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"YORUBA REL IG10US CARVING (A REVIEW).

by A,K.-Qparcoo*

The purport of the main tjtle of Father Kevin Carrol's
book 'Yoruba Religious Carving'!' is greatly elucidated by -
the sub-title, Pagan and Christian Sculpture in Nigeria and
Dahomey, Although the word 'pagan! Is not, to my mind, &
very expressive term, readers may have heard and seen this -
word often used and are llkely to know what he refers to
that way. He may regard the term, at best, as a tachnical
one.,

Father Carrol sets out to indicate how investigation
and ‘exper imentation are proceeding in Nigeria on, Church
Art to find out whether Orthodox Christian Art can or Cafe
not be supplemented or substituted by the sculpture of any
particular culture, He is primarily, of course, conterned
with Ekiti district sculpture as a micracosm of the Yoruba

or Nigeria sculpture,

Throughout his book, he keeps putting forward the
proposition that Yoruba sculpture Is not so heavily
rel igion-orientated as the general, but scanty, literature
on Africen Art tends to suggest, According to Father
_Carrol, (Chapter 1) the experiment which commenced as far
back as nearly three decades ago was Inspired by the finding
that pagan, christian and moslem adherents were famillar -
with the pagan liturgical year and could describe it in
detail, When this occurred to Father Patrick Kelley,
Provincial Superior of the Irish Province of the Afrlcan
Missilons Society, he decided to establish a centre to
adapt African crafts to Christian uses, since it was
evident that recognition of the traditional arts or/and
crafts would be more meaningful to the local converts or
those yet to be converted,

*  Dr. AK, Quarcoo is a Research Feltow in Social Anthro-
pology. - : s

1. Pagan and Christian Sculpture in Nigeria and Dahomey
by Kevin Carrol. Forward by William Fagg. Published
by Geoffrey Chapman, London, Dublin, Melbourne, 1967.
Chapters XIX Illustrations 128, - Line Drawings XXIi)
Colour Plates 2, Price 90/-.
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Father Carrol’s book has XIX Chapters; Notas to the
Plates, Bibllography and ‘Index sections, The sequence of
the chapters leads-the reader gradually but surely to the
theme and the main hypothesis of the book. As ! see It,
Father Carrol was concerned In drawing our attention, not
only to the fallacy of labelling all 'African sculpture’
as religlon-orientated or motivated, but also to the rudi
mentary paedagogic principle of resching thé unknown from
the known.: That It is unrealistic to put all types of
African sculpture, or arts In.general, In one ‘pegion hole'
of 'art with a rellglous background® o art for religion
has, of course, been already recognized by a few recent
art historians and anthropologists or soclologists who
Took at' soclety through art., Father Carrol's meticulous
first hand field study of the problem Is very signlflcant,
and it puts him among the class of scholars whose work on
the liturgical arts must be examined painstakingly.

Carrol talks generally first about the Ekitl experiment,
and then discusses, in chapter two, his view of African.
Imagery. To him African sculpture ranges from highly
natural Istic to very abstract figures, and both the style
and subject matter cover a wide fleld, This, of course,

Is true and its restatement Is necessary only because many
books on African sculpture do not make this clear.

The 'result' of the experiment Is yet to be
specificially determined, but the fact is that It invokes
the vital teaching or comunication principle, The sub-
stance of the book should be able to stimilate more interest
and observation of traditional art in relation to the
Christian Church. '

Yoruba Religious Carving Is easy to read. The
style Is simple and the order of the subject matter of the-
chapters attempts to lead the reader sequencially to the
heart of the problem being Investligated. Chapter (I} talks
generally about Nigerian art, and here, Carrol draws our
attention to or, at least, reminds us of the range of style
and subject matter of Yoruba sculpture, The earliest known
example of the Nok culture is clted and the reader is reminded
of the usually styllsed Interpretations of natural forms.
The famous |fe and Benin bronze works are mentioned.

Chapter 1V reveals the type of objects usually carved -
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in Yoruba. Among those named are masks, religious objects,
and lbeji figures. Yoruba carvers lllustrate Yoruba 1ife,
dress, tools ornaments and anecdotes of village life.'  The
wr [ter expresses doubt about symbolism as a feature of
Yoruba art being as pronounced as is depicted by such:
writers as Leon Underwood or Elsy Leuzinger. He, however,
does not rule out symbolism in Yoruba art,

The point about Yoruba religlon in the fifth chapter
is very relevant, The outline of Yoruba cosmology is.
discussed to show that Yoruba carving, and art generally,
could be used as a medium for effective evangelization,

There Is God the supreme being, but a host of spirits
are considered only because they are supposed to be sent by
God. Hence Yoruba verbal art suggests that God 1s Immanent,
although the style of the traditional Titurgy does not clearly
Indicate this. There Is carving devoted to religion and
religious behaviour but as Is suggested:

'The Yoruba do not identify any spirit

with an image; nor could It be said that
they bellieve spirits come and dwel! in
images Reference is made to Talbot's
analysis of the beliefs of southern Nigeris-
ns. That with few exceptions the deities
are represented by symbols before which
sacrifices ara offered they are never thought
of as gods themselves, but only converiient
means of concentrating the attention and
providing a point of worship.”

Again, the point is made that 'words like fetish, julu
and 'fdol' are pejorative and cannot be applied to Yoruba
 imagery with any preclsion", We are told that Yoruba ‘orisha’

are personlficatlons of attrlbutes of God and It Is not very
right to accuse them of [dolatory, This, of course, Is a point
of opinlon, Father Carrol has, to my mind, ralsed a number of
vital hypotheses for further fleld examination and this pofint
is certainly one of them. In his book 'West African Religton’,
Geoffrey Parrinder made the same point about the so=called -
joujou, page 9. (Ses also M.J, Field, Religion and Medicine
of the Ga People, pp. 77 = 78). Carrol's references shouid
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be invaluable to those who wish to have a more detatled
background to the socloleogy of the Yoruba,

in Chapter Vi, Carrol seeks to describe the 'orisa'
and what It meant to the Yoruba -~ that description is
excellent. Chapter VII Is Importent, considering the title
of the book. Typologlcally, relliglous carving, he says,
could be dlvided Into four: - (a) Carvings which portray
orisa; (b) those which portrsy cult membérs; - (c)} the mask -
as distinct from the superstructure, implements,
(d) architectural unlts decorated with 'scenes’ from
Yoruba life, pots, drums, shrine houses, and bowls. Eshu,
the troubls maker, is often deplcted with somsthing in his
mouth, His discussion of the types of carving showlng cuit
members, masks etc,, are helpful and his conclusion in this
chapter, namely that the art of Yoruba carver, at least, as
far as he has known It, Is 'humanistic' rather than deeply
religious even when directly concerned with the creation of
objects Is central to hls hypotheses, [f this Is correct,
the experlment aimed at adapting some Yoruba types of carying
to Christian evangelism may be successful, '

Next, in Chapter VIIi, Carrol talks about what he calls
‘humanistic art', HIs suggestion that Yoruba art observes
and reports the life of Cld Yoruba peopls is valld, Thelr
art Titustrates their history ~ the court, relliglous cults
and the farm, Village festivities, animals, and traditlonal
history are also Tllustrated,

For the purposes of adaptation of aspects of the
culture, the author observes, the culture must be known,
Father Carrol is by this agaln re-stating the necessity of
reachling new knowledge through the known,

in Chapter IX, the author tells us about the masked
pagan feasts and how they are not serlous things today,
He says, now the dances are a pretext for collecting money.
The feast is described efficiently,

Chapter X Is the beginning of & survey of the work
of carvers of three generations, Ulli Beler agrees that
It might be valid to say that a great deal of carving serves
no immediate religious function but it must be remembered
that In Yoruba It is Impossible to divide the sacred from
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the profane.. He has not been too happy about.some of the
figures and suggests that the ‘puppet-like' and dull
figures give only & 'profane impression'. However, he has
sald elsewhere (Jbadan Megazine, page 38, November )960)
that an African-carver sbandons the 'deeply expressive art
of religion and setties down comfortably to tell anecdotes
of Christ’, Father Carrol 1s anyway unable to accept Uit}
Beler's ‘thesis - that Yoruba art is 'deeply expressive!

of rallglon, He thinks the Ekit] experiment Is worth.
pursulng, for a fully developed Christian ert is not
Impracticable or beyond attainment.

- The Chapters X§ « XIV are devoted to the examination
of artists of four generations. The comments on their
techniques and intentions make interesting reading. Maybe,
readers would be helped from Carrol's first-hend knowledge
of, and association with, Auregon, Bandele, Lamidi and
Otooru, to declde whether the bellief that African carving
Is Inseparably connected with pagan religion Is valid or not,
The reader mey be able to sea the degree of Involvement of
esach of the four representativas of the four generations,
In religlon, HIs case studles strengthen his bellef that
there 1s much more humanistic art than Is known of Yoruba
carvings.

. 'Examination of carvers does not stop here with these
traditional carvers, A few modern artists have been high-
1ighted in Chapter 15, His hope .for the success of the
exper imant stems also from the trend of Yoruba carving today,
He mentions Ben Enwonwu: (painting of Madona), Benlin carvers
for tourist trade, Felix idubor; Festus Ideben and Paul Osagie
Osifo. None of these modern carvers could be sald to be
infiuenced In his work by rellgion or religlous ideas only.

"~ The account in Chepter XVI Is not unlike what one

comas across in a few parts of Ghana where some effort Is
recently being made to turn away from the orthodox Gothic
style of church building, (See A.K. Quarcoo In Ressarch
Review Vol.h No.3, 1968, Instltute of African Studles, Legon).
It s not surprising that Arabesque patterns from Hausa mud
wall decoration appearing on Ondo Church aroused opposition.
Carrol's sccount from which quarter comes the greatest
‘opposition to the new forms of churches and the church art
"generally Is typlcal of what | have found in Ghana recently.
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The oppesitien comes mostly from the older ganaratlon and
some of the more 'sophisticated! church men, Tralned as
they happéhed to be ta accept nothing but the Rennalssance
art or the comerciat art to which they have been used in
thelir new-'acqulred culture!, they find the experiment not
worthwhile, Opposition to new forms of church art Is e
universal sttitude not confined to Africans and this is
rightly hinted at by the writer. The chapter should be
read by all people desiring to have an ldea of the odds
that anybody or people wishing to bring about such changes
are bound to face., (cf. Ecumerical movements).

Somehow, the younger and more educated generation Is
more sympathetic towards the introductlon of the new forms,
which may be called 'African', into the church. This may.
be due to better understanding of the message of the
Christian gospel and or the desire of the African to
‘rediscover' himself, . The chapter mentions the efforts of
some of the scholars of Nigeria whe have been eye<openers
in this sphere, 0Or. 5.0. Blobaku Is sald to have helped Jn
co~ordinating the efforts of those working In the fleld of
Nigerian culture, UIII Beler has also helped to get
Intellactuals Informed about Yoruba art, Dr. K.O. Dike,
for example, pleaded for the preservatlon of traditional art
and symbols at the Africanists Congress at Accra In 1962,

In Chaptar XVii, the idea of 'imagery' regarded as
Christian is discussed, His analysis’ of why the Yorubea
converts looked upon the garb in which the gospel was
presented to them from Europe as "the church art" Is
worthy of note, Surely, this Is the major factor In the
artistic taste of mast African Church men.

Even In Ekitl, Christ and Mary have been represented
In an art traditlon recognized as christian ~ an 'archtype
the long gown with 'girdle and perhaps a cloth =~ (veil for
Mary), Other figures could be represented in traditional
Yoruba style.  Incidentally, Carrol hints that long hair Is
not worn by either men or women In the area and this should
normally make the form strange to those not accustomed to
the 'long haired Christ',

Cne of the causes of narrowness Is isolated by Carﬁol.
He points to the lack of understanding of even 'christian art'



87.

by foreign evengelists, who pass on their narrowness to
African ronverts and evangelists, The scope of sculpture
s targe. Apart from statues, and doors, he says other
church furniture could be carved, or carvings shown,on
them, Going by canons of orthodox Christisn imagery some
of the carvings of Paul Osagle and Otooru are judged to be
rather 'pagan' and so ‘sacrileglous' and unacceptable,

The writer shows that he Is aware of the dangers in
the experiment, For exsmple he says on Page 158, that
'An over-emphasis on, and an isclation of personalities
In christlan iconography can expose the poorly Instructed
Catholics to the danger of a type of orlsa worship!’.
Although, as he also says, that could not be strictly call.
ed idolatory he neverthsless admits that it Is Inadmissible,
Probably,, some ecclesiastics may like to disagree with him,
Examples of syncretized christian and pagan 1iturgles In
Haitl, Cuba and Brazil are quoted. There is the danger of
religious stavism. Hence the author acknowledges what
through his background, he regards as legitimate fashions
or styles In Catholic art. (e.g. Statues of 'our lagdy of
Lourdes, or Fatima"), However, he stlll feels that other
biblical figures = could be more meaningfully depicted to
the people of Ekiti or Nlgeria, for that matter, through
the artistic ldlom of their culture,

He does not appear to me a wrliter caught up In a
romantic fantacy, He does not advocate a mere iconography
of African.art. He does not say so, but his arguments
seem to bear this out.

One other very general view that is held about African,
or so called primitive sculpture, is that, it is all symbolic,
and some even think that no form of I} is ever naturallistic.
Carrol'attacks this view and draws attention to the error in
regarding all Yoruba art as symbollc. iIndeed, he swings almost
to one extreme side In this argument, He however, admits that
there I3, nonetheless, some symbolism in Yoruba sculpture.

This may be a worthy hypothesis for anyone who is interested
in further Investigation in this field of study,

In this Chapter XVI!I, Carrol assets that the 'Bible
imagery' In many ways is close to 'African imagery', the
common factor being that meaning is dependent upon the context.
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it s a bold stand to take in representing on the
screen In .the baptistery of Paul's Church, both pagan and
christian traditions of art. It can be inferred that
evidence is belng marshalled to prove the practlcability

and necessity of using traditional arts in the Christian
Church,

The idea, as the facts show, is to seize upon
elements of *good and truth' in the Yoruba concept of
beauty, for effective christian evangellization, There
is & desire to secure true and inward conversation and
it Is hoped that the use of elements of the culture wouid
act as allles in the exercise,

The arguments, | think, are scholarly, There is
awareness that the present art on the screen In the
baptistery of St. Paul may not be absolutely satisfactory. .
However, it shows the type of thinking essential in Nigerlia,
for the development of church art, not excluding poetry énd’
music, . in addition to expressed views of the Vatican Coumcil's
constitutlon of the church, Father Carrol's book helps us
to know more about- the reaﬂfzat!on, desire, and stand of the
Catholic Church in this matter of the Christian liturgical
arts in Africa, _

After the survey documented in Chapter | - XVIII a
very crlisp summary is made under the heading 'The Church
and Africen Culture'. Attention is dfawn to Catholle
documents and pronouncements on African culture and the
‘church, which interested .readers may do well to examine,

A word about the pictures. The pictures are good.
May ba, more colour photos would have been an asset to the
explanations he gives on colour schemes of Yoruba art, but
the cost of such addition may not justify the meagre improve~
ment that would have been brought by them,

The notes to plates are good and very helpful., Father
Carrol's book has many implications. It should be able to
stimulate interest In more and further scholastic examination
of Yoruba art and African art generally In the context of
the Christian liturgical art.
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The style of the book is simple and the points he
makes which can ba regarded as hypotheses for further
examination of the subject, stand out.

I cannot help agreeing with William Fagg, who has

devoted a great part of his 1ife in studying African
ethnography, when he admits that the book comes to fill
an important gap in every library on the study of Yoruba
culture, and the Christlan liturgical arts in Africa,
It Is the type of book for Museums, Institute of African
Studies, and Art departments in schuols and colleges; it
is a book which private individuals interested In African
visual arts should profitably own.



