the Study

g

The Yoruba curver has continued to serve as a mirror of
hia environment, culture and the mythology of his socliety.
”31milarly, there are immerse resocurces in traditional art
especially carvings which has hitherto remained untapped.
oﬁe of the Justifications of this study is that many

contemporary Nigerian Artists are ignorant of its constituent

{1 glements, and connotation,
'i Since Leo Frobenios (1913), in his book The Voice of
ér Africa, first drew attention to the high quality of bronre,
jerracotta and stone carvings of Ife, several publications
;?i have appeared on Yoruba Art, By 14964, Cole and Thompson
.,: (1964) had bLeen able to collect enough materials to puiblish

_sculpture,

g a sizeable biblic raphy of Yoruba
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AdugboLoge

Adugbologe wus the wost famous carver of the :reat
Yoruba towm of Abeokuta. }He was a reknowned producer of
masks for tihe Egungun cult, and also statuettes of twins
(ere-izeji). (Fagg and Plass 1973 p.90). He died in 1945,

Having iven these brief anotes on some of the
prominent carvers oif Yoruba land, it is necessary to
descrive lne types of wood which the traditional carvsr
employ in expressing Llheir creative endowmsnt.

Beecroft (1976 p. 84-85) explains that wood has been
used for carving for over 5,000 yesars., He describes wood as
a 'livingt thing until it is cut down for carving purposes,

Tnere are both soft and hard wood, The hard wood comes
from trees with broadflat leaves., Examples are Oek, Okota;
and chestnut or castaned, The soft ocnes are from trees with
narrow, resinocus leaves as pPines and Hemlock,

medium hard wood are known as Yew or Taxus, The woods

are carved when soft, although the process of seasoning may

sometimes harden 1it.

The most common wood used for carving in Yoruba-land

‘are 'Iroko' (Chlorophora excelsa); 'Aberinberin!

(Richonidendron africanum) also called 'Erinmado' 'QOpbof and

Ogbungbuns ‘Ire' (Funtumia elastica); %Cu.o* corilia lillleri)

Ogono (Khaya) 'Ayant, (Aspelia africana).
‘Ayan! or tAipa' is used for carving urums, verandah posts, and
door panels, (Dalziel 1948),

Khaya 1s used for carving mortars, tIfa' devination

trays, bowls and door panels,

10mo! (Corida Milleri) is used for carving house posts

and drums; 'Ire! for verandeh posts, figures twin statuettes
and ritual uiensils, Lawal (1989 p.11Z) states that 'Ire!

is velieved to have a high level of spiritual "sensitivity",

Yence it is not surprising that images and *ritual- objects
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are scme of the characteristics of .. s work, His works could
still be found in Obo-Ile village as of 1964, pMost of them
have however disappeared into foreign musepms and private
collections, ke died in 1954 at the age of 75. (3e=z

Carroll 1967 p. 86).

Bamidele

Bamidele, son of Arowoogun was Lamidi Fakeye'!s master,
In Fakeye's description of his masters work, he comments that
this remarkable carver carved with both hands. Even then,
Bamidele's works lacks the sharpness of leutires '
characteristic of his father's work. His carvings are
therefore more deeply carved withh the quc-liity of a three
dimensional work, It should bBe mentioned here that :f?
Brmidelet's work generally reflects solid masses, An example
of his carviﬁggis the equestrian figure. Wwhile in the

o X ey

Cathclic WOrﬁgﬁgﬁlat Oye IZkiti, he produced over sixty three T

works made up 6k?gépr panels, cribe sets, madonnas, chests,

L3 .
posts and 50 On. t“': .-—."-' ) ‘[,‘i
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Olowe of Ise

Olowe can be described as perhaps one of the best and
most original Yoruba .carve of this century. In ths 19%0s, L uf
he carved a group of works for the palace of Ogoga of Ikere
in Southern Ekiti, The carved figures represent Qgoga
himself enthroned with his beaded c¢rown. H1s most senior
wife was carved standing behind him and a warrior on horse 0
back standing to nis left while another (back view) gally it
decorated, was carved standing on his right, Thus Olowse !

has graphically depiceted the palace life in a compositional .
setting, This style 1s perhaps one of the best representation

of his carvings. (Fagg and Plass 1973 p.91),



Two major books exclusively devoted to Yoru: .wulpture
were published by Kevin Carroll, and grank Will<. in 1967.
Since then other eyually important books have been; published
by wWilliem Fagg , Farris Thompson (1971), John P;moerton
(1982) and Henry Drewal (1984b). Inclusive.are several

Journal articles, exhibition catalogues and Mastert!s and

Doctoral dissertations by both foreign and indigeneus scholars, -
Although most of these publications have concentrated on the .

historical and iconographic aspects of Yoruba carvingsf this
essay 18 a bye-product of a recent field 1nvestigatipn_on
tpe techniques and practises of traditional wood carving in
Yorubaland particularly in the last decade, .
A brief discussion of some reputable traditional wood
carvers will be pertinent at this stage as this serves as a
veritable background in our understanding of this uniques

artistry that has attrgcted much saminal discourse in recent

time,

Lamidi [akeye

Eagily the most reknowned Yoruba wood carver of the
twentieth century, Lamidi Fakeye was born into a family of
wood carvers in Ila Orangun in 1925, (Carroll K. 1967 p.13).

Lamidi, a fourth generation Yoruba carver, is parhaps
the most celebrated Neo-traditional carver in Africa., His.
fame has spread far anq wide from his huﬁble home io France,
and saveral parts of t?e United States of America,’' In 1947,
a workshop on traditional crafts was set up by the Catholic
lMission at Qye Ekitdi, IFather Carroll who coordinated 1t
invited him to the workshop. This was an oppor?ug%ty_gor
Fakeye to .roduce carvings both for the catholic churcﬁ.and
other traditional institutions, until he was able to set
up his own workshop in Ibadan., It is significant to note
that Lamidi Fakeye was encouraged to carve forsig European

theme in traditional form and style. A Typical example of
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Lamidi's carving of this era is *Mury". 1In one of his

recently curved figures, Oduuuwa which marks a complete

departure from the tradltionul styie of depicting the hcad

1oriv in the ratio of 1:3 or 1:4, this present carving

=

appears to be more realistic, the chanpges noticeable are

[

probably the result of his contuct wilth tne west., (Fakeye
1988p 154).

Bumigboxe

Bamigboye has been described as one¢ of the g reatest
Yoruba carvers., He was highly respected as !'Elepa' Mask 1y
carver of Omu in Ilorin Kwara State. Many of Bamigboyes
carvings have been identified by william Fagg, a leading
scholar of Yoruba Art., (For illustration, see fagg and

Plass, 1973, p.91 and 92). A gencral deacription of
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Bamigboyets carvings culminate in such prominent features as
the elongation. of the neck, hooked nose, flared and distended

ears and protuberant lips. ;

Arowoogun
Dada Arowogun in the words of lLamidl Fakeye (1988 p. 142) &
is the greatest Yoruba carver that ever lived., Having observed
his carving of a woman breast-feeding her child, and a dog
cleaning the infantt's faeces with its .ongue simultaneously
"I decided there and then to learn to carve like this
remarkable man", Aroweogun was also a carver of Masks whose
distinct style of carving consists of delicately marked lines
and robustness characterized by bulbous forms. Some of his
early carvings ;ncluda Mother and Cuild which was published %
by Carroll and dated around 1919, Another work titled Y

King on Horgse back was dated 1953. Arowoogun's carvings are

f
easily recoénizeable because he makns use of Fex caps very i

often, The crested coiffure and intricately carved motifs



The Training and Stylie of traditional Carvers Training,

In the past, an individusl becomes a carver because he
was born into the profession, Just like the apprentice
carvers learn on the Jjob, he also runs errands, sharpen tools
and carries woods from the forest, Later on, simple
objects like dolls, laddles and trays etc. were given to
him to improve his skills,

Carroll (1967 p.91) confirms thet posts, doors and
Tigures were carved under the supervision of the Master
CarQer, Arowoogun., But In the end, the Master claims
credit for the work, It is often difficult to attribute
carvings to an iﬁdividual axc2pt where stylistic features
are traceable to a pnrticuldr artist, William Fagg
(1965 p.31) identifies the works of Olowe and Arowoogun

as a result of the presence of such characteristic features,

The Yoruba Style

Schapiro (1953), describes style as the constant form
or constant element in a given work of art that identifies
the work of a given individual, group or period, Although
this essay 1is not concerned w.ith style, it 1is importan: to
stress that features like proportior e.g. heads, % or } to

the whole body), the large and protruding eyes, the flattened

nose, with a wide base, bar lips, elaborate hair-doc and
marks, like tpele! (three vertical marks)., 'Abajat (three
horizcntal marks) or *Gombo! (lines running from the side'of

the head to the chin) etc have been used in identifing

individual as well as reglonal styles of carvings.

(Adeyinju, 1990 p.18 and 19). The regional style and

substyles are briefly described as follows:
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are usually carved from the wood of the tree because of its

sensitlivity.
tAberin berin!' .(Richoni-dendrum africanum) .is used

for carving dolls (Omolangidi), twin figures and other ..

various types of masks,

'Iroko* (chlorophora excelsa) is & softwood, Carvers
use it immediately it is fell because it hardens after
seasoning, Verarndah posts, doors, mortars, bowls, trays and
many other materials are carved from Iroko: tree,

Bascom (1973 p.75) describes the traditional Yoruba
carver os haviag .the ability to attain a spiritual depth in
his work as a result of personal inspiration. Without a
rough sketch or outline, the carver visualizes the image in
the wood to be carved aud proceeds to realise it by first
blocking out the shape and delineating the forms, The
carver is able to make this visualization possible as a
result of his training, From his master, he acquires various.
teachniques of carving., 1In most cases, this technique result
in the production of a fixed style which bioadly speaking
identifies the generality of Yoruba carving, The continuity
in the production of Yoruba carved forms is made possible
bacause of the existence of Yoruba carving guilds. . Two of
the most popular ones are: Ajibogunde and .the gpomulsid.

The /Ajibogunde who trace their ancestry to-Aha’ (01d
Oyo Empi*e) seem to specialize in carving*éf dolls, statues
and maskp, The Opolulero! who hailed from Iwata are said to
8pecialijze in carved posts. However, this is hot to say that
these g\Lst did not produce other carvings outside their

Bpecial}zation.
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out with big adze to bring out the shape of the jigure,
The second phase is known as taletunle! (clarification)
the shape and forms are further clarified with a smaller
adze and made distinct, During the third stage tnown as
'Didan' or (smoothening) the leaf called 'Ipin' ‘Fiscus
acperifolia) is used Lo smoothen the carving. During the
fourth and final stage, 'Finfin' (delineaticn) lines are
incised with knives and made distinct (See Adeyanju 1990
unpublished, Carroll 1867 1967, p.21-26, and Fig. 76 to
79, Thelma and Newman 1974, p.286-288),

itost carvings from Yoruba lund are moncxylous, the
corver starts with a block of wood, and what finally
emerges, without any attachment is the completed form,
The basic tools employed 1n carving are :cveral sizes of
adzes and small knife, Sometimes a chisel and hamner .are
used in adaition, a hook-shaped knife is used to hellew out

saull cavities 1like the bLback of .sks, Sometimes, & hot

poker bores holes into the work.
Mcasurements are made by handspan, With a large adze,
the carver chips away excesses, blocking out areas until i

the form takes a rough shape, the carver then makes use of I




The Oyo ttyle

The tere-~rbedi! statuetts from Oyo sub-style are
generally elorgated, they are smooth and rounded with
faciul murks,

Carvings from Lgba-kEgbadc sub-style are slightly more
rioliscic with full cheek und lips. Frequently the pupils
are plerced. Sometimes there arc three marks on the
forehead.

Carvings from [gbomina Ila sub-styles have slightly
elongated face and frequently with high rise hair~do, and
a subtle swmile or grin, (Adeyanju 1990 Unpublishead}.

Having described the training and style used by

carvers, a similarity runs through the process of producing

a carved pilece,

The Carving Prccess (Techniques)

The Yorubas believe that the *trees from which they carve
an image has a !ife of its own, The 'Irco' {chlorophern
excelsa) for example i3 believed to have s rong spirits
dwelling inside it, As a result sac,ifices are made to the
'spirits! believed to live in the trees tou ensure the
sucgess of the carving., After the tree has been fell it is
cut into small chunks and taken back to the village., In
some cases the bark is removed and the general shape of the
item to be carved blocked out. Sometimes the carver
finishes his carving in the forest under specilal arrangement,
In som: cases, the carving is done in the grove of the cult
or the shrine of Orisa which eventually makes use of carved
object, More cften carvers produce their works at home,

The Yoruba carving process can be dlvided into four phases.

They are; 'Ona lile!' 'blocking out! The wood is roughened




means of transportation and as instrument of wﬁrf&re. The
gun motif reminds one of the introduction of this weapon |
into Yorubaland in the nineteeth century,
7 Some other representations are in form of animal
. figures for example those associated with mystical or
réligious activities, Monkeys, snakes, leoparis, )
‘Elephants and lizards are inclusive,
Ritual furniture include 'Qdo Sango! (carved mortars)

i
*Opon Ifa' also a carved divination bowl.

Ritual implements include *Agba Ogboni'! used by (Priests

of the earth goddess Igbin used by (Obatala priests)

and 'Gbedu! used by (Osugbo priests) are also carved to

emphasize their sacrednegd

.Apart from the abéva ﬁhemes. architectural sculpture is

encouraged because of tgifqbundant supply of trees in hthe

rain forest arcas wvhere "orubgland s situated., Some

exanples are rosts, lintelu;JQQQr-frames used in palaces and
" N

)

temples,

Some Reasons why certain Carved Inuges are Decorated

Some of the Reasons why curvers decordte finished carving
emanate from the desire to enhance the asesthetlic quality
of the work., In Yoruba culture, the good things of l1ife are
apprecizcted, Mence toth men and women express thelr |
feelings aesthetically in their mode of dressing and in the -
app%ication of body adornments, Body markirigs, tattoos
weafing of chain are afme of the common examples,
| The carver in like manner equally adorns. his c¢arved

pleces to further beautify them 8o that it becomes more

attractive and eppealing to him and the observer of the

— — carved objects ¥7iiidwmf
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Lnree mualn colours, Lhsy are cream, rosp_and)?;owq.L
. ey

The combinueiion of these three colcurs -when carved

sepcrately, can be glued., Yhe result is possible becnuse

thorn i8 soft,

‘Themes

Notwitlstunding the rcliglous basis of a good majority
of Yorubu vood carvinge, most of the themes are taken from
everyday life. Free standing carvings are usually in form
of human and anici:l figures, standing or seated, sometimes
performing a recognizeable activit:', On door panels and
house posts, groups of rigures may be represcnted,

hccording to Roy Sieber (1966) traditional African
sculpture can e regarded as "Art for lifes Sake" because
of its close link with those cultural .iechanisms on which
depends Ll waintainance of the soclal and spiritual well
being of the society, A mother and child figure for
instance, may symbolise the protectlion which the Bociety
(represented by the child) expects from a divinity (represen-
ted by mother),

Vgrious types of themes found in Yoruba carving are
centred on the humon figure, especlally with women performing
different tasks including kneeling down carrying a gift bowl
or:frea;t feeding a baby. Pigureg such gé-tpésqg yeflect the
matertal and life sustaining roles of women in traditionsal
Yoruba society,, There are also scmples of carvings that

represent Yoruba deities and goddesses, Such figures as .

Yemoja, Osun and Qva, have been carved on shrine doors and
house posta. | .
Male figures are carved either standing or holding a
gun, Somethkmes they are carved sitting on horse back, This

symbolize the prestige attached to the horse, and alsg as &
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credited to Yoruba carvers, and to the artists of Africa
as a whole, AIt should be noted that Kevin Carroll .invited
Lamidi Fakeye one of the celebrated Neo-traditional carvers
to participate in the experimental workshop. Fakeyet!s
inspiration in carving forms began before his contact with
Arowoogun and his son Bamidele, to whoh he was apprenticed,
Credit should therefore be acoorded the late Kevin Carroll
for the interest he had :in Fakeye and in Akdican Arts, ’
It should be noted that unlike the 18397 punitive
expedition. and the destruction of art works in Beain, .the
product of the QOye=Ekiti workshop were bought tfrom the
artists. This remarkadble gesture is worthy of notes and
. should be credited, |
" Father CarrblT's, greatest achievenent is in the
realization of his vision of bringing to light the Yoruba
traditional carvers. Unlike the Portuguese exploitation of
Benin artists, who were presented with foreign materials to
execute European themes for commercial purposes the? suited
the European taste, Father Carrollss workshop encouraged'the
Yoruba Carvers to carve foreign themes in traditlfonal Yoruba

style,

Conclusions

The importance of traditional carvers in the society
cannot be over emphasi-:ed, They have made their contribu-
tions by carving pieces that serves as reminders of whatl
obtained in their own time,

Of significance to artists are the techniques employed
in carving, which has penetrated into the contemporary
periods. Artists therefore have various ways of benefiting
from carved pieces., They can draw them, imitate the carved

pieces by producing replica in wood, stone, and clay or




Decorations are attached, incised or applied. to
carved pileces, Notwithstanding the fact that religion and
aesthetics do influence the nature of the types of

decorazions of wood, The carved image are meant for religious

b
purpoces may have an inset of glass in its eyes, or real ity

human hair on its head, Some may have cowrie shells

clued to some parts of the body, In Yoruba culture the V¥

CRE

'ere Tiejit twin statvette play a sigunificanti role in the

religious and social’'life of the .people.. Just 1{ke the

RIS
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Makonde Musks and the Dan Masks are regarded a3 sacred

figures,
Decorations in form of lines, striations and|sometimes
colours 're employed by carvers in Yorubaland, Some of

the names as identified by Adevanju 1990; Aremu, 1988, are

'‘Onilawiniwini! (Intricate lines), 'Iru eku'. (rats tail), ¥
'Onibot (relief carving) and wmany ochers. jo oier to if
confirm wiether the different types of decorative motifs

which carvers employ serve any purpose in the enhancement

of beauty, 'bu Iyl kun!' AdeyanJu (1989) isolated some of the

decorative elements Irom the carved plece and found that

IFELNS

the carved pleces (sculptures, Jdood carviisand houseposts) $ﬁ.

looked better with decorations than without.
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be gleaned from carved forms Jjust as the Egyptian P
d

It should be noted that some socletal norms can also

- i
hieroxstivphics. They seem tn rerve as cocial reminders of the i R

acceptable standards of the norms and believes of a given people;

B et

The significance of Father Kevin CarrollstWOrkshQE

-

to Nigerian irt ‘
The interest of Father Kevin Carroll in art and !
aesthetics found wmost vivid expression in the Ove Ekiti 4@3
- - - — - - - — - 0 = 0 I 77”'
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metals. They can add and subtract whatever features they
wish for the present times,

Jt anpears that the numerous QOrisa, and other deities
which the Yorubas believe have control over certain
portion of their lives will continue to encourage the
representational aspects of art, Wood carving essentially
has served this role as a medium of expression. fortuna-
tely, the carving tradition is on the declihé. ingfexdmple,
technology has fashioned new carving tools which are fast
replacing the traditional types of adze and knives. The

regretably however
modern tools may make the carvers work more easi y{fha
traditional touch of carving will continue to disappear,

Similarly, carvers are getti:g more enlightened and
prefer to have modern education rather than pursue with
zeal, the art of traditional carving, The sons of the !
celebirated carver Fakeye the Neo-traditional carver 1is an
example, Pakeye now experiments with realistm in his
approaches, an example of this in his recent work Oduduwa -
which stands in front of the Oduduwa Hall of the Otafemi
Awblowo University in Ile-Ife,

Efforts should be made tc encourage the traditional
carvers through organized exhibitions, The study of their
works and especielly the decorations on them may serve as
a source of inspiration to younger artists, i ?

Tt i3 also suggested that more workshops be organized
especially those that encourage the carving of objects using
traditional motifs, Just like the Late.Father Kevin Carroll f
did in Oye-Ekiti in 1947, |
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