Okoresé’s Artistry in Bi o ti &
fin’gba mo Proverbial Context and
Its Post-Proverbiality

Michael Olaniyi Ajadi & Adesola Joseph Adekeye
Department of Fine and Applied Arts

Ladoke Akintola University of Technology
Ogbomoso, Nigeria.
moajadi94@lautech.edu.ng

Abstract

The allusive phraseology Bi o #i ¢ fin ‘gbd mo (If you ceased gourd carv-
ing), metaphorically construed as a proverbial expression in Yoruba context
is characterized by allusion to Okorésé’s artistry in gourd carving and the
paean of Oko’s superior skill and prowess in gourd aesthetics Njé Oko, a bii
k’ayé omo, Bi o i é fin ‘gbd mg, éyi ti o fin ko le parun (So Oko, the one with
numerous disciples on earth, even if you ceased gourd carving, your prod-
ucts can never be effaced from track records). The lore in the artistry of this
phrasal quotation, set of facts and circumstances that prompts the expression,
philosophical knowledge that surrounds this verbiage as a phrasal idiom of
commendation on exceptional skills and mastery of practices, and its postpro-
verbially parodic elements in contemporary discourse demands scholastic ex-
amination. The paper, therefore, explored cultural ingenuity of this expression
in Yoruba verbal refulgence of wisdom and analyzed visual artistic expression
of patterns, motifs, and symbols represented on different carved gourds for the
exploration of contextual definitions and interpretations of their significations.
Collection of Yorub4a quotidian facts on this context through interview and
historical review were utilized from quotable panegyrics, traditional corpus,
and cultural practices that referenced Oko’s artistry; pictures of carved gourds
were taken for thematic discussions with the analysis of their motifs on val-
ue-system. Findings revealed transgressive cultural activities through contem-
porary trends in practices that influenced the signification of the indigenous
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proverbs and reassigned the concept and usage of the proverbial lyrics in the
context of modern functions and oralities.

Keywords: Artistry, Gourd Carving, Okorésé Phraseology, Postproverbi-
ality, Yoruba

Introduction
The pragmatic context of Yoruba linguistic fluxion and mutually compre-
hensible expressions are trenchant distinction of their cultural heritage (Ajadi,
2022; Ajadi, 2023). Proverbs by the Yoruba society are memorable expression
embodying some important fact of experience that is considered to be true.
As cultural aesthetic products, Yoruba proverbs are perpetuated in subsequent
generations (Ajadi and Oloruntoba-Oju, 2023). The Yoruba proverbs and their
impacts in effulgence of wisdom in the oral traditions are treasured for expli-
cation of cultural value and moral system (Raji-Oyelade, 1999; Fayemi, 2010;
Adeniyi, 2023). Yoruba proverbs and verbal refulgence of utilizing knowledge
are inherited pattern of thought and a primal rule of teaching that impels moral
conduct in terms of ethical principles, enriching native intelligence and val-
ue-system. The structure and contexts of use are relatively embodied in tradi-
tional practices, collection of scenes, practical experiences, and observations
of the natures.
Oftentimes, Yoruba proverbs are antithetically used with juxtaposi-
tion of contrasting clauses and meanings, and in some cases, elucidated with
adages that explicate the mystery surrounding the conceptions. For example,
k’a rin k’a po 16 n yeni (walking in group gives prestigious recognition), Oré
‘0 gbeleta; eléji I’ ore gba (friendship is crowded with three; two are the real
friends), and k’a ri eni bd Ia 16 i mii old ‘ya (walking with wealthy person
hasten wealthiness). Eni ‘0 nf aso Iorin, ko le d4 so fiin ni (He who does not
have cloth on his body cannot give out cloth to wear), aso rild k¢ ni éniyan nld
(Big cloth does not establish big affluence) and ojii inti ni 4 i mo omo oloyé
lojiide oba (Inner eyes are used to determine chiefs’ children in king square).
Also, Esin ‘wdjii ni teyin wo saré (The pace of horse behind is determined by
horse at the front) and A kif wo ago dlago saré (We do not use others clock to
determine people’s pace). These proverbs give antithetical translations and the
latter shown cautious against others clock in the pursuit of life with justifica-
tion through this Yoruba postproverbial expression 7 ko0 ilé mi bi ti Adebisi
idikan, dini k6 kan kan ni (I will build my house like Adebisi idikan, may
eventually built nothing).
No wonder, the Yoruba will say Owe lesin 010, oro lesin owe; béro bd
sonu, owe la 6 fi wa; meaning “Proverbs are the horses on which words ride;
when words are lost, proverbs come to their rescue.” This proverb reinforces
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the importance of proverbs to communication in Yoruba language. Yoruba pro-
verbial expressions exude relative rigidity in contexts and abstract thoughts
through allusive verbiage, oftentimes literary extracted in the corpus of Odu
114, with concise terms and significant traditions of this societies. Onirésé’s
artistry in gourd carving and sleight in geometry of tradition and creativity
launched this quotidian conversation Bi Onirésé 0 fin ‘gba mo, literally trans-
lated as ‘If Onirésé ceased gourd carving’ in Yoruba proverbial discourse, is
consistently used for stunning performances, commendations, recognized ac-
complishments and expressions of beautification. The pragmatism in the con-
versation and observation of the quotidian undoubtedly contains a superior
skill of sculptural traditions, artistic prowess, aesthetic practices on cuticle of
gourd, and expertise in carving professionalism.

This condense saying established heed of the gourd carver Oko-irésé
to /14 divination and gave birth to professional disciples in an extract line of
vase seventy-one of Odi oun ika which explicates the multiplicity of Onirésé
descendant gourd carvers: Adi ‘fd fiin Onirésé, a bii k’ dye omo, 1ijé Oko-irésé,
bi 0 ti ¢ fin ‘gbd mo, éyi ti o ti fin silé, ko lée parun ‘Divined for Onirésé, the
one with numerosity of professional disciples, Oko-irésé even if you ceased
gourd carving, the produced number can never be effaced from track records’
which was brief and proverbially expressed in an intense term as ‘B Onirésé
0 fin ‘gbd mg’. This quotidian phraseology has metaphorical and pragmatic
context of riding and preceding lyrics for effulgence of wisdom. The exploit
of the narration claimed that there were two contemporaries Onirésé (a gourd
carver and a cloth embroiderer) which were counseled to sacrifice an object
of their trade. This is preserved in Yoruba proverbial expression and /13 liter-
ature of the ninth verse of Ogunda meji:

Oko kan igi pada s’ éyin,
Adr ‘fa fiin Oniresé ilé,

Adi ‘fa fiin Onirésé oko,
Igbe Ajisola ni won ke tantan
nje, Ajisold omo re da?
Oko-irésé omo lewa eni,
Oko-irésé omo mi ni ViI,

Threw stone resiled back at tree,
Divined for the urban Onirésé
Divined for the rural Onirésé,
Ajisola was referenced always

So, Ajisold where are your children?
Oko-irésé children are one’s beauty,
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Oko-irésé these are my children.

The above traditional literacy corpus also orchestrated a line in the eulogy
of Ok superior skills on gourd aesthetics and cautious statement against defi-
cient gourds to his profession. Contextually, this panegyric explicates the sig-
nificance of gourds and intuitive assessment for suitable materials.

Okorésé te mi le

Mi o ba teni wa...
Okorésé, omo woyi ra,
ki 6 mad ba ra igba kigba,
1gbad kigba ni keke so,
ki 6 mé ba ra eru kéru,
ert kéru a bi lala Ienu.

Okorésé do not deceive me

I’m not here for deceit...

Okorésé, be critical in purchasing,

Against the purchase of deficient gourds,

deficient gourds are perforated by pests,

Against the purchase of lazy slaves,

lazy slaves have liquid secreted on mouth by the salivary glands.

Gourd carving is an exclusively preserved art and tradition of the Yoruba.
The origin of this intriguing art can be traced to O4o-77¢sé, located around the
Jebomina area of Yorubaland (Kalilu, 1994). The visual artistic expressions
and motifs in Yoruba gourd carving are geometric, floral, skeuomorphic, zoo-
morphic, anthropomorphic, anthropo-zoomorphic with interlace (Plates 1-5)
that express interconnection of cultural philosophies and traditional practices.
These symbolic expressions, no doubt, has helped to explicate the sociocul-
tural status, political and values in Yoruba society. Most of the motifs carved
on cuticle of gourd by this social group are preserved heritages and values
shared by their culture and the assigned symbols often depicted the hierarchi-
cal structure of the society. The Yoruba artistic expression and order of power
are deeply rooted in their sociocultural history while symbolic images and mo-
tifs are used to represent their power structures (Ajadi, 2023).
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Plate 1: Geometric
Muraina Aremu (2010)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

Plate 2: Zoomorphic
Muraina Aremu (2010)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)
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Plate 3: Anthropomorphic
Muraina Aremu (2015)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

Plate 4: Floral
Muraina Aremu (2015)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)
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Plate S: Interlace
Muraina Aremu (2011)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

Besides artistic values, collection of Yoruba condensed phraseologies, oral
traditions and literatures, dictums, and proverbs expressed conceptual inter-
pretation of the culture which are usually characterized with the set of fact
surround sedate modesty. These verbiages are guided by practical experience
and comprehensibly explicate the significant epistemological references for
understanding the nature of the Yoruba belief system in the preservation of
cultural heritage. The emergence of postproverbials in contemporary Yoruba
society is undoubtedly the effect of the interplay of orality, literacy-moder-
nity (Raji-Oyelade, 1999) and misconception of traditional practices. This
exigence has twisted ideological proverbs that characterize and reinforce
Yoruba’s logical expressions. Many of these expressions with embodiment of
indigenous practices, which are cultural markers in the proverbial sense, have
been changed to have new contexts through literary interpretations. Some have
neglected metaphorical imports to fit the purposive usages, while others are
twisted through misrepresentation of their significations (Ajadi, 2022). Some
are uninspired philosophies due to generational shifts (Raji-Oyelade, 1999)
and twisted traditional proverbs (Mieder’s, 2004).

Comprehensive findings have been written on Yoruba proverbial concepts
and contextual interpretations. Scholars have equally explored authenticity and
validity of neo-proverbial parody and modern proverbs in Yoruba expressions.
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Evidence includes postproverbial (Raji-Oyelade, 1999), protoproverbial and
pseudoproverbials (Oloruntoba-Oju, 1997), antiproverbs or twisted traditional
proverbs (Mieder’s 2004), postproverbial imagination in contextual definition
of Kaa (Ajadi, 2022), corpora issues in Yoruba protoproverbial and postpro-
verbial (Ajadi and Oloruntoba-Oju, 2023). Exploration of socio-environmen-
tal cultures of Yoruba through proverbs by Adeniyi (2023) and quotidian in
different social groups’ idioms as proverbial expressions were examined by
several scholars. Animal metaphor “To use buffalo strength” from the fon lan-
guage of Benin by Lanmadousselo (2023), and context of usage in the prover-
bial expression with a restriction to animal proverbs in 4 Mouts sweeter than
salt “The horse on which words Ride” (Ohwovoride, 2017). The ethnograph-
ical study of Nzema proverbs of Ellembele and Jomoro in medical situation
by Yakub (2023) and Akporobaro (2012) refers to proverbs as philosophical
and moralistic formations of the realities from practical experience of man.

In other studies, in the category of art as sociocultural expression and pres-
ervation of heritages, Ajadi and Fagbenga (2023) sees ceramic beads as con-
spicuous symbol of transcendence and power in Yoruba society with emphasis
on sociocultural influence of the art on hierarchical structure of the social
group. Hierarchical patterns of Yoruba architectural designs and development
in terms of materials, change and continuity (Ajadi, 2022). Oladosu (2023)
explicated methodical ways on the occurrence of improvement by virtue of
preventing loss of Yoruba indigenous drumming and Ajadi (2021) contextu-
ally discussed the patterns and symbols on emblematic paraphernalia /Ose/ of
Yoruba mythological god of thunder. Ajadi (2024) examined the observable
in changes Yoruba pottery practice and influence of foreign culture on the art
and the value of this art tradition in the Yoruba contemporary society. Ajadi
(2023) explored various artistic symbols on the Yoruba emblematic verges and
crystallized metonymical and vague impression towards the concepts of the
art as preserved transcendent expression. Kalilu (1994) studies gourd carving
among the Yoruba with emphasis on motifs and symbols as logically neces-
sary consequence for the perfection of history in African art. In some cases,
some gourds are eclectically designed with diverse symbols, but mostly dom-
inated with Yoruba motifs for cultural value (Ajadi, 2021). The in-depth study
of Oko-irésé § artistry in Yoruba proverbial context will provide avenues to
unveil misconceptions and misrepresentations in the modernity of the prov-
erb and narration.

Therefore, the paper explores cultural ingenuity of this expression in Yoruba
verbal effulgence of wisdom and analyze visual artistic expression of patterns,
motifs, and symbols represented on different carved gourds for the exploration
of contextual definitions and interpretation of their significations to the prover-
bial context. The objectives are, to delve into contextual signification of the
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‘Bi Onirésé o0 fin ‘gbd mg’ concept in Yoruba traditional literary expression
and the implications for the value-system; to explore contemporary oralities
and modernity’s in Yoruba gourd-related proverbs and the cultural relevance
and ingenuity of this expression in ideological and pragmatic concepts; and to
visually explicates materials, themes, styles, motifs, processes and procedures,
as well as tradition and creativity in the gourd carving.

Collections of Yorubé quotidian facts on this context through interviews
and historical review methodologies were used for this study. Interview was
used for collection of Yoruba quotable panegyrics, oral traditions, traditional
corpus, cultural practices and expressions referencing (fo-irésé  artistry or
characterized by gourd discourse. Historical review was employed for histor-
ical clarification of Yoruba symbolic signification of motifs and metaphorical
illumination of their usages as symbols in Yoruba traditional and contempo-
rary society. Pictures of carved gourd will be taken for thematic discussions
and detailed analysis of motifs on value-system.

Import of Bi o ti e fin 'gba mo Proverb In Yoruba
Literary Expression

As earlier reiterated, proverb is an allusive and metaphorical phraseology
that gives credence to cognitive cultural experience and reinforcement of val-
ues. It is a memorable saying which explicates cultural truth, wisdom, moral
lessons and traditional norms based on the practical experience of each so-
cial group (Mieder, 2004). Relevance of proverb as a philosophical citation in
cultural setting has to do with socio-cultural significance of metaphors at sub-
culture and its allusive truth outside the cultural orientation when interpreted.
Webster (1982) emphasized the significance of proverb in a social group and
how it provides valuable insight into their character and line of speech. The
aesthetical value of proverbs in every sociocultural group is the philosophical
interpretation of interwoven words as well as condensed concepts and met-
aphorical schemas. Aside from aesthetic value of proverbs in Yoruba poetic
language, it creates mutually graspable expressions that established cultural
tradition and basic societal norms. Proverbs amid Yoruba are used to embel-
lish speeches for effective-point dissemination and mutual comprehension of
messages by their audiences/listeners (Finnegan, 2012), and may serve as
impersonal vehicle for personal communication (Arewa and Dundes, 1964).
The oratorical display and rich vigorous indigenization in the Yoruba proverbs
cover the whole spectrum of life (Ohwovoride, 2017).

The import of the ‘Bi 0 ti € fin ‘gbd mg’ proverb in Yoruba context of ex-
pression and oral tradition provides valuable clues about aesthetic pleasure,
cultural preservation, and appraisal of accomplishments. Gourd carving (igbd
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finfin) in Yoruba traditional setting is an object of imperialism, considered as
a present for the most powerful kings, with whom all animals, foliage, and
birds with royal attributes are associated (Kalilu, 1994). In evidence is this
proverb Afin igha elese a lo gbe fiin oyinbo ni eti okun (We carved aesthetic
gourd as a present for Whiteman at the seaside). Contemporarily, aesthetically
designed gourds are referred to as elese, a product of Onirésé which Yoruba
contextually sees as illustrious and beatific representation of intelligence on
the cuticle of gourds. This metaphorical phraseology Bi o ti ¢ fin ‘gbd mg¢is a
symbolic representation of intellectual aptitude, demonstrations of sociologi-
cal reality, and logical explanations of intuitive native intelligence. The prac-
tical expression of this proverb and the cultural significance of its import on
subject matter, as well as how the narration of the conception reflects on this
meta-historical expression, suggest Yoruba oral ingenuity. As indicated in this
proverb, dgbgoogbotén édé, ija nii d4 sile (incomplete knowledge of a language
inflicts friction), the moralistic implication of the proverbial expressions sug-
gests that the carver heeded divination and philosophical formation of the lyric
phrase in Yoruba literacy corpus can be traced to Odi Oun Ika:

Idin kaka ti raka,

Babalawo igb4 16 di ‘13 filn igh4,

Idin kaka ti raka,

Babalawo awo 16 di ‘f4 fiin awo,

Adi ‘14 fiin Onirésé, a bii k’ dye omo,

1jé Oko-irésé, bi o ti ¢ fin ‘gbd mg,

eéyi ti o ti fin silé, ko Iée parun.

Idin kaka ti raka,

Gourd priest divined for gourd,

Idin kaka ti raka,

Earthen dish priest divined for earthen dish,

Divined for Onirésé, the one with numerosity of professional
disciples,

Oko-irésé even if you ceased gourd carving,

the produced number can never be effaced from track records.

The first two lines of above Yoruba literary excerpt narrate the priest’s div-
ination for the gourd (igbd) and the earthen-dish (dwo). The two are hollowed
objects created through addition and division. This is evident in the axiom
“Igba ladpda, enikan kii pa awo’ meaning ‘gourds are divided, no one divides
the earthen-dish”. Following the Yoruba practice, gourd creation involves ‘pa,’
meaning ‘divide’ to create hollows, while creating an earthen-dish requires
‘mo,” meaning “mould” with additions for hollow creation. The second line of
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the excerpt explains the divination for Onisa Aganyin in ifd verse of Qsabara.
He was exceptionally skilled in earthenware pot making but persistently la-
boured in vain until Orunmila’s divination counselled him, after propitiation,
to fire the earthen-dish with dry grass. This divination also applied to Onirésé,
the one with numerous of professional disciples in gourd carving. The say-
ing bi 0 ti ¢ fin ‘gbd mg figuratively and metaphorically describes rich and
knowledgeable exploitation of Onirésé’s exceptional skill and artistry in gourd
carving and the numerosity of his professional disciples in human existence.

This oral tradition equally gives credence to the mendable tendency
of gourd when broken compared to earthen-dish through this proverb: ‘sogbd
sogba kan ko ri awo so, ekiifo awo di eru dkitin’ meaning ‘gourd mender
cannot mend earthen-dish, broken earthen-dish becomes waste dump loads’.
This stylistic feature of narration is common to Yoruba oral literary tradi-
tion, basically explicating traditional practical experience. The term ‘gourd’
is used interchangeably by Yoruba as 1gb4 (calabash cut into halves), kete (a
big water carrying calabash), aha (a small calabash used for serving drinkable
substances), and kérégbe (calabash with a small neck for carrying water) for
their capacities to hold liquid substances. Gourd is an object of expression in
Yoruba oral tradition, treasured as an art of exceptionally skilled carvers and
metaphoric construction of gourd-related proverbs allusive to oratorical locu-
tion. For instance, gourd is highly significant to Yoruba social activities and
logically used to convey expression that signifies information of its impor-
tance. This is obvious in the literary interpretation of this proverb:

Omi 16 ddnu kérégbé ko o
(Only water poured away, gourd did not break)

Some of the gourd-related proverbs that have significant epistemological
references for understanding of contemporary oralities and modernity with
their new interpretations are considered for postproverbial ingenuity in Yoruba
socio-cultural activities. Identification of some textural and contextual proper-
ties and patterns of their coinages which suggest practical account in a replete
of context-oriented meta-historical expression are reviewed.

Contemporary Oralities In Yoruba Gourd-related
Proverbs And Their Philosophical Contexts
Yoruba proverbs are philosophically expressed for cognitive learning of
cultural values and explication of indigenous context through ideological ver-
balism. Contemporary discourses have twisted the ingenuity of these logi-
cal verbiages, pretermitted their metaphorical and philosophical citations in
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Yoruba cultural settings. The practical ideologies and set of facts that sur-
round their conceptual context are no longer wholly explored, perhaps due to
modernization and civilization. However, the aping of Western ideas has lim-
ited influence on the philosophical ideas of this social group. With the adage
‘ajise br Ovo la n i, Ovo ki se bii baba ent koo fan, “meaning ‘a replicant
of Oyo civilization can often be found, Oyo do not copy others. Gourd, as a
representational marker of logical expression in Yoruba oralities, is used in
different philosophical contexts to convey beliefs accepted as authoritative in
an educational concept. Many of this gourd-related proverbs acknowledge the
significance of intellectual and personal affluence in social responsibility as
enounced in this proverb:

Proverb: Igbd t6té igbd ni se badl¢ agbonmi
(A largest gourd in size is the chief in bailing out water)

Postproverb: Igbd t6t6 ighd ni se bddle agbonmi, pumping machine ni joba
ch‘

(A largest gourd in size is the chief in bailing out water, pumping machine
is their king, Ajadi, 2024)

The quality of being physically and intellectually qualified in a difficult task
is proverbially evinced above. Every right implies a responsibility, and every
responsibility imposes a competence. Metaphorically, the byword reveals fi-
nancially well off and mind creatively capacity for true altruism as important
determinants in apportioning social right and suggested actions by the group.
With advent of a mechanical device that moves liquids by pressure or suc-
tion (pumping machine), there is a limit of water any sizeable gourd can bale
compared to draw away by the force of suction of pumping machine. This il-
lustration reveals more about the values to the individual personality, reality
about competency and value orientation. This acknowledges the centrality of
value to Yoruba decisions and revelation of their justification to the inherited
customs as enounced in this proverb:

Proverb: Bi onigbd bé ti pe ighd ¢ 1dd n bda pé

(Whatever description one gives one’s gourd container guides others in
describing it)

Postproverb: Bi o ti wu ki onigha o pe igbd ¢, eru Jaribola ni nikeyin
(No matter description one gives one’s container, it is a recycling waste
after expiration period, Ajadi, 2024)
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An analysis of above adage reveals how worthy of value given to gourds
(igbd) amidst Yoruba and its dignified usages for precious activities such as
storage, drinking, serving dishes and as packaged containers for royal gifts
in traditional setting. The quality of gourds is highly valued amidst Yoruba
society as an object for preservation of valuable materials from destruction.
With contemporary influence of recycling advancement and expiratory value
of any worthful materials, the postproverbial adage ‘Bf o ti wu ki onigba o pe
igbd ¢, eru Jaribola ni nikeyin’meaning ‘no matter description one gives one’s
container, it is a recycling waste at the expiration period’ justified the value
of container after expiration time. Contextually, the proverb explicates how
important the quality is that renders materials desirable, valuable, and useful.
In the context of use, the axiom illumines the significance of the description
one gives to its materials will practically determine the attention and manage-
ment of others and imply their responsibility towards the usage and safety.
This explains the disposition of this social group to the uprightness of indi-
vidual as well as behavioural activities, which suggest description and treat-
ment in social relation. The preservation of one’s dignified deportment guides
others in describing the personality. Individual with mortifying demeanors is
renounced of social responsibility and the emerging technology of waste re-
cycling give alternative usage to broken container as expressed in the proverb
and postproverb:

Proverb: Igbd ti 6 bd ti fo, 6 dun ‘ra re ni imu ‘mi
(Broken gourd abnegate itself drinkable bowl)

Postproverb: Igbd ti 6 b4 ti 1o, 6 di eru jariola
(Broken container becomes recycling waste, Ajadi, 2024)

The relative tendency or disposition to be sociable or associate with one’s
fellows is expressed in the above proverb. The adage explicates the significa-
tion of a gourd in holding liquid substances and a dish used for serving water.
Postproverbially, with the invention of heat-transmuted material of plastic,
stainless steel, glass, and opalescent ceramic structures as containers, and re-
cycling as an alternative for their repackaging; a broken container becomes
recycling material. Metaphorically, crevices in the gourd’s cuticle give pas-
sage to liquid substances and abnegate the container the prestigious usage
of serving water. On the other hand, the indigenous byword stresses the im-
portance of being unimpaired in any respect for social recognition and un-
wavering loyalty in concealing the vital belief system and inherited pattern
of thought within the social unit. The implication of rectitude to Yoruba eth-
nic standards and failure to preserve the tradition may call for abnegation of
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social responsibility. In essence, the adage illustrates what becomes of a crev-
ice gourd if it cannot hold the responsibility again. In the context of use, the
adage justifies the importance of integrity and quality of being whole; disuni-
fication may happen afterward because of crevices. A character in concealing
arcanum and reticence of divulging information are highly treasured among
the social unit. A broken character demands personality inventory and often
suggest the description to personal attractiveness or interestingness that en-
able to influence others, otherwise, a morally reprehensible idler in the society.
Aside from personality assessment, outward or visible appearance of individ-
ual determine the kind of reception and imply dignified manner of treatment
as clearly stated in this proverb:

Proverb: Ti a bd burin burin ti a ba fi oju is¢ wolli, igbdkigbd ni won fi bu
omi fiin ni mu

(If we travelled at diverse shortcuts and appeared poor in the town, bad
gourd will be used to serve our water)

Postproverb: Ti a bd burin burin ti a ba fi oju is¢ wolil, sachet water ni won
fiin ni mu

(If we travelled at diverse shortcuts and appeared poor in the town, sachet
waters will be served, Ajadi 2024)

The above proverb narrates the quality of reception one will receive when
appeared poor in a society as synonymously enounced in this adage: Bi a ti rin
ni a ko ni meaning ‘The way we appear will determine our reception’. Water is
an ideological and philosophical liquid by Yoruba belief to receive visitor after
a far distant journey and requires gourd container for proper packaging and
presentation. The determining factor of gourd standard and hygienic state of
the container for one’s reception is spruce appearance. However, a creation re-
sulting from experimentation of synthetic and semisynthetic for economy-size
packaged water (sachet and plastic water) contrive this postproverb ‘77 a bd
burin burin ti a ba fi ojii is¢ wolil, sachet water ni won fiin ni mu meaning ‘ If
we travelled at diverse shortcuts and appeared poor in the town, sachet wa-
ters will be served. Today, sachet-packed water is the cheapest economy-size
package water and on certain occasions served as a handwashed water in so-
cial activities while plastic-packed water is seen as package of affluent per-
sonality. Therefore, presentation of one’s appearance will describe the kind of
treatment in society and reception to be received as evinced in this proverb:

Proverb: Fun ra kérégbé ni yoo so ibi ti 4 tii okun si
(Gourd itself will give description where the rope will be knotted)
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Postproverb: kérégbé ti o Iorun, tea titu ni won fi irti ¢ td leko
(Flangeless gourd is used as cooler for selling tea in Lagos, Ajadi, 2024)

The above proverb pictures the shape of £e7€ghé as an open vessel with a
spherical shape, a narrow neck that tapers towards the mouth which gives de-
scription on where the rope can be knotted. The flanges out of the mouth, with
an everted grooved spout, are for securing the conveyance of water from a
pit and easy pouring. The globular curvature of the below belly usually aligns
with the base. Traditionally, these descriptions suggest £e7¢g¢ 5 capability for
fetching assignment with trustworthiness and competency. With the invention
of other suitable materials and equipment for these tasks, and the persistent
falling of gourd in a pit, another usage for the 4é7éghé emerged. Today, the
cervical part of 4er€ghé to hook the knotted rope is widely pierced and pack-
aged as a cooler for refreshments’ buyer. Traditionally, £e7¢g5¢ with a cervical
part was sometimes used as fetcher Aeze from pit before advent of materials
like rubber, plastic and iron. Today, pumping machines have limited the use
of these materials for water conveyance from the pit. Nevertheless, Yoruba’s
disposition towards persistence or reoccurrence of sad situation as a sign of
warning is expressed in this gourd byword:

Proverb: Oni kete jin s fin, ola kete jin s¢ fin, sé kete nikan 16 wa n’ ofin?
(Today gourd fell in a pit, tomorrow gourd fell in a pit, is gourd alone in
a pit?)

Postproverb: Aisedede ero afami ni mu kete lo sofin, bi ero afami ba sise,
ki ni kete n wa lofin

(A malfunctioning pumping device brought gourd into pit, if pumping de-
vice is well functioning, what is the service of gourd in a pit? Ajadi, 2024)

The above post-proverbial expression is synonymous and connected to this
adage aisedede ara ave ni mu ni ranti ara orun meaning ‘poor performance
of a living soul gives recognition to the meritable service of a deceased per-
son’ both in literary and metaphorical contexts. In the literary context of the
proverb, diverse reasons ensue failure of gourd in a pit, and these could be at-
tributed to flangeless hook of cervical part, fragility of the material, and the en-
trusted rope that hold the container. In these times, most water pits are sealed
and fixed with either surface or submarine device that moves water by pres-
sure or suction, which usually pump water directly from the pit and prevent
unnecessary introduction of gourd containers in the pits. While on the con-
trary, the contextual definition of the traditional proverb is a warning against
persistence or reoccurrence of sad situations that may cause chaos in society.
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However, time-scale conscious in-depth analysis of the motifs and stylistic
studies of technological possibility that makes engraving on gourd possible
with any sharp object before and after diverse tools would have evolved. The
disparities in the designs together with the geometry of tradition and creativ-
ity will be explored in order to analyze the principles, materials, and themes.

Materials, Themes, Motifs and Creative Expression in
Yoruba Gourd Carving

As mentioned earlier, gourd carving is an exclusively preserved heritage of
the Yoruba group, and different motifs of zoomorphic, anthropomorphic, an-
thropo-zoomorphic, geometric, floral, skeuomorphic, man-made objects and
textural illustration are used for the creative expression. For these illustra-
tions on the cuticle of gourd, metallic tools of different shapes and forms that
can enhance the clear visual representation of the picture in a more pleasing
or easier-to-understand view are usually used. Collections of gourds by carv-
ers are done through purchasing and requests from the farmers after thorough
desiccation to determine the quality of the materials in terms of the hardness
of rinds and their ability to absorb sharp tools without cracking and deforma-
tion. The types of gourds usually used for cuticular aesthetics by the carvers
are any vine of the family Cucurbitaceae that bear fruit with hard rinds. The
natural outer covering of this fruit is high significance to the carvers, with its
significance in the beautification of the cuticle. Diverse tools and influences
that affect the engraving have been on the increase, where the outer layer is
scrapped, and the design is inscribed on the surface underneath. In the process,
the cuticle is either scrapped to create an embellished depth with a raised pat-
tern, or the motifs are carved with the negative spaces around the rind. There
are two groups of tools for gourd carving among Yoruba. The first group of
tools is used to clean and prepare the inner and outer layers of the gourd (Plate
6), while the second group of tools is used for embellishment and superflu-
ous ornamentation that encompassed the interpretation of cultural values and
meanings (Plate 7).
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lko ‘gba Ifa ‘gba

Collection of Carving tools

Rim Smoother

llu ‘gba Rim Scrapper

Plate 6: Collection of Cleaning tools and their Usefulness
Demonstration by Muraina Aremu (2023)
Arrangement of Photos: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

Inscription tool Sharpjng Stone

Scrapping tool

Plate 7: Carving tools and Sharping stone
Arrangement of Photos: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)
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The symbolic representations of Yoruba activities often depend on the
iconic relevance to the practical experience, and some of these visual expres-
sions present ideological symbols that imply cultural significance or narrate
events. The significations of the motifs and images used on gourds and the
corresponding message of the designs are deliberately preserved by the users
(Ajadi, 2023). The use of symbols to convey meanings among Yoruba are in-
variably determined by the firmness of the purpose for the arts, and textual
motifs are used in diverse linguistic communications (English, Yoruba, Ara-
bic, and Hebrew) to express congratulatory messages and highlight religions,
ranks and roles of users in the society. Some symbolic images are culturally
connected to religious cults and invariably used to express their significance
and provide information about these cults. To a certain extent, however, man-
made objects as motifs are also utilized for symbolic representation, and some
of these motifs are royal staff of office, horse-tail royal whisk, crown, wedding
bell, string of coral beads, rosary, cruciform, and book representing Bible and
Quran (Kalilu, 1994).

Some animals attributed to imperial splendor by Yoruba cultural significa-
tion, such as lion, viper, peacock, and elephant, are considered as motifs with
royal acclaim, while human-hand shake motifs are invariably used to illustrate
cooperation or warm reception. The environmental and historical experiences
of this social group as well as cultural and artistic expression, have enhanced
the development of these motifs. For example, Plate 8 is superfluously orna-
mented with peacock crested heads and very large fanlike tails, which were
made more attractive by adding embellishment with iridescent spots. In these
three carved gourds (Plate 8), two techniques were used for construction and
finishing. The embossed surface was scrapped, and the design engraved on
the surface underneath. After the carved images and patterns, the embossed
surface of (1) was finished with white local chalk ¢z and the deep area were
darkened with a soft pencil for colour contrast. For the surfaces of (2) and (3),
the cuticles were simply scraped to establish shallow depths leaving the mo-
tifs and images as relief through coloured demarcation. The use of pencil and
painting is a recent introduction and evolution in gourd carving techniques
(Kalilu, 1991). In artistic description, the images of the peacocks on the three
gourds explicate Yoruba idealized realism images with interlocked pattern.

The geometric motifs (Plate 9) are carved in different formats of interlaced,
intermeshed linear motif; e/e/, crooked linear motif, interposed linear motifs;
elevo fo, carven motif, and inter-locked pattern. In geometric pattern, there are
synergies in the use of motifs on the cuticle of gourds (1,2,3,4) and in some
cases, prescriptions were usually described through the receivers regarding the
illustration and personal idiosyncrasies of the carvers usually influenced the
rendition of the motifs together with contextual relevance, recommendations
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Plate 8: Peacock motifs
Muraina Aremu (1: 2015, 2: 2008, 3: 2010)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

and antecedents (Ajadi, 2021). Sometime, the carvers conceive the designs in
mind and represent them on gourd rinds without sketches. Today, most con-
temporary Yoruba carvers are not cognizance about content and how to ex-
plain it intelligibly to viewers when design but are more concerned with the
general aesthetic value (Babalola, 1994). Though these carvers have not de-
viated from their cultural heritage, the influences of contemporary activities
on motifs, styles, and themes are carefully examined through the relevance to
strictly address the generic stylistic uniqueness of the art. For example, the ul-
timate origin of the interlace motifs (1) were adopted from non-Yoruba North-
ern neighbours (Kalilu, 1994). Nonetheless, the adoption of foreign geometric
motifs offers the carvers the opportunity to enhance their symbols through
traditional and contemporary patterns in diverse stylistic variations (2,3,4).

Plate 9: Geometric motifs
Muraina Aremu (1: 2015, 2: 2011, 3: 2010, 4: 2010)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)
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The concept of work in Plate 10 expresses Holy Bible, representing the ac-
claimed influence of the world religion (Christianity) and indicating the di-
versity in religious beliefs and the wider religious experience of the Yoruba
theological system. Surrounding the Bible illustration on this gourd are in-
termesh motif; e/ezz, carven pattern, intermeshed pattern and different har-
monious patterns rendered in incisions and embosses. The interconnection of
these motifs on this gourd explains their amity when properly combined. The
contextual connection of these motifs with the illustration showcases ethnic
interpretations that can be comprehensible and abstruse. Contemporarily, cre-
ativity and exposure appear to be some of the conditioning factors influencing
individual stylistic differences and the choice of various possible clients was
anticipated by the carvers to bring their wider perspective into play.

Plate 10: Holy Bible
Muraina Aremu (2014)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

Human handshake: Plate 10 is a symbol of warm reception for visitors or
accomplishment and an important part of the Yoruba culture and tradition. The
carver used sharp contrast of tones colours, shapes, and the background was
deeply etched for the prominence of forms and motifs on the cuticle of gourd.
The handshake is engraved in Yoruba idealized realism style in two-dimen-
sion form. The background of the handshake is decorated with various textual,
geometric and floral motifs that add aesthetic value to the primal massage of
the art.
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R 1) [ __r_/
Plate 11: Human-Handshake motifs

Muraina Aremu (2012)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

The collection of motifs and images that interweave and dovetail in Plate
12 are virtually for a visual explanation of the diagrammatic representation
of Nigeria as a country and Africa as a continent on earth’s surface. The texts
are engraved on embossed shapes, and the background of the maps is etched
deeply to raise the designs and symbols. The technique gives a characteristic
floating form that distinguishes the major activities from the background. To
carve a design on gourd, the artists must exhibit commitment to the primacy
of the user to showcase the context of goal-direction and reveal a sense of ap-
propriateness in the used motifs for identifying the authority of one who will
hold the art (Ajadi, 2023). Despite the contemporary influences on their sym-
bols and motifs, the major characteristics of Yoruba cultural heritage are still
apparent in the designs. The methodical and efficient arrangement of patterns
has been an effective method of guaranteeing positive creative influences and
preservation cultural heritages. The adopted foreign motifs, styles, and forms
were carefully sifted and readjusted to match the pattern and uniqueness of
Yoruba art.
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Plate 12: Nigerian and African Diagrams
Muraina Aremu (2012)
Photo: Ajadi Michael Olaniyi (2023)

Conclusion

Significantly, the above discussion explicates the literary and contextual in-
terpretation of Bi Onirésé 0 fin ‘gbd mg’ proverb, contemporary oralities in
gourd-related proverbs and the variation in gourd designs as specific responses
to motifs and the context of uses. The orality within the texts of the proverbs
for rich historical and cultural underpinnings were focused particularly on the
literary genre with oral traditional features in a purposive goal. In both the in-
digenous and contemporary context, the analyzed proverbs and postproverbs
fulfils their social and communicative functions in diverse forms and usages.
The formation of the proverbs reflects on the translation of deeply rooted cul-
ture and narration of intellectual uniqueness. The contextual interpretation of
symbols, motifs and diffusion of the ideas from artists and users emphasizes
the roles of gourd carving in the preservation of cultural heritage through po-
litical hierarchy, socio-economic activities and religious elements. Therefore,
the dynamism in Yoruba cultural activities unveiled contemporary influence
that modified the signification of many indigenous proverbs in terms of con-
text and usage.
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