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ABSTRACT
Orin kete and Orin agbé are Yoruba oral poetic forms predominantly performed among the
Ibarapa and Oke-Oguin people of Qyo State, South-West Nigeria. Previous studies on Yoribé
oral poetry have focused largely on poetic types, such as, esa and ijala; with little attention
devoted to Orin agbé and Orin kete. This study was, therefore, designed to investigate the
comparative performance semiotic features of Orin kete and Orin agbe, with a view to
establishing their socio-cultural relevance and factors responsible for their sustainability.

Yuri Lotman’s Cultural Semiotics, complemented by Richard Schechner’s Performance
Theory and Steven Totosy de Zepetnek’s Comparative Approach, was adopted as the
framework. The ethnographic design was employed. Five performances of Orin kete and
three performances of Orin agbé were collected from Igbé Ora in Ibarapa; while one
performance of Orin agbhé was collected from each of Imia and 1l0a in Oké-Ogun. These
communities are where the performance of the genres are active. Audio-visual data were
recorded during the performances. Key informant interviews were conducted with four
respondents, purposively selected for being leaders in each of the performance groups. A
thirty-item questionnaire on the relevance and sustainability of Orin kete and Orin agbe, were
administered to 100 respondents, 51 members and 49 non-members of the performance
groups. The data were subjected to literary and descriptive analyses.

Both genres feature in secular performance contexts but Orin kete is primarily performed in
religious contexts. The two genres maintain a tripartite performance structure of prelude,
body and finale. The prelude sub-divided into iséll, iba, iwire and ifira-eni-han. Isell is,
however, not realised in Orin kete. Both genres are not gender-selective, as both attract female
and male performers as vocalists, instrumentalists and dancers. Male youthful acrobats are,
however, found only in Orin agbe performances. The costumes are either formal or informal.
Formal white constumes are used in Orin kete strictly during religious performances, while
in Orin agbé, a special uniform is worn for formal occassions. Musical instruments in Orin
kete consist of membranophones and idiophones, while only idiophones are found in Orin
aghe. 1l0/agbe jija, idobalefiyikaa, yopdyoséleléyoeyo, shoulder twisting and dancing, while
playing musical instruments are dance styles observed in both genres. However, while open
Oldbiiripobiri, lifting with brooms, lifting with leaves and alosilo are prominent acrobatic
displays in Orin agbe. The poetic exploration of qualisign, sinsign, legisign, index, symbol,
dicent and nonsensical codes are employed in the signification of poetic harmony, dance
skills, omoluabi attributes and women’s rights in both genres. Orin kete performs socio-
religious functions, while Orin agbé performs only social functions. Both genres are deployed
for curbing societal anomalies. Religious status (80%), family sense of belonging (72%) and
kinship affiliation (72%) were identified as factors responsible for the sustainability of both
genres.

Among the Ibarapa and Oke ogun people, the performance semiotic features of Orin kete are
socio-religious, while those of Orin agbe are basically socially oriented.

Keywords:  Orin kete, Orin agbe, performance semiotics features, responsorial forms,

socio-religious functions
Word count: 492
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1  Background to the study

Ibarapa and Oké Ogun people of Qyo have a long history of attachment to Old
Oy¢ and some other ancient cities like Ife, Ibadan, Abéokuta and ilorin among others.
Many of the Ibarapa and Oké Ogun settlements evolved after the collapse of the Old
Qyo Empire while some had been in existence before its collapse. This is evident in
Johnson's (1921) account of the story of Alaafin Ajaka who succeeded Sango, beheaded
one of his warlords (Elénre) for disobeying his order as regards the continual execution
of a particular war. Elénre's head flew off, but instead of falling, stuck to Ajuwon's hand
and mysteriously prevented him from using the hand to eat. All herbalists in the kingdom
were summoned to rescue the king from Elénre's head but they could not salvage the
situation. Asawo, the founder of Ayéte, one of the seven towns in Ibarapa, after which
the kingship title of the town was named, arrived to try his best. He began to praise
Elénre instead of abusing him like the previously invited herbalists. As a result, Elénre's
head fell off the king's hand and the case was settled. This account according to Johnson
occurred before the collapse of the Old Qyé Empire (Qyo Ajaka). This is an indication
that some towns in Ibarapa and Oké Oguin were in existence during the period of Old
Qyo Empire. Similarly, Johnson (1921) accounts that during the reign of Onigbdgi, the
king of Tapa (Nupe) besieged Qy6 and completely got its control. Onigbégi fled to
Gbere, an Ibariba town. When the situation in Gbere was also getting tense, Irawo, a
Yoruba town, was also raided by Ibariba armies. Subsequently, Ofinran (a young prince
then) took Qyo people out of the land. He assembled his people at Kusu where he finally
died.

Johnson (1921) further explains that Ofinran was succeeded by his son,
Egungunoju, who proposed to take his corpse to Ighoho, a town to be founded. On their
way, the cord with which the corpse was tied broke and another one was made. The
place where this occurred was where the Saki palace was built. Egungunoji proceeded
to build ighoho where Ofinran was buried. Oronpoto, Ajibdyédé and Abiipa were the

other three kings who reigned at Ighdho. Abiipa took Qyo people out of the town.



Accounts related to these were also discussed in Adédgji (1969) and Oguindgji (1992) in
their attempts to reveal the origin of Yoruba masquerade theatre. Three Oké Ogiin towns
are mentioned in the history revealed above; Irawo, Saki and Igboho. These historical
facts are recounted to show that Oké Ogun and ibarapé people are Qy¢ Yorubéa and many
towns in the area have a long history like Qy6 town herself.

Orin kete is a Yoruba oral poetry that is found among Ibarapa (Alaba, 1985),
Oké Ogun and Yewa people of Yoruba. It is a religious poetry attributed to Qbatala,
Aléaraagho, 1beji and some other children related Yortba deities. The poetry is named
after the musical instrument (kete), a calabash pot drum, played to it. Owdlabi (1974)
and Alaba (1985) mention that orin kete as one of Yorlba oral poetry is used in social
entertainment. Owdlabi's (1974) and Alaba's (1985) opinions about this social function
of orin kete are apt. However, the social function of the genre is not its primary function.
Our interaction with the performers of the genre shows that the song is a religious song
attributed to the aforementioned deities but now performed outside the religious settings.
Orin kete is also performed at secular and social programmes like naming ceremony,
wedding ceremony, house-warming events, and political gatherings among others.
Based on this, the religious function is the background/primary function of orin kete
while the secular and social functions are its secondary/applied function.

Forethermore, orin agbé is a poetic genre among the Yorubéa people of Qyo. It is
a secular song. Like orin kete, the genre is also named after a musical instrument, agbe
(gourd) played to it. Two major existing pieces of research on orin agbé are Ogindgji
(1979) and Alaba (1985). Although Ogundgji (1979) is a long essay, no analytical theory
is used as a base for its analysis; yet the study is one of the foremost works on orin agbe.
Alaba (1985) is the only existing doctoral thesis on orin agbé. Therefore, these extant
studies are relevant to the present study. Both scholars claim that orin agbé is a secular
song. Alabé (1985) argues that the song emanated from Old Qyo. It is long-dated to the
reign of Sangd and a warlord, Gbon-nkaa who was said to have made the song popular.
The song, according to Alaba (1985), emanated from warfare; it is performed as a palace
poem and later extended to other social gatherings. Okd6 Ewi Alohtin (QOpadotun, 2002)
is a textbook on Yoruba oral poetry. Orin agbe is recognised in the work as one of
Yorubé oral poetry among Yoruba people of Qy4. Thus, Opadotun's (2002) position on
orin agbe is not contrary to those of Ogundgji (1979) and Alaba (1985).

There are similarities between these two poetic genres. This is even evident from

their nomenclatures. This study investigates points of convergence and divergence of
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these two oral poetry using semiotics. According to Riffatarre (1978) and Oglindgji
(1988), literary text (i.e. poetry), is a system and network of codes. Olatéju (1998) also
shows that the language of literary discourse is optional, examined, non-casual and
critical. Riffaterre (1978) further reveals that the language of poetry is quite different
from the ordinary and conversational language. Qlat¢jd (1998) also shares this view. As
a result of high usage of codefication in poetic genre, semiotics is therefore employed in
this study to analyse and decode different semantic implications in the performance of

orin kete and orin agbe.

1.2 Statement of the problem

Yoruba language is not only endangered through its speakers' attitudes in favour
of colonial languages, but the endangerment also has ripple effects on Yorubé culture,
literature and world view in general. Balogun (2013) observes this when saying that in
the specific case of the Yoruba language, the behaviours of native speakers towards the
language is one of the major factors accountable for its endangerment. Since language
cannot thrive outside its cultural context, many cultural values, including Yorubé oral
poetry, have gone into extinction. Many have no performers again; the contents of many
Yoruba poetry have been forgotten while many have merged with other genres, and
many have transformed into a new poetic genre. For instance, ekun iyawé (Yoruba
nuptial poem) is rarely practised nowadays. Western/Islamic civilisation and religion
have affected the performance of the poetic genre as Christian, Islamic and court
marriages are preferred to the purely traditional marriage system, where chanting of
nuptial poems is used. Qpadotin (2002) avers that the performance of rdra Esi (Esu
praise poetic genre) is no more to be found since many of its believers do not want to be
identified with the deity. Etiyeri (Satirical masquerade song) and ogbéré (a dirge chant
among Yoruba Qyg) performances are also rare. Even some modern Yoruba poems
which came into existence as a result of Islamic and Christianity contacts in Yorubaland
are affected. This is in the case of orin wéré and orin fuji. The metamorphosis of orin
wéré into orin faji cannot be underestimated. Nowadays, it is hard to identify live
performers of Yoruba Islamic influenced oral poetry like orin awurebe and orin sakara.
It is expected that a language or a culture must, as a matter of necessity, change over
time. To remain stagnant means cultural death. So, any cultural change that could result
in a loss or degradation of Yorubd cultural values must be arrested and addressed.



According to Hamlet (2011), oral tradition is a body of knowledge through which
culture is transmitted. The people's cultural ethics, values, histories and religions were
transmitted from the old generation to the new generation by elderly individuals who
were known to be excellent in storytelling and societal norms. Some of them are oral
poets, storytellers, palace poets, priests, teachers, and soothsayers, among others. Many
of the values which they display are solutions to societal problems. The degradation of
these values has affected societal morals, leading to different social vices like bribery,
corruption, suicide, armed robbery, religious terrorism, sexual abuse, human trafficking,
human ritual and other forms of immorality prevalent in Yoruba modern society. Given
this, this study becomes imperative as it examines how lessons from Yoruba oral poetry
can address the moral decadence and cultural degradation observed in the contemporary
Yoruba world. In particular, the study, as well, investigates how orin kete and orin agbe
are used as means of implementing orderliness in society.

History forms part of oral poetry. Many historical facts are revealed through the
use of oral poetry. Orin kete and orin agbé, as implied above, are found among the
Yoruba people of Qyg, which include Ibarapa and Oké Ogun. Orin kete could also be
found among Yoruba people of Yewa. There are some common features of Qyo Yorubé
in orin kete and orin agbé that many people do not pay attention to. In the course of
applying semiotics, these features will be revealed as insight to explain the socio-cultural
relevance of the poetic types under study.

There are styles and techniques in the performance of Yoruba oral poetry in
general. These styles and techniques are mainly known to the performers while the
audience may also know little about them. Many of these styles and techniques of
performance signify different things. Information could be best and fully understood if
only all codes through which information is passed are decoded and understood. As
pointed out earlier, the literary text is usually a network of codes and even different
levels of sub-codes are possible in literature (Eco, 1976; Ogundgji, 1988). The language
of poetry differs from everyday language because poetry employs words excluded from
common usage and has its special grammar (Riffaterre, 1978). It is evident that
codifications of different types exist in orin kete and orin agbée. Hence, these
codifications need critical elucidation in order to explain in detail the messages the
poems pass across to the audience. This will no doubt assist in exploring the meaning
and the beauty of the poetic renditions under the study.



In terms of their ensembles, orin kete and orin agbé are closely related. Alaba
(1985) lists orin kete among other Yoruba poetic types to which orin agbé could be
compared. The apparent ground for comparing orin kete and orin agbé lies in the
similarity of the musical instruments after which each of the genres is named, coupled
with the fact that they are both performed within the same locality. As suggested by
Alaba, one would like to explore more other interconnections between these oral poetic
types. The texts, themes, performers and performances, musical ensembles, tonal
manipulation and some other features of both genres need to be compared.

Performances of many Yoruba oral poetic types are no more regular as in the
past and some have gone into extinction due to the impact of modern religion and
civilisation. An example is ekun iyawé (nuptial poem) and orin etiyeri (satirical
masquerade song). However, despite the negative attitudes of some Yoruba people,
especially the elite and those who have embraced Christianity and Islam, to the Yoruba
traditional culture and customs, orin kete and orin agbé still survive. Therefore, this
study investigates the survival patterns and strategies of orin kete and orin agbé in
coping with external influences. Although Ogundgji (1979) and Alaba (1985) have
investigated orin agbé which serve as documentation of this oral poetry, orin kete has
little or no documentation. All that exists on it, to the best of our knowledge are
references and light comments. Based on this, the genre needs proper documentation to
protect against its possible total extinction. However, there are existing research works
on orin agbé but Alaba (1985) which happened to be the major study on the genre posits
that orin agbé has multi-modal features, as a result, the genre needs further investigation
for more understanding. All these are problems this current study is geared toward

solving.

1.3 Aim and objectives of the study

Deriving from the last subsection, this study aims to analyse a comprarative
performance of semiotic of orin kete and orin agbe. To make this aim a reality, the
specific objectives are listed below:

i. Compare orin kete and orin agbe from the perspective of their contents,
structures, styles of performance, language use, rhythm, musical instruments,
costumes, ritual aspects, geographical distributions, socio-cultural relevance, and
other features related to these oral poetic types.

ii.  Analyse the semiotic elements in the performance of orin kete and orin agbe.
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iii.  Discuss the factors responsible for the sustainability of orin kete and orin agbe.
iv.  Discuss how the sustainability of orin kete and orin agbé could be upheld.

1.4 Research questions
Based on the above-identified objectives, this research answers the following
questions:

i.  How related are orin kete and orin agbé from the perspective of their contents,
structures, styles of performance, language use, rhythm, musical instruments,
costumes, ritual aspects, geographical distributions and socio-cultural relevance?

ii.  What are the semiotic elements in the performance of orin kete and orin agbé
and what meanings do they generate?

iii.  What are the factors responsible for the sustainability of orin kete?

iv.  How can the sustainability of orin kete and orin agbé be upheld?

1.5  Significance of the study

The study analyses the performance semiotics of orin kete and orin agbe. Using
semiotics as theoretical framework, many signs and significations in the performances
of the poetic types under study are identified and analysed from a comparative
perspective. On the other hand, this study is an update on Ogindgji's (1979) and Alaba's
(1985) studies on orin agbé. It is a further study on orin aghé which Ogindéji (1979)
and Alaba (1985) researched into some of its aspects. The work provides full
documentation on orin kete which has not been able to get any serious academic
attention before now.

This study is a new research perspective on Yoruba oral poetry. Scholars like
Yemitan (1963), Adéboye (1966 and 1975), Olajubu (1970 and 1972), Olabintan (1971)
and Ajowon (1981) interrogate different Yortba oral poetic genres, one per a study. In
another words, their selected poetic genres are investigated individually, and not
comparatively. This study compares two independent Yoruba oral poetry. This has
helped to suggest into the field of Yoruba literature a new method through which
relatedness of Yoruba oral poetic genres can be a factor in grouping them into poetic
families.

The research also shows how orin kete and orin agbé are useful as means of
implementing orderliness in society. The research is a means of exposing the survival

patterns of Yoruba oral poetry.



1.6 Scope of the study

The geographical scope of Yoruba land this study covers are Ibarapa and Oke
Oguin in Qyo State. Data on orin kete and orin agbé are collected at Igh6-Ora while data
on orin agbé are got from Ighd-Qra, Imia and 1lua. The availability of the oral poetic

types in these geographical areas is responsible for our choice.



CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE AND THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK
2.1  Review of related literature
In the first subsection, oral literature is discussed as a universal phenomenon.
Further discussions on oral poetry in the Yoruba cultural setting are carried out. Scholars'
views on taxonomisation of Yoruba oral poetry are critiqued. The characteristic features
of Yorubéa oral poetry performance are discussed. The different stages, which Yoruba
oral poetry has passed through, in an attempt to examine its globalisation are also
examined. Similarly, the historical and geographical description of Ibarapa and Oké
Oguin people of Qy¢ State are elucidated. Lastly in this subsection, the extant works on

orin kete and orin agbe are critically reviewed.

2.1.1 Oral literature as a universal phenomenon

Finnegan (1977) does not give a specific definition of oral poetry because of its
heterogeneous nature. Instead, she describes what the concept "oral” means. Her
description is even not specific because of the diversity of the concept of oralness. In
summary, Finnegan (1977:17) states that what is most readily called oral must be so in
its: "(1) composition, (2) mode of transmission, and (3), performance”. She insists that
some oral poetic types are oral in all these features while some are in just one or in two.
Oral genres, according to Merolla (2016: 168) are the construction and expression of
knowledge that is transmitted within communities through both "diffuse” and
"professional™ learning and teaching practices. The diffuse method of learning oral genre
(literature) occurs through what he calls “immersion™. This is when children and adults
observe, listen to, and imitate peers and elders. The professional method includes the
long term training provided by griot masters to apprentices. Afolabi (2000: 8) defines
oral literature as "one of the most effective means of expressing intellectual, the physical,
and spiritual experiences of man in its most natural form". According to Hamlet (2011),
oral traditions are stories, old sayings, songs, proverbs, and other cultural products which
are not in written form. These forms of culture are kept alive by being passed on in oral

form from one generation of people to the next generation. These characteristics are
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found in all cultures throughout the world. Before the emergence of writing, human
beings have been narrating and projecting what is found fascinating in their culture.
Hence, oral literature has been in existence before written culture.

According to Joshua (2011), writing is the physical manifestation of spoken
language. Joshua continues by saying that it is thought that human beings first used
painting as a form of writing in 35,000 BCE. The evidence of this was the cave paintings
from the time of the Cro-Magnon Man* (c. 50,000-30,000 BCE). The paintings appeared
to have expressed the daily activities of their life. Joshua argues that the painting
represented their language, because in some expressions, they tend to narrate stories like
hunting expeditions. Written language, according to Joshua, emerged as a result of its
invention in the land of Sumer, Southern Mesopotamia. This occurred in ¢. 3500 -3000
BCE and this form of early writing was referred to as cuneiform. It entailed
making specific or unique marks in wet clay with a reed tool. After the Mesopotamia
writing style, according to Joshua (2011), was the Egyptians (c.3150 BCE), this was
followed by the Greek and the Romans’ writings which came into existence around the
8the Century BC. The ancient Chinese (1200 BC) writing style came after that of the
Roman. Writing could be said to be more advanced during the documentation of the
Bible more than two thousand years ago. In this current world, many languages of the
world have been reduced to writing. Writing has gone far beyond written documents in
contemporary times. It has included digital representation forms of writing. As writing
develops, literature alongside develops simultaneously. As a result of development in
writing styles across the world, many oral literary forms of the world have been
documented in written and digital forms. This step has changed the form of many oral
literary forms to the extent that their oralities are either totally or almost lost. It is
indubitable that many oral literary works have metamorphosed into the written form.
The truth, however, remains that every piece of literature in the world started from its
oral form. There is a lot of evidence in this regard. The two prominent ancient kinds of
literature which have been reduced into writing in the ancient period were Greek
literature; the lliad and Odyssey.

Dué (2003) opines that Homeric poems were not only a t