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A Literary Appraisal of Poets as Historians

Dr. J.B. Agbaje

Abstract- The Yoruba believe that our past and present
histories are being preserved for future generation. Hence, the
Yoruba genres can be used to trace the history of a set of
people and one occurrence or the other. Various genres of the
Yoruba are embodiment of their history. In essence, Yoruba
poets are seen as historians or repertoire of knowledge. All the
stories which are embedded in Yoruba oral literature are seen
in form of allusion. Yoruba orature helps to remember
important cultural information and history of the Yoruba
people. It is pertinent to note that the role of orature in the
construction and reconstruction of history is remarkable as
seen in the following genres of Yoruba oral literature such as
aldamo, ijala, esa and orin. This paper concludes that in the
above mentioned genres, like other Yoruba genres, poets play
the roles of historians and that our past and present histories
are preserved for future generation.
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[. INTRODUCTION AND THEORETICAL
BACKGROUND

n the Yoruba genres, the poets play the roles of

historians wherein our past and present histories are

preserved for future generation. This study
established the fact that Yoruba genres can be used to
trace the history of a set of people and one occurrence
or the other. There are different types of orature among
the Yorubas and all these genres are embodiment of
their history. Yoruba poets are seen as historians or
repository of knowledge whereby many of the Yoruba
histories are kept. All these stories are seen in form of
allusions. Blacking (1977: 22) says:

Orature is committed to preserving the history and
culture of individual people through performance;
and through it vital cultural information is passed
down from generation to generation.

Here, Blacking reveals it that Yoruba orature is
based on preserving history and culture, and vital
information are known through it. Without orature, many
of the cultural information and history might have been
forgotten. But through it, they were able to pass it to
other generation. That is why it is rightly said that
histories are known through poetry.

Ajibade (2009: 101) also agreed to this why
discussing Yoruba Nuptial poetry. He said that,
Epitherlamiums, like other Yoruba poetry illuminates the
culture of the Yoruba people especially the formation of
social groups, kinship, solidarity, sexuality, and
childbearing among others.
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Olatunji (1984: 115) supported this fact in his
work titled Features of Yoruba Oral Poetry. He says: Ese
Ifa can be treated as verbal and a storehouse of
information about Yoruba mythology and cosmology.

Olatunji says this because he knows that a lot of
information are embedded in ese Ifa.

Abimbola (1975: 32) supports the fact that ese
Ifa constitutes a compendium of information on Yoruba
world view. He says: “Ifa literary corpus is the store-
house of Yoruba culture inside which the Yoruba
comprehension of their own historical experiences and
understanding of their environment can always be
found. It is recognized as a repository for Yorubéa
traditional body of knowledge embracing history,
philosophy, medicine and folklore.” This also gives
another revelation that Yoruba poets are historian since
ese Ifa is one of the oratures of Yorub4, full of history,
philosophy, medicine and folklore.

Also Olabimtan (1980: 153) says:

Poetry, like religion, is essential to the life of the
traditional Yoruba. It is the vehicle of all that is
sublimed in the culture of the people, and that is
why there are many genres of traditional Yoruba
poetry to convey the various aspects of the
people’s cultures.

Barber (1990: 315) says:

Each oriki gestures away from its location within the
performed text to an interland of meaning outside
the text. Not only that some are specific historical
references and some are generalized comments
referring to a timeless or ideal state of affairs.

Awe (1974: 331) also buttresses it that the role
of orature in the construction and reconstruction of
history is tremendous. Going by the Yoruba Alamo, ijala,
esa and orin, it is clearly evident that many of these
histories are embedded in them.
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[1.

a) ljala chant
Ikoyi

ANALYSIS

Ikdyf Omo Arégun dadé

Olukoyi omo aku da gbedu akala
Omo ogun bami nigbé mo dolu igbd,
Ogun bami lédan mo dero odan,
Ogun bami ni palapéla

lieni mowé ju Opéa ibon lo

Ogun joojumo 16 mu ilé baba won sumi f Io,

Oba ko, Oba 0 sigun
Ese osi Oba 0 pese da,
Oba ni kéfi odun yii kagbo ofe,

Emiisodgun laya,

11414 t6 ba dodun méta oni nkg?
Ogun n be 6w oba,

ijén‘l mi obebe,

Ti mo régun gbéra bi aso

Ikdyf omo oju oréord

Ikdyi omo ora ora

Kin aba mu rel’e re?

Gbabi wa

Olukoyi omo ogun I¢san-an ole 6ru

Bi ewlré re ba sonu

Mébi éso Ikoyi

Sugbodn thinrin rogbodo re ba spnu
Wabi és¢ Ikoyi

Olukoyi lo ogun stigbdn ko walé mo
Won gbé ori Olukoyi genge

Lo si aafin oba

Olukoyi so pé oun o t'iidé oo6r babé dun

Agbede gbédé

Ogun ajaweyin lomuu ilé Olukoyi wami gbé,

Olukoyf, son of Akudagbodiakala

The son of war meets me at forest

| become the master of forest

War meet me at grass-field

| become the master of grass-field

War meet me at a tight corner

War fought without retreating is why | love to live in
Olukoyi’s house

War at everyday makes me be tired of their father’s
house

The king refuses to declare war

The left leg of the king doesn’t change his legs

The king said we should use this year to prepare agbo
ofe

To do drawns is to be brave

What of ilala that spends another 3 years from now?
War is at the king’s finger tip

That | got war to put on like cloth

ikdyf the child of Ojd ord ord

ikdyf the child of Qra ora

What would we have taken along to your house

Branch here

Olukoyi the off-spring of war in the daylight but stealing
in the night

If your goat is lost

Don’t ask es¢ ikoyi

But if your beautiful wife is lost,

Ask es0 Ikoyi

Olukoyi went to war but didn’t come back home again
Then, they carried Olukoyi's head majestically

To the king's palace

Olukoyi said he had not reached the burial ground of
his father

Agbede gbédé

In the above extract, the chanter makes allusion
to the history of Onikoyi’s lineage. Here the chanter
makes it known that the Ikoyi people are brave people
and great herbalists. Besides, the chanter depicts the
Onikoyi’s lineage to be womanizers that is, they flirt with
women. This attitude could be seen in their ways of life
wherever they may be either at festive mood or war
front. Also, the chanter depicts that the Onikoyi’s lineage
are warlike people, that is, they have flair for war. They
are not tired of going to the battle field at any point in
time because of the love they have for their fathers’ land.

Below is another example from Esa Chant:
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b) Esa Chant Olégbojo

Aroll owo,

Esa ogbin

Qmaq leegi 0 wosp

Qmqg OwWdso

Woye nigbale

Qma 0 wosp keke regbe

Reé gbégun wale

Olégbojo gmg kéndu oni wo
Aina ni lya Ogbin je,

Baagidé ni baba Ologbojo ni gbahun
Molé mole aré dde

O gbolukeé,

Ooldgbojo

Odldogbojo

Odlégbojo

Mo molé yin o

Esa ogbin

B6 yo ola Oldun afoni bun ni

Esa ogbin moriké

Mo yéa slinké si

Aréll owd

Awon lomo arago gbale

Nigbale

Awon lomo oni sékété

N wére

Aréll owo

Eyin lomo pélasa

Ologbojo ma gun igi ila

iwo ni omo Arégunsinmodélé oko
Lonii ati lanaa amtiyagan ni iya jé fdémo

Arélu owd

Esa ogbin

The child of Léegi did not wear cloth

The child of those who wear cloth

To belittle chieftaincy in secret

The child of those who wear kéké's cloth
To the bush to bring a masquerade home.
Olégboijod, son of Kondd Oniwo

Aina was Ogbin’s mother

Baagide was Ologbojo’s father then

A builder, a family of those outside

One who cares for OlU

Ologbojo

Ologbojo

Oloégbojo

| know your house

Esa Ogbin

If God wishes, He grant us this day

Esa Ogbin I'm cared for

| quickly

Aréll owd

They are the children of Aragogbale

In secret

They are the children of the owner of sékété
In a hurry

Arélu owd

You are the children of Palasa

Don't back okro to limb Olégbojo

You are the children of Arégunsinmodele oko
Today and yesterday, everyone is proud of
his/her mother.

In the foregoing extract, the chanter establishes
that Arélti Owé, Esa Ogbin’s lineage are masqueraders.
Here, the chanter traces the history of the lienage to
Koéndu Oniwo. It is made known that the Esa Ogbin’s
lineage are great entertainers. Even, the Esa Ogbin’s
lineage uses their masquerades to perform for the
audience during their children’s marriages. That is to
say, the Esa Ogbin’s lineage were known from the time
immemorial as great socio-cultural entertainers in the
society.

Kéyin sokun song is the next example to be
consideration
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c) Keyin sokun song

Lead:

Lead:

Chorus:

Chorus:

If we are begging for children

Explain it to God

A child who puts hand in people’s pocket

To steal people’s money

Is not a child.

But a child who will uplift his/her father’s house

Who shall favour his/her mother’s house

God hear me out

It doesn't just start at our time

Ever since, thieves have been dying ruthlessly
Ever since, thieves have been dying shamely
During the time of Olugbén

During the time of Aresa

During the time of Oranmiyan, father of the
Ifeland

Theives turned their backs to the sea

May | not turn my back to the sea

A child who wakes up in the morning

Who doesn’t have a job

Who wants to buy an expensive velvet

Who wants to buy lace

Who wants to buy Damask

Pool of blood on the thieves who turned their
backs to the sea

May | not turn my back to the sea.

See them on the tree

See a thick rope on the thief

A big barrel is the trap of death

A big barrel is the trap of suffering

Pool of blood on the thieves who turned their
back to the sea

The head of a thief shall sleep at Ibokun

Parent warn your child

Warn them

A child who wakes up in the morning

Who doesn’t have a job

Who wants to buy an expensive velvet

Who wants to buy lace

Who wants to buy Damask

Who wants to buy vehicle

Pool of blood on he thief whose back is turned
to the sea

The head of a thief shall sleep at Ibokun

Lilé:

Egbe:

Lilé:

Egbe:

Bi a ba n toro omo 16wo Olérun
E salayé e fQlérun

Qmaq ti n towd bopd

Ti n jawo oldwo

Omo ko

Sugbon, omo ti yoo gbélée baba
ga

Tiyi o se iléiyaloore

Edumare gbdhun mi

Ko sese bere nigba tiwa
L&élaé lole ti n kuku oré

L&élaé lolé ti n kuky lya

Layé Olugbon

Layé Argsa

Layé Qranmiyan baba nilg If

Ole a keyin sdkun

Ki n ma se kéyin sokun

Omo té ji lowalro

Ti O nisé lapa

To fé ra aran olowod

To6 fé ra Léesi

T6 fé ra Damask

Eje yoroyord lara olé té keyin
sokun

Ki'n ma se keyin sokun

E wo won lorfigi

E wo ijara okun lara igara
Goroddomu ni pakuté iku
Goroddéomu ni pakuté iya

Eje yoroyord lara olé té keyin
sokun

Ibdkun lorf olé 6 stin

Qldémo kild fomo

E Kilo fun won

Omo té ji lowalrd

Ti 0 nisé 16wd

Té fé ra aran olowod

Té fé ra Léesi

To fé ra Damask

Té fé ra moto

Eje yoroyord lara olé té keyin
sokun

Ibokun lori ole 6 sun.

From the above song, the singer alludes to the
history of the notorious gang led by Oyenusi in 1970s.
The notorious gang caused panic everywhere in the
country. The Police Force could not curb them because
they usually escape arrest in miraculous way. At last,
the Military Force overpowered them when the force
discovered the gang's hideout. The notorious gang
faced the military tribunal and members were found
guilty of armed robbery. All the members of the gang
were executed by firing squad. Thus, the above singer
brought the events into limelight for the consumption of
the present generation. Perhaps, the singer intends to
tell the on-coming generation to desist from such
irritating social vices in the future.
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The next example is Alamo chant:
d) Alamo Chant

itan ogun Ekiti parapd hun hin hin.
Ogun kiriji

Ogun ifije-boju

Ogun jalumi, ogun lila ni

Ohun logun & ja gbéyin
Nile omo Odudua

Fabunmi ni ipadé

Pell Iobaloba

Saafin 0oré 16tun

InG ipadé ijé &

Ni kete oba ti moéhun sokan
Wi 6 di dandan

Kan jagun Ekiti parapo

Na bé ransé si kete ull

Kei If kete Ekiti

Wi kédn momo ogun ransé sflud otun
An onimo kan

An onimo méiji

Kan padé Iijo méje oni

Nij¢ an a sigun relu Ibadan.
Bi kete ran

Bi an se darf délé 16lijo ijée
Ni Fabunmi musé se ni wéréwéré
Fabunmi Oréraladaa
Adésdbye okunrin ogun

O se gudugudu méje

Yaya méfa

K¢ mi di ujo méta-lé-légun
Ki kete eto ti to

Léyin upadé akokd

Loore otun

Oba Qkinbaldye

O ti gbé otinranse dide

Wi kén &n rin lati Ekiti

Titf o sfltd Ulérin .
Kan bere si ni pold ogun EKiti parapd
Fabunmi tika gbéra

O dult 114 Orangin

Ni ki kete ran kéra jo

Labé akdso Adéyalé

Ni kan &n mura ogun
Agada Lamuasan

Omo Efan alaaye

Oun ni Fabunmi faroko ran

Ni ki & méaroko

Lo s6dod Ogédéégbé Agbogungboro luléesa
Agada mura

O marin &jo ré pon

Toun tarokod 16 9,

O musé fabunmi se ni wéréwéré

Amo Ogotin ni Fablnmi dé

An &n ti jisé Ogédéagbé Agbdgungbdrd sf baba
Usé kan jé 6 se ni ni kayeéfi

Usé kan jé sf Fabunmi lgj¢ ijée ré é o

Kete orf k6 ba n gb mi
Ogedéagbé ni kan an ki o.
Kén an se o pelé o.

InG oun dun di kete 0 0 se

The history of Ekiti parapd war

Kiriji war

A very bloody war

The war which made people to drown in the
river, a very mighty war

It was the last war

In the land of Oduduwa (Yorubaland)
Fabunmi held a meeting

With council of Obas

At Ooré Otun’s palace

In the meeting of that day

All the Obas unanimously agreed

That it was compulsory

To declare the war of Ekiti parapo

They sent message to all the towns

In Ekitiland

That they should send warriors to Otun Ekiti
Those who knew one thing

Those who knew two things.

Should meet in seven (7) days time

The day they would wage war against Ibadan.
When they all

Got home that time

Fabunmi promptly took action

Fabunmi a great warrior,

Adésoye, a warlord

He performed wonderfully

He performed wonderfully

After twenty-three (23) days
That all things had been set

After the first meeting

That Ooré Otin

Oba Qkinbaldye

He sent war messengers

He started their journey from Ekiti
To llorin .

To promote the war of Ekiti parap9.

Fabunmi, himself

Travelled to ila Qrangln

Where they all converged

Under the leadership of Adéyalé

That they should get set for war.

Agada Lamuasan

Who hailed from Efon-Alaaye

Was the person who took the special massage

(Articles)
And took the special message (Arako) with him

To Ogedengbe a Warlord at llesa.

Agada got set

He went on his journey

With the special message (Articles)

He carried out Fabunmi’s message promptly.
But, Fabunmi got to Ogotdn

This is the message delivered to Fabunmi then;
The message delivered was mysterious

The message delivered to Fabunmi that time
goes thus

All the people that hear me

Ogedengbe said we should greet you

And wish you well.

That he, Ogedengbe, was happy with your
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Ati kete iwa 6 n wil

Sian Ajélé Ibadan

Mo fé o mura giri

Gégé bi alagbara omo
Ki o siwaji an Oniyan re,
Ki o jija ominira

Kete Uranlgo ko o baifé
Ko o ransé simi...

actions

And your behaviours

Against Ibadan district officers.

| want you to be up and doing
As a hero

And lead your people

To fight for freedom

All necessary assistance needed
Should be made known to me...

In the above Alamo chant, the chanter alludes
to the history of the inter-tribal war between the Qygs
and Ekiti-parapq (i.e the Kiriji war). The war was fought
in the 18th century. It lasted nine good years. It was the
greatest war ever fought by the Yorubéa people in which
many lives and properties were lost. It was through the
intervention of the colonial masters that the war came to
an end. The above Alamo chanter brought the event into

limelight for the memory of the present generation.

I1I.  CONCLUSION

It is established in this paper that Yoruba
orature is the compendium of information and store-
house of Yoruba culture inside which the Yoruba
comprehension of their own historical experiences and
understanding of their environment can always be
found. Orature is committed to preserving the history
and culture of individual people and the community
through performance; and through it vital cultural
information is passed down from generation to
generation. Yoruba poets are seen as historians or
repository of knowledge whereby many of the Yoruba
histories are kept. All these stories are seen in form of
allusions.

Finally, this paper concludes that in the Yoruba
ljala, Esa, Aldmo, and Orin (song) like other Yoruba
genres, poets play the roles of historians and that our
past and present histories are preserved for future
generation.
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