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Chapter 10
O

Songs

Saudat Adebisi Qlayidé Hamzat

Introduction

person’s culture shapes his or her notion of art, aesthetics, poetry, song, and
beauty. His culture molds his values upon which he bases his response to

rtistic object. Hence, the idea of the Yoruba about song is different from any
other culture. This chapter discusses the concept of song in traditional and modemn
contemporary Yoruba society. The objectives of the chapter are to define and situate
songs within the context of Yoruba culture and orature; highlight the characteristic
features and categories of songs; and identify the relationship that exists between
songs and other arts of performance as well as their functions. The investigations were
carried out by means of observation of performances, interviews with the local singers,
and scholars in Music and Yoruba Studies. The appraisal of songs in Yoruba society
depends heavily upon a cultural frame of reference that calls for a short analysis of the
people.

The Yoruba, one of the major ethnic groups in Nigeria, has a rich cultural history.
Yoriiba cities such as Ifé and Benin, among others, had been standing at their present
sites for at least five hundred years before the European and Portuguese explorers
"discovered” Yoruba cities and kingdoms in the fifteenth century. Archeological
evidence indicates that they are artistically advanced. Yoraba society remained non-
literate until the middle of the nineteenth century; they captured records of events
orally, As in all human societies, they passed on knowledge, wisdom, and manners
from one generation to the next generation by word of mouth. Their indigenous
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practices existed before colonialism, Christianity, and Islam. lI; l(};ccfz)‘:;']‘;(’li‘:]“"‘al or
preliterate period, the Yoriba communicated and pns'scd on know ;:t gd't'o yTh' orms
of prose, poetry, and drama, which form the genres In Yorubé oral tradition. This wag

when indigenous Yoraba culture could be said to be at its purest form.

Nature of Yoruba Orature and Songs

Prose narratives (ifan) are rendered in speech mode, the gener a’l m?de ofcommumcat‘lo;}
with which all the speakers are familiar. According to Fa'lola (2012), the Yoriib4
represent their experiences in myths. The Yorubé narrate their experience in {nyth‘lc.al
tales (itan iwdse), legendary tales (itan akoni), historical accounts of migration (;'za,:,
orirun/ itan gidi), and folktales (itan alg). These are done in prose form. The Yoruba
also celebrate birth, growth, and death in different ritual and festival performances,
which are regarded as drama (eré onise). _ )

The third genre, poetry (ewi), is a concentrated form of imaginauw‘: creation that
exploits certain word patterns and rhythmic structure }o create meanings that may
have social, political, or cultural implication. Poetry (ewi) falls under three categories:
the recitation, or speech mode; the chant mode; and the song mode. According to
Ilésanmi (2004: 47-49), in speech mode, adhering to the strictly tonal modulation of
the language, the tone can only be high, mid, or low. However, it is possible that one
can speak in a relatively high or low pitch but the relationship of the high, mid, and low
tones must be maintained in the pitch of the speech mode.

The chant mode differs from the speech mode by the introduction of heightened
pitch and the freedom or liberty to prolong any vowel to any length according to the
idiosyncrasies of the chanting artist. Any vowel may be shortened or prolonged; the
heightening of the pitch of the artist is not compelled on him but purely of his or her
own free choice. However, some chanting genres may be regulated by the artist who
created the piece. This, of course, is still flexible; no rigid rule binds performance.

The third group, the song mode, has its own peculiarities. It borrows from the chant
mode. It relies only on the tonal property of the speech mode or extends its tone and
vowel as in chant mode, but in addition it cannot just prolong the vowel indefinitely
without following a regular beat of a type. The faithfulness to the regular beat gives
it the song property. Euba (1975: 476-477) draws a border line between speech and
songs, while Ilésanmi (2004: 47-49) explains the relationship between the chant and
song mode. What one can deduce from this analysis is that the Yorub4 traditionally
distinguish betjween ewi (poctry? and .orin (song). Song has regular lyrics, in Euba’s
view. He describes any p(-)etry. with heightened speech as “speech-song.”

. One can further dlstmgu.lsh. between songs and chants in Yoruba through their
idea about peﬁomance. Tl?eir lives revolve around performance, which was carried
3:_‘[: n‘:::il:; *(‘;':;E)O‘:isa:g::l&';_ The performers are dsére, and they are made up of
b j‘o) and singers (ol6rin). The group incorporates both
chanters and singers. If the Yoriiba use the same word “singers” (oldrin) to describe
oral performers, they do not differentiate chants from chanters as the West [ture
will do. The art of performance, or playing sise eré, is from th Sy
perform is to play. When the child is born, the bj e o o OGS [ the grays. 18
m, the birth is greeted in one form of oratory or
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Songs

the other. The rituals and the blessings, the nam
from various quarters flourish in oratory genre
the lullaby otherwise known as orip argmo / ¢

Gba woréworo,

Gba wéréwdro,

Baba r¢ 16 mii vin by lit'Eko,

Gbawdréworo,

Mama r¢ n gqu:‘m niyara,

Gba woréwaro,

Mase jé kdra adtigbo 6 gby. (Qladape 2008: 46)

(Take toy,

Take toy,

Your father brought it from Lagos.

Take toy,

Your mother is enjoying in the room.

Take toy,

Don’t let the neighbors hear.)

ing ceremony and the expression of joy
$. The child hears without understanding
wemotg and aghpmojo. Examples are:

Children come together to share games and common interest. They sing and dance,
run, and tell tales of animals and birds. Their riddles, jokes, tongue twisters, and other
children’s oral genres are all composed for them or by them to meet their educational
training. Tongue twisters like the one below teach children language dexterity as well
as counting or numerical system.

Kd mugbd lamu ka e lému- 6 deni.

Kd miigbd lamu ka e ldmu- 6 deji. ..

Kd miigha ldmu ka e ldmu- 6 dewd. (personal collection of author in 2015).

(Taking a calabash from pot and putting it on the pot- is the count of one.

Taking a calabash from pot and putting it on the pot - is the count of two....

Taking a calabash from pot and putting it on the pot - is the count of ten.).

Children learn to count up to ten with this song. As they grow up, they learn the arts
of oratory from their parents, mates and seniors in different age groups. They ask
questions on various things that bother their imagination. Children are believed to
belong to a spiritual group called “Koéri cult” egbe éwe, and they have songs. Example

of such a song follows:
Kori o ée Arémiy_(:) (20?) ;
Ftin mi lomo kan n gbe sere (2ce)
Kori o eye igho
Kério eye odan
Kori ldbata elépo 16 lori
Kéri ldbata elépo 16 lowu ‘
Kori ldbata abimp méa sabiku (Qladapo 2008: 36)
(Kéri! The one who sees water and gets happy
Bless me with a child to cuddle with
Kéri! The bird of the forest
Kéri! The bird of thick forest
Kéri of the swamp—he who owns palm oil owns she abutter
Kéri of the swamp—he who owns palm oil owns the cotton
Kéri of the swamp—that procreates and experience no mortality.) (My translation)
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Yorubé through these narrativeg
rituals), and poetry (recitation,
uired informally, others require

ces life as a
(festivals and
songs are ac

The traditional Yoruba child experien
(folktales, myth, and legend), drama
chant and song model). While some¢
formal training.

There are professional performers who

People put a lot of efforts to their oral pro ; :
artistry. As the voice is trained, the brain stores a lot of information, the hands are

exercised, shyness is removed, indigenous devices are invented in order to 'put up a
lously carried out, and sleepless nights are

good performance, rehearsals are meticu -
expended on the organization of thought before several repertories were learned _b)’
rote. They develop perfection through constant practice. These genres are properties
of the community; no one person can claim authorship of thc?m.The crezftor can hear
new melodies in dreams and in spiritual experiences, CSPCC'all}’ worshippers under
possession of the deities. Hence, the people believe that a creator 1S pogsessed by gods,
spirits, or deities. No creative artist will deny the extra sensory experience which has
informed his or her performances.

The three modes of recitation,
but they are often rendered separately. However, there i
culture; recitation could be concluded with songs. Also
recitative exhortation. For example, the ifd priest can sing
of ifd divinatory poetry. A new bride chanting ekin iyawo can end it in songs. Folktale
song (orin alp apagbe) is used in between prose narrative. All categories of poetry
recited, chanted, or sung are poetry (ewi) because they are structurally arranged. In
other words, all songs are poetry. However, not all poetry is song.

Euba (1975) and Adéola (1997) agree that songs are described by their functions.
The singing is described by a function to which it is associated. This means we have
songs that are associated with religious, ritual, or spiritual worship or festivals (orin
ésin). They are strictly used in the worship of the deities. Some of the songs are
restricted to specific locations. Aringbe song is used by Oro worshipers in Egbaland,
orin okébadan is peculiar to ibadan, and orin agemo is localized in Ijebu Rémo.
Dadakuada is assqciated with ilorin, wdka, dpala are common to ibadan. Songs used
to pacify twins in Ibadan cannot be used to pacify ordinary child. The worshipers of
ogun are all over quﬁbé ‘land; hence the hunters’ song or chant (ijdld orin ode) cut
across Yoruba land. Irémgjé is used in the initiation of passage rights of a dead hunter.

Specific songs accompany specific occasions. Some songs are associated with
social ceremonies like marriage, naming, house warming, birthday, and graduation
ceremonies. Sc.mgs meant .for some occasion cannot be used for other occasions. For
example, marriage songs like orin obitun (obitun song) cannot be used at funeral rites,
orin aro (dirge) will be used. An example of marriage song is:

are usually trained for a period of time,
fessions in the vocal and instrumenta|

chant, and song can come together in a repertoire,
s fluidity in song in Yoriiba
, chants could have some
iyére ifd as concluding part

K ogo’kggo' mo gbdgogo ldjide
Won IAdt‘llf_é rofi kan
Kogdkogo mo gbdgogo lojude
Wen I'Aditké rofi kan
Aaso 0fi 16 ra yi 0 pmo ni e e gbe jo (personal collectio i
! n
(Sounding of bell, I heard the sound of a bell RPN
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They s'aid Adl‘lk_t’: bought a traditional ofi atlire
sOundm_g of bell, I heard the sound of a bell
They said Adik¢ bought a traditional ofi attire

This attire you bought, you will use it in caring for your baby)

[1ésanmi (2004: 7), quoting Beier (1986: 9)
the prudent and valid means of dislinguish’i
to describe the acts of reciting or chanting
be used to distinguish between genres. H:a
obitun), chanted (ke' iwi eguingiin),

argues that tones of performance are one of
ng the genres traditionally. The verbs used
as exemplified by Ilésanmi (2004: 77), can
; nce, genres can be sung (ko orin ariingbel
i, | : ! cried (sun ekiniyawoliyerélijald/aldmo), unraveled
(jd alo! jd aro), Prals?d (ki oriki), broken open (p}c: o‘we)y c‘zl,o’),j initiated Q(ZIa égelejo),
called (pe Ofp,/sang?/dku[es&) and effected (wu ire). Traditional songs and chants
are mainly accomplished with some musical instrumentation such as ideophones,

chordophones, membranophones, and airophones. Wherever instrumentations are
used, choreography takes the floor,

Songs serve functional purpose. Entertainment (iddrayd) comes first among the
goals. of performance. However, the use of song for therapeutic, psychological, and
emotional wellbeing is exemplified in Iullaby, a kind of poem or song used to soothe
child.ren to sleep. Adults also listen to music to fall asleep. It can calm disturbed nerves
and it is been used to cure psychological problem. It is effective for the emotional
wellbeing between lovers. The use of songs in fanning the ember of discord is also
rampant. It can incite groups and individuals against each other.

Songs are used to celebrate wars and death. Orin aro (dirge) is for death:

Arwaaaaori

Awa 6 siimawa 6 wo o

Awa o Jeun latojo méje

Ko séni 6 mo bi baba wa ré o (Owélabi 1977: 132)
(We are searching, we cannot find him

We are not sleeping

We are not resting on our oars

We are not eating for three days

Nobody knows where our father has gone)

Orin Ogiin (war songs), like this example, boosts fighters” morale:
Oni é gbénd janjanjan
Ola é koro jogho bi 0ro o
E wi félejo ko lp
Yée Yée Yee (Owolabi 1977: 98)
(Today will be so hot
Tomorrow will be bitter
Warn strangers to leave
Like cry of pain
The battle that the king of Qyo is waging will be brutal)
Finally, songs can be used during community labor (orin amusgya) to boost the spirit of
workers:

E se were, ¢ dide
E se sasa, e dide
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E sewara ¢ dide

Oni lojp adiro pe (Owolabil 977: 51)
(Be quick, and get up

Be fast, and get up '

Today is the schedule for Adro commun

Vituperative songs are abusive songs freque
i iri . It can be used t
Such songs are used for virulent attack in satirical manner I 0 Commen

on social and political issues generally. Vituperative SOngs i b:eh:scs::)l ?Storm_ib‘"‘"'
(desciplinary song). Such songs are used to 'c_hastlse vices In b Clle Y. S.Ingcrs
express their indignation at the false respectability of burglars or political parties. Ap

example of a political song follows:

al work) 4
ntly used among rivals and opponeng,

Pddwa aa...

QOlowo oo

E ma fowo 'dsi'gb_o’mp mi _

Pdadwa, plowo oro (personal collection 0

(Power...

Owner of the poisonous “hand”

Don’t carry my children with your luckless “hand”

Power, owner of the poisonous “hand”)
This song was one of the many songs used to attack the political party in power in the
Nigerian political scene at various times for being too powerful. The party was the
Nigerian National Democratic Party in the former Western Nigeria during the political
turmoil that engulfed the country between 1963 and 1 965. The party slogan was Power!
Power! and the hand its symbol (Qlétﬁnji 1987: 17). The same slogan was adopted by
the Peoples Democratic Party of Nigeria that ruled the country between 1998 and 2014
when All Progressive Congress took over power. Political songs can also be used to
praise leaders, to gather support and to incite people against the opponents. In co-wife
songs (orin oldrogunlorin olébinrin ile), rivals insult, admonish or warn one another.

An example of songs that shows rivalry among co-wives is

f author in 2015).

Biyale rofo ma seja (2ce)

Ko le da mi ni gbese

Biydle rofo ma seja o

Ko le dd mi ni gbése- kori 6 pe (personal collection of author in 2015).
(If my senior wife prepares vegetable soup I will prepare fish (2ce)

If my senior wife prepares vegetable soup I will prepare fish

She cannot make me incur debt-apply the sense)

Songs are also used to attack any member of the society whose behavior fall short of

the standard norm. Some songs are associated with age group, like the kéri songs that
are for children cult group. ’

Nature of Yoruba Songs in the Contemporary Period

Due to the influence of acculturati
uration, education i iti musi
. ; and has
been modernized with modern musical instrumc;nt e e Lo

: " < d
e boris: b s like guitar, piano, saxophone, an
ylop has become an umbrella term for 3| sounds, &at a;e made pleasing
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y the cars. They are categorized i
:clong to the \'oznl cnl:'::: b-“'rll‘lh‘d. Mo vocal music and instrumental music. Songs
lize a text that | iy r)‘. 1€y are in the form of short poems or verse poetry and
utilize a L:\ Wt is poetical in nature (Euba, 1975:478). So, song is a form of music
that uses W ords. It can be done in chorus o solo. However, there are some songs that
are \\'hl‘sll:d. huolc(_i. drummed, or hummed, Since they mc. not vocal, only those who
understand the Encdm of expression use them, For example, only those who understand
the language of the drum can decipher it, '
Yorubd music imbibes new practice

: s from foreign cultures as a result of their
contact with other cultures. The mode -

gl sty . odemn artists adopt and adapt the traditional songs in

t c"i:;l inst;:mu tﬂnF ul\ written literature, Such songs are accompanied with modern

;:“:z Anikild “.‘:\:‘. 3,50 }tm‘lt‘ songs are used by contemporary musicians. For example,
. ‘ . '

¢la Anikulapo Kutt in his “afro beat", adopted the folktale song iya, ivd taakim wdlg,

ahgamfkyan‘ (molhc.r, mother drop the rope, aliyjannkijan). Children educational
poetry is used by Dauda Akanmu (also known as epo akara) in his awurébe song:

Eni bi eni, iven lompdé 1 kawd

Eji bi &ji, iyen lagba d tayo

Eta bi ¢ta, ¢ jé ka tara wa Ipre

E:rin bi érin, eni rinni la d rin

Arin bi arun, k¢ba md s¢ wd ldrungiin

Ef& bi éfa, ¢ jé ka farawa m¢ra

Eje bi &je, olighdn soro o kije

Ejo bi &jo, eni bini la d jo

Esan bi ¢san, pba jélé 6 san wa

Ewd bi éwd, kéba md wahdla wa

One by one, that is how children calculate money

Two by two, that is how elders calculate game of ayo

Three by three, let offerings be exchanged amongst us

Four by four, we exchange smiles with whomever smiles at one

Five by five, may God not make us wastrels

Six by six, let us unite among ourselves

Seven by seven, oh‘tgb{;n ritual ends on the seventh day

Eight by eight, one resembles his or her parents

Nine by nine, Lord, let our old age benefit us

Ten by ten, may God not burden us

ijdld is used for advertisement on NTA ilorin (llorin network of Nigerian Television
Authority), the largest television network in Africa as shown below:

This is a N&fge'n"a’ telifisan otoriti

Ti 1t be nigbooro ilii Tlprin

It is my considered opinion ldti mda lpogun r¢ kdakiri
Wén it gbg wa ni*baddn, win 1t gbg wa I'Ekdo
Won 1 gbg wa nl gbogho agbdyé

E wa pléwo oja lpdp ti wa.

(This is Nigerian Television Authority

That is situated in llorin city

It is my considered opinion 1o advertise it

They listen to us all over the world

Come and advertise your product in our station.)
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T iyere ifd in an expositi
Yemi Elébuibon adapts traditional songs in divinatory poetry ¥ 4 posiion
on examination nmlpmcti.ccs:

Asiri ikooko 6 ye ko tpwp ajd

Hen en )

Asiri idanwo o gbodo tenu olitkp jdde

Hen ¢n

Ma fasiri iddnwo han olifé

Hen en

Ma fasiri iddnwo han omo re

Aki mp mo i seeru ¢ ko 3nd hunni (2ce)

A ki mo mo i seeru ¢ ko md hunni 6
Akimomoi ,veem'é ko md hunni’

(The secret of tiger should not be let out by the dog

Hen en (affirmation)

Examination secret should not be leaked by the teacher
Hen en (affirmation)

Do not leak examination secret to your lover

Do not leak examination secret to your children '
One does not indulge in such a thing without repercussions
One does not indulge in such a thing without repercussions
One does not indulge in such a thing without repercussions)

Orin agbémpjo' is used for advertisement of Obron 6, a common mixture f(.)r pregnant
women in the late seventies on Radio O-Y-O now Broadcasting Corporation of Qy¢

State BCOS by the poet:
Omode yii té0 gbabiro
Iya e t6 pa ldyo
Obronsiisi ni 6 yanju e
Obronsiisi ni 6 fi gbéra so
(This child is due to take a junior one
It is due time the mother is cowed down
Obron 6 will settle theissue.
Omode yii yéo da bira
Omo mi yoo da bira
Oun nda yéo re Londoni
B6 bd tiwd re Londonit
Oun néa yéo di Kiin-in (Qladapo 2008: 32)
(This child will perform wonders
My child will perform wonders
She will also go London
Once she has gone to London
She will become the queen)

Senwele and Wt.fk{‘l are kinds of songs associated with women in Ilorin and are being
adapted by Christian gospel singers as Senwele Jésu in songs like:

M6 1€ jé l6ri agolo (2ce)

Bi jésu gba mi ldye

Mo lee jo, molée jo lori agolo o
Bi jésu gba mi ldye- kori o pe
(I can dance on the tin (2ce)

If Jesus permits me
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I can dance, 1 can dance

. on the tin on the tin
If Jesus permits me)

Old tunes like wére, apala, worp, dadakiiada, and sgnwelg are taking new forms, The
late l—lnpmn isg\la's' apald has been modernized by his son, Msiliu Ispla. According to
Musiliu isola, Open apala i siin Jéindli, 6 ti kiiro ni tatijp (level of apala has finally
moved, it has changed from the old time). Yorubé Proverbs are being popularized by
young artis'ls ‘likf: Ajifolajin Adigtn also known as 9ice, who raps in Yoruba: Ajisebi
Ovo la ari, Oyo 6 se bi baba enikan'" (we can only see those who imitate Qyp, Oy
does not imitate anybody’s father). It is a case of old wine in new bottles.

In all periods, events and situations, the Yoriibis have hears for good songs,
they consider the context, style, language use and melody of the songs. Hence, the
characteristics of a singer include melodious voice. Any performer whose voice is
sweet is o/ohin oyin or olohun iyp, that is, honey voiced or salt voiced. On the contrary,
the singer is oldhin korko (toad voiced) if his voice is croaking. He or she must have
knowledge of historical narrative and be current with happenings in the society. He or
she must be sensitive to the needs of his or her audiences and educate them on virtues
that must be imbibed and vices that should be discouraged. The success of singers
today depends on how effectively the artist makes use of the living heritage of the past
to cast a lasting place for himself or herself in the present.

Conclusions and Suggestions

This chapter has analyzed Yoruba songs within the context of Yoruba creative or
artistic culture. It has highlighted the traditional oral genres, especially poetry as it
concerns song. It reveals that Yoruba songs as an aspect of Yorliba oral poetry is meant
to be sung in performance at a given social, religious, political, or informal occasions.
It reveals that Singing is musical, whether accompanied by sound instrument or not.
Though singing connotes celebration and entertainment, it is also used to vent ones
anger in form of vituperative songs. It is used to lament sorrow and loss of life in
form of dirge. It is also used to express several other emotions. It is poetical, and it
has texts.

Our suggestions are that there must be a way of training academic artists and
modern exponents who could perform the dual role of analyzing and perpetuating
inherited artistry. We need to blend the past with the present. The performing artists
of our present age have a lot to borrow from our traditional past in order to preserve
our African identity. We need to elevate oratory beyond the elementary level to the
tertiary and even to the pinnacle of academic excellence: The modem dramatic artists
that are trained in the Universities should be trained as entrepreneurs so that when they
graduate they have something to do as singers and song writers.
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