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Abstract
The Yorubd believe that death is a physical separation from loved ones. The soul of the
deceased still relates with members of the family and has power to prevent calamities from
befalling others. Some can return to this same family through reincarnation. The Yorubd
believe death is powerful and sacred. Funeral rites are performed throughout Yorubdland
though the rituals go by different names from place to place and based on the social status of
the deceased. This work is therefore a study of the nonverbal elements in oral performances
that project burial ceremonies among the Yoruibd, the Egbd people in particular. Through
elaborate discussion, the paper describes and analyzes the signs, symbols, and objects used
in Egbd funeral poetry. Using the semiotics theory framework in the textual interpretation,
the study gives a clear perception of Yortibd worldview on death through Egbd funeral poetry.
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Introduction

Death is an inevitable end of every living soul. It is well-established in Yoruba
culture, thoughts beliefs and oral tradition. It is a debt owed by every human.
No matter how long a man stays on earth, he will eventually die. Death is no
respecter of any human being, young or old, male or female, black or white.
Hence the inevitability and certitude of death has always captured man’s imag-
ination (Fahm, 2015, p. 4). It is a sad reality which everybody will have a taste of
and it will come at the appointed time. It is in view of this that the Yorub4 are
not afraid of death. The Yoruba are only uncomfortable with the death of chil-
dren or youth dying at an early age (Oyébamiji, Oyerindé, Alagbé & Adébowalé,
1991, p. 14). It is a thing of joy when someone dies at an old or ripe age in Yoru-
ba society. Similarly Gbaddébo (2017) asserts that “death of an aged person who
has finished his assignment on earth and has lived a worthwhile life is not ab-
surd,” that “in fact it attracts no sympathy or tragedy (p. 177).

Mourning in Yoruba society involves well-patterned words and rhythmic
structures in meaning and thought and at the same time have social, ritual
and cultural implications. Words are specially selected and coined by orators
or folklorists to drive home their point. The Egba people are highly intellec-
tual and artistic. Their artistic prowess is exhibited during social and religious
ceremonies. Some of the indigenous Egbé folklore include: ége, orin 0gods, orin
artingbe, orin obé and igbdld. Of their numerous oral poetries, igbdld is the only
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funeral dirge native to Egbéland. It should be noted that the Owu are not Egb4
they only domiciled among them and they also do not mourn with igbdld."

Igbdld is a dirge performed for the obsequies of any person, male or female
who attained old age before their demise. In the performance of igbdld, the
singers and mourners dance round a wooden mortar, turned upside down. A
local clay lamp (fitila) is placed on the mortar, while another one is placed on
the burial-place of the deceased. This is done in the compound of the deceased.
At the end of the performance the clay lamp is removed,; its flame will be put
off by a child of the deceased and the mortar will be turned face-up. At the be-
ginning of the next performance the position of the mortar is reverted and the
lamp (fitila) is lit. This rite continues until the last performance is done. The
scene where the performance takes place is dominated by the wives in the fam-
ily of the deceased with their friends, children, members of the deceased’s fam-
ily and friends. The women dance round the mortar while men join in singing
the chorus to the dirge. The participants take turns introducing an igbdld song,
though not in any particular order. Each dirge is sung three times while danc-
ing around the mortar goes on. At the end of a song another is introduced until
all the participants have taken their turn or have exhausted the songs in their
repertoire or are simply fatigued.

The sets of people restricted from participating in igbdld includes: the par-
ents of the deceased, members of family older than the deceased, wives of the
deceased and his friends. It should be noted that, for an aged person who is suc-
ceeded by his parents, the performance of igbdld will not take place in the vi-
cinity of the surviving parents. The performance will also not take place in the
event of the death of a young person, youth or young adult. Yorub4 refers to
such death as 90 (tragedy). In such an instance, there will not be an igbdld per-
formance. The performance commences after the burial of the deceased per-
son. The session will hold for seven consecutive days. After this period, it be-
comes taboo to continue singing igbdld for the particular deceased.

The inevitability of death has been a subject of research for so long and
more work deserves to be done to have more illuminating insight into this uni-
versal phenomenon. This study is intended to examine and analyze the use of
symbols and nonlinguistic elements in Egba funeral poetry, igbdld. This will en-
able us explore some hidden information about nonlinguistic elements used in
the poetry and translate them to comprehensible usage. Belief, myth, legend
and taboos as expressed in the folk songs. This paper bases its structure on the
semiotic theory due to the capabilities of the theory to account for the cultural
elements and additional properties expressed through signs, colours, materials
and prosodic elements. Data for this study were collected from primary sourc-
es through direct interview of Egba native speakers and practioners of oral po-
etry in Egbéland.
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A Brief Review of Yoruba Funeral Poetry
Since the pioneering efforts of Beier and Gbadamési (1959), many lovers and
scholars of Yoruba oral poetry have come into limelight. Some of these schol-
ars include: Babalol4 (1966, 1967, 1968), Abimbdla (1968), Ol4jubu (1970, 1974),
Olatunji (1970, 1973, 1984), Olikojui (1978), Ilésanmi (1985, 2004), Fanil4l4 (1991),
Akinyem{ (1997), Oriméogun;jé (2004), Oyesakin (2010). There are numerous ar-
ticles and publications on Yorubd oral poetry. Efforts have been made to classify
Yorubd oral poetry into different categories. One classification is funeral poet-
ry. Funeral poetry is a dirge or elegy performed as rites of passage to usher in a
deceased soul into the ancestral world.

Funeral rite is a custom practiced across the world but the ritual patterns
differ. Yorubd society at large has a way of mourning their dead: they maintain
an unbroken relationship between the dead and the living. According to Bello
(2016) the Yorub4 universe is a numinous composite of the tripartite worlds of
the living, the dead, and the unborn (200). Funeral rite is an important aspect
of culture in every society (Nyamadi, Aberinga & Nyamadi, 2015, p. 313). The
course of mourning is an opportunity to talk about the deceased, focusing on
their good qualities and characters in their lifetime. Friends and relations will
come around to console and sympathize with the bereaved. During this period,
people will offer help and comfort to the deceased family. This begins imme-
diately after the person has passed on. This extends to carrying out domestic
chore for the bereaved family, such as cooking meals, caring for children and
most importantly helping with the funeral arrangements.

The analysis of Ajiwdn (1977) is a pioneering attempt at examining Yortib4
funeral poetry. The study examines irémgjé as a traditional poetry of aesthetic
merit. The study reveals that Irémgjé transmits unwritten moral laws which
promote a peaceful, orderly state as well as strengthen human spiritual pow-
er in traditional Yortib4 society. The study covers Yortiba towns like Oyd, Ife,
0Ofa, Saki, Tlorad, Sabéé and Dahomey. He observes that since the deceased are
believed to possess superhuman powers and can visit the living, to bless and
protect them, the Yorubd sing dirges to honour, praise and remind them not to
forget to visit and bless their offspring. His contribution centers on the hunt-
ers’ dirge, making general statements that irémgjé is the Yorubd word for the
hunters’ funeral elegy. This is not so, as some Yorubd communities have a sep-
arate name for it.? Furthermore, his assertion that there is no stipulated time
and place of performance in other dirges is erroneous as that is not peculiar to
iremgjé alone.

Another scholar who renders a scholarly account of Yorub4 funeral poetry
is Ol4sijf (1983), who concentrates on three types of poetry in Egbaland. His fo-
cus is on jgbdld, orin arungbé and égé. His concern is on the prospect of the sur-
vival of the oral poetry and he also identifies some problems in the preserva-
tion of the poetries. To the best of our knowledge, he is the first scholar to dis-
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cuss the performance of igbdld, but he does not analyze the symbolic elements
used in igbdld. His work is subjected to stylistics analyses. Besides, the culture
of society changes over time, otherwise the societal development will be stat-
ic. It is therefore, necessary, to explore the nonlinguistic elements used in the
performance of igbdld.

Ajiwdn (1989) gives a succinct account of the performance of dgbéré among
the Qyd people and the igbémina of Kwara. Ogbére is a chant of lament for a
deceased old man or woman. The performance of this dirge is the exclusive re-
sponsibility of women. It is used to show love to the departed, they praise the
deceased and emphasis pathos of the loss as it affects the family. This lasts sev-
en days, from nightfall till daybreak. He notes that dirge in 0do-Otin is referred
to as ofiin; it is ighdld in Abéodkuta, erfri or ortri in Ekiti, and ohtinegiingiin in Ondé
town. He goes further to compare ohtinegtingiin with ogbéré. He also account for
nonverbal elements in the performance of Ogbéré but he does not subject them
to any rigorous analysis. To bring out the hidden meanings of the items identi-
fied, he mentions jgbdld, the focus of this paper, as funeral poetry in Abéokuta.
This is also an erroneous statement. Abéokuta is the city that hosts three major
Yortib4 ethnic groups: the Egbas, Owu and Yewa (Ibarad). igb4l4 is a funeral po-
etry exclusive to the Egbé people.

In his own contribution to the study of Yortb4 funeral poetry, 0jé (2002),
examines the final rite performed to mourn a herbalist, emphasizing the fact
that 11ékt Awo is a way of invoking the spirit of a deceased babaldwo to come
and witness the rites performed for him by his co-babaldwo and his children.
The funeral rite is a must and it is performed for the highly respectable, respon-
sible, honest, famous and well-behaved babaldwo that died in Yoruba society.
He examines the content and performance of the poetry, using semiotics and
formalism theories to analyze If4 corpus relevant to the study. He enumerates
six taboos that are attached to the performance. He claims that casting out the
soul of the deceased babaldwo will enable him join his mates in the same faith
in heaven, while his children and family deceased can rest assured that their
progenitor is at peace and they can seek his help when the need arises.

Aséawélé’s (2012) analysis is based on the elegy among the Kaba people. It
delves into the people’s worldview about death and also looks at the relation-
ship between the dead and the living. He identifies four types of elegy among
the Kaba—erin oméwd, erin ebora, erin dgtin and erin eringbo. He subjects his anal-
ysis to sociological framework and establishes social stratification in the types
of funeral rite of passage given to the deceased in the community.

Semiotics in Egba Funeral Poetry

This study adopts semiotics theory in analyzing the nonverbal elements in the
performance of Egba funeral poetry - Igbélé. Seebeok (2001) defines semiot-
ics as the instinctive capacity of all living organism to produce and understand
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signs (p. 15). Semiotics is a communication/signification theory that investi-
gates sign systems that human beings and animal use to convey feelings, emo-
tions, thoughts, ideas and ideologies (Adésanya, 2014:48). It examines the ways
the linguistic and nonlinguistic objects and behavior operate symbolically to
“tell” us something (Tyson, 2006, p. 216). Semiotics entails the study of signs
process. It is a field of study concerned with sound generated in human society
and human behavior. Semiotic practice delves into the study of signs and sym-
bols as a significant part of communications. It applies structuralist insights to
the study of what it calls sign system. Semiotics is concerned with everything
that can be taken as sign (Eco, 1976, p. 7). Semiotics studies signs with respect to
their functioning in sign process within sign system (Posner, 2004, p. 56). Also,
semiotics refers to anything which can significantly substitute for something
else. It deals with meaning-making, the study of sign process and meaning-
ful communication. Each sign is made up of a “signifier,” a sound-image or its
graphic equivalent, and a “signified,” the concept of meaning (Eagleton 1996,
p. 83).

The smallest unit of analysis in Saussure’s semiology is the sign, made up of
a signifier or sensory pattern and a signified, the concept elicited in the mind
by the signifier. Saussure emphasizes that the signifier does not constitute a
sign until it is interpreted. He proposes a dyadic semiotic (sign/syntax, sign/se-
mantics); it is conceived as philosophical logic studied in terms of signs that are
not always linguistic or artificial. A symbol is a sign in which the relationship
between the signifier and signified is neither natural nor necessary but arbi-
trary; that is, decided on by the agreement of some group (Tyson, 2006, p. 218).

The field of semiotics covers a wide range of fields; the subfield of semiot-
ics includes biosemiotics, cognitive semiotics, computational semiotics, social
semiotics, zoosemiotics, and cultural semiotics. Culture being the totality of
belief of a society, includes thought, art, music and other symbolic products.
Ilésanmi (2004) asserts that “culture is life in all its totality; it is all-embrac-
ing since it includes all the ramified aspects of human endeavours (p14). Pos-
ner (2004) traces the use of cultural semiotics to Ernst Cassirer (1923-29), who
claims that certain kinds of sign system can be described in “symbolic forms,”
while the symbolic forms of a society constitute its culture (p56). Oriméogun-
jé (2014) affirms that “the Yorub4 have symbolized all their activities in all hu-
man endeavours (p76).

Cultural Semiotics is research field with semiotics that attempts to define
culture from a semiotic perspective and as a type of symbolic activity, creation
of signs and a way of giving meaning to everything. The context of usage of any
given object determines the meaning in Yorubd tradition. Considering culture
as a system of symbols or meaning, Okéwandé (2017) opines that “cultural se-
miotics is concerned with all that is understood about different objects, sym-
bols and signs in a given culture. He argues further that “different meanings
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are associated with all that is embedded in a culture” (p. 14). This study adopts
cultural semiotics framework, it is evident that signs and symbols are products
of the culture of a given society: the concern of cultural semiotics is to translate
the symbols within the context of the society.

Mortar (0d6) as a nonverbal object in Egba funeral poetry

The origin of mortar and pestle is as old as human existence, forming the first
implements of production of the early ages. Its art of carving is not specific
to a tribe but cuts across the nation, and, however, negligible differences are
only noted on the pestle which is a complement of the main mortar. Beside the
mortar used for food production, there are others used in the shrine—“San-
go’s mortar” (0dé Sangd). Mortar is considered a deity among the Egba® and
there are a number of myth and taboos attached to the use of mortars general-
ly. This taboo is different from culture to culture. The use of mortar is symbolic
in Egbé funeral poetry. It depicts the Yortib4 worldview about the soul. It is be-
lieved that the deceased is in their midst while performance is on. The mortar
is placed at the center for him to sit comfortably and observe the performance.
The mortar signifies different meanings in the performance of igbdld; it is be-
lieved that the ghost of the deceased will witness how members of the family
perform the burial ceremony. His presence is also to assess their likely behavior
after his departure and, more importantly, to listen to their comments and ob-
serve their general disposition towards his friends, colleagues and neighbors.
This establishes the Yortiba belief that the soul of the deceased does not leave
his people. Special respect is accorded the soul based on the personality, status
and the social status of the person being mourned. Furthermore, for a deceased
who is an initiate, it is the same mortar used during his initiation into the cult
while he was alive that is used during the performance of igbdld.* This signifies
separation between him and members of his cult, it also serves as a reminder
that their turn to take leave of this material world will eventually come.

Lamp (atupadl/fitila) as a nonverbal object

Clay lamps are another item used in the performance of igbél4. It is an impor-
tant item in traditional worship in Nigeria. Oil lamp as well as its light is also an
important ritualistic article across religions and different cultures of the world.
References to lamp also abound in Islam, Judaism, Hindu and Christianity reli-
gions (Qur’an 24:35; Psalms 119:105). All the above verses signify the relevance
and importance of lamp in religions and spiritual settings. Oil lamps are com-
monly used in Hindu temples as well as in home shrines. There is at least one
lamp in each shrine, and the main shrine may contain several.’

Lamp is an important instrument in traditional Yorub4 society. Like every
other cultural setting, the lamp has domestic and spiritual usages. In the
spiritual context, it is used as one of the instrument during induction into tra-
ditional religious society. Hence, the saying Ko si awo td a #i se I6kunkiin (“An ini-
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tiate is not inducted in the dark”).° This axiom signifies that cultic activities are
done in an illuminated environment and the lamp plays a significant role since
most rituals are conducted late in the evening. These lamps are fuelled using
either palm oil or shea butter. It is part of traditional practice that the hair on
the head of a fresh inductee into an esoteric cult is shorn clean; this is done at
night while oil lamp is lit. The use of this item during igbdld performance is to
symbolize the ancestral position assumed by the deceased. Also, it is used to il-
luminate the venue of the performance, so that the participant can see each
other clearly and for the deceased to be able to have a full glimpse of the event
as it unfolds. The clay lamp is of different sizes and shapes,® with the size used
dependent on the numbers of cults the deceased is affiliated and associated
with while alive.

Liquor (oti) as a nonverbal object in igbdlad

Alcohol is used to invoke the ancestral spirits, so that the divinity/deity can
give them the necessary support during the performance. It is used in all social
ceremonies among the Yoruba. In rites of passage, alcohol is an important item,
it is very important in all social ceremonies—namings, marriages, chieftaincy
and funeral. It serves to energize for the igbdld singers, stabilize the perform-
ers and aid the memory (0jé, 2002, p. 78). Alcohol symbolizes unity and cohe-
sion among the igbdld singers. They drink from the same cup—an oath of unity
and trust. More so, alcohol is also used to reduce the effects of the spirit being
invoked in order to shield the noninitiate witnessing the performance. Ances-
tors, spirits and deities play an active role in the daily lives of the living. Alcohol
helps link the physical and spiritual worlds, ensuring the natural progression of
the spirit of the deceased.

Cotton wool (0wu otuti/akese) in igbdld

The local cotton wool is another important item used in Egb4 funeral poet-
ry. The plant is native to Yorubdland and is grown in modern-day Abéokuta,
cultivated to produce cotton fiber for clothing. The root bark, the inner bark,
the cotton and the seeds are used as herbal remedies in Yorubd society; the
root bark is used for numerous domestic and medical conditions. That is why,
apart from planting it for commercial purpose on farmlands, it is also planted
at home to meet urgent medical needs. Cotton wool is used with oil or shea but-
ter to illuminate the venue of the performance. It serves as a fueling wick that
lights the lamp. The use of cotton is deliberate; it is an object of command in
Yorubd traditional belief. Whatever is said during the performance shall come
to pass. This cotton signifies the charge of their spiritual power and empowers
them with authority; it must therefore be readily available before Igbal4 per-
formance can take place.
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Money (ow9) in igbala

This is another important item used in the performance of Egb4 funeral po-
etry. Money is a nonnegotiable, indispensable commodity in every person’s
life. 1t is celebrated, respected and yearned for. In Yoruba worldview, money
is an important resource everybody must possess, which is why it is one of the
items used as supplicant during naming ceremonies in traditional Yorub4 soci-
ety. Money is used to depict the social status of the deceased. Death and buri-
al receive important attention. The burial given to a corpse is a function of the
social and economic status of the children of the deceased, who believe their
father has attained an elevated spiritual position, and will be with them al-
ways, even though they cannot see him. They spend money during igbdld per-
formance to reinforce the reality of their father’s death and express the love
they have for their father. It is also a means of appreciation of the performers;
the performance will spur the children into a spending/money-spraying spree
at intervals, which motivates the performers to do more. The children do this
to show their love for their father whom they feel is witnessing all they are do-
ing, and spare them ancestral wrath. These activities invoke prayers and eulo-
gies from friends and families present at the event.

Grave (sdrée) in Egba funeral poetry
Yoruba bury their dead in graves. The graveyard is usually within the com-
pound of the family or inside the room of the deceased. It is not in Yoruba tra-
ditional practice to bury at the cemetery. It is common among If4 priests to say
thus:

Bdwobd ki, d sunlé / Bimole ki, d stinta / Igbagb 6 ribistin, 6 digbé réré,

[Initiates are buried in their house / While Muslims are buried outside their house /
A Christian believer is buried at the cemetery.]

The above excerpt is usually sung by If4 practitioners and it is apt in this regard.
Yoruba maintain a strong relationship and reverence for the departed and an-
cestors. That is why they bury the body of their corpse where they will be eas-
ily accessible whenever there is need for them to invoke their spirit. The grave
is usually a spot for indigenous cultural rites like prayer, rituals and oath-tak-
ing. The grave is given a sacred status because the ancestors are believed to
have their own sphere of influence and the living go there for solutions to their
problems. The grave is also important in the performance of igbdld, which takes
place close to the deceased’s grave, symbolizing the physical place of rest of the
deceased.

Seating arrangement at igbdld
Mat is also used in the performance of igbdld to accommodate the audience.
The performance of igbdld brings together people from different walks of life
related to the deceased. This activity is a uniting force, as people swallow their
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ego to honour the deceased by offering support to the family. The mat spread
round the venue of the performance is a symbol of unity and also provides the
required comfort for the participant throughout the performance. In tradition-
al Egbd society all the participants sit on raffia mat close to the grave of the de-
ceased. More so, the sitting arrangement is cyclic, while the mortar turned up-
side-down at the center of the performance signifies the presence of the spirit
of the deceased.

Conclusion

Egb4 funeral poetry—igbdld—is a dirge rendered as part of rites of passage to
usher dead people into the ancestral world. We have noted that nonlinguistic
elements in the poetry connote meaning which can aid our understanding of
Egbd worldview on death. The concrete objects used in the performance of the
oral poetry convey a huge message which requires explicit explanation to elicit
the information therein. We have been able to decode the implied meanings in
relation to the belief and tradition of the Egbd using them. A symbol does not
stand on its own, all the identified objects signify the presence of an ancestral
object, by creating linkages between what is seen and unseen during the per-
formance. Those objects are therefore transcendental. This goes along with the
assertion of Tyson (2006) that “. .. the world consists of two fundamental lev-
els—one visible, the other invisible (p10). It is in this regards that the study dif-
fers from the previous studies. This dirge constitutes a rich verbal art, deserv-
ing of scholarship attention. The major contribution of this study is the sym-
bolic analyses of objects used in Egbd funeral elegy.

NOTES

1. Alagba Qladipd Yémiitan explained that the Owu people are different from the
Egb4, although they live together in Abédkita. He stated further that ége is the
poetry of the Owu people; they chant égeé in all of their social ceremonies in-
cluding funerals. Interview conducted Dec. 20, 2016.

2. Chief Oméwlunmi Adésanya, the Ajaglina of 0dordglinsin land, said that hunt-
ers’ funeral dirge is known as dgéré among the 1jébti of Odoraginsin. Inter-
viewed Sept. 6, 2018.

3. lyé Odsa Oltimo mentioned that the mortar is not just an item but is considered
a deity in Egbdland, an important instrument used by all esoteric cults in Eg-
béland. Interviewed on March 10, 2018.

4.  Chief Moruf Ajani Dipéold, the Oldwo-If4, Oke-Sarf, Abédkiita, explained how
important the clay is, and how its usefulness cuts across all religions.

5. Chief Moruf Ajan{ Dipéolt, the Oldwo-1f4 of Oké-Sarf rendered the Qwonrin
0Olégbén corpus as thus:

>0 <



Semioticization in Egba Funeral Poetry: Ibrahim Abayomi Adéighé
Owdnrin gbangba / Twori gbangba / A df4 fin Olégeréghé / T ti
sawo & nf gbangba / Ki logédérégbé #i sawo / Gbangba logedeéregbé
1 sawo.
6.  Chief Dipeolt explained that the sizes and eyes of the clay lamp varies ranging

from one face lamp to 21. The 21-face lamp (sorisapé) is for those who are initi-
ated into all esoteric cults.
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