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HBSTRACT
A STUDY OF THE DECORATIVLE ARTS OF THE EBIRA
BY

SALIU, AHMED RUTAI OMEIZA
B.A. Hons, P.G.D.E., M.A. (A.B.U)

The main purpose of decorative arts is the
designing and enhancement of a given space. [t
involves organising space, giving repetitive or
geometric meaning to the space. Also. it is &
universal practice which 1s found on different objects
like potteries, shields, baskets, walls. ceilings,

bags and bodies.

This study is an examination of continuity and
change of the decorative arts of the Fbira who are
found in Edo, Kogi, and Plateau States and the Federal
Capital Territory. These arts are to be found in
cloth, wall, body, furniture, pottery and metal

decoration.

The specific objectives of the study are to:
establish if the decorative arts of the Ebira have
been influenced by their neighbours in terms of motif,
style, and technique, determine the svmbolic meanings
of motifs used in the decorative arts and whether they
relate to philosophical statements on the life of the
people; identify the c¢.-»=mries of the people that
patronise the decorative arts; determine whether
preference for any of the arts is infle---od by
religious beliefs; examine the changes that mus~:¢ have
taken place in the decorative arts, and establish the

causes and effects of such changes on the arts.
The objectives of the study were achieved through

the application of descriptive, comparative,

viii



categorization and analytical approaches. Added to
these were the use of interview and photographs 1o
collect data. Fieldwork approach was equally

employved to collect data which covered the Ehira
settlement areas of Plateau, Kogi, Edo States and the
Federal Capital Territory. Visits were made to State
Art Councils (Edo and Kwara). Edo and Kwara 5States’
Libraries, University of Ibadan and Obafemi Awolowo
University Libraries were ailso visited for literature

on the subject, particularly on the Ebira.

The study revealed that the lirst important
advance in the evolution of the decorative arts of
Ebira was towards the carly 19th century when the
people had settled down, and there was already an
establishment of contacts between the Ebira and other
Nigerians. The development and changes in the
decorative arts of the Ebira were variously affected
by the art traditions of their neighbours. As from
1960 when Nigeria had her independence and sub<oguoent
global contact through modern educal ion and
professions. the influence on the arts of the Ebira
became more obvious. The materials used for the arts.
techniques, designs and functions of the arts, fol
instance, were influenced, The study equally revealed
that the philosophy of life and death of the Ehira is
expressed in their arts as found in the motifs and
designs of bodyv and c¢loth decorations. The socio-
political activities and awarcness ol the Ebira
respectively are equally promoted througlh their
decorative arts, The study therefore recommended [irst
that a comprehensive study of othev forms of art of

the Ebira be carvied out: second. that the site where



a stone figure was located during the fieldwork [oy
this study be excavated: and third. that a study on
contemporary trend in the arts of the Ebira be carried

out.
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DEFINITTION O TIERMS

BEAM: A long thick piece of wood which is a
component part of a loom. It is usually at
the upper and lower ends of a vertical loom.

CICATRIZATION: The process of healing or forming a scar:
the state of being healed or cicatrized.

LOOM: A frame usually of wood on which thread is
woven into cloth.

MOTIF: A subject or pattern forming the main basc
on which a work of art or design is made or
from which the design is developed and which
is often given a special meaning.

ORI : An Ebira word for the god of fertility and
peace.

SCARIFICATION: The process of making small cuts on an area
of the skin with a sharp knife.

TATTOQO: The designs made on the sKkin by puncturing
it with sharp and pointed object like needle
and inserting indelible colour.

WARP: The length-wise threads being arranged on a
loom for the purpose of weaving cloth.

WEFT: The threads that cross from side to side of

a web at right angles to the warp threads

with which they are interlaced.

xviirs
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CHAPTER ONE

Background to the Study

It follews an approach to the decorative arts of the
Ebira a2s & vital visual art genre to be studied in their
social context, that it is necessary to know the histcrical
and ethnographic background of the areas in which the study
was made.

The Ebira are fcund about _50km around the confluence
of the rivers Niger and Eenue in the Federal Republic of
Niceria. They are specifically found in Plateau, Kogi and
Edo States, and the Federal Capital Territory (see figs 1
and 2).

Ebira (a derivation from Bira) is a shortened form of
“Anebira' (the people” of Ebira). According to Temple
(19€5:155), Ibrahim (1968:8) and Ohiare (1988:23), Bira is
the name of a settlement founded by the Ju. kuns who were
ancestors of the Ebira in the Gongola valley. The people
begar. to bear the name “Anebira' (descendants of Bira)
after they hLad evacuated Bira and settled in the middlé of
Berniue valley by the becinning ¢f the 19th century, and
eventually settled in their present geographicalk locations.

Broadly speaking therefcre, there are three major
groups of the Ebira in Nigeria. These are: (1) the Ebira of
Adavi, Ajackuta, Okehi and Okene Local Government Areas of
Koci State, who shall be referred to as Ebira Tao in this
study; (2) the Ebira of Igu and Opanda (found in Kogi and
Plateau States &and the Federal Capital Territory),
collectively known and addressed acs Ebira-Koto, but who
shall be referred to as Ebira Nya throughout this study;
an¢ (3) the Ebira group found in Akokco-Edo Local Government
Arez of Edc State, who ghall be similarly referred tc in

this study as Ebira Chao.

*Notes start on Page 192




The Ebira Tao group occupy the valley plains.
stretching about !4 Kilometres from !ruvusechi (Thima) in
the extreme west to OKkene in the cast (see fig.l). Other
settlements are found in the Eika and Adavi valley ta the
north-east, while the farthest settlement arca is Ajaokuta,
east of Okene (Muhammed., 19386:33). The immedinte neighhours
of Fbira Tao ar¢ the Yoruba speaking Akuko, Owe. lubeddc
and Aworo to the West and porth-west: 1o the south and
south-west are the various Akoko-Edo pecoples of kEdo State
(Ibrahim, op cit, and Lamb and Holmes. 1980:223). The thira
Nva are found from the immediate north of the Niger-Renve
confluence, especially on both banks of the Henue, down
stream on the Niger to Etobe (see¢ fig.2). The Ebira XNyva
share boundary with the lgaln, Bassa-Koma and Basa-Nge Lo
the south, the Nasarawa, Hausa., Fulani, Gwari., Agate and
Afo (1doma) to the east. and to the west and north-west
with the Nupe (Kakanda or Ishapa. Kupa. and Lggan)., and the

Hausa of Abuja and the koro.

The Ebira Chao are bounded in the south by Sasaro. in
the north by Wgbashi and Scmorika. in the north-west hy
Uneme Nekhwa, in the west by Okpe and [dogun, and in the
east by Enwa. The Ebira Chao have no linguistic affinity
with any other ethnic group in Edo State. Rather they share
the same language and other cultural affinities with hoth
Ebira Tao and Ebira Nva. These allinities. arcording to
Amune (1983:0), strengthen the thesis that the three groups
being studied are members of the same FTamily who mizrataed
from one point (Bradbury. 1957:112=-113: Lamb and Halmes. op
cit: 223; and Amune, op. cii; 6).

*Notes start Tfrom page 195

Farming is the major occupation of the majority of he
Ebira,. though mainly on a subsistence scale. Fishing scems
to rank next to agriculture among the Ebira. in additiop tu

food production. the Ebira practice different types of wrt



as avocation, Such arts practised include clolh weaving.
blacksmithing, mat making. pottery, wooud and metal works.
The art works are produced to meet the various needs of the
people. A study of the decoarative arts of the prople

therefore focused in this study with particular attention
to the types of decorative arts. the motifs emploved. and
the functions of the arts produced by the people. This is
done with a view to developing the arts to meet hoth

utilitarian and aesthetic needs of contemporary clients,

Decorative art is an activity which arises from
complex requirements in which scale and quality vary
according to how strongly any cultural group feels the need
Lo express the requirements (Rarnet., 1980:65). Decorative
art, usually, but not alwayvs non-representational. iz for
design reasons and enhancement of @ given surface (Vansina.
1984:116). Vasina further states that decoration can be
used to provide a frame to enclose space. or to separate
spaces as in architecture. 1t could be used to wrganpise
space, either by covering the space with a patterned web,
giving repetitive Or geomelric meaning to space. or by
using isolated motifs as focal points regularly distributed
over an empty space. Vansina (op.cit) also stressed that
decorative art is universal, and that all African cultures
use it from the rim of potteries to the most varied
surfaces such as shiclds. bags, baskets, bodies. walls and
ceilings.

from the

Decorative art is also seen as the result
simple urge to improve the appearance of things. to achivve
designs that are pleasing (o the eve, to enrich both
utilitarian and religious objects with familiar patterns
and svmbols which are meaningful to the artist and " i,
people (Jefferson, 1974:8). Writing on some aspects of 'he
caltle Fulani ornamentations, AKiga (1973 140) states that

"

c.oin decorating her body., a Fular’ woman aims at making



hereself laok weie¢ beautiful and attractive.., "Akiga
further “ta’'v~ that some women decoriate themsclves heavily
with ornaments in order to portray their wealth or that of
their Families, Decoration as a concept. implies conscious
effort on the part of the artist to order his materials
into a type of design which will be pleasing ta the o

(Denyer. 1982:102). Such a design may also have =0«

magicnl or religious significance. Thus, " carative art is
done on houses, cloths, potterivs; welfal objects. leather
works, calabashes, baskets i) human badies. In cach casc
the

decorations ould be varied, elaborate and fascinating,. and
are done for various functions. Trowell (1976G:35) and
ratuyi (1975:165) state, for instance, that house/wall
decoration in Africa may range from simple geomelr.c/
symbolic scratching to highly sophisticated and disciplined

use of decoration.

Fatuyi {op.cit) states that most shrine and
traditional wall decorations are connected with legonds.,
mythology, beauty and religious beliefs of the Ishoe prople.
Trowell (1970:4606) however observes that beside the magico-

religious functions of wall decoration. it is impoirtant !

note that man is essentially a creator, and he natuon'!
tends to delight in his ereation and the strive altes
beauty for its own sake, Walz (1975:162) also sgrevs with

Fatuyi and Trowell that the Jecoratdd wall may have both
utilitarian and =~piriteal functions. House decoration
geperally may be to heautify the surface wall. lowever.,
there are <ome other motiviations Tor the decorations, The
use of China plates to decorate house surfaves in some
Alfrican communities, for instance, is to ward off the glare

of the evil eye (Walz., op.cit:163).

Pots are also decvorated according to tastes and

functions in many parts of Africa. Like the wgl)



decoration, representational and non-representat jonal
motifs are used to decorate pots. Fagg (19894:29). Trowel!
(1970:45). Jelfferson (1974:122), Cardew (1971:94) and
Connah (1981:154) highlight different types of decoration
made on pots, and the various technigues employed o
achieve the decorations in different parts of Africa. Fage
(op.cit:28) reports that beside the terra-cotia figurines
excavated at Taruga (Nigeria), the most interesting finds
were the pottery flar-baltamed dishes. Some of the pottery
ware were decorated with rim=top grooves, and almost all
have an elaborately decorated under-face., indicating that
they were meant to he appreciated when nol in use {Fage,

ap:Cit29),;

The art of body decoratien i1s of high prominence in
Africa. It is common 1o the human race. and LG women
especially, to attempt to c¢nhance the nataral beauty of the
body with some form of decoration. Amoung many prople, the
decoration is confined to costumes or hair styles or to
painting the face or finger. but the Africans carvy the art
considerably further (Trowell., 1970:45). According ta her.
the most usual form of the decoration on different parts of
the body is cicatrization. Among the Tiv, Yoruba, Nupe and
Tgala. this form of body decoration !s preminent. The most
highly developed schemes of body decoration ameng these
people are made for aesthetic purposes. meant to give
visual and tactile pleasure Lo young people in their mord
intimate personal relationship, Jefferson (1973:122).
Keil(1979:62)and Abodé¢rin (1984:8)support the aes!hotic

purpose of body decoration.

So far, a general dttempt has beor made to esamine
what decorative art is to propg’e of different wethnic

backgrounds in Afrvica in :clation to types, motifs and
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functions of the decorative arts. The purpose of the
present study is to examine what types of decorative arts
exist among the Ebira and the relationship between the arts

and the people in their social, religious. political and

technological set up.
Statement of the Problem:

Few scholars bhave examined the decorative act i the
Ebira. Some of these are: Willetr (19701:307=209) and
Leuzinger (1972:206) who mention the use of pask Lhe
traditional festival of one group of the Ebira. Other

include Adepegbha (1976:27) who reports that the Tuacial
marks of the Ebira are for sdentification purpescs abovy
anything ¢lse; Murnane (1976:14=-16..) whose main concern is
the fTate of Okene cloth weavers with textile industries
springing up in Nigeria: and Lamb and Holmes (1980:17 =22 )
who present a general survey of cloth weaving among the
Ebira,; emphasising the technical manipulation of the art,
Such studies could not do much at e¢stablishing a common
basis of the arts of the people for instance. None of the
studies is an indepth investigation of the relevance of
motifs used for the pattern - designs to the general life
of the Ebira.

Beside Lamb and Holmes (op.cit:17 = 25). no study of
the decorative arts of the Ebira was a comparative analvsis
of decorative arts ol the people in relation to decurative
arts of their nci*hbou:ing ethnic groups. 1t is impartant.,
for instance, Lo examine if these is any possible
relationship between the arts of the Ebira and their Igala
and Yagba neighbours for likely similarities and influonce:
over onpe another. A close observation., however. reveals
some similarities in body marKing of some noighbouring
ethnic groups to the Ebira. For example. ameng the XNupe,
the Yagba group ol the yoruba, the Igala. the Dasa and the
Hausa. many people have three broad straight facial

markings converging at the corners of the mouth from @ he



cheek, which are similar to the Ebira Nya facial markings
known as Esa eteta. It is important, therefore, to

establish whether or not this similarity has any cultural
and historical linkage, or a mere coincidence. Similarly,
it is essentjal to examine the motifs wused on the
decorative artg of these geographically related people,
with a view to establishing the extent to which one ethnic

group influences the other and vice versa.

From both oral and written documents, the Ebira have
a migrational link with the Igala in the 18th to early 19th
centuries. It is necessary, therefore, to examine whether
or net the facial markings mentioned could be an
assimilated practice of the Ebira Nya from the Tgala or it
is an influence of Ebira Nya art on the Igala. The Jgala
share a common boundary with the Ebira Tao via 1dah and
Avangba, vet the facial markings in question are not found
amcng the latter. It is equally important, therefore, to
uncover the reason(s)} behind the absence of this type of
facial markings among the other two groups of the Ebira
{Ebira Tao and Ebira Chaco) along with whom the Ebira Kya
migrated through Idah (Igalaland) to their present places
of settlement. It is also considered vital to find out the
arts that are common to the Ipala and the Ebira. It is
equally important to establish the period and place of
production of the decorative arts of the Ebira. This is to
help establish the diversity of the arts, whether or not
the practice of the arts is limited to particular places.
In addition, it is necessary to know if the artists evolved
the arts themselves at their present places of habitation
or the ideas got to them through other artists’ works. Also
vital to know are the ideas which the decorative arts of
the Ebira convey, whether the art works convey ethnic,
national or universal message. Similarly, it is necessary

to establish whether the materials used by the artists in



the three different geographical locations are local to the

areas or they are foreign-oriented.

The past and present functions of the decorative arts
of the Ebira will help to establish the extent to which
difference in geographical places of habitation of the
people affects the types and changes in the functions of
their art woks. For instance, it is necessary to establish
if the functions of the art works are still the same as
they were before migration, or the cultural values of the
pleople’s present neighbours have brought changes in the
functions of the art works. Similarly, it is crucial to
establish the meanings and values attached to the
decorative arts by the Ebira on the one hand and their
neighbours on the ather. That is, the study is to establish
the kinds of meanings and values which the people attach to
their art works, whether their religious beliefs {(Islam,
Christianity and traditional religion) or the cultural
influence of the people’s neighbours have affected
positively or negatively the meanings and values of the art
works. TFor instance, it is necessary to Kknow if the
religious beliefs, social, political and economic
influences affect the production and patronage of all or
some of the decorative arts of the Ebira.

The Conceptual Framework:

An art work has tittle value if it is not relevant to
the society in which it is produced. An art work should be
able to serve the socio-economic, cultural and religious
needs of a society. Writing on Senufo Potters, Spindel
(1989:66) for instance, goes beyond a study of process and
shows how technology reflects other patterns of culture.
Spindel supports the point raised by Picton that a
technology is part of that culture (Spindel, op.cit:67),.
Similarly, Vansina (1984:154) states that the relationships
between the visual arts need to be explored properly. He

Y !
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states, for instance, thet body decoration can be related
to textile arts, masking or painting which seem to be quite

closely related.

Evidently, the arts in the traditional Ebira Societies
might have had direct relevance to the people, The arts
could be a means through which the people expressed their
wishes and desires, fulfilled their religious commitments
and satisfied their social tastes. This study is,
therefoare, focused on the pattern or continuity and change

of the decorative arts of the Ebira.

Objectives of the Study:

The main objective of this study is to examine the
various types of the decorative arts of the Ebira. The

specific objectives are to;

a) establish if the decorative arts of the Ebira have
been influenced by their neighbours in terms of motif,
style, and technique;

b) determine the symbolic meanings of motifs used in the
decorative arts and whether they relate to
philosophical statements on the life of the people;

c) identify the categories of the Ebira that patronise
the decorative arts, and whether preference for any of
the arts is influenced by religious beliefs, economic
status or political system of the people;

d) examine the changes that must have taken place in the
decorative arts, and establish the causes and effects
of such changes on the arts.

Basic Assumptions:

The fallowing assumptions are made for this study:

a) The decorative arts of the Ebira are not the same
because of different environments of the people.

b) Political, social and religious changes in the country
have affected the decorative arts of the Ebira.

1

l
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c) The decorative arts of the Ebira have earned nationaf
and international recognition in terms of patronage.
d) The decorative arts of the Ebira have social functions

more than anything else.

Justification for the Studyvy

Investigations reveal that studies have been carried
out on some aspects of the arts of the Ebira. As already
mentioned under 1.2 above, such studies have not attempted
an analytical documentation ¢f the decorative arts within
certain period in history. As observed by Vansina (1984:1)

...not only have students of African Art Limited !
themselves to a portion of the continent but they
have been primarily concerned with the aesthetic i
appeal of sculpture and a description of the uses
and functions of the objects...the historical
evolvement of the art forms...has not been a
subject of sustained research, and other kinds of
art have received scanty attemntion...

Agreeing with Vansina{op.cit.) therefore, this study
focuses on the types, origin, motifs, meanings and changes
of the decorative arts of the Ebira with a view to
providing a valuable research information. It will bring to
light among other facts the philosophical and culturatl
significance of the arts of the people. This might further
add to the existing understanding of traditional Nigerian
art and culture in particular and African art and culture
in general. The study will reveal the symbolic statements
that the art make, thus rendering the arts as essential
functional components of the societies being studied. It
is also hoped that the findings might reflect the artistic
contribution of the Ebira to Nigerian art culture and
history from which inferences could be drawn to embellish

modern art practice in Nigeria.

i« - b e e 1= =
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1.7 Scope of the Study:

The decorative arts of three major groups of the Ebira
are the focus of this study. These groups are the Ebira Tao
in Okene, Okehi, Ajaokuta and Adavi Local Government Areas
of Kogi State; the Panda of Toto and Umaisha in Plateau
State, the Panda of Abaji in the Federal Capital Territory,
the Panda of Koton Karfe in Kogi State (Ebira Nya) and the
Ebira Chao in Akoko-Edo Local Government Area of Edo State.

Ebira communities are found in some other parts of
Nigeria. For instance, there are people of Ebira origin who
settle in and around Bida, Abuja emirates and in Wushishi.
These, according to Ibrahim (1968:6) are mostly the
descendants of the victims of the Jihad-aftermath raids of
the second half of the 19th century, who probably, decided
to remain where they have taken refuge rather than return
home after the British advent. Similarly, the Adana and
Agbaulu clans of Agatu in Idomaland of Benue State are
Ebira, though their mother tongue is agatu. Further-more,
it is on record that between 1911 and 1920 there was an
increased number of the Ebira visiting the Yoruba country,
some of who eventually settled there permanently, forming
Ebira community - mostly farmers (Ohiare, 1977:12). Such
communities can be found in Ado-Ekiti, Ondo, Ikare, Akure
and Owo (all in Ondo State) and Ibadan (Oyo State) where
encouraging alternative farming exists. In view of this
diffusion of the Ebira, this study is restricted to the
three major groups of Ebira living in their traditional
geographical locations, and these are the Ebira Tao, Ebira

Nya and Ebira Chao.

While concentrating on a limited area and making a
thorough study rather than touching every aspect of the
apparent nature of Ebira settlement, efforts are made to

look into the general features of the decorative arts of

M s —————eam
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the various neighbouring ethnic groups to Ebira in order to
clarify local variations in the arts. In addition, the
study is limited to the decorative arts of the Ebira,
establishing the types, motifs, and functions of the arts.
The study also concentrates on the development and changes
that might have taken place in the production of the
decorative arts, whether such development and changes come
as a result of ethnic., national or universal cohesion. The
study is further focused on the effects of any identified
change on the arts as it relates to the general life of the

Ebira.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction:

Studies have been conducted on different forms of
decorative art in different parts of Africa. In these
studies, the purpose(s) of the decorative art, that
is, the functions, styles, motifs and their meanings,
and materials employed to execute the art work are
discussed. A review of some of these general studies,
therefore, is done here along the lines of stvles,
motif, meaning, function and techniques for the
purpose of knowing the state of the subject and the
different approaches emploved by the scholars.

2.2 General Review:
2.2.1 Form and Type of Decorative Art:

From the general description and analysis of
decorative art by different scholars, it can be
summarised that decorative art concerns itself with
improving the appearance of things, achieving designs
that are pleasing to the eye, enriching both
utilitarian and religious objects with patterns and
symbols which are meaningful to the artist and his
community (Jefferson, 1974:8). It, therefore, means
that decorative art can be in the form of wall, body,
textile cloth, furniture and pottery decorations. As
much as possible, studies on these forms of decorative

art are reviewed.

2.2.2 Wall Decoration:

In his discussion on how Africans decorate the
walls of their houses, Jefferson (1974:122) states
that the artist generally works free-hand.
spontaneously following his creative inspiration. He

states further that in many areas it is customary to



decorate both the interior and exterior walis of the
home. Walz (1975:168) remarks that the art of
decorating houses is a phenomenon known throughout
Africa, occurring in literal terms the length and

breadth of the continent - from Moroeco to Zulu-land,

from Hausa and Igbo territories to Mozambigque. Walz
adds that the decoration may range from simple
geometric or symbolic scratching on house walls, as in
Egypt, to highly sophisticated and disciplined use of
decorations, often accompanied by a pattern dressing
of the wall surface itself, as in Hausa~land and Lower
Nubia. Walz also discussed the types of decoration
commonly done on wall surfaces. These are elaborately
painted designs on either side of door ways, geometric
mould of representational figure decoration about the
lintel and the often adornment of wall surface with
China plates and lids of soup earthen vessel, usually

arranged in a triangular pattern.

Trowell (1970:46), in her discussion of how walls

are decorated in Africa, reports that the earliest
wall decoration was in painting form, which was done
in earth colours together with sooth and vegetable
dves. She adds that as in all forms of decorative art,
two trends are always at work. These are the one
towards naturalism and the other towards stylization
and symbolism. Similarly, Ojo (1968:26), writing on
the traditional Yoruba architecture, remarks that the
murals are brilliantly c¢oloured by

using local materials such as charcoal, indigo, clay,
and snail shells. 0jo further states that some of the
murals are combination of wall sculpture of slight
relief and wall painting. Furthermore, Rohrmann
(1974:35) writes that in most cases in South Africa,
the surface of the house (wall) is covered with a

laver of plaster composed of cow dung and clay. The

— RS
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design is then engraved or painted over the dung-clay

plaster. |

Rohrmann also explains that due to the freguent
exposure of the surface of the dwelling to heavy rains
and wind, the walls must be re-plastered and
redecorated as many as five times & yvear. This results
in a constant change and variety of designs, as the
same motif 1is seldomly used iwice. Rohrmann further
writes that in the mountainous areas of Lesotho, there
are two types of traditional forms of decaration the
most common type being 'furrow’ design, frequently
found on the plastered area around the door-way of
stone houses, or over the whole surface if the house
is completely plastered. The other traditional type
of decoration in South Africa is & mosaic style,
created out of different coloured stones {Rohrmann,
op.cit}. The plaster in this case, is used as a mortar
while the stones are embedded in it. Among the
Basothc and Matabele decoration on the house consists
of borders running around the front of the dwelling,
with the designs frequently being modelled in relief.
The reliefs are created by making coils from plaster,
using them to form various figures on the wall. When
the plaster is completely dried the design is painted
in conformity with the surface, either with natural
pigments or commercial colours, while the space not
covered with the paint relief configurations 1is

usually decorated with "furrow’ designs.

2.2.3 Motifs and their Meanings in Wall Decoration:

Variocus motifs are used to decorate walls in
Africa. These motifs can be generally grouped into two
- representational motifs comprising of fiowers, date
palms, camels, crocodiles, lions, fish, =scorpions,
birds and human palms (Walz, 1975:170). In addition to
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these motifs, are more modern objects like aeroplanes,
rail road trains, cars, tooth brushes, tea kettles

etc, which are found on houses of the lower Nubians.
Amoung the non-representational motifs used in wall
decoration among the lower Nubians, are zigzag lines,
concentric circles, China plates and dish lids (Walz,

op.cit.).

Discussion why motifs are used in Lower Nubian
wall decoration, Walz (op.cit.) remarks that though
house decoration in Africa is done primarily to
beautify the surface wall, there are some other
noticeable motivations for the decorations. He gives
an example of China plates, which he observes are
widely used in Africa, though of particular popularity
in Muslim communities. He reports that the shiny
surfaces of the plates were capable of warding off the
glare of the evil eye, preventing it from entering the
house. He further adds that painted house decorations
were equally said to serve the dual function of

expressing status and religious belief.

Supporting the dual function of motifs used in
wall decoration in Africa, Fatuyi (1972:18) states
that most shrine and traditional wall decorations are
connected with legends, mythology, religious beliefs,
and beauty. Fatuyi adds that in Owo and its environs
traditional wall decorations are significant for the
symbolism in the themes depicted, and he further
remarks that Owo shrine paintings and traditional
wall decorations also
served two purposes. These are the religious aspect
which involves a lot of magic with craft, and
mythologies that have connections with the soul and

spirit.
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Like the spiritual function of plate matifs in
Nubian wall decoration, Fatuyi lop.cit.) notes that \
one of the reasons why paintings and decorations werei
done on shrines was to aid the ancestors in their task
of warding off evils from the vicinity, and that in
time of epidemics the decorations and paintings help
in appeasing angry deities. Thus, symbolic images
{motifs) with religious significance on the walls of
houses are regarded as a sign of protection against
epidemics. Such motifs include the eye, birds and
feathers. The eye symbalises the power of vision, that
is, it stands for the ever - present watchfulness of
the supernatural forces, the presence of the sacred
gods as guardian and protector from evils. As for the
bird motif, he reports that it signifies the messenger
through which sacrificial and ritual offerings for
appease-ment to the gods and goddesses are sent while
the feather motif, stands for the ’'whirlwind spirit’.
Fatuyi remarks that it is believed in Owo and its
environs that certain feathers would facilitate the
transportation of sacrificial offerings to the

departed ancestors.

Discussing how walls are decorated in some parts of
Africa, Jefferson (1974:180) informs that the Hausa of
Niger engrave or cast in high relief their clay
facades with verses from the Koran which are
intricately designed to match the surrounding
geometric forms. In most cases the geometric forms are
made by the women, while the men borrow motifs from
traditional beliefs and legends. Trowell
(1970:124), unlike the authors already cited,
emphasises the non-magico-religious function of wall
decoration in Africa. For instance, she remarks that
whether the designs (motifs) have some magico-

religious functions, the essentially creative tendency
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of man should be recognised, which he naturally tends
to delight in his creation and to strive after beauty

for its own sake.

However, Ojo (1968:38), in his discussion on
traditional Yoruba architecture, highlights the
mythological interpretations of motifs used in the
palace decoration. Ojo states that murals (wall
paintings) feature prominently among the touches given
to the architecture of the palaces. He then adds that
animals and objects connected with the Oba are often
depicted. Such animals include elephants., Ostriches.
and lions, which signify majesty, while monkeys and

snakes symbolise wisdom.

Expressing a similar viewwith Trowell (1979:406),
Rohrmann (1974:38) stresses the decorative value, more
than any thing else, of wall decoration in South
Africa. He remarks, for instance. that most of the
designs on house walls in South Africa are done by
young unmarried women for the purpose of making their
homes more attractive and impressive to prospective
suitors. Denyer (1982:102) also agrees with the dual
functions of wall decoration. She notes that
decoration on the house wall is of considerable
psychological significance. and that it tends to occur
at points of potential! social stress. She gives the
examples of chiefs’ houses, temples, shrines and club
houses which are a power focus for the community. and
almost invariably highly decorated. Denver (op.cit)
further discusses how change in decorative pattern
could result. She opines that a change in decorative
pattern could be made more simply, and therefore
states that it is easier to postulate influences from

other cultures. She argues that such cross-cultural
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influences c¢ould have diffused fairly easily when

trading or travelling took place.

2.2.4 Cloth Decoration:

General review of works on Textiles for this
study is limited to cloth-weaving. The researcher is
aware of other aspects of textiles 1like printing,
embroidery, dyeing, and applique being practised in
Africa. However, the <clothweaving aspect is more
relevant to this study as found from the pilot study

of this work.

Cloth weaving is widely practised in Africa. The
art, has a long history of origin and it is practised
by both male and female on horizontal treadle Jlocoms
and simple vertical! looms respectively {(Trowell, 1970
and Lamb and Holmes, 1980). According to Jefferson
(1974:75), African cloth weavers have developed
various techniques for producing long strips of cloth
which are sewn together to form large pieces.
Jefferson also reports that the method of weaving
cloth must have grown out of the more elaborate

technique of plaiting mats.

Handwoven cloths in Africa have varied patterns
made on them. Patterns are the arrangement of ideas
based on abstract of organic forms to create
decorative designs in order to add beauty to a piece
of artistic creation such as a piece of fabric. These
include patterns which are produced by the arrangement
of different coloured threads in the warp or weft, or
both. In this case, the coloured threads in the warp
will result in longitudinal! siripes, while in the
weft, transverse stripes will be produced {(Trowell,
1970:58). Trowell further remarks that pattern of this

kind may be in the form of a check. More complicated



forms of pattern-weaving are achieved by allowing
certain threads to pass over one or more than one
thread in either warp or weft (Trowell, op.cit). In

this method, the pattern is practically invisible on

the opposite side.

Supporting this view on the methods of producing
patterns, Lamb and Holmes (1980:206) notice that some
ways of introducing designs in Nigerian hand woven
cloths are based on warp arrangement, while some
others are based on the weft, either by varving the
colour of weft threads or by the use of extra threads
which need to extend right across the web. Lamb and
Holmes further remark that patterns made by use of
weft can become extremely complex in practice. but in
principle they are all variations of the basic weaving

process.

LLamb and Holmes (op.cit.) further comment that
the basic ground pattern in Yoruba weaving., which is
achieved by warp colour alignments, is very similar to
that used, for example, by the Nupe, the Fon in the
Republic of Benin, the Ewe and Asante in Ghana and the
Mossi in Burkina Faso. Lamb and Holmes. however,
conclude that the Yoruba use three main methods of
patterning which serve to distinguish their weaving
enough from that of other peoples mentioned. These
are: The use of holes:; the use of inlay floats which
appear on one side only of the fabric: and the

distinctive use of ikat.

Generally, Lamb and Holmes (op.cit.) are of the
view that hand woven cloths in Africa were initially
meant for the needs of family members, vet the weavers
felt that the surface of the woven cloths should be

decorated with patterns. Hence, since cloth weaving
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started in Africa, different forms of decoration have
been featuring on the hand woven cloths., These result
fromeither the arrangement of coloured threads during
the process of weaving or from carefully picked
patterns with the use of additional threads of the
same or different texture from those of main cloth.

These patterns are not written by the weavers before
the actual weaving process. The patterns are kept in
the memory and executed when the need arises (Trowell,

1970:60).

Discussing the Igbe looms and their mechanism,
Okeke (1985:33) remarks that patterning is generally
absent except for some cloths with white and blue
stripes which are in accordance with the warping
order. The only popular patterns found in the
Abakaliki weaving zone, Okeke adds, take the form of
stripes which are achieved mainly in the order of

colouring arrangement of the warp threads.

In traditional c¢loth weaving in Africa various
types of motifs are used to produce patterns on the
¢loth. These motifs are most often geometrical -~
ranging from broad stripes to delicate diagonal and
zig-zag lines. Other forms include solid triangles and
lazenge shapes, while in some cloths more or less
stylised human or anima! forms can be found (Trowell,
op.cit). Lamb and Holmes (op.cit) add to these motifs,
by stating that the Yoruba weavers use other motifs
which are named after proverbs and sayings. Yet other
motifs have names which are chosen by the weavers,
They give examples of such motifs as *sugar’', ’green’,
'keep right’, and 'cold money’. Words and even whole
sentences are also other forms of motifs found on the

hand woven cloths of the Yoruba (lamb and Holmes,

op.cit.).
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Agreeing with Trowell (op.cit), Lamb and Holmes
(op.cit) note that it is a common sight to find the
Nigerian hand woven cloths containing representa-
tional pictures, animais, fish, birds as interesting
and fascinating motifs. Lamb and Holmes remark that
the literary and pictorial elements in Yoruba weaving
are of great interest in that they are hy no means
characteristic of the West African narrow strip
weaving complex as & whole where, possibly because of
the influence of Islam, design tends toc be abstract.
The authors further remark that pictures of animals
used to bhe common in the designs of the Djerma of
Niger, but are no longer so. They are, however, very
common in the weaving of the Manjaca and Papel motifs
in Guinea-Bissau and Senegal. Lamb and Holmes {op.
cit.) gquickly add that a strong European influence,
leading to pictures of steam ships and even portraits

of Heads of State as motifs, is noticed.

#A2.2.5 Motifs and Their Meanipng In Cloth Decoration

Aremu (1982:7-8) highlights that symbols and
motifs commonly asscciated with kijipa c¢loths are
governed by the old traditional beliefs. Aremu further
explains that the interpretations of these symbols and
motifs are supposed to please the weavers' deity.
The deity is never represented physically on Xkijipa
cloth, instead, carved motifs like wall-gecko and

cricket, are used as symbols.

Aremu [(op. cit) also adds that the patterns used
by the Yoruba craftsmen and women in general are no
natural patterns or objects, they are representational
interpretations of the motifs in abstract form. To
understand the exact meanings of these motifs and what
they actually stand for, the origin of the symbols
must be seen interms of their traditional usefulness.
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As for colour symbolism in Yoruba traditional
cloth weaving, Aremu {(op. cit.:19) identifies two main
types of kijipa, the creamy white and the blue-black
types. He further explains that whenever a combination
of blue and white yarns are used to form a symmetrical
pattern, the weft across it is mainly dark blue., which
is meant to c¢ool down the warp face, thus making the
whole woven patterned c¢loths attractive. In addition,
Aremu explains that the white kijipa signifies purity,
and the symbol of all that is clean and holy. The
blue-black colour on the other hand signifies ’peace’.
Because of this some interpreters call the blue-black
kijipa cloth ‘peace’ or ‘comfort'. Such interpretation
must have originated from the cool and sweet colour of
the cloth which traditionally surrounded every user

with comfort and happiness (Aremu op. cit.:9),

Okeke (1985:33), writing on the weaving tradition
in Igholand, states that among cloth weavers and cloth
users in Nsukka zone, the primary objective of
patterning is to enhance the aesthetic appearance of
the cloth. He also informs that the mofits are
generally inspired from utilitarian objects and forms
based on human, animal, reptile and plant life from
ordinary life. Okeke observes that the Nsukka weavers
name patterns on their ¢loths after the actual objects
on which the mofits are based. Some of the patterns,
according to Okeke, are symbolic but generally they
are based on familiar house-hold objects, reptiles,

and things within the locality.

Okeke (op. c¢it.:37-39) finally discusses some of
the popular patterns found on Nsukka cloths. These are
ogwu azu (fish skeleton) which according to Okeke,

depicts prestige; ije agwo (snake movement) which

signifies arrogance, grace and movement. Okeke



24

explains that the general idea of snake is symbolised
by the zig-zag pattern on the ¢ji cleth. Other popular
pattern motifs found on Nsukka cloths include odude
(stool), the pattern of which symbolises royalty;

ckpukpe (shaving stick}, symbeolising skill and

crafltsmanship; ngwere (lizard) which Okeke explains as

symbolising innocence; and ute (mat) motif which
symbolises solidarity Dbetween couples or among

families.

Hand woven cloths in Africa are ~wvariously

utilised, ranging from social, religious to political
purposes. The uses of the cloths are in most cases
determined by type, according to patterns/mofits and
colour symbolism. Among the Yoruba, Lamb and Holmes
(1980:213) report that the c¢loths are divided into
three major categories. These are cloths of prestige
value; cloths used for rites and ceremonies: and
cloths worn for daily use. Lamb and Holmes further

explain that cloths of prestige value are of three

major groups -~ sanvan, which is associated with
special robes for many traditional ceremonies and
functions, and their weaving definitely implies

status; and alaari, a material for garments for chiefs

which are worn when being visited in their homes.

The ritual and ceremonious usage of hand woven
cloths among the Yoruba is further noted by Lamb and
Holmes (op. c¢it.:220) when they state that cloths used
for rites and ceremonies are the aso alargo group. One
use of alaro cloth is in the marriage arrangement
ritual, where the prospective groom or his family is
required to give the bride-to-be at least three
cloths, which are made up from a selection of aso
alaro patterns. When strips of these patterns are sewn

together they make up a marriage cloth. For about a
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month after the wedding the bride will be seen out and
about wearing this most attractive cloth. In addition,
a bridegroom will also wear an aso alaro at the
wedding ceremony (lLamb and Holmes, ap. cit.). They
also inform that age-set ceremonies and funerals
provide another occasions for the wearing of aso alaro

¢loths,

Finally, Lamb and Holmes {(op. cit.) observe that
the third major category of hand woven cloth usage
ameng the Yoruba concerns daily use or for social
gather-ings. An example of such cloth type is the

aso-ebi stvle.

Sharing the same view with Lamb and Holmes (op.
¢it) on the spiritual functions of hand-woven cloths
among the Yoruba, Aremu (1982: 5-6) discusses the
multipurpose spiritual usage of kijipa cloth. Aremu
notes that kijipa is extensively used particularly in
domestic, religious as well as funerary contexts, The
¢loth, according to Aremu, is often prescribed by
balalawo and cult priests of childless women who often
have miscarriages and those who give birth te abikuomo
{the wandering spirits of children given
to the prank of entering into pregnant women and being
born only to die for the sheer relish of mischief}.
The kijipa cloth, therefore, is believed to prevent
the abiku-omo from being taken away by the other evil

spirits.

Other traditional uses of kijipa cloth among Lhe
Yoruba., according to Aremu (op. <cit:6), include
egungun costumes which are worn during their annual
festivals to appease the deities, to bring children to
the barren, happiness and loving kindness to people in

general. In addition kijipa is also used for rituals
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including protection from sickness and death,
prosperity and victory over enemies. Maidens about to
marry also make us¢ of kijipa on the prescription of
an oracle 50 as to have a happy married life. Aremu
(ap. cit.:9) observes that it is also gencrally
believed among the Yoruba that whoever covers his or
herself with kijipa cloth is indirectly proteciing

himself or herself from the power of evil, illness,

disease, misfortunes or accidents, and other

calamities and catastrophies.

Besides the socio-religious usage of handwoven
cloths in Africa, there are other purposes for which
the cloths are utilised. Discussing the type and
functions of handwoven <c¢loths in Ghana, Jefferson

(1974:75) remarks that although kente was originally

produced for clothing, today it is common to find the
¢loth being used for wall hangs, palace mats, bell

pulls, and for other decorative purposes.

The traditional handwoven cloth in Africa. and
Nigeria 1in particular has experienced one form of
influence or the other, The influence is mostly
noticed in the materials (threads) used and pattern
motifs rather than the technique of weaving. lLamb and
Holmes (1930: 218} and Okeke (1985: 40-45) observe
some of these influences. In their study of Nigerian
weaving, Lamb and Holmes (op. <cit) observe that
fashion in Nigeria is constantly calling into
existence new patterns; and both old and new patterns
are covered by an elaborate system of names. They also
remark that some of the patterns are names after
leading personalities of the political world. They
cite an example of their experience in Ilorin by
stating that in 1979 they f{ound both ’'a Murtala



Maohammed and Obasanjo’ patterns. Lamb and Holmes
further add that the use of English letters would be
seen to be a fairly recent innovation 1in the

decoration tradition of handwoven Nigerian cloths,

This use of letter motif is linked to influence of_

modern Western education.

In his contribution to influences on handwoven
¢loths in Nigeria, OKeke (1985: 40-45) notes, that
unlike the Nsukka patterns, the present Aniocha
patterns are derived not only from local motifs but
also from external influences. He suppeorts this
submission by slating that among the Aniocha is glili
Gowon (Gowon’s stripe). This pattern, according to

Okeke, refers generally to stripes on the emblems of
soldiers rank. OQkeke explains further that the elili
Gowon pattern was influenced by the 1966/67 Nigerian
civil war when soldiers and their families became the

greatest patronisers of the traditional cloth weavers,

2.2.6 Pottery Decoralion:

Pottery in Africa 1is an ancient art which is
widely practised in different parts of the continent.
The origins of the art are obscure, and differences in
ethnic techniques are probably due as much to the
different kinds of c¢lay as to the variations in
cultural patterns (Jefferson, 1974: 170). There are
several basic techniques of making pots in Africa as

there are various types of pottery.

In a collection of pottery in Ethiopia, Hecht
(1970: 48) notes that there are many pots of different
sizes and shapes which are produced by the Wollega of
Ethiopia. Some of these pots, according to Hecht, are
gani which 1is wused only fer preparing alcoholic
beverages; okote - used for carrying water, which is

usually of medium size; docho, for carrying water;
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incense; jabana, used for making coffee; and tawa, a
vessel which varies in size and is usually employed
for supplying water when c¢ooking, washing hands or

doing hand work such as pottery.

Newman (1974: 124), in his study of pottery in
Weija (Ghana), acknowledges the multipurpose functions
of pottery wares. He states that the pottery wares in
Weija are for cooking, bathing, burial, as oil lamps,
food storage, for dyeing fabric and burning sweet-
smelling herbs. Jefferson (1974: 170) and Newman {(op.
cit.}) agree with Fagg and Picton (1970: 79) that
African pottery wares have a lot of socio-religious
functions. They however lay emphasis on the religious
function of pottery wares in Ghana. For instance, Fagg
and Picton observe that the sacred pols in Ghana are
all elaborated by sculptured ornament to a greater or
lesser degree. Tn this category of pottery wares of
the people, Fagg and Picton (op. cit.: 81) remark that

the abusua kuruwa and mogyve-mogve pots are the most

important in Ashanti. They further explain that the

abusua kuruwa, which is a family drinking pot, is made

for ceremonies which follow the burial of a deceased
Ashanti. All the blood relatives of the deceased shave
off their hair and put it inside the pot which is then
deposited together with cooking pots and utensils, and
sacrifictal food at the burial ground (Fagg and

Picton, op. cit). The mogye-Mogve pots, on the other

hand, are used to vontain the wine which is poured out
as libation over the golden stool of Ashanti. They
finally note thaet the decorative patterns on the pots

resemble Ashanti gold-work designs.
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The ceremonial pottery wares of various shapes.
colours, textures and styles among the Igbo are also
observed by Fagg and Picton. They state, for cxample,
that ceremonial double vessel of Awka or Aguleri of
Igbo territory contain food in one while wine is kept
in the other. The ornamentation of the pot 18
remarkable in that, it forms a bearded, though highly
stylised, human face under each bowl. Fagg and Picton
{op, cit.) further report that the decorated pots with
a series of figures from Western tbo were made far the
cult of ifijioku, the yam spirit, at Osisa. The pots
are placed as ornaments in out-door shrines dedicated
to the yam spirit. Fagg and Pic¢ton note that the
figures on the pots represent flamily heads and
attendants. Thevy finally observe that the Igbo
perforated pots at the base are used for straining or
filtering; sometimes they are used as friction drums
which when held taut and rubbed, produce terrifying
noises. In addition, the domestic usage of pottery
wares among the Ekoi is as well noted by TFagg and
Picton. They state, for instance, that the tlarge
perforated pots among the Ekoi are produced either for
drying meat or f{or washing farm produce such as

cassava or locust beans,

Traditional African pottery wares are decorated
with various patterns which are skiifully executed
through various techniques. Trowell {1970: 65) for
instance, notes that on African pots are pattern forms
which are scratched or impressed with rtoulettes of
wood or of plaited reed. She also states that other
forms of decorative patterns are made on pots with
stamps which are made of natural objects such as corn

cobs, shells and seeds.
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Connah (1981: 100-156) gives a more detailed view
of decorated pots in the Lake Chad region of Nigeria,
In his excavation report on Daima sites of the region.
Connah discusses the various types of decoration on
the excavated pottery wares. He observes for instance,
that amongst the more common decorations of Daima 1
pottery were those achieved through comb-stamping,
corn-drawing, grooving and ridging, wiping and
smoothing, plaited cord roulettes, and mat
impressions. Connah adds that in some cases, the
pottery in Daima 1 were decorated by comb-stamping,
grooving, applied bosses and pellets; yet some others
were decorated by twisted cord roulette, cordon, and

punctate impressions.

The evolution of pottery tradition of Daima
people, as it relates to the technique and type of
decoration on the pots is also noticed in Connah's
report. He observes, for example that:

...the burial traditions of Daima Il appear not to

have changed from those of Daima I but in the case of

the pottery there are signs of both continuity and

change. .. The real difference between the two

consisted of a number of new attributes that appeared

in Daima II. ... The most significant of these was a

range of twisted cord roulettes which become common

.. Decoration with punctate impressions and with
cordons alsc became important (p.154).

For the excavation of Daima III, Connah noticed =a
further evolution in pottery decoration. He remarks
that in addition to the existing decorative pattern
already mentioned, was the carved roulette type
(chevrons).

Gardi (1969: 38) and Hecht (1970: 40), in their
studies of pottery in Africa, notice the simple yet
very fascinating patterns made on pots. Gardi (op.
cit.), states that African women potters have a sure
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sense of form, and thus feel the need to decorate
their pots and jars. He explains that the potters
execute this by scratching in simple linear
ornamentation or by pressing in patterns with dices.
Gardi also adds that the women potters roll string-
like braids of chip-carved wood over the still-soft
surface of the vessel to achieve nice looking
decoration. Hecht (op. cit.) in her own observation
states that all the decorations on pottery wares are
made with the fingers and with straws. The decoration,
consist of parallel lines, either perpendicular or
horizontal. In addition to this type of pottery
decoration, Hecht notices another kind of decoration
in the Wllega (Ethiopia pots which is a ring of
bulging spots made all round a pot.

Igwilo (1983: 35-38), in his study of
traditional pottery among the Igbo of Nigeria, briefly
comments on the type of designs and motifs found on
decorated pots. Igwilo remarks that designs and motifs
used in most decorations of Igbo pottery are often
based on the traditional 'Uli' design. He adds that
the designs and motifs are incorporated with geometric
patterns and some animals and plants, typical of such
animals being lizards, snakes, birds and fish.

2.2.7 Body Decoration
Body decoration, as discussed by many scholars,

comprises body painting, tattooing, scarification,
hair decoration and body adornment. These forms of
body decoration are made on the body in various ways.
Studies on the subject took into consideration among
others, the origin, types, aesthetics and functions of
body decoration,



In his study of Ethnic Art of the Forest and
Savanna Regions of Africa, Barnert (1980: 162) makes
some remarks on body decoration of the people. Barnert
states that scarification, a form of body decoration
in Africa, is produced by deep cuts in the skin to
which the ashes of certain plants are applied to
prevent the wounds from healing over without leaving
a scar. According to Barnert, this process is for the
purpose of achieving striking and prominent scars
which will remain visible for the rest of the wearer’s
life. In effecting scarification, Barnert notices
variations ranging from simple straight 1ines to often
highly imaginative patterns.

Aboderin (1984: 8) highlights the types of body
markings. He states that the decorative body markings
are either in the forms of tattoo, body painting or
ear perforation. Aboderin explains further that the
tattoo decoration are permanent forms of decorative
body markings, while body paintings are temporary.
For any of these forms of body decoration among the
Ogbomoso, abstract, representational graphic and
interlacing patterns are used (Aboderin, op.cit.: 15).

The motifs of designs which are used in body
decoration among the Ibibio are derived from objects
which surround the people (Umoetuk, 1985: 36). Some of
the motifs are inspired by plants, wutilitarian
objects, animal and human activities, while scme
others are inspired by the action of nature. In
addition to body painting and body marking, that is
tattoo and scarification, hair dressing 1s a cherished
art in Ibibio culture (Umoetuk, op. cit.).



33

Wilson (1977; 101) remarks that scarification,
body paintings, and tattoos have been used, and in
many cases are still being used as a means of personal
expression - to express group identity or for self
adornment with popular decorative motifs. Wilson alsc
notes that the use of tattoos as body decoration is
widespread and can be found 1in many different
countries. Wilson adds that, along with other
traditional expressions of culture, tattoos relate
specific design concepts and an aesthetic appreciation
unique to each group that uses them.

Wilson (op. cit.: 110) further remarks that
tattooing is most common in the North West, North
Central and the North East of Nigeria. He further
explains that among the Fulbe, the facial designs vary
from clan to clan, but that there is a great amount of
overlapping and sharing of these designs. The use of
any of these designs is more a matter of mode than
strict adherence to inherited custom (Wilson, op.
cit.). Discussing the motifs used in body decorations
among the Fulbe in Zaria, Wilson (op. cit.: 116)
states that many times scorpions and 1lizards are
incorporated 1into geometrical designs. He also
specifically mentions lizards as a popular motif to
decorate the sides of the neck on both men and women.
Wilson, however, does not explain the symbolic
importance or the role of the so cherished lizard and
scorpion motifs in the people’s culture. Similarly,
Akiga (1973: 140) states that the Fulani people tattoo
their body with various kinds of motifs, ranging from
valuable objects to letters (alphabets). Akiga adds
that sometimes the Fulani decorates his/her body with
the names of the loved one or his/her personal name.
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Jefferson (1974:120), contributing to possitle
motivation for body decoration, remarks that painting
and staining the body may have resulted from the
simple impulse to beautify the body. He further adds
that among the Tiv, the geometric or animal
patterns/designs are made on various parts of the
body, solely for decorative purposes. The men have
designs on their chests and occasionally on their
arms, while the women decorate their backs and legs.
Trowell (1970: 45), in her own contribution, notes
that the human race generally, and especially women,
tend to enhance natural beauty by cocne form of
decoration or the other. This urge to beautify a
surface, according to Trowell, is confined to costume
or hairstyle, or to painting prominent parts like the
face or finger nails, but that the Africans carry the
art considerably further. Trowell explains this by
stating that in Africa many ethnic groups ornament
their faces and bodies with delicate and, at times,
intricate patterns which are painted with vegetable
juice. Trowell finally remarks that the most wusua)
form of decoration among the Africans is
cicatrization.

Bohannan (1962: 150), in his study of Tiv body
decoration, classifies the types of decoration
according to their usage by the people. Cicatrization,
for instance, is associated with age, ethnic identity
and personal attractiveness. This is because the three
variables have their specific type of cicatrization.
Bohannan further explains that the association of
cicatrization with age 1is clearly seen by the
correlation of different styles of scarification with
generations. The older generation (people of 45 years
and above) are marked about the eyes with round poke
dot scars known as abaji. The nail scars (akusa),
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which are single marks cut in by a nail, used to be
associated with youth, while the latest fashion is a
sort of razor tattooing of complicated animal or
geometrical patterns.

Bohannan (op. cit.) further states the parts of
the body on which the Tiv put marks. These parts are
the forehead, checks, temples, neck, shoulders, back
and arms. The women, 1in addition, have their calves
and the stomach scarified. Bohannan adds that fat
calves are greatly admired among the Tiv, for fine
geometric scarification is put on them to enhance the
beauty of the woman. Finally Bohannan (op. cit.)
remarks that body painting is especially popular in
the southern part of Tiv community, which is mostly
confined to the faces or arms. The patterns used 1in
the body painting, are those found in scarification
generally, but that very lovely curvilinear designs
are added. The latter are worn for ornamentation,
celebrations like marriage, or for ritual purposes.
de Negri (1960: 191) and Jefferson (1974: 106) write
on the types and design arrangement of hair decoration
in Africa, Jefferson, for instance, states that
African hair style includes pleating, plaiting, top-
knotting, and intricate decoration with clay, grass,
string, and cloth. He further adds that many cof the
hair arrangements in West and Central Africa are of
the same design, but that the Yoruba women of Nigeria
use the greatest variety of styles. This view is also
held by de Negri (op. cit.) when she remarks that
among the Yoruba, hair styles have their identifica-
tion names. Such names are koroba, in which the hair
is divided down the centre of the head. deNegri
further notes that married Yoruba women usually choose
a style in which the hair is divided into squares all
over the head, and from each the hair is gathered into
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tight braids. She concludes that with the spread of
modern thoughts and ideas, and changes in professional
roles, the African women may not have the time for
elaborate traditional hair dressing, and that this may
lead to a total loss of the art.

2.2.8 Motifs And Their Meanings In Body Decoration:
Wilson (1977), Barnert (1980), Umoetuk (1985),

Aboderin (1884), Uzochukwu (1987) and some other
writers, highlight the meanings of motifs used in body

decoration among Africans. They also give the various
general and specific significance or purposes of body
decoration 1in Africa. Amon; these purposes are
identification, protection, decoration or aesthetics,
and communicative symbolism.

In her discussion of the purpose of body
decoration in Africa, Trowell (op. cit.) remarks that
the most highly developed schemes of body decoration
are made for aesthetic purposes, which are to give
visual and tactical pleasure to young
people in their more intimate personal relationship.
Akiga (op. cit.) supports this aesthetic purpose of
body decoration when she notes that the Fulani woman
decorates her body with the sole aim of making herself
look more beautiful and attractive. Akiga further adds
that some Fulani women decorate themselves heavily
with ornaments for an additional purpose of portraying
their wealth or that of their various families.

The multipurpose significance of body decoration
among Africans is noted by Wilson (op. cit.) in her
study of tattoos among the pastoral Fulbe in Zaria.
Wilson states that the body decoration 1is always
utilitarian either in a purely decorative sense, a



magical sense or for identification purposes. Wilson
further adds that very often the decorations may well
serve all or at least, a combination of some of these
functions. Wilson cites an example of facial tattoos
among the pastoral Fulbe, the popularity of which is
an indication that many pastoral Fulbe still feel the
need and pride of indicating their origins and
participating in customs that are peculiar to them.
Wilson further explains that tattooing among pastcral
Fulbe young men and women is an indication to one's
peers of the fortitude and self control that are very
rudimentary to the ideal of their traditional
initiation rites and ceremonies. Wilson further adds
that the occasion of tattocing itself affords a time
when most of the subject’'s friends are present to see
a demonstration of bravery, courage, and patience.

Agreeing with Trowell (1970) and Akiga (1973),
Keil (1979) remarks that the ultimate purpose of all
scarification among the Tiv is to make themselves more
attractive. Keil explains further than the two
authors, saying that the after-effect of scarification
can present clues to a history of personal action,
more specifically, of male - female interaction. keli
also notes that the mudfish design motifs scarified on
the belly of a woman promote fertility. That the scars
which are tender for some years after they are
effected, are erotogenic, and a woman who has them
will demand more sexual attention that one without
them, hence she is more likely to have children.

In the study of body decoration among people of
different cultural backgrounds, Ebin (1979: 13) sees
body decoration generally 1in terms of how man
demonstrates his identity as a member of society by
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permanent forms of decoration; adornment as a means to
mark social status and to denote various forms of
achievement; as a means to display wealth and to
convey power. All these are variously done in
accordance with cultural requirements or directives of
the different cultural groups. An example of status
symbolism of body decoration is found among the Bopoto
women of Central Africa, who wear raised scars made at
different times to signify the stages of their
development. Similarly, to conform with the practices
of their age group, Ebin further notes that young Nuba
men have their hair shaved carefully and whitened one

side of their faces.

Further, amcng the Nuba of Sudan, a girl is given
some marks on the face and abdomen at the on set of
puberty. A further set will be added on the back right
down to the waist region after the weaning of her
first child. This later marking, is to signify the
woman's return from the seclusion of childbirth,
while the protruding scars so achieved are considered
to enhance the woman's sexual appeal (Ebin, op. cit.).

Ebin (o. cit: 24), in addition, discusses the
ceremonial content of body decoration. She remarks
that in the same way by which the appearance of the
individual participant is intrinsic to the rite or its
performance, so the adornments worn are vital to the
ritual theme. Among the Mount Hageners in New Guinea,
Ebin remarks that body decoration makes statements
about the nature of a particular occasion. In time of
war for example, their body painting, facial designs
and the accessories which they display, all transmit
the same distinct message of fierceness and aggressive

power .
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Ebin (op. cit.: 38) further discusses the social
implication of body decoration. She remarks for
instance, that the Ekoi of Nigeria believe that the
scarified designs on their bodies will serve them as
money on their journey to the place of the dead. Such
associations, according to Ebin, are by nc means
universal. The flamboyant body painting practised by
the Nuba of the Sudan, continues Ebin, aims only to
enhance the body, not to obscure it or to distract
attention, from its form by any symbolic content. She
explains that when a Nuba man paints a giraffe on his
back he is not expressing a desire to take on the
gqualities of that animal; he wants only to complement
his own form with the creature’s (giraffe) elegant
shapes. Ebin concludes by stating that the deccrated
body is valued as an aesthetic object, and the designs
which he applies are only a means to that end.

Barnert (op. cit) equally agrees that scarified
patterns among some ethnic groups are identification
marks, but adds that the markings on some women which
are often concentrated around the genital areas, have
a considerable value. Barnert further notes that it
is not inconceivable that the medicine - man might put
some medicinal substances into the scarified areas to
provide long-term protection against certain diseases
or poisons. Barnert summaries that they can also in
part be a substitute for clothing.

Aboderin (op. cit: 8) notes that the body
markings can be <classified as identificatory,
decorative, religious, medicinal, circumcisional, and
exisional. Aboderin further explains that while the
identificatory marks are for the purpose of various
lineage group’s identification in Ogbomoso town, and
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the decorative ones are made for the general purpose
to adding more beauty to the bearer, the religious
body marking are put on the body for the purpose of
worshipping the Yoruba deities. Aboderin (op. cit.)
for example, explains that the medicinal body markings
among the Ogbomoso are used purely for treating people
and for prevention of sickness and attacks by evil
forces.

On the social aspect of body marking amcong the
Yoruba, Aboderin (op. cit.) remarks that the women of
Ogbomoso use the body marking to attract men and vice
versa due to their (markings) aesthetic visua)
effects. Aboderin states that decorative body markings
are used to express affection or deep love. Some have
been employed to show sympathy in certain cases.
Aboderin concludes by remarking that the decorative
body markings employed in Ogbomosoc are purely secular
arts, thus they do not have any religious function. He
adds also that body marking in Ogbomoso does not
differentiate between the rich and the poor, but
between the literates and illiterates in the society.
This means it 1is the 1illiterate in Ogbomosoc who
patronises the traditional decorative body markings.
Aboderin however, does not advance reasons for this

type of situation.

Umoetuk (1985) agrees with Trowell (1370), Akiga
(1973) and Aboderin (1984) that motifs applied to the
body are to emphasise and enhance rather than hide the
wearer’s face. trunk, arms and legs or the whole body
as the case may be. Umoetuk then remarks that a small
round dot at a spot on the face or body among the
Ibibio is regarded as a mark and summary of beauty. A
dot is regarded as the only perfect mark to indicate
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and summarise beauty in the art of body decoration in
Ibibio culture.

Beside the social significance of body markings
among the 1Ibibio, Umoetuk notes that there are
ceremonial and ritual marks such as 'X' which are
applied on the forehead, wrists and ankles. According
to Umoetuk, such marks symbolise mediation. Umoetuk
gives an example of untended hair worn by a married
woman which may indicate death of the husband, child
or relation. The symbolic content of body marking
among the Ibibio is further highlighted when Umoetuk
states that decorative designs and motifs are the
alphabets of form, content, and style as dictated by
the 1Ibibio traditional society. Therefore, body
painting, like other aspects of body art in Ibibio
culture, is regarded as a form of dress, which is
emphasised to promote the wearer. The body painting
takes many forms. An odung painting, for instance, is
necessitated by either participation in cultura)
festivals such as ekong ceremonies or rituals with
marriage, child birth, coming-of-age at puberty, and
death. Sometimes it is used to symbolise trancient
status in a secret cult such as Ekpe.

The use of ndom during festivals may similarly
symbolise well-being and purity. In addition, the ndom
is a symbol of desire for good fortune and a sign of
innocence. It can also symbolise happiness and success
(Umoetuk, 1985: 38). In summary, Umoetuk remarks that
apart from the symbolic representations of colours,
the whole concept of body art in Ibibio culture which
involves painting and decoration in the tracditiona)
manner, defines the aesthetic sensibilities of the
people. He adds that though there are some body marks
made on the chest, neck, wrists and toes which are




symbolic and believed to have magical powers to ward
off evil spirits and possible dangers, these are
secondary to the principal reason of beauty in Ibibio
culture.

In his study of facial scarification among the
Igbo, Uzochukwu (1987: 43) highlights the socia'! and
ritual significance of the facial mark which he calls
ichi or nshi. According to Uzochukwu the ichi or nshi
face mark was meant for the Eze Nshi men, marked on
them after their coronation. Uzochukwu adds that
initially ichi had a sort of ritual significance such
as the conferment of the ozo title, one of the highest
titles aspired to by the Igbo. Uzochukwu further
to the ritual aspect of the 1Igboc life, but that any
one in the society who could afford and who met the
requirements could be marked with ichi. Such person,
for instance, should be free from any social stigma.
That is, the person should neither be an outcast nor
a slave, he should hail from a responsible family and
should not be morally depraved. Similarly, a young
man about to engage 1in marriage had to undergo the
test of having ichi marked on his face, for it pains
at the time of marking. Concluding, Uzochukwu remarks
that the practitioners of this form of body decoration
see it (ichi) as a sign of beauty comparable to other
bodily marks, which the Igbo have some yearning for,
but more highly cherished as a result of its permanent

nature and its ritual and social significance.

Faris®' study of Nuba personal Art (1972: 28)
examines the function of body decoration among the
Nubian which cuts across the marking of age group
status, patrician section membership, physiological
condition and state, and ritual status, Faris further

explains that females who do not have an elaborate age
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organisation like males, also begin a series of body
scarification at the age of nine or ten, which are
rather closely related to physiological changes. The
first of these is a series of scars which are out on
either side of the abdomen below the navel-joining
above the naval and continuing to a point between the
breasts. These scars are made at the first signs of
puberty as the breasts begin to fill out. The second
set takes place after the start of menses, while the
final scarring is made after the weaning of the first
child. Despite the age status and physiological state
significance of body marking among the Nubian, Faris
notes that the chief sactions upholding the

scarring tradition centre on beauty. He cites an
nstance that if a woman dies without having being
scarred, a spirit scarrer will do the job before she
could enter after-life. The demands for beauty,
therefore, appear to be more persuasive than

supernatural sanctions (Faris, op. cit.).

2.3 Specific Review:

A review of available literature on the subject
(the decorative arts of the Ebira) is done here for
the purpose of exposing to the researcher the extent
of research work already done on the subject. Such
documentary evidences will guide the researcher, at
Teast, on what to lcok for on the field. The specific
literary sources will also help to cross check the
relevance of the general revived sources to the study.

2.3.1 Pottery Decoratio

Literature on pottery of the Ebira available to
the researcher is scarce. One of such few literary
information is a catalogue on Nigerian pottery which
was compiled by Sylvia Leith-Ross (1970: 118). Her
work features mainly the techniques of pottery in
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Nigeria. In addition, the types and use of pots of
some ethnic groups in Nigeria are mentioned briefly
and shown in plates. It is along this line that Leith-
Ross mentions two types of pots found among the Ebira
Tao. These are water jar, which she refers to as
'Unoko' (Leith-Rass, op.sit: plate 256). Amcng the
Ebira Tao, 'Unoko' 1is the general name for pot
irrespective of the type and its function. Thus, the
correct name for pottery water jar is 'Uke’' (Aramotu,
1989)%

The second type of pot of the Ebira Tao mentioned
by Leith-Ross 1is c¢ooking pot, which she calls
"Unokepe’. Again, Leith-Ross does not specify the
type of cooking pot she is referring to. From plate
257, Page 118 of the said catalogue, the cooking pot
shown is for stew or soup. In the whole, Leith-Ross is
silent on the aesthetics of the pots menticned and
shown in plates. Inspite of its shortcomings Leith-
Ross’'s piece of information can not be discarded. The
work throws some light on typology of pottery art of
the Ebira.

Sule (1985:50)3, reports that the Ihima pottery is
rich artistica1]y.‘ He further remarks that without
the use of modern ceramic throwing wheel, the pot
makers have produced well shaped water jars,
delicately made with beautiful design. Sule then
mentions some of what he refers to as the “chief
products” which are bowls, beer mugs, jugs, and water
coolers.

Discussing the impact of Art and Craft of the
Ebira in Nigeria's economy, Saliu (1988:6) remarks
that pottery is predominantly practised by women from
Ihima district in Okehi Local Government Area cf Kogi
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State however, products from the art are widely used
in Ebira land (Ebira Tac). These include pots for
water storage, fetching water, cooking, frying gari
and beancakes, and for smoking fish and meat. Saliu
further says that despite the presence of aluminium
and other modern ceramic wares in the market, many
homes still go for the traditional pots to store their
drinking water in place of the costly refrigerator,
which only few people can afford.

Omenesa (1986: 5-6) supports the view of Sule
(op. cit.) that Ihima people are known for their
pottery in Ebiraland (Ebira Tao). Ihima women have
for many years kept alive the unbroken tradition of
hand-making pots. Omenesa further mentions the major
uses of the pots which are cooking, fetching and
storing of water and farm produce.

Like the first author mentioned above, the other
last three writers did not treat the artistic
qualities or characteristics of pottery in Ebiraland.
Their main focus seems to be on the functions of the
traditional pottery wares. However, the authors have
revealed the types and functions of pottery wares
among the Ebira.

2.3.2 Cloth Decoration:
Literature on cloth decoration among the Ebira

are fairy available, an attention which other forms of
decorative art of the people hardly enjoyed. Amount
these are three published works and some unpublished
post-graduate degree dissertations, which give some
amount of information on the subject. There are other
unpublished works which merely mention some aspects of
cloth weaving of the people, mainly to illustrate some

information.
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Lamb and Holmes (1980) focus on clothweaving
among some selected ethnic groups in Nigeria, and the
three groups of Ebira being studies are included. Lamb
and Holmes pay more attention to materials used and
techniques employed to produce cloth, types of cloths
produced, and functions of the cloths among the Ebira.
The authors remark that “... Among the Igbira (sic) 1n
Okene, the major change to factory made cotton seems
to have taken place cnly some twenty years ago ..."
They further note that by 1979, factory made cotton
could be used for both warp and weft, or as the warp
in conjunction with a hand spun weft. After about
thirteen (13) years that the remark was made, more
especially that the traditional cotton is no longer
produced by the people, and abundant availability of
factory spun threads in assorted qualities the
situation must have changed or improved.

On pattern creation, Lamb and Holmes note that a
variety of techniques can be used. Some of these,
involve the use of supplementary heddles. Particularly
interesting in this context are some Okene cloths’
usually white, which have very delicate raised warp
patterns. They go on to enumerate different textures
that could result from the variety of patterns. They
also note that “New designs or modifications of o©ld
ones, are constantly being evolved."” Lamb and Holmes
however do not give any fundamental reasons why the
types of patterns were created. In addition, they do
not mention what must have motivated the new designs
or the modification of the old ones. For instance, it
is interesting to know whether the social, cultural
and religious taste of the people are responsible for
the evolvement or modification. It Tooks as if the
technical skill of the weaver and the aesthetics of



the cloth, are the focal points of Lamb and Holmes in
their work.

The types of cloth produced by Ebira Tao and
Ebira Chao are observed by Lamb and Holmes (op. cit.)
when they state that:

while Okene and Igara are the home of Ebira speaking
people, as weaving centres they have developed along
rather different paths ... Okene is the centre for
the production of a wide range of bright new cloths
reflecting contemporary fashion ... the major claim
to fame of Igara, however, is in its production of
baby ties ... (p. 244).

It is normally expected that for a people with similar
culture, the mode of practising their art should be alimost
the same. Lamb and Holmes have not clarified why this assumed
phenomenon in cloth weaving of the Ebira Tac and Ebira Chao
does not exist. Such explanation or clarification should
have informed the readers the likely factors that must have
brought about the difference in weaving specia’ities,

Further, lamb and Holmes mention three categories cf
cloths which the Ebira Tao use specifically for the burial
of elderly dead people. These are 'Ita ogede’, used only in
the burial of men of rank or wealth; 'Ita Okueta', used in
the burial of elderly women, and 'Ala', also used for
burials, which they say, was particularly appreciated by the
Muslims of the area, because of the white appearance cf the
cloth. They further mention some other uses of handwoven
¢loth among the people, which they say include ceremonies and
rituals. An example of such ceremonies, according to the
authors, is marriage, for which specially designed cloths are
woven and presented to a bride by the groom on a wedding
dayﬁ Lamb and Holmes, however, do not give example of
ritual activities in which woven c¢loth was used by the
people.



Lamb and Holmes (op. cit.) further remark that
the traditional method of transmitting skills from
mother to daughter down the generations still
functioned among the Ebira. Before the 1980 date of
publication of Lamb and Holmes’ book, this situation
had started changing. While Lamb and Holmes are
correct that daughters learn how to weave cloth from
their mothers informally, it is on record that formal
method of transmitting skill of cloth weaving has been
in existence since the early 1970s in Primary Schools
in Ebira Tao .

Lamb and Holmes try to identify the parts of the
vertical loom used by the Ebira Tac, using the
language of the people (op. cit: 224-225),. This is
successfully done with an exception of 'tenter' which
the authors write as ‘'outa' instead of ’uwta', and
'shuttle, as 'upichi' instead of ’‘upechi’.

Among the Ebira Nya, who Lamb and Holmes prefer
to identify as the northern Igbira (sic), the use of
factory cotton is noted (op. cit.: 217). They also
remark that the people rank their cloths in
importance. For instance, the people’s ‘'iktapura' is
next to ’dunna’. the latter being a marriage cloth.
Unfortunately, Lamb and Holmes do not give any further
details on the motifs and meanings of ’iktapura’
cloth.

The second published literature related to Ebira
cloth is Sieber's 'African Textile and Decorative
Arts' (1972). Sieber discusses the type of loom used
by Ebira Tao women, which he says is the common type
used by women in West Africa. He further discusses the
warping, which he notes, determines the ocverall length
of a woven cloth. Sieber (op. cit.) however, has an
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oversight of colour arrangement of a sample woven
cloth from Ebira Tao discussed in the book. The
inclusion of this would have thrown some light on the
decorative qualities of the wecven cloth. Sieber (op.
cit.) does not leave out the fame of hand woven cloth
in Nigeria when he remarks that: "spectacular and at
t ime gaudy brocaded women’'s weaves have been developed
in two places: Okene and Akwete, both are quite famous
for high fashion c¢loth that have become popular,
expensive and prestige costume ..." (page 170). Sieber
further writes that among the Ebira Tao and Ebira
Chao, the women have produced a characteristic type of
cloth that has become a major prestige throughout much
of Nigeria. A photographed sample, collected by Kay L.
McGlanchlin of Los Angeles, with which Sieber
illustrates his pcecint, is unfortunately not discussed
aesthetically. A1l that he doces in this regard, is
the recognition of the use of supplementary wefts in
a contrasting thread. In Sieber’'s book a photographed
sample of a brocade of silk supplementary weft threads
over green, yellow, and blue stripes is presented as
illustration of his discussion. The sample which was
collected by Kate P, Kent, has geometric, linear and
abstract motifs wused for the decoration. Sieher,
however, 15 silent over these aesthetic
characteristics of

the cloth woven by an Ebira Tac woman. Unlike Lamb and
Holmes (1980), Seiber (1972) does not extend his
discussion to cloth weaving of the third group of the
Ebira, the Ebira Nya.

Plumer (1970) presents very brief outline of
cloth weaving among the Ebira Tao. Here the foreign
type of fibre (Silk), the type of loom used for the
weaving, the sex of the weavers, and cne of the
techniques of creating patterns on the cloth, which is
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techniques of creating patterns on the cloth, which is
the inlay techniques, are mentioned. Plumer dces not
give any detailed discussion of the features of cloth
weaving amcng the Ebira Tao.

Eicher (1976) makes a general survey of cloth
weaving in Nigeria in one chapter of her book. She
discusses the two types of looms used in Nigeria, and
these are the vertical and horizontal looms. In the
book, Eicher (op. cit.)

discusses the historical background of vertical loom
in Nigeria by trying to establish its possible origin.
Like Murnane (1976) and Chiare (1989), Eicher
recognises the Congo basin and North Africa
hypothesis. Eicher even adds other likely sources of
origin of Vertical Loom in Nigeria, which she traces
to Syria and the Palestine area. Further the
variation of the vertical loom, size wise, according
to geographical location is observed by Eicher, a
phenomenon she says does not affect the basic
apparatus of the loom. The variation in size of the
loom, however, affects the width and length of the
woven cloth. For instance, Eicher remarks that: 'In
the Igbira (sic) town of Okene and the Nupe town of
Bida, the width 1is often sixty-twc cm wide by
approximately 180cm 1long”. Eicher presents two
examples of narrow and wide vertical lcoms used by the
Ebira and Akwete weavers respectively (op. cit fig.
41a and b, page 50) to illustrate the variation
discussed above.

Eicher therefore discusses the processes of
warping the loom and the actual cloth weaving
including pattern creation. For pattern creation,



Ohiare (1989: 12) supports Eicher that the 1inlay
technique, 1s also produced in the northern part of
Nigeria in Bida, Yola, Lokoja and Okene."” Eicher
(1976: 52) discusses Akwete clothweaving in a more
detailed manner. In doing so, the motifs used on the
cloths are analysed. For instance, she writes that:

... The tortoise motif ... was formerly used only by
royalty; the ebe or cross, was formerly produced on
fabric specified for use on religious occasions,
times of stress, or on the battle field. Another
explanation for the use of the tortoise as a motif
?as that the tortoise is the herc of many Ibo fables
p. 53).

Eicher (op. cit.) gives examples of the functions
of woven cloths according to types among the Yorubaza.
She does not give the same treatment to Ebira Tao
handwoven cloths. Eicher ends this section of her book
by discussing how Nigerian weavers adapt their designs
and resources to changing situations and demands. She
notes that:

In Owo, for example, a woman's weave pattern was
designed and named 'Keep Right' at the time the
traffic pattern was changed from left hand to right
hand drive. In Akwete and Okene traditional cioths
were once made of cotton warp and weft with cotton
inlay yarns for the designs. Gradually lustrous rayon
yarns become widely used for the inlay to produce
rich contrast of colour and texture for dress
occasions (pp. 53 and 54).

The 1976 date when Eicher made the above remarks is
over a decade now, thus it is most probable that the
gradual changes in the use of yarns must have extended
to other aspects of the art.

Murnane (1976) makes a thorough investigaticn
into the cloth-weaving of the Ebira Tao, which she
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refers to as 'Okene Cloth’. Murnane first triec to
address her study to the impact of industrialisation
on the traditional art of cloth weaving amcng Ebira
Tao women. She is mainly concerned here with the
future of the cloth weavers as Nigeria goes
technologically oriented, since the weavers employ

manual means of production.

Murnane (op. <¢it.) discusses the technique
employed for the weaving and creation of patterns on
cloths. The source or socurces of the patterns, and the
inspiration for the creation of the patterns, are not
discussed by Murnane. The author casually mentions the
fashion function of the cloth when she
writes: "Throughout Nigeria, cloths fashioned from
Okene cloth are prestigious and in high demand.”
Further, the historical background of the vertical
loom in Nigeria is treated in the chapter two of
Murnane's study. She does this by presenting two
theories on how vertical loom must have travelled to
Nigeria. These theories are: The Egyptian loom 1is
considered as the prototype for the one used in

Nigeria by women today, while the second theory is
stated as claiming the Congo River Basic area as a
place of origin of the Nigerian vertical loom, These
two theories, according to Murnane, are not conclusive
evidence for the answer to the question of the origin

of weaving in Nigeria.

Murnane (op. cit.) discusses the weaving process
in the production of an Okene Cloth. The discussion
focuses on the essential tools for weaving, the
putting up of loom, the warping process, and the
actual weaving. The author illustrates her study with



seventeen (178) woven samples and three plates,
containing drafted patterns and colour arrangements.
Murnane does not give any highlight of the cultural
significance of the patterns and colour combinations

she discusses.

Murnane takes time to discuss the methods of
instruction among the Okene clioth weavers, While
reporting that: “There is no formal training for
young Okene (Eb{ra Tao) girls; they learn by
observation”, Murnane however, observes that the
learning of the contemporary cloth weaving among the
Ebira Tao is now formal. For instance, she writes
that: "Since Okene weaving has been recognised as &
special and profitable talent, it is now part of the
curriculum in Primary and Secondary Schools in the
area. There, the girls can perfect their weaving
abilities as well as sewing” (p. 98). On the whole,
the technique of weaving, more than any other aspect
of cloth weaving among the Ebira Tao, is the main

concern of Murnane in her study.

The second unpublished study which relates to the
decorative arts of the Ebira is Saliu's study of °'
‘Okene Cloth: Its position in the Contemporary Cloth
Weaving in Nigeria' (1984). Saliu gives a brief
historical background of the Ebira Taoc and their cloth
weaving. In the history of the c¢loth weaving, he
states the very earliest fibre used by the people in
weaving. He goes further to highlight the development
of other subsequent forms of fibre, which he treats
side by side with the development of weaving. He
reports for instance, that despite the existence of
traditional informal method of learning cloth weaving
among the Ebira Tao, the formal method, where Primary
School girls are taught the art, is also prominent.



Like Murnane (op. cit), Saliu {(op. cit) discusses
the weaving processes, starting from the ginning of
cotton (the removal of cotton-seeds from cotton) to
the final weaving process. Saliu (op. cit.) further
discusses different types of woven cloths by Ebira Tao
women, which he classifies according to pattern
designs. Here he takes care to make aesthetic analysis
of each type of the cloth. Saliu (op. c¢it.) further
discusses the social, and domestic functions of the
woven cloths. While both men and women dresses,
masquerade costumes, and upholstery are classified
under the social functions of the woven cloths, Saliu
ciassifies woven cloths being used to decorate living

rooms under domestic functions.

In an iilustrated study, Saliu (1984) never
attempts the philosophical analysis of the woven cloths 1n
terms of the motifs used. In addition, the study is narrowed to
only one aspect of the decorative arts of the people (cloth
weaving). Besides, the study focuses on one of the three major
settlements of the Ebira,

Abdulkadir (1987: 20) first presents the influence of Ebira
Tao’s cultural regalia and domestics of their cloth weaving
industry. For instance, she states that of all the norms of the
Ebira Tao, the one that has the greatest infiuence on the weaving
industry is the system of marriage. That there is an average of
three to four wives per an Ebira Tao man, the latter’s capability
or earning power not withstanding. Because of this situation,
every wohan with or without the western education has financial
responsibilities, and the major source of meeting up with the

expectation is cloth weaving.

Abdulkadir (op. c¢it.) further writes that the cultural

activities that influence the weaving industry of the people
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Ekuechi’. The object of the festivals, the masquerades, make use
of special types of cloth which are hand woven. Another aspect of
the people’s cultural life, is burial ceremonies which call for
the use of hand woven cloth (Okene cloth). Here Abdulkadir gives
an example of specially woven burial cloth called ltaokuta.

On the influence of religion on the weaving industry of the
Ebira Tao, Abdulkadir states that there are special cultural and
religious requirements, which could not be met with the machine
made cloths. Thus, particular outfits were used for different
offerings which demanded different colours. Abdulkadir in
addition, write that "... male children had to wear a combination
of black and white cloths for their first few weeks on earth"”.
All these and a host of others were
demands which the weaving industry had to meet (Abdulkadir, op.
¢it.). Further, Abdulkadir remarks that marriages, which are
causes for joy, patronise the Ebira Tao handwoven cloths when she
writes: “"Marriage contract requires specific number of handwoven
cloths as presents to the bride by the groom’s family".

Commenting on the economic significance cf the weaving
industry of the Ebira Tao, Abdulkadir remarks that though the
process of weaving is laborious and time consuming, the women are
still able to meet up their responsibilities, which may include
paying of children's School fees. It is because of this economic
value of the industry, that hardly does one get a house in Ebira
Tao without a loom. Abdulkadir further observes that it is
unheard of that an Ebira woman cannot weave cloth. Even though
the profits are not much, some households depend entirely on
weaving for survival. Abdulkadir, therefore, suggests that for
such pecple whose standards of living depend on rate of turn out,
it is necessary to introduce a technology which will be higher
than the traditional technology which is easy to operate and
cheap to afford. This will increase the speed and result in a
higher turn out (Abdulkadir, op. cit.).

(| Ty



Abdulkadir illustrates her study with various well designed
samples of the hand-woven cloth by Ebira Tao weavers. The
patterns of the designs, which Abdulkadir merely describes as
complex, comprise geometric, abstract and wording motifs which
are used decoratively with good colour combinations. As for the

"

evolution of the loom, Abdulkadir remarks that: there has
been very little improvement on the method of production. The
first deviation was introduced by Alhaji Yusuf Utchu, ® the owner
of Okene Weaving Centre" (page 23). She then highlights the
advantages and disadvantages of the introduced treadle loom by
Alhaji Yusuf Utohu. A1l in all, the advantages of the treadle
loom seem to outweigh the disadvantages, and Abdulkadir,
therefore, concludes that the treadle loom could be used in the
training unit for beginners who would operate her suggested

jackard and balanced looms.

Ada’s 'The Contemporary Non-Motorised Looms and thair
Weaving Design in the Nigerian Army’ (1985), is yet another
unpublished study that has relevance to this study. Ada writes
that Okene Weaving Centre was set up after the middle of the
19605 by Alhaji Yusuf Utohu. He further explains that the
workshop extended and offered training services to interested
groups and individuals in and around Okene. Ada goes to remark
that some of the products of the Centre included curtains (door
blinds), bed sheets, wrappers, pillowslips/cases, uniforms for
Schools, Colleges and Hospitals, floor cover and Army Corps
belts. The customers of the products included some units of the
Nigerian Army, United African Company Limited, Leventis Stores,
Kingsways, and Foreign Embassies like the Indian, American, and
British (Ada, op.cit.: 58).

Remarking on the wide patronage of Ebira Tao handwoven
cloths, Isa (1974: 45) remarks that: “... quite recently, Okene
cloth has become the latest in fashion design in Nigeria and in
other neighbouring African countries. Even during the Second

World war, thousands of Okene Calico (Uba) were bought for use as



wWorld War, thousands of Okene Calico (Uba) were bought for use as
blankets for the soldiers.” Discussing the architectural
exposition of Ebira Tao culture, Sule (1985: 35) similarly
remarks that this could be noticed in their renowned cloth
weaving with a lot of artistic styles, competing favourably in
international markets.

Ohiare (1989: 4) highlights the background history of cloth
production among the Ebira, which he states 1s not known. He
however writes that the art is antique for, early travellers like
Barth who was in Kano in 1950 observed the competitiveness of
'Igbira Cloth’ in relation to Kano cloth., Ohiare later discusses
the raw materials for cloth weaving among the Ebira Tao, which
he says include cotton, silk and bast fibres. He takes time to
discuss the processing of the traditional cotton into thread
which would be used in the weaving. He goes on to discuss how
imported cotton and wool came intc the weaving materials of the
people, first through the influence cof the Ohinoyi of Ebira in
the 1920s and the importation of real silk from England in 1931.

Ohiare (op. cit.: 8) discusses the warping and weaving
techniques, where he compares the use of certain components of
the loom between the Ebira and some other ethnic groups. For
instance, he notes that "The Ebira weaver uses two shed sticks as
against one being used by other groups like the Hausa and the
Yoruba”. Still discussing the technique of cloth weaving, Ohiare
enumerates the various patterns and designs executed by the Ebira
weavers. Of the six types of such patterns and designs, he
states that, the web texturing’ ‘Inlay and float', and 'Raised
surface texture’, are more recent introduction which, was made
possible through the use of supplementary heddles and cross-
pieces. Ohiare further remarks that the introduction of intricate
and fascinating designs was an innovation, which boosts the
competitive capacity of Ebira <cloth, thus 1its survival
capability. As result of the multiple heddles, the Ebira weavers
are now able to execute written sentences, and repeated motifs
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often representing birds, animals and objects of material culture
of the people on the cloth.

Chiare mentions the develcopment in the technology of the
loom used in cloth weaving industry of the Ebira, which, he
agrees with Ada (1985: 43) and Abdulkadir (1987: 232) was the
brain child of Alhaji Yusuf Utohu. The development was the
introduction of treadle loom, which he alse remarks has a greater
advantage over the traditional vertical locm. 8till commenting
on the technological development in the Ebira cloth weaving,
Chiare ;tates that the organisers of the existing weaving
centre - QOdodc Weaving Centre, introduced some form of
spacialisation where there are designers, who create patterns and
designs on graph papers, those who set up the warp, the heddle
specialists, and the weavers. These are in addition to the
vartical loom that was redesigned to have storage beam which

stores a warp of over ninr metres long (Ohiare, op. c¢it.}.

On the future prospects of cloth weaving industry in Ebira
Tao, Ohiare (op. ¢it.: 12) reports that there are fears about the
future of cloth production among the Ebira women. Among these
fears is the fact that the women who acquire western education
hardly find time to weave cloth. This expression of fear is

contrary to Abdulkadir (op. cit.:9) who writes that "...Hence
evary woman with or without western education has financial
responsibilities and the major source of meeting up the
expectation is cloth weaving ..."” Besides, the present high rate
of unemployment in the country, and the ever increasing demand
for hand woven ¢loths as an alternative to the exorbitant costly
machine produced cloths, have made many Ebira female aduits who
have completed their School Certificate course to take to cloth
weaving in order to sustain themselves. Chiare concludes his
paper by ‘remarking that the technology in the Ebira Tao
clothweaving, though backward and slow to mechanisation, it is
responsive to new challenges, a secret of its survival up till
today.




2.3.3

This paper and other related studies mentioned above do not
address themselves to philosophical implications of the features
of the handwoven cloths they discuss. Instead they focus on the
economic and social functions, and technological development of
the weaving industry. It could have been interesting, for
instance, to know the vrelaticonship, if any, between *he
philosophy of the Ebira and the motifs, patierns and designs
found on the wovencloths of the people, and introduced innovation
in the technology of the weaving, mainly the loom technology. The
information contained in these studies are however valuable to
the present study.

wood Decoration:
Very few literature on wood carving/decoration among the

Ebira are available to the researcher. The only twe published
and twe unpublished works available, make brief remarks on wood
carving/decoration among the Ebira Tao, and nothing among the
other two groups of the Ebira, the Ebira Nya and Ebira Chao.
Among the published works is Frank Willett’s African Art' (1971).
Willett discusses the trading pattern in carved masks among some
different ethnic groups in Nigeria. For instance, he reports John

Picton’s observation on this situation when he writes:

. On Igbira {sic) masquerades, I have seen the
following types of masks; native Igbira (sic)
carving, masks in the style of the Northern Edo
people, Yoruba gelede masks from Ikot Ekpene ... an
ebony face carved by Basa Nge. That is six different
art styles fulfilling for Igbira {sic) ritual
function ... (p.197}.

One expects to be informed if the presence of the
identified foreign masks in Ebira has influenced in
one way or the other the carving/decorating styles of
Ebira pecple. Witlett none-theless notes the ritual
fulfiiment which the masks were able to meet.Willett’s
information is however a pointer to the fact that
inter-ethnic influences can be studied through art

works.
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Supporting the possibility of inter-ethnic
influence 1in wood carving, Willett states that an
investigation by John Picton among the Ebira reveals
a close similarity between the Ebira masks and those
carved by the Basa Nge (op. cit: 206). Willett (op.
cit.: 207, fig 205) presents a mask that was collected
in the Eganyi district of Ebira Tao, which was carved
in the early years of the 20th century. This mask ras
interesting linear and abstract patterns covering
almost the whole surface. Willett, however, was
probably unaware of this decoration as he did not say
anything about the decorative aspect of the mask. A
discussion would have thrown more light on the source
or sources of the motifs used, whether they are indi-
genous to the people as a form of body or wall
decoration motif or they are borrowed from any of the
neighbouring ethnic groups.

Willett (op. cit: 207, fi19.208) further presents
another mask carved almost at the same period as the
one discussed above. The mask is said to have been
carved by one Ihiovi of Opopocho village in Ihima,
Okehi Local Government Area of Ebira Tao. Willett
does not give enough information about the mask,
particularly the artistic features of the mask. The
mask has angular eye brows, nose and mouth; robust
cheeks; pierced eyes like those of the Nok figurines;
and highly abstracted ears. The mask is further given
facial markings of twe vertical lines, which are
painted white, Willett ought to have, at least,
highlighted this last particular feature relating it
to the facial marks worn by Ebira Tao people. Lastly,
the mask has four fixed - projecting teeth on the
upper part of the mouth. The function of these false
teeth is not at all mentioned by Willett. He however
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discusses the medicinal objects attached onto the top
of the mask.

Leuzinger (1972: 206) discusses the relationships
of various carved masks among some ethnic groups 1in
Nigeria. For instance, she notes that “... The Idoma,
Igala, Igbira (sic) ... who live in the area between
the lower Benue and the Niger, have carvings which
must be seen in relation to their close links with

certain neighbouring people.’ Leuzinger further
remarks that the mentioned ethnic groups also have
white masks of the dead and fertility status, and they
too like tc decorate them with jequirity beans and
horns. Leuzinger’s information agrees with Willett
{op. cit.) on cross-cultural relatedness conspicuocusly

evidenced in the art products of a people.

Omensa (1986: 8) briefly mentions the wood
carving of the Ebira Tao. He remarks that Ebira Tao
people have utilized the art of carving to produce
some of their agricultural tools, such as wcoden
handles for hoes, cutlasses, and sickles. In the
homes, are carved mortars, pestles and stools. The
traditional chiefs and compound heads, according to
Omenasa, still possess and place high value on their
ancient carved Xylophone (Agidibo). Omenesa, 1ike
Willett (op. cit) and Leuziger (op. c¢it), dosse not
discuss the artistic characteristics of the carved

objects he mentions.

Lastly, Sule (1985:48) repeorts that architectural
exposition of the Ebira Tao culture would be noticed
in the people’s wood carving. According to him, the
people’s carved mask, important and decorated stool
and staff of office of Chief priests, are examples cf



architectural exposition of the people's culture.
Like other writers mentioned on the subject, Sule does
not highlight the types of decorations that feature on
the objects he mentions in his study.

2.3.4 Metal Decoration:

Among the decorative arts of the Ebira on which
studies have been done, metal work/decoration has
received the least attention. Only two unpublished
works are available on the subject.

Omenesa (op. cit.: 10) tries to trace the history
of metalwork (blacksmithing) in Ebira, which he says
is as old as the people themselves. He further
highlights the strong force of the art in the people’s
farming occupation, He states that the art has for
many years produced farming implements, such as hoe,
cutlass, knife, and sickle. Other valuable metal
objects produced by the people as weapons for hunting,
include arrow, spear, traps and knives of diffarent
shapes and sizes. Omenesa, in addition, writes that
the metal industry uses metal scraps and pieces of
iron as raw material; and concludes by saying that the
art has continued to sustain the entire Ebira Tao in
agriculture with a considerable measure of self
reliance. The changes in the art is also noted by
Omenesa. He writes that:

Today in Ebira, gunnery and metal welding are new
dimensions in smithing work. Alhaji Jimoh Inoziomi
is known for his gun manufacturing. Welding and
metal construction are also produced and largely
incorporated in our modern architectural work(P-1).

Another literature that relates to metal work of
the people is Sule (1985). In the study, Sule
casually mentions that the blacksmiths in Ebira Tao
who are 1in <charge of metal works produce such
implements as hoes, cutlasses, arrows and spears
(Sule, op. cit.: 50).
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Previous studies:

Studying the anthropomorphic cerami¢ wares among
two areas 1in the Gongeola valley, Berns (1989: 48-59)
employed different approaches among which ig
fieldwork. The author engaged in a fieldwork research
which enabled her to discover the richness of the
region’s terracotta arts whose scope and variety match
its ethnic and linguistic diversity. She employed the
method in order to get answers to how the forms,
functions and distribution of ceramic arts in the
Gongola valley could contribute to a reconstruction of
the region’s history, During the fieldwork
investigation the author 160k +into consideration
multipie categories of information in addition to art

and material culture, that 1s language, geocgraphy,

ethnography and oral history.

In the absence of archaeological and written
sources, Berns made wuse of the distribution of
languages in the region as the most reliable guideline
for reconstructing historical relationships. In doing
this, the authecr found that where a group was assumed
to have migrated in a particular direction, there were
peoples of another linguistic group scattered on the
periphery or ctherwise divided by them. In each case
these separated or peripheral groups had a much higher
degree of internal linguistic¢c differentiation than the
intervenors. Berns was also able to draw another
inference that the divided groups were prior
inhabitants of the general area. The 1linguistic
approach further implied that not only did groups with
previoys distinct ancestries and cultures share the
same territory, but that their arts might be expected
to reflect these distinctions as well as provide clues
about the nature of historical interaction among them.
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Daspite the guideline reliability of linguistic
evidence for investigating history, Berns still! cross-
checked such linguistic evidence against similar
patterns of relatedness in cral traditions, ethno-
graphy, archaeology and art production. This was to
distinguish relationships based cn common ancestry or
intergroup contact. The approach provided information
to the author about interactions between neighbouring
groups that might confirm or refute hypotheses based
on janguage alone. The author was also conscious of
the fact that, like language, purely formal
(stylistic) considerations do not explain how or why
such patterns of relatedness emerge, or what they
mean, for both are equally 1l1imited as exclusive
research methcdologies. Thus, Berns analysed the
concrete primary data, or artifacts in sity within and
not dissociated them from the complex social and
cultural framework in which they have functioned over
time. The author discovered that the use of fired
clay containers to objectify and thereby facilitate
contact with spirit forces was pervasive 1in horth
eastern Nigeria, whereas anthropomor-phization in such
terracotta vessels was most highly developed among
Lower Gongola peoples. The stylistic variety evident
in their distribution mirrored the ethnelinguistic
compliexity of the region {(op. cit).

Geographical mapping of the vessels also revealed
that linguistic relatedness is not always an index of
ethnic or cultural congruity. In the Lower Gongola
area, Berns discovered that vessels made by immediate
neighbours tended to reveal more stylistic and often
functional similarity than do those of their linguis-
tic relatives who may now he separated in space. The
author used this methodology to study the relaticonship
batween twoe groups living east of the Gongola river in
an area called the Ga'anda and the Bena. Here Berns
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extensively collected oral traditions among groups of
Ga'anda and Bena elders. The most intriguing feature
of all the Ga’anda oral accounts collected by the
author was the importance consistently placed on who
Ted the Ga'anda to their ancestral point of habitation
which subseqguently validated the dispersal of Ga’anda
families to other sites in the surrounding landscape.
The culture hero identified as a spirit - pot named

Ngum_ -~ Ngumi, moving on its own, led the Ga’anda in

their migration. Berns then mapped twenty-two such
pots within four centres of Ga’anda population. The
distribution of the spirit-pot (Ngum - Ngumi) provided
some clue to the pattern and direction of Ga'anda
population movement, as well as to the importance the
spirit and its ceramic representation play in tegi-

timizing and sustaining historical 1links between

communitiaes.

Berns {op. cit: 521 further comparatively
analysed the spirit ceramic vessels produced by the
Ga'anda and the Bena. The awthor states, that a
further relevance to interpreting the mythic vessel
(Ngum-Ngumi) made by men, was its close similarity in
profile to a basic Ga'anda water pot made by women,
which were both dinstruments of g¢ivilization and
survival. The author further makes a functional and
stylistic comparison of Ngum—-Ngumi pots and another
spirit pot (Mbirhlen’da}) consistentiy mentiocned in
Ga’anda oral accounts. She reports that Mbirhlen’da
Tike Ngum=Ngumi, had distinctive sculptural features
beycnd those that serve 1o anthropomorphize the
spirit. This second spirit-pot also protects Ga'anda
civilization and is identified by its meticulously
executed surface decoration which referred both to
male and female social realities. The Bena sacred

vessel (Wiisa) were further compared with the Ga’anda
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tutetary ceramic beings. As was the case with Ga’anda
Ngum-Ngumi, sacred Wiisa vessels, which were made hy
8ena men, could he compared to the domestic wares made
by women. Even more than their similarity of profile
was their common surface treatment of the all-over
impressions resulting from the finger markings left as
the potter continuously jcinad coils of clay.

The avidence from ceramic vessels and otherwise,
revealed that the Ga’anda and the 8ena each maintained
a distinct language and religicus ideology within a
geographically circumscribed area. This suggests that
despite the degree of interaction necessary 1o have
resulted in their striking cultural congruence, their
autonomy has been sufficient to sustain unigue ethnic
and linguistic identities. Their ceramic artes refiect
the historical dynamics and indeed Thelped o
reconstruct it (op. cit.). Such ceramic evidence
supported that the history of Ga*anda - Bena
interaction 1in 'the region had been complex and
dynamic. Considerations of the arts of the Ga'anda and
their Bena neighbours demonstrated in Bern’s study
that the evelution of artistic traditions often
invoives an amalgamation of ideas and forms drawn from
multiple sources over time.

The study also reveals how art responds *o
historical change and interchange, while
simultaneously contributiing to the very process and
context of that change. An analysis of the stylistic
transformations and diffusions of sacred c¢e .0 = in
the region, alongside an exploraticon of the institu-
tions and ideologies they supported, demons-trated how
primary field data could contribute to historical re-
construction. Whereas language distributions revealed

patterns and direction of intargroup contact, the




ceramic sculpture helped in better understanding the
impact and meaning of that interaction. The study
further revealed that similarity and in some cases
identical features in the vessels take on different
meanings when used by neighbouring groups. This also
shows that to restrict

a study to one style and one pecople denies a 't a
historical dimension and sharply compromises even it:
contextual interpretation. Berns (ep. cit: 593), then
remarked that a history of art in Africa could be
advanced by a synthetic anc distributional approach -
one that takes into consideration multiple categories
of data and the various groups who share a fluid

geographical region.

Smith (1989: 60-65) carried out a stucdy on the
relationship of Earth, Vessels and the social harmon)
among the Gurensi of Ghana. The study which was
carried out through different apprcaches revealed that
there was a special relationship the Gurensi potters
had with earth, That the potters and their producis
were important elements in maintenance of social
harmony in the society in which the potters lived.

One of the approaches adopted by c=mith was a
fieldwork approach. During the fieldwork investigaticn
in February, 1973, Smith was informed that pot was a
gift of the Earth, and it made water, fcod and millet
beer taste better, and that pot among the Gurensi was
a container of life and tradition. Adopting the oral
tradition during the fieldwork exercise, Smith was
informed of the various functions of the Gurensi
pottery in the people’s ritual activities. The author
was informed that when a person died the funeral! pot
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containing millet beer would be placed at the entrance
of the deceased’'s room during the funeral rites as a
symbol of the family's

hospitality. In most cases the deceased may also
partake of the millet beer, since 1t was provided for
the clan, including its ancestors. After the funeral,
the pot would be given to the kinswomen who brewed the
beer as a sign of gratitude. This gesture also helped
to reinforce kinship ties.

In addition to the fieldwork approach Smith made
use of analytical method. He made a detailed analysis
of the various ways the Gurensi potters and thei~ pots
relate to the people - both living and dead. The
social and spiritual relatedness of pottery vessels
and the earth was also analysed establishing the point
that the pot which was made of clay obtained from the
ground, and the maker of the pot were both part and
parcel of the earth, The three elements share a common
link harmoniously blended for the assurance of
continuity of spiritual existence of the people. Smith
reports for example that ceramic vessels, along with
other containers, symbolize the life - giving force of
the earth and dependency of human society upon it.
Their motifs were meant not only to decorate, but to
communicate essential ideas about social change anc
continuity (op. cit: 65).

Studying body markings in Nigeria in relation to
other Nigerian arts, Adepegba (1976) adopted a
synthesis of approaches as follows: 1. documentary
evidences, 2. oral traditions, 3. archaeological
artifacts in museums, 4. descriptive and comparative
analysis.
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Through literary sources Adepegba established the
extent to which studies have been carried out on the
subject. He pointed out certain shortcomings in some
of the information however such information guided him
about the scope which his own study could assume. Such
information were from the accounts of early CEuropean
travellers - mostly traders and Christian
Missionaries, historians and archaeologists.

Through oral traditions Adepeghba collected
information on the pessible origins of either the
practice or types of body markings 1in Nigeria. He
conducted oral interviews during field trips th. -k
him to different parts of Nigeria and collected
information on the ddentification and uses of body
markings among different ethnic groups. A Tot of such
informatton might not be in written form, bu*r dts
reliability was based on the fact that the informants
were part of the system.

Archaeological artifacts were also used by the
author to establish the possible origin of body
markings 1in Nigeria. Specifically in this case,
Adepegba used Nok terracotta heads which have patterns
suggestive of body markings.

Based on Adepagba's studies (op. cit: 27) the
descriptive analysis of the significance of body
markings in Nigeria revealed the variance in the func-
tions or purpose of body markings from one ethnic
group to another. The author discovered, for instance,
that a mark used for a specific purpose by a certain
group may become an identification mark of the group
as time goes on. The Ilorin facial marking 1is an
example of such markings which were initially meant




for curative or preventive purpose, but which due tc
change 1in values Dbecame ethnic identif _at-on
markings. The analysis further highlighted other
purposes cf body markings in Nigeria which incicdsa
marriage, status attainment wealth, title taking, and
personal ornamentation. The markings were analysed
describing the forms, composition of the markings and
the positions of the body on which the markings were
made. The distribution pattern of the markings among
different ethnic groups in Nigeria was also
highlighted.

As revealed in Adepegba (op.cit.), a descriptive
analysis of body markers was made relating their
personalities to their societies and craft which
varied not only according to places, but egually
according to the types of markings they special :ed
in, either scarification or tattooing. The tools used
by the markers for both scarification and tattoocing
were analysed as basically the same in Nigeria which
could be used to suggest a common origin for the
practice among various Nigerian peaples,

Adepegba used categorization in his descriptive
analysis based on:
1) the sex of the mar<ers and
2) the type areas of the mark ngs.
His analysis thus revealed that beoth men and women
markers were found in different parts of Nigeria, but
the men markers formed the majoritiy. In many cases
the practice was not the birth right of any particular
family lineages neither did the markers undergc formal
apprenticeship training. Among scme ethnic groups,
however, the craft was not only hereditary, but also
had some chieftaincy associations as was the case
among the Yoruba Oyo. The analysis also extended to



professionalism of the markers. Most of the markers
always combined their craft with some other jobs,
meaning that the craft was not a full-time occupation
and markers’ survival reguired consistent scurces of

1ivelihood.

The subject of Adepegba's study according to the
author, “"was vast and bewildering, making & sort of
systematization to appear difficult” (op. cit.:C4).
Thus, through some affinities within the designs of
body markings, Adepegba divided Nigeria into eight
type areas. Through the categorirzation or grouping
appreoach the author effectively analysed the markings,
focusing or highlighting the motif patterns or designs
of the markings and the positions of the markings on
the bodies. In this way the author was able to
establish how body markings influenced Nigerian
sculptural art works and alsg how patterns on
sculptural art works influenced body markings.

This descriptive analysis through categorization
or grouping of types of becdy markings, provided a
basis of establishing whether body markings on the
bodies of users of sculptures were the same wita the
motif patterns on the sculptures or similar patterns
could be wused to establish the provenance of
traditional Nigerian sculpture. This was achieved
through a discussion of similarities in body markings
and sculptures 1in Nigeria making a comparative
analysis of the markings and motif patte-ns on
sculptures. The major ancient Nigerian sculptures
which display body marking patterns were used for the
comparative analysis. such sculptural works include
the Nok terracotta finds, Ife terracotta heads, Ife
bronze heads and figures, socap stone figures and heads
from Esie, the Tsoede bronzes of Nupe villages of



Jebba and Tada, the court arts of Benin and Igbo Ukwu
bronzes. 1In each case, the motif patterns on the
sculptures were compared to body markings on pecple
living within and outside the societies in which tne
sculptures were produced. From the possible dates of
the sculptures, it was possible to establish if the
sculptures influenced the adoption of the markings on
the bodies or vice versa.

In a similar way, the scarification patterns on
human bodies and the motif patterns on other Nigerian
sculptures were comparatively analysed.

The analysis made it clear how in most cases the
motif patterns on the sculptures represented the body
markings of the users ar the patrons of the images,
which further ascertain that the spirits which the
images materialized belonged to the user group. This
did not however rule out the instances where art
objects were made specifically to imitate other
groups. Thus, to a large extent the mark patterns
could be used to assign Nigerian figural sculptures to
at least broad areas which however might not coincice
with ethnic boundaries or the recognised ethric styles

of the art objects.

Nigerians’ principles of evaluation of visual
arts were also noted by Adepegba when he remarks that
"... clarity above anything else is the quality lookec
for 1in body markings by several Nigerian ethnic
groups”™ (op. cit: 178). Light pigmentation always
enhances the clarity of body marks. This has a
desirable attribute, especially among Nigerian women.
The body markings, therefore, are more popular on
light complexioned women whose bodies display the
decorations or markings more conspicuocusly than on
dark complexioned skin.



SUMMARY :

From the reviewed literature, it became clear
that decorative arts comprise wall, body, cloth,
furniture and pottery decorations. The decorative
characteristics of the arts are the design patterns
which are effected on the outer surfaces of the
objects listed above. Such design patterns are meant
to improve the appearance of the objects which are
pleasing to the eye. They also enrich the objects with
the symbolic patterns that are meaningful to both the
artists and their communities. While some decoratiors
are achieved by means of colour (paints) application
on the objects as found on decorated walls and human
bodies, others on objects such as furniture and
pottery wares are either engraved, carved ¢i
impressed. Cloth decoration on the other hand 5
decorated through the arrangement of colocured threcds
during the process of weavirg. These features
contained in the reviewed literature arz2 relevant tc
the present studies. They help 0 access the degree of
relatedness of the decorative arts of the tbira to the

decorative arts of other ethnic groups.

Different motifs are wused to =ffect design
patterns in the decorative art forms contained in the
reviewed literature. These motifs range f rom
representational to non-representaticnal. The
representational motifs like flowers, plants, animals,
birds, reptiles, personal items such as cars and
aeroplanes are differently employed to decorate walls,
cloth and to some extent human bodies. The non-
representational motifs used in decorative arts of
different ethnic groups in Africa ‘nclude geometric
shapes of different characters. Abstract motifs n
form of colour arrangement feature in cloth decoration
contained in the reviewed literature.
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The motifs cited above have different meanings a<
they are used in the decorative art formes. Tn many
cases, the motifs serve as an enhancement of the
aesthetic appearance of objects. Some motifs, such as
china plates used in the decoration of walls, are
preventive signs as found among the lowar Mubian
Among the Yoruba, some motifs used as design patterns
in palace architectura have some mytholngical
interpretations. Animal motifs like elephants,
ostriches and lions signify majesty, while mokey and
snake motifs signify wisdom for instance. Similarly,
colours used as motifs, especially in cloth decora-
tion, contain some meanings. Among the Yoruba, white
colour in kijipa cloth signifies purity, while 2
combination of blue and black colours signifies peace
or comfort. In the cloth decoration of the Igbo, snake
motif signifies arrogance, grace and movement. The
communicative symholism of various motifs in body
decoration was as well highlighted in the reviewed

literature.

The furnctions of diffarent decorative art forms
contained in the reviewed literature are summarised
under wall, cleth, pottery and body decorations. In
many cited placesz, walls are decorated for the en-
hancement of csurface aesthetics of the architecture,
In some nlaces such as in the lower NMubia, the decora-

"Mt

«d wall aith China plate is for the purpose of

preverting the inhabitants of such houses from the

attart of evil spirits, In some other places,
decorated wz'le he'p to express social status of
individuals corzcerned, and alse as an expression of

religious bheliaf, Mytholngical expressions of some
communitiez are part of the needs for decorating
walls., Shrine paintings in Owo (Nigeria) are examples
of this,
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Decorated cioths serve many purposes ranging from
ceremonial functions, prestigious values, wall hangs,
bell pulls, to many other daily uses. Among the Ilgbo,
decorated cloths with mat motif are usually meant for
newly wedded couples. Such ¢loths symbolise solidarity
between the couplas.

The socio-religious functions of decorated
pottery wares in different places were highlighted in
the reviewed %titerature. In Ashanti for example, &
decorated family drinking pot is made for ceremonies
that follow the burial of a deceased member. Among the
Igho of Aguleri, anthropomorphic pots are made for
their yam spirit, used during the new yam festival.
The Aguleri also have decorated perforated pots which
are used as friction drums. In the Cross Rivers, the
Ekoi perforated pots are used for drying meat or for
washing farm produce such as locust beans.

Body decoration is done by different ethnic
groups for many purposes. Among different pecoples some
forms of body decoration serve as ethnic identity. In
some other places, the decorations are effected for
perscnal beauty and attractiveness. Some other types
of body decoration serve as preventive measure against
evil attack, to solve some spirit-related problems.
There are others which are for request for spiritual
blessings as found among the Tiv where mudfish design
motifs scarified on the belly of a woman promote
fertility. Further, some body decorations are to mark
social status and to dencote variocus forms of
achievement. Similarly, scarifiad designs on bodies
among the Ekoi are meant tc serve as money on the
journey to the world beyond. '
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Motifs and their meanings, and the functions of
the decorative arts cited in the reviewed literature
will be of use to the present study. The usefulness
will be in comparative analysis of motifs, meanings
and functions of the decorative arts of the Ebira,
relating the analysis to similar decorative arts of
other peoples. This will bring out any unigueness or
universality of the decorative arts of the Ebira.

Different approaches have been adopted in the
field. Adepegba (1976) used documentary evidences,
oral traditions, archaeclogical artifacts, descrip-
tive and comparative analysis, and fieldwork approach.
Berns (1989) adopted fieldwork investigation,
Language, geography, ethnography and oral history 1in
her study of ceramic vessels in the Gongola valley.
Smith (1989) carried out a study on the relationship
of Earth, Vessels and the social harmony among the
Gurensi of Ghana adopting fieldwork investigation,
oral tradition and analytical method. Eicher (1976)
also did a descriptive survey of clothweaving 1in
Nigeria focusing on the types of Jlooms used,
techniques or creating patterns on cloth, motifs used
and the functions of handwoven cloths. Similarly,
Murnane (1976) adopted the descriptive and analytical
methods in establishing the relationship that existed
between an Okene clothweaver and her cloth.

Lamb and Holmes (1980) adopted comparative
approach to examine the materials used, techniques
employed to produce handwoven cloths, types of cloth
produced and the functions of cloths found among
different ethnic groups in Nigeria. Similarly, Willett
(1971: 206) discussed the close similarity between the
Ebira masks and those carved by another ethnic group

adopting the comparative method.
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From the pool of approaches adopted by the cited
experts in Art History some of the approaches adopted
by Adepegba (op. cit.} Berns {(op. cit.) and Smith {(op.
cit.} are adopted in the present study for their
workability and effectiveness. These are documentary
evidences, fieldwork investigation, categorization,
descriptive and comparative analysis. The study is an
examination of continuity and change in the decorative
arts of the Ebira. The study is to establish among
other things any influence on the decorative arts of
the Ebira by the arts of neighbouring ethnic groups in
terms of motifs, style and technique, the categories
of the patrons of the decorative arts of the Ebira
whether patronage i1s influenced by religion, economics
or politics; and the symbolic meaning of motifs used
in the decorative arts, whether they are related to
the philesophy of the people.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURE

Introduction:
Studies on the art of the Ebira show that

attention has been on the types, functions and, to a
lesser extent, the aesthetics of the art forms. In
many cases the art forms were not studied in relation
to the artists and the people for whom the art works
were produced. By such approach, the readers are not
well informed how the socio-political and cultural
background of the people affect the arts being
studied. Deverux (19784: 205) emphasises what he
classifies "the two major functions” of art in the
study of art of a people. These are the socio-cultural
and psychological functions. These functions are
further explained by D’Azevedo (1973: 168) as the
systematic study of art in the whole structure of the
culture and the history of art in particular

societies.

The purpose of this study 1s to carry out an
investigation into the continuity and change in the
decorative arts of the Ebira as a result of changes in
the cultural, scocial and political set up of the
people. The Ebira for 1instance, have experienced
religious and cultural changea with the coming of
Christianity and Islam. Similarly, the influence of
Western education has brought about some changes 1n
the socio-political 1ife of the Ebira.

Research Strategies:

A1l literature on decorative arts available to
the researcher were reviewed. This was useful for the
purpose of acquainting the researcher with the
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existing documentary information on the subject, as
well as helping to put the problem of the present
study in a clearer perspective. The literature review
also exposed to the researcher different research
approaches adopted by experts in Art History. From the
pool of methods or approaches adopted by the cited
experts in chapter two, this researcher adopted a
synthesis of research approcaches applicable to the
present study. These are documentary evidences,
fieldwork investigation, categorization, descriptive
and comparative analysis.
cumentary Evi

Written documents, in the form of research
reports, articles in journals and conference papers on
the decorative arts of the Ebira were reviewed 1in
Chapter two of the present study. Such documentary
information guided this study on the identification of
types and functions of decorative art works produced
by the Ebira. The information also assisted this
researcher to know the scope and Jlimitations of
previous studies on the subject. For example, the
documentary information revealed that an indepth
descriptive and comparative analysis of the decorative
arts of the Ebira were not treated in the cited

studies.

The descriptive research approach was adopted in this
study because of its capability of describing and
interpreting practices, beliefs and on-going process
of concept. The method also has the merit of detailed
representation and understanding of a concept. Lahman
and Mehrens (1971), Trowell (1974), Adepegba (1976)
Babalola (1981) and Okundaiye (1991) have used the
descriptive method for effective results. Babalola
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(op. cit.) for instance made an indepth description of
some selected contemporary Nigerian art works for
clear understanding. The decorative arts of the Ebira
were therefore described 1in detail revealing the
types, origin, functions and changes in the arts.

Categorization Method:

In this study the categorization method was
adopted because of its merit of emphasising the
functions of an art in the society that produces it.
The different types of the decorative arts of the
Ebira were taken as individual cases, which were then
categorised into decorated walls, <c¢loths, pots,
furniture and human bodies. The arts were grouped
under the three major geographical areas of the Ebira
- Ebira Chao, Ebira Nya and Ebira Tao. By this
approach the functions of individual art in the
societies that produced them were focused so as to
create room for adequate comparison.

The categorization approach adopted by Adepegba
(1976: 78) was used 1in this study. Adepegba
categorized his subjects into:

1) sex of body markers and
2) type areas of body markings.
The grouping afforded him effective analysis of his

findings.

Analytical Method

Analytical method was adopted in this study
especially in the presentation of the findings. The
analysis of practice, types and patronage of the
decorative arts among the Ebira which are the

variables was done. The analysis of how the arts were
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practised in the past and how they are practised now,
helps one to understand the influence of growth in

civilizations. This may be in terms of development in
technology, method of apprenticeship and socialization
through modern Western education. The analysis also
helps to understand the <c¢hanging pattern in art
patronage among the Ebira. That is, it helps to know
whether art patronage is as strong as it was in the
past, or changes in the economic, social, political
and religious life of the people, have either positive
or negative effect on patronage. The analysis of
trends was, therefore, adopted in this study. The
study identified the changes, types causes and rate of
changes in the decorative arts of the Ebira over a

period of time.

This appreach follows the pattern adopted by
Adepegba (op. cit), Berns f{op. cit.) and Smith (op.
cit). The approach has helped in the understanding of
development in the decorative arts of the Ebira like

dates, styles and forms.

Comparative Method
Comparative method of presenting research

findings was adopted in this study. The method was
found suitable for this study which investigated into
the origin and changes of the decorative arts of the
Ebira who share common boundaries with some other
ethnic groups. The comparison helped to reveal the
circumstances that l!ed to the wvariations in the
decorative arts of the three groups of the Ebira who

share common boundaries with some other ethnic groups.

This method was adopted by Adepeghba (1976: 90)
and (1981: 111-117) to examine the relationship




between body markings in Nigeria and other Nigerian
arts, and to discuss and establish the style
provenance of the human-face helmet masks of the
Western Igala respectively. The method was also used
by Berns (1989: 52} to discuss the form, decoration
{design motifs) and functions of ceramic vessels
produced by different ethnic groups Iin the Gongola
valley. The approach enabled her to draw lines of
artistic influence of one area over another,
establishing t he possible evol vement of
anthropomorphic pottery in the Gongola valley. The
effectiveness of this approach as used by the cited
gxperts motivated this researcher to adopt it in his

study.

3.2.6 Fieldwork Investigation

A field work approach was also adopted in this
study to collect data. Several Jjourneys were made to
relevant places within the period of 1988 - 1989,
Places visited include Abaji, Toto, Umaisha and Koton-
Karfe all in the Ebira Nya domain {(see fig.2.). In the
Ebira Tao area, the seven old divisional districts
were visited., These are Adavi, Ajaokuta, Eganyi, Eika,
IThima, Okene and Okengwe (see fig.3). Igarra, the only
Ebira settlement town in Edo State {(the EbiraChao) was

also visited (see fig.2).

During such journeys the existing decorative
artists were located who were orally interviewed. The
items of the research questionnaire were translated
into Ebira language where the informants could not
speak the English language. In doing so, care was
taken to ensure that the original contents of the
questions were not lost nor distorted. Tape recording

system was used for the oral interview, which was







